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Leading with 
Belonging
Washington’s Path to a Belonging State
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PGcbFj4J_gc

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PGcbFj4J_gc


The problem of “Othering” is the problem 
of the 21st century 

And the possible demise of the nation state 
as we know it



WE NEED TO CREATE A CULTURE OF BELONGING.

Sawubona: Zulu greeting “We see you”
1. An invitation to a deep witnessing and presence
2. This greeting forms an agreement to affirm and investigate the 

mutual potential and obligation that is present in a given 
moment



A Beloved Community
Dr. King’s Legacy is a Call for 

Belonging



Indices of Othering

 
  
 
 

People can experience strong othering in one or some of these areas and low or no othering 
in others. When someone experiences othering on all of these indices, then the othering is 
more likely durable. High durability also exists when othering happens between the 
interpersonal, structural, and cultural.



Othering is a generalized set of common processes 
that engender marginality and group-based 

inequality across any of the full range of human 
differences 

class

gender

sexuality
abil ity

age skin tone

race
ethnicity religion



Democracy

A Crack in the Container When there’s a crack 
in the container, when 
the context in which 
we live is broken, 
everyone feels 
othered and our 
solutions need to be 
more radical.



Rapid change produces collective 
anxiety:

Breaking
Fear, anger, 

Othering

Change in 
demographic
Climate, Tech

Globalism

Increase in 
anxiety

Empathy, 
belonging, 
inclusion

Leadership, 
Meta-Narrative, 

Structures, 
Organizing

Bonding
Connecting on 
similarities, 
common threads 
of identity



Fragmentation and 
Dehumanization: What 
do they mean for us 
and how do we co-
create to overcome? 



1. Demographic Change & Mass Migration
2. Technology & Social Media Communication
3. Globalization (minus)
4. Income and Wealth Inequality

The result is a cataclysm of xenophobic populism, reactionary 
ethno-nationalism, demagoguery, and fear of the other. 

Global Trends



Universal Dimensions of Social Cognition 
(Susan Fiske et al.)



Pitied Out-group

Despised Out-group Envied Out-group

Esteemed In-group

Warmth

Competence

Medial Pre-Frontal Cortex



Belonging

Belonging or being fully 
human means more 
than having access. 
Belonging entails being 
respected at a basic 
level that includes the 
right to both co-create 
and make demands 
upon society.

Belonging



Belongingness Intervention

• UT-Austin Intervention - Targeted 
messages seemed to help individuals 
overcome doubts about belonging and 
their academic potential.

• Effects of the Intervention 
• Tripled the percentage of African-

American students who earned 
G.P.A.s in the top quarter of their 
class, and it cut in half the black-
white achievement gap in G.P.A. 

• Significantly decreased the number 
of health visits by African-
American students.

Vanessa Brewer



Many studies show that 
belonging and group identity 
impacts performance. There is 
a direct correlation between 
students belonging and doubts 
about  their ability to perform 
well in academic settings. This 
doubt creates an incentive to 
drop out of school, thus 
continually perpetuating the 
cycle of “othering” in the 
nation’s collegiate system. 

The importance of belonging: how 
belonging affects performance.

The New York Times: Who Gets to Graduate?: http://www.nytimes.com/2014/05/18/magazine/who-gets-to-graduate.html?_r=2



We are all situated 
within structures 
but not evenly. 

Othering & Belonging within Structures

Cultural  
Structures

Physical  
Structures

Social  
Structures

OUTCOMES

Structures are not 
neutral. 

Power gives us 
greater positive 
access to 
structures and 
more ability to 
shape structures.

These structures 
interact in ways that 
produce a differential in 
outcomes



Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs



A POTENTIAL LEFT RESPONSE TO OTHERING — same-ing

�I don�t see race. I am 
colorblind.�

�All lives matter!�

�You & I are human. We are the 
same.�



Breaking: When a group turns inwards and explicitly pushes away 
from other groups who are seen as dangerous or a threat

Bonding: Connecting to people like you in some important way

Bridging: Ties to people who are unlike you in some important 
way; stories, structure contact

Narratives of Othering and Belonging



Political    Breaking

Economic Segregation

Racial Segregation



Breaking and Bridging

• There are short bridges and long bridges.
• Some bridges require more effort to build and maintain.  Others are a short distance.  

• As bell hooks reminds us, bridges are walked on.



Inter-Group Bridging

Bridging happens not only between individual, but between groups as well.



“Bridges are meant 
to be walked on” –
bell hooks

Strengthening Our Bridges





Belongingness 
interventions 
communicate not only 
that someone belongs, 
but it shapes how they 
feel about and 
regard the thing to 
which they belong 
to. 



In an increasingly polarized world, we are exploring 
the role of museums in:
• bridging divides and bringing communities together
• building empathy and understanding
• fostering a sense of belonging
• creating more welcoming and inclusive 

communities



Belonging in Practice

Welcoming America uses 
belonging strategies to build 
communities that welcome 
immigrants and values their 
customs and contributions.





