


BUSINESS OF BELONGING    GROWTH MANUALTM

©Jonathan	 Fields.	All	Rights	Reserved

What is a Business of Belonging (BoB) and how it is different 
than a list or a bunch of customers?

The word community gets tossed around a lot these days. But when people say 
“community” in the business world, often what they really mean is a “list” of 
customers or people who share a single behavioral trait (they’ve all bought X 
product). A list can be a powerful asset, but when we talk about BoB we mean 
something more than that. Building a BoB has benefits far beyond building a list 
of customers and if done well can have far reaching consequences for your 
organization.

The 5 Defining traits of a BoB:

1. Members know the mission of the community/organization and identify
strongly with it.

2. Member actions (including purchasing decisions) are greatly influenced by the
desire to support the mission and be part of something bigger than
themselves (as opposed to actions being purely calculated by what is the
cheapest/fastest/shiniest thing).

3. Members value and seek out opportunities to connect and interact with each
other based on their shared membership in the community.

4. Members proudly and publicly identify as members of the community (except
in communities where one of the defining values of the community is privacy -
e.g. 12-step programs or secret societies).

5. Members feel an ownership/personal investment in the success of the
community/organization and this is demonstrated in proactive feedback and
willingness to participate in efforts to improve the community.

If you think back to the last time you bought something trivial - generic athletic 
socks, let’s say - you probably didn’t meet any the criteria above. You bought the 
thing that seemed to best fit what you were looking for, at the best price, and you 
never thought about it more than that. You probably don’t know the mission of
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the company that makes your socks (though they probably have a corporate 
mission somewhere on their website). You most likely haven’t gone out of your 
way to hang out with other people who bought the same socks as you. And if you 
did, you wouldn’t feel any deep kinship with them because, well, because it’s just 
socks. 

When you buy Bombas socks, though, you are supporting and becoming a part 
of something bigger. Even if you never say a word to another Bombas buyer, 
you know you’ve just raised your hand to say, “I not only want socks with the latest 
‘sock-tech,’ I’m part of a community that gives. The pair of socks I just ordered will 
also give a second pair to a veteran or homeless child in need.” You’re buying into 
a value-set, a cause and a community of people who like to give when they buy, 
and share pics on Instagram and be able to recognize other Bombas wearers by 
the highly-identifiable patterns and iconography.

BoBs can be about conversation, but it’s more about being a part of something 
bigger and knowing it, regardless of how much you communicate it.

Why Cultivate a BoB instead of just building a list or selling stuff to 
people? 

It’s probably obvious at this point that building a BoB takes more work to build 
than a pure customer list. This is part of why most people don’t invest the time 
and energy into doing it. If you just want to sell widgets, you don’t need to build a 
BoB. But if you’ve completed The Manifesto Code, that means you care about 
creating something bigger and more meaningful in the world. Which means you 
don’t want to just do the easy stuff. You signed up to lead, not just sell.

There are 5 big reasons to cultivate a BoB instead of just building a list: 

1. It serves the universal need to belong to something bigger than yourself.  Serve
your members more deeply by also giving them what we call an “engine of
belonging” or a vehicle to experience belonging that is often missing in so
many people’s lives and is a much needed counter to the sense of pervasive
loneliness so many feel in today’s world.
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2. It creates an aspirational and associative motivation for action, beyond just
the desire to buy and consume. Give people a reason to buy, support,
connect and share that rises above an immediate consumer need.

3. It increases loyalty. Customers choose a different product the moment they
find something similar enough, for a lower price. Members of a BoB need a
lot more to change their buying patterns, because doing so means not just
purchasing a different product, but leaving a community, which serves a
much deeper need.

4. It generates word-of-mouth. Being a part of a community that is built upon a
bigger purpose that is both personally meaningful and also has a public-
facing message that people not only want to associate with, but get credit for
sharing, drives a level of word-of-mouth sharing and evangelism that is the
single most powerful, effective and inexpensive way to grow a venture on the
planet.

5. It can keep engagement with your brand “warm”. Traditional lists need to be
constantly “warmed” with messaging to keep them alive and, even then,
participation (open and click thru rates) remain notoriously low and require
time, resources, people and money. An engaged community, should you
choose to provide a vehicle for members to connect with each other, does
much of this work themselves, by engaging in conversation and sharing how
they engage around your product or solution “in the wild.”

Creating the Path for your BoB

Before we can build community, we need to first figure out what are the behaviors 
or actions that we want people to take and when. Another way to say that is, what 
is the path people will take to go from an outsider who has never heard of your 
venture, to a die-hard fan and evangelist for your work? 

Creating the Path

Start with the Outcome: Start by zooming the lens out and asking a bigger 
question - “Where are we going?” What’s the desired outcome that we want people 
to actually engage in? What do want to give them?  
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Examples: If you’re in the health and fitness world, you want people to be healthy. 
You want people to be exercising every day. If you’re in the nutrition field, maybe 
you want people to be eating whole foods or non-GMO. If you’re in the 
entrepreneurship field, you want people to be launching extraordinary, 
empowering businesses. What’s that big outcome? What is the ‘toward’ that you 
want to deliver?  

