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CHAPTER 1


YOU DON’T BELONG EVERYWHERE


“The best view comes after the hardest climb.”


—ANONYMOUS


Don’t screw this up, I thought to myself as I stood in a circle of several new classmates.


Like most business schools in 2008, my class was 70 percent male. I assumed this meant there would be a great deal of sports talk, and my knowledge of the entire subject consisted of Knicks trivia from the 1990s. So, I spent the week before the start of the school year binging SportsCenter. I memorized key stats, learned about the pro teams, and studied the upcoming major league schedules. I even learned to hate Dan Snyder.


On the day school started, having completed my self-designed crash course, I was anxious to flex my newfound knowledge. Despite feeling nervous, I summoned the courage to engage another student. “Are you excited about RBG’s debut?” I asked, mustering up all the confidence I could find in my being.


My question was met with an awkward smile as my classmate turned away to find someone else to talk to. Later, I realized I’d mixed up rising star quarterback Robert Griffin III (“RG3”) with Supreme Court Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg. So much for not screwing that up.


Even though I had made my best effort to belong, I’d messed it up. I felt like a fraud; this just wasn’t my world. Despite the voracious preparation, my attempts to make conversation had blown up in my face. While it may seem insignificant, this moment in my life revealed a bigger issue—one that you might be able to relate to.


I was trying to fit in somewhere I didn’t belong.


Belonging starts with knowing and accepting ourselves. This self-awareness lays the groundwork for discovering where and how we fit in the world. While my motivation to belong was sincere, I was inauthentic to myself and to others in how I tried to do it.


Recognizing our intrinsic social needs helps us choose the right opportunities for seeking belonging. Failing to do so sincerely, much like my experience, is a surefire way to experience rejection. And rejection can really hurt.


At least I now understand the difference between authentically trying to belong versus trying to force it. I wish the same could be said for corporate America where fake attempts at belonging run rampant.


It’s hard not to roll your eyes at HR teams’ fervent attempts to ensure “everybody belongs.” Slogans like “you belong” and “we belong here” are woven into marketing campaigns to instill a sense of connection and inclusion in consumers, but they often fall flat. The concept of belonging is so overused in marketing that even the Ad Council, the nonprofit responsible for distributing PSAs on behalf of the US government, has a major campaign dedicated to it.
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Similarly, the term community has become diluted. Nowadays, everything is labeled a community, from people who wear the same brand of clothing to subscribers of a YouTube channel. Like the ubiquitous belonging campaigns, these so-called communities claim to welcome everyone.


This over-inclusiveness presents a glaring problem: if everyone belongs, no one belongs.


One place you can be certain you belong is right here, right now. Picking up this book shows a commitment to self-improvement through personal exploration. You acknowledge that you have gaps in knowledge. These qualities show both intellectual curiosity and intellectual honesty. However, you’re not alone—every person seeks to belong, whether they use that term or not. Yet, I see very few people discussing what this term actually means or how to find belonging methodically.


I wrote this book to do exactly that.


ABOUT THIS BOOK


The Quest is a transformative process designed to help individuals enhance their sense of belonging. By aligning both our personality and environment with how we find belonging, our connection to the world becomes profoundly stronger. This journey shifts us from a state of passive existence to one of persistent joy.


Like any climb, our adventure is split into stages that represent distinct phases of our ascent. The completion of each stage is an accomplishment in and of itself. Achieving these milestones will be punctuated by simple exercises to zero in on how you find belonging and which belonging routes work best for you.
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You are already at the first stage: trailhead. Like any good signpost, this stage previews the journey ahead and warns us of what will happen if we veer off the path. After a cursory review of topical research materials, I present a working definition of the word belonging and discuss why many admired authors have misled us about the issue. We will then explore our country’s Belonging Crisis and develop a thesis on how to solve it (hint: you’re already doing it by reading this book).


The second stage is basecamp. This is where we will pay homage to the forces outside of our control as we gear up for what awaits. Here you will take stock of who you are—what you can and can’t change about yourself. You will get to know the different paths to belonging on the trek ahead, meet the different belonging archetypes, and select the one that works best for you.


The third stage is high camp, where you will prepare for the summit push. As with any climb, you need to acclimate a bit before you can head up, so we will settle down to explore all the different belonging paths at our disposal in more detail. You will complete this stage holding a container with all the activities that give you a sense of belonging.


