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Abstract

Employee Resource Groups (ERGs), which bring together employees with shared identity or
purpose, have been expanding around the globe. ERGs can be a recruiting and retention tool,
providing member benefits of career growth, developing friends and providing expanded
purpose at work. Given their popularity, they are of interest for researchers. Thus, we
conducted a study focused on the ERG leader experience overall and the benefits to employees
and employers offered by ERGs. We did this by conducting in-depth interviews with ten ERG
leaders in three different organisations. Our work uncovered five ERG topics (or emergent
themes) discussed by the interviewees: (1) ERG structure and leadership, (2) Multi-faceted
purpose of ERGs, (3) Moving from ERGs to business resource groups (BRGs), (4) Leader time
management and (5) Organisational support for ERGs. Additionally, we propose avenues for
future research and suggest new work focused on the mutual benefits of ERGs for both in-
dividuals and organisations.
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Introduction

Employee resource groups (ERGs) (also
referred to as affinity groups, network
groups or business resource groups) are
growing in popularity, expanding scope of
work done, and in the process increasing the
skills and experiences employees can en-
gage in within their organisations (Welbourne
et al., 2015). This has led to multiple oppor-
tunities for employees in all types of jobs to
get more out of work, feel more purpose in
what they are doing, and meet people who are

outside of their networks. ERGs are present
within an estimated ninety percent of Fortune
500 firms (Catalino et al., 2022). A 2021 Wall
Street Journal article noted that ‘about 35% of
companies have added or expanded their
support for ERGs since the start of 2020,
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according to a 2021 study by McKinsey & Co.
and Leanln.org of 423 organisations em-
ploying 12 million people’ (Lublin, 2021, p.
1). In addition, there is some evidence that the
COVID-19 pandemic and George Floyd’s
murder in 2020 led to some ERGs gaining
greater influence in shaping policy within their
respective organisations (Lublin, 2021).

Broadly speaking, these organisational
groups are ‘a gathering space within the
workplace for employees who share a social
identity’ (Scully, 2009, p. 76). However,
ERGs are much more than this as noted by
the more comprehensive definition provided
by Kaplan et al. (2009, p. 1), which describe
ERGs as ‘... groups of employees in an
organisation formed to act as a resource for
both members and the organisation. ERGs
are voluntary, employee-led groups that can
have a few members or a few thousand’.
Unlike the initial Black caucus established
by Xerox Corporation, which is the pre-
cursor of today’s ERGs, present-day ERGs
may focus on numerous diversity and in-
clusion issues such as gender, sexual ori-
entation, professional background and life
stage (Kaplan et al., 2009; Mercer, 2011).
Also, ERGs can be organised around specific
causes (e.g. sustainability, caregiving, faith-
based) or occupational interest areas
(women in technology, careers, etc.). Or-
ganisations that have ERGs provide a place
for their employees to feel included, which
can have numerous positive benefits for the
individual (Shore et al., 2011). In addition,
ERGs continue to evolve regarding the
benefits they offer to their employees as
some businesses have begun offering ERG
leaders financial compensation for their role
in the ERG (Lublin, 2021).

However, ERGs are more than a group
where employees can find acceptance and
inclusion. ERGs may also have specific
missions that they work towards, whether
that be to act as an advocate about a specific
issue or to serve as a resource for the or-
ganisation (Kravitz, 2008; McGrath and
Sparks, 2005; Van Aken et al., 1994). For
example, an ERG at Prudential helped the
firm by partnering with the marketing

department to form a more cohesive mar-
keting strategy ‘across all markets’. Simi-
larly, ERGs are seen to add value to the
marketing done by Best Buy (Jennifer
Brown Consulting, 2010). ERGs are also
considered to be ‘thriving’ (Mercer, 2011)
and are so prevalent at Nationwide that their
diversity and inclusion lead officer declared
‘everyone knows about [ERGs] ... [and]
what they should be used for and not used
for’ (Jennifer Brown Consulting, 2010, p. 19).
In sum, both the increasingly widespread
prevalence of ERGs as well as the ways they
add value to their organisations suggests that
these groups are important to firms.