What are the levels of engagement? 

What gets people from where they are now to the outcome?

Spend some time reverse engineering and ask what are the actions that need to 
be taken, what are the behaviors and what are the steps that will get people from 
where they are now to the outcome – to that thing that you want to deliver, that 
you’re capable of delivering and that people really want and need. The outcome 
could be pretty short and easy. It could be fairly quick to move through. It could 
also involve a lot of different steps and levels that unfold over time. 

You have to go back to that avatar and understand where are they and how do 
you meet them where they are – being a total outsider, not knowing about you or 
what you’re trying to do – to moving them. What are the major levels that you’d 
want to move them through to get them to their own personal outcome that they 
really want to happen and also allow them to move into the bigger community so 
that they can experience that sense of belonging that is mission critical in being 
able to inspire them to keep taking action? 

You may not know all the levels to your path right away, and that’s ok. You 
definitely have a few actions you want people to take - you want them to: 

• Consume your manifesto

• Share your manifesto

• Join your community
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You might also have a product you want people to purchase, an event you want 
people to RSVP for, or some other kind of action. These steps make up the 
beginning of your ladder of engagement, or your path.

As you are designing your path, you want to think about a few questions: 

What is the minimum investment people can make that will allow them to 
begin to participate? You don’t want to make the first action too difficult 
because people don’t know you yet. Can they follow you on social media? Sign up 
for your email list? This is the first step that your avatar will be called to take in 
the manifesto. Your solution must then be designed to take them by the hand, 
once they’ve taken that step and guide them to the ultimate outcome.

What steps are the natural and organic ways to deepen your service to your 
avatars? After they consume your manifesto, what actions will they long for? 
After they have joined your community, will they want to deepen their 
participation? Take on leadership roles? As you are designing your path, you 
might find that what you thought was the next step isn’t actually what your avatar 
wants. This should evolve and change to match the needs of your avatar. 

How can you consistently deepen your avatars’ relationships with each 
other and the community? Community, a sense of belonging is one of the most 
valuable things you can create in the world all by itself, separate from the 
products and services you are offering. A sense of community will also deepen 
the loyalty, participation and buy in from your avatar. 

Here’s a simple example. 

In 2001, Jonathan Fields launched what would eventually become a top-rated 
yoga center in New York City. Jonathan was confident he could tell his story in a 
way that would lead people to take the very first step and visit. But he also knew 
that he’d have to create a very well-defined path in order to meet people where 
they are and guide them both deeper into his BoB and deeper into their own 
solution. This was never more critical than when it came to new students who 
were also brand new to the practice of yoga.
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So, here’s the path he created:

Level 1 -Try a simple level one class (these were designed to be very “newbie” 
friendly).

Level 2 - Sign up for a small beginner’s workshop to get hands-on attention, meet a 
teacher and a few other new members of the community.

Level 3 - Commit to taking two beginner-level classes in the studio for one-month. 
Level 4 - Attend a community workshop to learn more about a specific part of the 

practice.
Level 5 - Attend 3 classes/week and begin to rotate in more challenging ones.
Level 6 - Participate more in community activities and practice 3-5 times/week. 
Level 7 - Enroll in yoga teacher training (many did, not to teach, but just to deepen 

their practice and be a bigger part of the community).
Level 8 - Apprentice with a senior teacher, while continuing to practice at the studio. 
Level 9 - Sub beginner-level classes, while continuing to practice at the studio.
Level 10 - Get a spot on the teaching schedule, while continuing to practice there.

Note, the manifesto did not need to lay out the entire path or inspire anyone to take 
every step. It just needed to tell the story in a way that led someone to take that first 
step. The structure of the BoB’s offerings and continued messaging then guided 
someone new to the path, along the rest of the way. 

How to Cultivate a BoB?

The Manifesto is the central communication device that harmonizes and moves 
people to stand up and join what you are building. It speaks specifically to the type of 
person who will most resonate with what you’re offering, builds rapport, harmonizes 
around shared pain, beliefs, aspirations and calls people to a very specific action. 

We’ll cover some core guidelines to “launch” your manifesto and movement in a 
separate guide. But, beyond the manifesto, how do you use this tool to bring 
together, connect and grow your BoB?

After you’ve written your manifesto and you’re ready to build your BoB, there are six 
critical elements that help unite the community and turn it into a powerful engine of 
connection, participation, evangelism and growth. These things won’t work very well 
without the manifesto in place first, but if you have that solid foundation these 
elements have the potential to propel your vision at exponentially faster speed.
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Key Elements of a Flourishing Community

1. Rite of Passage

One of the things that makes people feel like they are part of a community is 
going through a shared initiation ritual. These rituals serve 3 purposes:

• They signify to the individual a commitment to officially being part of the
community. This is meaningful because it sets in motion a desire to contribute
and a sense of belonging and also creates an impulse to continue to act
consistently with that first meaningful action.

• They indicate to the community that this person is now part of the tribe.

• As the individual shares the process with their larger group (sometimes this is
actually PART OF the rite of passage), it tells the individual’s broader social
group that this person, who they know, like and respect, has decided that this
new thing is important to them and, in doing so, also telegraphs that “hey,
maybe it could be important to you, too.”