The fourth and final stage is the summit. Unlike other climbs, however, you won’t be descending. You’ll be staying at the mountaintop. That’s because, once you’ve summited this quest, you will have a clear understanding of your belonging needs. This clarity will last a lifetime. At the top, you will also scan the horizon to see your environment from above, enabling you to make changes that can directly impact how you find belonging going forward. I’ll close by teaching you the five skills you can develop to keep improving your sense of belonging.


When you finish reading this book, it is my sincere hope that you will be equipped with all the knowledge and tools you need to claim your place in the world. As a direct result of our work, you will experience a state of persistent joy.


FOR ME, THIS SUBJECT IS PERSONAL


Adoption and Abandonment


My first experience with belonging-related trauma happened when I was in utero and my mentally ill biological mother made the decision to give me up for adoption just a few months into her pregnancy.i From that point on, she was biochemically communicating to me that I was not wanted. This primal wound, a term coined by psychotherapist and author Nancy Verrier to describe the visceral pain adoptees feel, has left me feeling like I am bad, broken, and unworthy of love ever since.


I was adopted when I was five days old. At such a young age, adopted children often confuse their adoptive mother with their abandoning biological mother. The adoptive parents, especially the mom, wind up on the receiving end of the adoptee’s resentment.1


This was my experience. During adolescence, as the sadness of losing my biological mom turned to rage, I directed a lot of it at my adoptive mother, severely mistreating her. As I’ve grown older, however, I’ve developed a great deal of empathy for what she endured. As a young woman, burdened by infertility, she had to spend ten years on the adoption waiting list. In fact, she had so little information about where she was in the queue that she kept baby products in the trunk of her car to be as ready as possible when the adoption agency called her with good news.


This long, treacherous wait led her to treat me as “special.” This treatment resulted in a form of permissive parenting that neither established healthy boundaries for me nor introduced appropriate consequences for my actions. I was the baby meant for her. I’ve experienced similar treatment from others who have told me I’m lucky and that I should be grateful. All I took away from this toxic positivity, however, were high standards that I couldn’t meet. These unreasonable expectations contributed to my negative self-talk. When would the ruse that I’m unwanted end? When would the fraud I was perpetrating become exposed?


Many adoptees experience this kind of deep-rooted belief that they are fundamentally flawed. It can lead them to feel undeserving of being cared for and burdened with a perpetual sense of guilt.


The abandonment I suffered at the hands of my biological mom contributed heavily to my insecurities around attachment. In so many words, the parents that conceived me told me they didn’t want me—that I didn’t belong with them. Subconsciously I was programmed to believe I would always be left behind.


Divorce and Neglect


Around my second birthday, I experienced another belonging-related trauma: my adoptive parents divorced. Suddenly, the nuclear family I was a part of was split. My mom got full custody of me, and my dad got visitation rights, which he rarely exercised—and when he did, he was always late, rushed, or checked out. To make matters worse, when he remarried when I was five, he did not invite me to his wedding. This was the first signal of many over the years that I did not belong in the new family he was building.


To this day, I long for the love and attention of a masculine role model. Although my adoptive dad is nearly eighty and I know that the only way to heal from his neglect will come from within me, I still fantasize about the day he might come to me with an apology for being absent from my life. I miss the father I never had.



Immigration and Isolation



Adding to the laundry list of childhood traumas I endured, my mom moved us to New York City (NYC) when I was eight to live with my future stepdad. Moving at this age made me what sociologist Rubén Rumbaut calls a “one-and-a-half generation immigrant” living in the “cultural borderland.” This term describes children who relocate at a young age. They embrace some of their new cultural norms but question others. The overwhelming cultural shock I experienced had a profound effect on my sense of self.


Immigration further wounded my fragile sense of belonging. I didn’t belong fully to either America or Israel. I felt like an outsider wherever I went. As a result, I have struggled to this day with defining my nationality. Am I Israeli-American or American-Israeli? Why is it that in America I feel like an Israeli, and in Israel I feel like an American?


While all these traumas of neglect, abandonment, and isolation strengthened my resilience and adaptability, they also caused me chronic stress. As I grew older, I started seeing a pattern—I never truly had a secure sense of belonging. This emptiness would eventually serve as a spark for my entrepreneurial endeavors.



HEALTHY AND UNHEALTHY COPING



When my friend Elad invited me to his wedding in 2008, anxiety took over. It was the first American wedding I had ever been invited to, and the only thought racing through my mind was What will I talk to the people at my table about?


As a web designer at the time, my mind immediately jumped to a tech solution. This is when the idea for Social Tables was born. Keeping the anxious guest’s needs in mind, the app I envisioned would allow every guest to browse the Facebook profiles of their tablemates to learn a little bit about them, their professions, their interests, and so on in order to jumpstart the evening’s conversations. A digital social table.