While the literature is growing (Green,
2018), ERGs are a relatively understudied
phenomenon (Foldy, 2019). Much of the
literature on ERGs has been presented as
historical reviews (e.g. Baillie & Gedro,
2009; Briscoe & Safford, 2010), has fo-
cused on a single organisation of interest, or
provided discussion in the context of a single
type of group. While this work is valuable, it
is important to learn how ERGs operate
across organisations and group types to
better understand their purposes and goals
that benefit both employees and employers.
We focus on benefits due to the fact that
ERGs are expanding in different types of
companies (e.g. smaller, different in-
dustries), and this expansion appears to be
related to the fact that employers expect
some benefits to the employee population
and to the firm through the implementation
of ERGs.

In a letter to employees from west-
MONROE leadership (2023), they share the
following reasons for adding ERGs: ‘West
Monroe, on the other hand, is now reaching
a size where we believe formal ERGs can
provide tangible value for our organization.
We are growing rapidly—our three-year
compound annual growth is 30 percent,
and we recently passed the 1,000-employee
milestone. ... Diversitylnc highlights typical
business benefit of ERGs, which include
recruitment, engagement, branding, talent
development, and  market  outreach/

commerce. Some of these, such as
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recruitment, are more relevant to our firm
than others. We see the presence of ERGs as
extremely beneficial in attracting top talent,
whereas we are too early in the development
of our programs to target commercial ben-
efits. But that discussion risks neglecting
retention. A key reason people leave or-
ganizations like ours is because they don't
feel well connected. To get the best out of our
people, we must have an environment where
they feel they can bring their best selves to
work every day and have an outlet for
working through challenges. ERGs at their
best provide meaningful forums for those
conversations. When people feel connected
to others and have a sense of belonging
within an organization, they do better work
for clients and stay with the organization
longer, benefiting both our culture and our
business. Retention also provides a direct
financial benefit, as it’s more expensive to
hire new talent than it is to retain good
people’.

This explanation to employees is an ex-
ample of how ERGs benefit the company by
improving and benefiting the employees;
however, there are, of course, conditions under
which ERGs fulfil this promise and likely
times when they do not. Thus, in our research
we are not just looking at what the benefits
might be, but we also wanted to learn from the
ERG leaders how that value is delivered. Our
goal was to provide an open environment to
listen to the ERG leaders, document their
responses and then code the data to provide
learning based on these open conversations.
From these conversations we also want to
extract the benefits of ERGs to both employees
and employers; this work has potential for
understanding the growth and expansion of
ERGs.

Finally, it is critical to assess how those
purposes and goals arise out of individual
sentiments and opinions; we needed to learn
about ERGs through the lens of the leaders
who run them. Leaders have unique insights
about not only how ERGs provide value to
the company but also how they help in-
dividual employees, both members and
nonmembers. With many employers using

ERGs as part of their recruiting strategies,
understanding the degree to which members
and leaders value having the opportunities
presented by ERGs is an important avenue of
research.

We seek to shed light on this phenomenon
through an exploratory qualitative study using
semi-structured interview techniques. As
a result of the interviews, we uncovered five
key topics or themes discussed by ERG
leaders that help broaden understanding of
ERGs. For each area we summarise what we
discovered and highlight opportunities to help
individual employees and the employers
overall. Our work results in a call to further
examine ERGs to understand the mutual
benefits of ERGs more fully and provide
a clearer path to take advantage of these po-
tential benefits while minimising costs and
challenges.

Methods

In this study, we utilised a qualitative
methodology that is common in this litera-
ture (e.g. Beaver, 2023; Green, 2018; Guerra
et al., 2022). The research team, composed
of three individuals, administered phone
interviews with ten ERG leaders from three
different companies. Each company operates
in a different industry (technology, com-
munication and utility), is publicly traded,
has an average of 30,000 employees, and
averaged $19 billion in total revenue for
their most recent fiscal year. The ERGs
varied in identity type and included, but
were not limited to, groups focused on
ethnicity, age group and gender. The re-
spondents were roughly equally split be-
tween male and female. One of the authors,
who had previous connections with these
organisations, contacted the Chief Diversity
and Inclusion Officer in each firm, and that
individual referred the team to the individual
in HR who was responsible for ERGs. The
HR/ERG manager agreed to participate, and
that individual then forwarded an email and
information packet to current ERG leaders
who then volunteered to participate. The
researcher then set up times for the
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interviews. For consistency, the first author
conducted each interview and the sessions
focused on three distinct groupings of
questions, 30 questions in total and the
discussions lasted roughly 45 minutes per
participant. The interviews were stand-
ardised (Fowler, 1991; Fowler & Mangione,
1990) and utilised neutral probing techni-
ques when the respondent requested clari-
fication (Schober & Conrad, 1997) to not
introduce the interviewer’s own knowledge
of the ERG system onto the respondents.
However, if individuals still struggled with
the meaning of a question, the interviewer
would assist as needed.