Rites of passage are something that are fairly commonly known. They exist in 
nearly every community, every group, every tribe, every society and every 
culture. 

In most faith based organizations, you see things like baptism, confirmation, bat 
and bar mitzvahs, taking refuge in Buddhism. You see all sorts of rites of 
passage that signify, “Okay, I’m officially a part of this community.” In many 
traditions of yoga, if you decide to become a devoted yogi or yogini, then at 
some point you may go through a process of initiation where you commit both 
privately to the people within the community and then publicly as well in a 
ceremony that communicates “I’m associating with these people, this 
community is part of who I am.” 

Rites of passage can also be very simple, more about a shift in psychology that 
says “I’m in” and also transmits the same to those who are already in and those 
who are part of the broader community. It doesn’t have to be as significant as 
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lifetime vows. It might be as simple as taking a pledge or paying membership 
dues or signing an agreement as a member. Think about the rites of passage 
for many civic and service focused organizations (e.g. Kiwanis International or 
Toast Masters).

It may be as simple as writing something or reciting something or standing in a 
circle or raising your hand and saying I’m checking the box underneath the creed 
that says, “Yes, my hand is raised. I’m in.” 

There are very constructive, very uplifting, very inspiring, very connecting, and 
very simple rites of passage – basic things that you can do - that will allow people 
to say, “Okay, I’m in. I’m connected.” 

The I Am That Girl pledge is one of the best examples of that we’ve seen. It 
clearly states what members of the community believe and by signing the 
pledge, you are both staking a claim to be part of that community and signing 
up for the newsletter, which lets the folks there share with you in a way that brings 
you into deeper levels of participation in the organization. It’s also a great example of 
how a rite of passage in and of itself can be uplifting.

Some pledges ask you to take action, but sometimes the action is fairly broad 
and non-specific. Check out The Representation Project’s pledge. It inspires the 
user because it makes it clear that they do have a voice. At the same time, there 
isn’t a hard and fast way to measure whether or not you’ve taken the action. 
That’s ok, this is more about stepping up to say you want to be part of the 
movement. 

Some organizations take this just a step further by asking people to pledge to 
take or not take a very specific action. The Pulse Pledge asks users to pledge to eat 
pulses (beans, peas, lentils, etc) once a week for 10 weeks. When you sign the 
pledge you can also sign up for the newsletter which includes recipes and tips to 
help you fulfill the pledge. While eating more pulses might not seem to be 
mission driven, this is a great example of how an industry can connect their 
product with their avatar’s values - in this case, reducing your carbon footprint 
and environmental impact. 

Or the rite of passage might actually be a multi-step process of joining the 
community. The Rotary Club is an invitation/application based membership

http://www.kiwanis.org/
https://www.toastmasters.org/
http://www.iamthatgirl.com/takethepledge
https://pulsepledge.com/take-the-pledge/
https://www.rotary.org/en
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organization. To join you go through a series of steps - a shared rite of passage that 
all members experience. This culminates in the final step of the rite of passage -
your first official club meeting. 

Not all rites of passage need to include a digital component. For students of martial 
arts, the rites of passage between each belt is a big part of the enjoyment and 
motivation for continuing. Working towards that first belt ceremony, where often 
you are invited to bring friends and family is what keeps a lot of early students in 
the game. If your venture is more in person than online, think about what kinds of 
rites of passage you can create in person.

Your rite of passage can be formal or it can be goofy or fun. As long as it creates 
that simple shift and is experienced as a meaningful commitment by the person 
who decides to participate. 

A crucial element that you will want to include is a mechanism for people in your 
community to share immediately after they go through the rite of passage, or even 
as part of the rite of passage. 

In fact, people going through it generally want to share it, and if you don’t provide 
an easy way, they’ll find a way themselves. If they are excited enough to raise their 
hand, they will also want to go to their friends and say “I’m doing this really cool 
thing. I’m part of this group/this movement/these people and I believe what they 
have to say.” 

This can a really powerful and very simple way to deepen that sense of tribal 
connection and to deepen that sense of belonging – we’re all in something bigger 
than me, something together. What we know through research and psychology is 
that very often people are willing to take actions that benefit the larger thing – the 
larger community – on behalf of others on a level that they would actually never 
take action on that would benefit them individually. 

It’s a little counter-intuitive if you believe that we’re innately selfish beings but the 
research actually proves that people will sacrifice, people will take actions, people 
will give in the name of something bigger more readily and at a higher level than 
very often to benefit themselves. So it’s a really powerful way to get people really 
connected with each other and giving to each other.
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Red Flag: Hazing

Some rites of passage cross into the negative - like hazing that can happen on 
college campuses at Greek organizations or other groups where degradation, 
harm, isolation and a severe stripping of autonomy and esteem are part of the 
process. We’ve all heard about hazing. We’ve heard about dangerous rites of 
passage, things that involve embarrassment and even physical harm to the 
participants. 