The solution, I imagined, would remove some of the stressful guesswork from socializing. It would allow me to engineer my way through the anxiety by controlling who I talked to and the topics we discussed. This, in turn, would prevent someone from ignoring me, because I would ignore them first.


As I reflect on the real motivation behind my venture, the writing is on the wall. Socially engineering situations is a trauma response I had developed from the abandonment I experienced growing up. It led me to develop defense mechanisms to shield myself from the hurt, and this app idea was the latest such innovation.


A second, more subversive and, up until recently, subconscious tactic I used to manage my fear of abandonment was denigrating others in my head. Whenever I would not be praised in a group setting or receive attention in a social situation, I would crawl into a dark mental space and view those around me as inferior or not deserving of my time. This behavior, I now know, stems from very low self-esteem.


These two coping mechanisms provided temporary security, but they also hindered my ability to sit with my feelings and find healthy ways to grow from my abandonment issues. The irony of these tactics was that they were having the opposite effect to what I had intended. They further isolated me. I stunted the growth of certain social skills, such as empathy and intimacy, and limited my exposure to worthwhile people.


Devoid of these interpersonal skills, I was not developing the adult relationships I needed to feel a sense of belonging. Without them, I was only experiencing superficial connections, friendships, and romance. Underneath it all, I was still an abandoned boy who was never given the chance to fit in.


THE BREAKTHROUGHS


Social Tables, the little-engine-that-could seating chart app grew to become one of the most recognized software platforms in the events and hospitality industry. Its dynamic culture unlocked my sense of belonging for the nine years I was at the helm.


It was here where colleagues-turned-friends lifted my spirits, company events gave me a feeling of togetherness, industry conferences made me feel important, and press articles told me we were special. But after selling the company in 2018, it was all gone. And so too was my sense of belonging. For the decade I ran the company, I didn’t realize the belonging I had was temporary. It would only last as long as my tenure. Reflecting on this really special time in my life, I had a major breakthrough.


I realized that I never had a personal sense of belonging to begin with. Instead of finding connection through typical avenues like family, romantic partnerships, or spirituality, I relied on fruitless endeavors such as workaholism, chronic dating, and nihilism, which only served to fight off connection rather than find it. I learned that personal belonging is foundational; it must come before professional (i.e., career) belonging. While personal belonging stays with us unconditionally, professional belonging only lasts as long as an employee contract. In other words, when we have belonging in our personal life, we have a safety net that no job can replace.


This insight came during the COVID-19 pandemic. As the world shut down, I found myself with zero obligations and a lot of time on my hands. For eighteen months after the start of the pandemic and guided mostly by my intuition, I made it my personal quest to seek that sense of belonging that I craved but never truly had.


This journey started when I read entrepreneur Bob Buford’s book Halftime: Moving from Success to Significance. It inspired me to create space after the sale of my business to figure out my next move—my halftime. If the first half of my life ended the moment I sold my company, then instead of jumping into the second half—whatever it might be—I should take some time to figure things out, I thought to myself. Maybe a newer purpose would emerge.


In the year and a half that made up my halftime, I gave my life a radical makeover. It started with a 2,500-mile road trip that took me from the East Coast, where I had spent the past thirty years of my life, to the Pacific Northwest, where I had never set foot before. Once settled in my new home, I spent a year focused on self-care and personal discovery.


Embarking on numerous healing journeys, I delved into my childhood traumas with renewed determination. I embraced new interests, explored intriguing hobbies, and took bold risks that once intimidated me. In reevaluating my friendships, I deepened bonds and formed new ones with those who resonated with my personal renaissance. I discovered and invested in a home that suited my new adult lifestyle in a neighborhood that felt right. I became actively involved in philanthropic and community activities. Navigating the dating scene, I sought a compatible partner while broadening my perspectives through literature and writing. Mindfulness practices, such as meditation and neurofeedback, granted me a balance and clarity I had long yearned for. Prioritizing my physical health, I finally underwent a few overdue surgeries, engaged a personal trainer, and began consulting a nutritionist.


Through this meticulous yet unplanned process, I discovered an inspiring purpose for the second half of my life that I felt would help me achieve significance: helping others find their sense of belonging—something I never felt I possessed or deserved myself—by sharing my journey.


Just because I found belonging one way, however, doesn’t mean others will find it the same way. I decided to codify my process in way that can work for anyone. One problem remained: I had to battle my nasty impostor syndrome.