One Lincoln (Nebraska)



Taking the Step to Become a Place of Belonging



Government Alliance on Racial Equity Active Jurisdictions (2021)



Top 20 States
1. Hawaii
2. Nevada
3. Maryland
4. Vermont
5. Rhode Island

6. New Hampshire
7. Utah
8. Washington
9. Colorado

10. Virginia

11. California
12. Oregon
13. Minnesota
14. Illinois
15. Delaware

16. North Dakota
17. New York
18. Nebraska
19. Montana
20. New Mexico

Washington Ranks 8th on OBI Inclusiveness Index





Inclusiveness Index: Washington



Inclusiveness Index: Washington



Inclusiveness Index: Washington



Washington Supreme Court Rulings
• Struck down mandatory minimum sentences for people under 21

• Invalidated Washington’s drug possession law and retroactively 
overturned drug convictions

• Made it easier for people to challenge misconduct in the criminal 
justice system

Belonging in Courtrooms
• Provide childcare to make it easier for people to make court dates

• Trainings on belonging and implicit bias

• Equity team to help with hiring decisions

• Develop mission statements

Belonging Efforts in the Judiciary



Bipartisan 
Bridging

The Building Civic Bridges Act

• Bipartisan legislation with Washington Representative 
Derek Kilmer as lead sponsor

• Initiative of the Bridging Movement Alignment Council 
(BMAC)

• Purpose is to address the severe polarization in the country 
and to bridge across deep divides. If passed, the bill would:

o Create a grant program to provide funding to 
organizations who are building bridges

o Establish an Office of Civic Bridging within AmeriCorps

o Support research and training on bridging and social 
cohesion



A call for community 
members, government 
officials, social leaders, 
and private industry to 
commit to the values of 
belonging





Participatory Budgeting Process
• The public democratically decides how to 

allocate the cities budget

• This process provides marginalized 
populations with the ability to influence 
how money is spent in their communities

Seattle Foundation Reparations
• Racially Equitable Philanthropy Aimed at 

Initiating Reparations (REPAIR)

• Investing in and directing resources to 
Black-led businesses and organizations

• Directing at least $25 million to the Black 
community between 2021-2025

Belonging and Resource Redistribution in Seattle





Personal

Strategic

Organizational

Levels
of
Trust



Stories and Narratives

Who’s in our 
stories? Who is 
represented? 
Who is left out?

How do we 
expand our 
circles to 
include 
everyone in our 
stories and 
narratives?



From Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion to Bridging and Belonging

Why move from DEI to Bridging and Belonging?

• We don’t want to just welcome people into existing 
structures

• We want people to co-create structures and institutions 
together

• We want to build systems that are welcoming to all and 
that everyone has a stake in, systems that everyone has 
constructed cooperatively. Where everyone is represented 
and the work of bridging happens through co-creation



Understanding Structures as Systems 

.. , , , .  
, , , , . ,  

. , , , ,
 , , , . ,

 
Physical Structures 

Outcomes

Cultural Structures Social Structures



Designs that are biased or uneven?
Think about how the design of certain structures are biased. Think 
about the design of airplanes. How might they be biased?

While most flight attendants and many passengers are female, the 
luggage bins are designed for tall people with plenty of upper body 
strength.



Power Matters
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Identity

Can increase polarization

Or decrease polarization



When a group’s identity 
is linked to certain 
characteristics or 
outcomes, then that 
group’s identity 
becomes much more 
salient.

It is not identity 
that’s the problem 
– it’s breaking 
that’s the problem.



Communities
Self 
World 

Identity Matters
Identity is socially, not individually, constructed. Identities change, 
but whiteness remains on top.



Our Multiple Identities

Create More Opportunities for Bridging



From the Imagined Past to a belonging Future



Can we imagine new structures that honor 
our multiple fluid identities & Belonging?



Multiple Identities and Multiple 
Stories
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How can we create a culture of belonging?
• Analyze the social network of the organization and make 

interventions.
• Who is relied upon for information, who goes to who? Reveal 

powerful connections and potential blocks.

• Value diversity/belonging within the workgroup.
• Create space so that everyone can contribute, offer recognition to 

those who make valuable contributions

• Create structured and unstructured opportunities for bridging 
and linking
• Achieve team objectives and build the social capital of team 

members. 
• What are some short and long bridges.
• What’s our story



Stories and Narratives

Narratives can lead to bridging or breaking. How do we talk about 
targeted universalism? TU is about both the operational strategy and 
about communication.



The goal is not just to remove 
barriers

The goal is to co-create new 
structures for thriving



Structural inequity produces 
consistently different outcomes 
for different communities

Targeted universalism responds 
with universal goals and targeted 
solutions

VS.

Targeted Universalism



Targeted universalism in practice. 

This strategic framework…

vStarts with identifying the universal goals for all, yet the current 
position of whites should not be normalized in the system whereby 
becoming the universal goal for all. So, set a universal bench 
mark/goal that is not dependent on the dominant group.  

v Identify specific obstacles in particular geographies that limit certain 
populations from reaching those goals.

vCreate targeted strategies for each group that are designed to 
affirmatively promote inclusion/belonging AND remove barriers to 
inclusion/belonging.



Targeted Universalism Operationalizes Belonging
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A Process of Co-Creation. A Practice of Belonging

How Can 
Washington 
Become the 
First Belonging 
State?





For more information, visit:  
http://www.iupress.indiana.edu/catalog/806639

Like the Othering & Belonging Institute on Facebook
https://www.facebook.com/otheringandbelonging/

http://www.iupress.indiana.edu/catalog/806639
https://www.facebook.com/otheringandbelonging/