There’s no reason a rite of passage has to or should be negative to be impactful 
(in fact this can have the OPPOSITE effect, creating deep passion AGAINST what 
you are building). Anything damaging, disrespectful, degrading, dehumanizing or 
harmful is absolutely not the kind of things we would EVER condone nor 
recommend, nor should you ever consider creating or engaging in. You want to 
keep your rites of passages joyful, fun, meaningful, and empowering. If there’s a 
chance that people won’t be excited and gleeful to take those actions, you need 
to rethink the rite of passage you created. 

2. Shared recurring practices or rituals 

The second key element to developing a deep and purposeful community-driven 
BoB is to create shared recurring practices or rituals. The word ritual isn’t often 
used in a business context. When you hear the word you might imagine spiritual 
or religious rituals. But a ritual can be something much simpler than that. It’s just 
something you do on a regular basis, similar to a habit, but it’s just something you 
tend to do with a higher level of intention than a habit. Translation - don’t be 
freaked out by the word ritual, it’s just a shorthand for regular intentional action.

“Shared” recurring rituals of a community, then, are just the intentional practices 
that all the members engage in because they are part of the community. A huge 
part of the fun of seeing a baseball game at Fenway Park, for example, is getting 
to participate in the ritual of singing along to Sweet Caroline. If you were part of a 
regular fiction readers group, simply reading the book of the month, then 
attending the book group would be a shared ritual. If you’re part of a running or 
cycling community, showing up for a morning walk or weekly ride, then hanging 
around for a cup of coffee after would suffice. 
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Our brains really like rituals like these. We latch onto things that are repeated and 
symbolic in this way. It’s why things like weddings and funerals, even after they 
are secularized, so often contain these elements of tradition. It holds deep 
meaning for us to be part of a lineage of something bigger than ourselves. 

As you create rituals, they don’t always have to be done together with other 
members of the community. Often, even if you’re doing them alone, simply 
knowing that everybody else in this community is doing them at the same time 
makes you feel connected and it becomes a really powerful connector and an 
engine of belonging. That engine of belonging not only creates a level of certain 
baseline ease and baseline calm and peace of mind within everybody that you’re 
serving but it also, again, helps bring people into this bigger group and allows 
them to fuel something bigger than just you and bigger than just them if, and 
when, you choose to create that for them.

For example, if you belong to a journaling group, every person in the group might 
commit to writing in their journal for 15 minutes every morning. On a larger scale, 
every November, tens of thousands of people participate in something called 
NaNoWriMo, which is short for National Novel Writing Month. You sign up (rite of 
passage), then commit to writing every day and finishing a complete first draft of 
a novel in one-month. People are doing the actual writing in solitude all around 
the world, but the shared container, guidelines, rite of passage, start and end 
times also tends to generate fierce communal support and sharing around this 
solitary shared ritual.

Truth is, rituals already exist in most businesses and organizations, we just haven’t 
taken the time to identify, formalize and guide them. It may be as simple as a 
weekly social activity that everybody does together, like a bowling league or Friday 
Happy Hour. It could be a morning meeting, meditation, roll call, sales 
leaderboard, etc.

The idea is to explore and create, in some organic way, one or two or a set of 
fundamental rituals that allow people to connect and identify with each other, 
with their shared values and vision. That can be another element – another 
practice – that can really deepen the connection of the people that you’re looking 
to bring together.

http://nanowrimo.org/
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Red Flag: Cliques

Just like every culture and organization has rituals that help connect people, some 
of these rituals can ultimately bring the community down. Water cooler gossip, 
cliques, and hyper competition might be a ritual for some groups (and might even 
bond people to the other folks they are gossiping with), but they also distract from 
and ultimately kill the bigger mission of the community. They lead to 
fragmentation and discord.

As you are designing rituals (and as you notice rituals popping up organically in 
your BoB), make sure they are positive ones, meaning, they add to the collective 
experience of the individuals as well as the overall culture and mission of the 
community. They should always harmonize and elevate, not separate and 
denigrate. We want these rituals to both help connect people to each other, AND 
to the bigger mission of the organization. Make sure they are grounded in 
building people up and supporting their happiness, vitality, and purpose in order 
to build something that’s sustainable (and also lets you sleep at night).

3. Symbology

Symbology refers to having a set of symbols (visual, physical, auditory) that are 
exclusive to your community. Symbology includes your logo and branding 
materials. It is the things you would put on merchandise and the images people 
will associate with your brand. But, they also serve multiple purposes on the 
community level: 

1. They telegraph insider status to other members of the community.

2. They make membership “publicly observable,” which telegraphs membership
to both insiders and outsiders.

3. They can also serve as conversation starters and a way for people to share
about why they are members of the community.

Some symbols are meant to only be “observable” and understood by other 
insiders (these might sometimes also be conversation starters with outsiders). 
Little “in” jokes are very powerful mechanisms for bonding among people. 
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Musician Ani Difranco has a number of great examples of this with her 
merchandise. Years ago she had shirts and coffee cups for sale that showed an 
image of a glass of water in a brown trench coat with no explanation. If you 
weren’t a fan of her music, that would seem like a quirky drawing, but little 
more. If you were a fan, you would instantly recognize the image as the literal 
depiction of one of the lyrics in her song Out of Habit: “the coffee was just water 
dressed in brown.” 

