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“I remember having absolutely no idea
what I was supposed to do at my research
site. But I had such a cool support system.
When I got to the site I was supposed to

work at for the summer, I had never heard
of the organization before because I was

an international student. It was not a place
that was familiar to me. But any time I

would get stuck, the [entire research team]
would have my back. We had a check-in

every Thursday. We would play games and
share about our different experiences with
our research sites. Our research mentors
would constantly ask ‘Is there something
that we could do to support you?’ Or ‘Is

there something that we could do to help
you through the process?’ Whenever we

felt overwhelmed, we would do meditation
exercises and just take a moment to

breathe and be thankful for what we were
doing. We would reflect on how much our

work really impacts the lives of others.” 

CREATING WELCOMING RESEARCH ENVIRONMENTS

RHEMA FERNANDES
WHY DO DIVERSE TEAMS MATTER?

An important factor that contributes to the advancement of cancer health equity  
is an increasingly diverse cancer research and healthcare workforce (AACR
2022; Alcaraz et al. 2019). Diverse research teams often bring new perspectives
and creative and culturally competent solutions to address cancer health
disparities (AACR 2022). However, feelings of isolation from peers/community,
disconnection from research field, and lack of mentors can contribute to
researchers of color leaving biomedical sciences and not pursuing careers in
cancer research (Clark and Hurd 2020). Creating a welcoming and inclusive
work environment, where all researchers feel they belong, is necessary to retain
a diverse biomedical research workforce with the goal of eliminating cancer
disparities.

WHAT IS MY ROLE AS A MENTOR/ADVISOR?
Reflect on the current social environment and power dynamics of
your research lab, team and/or setting.
Be transparent about your expectations.
Build in time for kudos, big and small.
Ask for feedback regularly and implement positive changes.

See infographic for further suggestions.
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HOW CAN A SENSE OF BELONGING HELP?
Research has shown that a more holistic approach is needed to retain
researchers of color and others underrepresented in the biomedical workforce
(Vaccaro et al 2019). Along with support for research projects and professional
development, it is important for researchers to also feel that they belong at
research institutions and in research environments. Our Partnership defines
sense of belonging as the experience of positive involvement in a system or
community so that one feels personally and professionally accepted, connected,
affirmed, and validated as an integral part of that system or community.
Creating inclusive and welcoming research environments, particularly for
researchers with identities that have been historically excluded from institutions
in society, is important for retaining a diverse workforce that will continue to
work together to achieve cancer health equity.

FOSTERING A SENSE OF BELONGING

Mentor Toolkit




