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The Business of Belonging
Defining the New Era of Work

Introduction

The world of work is changing dramatically in the wake of the COVID crisis, accelerating

many long-term trends. Employees now have expanded expectations of work. There is a

desire for the workplace to be a place of greater flexibility, equity, inclusion, and belonging.

Employees are increasingly willing to leave workplaces that don’t deliver on their

expectations. External stakeholders are also putting pressure on companies to take a



stance on important social issues, be it racial equity, LGBTQ rights, reproductive rights, or

the environment. To explore these issues,  The Leadership Forum Community hosted a

summit on the theme of Empowering Equitable & Engaging Work Cultures.

About the Summit

On Thursday, November 3, 2022, The Leadership Forum Community hosted a hybrid
summit at St. Francis College in NYC and via Zoom to discuss the following leadership
challenge: empowering equitable and engaging workplaces. A dialogue around this
challenge was facilitated by Lyndon Rego - Chief Change Catalyst and Leadership and
Organizational Expert, with the following panel of provocateurs:

● Anna Tavis - Clinical Professor and Academic Director of Human Capital
Management Department at NYU School of Professional Studies, Senior Fellow with the
Conference Board, the Academic in Residence with Executive Networks, and author of
Humans at Work
● Johnathan Holifield - Senior Vice President of New Economies at Bitwise
Industries; Author of The Future Economy and Inclusive Competitiveness, and
Podcast Host for Moving The Needle
● Ken Judy - CEO of Stride Consulting
● Peter Doliber - CEO of Silver Bay YMCA
● Martha Adeline - Director, Financial Institutions Group - Commercial,
Corporate, and Institutional Banking at Standard Chartered Bank

That discussion was followed by a learning session led by LaTonya Wilkins,
Author of Leading Below the Surface; Leadership, Culture, and Team Coach
(changecoaches.io); Global Speaker & Facilitator; and Award-Winning Instructor;
who is reimagining leadership + colleagueship.

The Conversation

The critical question that arose during the dialogue was whether companies should take on
this larger role that extends beyond the traditional work contract. Most expressed the view
that this is good business but not all agreed.

Ken Judy shared that his co-workers now demand that he focus on making an impact in the
world:

We're on the edge of things either changing for the better or getting a lot
worse. And I think people realize that and so there's a rallying around let's try
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to make it better, instead of resigning ourselves to it all falling apart. . . . . Our
technical skills aren’t always a means to an end, and the end is somehow
impact. And so because of that focus on people and impact, my co-workers
started to demand of me in our business things that I'd never expected to be
accountable for.

Professor Anna Tavis validated that, according to the most recent Edelman Trust
Barometer, people trust that businesses can have the biggest impact right now. She
explained the importance of that impact:

[Because the world is changing], we are all having an identity crisis and trying
to figure out where we belong…. We want people to get jobs . . [and].skills so
they can build security ... [and] identity around what they can do…Businesses
give people a place to act and be valued, and all those other intangibles that
other institutions have failed to deliver.

A contrary opinion expressed that this was not the role of the company, and that
businesses are not most equipped or best served in taking on these expanded
expectations. Jonathan Holifield bravely offered this perspective, saying:

I’m not sure businesses should inculcate the values that
matter to me. Companies spout the right words, we talk
about the big thing but we aren’t addressing what’s
happening on the ground; we say the right thing but our
community is on fire.

Later in the dialogue, Holifield opined, “It’s not my role to make our
employees moral citizens”, to which Judy responded:

It's not about turning business into some moral words for good because
we're capitalists organizations. What I'm trying to do is exactly what you're
saying, from the reality of where we are in this moment. How can we be
ethical and moral actors and still try to make a profit, run a business and ….
not do things that are harmful? People want to work in a community that
cares that way. And ideally, our clients want to work with a company that's
treating their people equitably, that's paying them well, and that cares deeply
about their outcomes. There's no limit to being transactional. If we treat our
employees transactionally, then they'll treat clients transactionally and build
software transactionally, and that never leads to great products if it ever
leads to good outcomes.

Ultimately, fostering belonging and taking a stance on social issues is a choice for CEOs.
Companies like Twitter under Musk are pushing a tougher line on employee performance
and calling for people to step up or step out. Other firms like Patagonia are taking a much
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more active stance on social issues such as the environment. It is clear that CEOs have a
distinct opportunity to choose what their organizations stand for beyond the core business
of offering products and services and driving growth and profits.
Martha Adeline suggests that is the CEO’s responsibility because it is good for
business, especially as a means to recruit and retain talent:

At the company level . . . profitability is on top of the leader’s mind, but
suffice it to say, D&I internally is increasing the sense of belonging, the level
of engagement, the level of innovation, the level of collaboration between
departments, and externally, it makes your company become an attractive
place.

Peter Doliber acknowledged that the choice
requires commitment:

People are looking for leadership.
That's hard work to get people to
come from diverse backgrounds
and different thoughts and different
attitudes and different ethos to all
be a part of a whole and feel like
they belong there, that their value is
as much as the next person to them
that is committed.

Based on her research, LaTonya Wilkins found that “employees and employers both
think it’s important that people feel valued by their organization, valued by their
manager, and a sense of belonging.” Wilkins shared guidance with the Summit
participants on how leaders can develop a culture of belonging through leading
below the surface. She defined a culture of belonging as “a shared sense of identity,
destiny and values, a sense of interdependence - all of which allow people to feel
fully able to be themselves.” To lead below the surface and create psychological
safety, Wilkins says you need to be a REAL leader, which stands for Relatable,
Equitable, Aware, and Loyal. Wilkins provides the framework for becoming a REAL
leader in her book Leading Below The Surface.

In summary, we are in a fluid space where the future of work is being actively shaped.
Leaders have an opportunity to define the new workplace contract. Greater evidence is
needed to demonstrate that belonging and enabling organizational thriving is good
business – good for employees, customers, and the bottom line. Leadership is about
leading the way and demonstrating what’s possible.

Conscious leadership brings a moral lens and elevated intention to choice and actions;
from this lens, performance and belonging are not trade-offs but synergistic strands that
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can be woven together usher in a new era of work and thriving. The forum seemed to
suggest that things are tipping that way but the very visible actions of leaders such as Musk
suggest that the battle for business and belonging is very much underway.

*
Your Turn

We’d like to hear what you think. Please share your thoughts online to continue this
important dialogue.

Is it the responsibility of CEOs and organizations to focus on creating diversity, equity,
inclusion and belonging as an essential strategic priority or should CEOs and organizations
focus primarily on business performance? Why?

Respond on Participate and/or LinkedIn.

*
About the Leadership Forum Community

The Leadership Forum Community is a tax-exempt, 501(c)3 organization whose mission is
to convene to explore leadership challenges, develop conscious leaders, and create
solutions that result in a meaningful and equitable change in organizations, education, and
society.  Leadership Matters in how we achieve our goals:

● We incubate leadership in a safe space to learn, challenge each other, and
experiment on relevant and complex leadership matters

● We provide provocative leadership development experiences that integrate
listening, reflecting, sharing, and working together. (exploration, contemplation,
action)

● We build a community for networking, support, and sharing
● We develop resources, tools, and training that help individuals and organizations

grow in leadership to drive actionable change.

For more information about the Leadership Forum Community, how it may be a platform
for your ongoing leadership development, and how it can support you in building more
human and equitable structures in work and in the world, please reach out to learn more,
join our programs and sign up to be a Conscious Leader (aka LFC Member).
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