The merchandise currently in her store also showcases the current music she 
has out. Want to keep getting the insider jokes? You have to keep proving 
you’re a diehard member of her Righteous Babe community. 

Other examples include the classic secret handshake, things you wear or say or 
do that either are not easily observable by those who don’t know what to look 
for, or have no apparent meaning without also being a member of the 
community. 

Author, John Green, and his brother Hank, are the founders of a global 
community of millions of “Nerd Fighters.” These are folks, by the way, who 
are nerds, not fight nerds. They’ve created wonderful symbology by taking the 
classic Vulcan split-finger hand-greeting from Star Trek and combining it with 
arms crossed over the chest. If any non-Nerd-Fighter saw that symbol on a    
t-shirt, it would mean nothing, but for a fellow Nerd-Fighter, it would
instantly telegraph a shared sensibility and membership in a group.

Other symbols are meant to be more about communicating to the outside 
world that you are a part of something you’re excited by and you want to share. 
Wearing your school’s colors and insignia is a classic example of a public 
declaration of participation. There is no insider joke involved in a student 
wearing a sweatshirt from their university. It’s a blunt statement whose primary 
purpose is to communicate as if shouting from the rooftops “This is where I 
belong! I have a stake in this organization!” 

Both of these insider indicators have value within your community. Difranco 
also has merchandise that clearly show her name and record label name, as 
well as more obscure references - just like many university clubs produce 
merchandise that has insider jokes as well as wider school symbolism. 

http://www.righteousbabe.com/
http://www.nerdfighteria.com/
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As you are creating your own symbology, the more obvious public facing parts 
are often easier to create. If you don’t have secret insider symbols, don’t worry. 
They may not be necessary for your BoB. If they are, your community 
members very well might help create this symbols organically as part of their 
participation in your community! Giving them the freedom to co-create it can 
actually be a fantastic show of trust and empowerment and a source of deeper 
participation (though, of course, it is a good idea that you not endorse or 
adopt symbology that leads to the experience of disrespect, denigration, 
dehumanization, or any type of negative connotation.)

Red Flag: Elitism, Superiority, Othering

Just like everything else, Symbolism has a dark side. It can be used not just to 
indicate insider status, but to “mark” outsiders as less than or, even worse, be 
a source of control, devaluation or degradation. 

That’s the opposite of what we want to create. It’s true that your movement 
should clearly speak to some people and clearly NOT speak to others, but this 
isn’t about not ALLOWING people to join your community. It’s not about 
creating an experience that positions your members “above” or “better 
than” others or deliberately seeking to lower the “value” of others. It’s about 
mutual resonance and compatibility. It’s about simply creating a vehicle for 
people who see the world the way you do to come together, share in community 
and support what you’re creating. If your symbolism is about being superior 
- back to the drawing board! 

On an even darker level, coming from a place of malintent, symbolism can be 
used to dehumanize people, to try to both portray them to others as and to 
make them feel like they’re “just” a number or piece of property, and not a 
person. One of the most horrific instances was the symbolism used to mark 
prisoners during the Holocaust, who were stripped of their humanity on so 
many other levels, then marked via a number that was forcibly tattooed on 
their skin. 

We shouldn’t have to tell you not to dehumanize people with your symbolism. 
But just for the record, you want to build autonomy, respect, compassion and 
companionship, not erase it, even in the name of something you believe 
deeply in.
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4. Shared Language

During The Manifesto Code training, you crafted specific language around 
different elements of the framework designed to speak to the psyche of your 
avatar. In this section when we talk about language we are talking specifically 
about the words, lexicon, terminology, and codes that your community uses 
both to speak to each other, to identify their degree of involvement in your 
organization and to advertise to the outside world their participation in your 
tribe.

Similar to symbology, this operates on two levels. The language you create is 
largely meaningful only to members. And, the language that telegraphs to the 
world that you are part of something bigger that is important to you.

Burning Man, the annual gathering of some 70,000 people in the desert a 
few hours from Reno, Nevada, is a great example. It has a ton of terminology 
specific to the community. People who go to Burning Man are called “burners.” 
The temporary city that is erected each year is called Black Rock City. Litter is 
called “MOOP” (matter out of place). There are “theme camps,” “sparkle ponies” 
(you don’t want to be one of those), “center camp,” “lamp lighters,” and 
“rangers.” There are all manner of inside jokes that betray the cultural values of 
Burning Man, like people saying “it was better next year,” which speaks to the 
idea of immediacy (the 10th principle of Burning Man) and betrays a love of 
mischief and joyful sarcasm which is a deep undertone for the entire 
community.

Crossfit, the global exercise phenomenon, is another great example. A 
location is called a box, not a club. The routine everyone does each day is called 
a WOD, short for workout of the day. Each WOD is given it’s own special 
name and some have taken on their own legend. 

