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CULTURE: WHY BELONGING HAS BECOME BUSINESS-CRITICAL
By Andrew Velleman, CEO of CFAO South Africa
Not long ago, the relationship between organisations and talent was relatively simple. Offer competitive remuneration, provide stability, create opportunities for advancement, and loyalty would often follow. That equation has changed.
Today, organisations across sectors are discovering that attracting talent is no longer the hardest part. Retaining talent is. Businesses invest significant time and effort in finding the right candidates, navigating lengthy recruitment processes, carefully onboarding them, and building capability, only to lose valued colleagues within a relatively short period. Increasingly, those departures have less to do with remuneration and more to do with experience.
People are asking different questions of the organisations they choose to join. They want to know whether their values align with the business’s. They want leadership that is visible and authentic. They are looking for opportunities to grow, but equally importantly, they want to feel that they matter. In many ways, belonging has become one of the defining expectations of the modern workplace.
This shift is particularly evident among younger generations entering and shaping the workforce. For many colleagues, purpose, wellbeing, culture and connection are not secondary considerations; they are fundamental drivers of where they choose to work and whether they decide to stay. Millennials and Gen Z, the fastest-growing segments of the workforce, regard these factors not as optional; they are essential.
For business leaders, this changes the conversation considerably. For many years, organisational culture was often viewed as something intangible; important perhaps, but difficult to quantify and disconnected from commercial performance. It was frequently dismissed as a “soft” issue, overshadowed by revenue growth, operational efficiency, and profitability. That thinking is rapidly becoming outdated.
Culture is now directly tied to competitiveness. It influences engagement, productivity, innovation, customer experience, and ultimately long-term business sustainability. 
Most importantly, it influences whether colleagues choose to contribute beyond what is expected because they feel connected to something larger than themselves.
The way we work has also changed dramatically. Hybrid models and digital ways of working have created flexibility, but they have also introduced new challenges. Many colleagues spend less time together physically. Informal interactions happen less often. Connection can become harder to sustain, making leadership visibility, recognition, and psychological safety even more important.
People increasingly want workplaces that feel human. They want leaders who are accessible, approachable and present. They want honest communication, meaningful recognition and opportunities to contribute without fear of judgement or exclusion. They want workplaces where recognition is consistent, communication is transparent, and mentorship is intentional. Above all, they want to know they are valued. 
At CFAO South Africa, this understanding shapes how we lead and how we grow. With more than 7,250 colleagues across our operations, we have learned that culture cannot sit solely within Human Resources processes or internal campaigns. It must live within leadership decisions; daily behaviours and the experiences colleagues have every day.
One reason our attrition rates remain among the lowest in our sector is our deliberate investment in creating an environment where colleagues feel respected, supported, and empowered to grow. Competitive remuneration remains important, but on its own, it is rarely enough to build long-term commitment.
People stay where they can see a future
Creating that future requires intention. It means investing in development pathways, mentorship, learning opportunities and leadership that demonstrates genuine care. These are not symbolic initiatives. They are investments in organisational resilience and in people's potential. At CFAO South Africa, we are deliberate in our investment in strategic organisational resilience and human potential.
The reality is that every business today competes for talent in an increasingly complex labour market. Yet culture remains one of the few competitive advantages that is difficult to replicate. Products can be copied. Technology can be acquired. Pricing strategies can be matched. 
A deeply-embedded culture built on trust, belonging and shared purpose is far more difficult to recreate.
People quickly recognise whether an organisation genuinely prioritises its colleagues or whether culture exists only in messaging and presentations. In an environment shaped by transparency and mobility, organisations no longer define their reputation alone. Colleagues shape it every day through their experiences and interactions. 
Leadership today, therefore, requires a broader view of culture. It is no longer a supporting element of business strategy. It is part of the strategy itself.
Thriving organisations will be those that create environments where people feel connected to a shared mission, supported in their growth, and confident that they belong.  Ultimately, people may join for the opportunity, but they stay because of the culture.
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EDITORS NOTES

ABOUT CFAO SOUTH AFRICA

CFAO South Africa, with more than 7,000 colleagues, offers vehicle and truck sales and rental, supply chain solutions, logistics management, material handling, automotive assembly and the import and export of automotive components. CFAO South Africa delivers an integrated mobility ecosystem. We are a regional division of the CFAO Group, a pan-African business headquartered in France and a wholly owned subsidiary of Toyota Tsusho Corporation in Japan. CFAO South Africa has a strong expansion vision in South Africa in the automotive sector and other sectors aligned to the CFAO Group strategy, including pharmaceuticals and renewable energy. With revenue of more than R30 billion and nationwide operations across more than 160 sites, CFAO South Africa focuses specifically on the integration and transformation of the mobility value chain, manufacturing and localisation in the industry, digitalisation and OEM collaboration, and a multi-brand focus.




PRIMARY CONTACTS FOR MORE INFORMATION OR INTERVIEWS

· Visit the news portal for dedicated media use at https://news.stone.consulting
· Visit the website at https://cfao.co.za/latest-articles/ 
· The CFAO SA media liaison team on media@stone.consulting / +27 11 447 1068
· Viviana Kosiaris, head of communication of CFAO SA on vkosiaris@cfao.com / +27 82 342 7390
· Willem S Eksteen, CE of Stone, on willem@stone.consulting / +27 83 272 6304
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