WHY ME


I quickly realized that my self-doubt is exactly why I’m the perfect person for the task. That I have never experienced belonging but have instead grappled with isolation, loneliness, and feeling like an outsider makes me the perfect person to help others find belonging.


In order to give my new mission credibility, I had to become an expert on the subject. I immersed myself in the body of “belonging literature,” reading hundreds of articles, books, and academic papers. It was important for me to learn the science of belonging and empirically validate my intuitive experiences.


But why dedicate an entire book to my journey and its lessons? Aren’t there already enough self-proclaimed experts dissecting the concept of belonging? I’ve questioned my motivations more times than I can count. I’ve often recalled my friend Ken’s incredulous inquiries about why I continue to embark on new ventures when I could easily rest on my laurels and enjoy the fruits of my labor.


The answer is simple—if even a handful of readers resonate with this book and are encouraged to undertake their own journeys to find belonging, then every word written has fulfilled its purpose.


In writing The Quest, I’ve come to realize that while its “why” is a fundamental human drive to feel a sense of belonging, its “how” remains elusive for so many. This book aims to articulate this second part. It’s a guidebook for anyone seeking a sense of place, identity, and meaningful connection.


So, whether you’re after a total “glow up” of your sense of belonging or feeling just a little bit lonely, know that the answers you seek are within reach. The Quest will be your companion on this very personal journey, offering research, insights, exercises, customized advice, and personal anecdotes. And, of course, plenty of encouragement and reassurance every step of the way.




 


CHAPTER 2


NO SHORTCUTS TO THE TOP


“We suggest that belongingness can be almost as compelling a need as food.”


—ROY F. BAUMEISTER AND MARK R. LEARY


“You’re not a good culture fit,” the president of the local chapter of the Young Presidents’ Organization, a global business association I had been a part of for nearly a decade, told me over the phone one evening. He was asking me to resign.


My heart sank to my stomach. Reaching for the victim card, I asked myself, How can they do this to me? I was respected and liked at my previous chapter. I even received the Member of the Year award a couple of years prior in a different chapter. How did I screw up?


I thought I was doing everything right: engaging with fellow members, being helpful where I could be, and attending every event on the social calendar.


After we ended the conversation, I went on the offensive. I called members of the executive committee to debrief them and ask for help. I reached out to friends in the chapter to plead my case. And when things felt hopeless, I started wondering whether it was because my identity as a left-leaning Jewish New Yorker was not the right match for the relatively homogenous group.


Over the coming weeks, I stewed in my anger and started considering my legal options. Were the chapter’s bylaws violated? Was I being discriminated against?


As my ego subsided, reality set in. They simply didn’t like me. I don’t need them to feel like I belong, I thought to myself. I felt a sense of relief as I reclaimed my agency.


Belonging is not just a feeling. It’s a story. A story of continuous fit. One day you can feel like you belong, and the next you can be crushed by not feeling it at all. No one is to blame, not even ourselves. As we change, as others change, and as everything around us changes, it’s only natural for the feeling of belonging to shift as well.


Unlike typical feelings, such as impatience, gratitude, and sadness, belonging is not always up to you. While there are ways to feel a sense of belonging without being social, which we will explore in later chapters, its primary paths require people. And anything that involves other people is messy. They add an element of uncertainty to the equation.


As I write these words, belonging is trending. It’s all the rage in “pop-psych” circles. It’s a topic that is commonly mentioned in self-help resources, promoted by HR consultants, and especially bastardized in the wellness industry. We can’t avoid it, and every overused mention increasingly dilutes its meaning. But what exactly do I mean when I talk about “belonging”?


Let’s start with the obvious and see what the Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary says:


Belonging is “the feeling of being comfortable and happy in a particular situation or with a particular group of people and being treated as a full member of the group.”2


As we explore the modern fascination with belonging, it’s crucial to ground our understanding in its foundational concepts.


A FUNDAMENTAL NEED


This journey takes us back to 1943 when psychologist Abraham H. Maslow introduced the Hierarchy of Needs, a groundbreaking model for understanding human motivation. Today, his famous pyramid is widely recognized and accepted as a framework for explaining both our motivations and their order of operation in the human psyche. You can’t meet your safety needs, for example, if your physiological needs are not being met.




Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943)ii, 3
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Maslow placed belonging in the middle of the pyramid, defining it as the deep need for close relationships and a sense of connection.4 Sandwiched between the need for physical safety (i.e., shelter, clothes, removal from danger) and esteem (e.g., sense of self-worth from oneself and from others), he visually showed us belonging’s critical importance to the human experience.
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