On a different scale, we have our own insider language at the Good Life Project 
- much of which was created by the community members! Members of the 
community started calling themselves GLeePers a couple years ago. At some 
point, meet-ups of GLeePers started being called “GLeeP-ups,” and both terms 
have kind of stuck. This kind of natural evolution of insider language is a great 
sign that your community wants ways to identify as members of the group.

http://burningman.org/
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Red Flag: Jargon, Exclusion, and Fear

Having specialized language is a hugely important part of any deeply 
connected community. But, like symbology, language can also be a tool used 
for negative purposes as well. 

At its most mild, the shadow side of shared language is such a high degree of 
jargon that it makes it nearly impossible for outsiders to join in because they 
don’t understand what all the terms mean. This is especially true when we are 
thinking about this in a business sense where it’s crucial to create easy ways 
for people to raise their hands and join you. 

Farther down the line of negative use, specialized language can be used to 
exclude people who don’t know every acronym and definition. That kind of 
attitude, the “aha! well I bet you don’t know what an XYZ is, so you aren’t a 
REAL such and such” is one of the indicators that a community is starting to 
become poisonous. This is something that has plagued gamer communities 
and sports communities, where a vocal few who don’t think women belong, 
use obscure insider terms to try to out “posers.” 

In those groups, as well as organizations that verge on the cult like (more on 
cults later), specialized language is also used to inspire fear. Whether using a 
word to indicate that someone is a threat to the organization, calling someone 
a slur, or requiring people prove their loyalty and worthiness with their 
knowledge of the “right” terms, specialized language used in this way is deeply 
damaging and wrong. 

Biggest Red Flag: Cults

When going through these different elements, you may have had a bit of a red 
flag rise. If not, we’re going to raise it for you. This is something we’ve spent a 
lot of time thinking about when going deeper into the dynamics of building a 
BoB. It is the four letter word – C U L T.  
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If you look at the shadow sides of these elements, you can see that leveraged 
together, and with the intention to strip autonomy, individuality and esteem, 
they would serve to separate, isolate, invalidate, and terrify people. They would 
create the opposite of a beautiful, thriving, empowering community.

These things do all happen in cults but they are not EXCLUSIVE to cults. 

Cults have certainly taken these ideas and realized the power of them to bring 
people together and then do it in a way that strips autonomy, that strips self-
esteem, that strips individuality and isolates them from those outside the 
group. It is critical to understand that this potential effect is not a function of 
the “tools,” but rather the intention. 

The nearly identical set of strategies, ideas and tools can be leveraged to form 
and build a deeply-connected community that fosters, rather than strips 
autonomy, individuality, and self-esteem and invites and respects the 
relationships and lives of the members that exist outside the bounds of the 
community. 

You can take all of these same things and leverage them in that thing that you’re 
building – in the community that you’re building – but leverage them in a way 
that builds autonomy and self-reliance and self-determination and that ratchets 
up self-esteem and self-worth and self-value and that increases compassion 
and empathy towards others and that increases and supports individuality. 

You want to give people the tools to build better relationships and communities 
and families. Cults separate you from your people. Businesses of Belonging 
should help you show up stronger and better for them. Cults have one 
absolute, infallible leader. Communities might be inspired by an imperfect 
servant leader, but they highlight the leadership of the community (and the 
imperfection and relatability of the leaders). 

These elements are not about bringing somebody into a cult that disempowers; 
these are simply tools that, tapped with the right intention, will help you 
connect people and at the same time, do well while also doing good.
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5. The Opportunity to Gather

We’ve saved this until almost the end, because, well, it’s likely the most obvious 
element. When you unite people around a shared story, values, aspirations and 
conversation, then create mechanisms designed to facilitate their experience of 
belonging, affiliation and connection, guess what tends to happen? They want 
to connect!

People want to be in conversation, in conference, in the presence of people like 
them. So, one of the most valuable things you can do is create opportunities for 
the members of your community to gather. To come together and talk, share 
ideas, dreams, struggles, challenges, solutions and awakenings, tell stories and 
just “be with their people.” 

Of course, the next big question is...how? 

How do you create opportunities for your people to gather with not only you, 
but each other? Here, the universe is vast. The most obvious opportunities to 
gather tend to be actual on-the-ground physical experiences. Examples include:

• Meet-ups

• Events, rallies, concerts & shows

• Clubs, leagues and sporting activities

• Monthly recurring meetings

• Themed gatherings, like wine-tasting, educational activities or picnics

If your BoB is built around an actual facility that offers services, then gathering 
is not something you need to add into the experience, it is integral to it. For 
example, when Jonathan Fields owned a yoga center and a high-end private 
training facility, he offered classes and private sessions that required people to 
come to the facilities to experience the services. Along with the basic consumer 
need they were satisfying, clients were also drinking in the many benefits of 
experiencing a purposeful and aligned community every time they participated 
in the services.
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With Good Life Project, Jonathan and his crew have created a wide variety of 
opportunities to gather in-person, from short workshops to 7-month training 
programs that found people traveling to Costa Rica, Mexico, Chicago, Boulder, 
CO, Park City, UT, NYC and more. And, beginning in 2014, they’ve hosted an 
annual summer camp for adults, called Camp GLP, where hundreds of people 
travel from around the world just to be with people like them for 3 ½ days.

While we believe the connections made in-person are always strongest and are 
huge proponents of gathering in real life, we also regularly tap technology to 
create these opportunities to share in a safe, aligned, place with no travel 
necessary. 

We have leveraged platforms like Facebook groups, LinkedIn Groups, forums and 
more to cultivate daily conversations and deepen the experience of connection 
and belonging. We’ve also seen flourishing communities built entirely through 
these same platforms and even on mobile apps, like Instagram (yes, it is quite 
amazing what you can do via a simple app these days). 

The Simple Green Smoothies community is a powerful example. It was started 
by two moms who were sharing their experience drinking a green smoothie a day, 
along with recipes, on Instagram. But, they didn’t just share, they engaged fiercely 
in the comments and built real conversations. It’s now grown into a global 
community with over 400,000 followers. More than 1,000,000 people now having 
taken their 30-day challenge, they’ve published a highly-successful book with a 
major publisher and built a substantial financially-flourishing BoB around it all.

So, start asking, what types of opportunities to gather make the most sense for 
the type of venture you’re building? Are those opportunities already “baked into” 
the DNA of your BoB? Are they an integral part of the solution you’re providing? 
Or, will you need to create those opportunities as additional experiences for your 
community to engage on a deeper level, both with you and your brand, as well as 
with each other?

Red Flags: Whenever you bring together a growing number of people, there’s 
always the opportunity for people to clash on some level. That’s not necessarily a 
bad thing. One of the most powerful things you can do is create opportunities for 
people with different life experiences and lenses to come together around 

http://simplegreensmoothies.com/
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a key set of similarities, then find common-ground. At the same time, it is 
important to let people know that there is a certain ethos in place. That you are 
providing a safe space to engage. And, that leads us to our final element.

6. The Code of Conduct

An important element of creating a flourishing and purposeful community within 
your BoB is outlining what the community is and is NOT for, and creating a code 
of conduct to guide behavior and expectations. It’s really important to do this 
work as early as possible, in order to give people a clear expectation of what they 
are participating in, as well as give you a clear way to say what is and isn’t ok (and 
to deal with people who are violating the code of conduct). 

Depending on your community and where they gather, your code of conduct 
might be very simple. At The Get Down in NYC, there are 3 rules: 1) no drinks on the 
dance floor, 2) no phones on the dance floor, 3) be kind and loving to each other. 

NationBuilder has 3 rules for their broader community along with a more 
detailed code of conduct for the partners they work with - a great example of 
how different groups of people within your community will have different levels 
of responsibility and expectations. 1) 1 account per person. 2) Be civil. No 
personal attacks. 3) Respect everyone's time. No spam.

Or, your community might need a much deeper and more detailed code of conduct. 
If you are talking about sensitive subjects, working with vulnerable populations, 
or doing high stakes work, it might be important to spend more time outlining what 
is and isn’t acceptable. 

https://thegetdownnyc.com/
http://nationbuilder.com/
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When Jonathan runs certain programs under the Good Life Project umbrella, for 
example, he sets an expectation of confidentiality and respect, he requires his 
members to agree to abide by them as a condition to participation. For Camp 
GLP, much of the Code of Conduct is embedded in the FAQ on the website and is 
offered in a playful, yet stern way. Here’s an example:

CAMP GLP FAQ: Can I bring my grumpy, judgmental, antagonistic, bad attitude with 
me? 
Uhhhhh, nope! Seriously. No, really, seriously. If you are the type of person who loves 
to pick fights, antagonize, disrespect, sling hate, be rude or judgmental, please stay 
the heck as far away from Camp GLP as possible. We absolutely reserve the right to 
throw your butt out, without recourse or refund, and let you fend for yourself among 
the bears, wolves and the occasional wooly-fanged otter if we deem that you are not 
respecting the Camp Rules.

Once you develop the code of conduct, it’s important to make sure you enforce 
it. Community members will be counting on you as the leader to keep the 
integrity of the group in tact. If you let people spam, or troll, or consistently 
break the rules, you’ll quickly lose the trust and respect of your community. Even 
more important, the fundamental ethos, the “shared vibe” you want to be the 
heartbeat of the conversation will change, likely in a way that undermines 
everything you’re working to build. But if you keep things running well and 
honoring the promises you’ve made about the kind of activities that are allowed, 
you will develop deep trust and appreciation from your community. So, be 
strong. Don’t just create your code of conduct, give it teeth. Your BoB will be 
stronger and better aligned for it, and you’ll enjoy growing it more.
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Next Steps

Create Your Path

• Identify the ultimate goal of your venture and of those you seek to serve.

• Think about what actions your avatar will need to take in order to reach that
goal.

• Reverse engineer the key actions and elements of the path.

• Determine the first step along the path for your avatar to take (this will be
your manifesto call-to-action).

• Look at your product, service or venture to determine whether you’ve built
the programming and engagement mechanisms needed to move your avatar
from the first simple action all the way through to the ultimate desired
outcome. If you see any blanks, make sure they’re filled in.

Rites of Passage

Start to think about rites of passage. What either exists organically already or 
what can you create that can be fun, simple yet meaningful in some way?

Include something private and then include something that’s public and 
observable. Just brainstorm. Come up with a whole bunch of different ideas. 
Make them fun. Make them goofy. Make them scary (in a safe way, of course). 
Make them silly. Whatever it is. They can be complex. They can be super simple. 
What you also want is something that people can be comfortable with but is 
some representation to them that says, “Yeah. I’m in. I buy into this.”

For many people, the first rite of passage should be something that has a very 
low threshold for commitment. If you make it too difficult to join the 
community, you’ll find it’s hard to get folks to take that first action. But if it’s easy 
to take one action, people will be much more likely to take small, consistent 
actions after that, leading up to bigger and bigger actions and commitments 
down the road.
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Shared Rituals

Brainstorm any common rituals or actions that might be beneficial or even 
necessary things, and that also help connect people. It may be as simple as a 
weekly check-in or anything else. It could be a daily practice like journaling 
something on a daily basis. Remember that not everyone will buy into a regular 
ritual right away, so consider the ways to make this easier for folks. Simplify!!! 

Some organizations have great success with a short term challenge to kick 
people off. Simple Green Smoothies runs a 30 day green smoothie challenge which 
helps new folks to the community get into the groove of the ritual without having to 
commit to drinking a green smoothie every day for the rest of their lives. 

The Insight Timer meditation app, on the surface, is just a tool to let you know 
when you’re done meditating. But, under the surface, it also fosters a huge, global 
community of meditators, with conversations, groups and sharing that all 
happens through the app. The simple act of meditating while using the timer 
shows your participation and they’ve even gamified this to award stars for certain 
benchmarks that everyone else can see (which is also a great use of symbology).

What kinds of rituals can you create that are for new folks as well as for people 
who are deeper into your community? Don’t forget to let your community help 
you create these rituals as well! They might have ideas for the kinds of support 
they want and need and can give you ideas for ways to support them with a more 
formal structure which will then also serve as a basis for community rituals.

Symbology

Brainstorm symbology: Can symbols be used in the logo/brand? Merchandise? –
Are there any symbols that immediately come to mind or are already associated 
with your work? Can you use that symbol in the logo and in your brand? In the 
apparel that you create? In the fundamental nature of the activity that you’re 
doing? Is there something that everybody would wear and associate with? The 
best symbology is easily spotted and expresses the core commitments of the 
community.

http://simplegreensmoothies.com/30-day-challenge
https://insighttimer.com/
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We talked about the use of stars in the Insight Timer community above. Then, 
there are things as simple as Apple’s decision to make their headphones and 
cords white, back in the day when all other earbuds were black. Newsflash, white 
earbuds don’t sound any better than black ones. They just telegraph to others 
you’re part of the apple community. Beats did the same with the release of their 
red cords years later.

Common Language

Brainstorm language: Can you create your own language, your own names, your 
own terminology that allows people to communicate in a way that connects 
them? Think about what names could apply to:

• The people in your community (might be different words for different roles)

• The activities your community members do

• The beliefs and principles you follow

• Common advice or reminders

• The outcomes you aspire to

• The different offerings, products, and services you offer

Make them fun. Make them playful. Make them cool. Make them different. Make 
them raw. Make them, in some way, memorable so that people connect with 
them.

Keep in mind, too, that your community might come up with it’s own language to 
describe things. This is in many ways much more powerful than any language you 
can come up with and impose on them for two reasons: 

1. It means people have bought in so much and they are so hungry for a way to
self identify that they are forming these structures for themselves and

2. Whatever the community comes up with, they will have far more ownership
over than anything you can create for them. People respond much more
strongly to grassroots concepts than top-down creations.
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For example, as we mentioned, at Good Life Project, people who participate in our 
programs started calling themselves GLeePers (pronounced glee-pers). We could 
have tried to impose our own language on them, but instead we’ve had great fun 
being able to embrace and support the community in creating the terminology 
that fits them the best.

As you work on all of these elements, bring them to your community and get 
feedback. Pick things that resonate deeply with people. Listen and watch what is 
arising organically among your members. Keep in mind your mission and purpose 
and make sure everything you create serves to empower people, to help them 
create a better life, and to help them be part of a purposeful community, 
something bigger than themselves, something that matters. 

Create Opportunities to Gather

Often times, once you’ve defined the essence of your community, they will find 
ways to gather. Even so, brainstorm relevant ways for you to create more and/or 
enhance the ones that arise organically. List 5-10 potential ways to gather in-
person and another 5 potential ways to create opportunities for your community 
to gather through technology.

Create Your Code of Conduct

Create the basic rules and expectations for your community. Then make sure you 
are prepared to enforce them. 

The Wrap Up

Well, this has been a lot to think about. Our main goal in creating this guidebook 
for you is to give you a better understanding of how to leverage the power, story 
and conversation that your manifesto can incite to fuel your bigger quest to 
launch and grow a true Business of Belonging.

Now, we’re turning it back to you to do the work. Along the way, be sure to also 
dive into the other special guidebooks, each of which is actually a powerful 
resource and course on its own.

We can’t wait to see the story you tell!