In addition, to make the respondent feel at
ease, the interviewer participated in a form
of conversationally flexible interviewing in
which some ordinary conversation was al-
lowed to develop that made sure that full
information was gathered to avoid in-
accuracies (Suchman & Jordan, 1990).
Given the trade-offs discussed by Schober
and Conrad (1997), we determined that this
approach provided both a way to interpret
the data across multiple individuals while
not minimising the opportunity for the re-
spondent to form their own narrative. Be-
sides the connection to the original points of
contact, the research team members were not
personally connected with any of the re-
spondents, reducing the potential for ethical
conflict (Jarvie, 1969). In line with previous
research (e.g. Bansal & Roth, 2000; Brown
etal., 2006; Mantere et al., 2012), interviews
were audiotaped and transcribed.

Following the steps of Braun et al. (2014),
it is important to understand our ontological
and epistemological frameworks that un-
derlie the use of thematic analysis. This
methodology requires a review of the tran-
scripts, coding the various categories of
comments and then summarising the themes
or topics that cut across the respondents.
Given our desire to understand Employee
Resource Groups from the ERG leaders’
viewpoints, we employed a subjectivist,
interpretive perspective, which seeks ‘to
understand the actual production of mean-
ings and concepts used by social actors in

real setting’ (Gephart, 2004, p. 457). This
perspective allows us to draw upon the
constructed realities of our interviewees to
share an authentic, integrated story about
what it means to be an ERG leader (Cunliffe,
2010) and helps ‘fill in the gaps between
theory and practice’ (Lincoln et al., 2011, p.
106). To accurately do so, this approach
requires researchers to be participants in the
research process while acknowledging that
our own experiences and previously gained
knowledge will influence our interpretation
of the data (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Lincoln
et al., 2011).

Due to the importance of rigour in
qualitative research (Creswell & Miller,
2000), all three researchers initially went
through the comments individually to create
an overarching impression of the data at
hand to understand the contents and truly
immerse themselves in the data, while still
retaining distance (Braun et al., 2014). The
three researchers then independently created
short, annotated notes of the core meaning,
or codes that conveyed the ‘key idea in the
data without the researcher needing to see
the data themselves’ (Braun et al., 2014, p.
100), for the first fifty comments. As
a midpoint check, fifteen of these first fifty
responses were chosen at random and dis-
cussed in detail amongst the coders. Once
these annotations were completed, the re-
searchers constructed a codebook of five
themes or topics. The researchers did not
significantly differ on their interpretation of
the themes, but rather only how to identify
what, of the roughly 450 minutes of in-
terview data, was most pressing to the re-
search question at hand.

Findings

The following five topics or overall themes
were identified: (1) ERG structure and
Leadership, (2) Multi-faceted purpose of
ERGs, (3) Moving from ERGs to Business
Resource Groups (BRGs), (4) Leader time
management and (5) Organisational support
for ERGs. Below, each of these themes is
investigated in more detail, incorporating
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direct quotations from the respondents
where possible as well as a summary of the
overall benefits to employees and employers
from our learning in each area.

ERG Structure and Leadership

The current literature on ERGs notes that they
use voluntary leadership systems run by or-
ganisational group members (Bowie &
Bronte-Tinkew, 2006; Friedman & Craig,
2004; McGrath & Sparks, 2005; Van Aken
et al.,, 1994) with formalised member roles
(Bowie & Bronte-Tinkew, 2006; McGrath &
Sparks, 2005; Van Aken et al., 1994). How-
ever, the exact structure is rarely described in
much detail. Thus, we asked respondents to
describe the structure of their network. Sur-
prisingly, despite the discussion of the im-
portance of a horizontal system (McGrath &
Sparks, 2005; Van Aken et al., 1994), ERGs
had complex hierarchical systems.

Although the structure varied by the or-
ganisation, all the ERG leaders spoke of
a group of individuals composed to help direct
the ERG, with many expressly using the term
‘steering committee’. This steering committee
often included executive sponsors and/or
chairs, which were terms developed to de-
scribe some of the senior leaders in the or-
ganisation who assisted with that specific
group, as well as representatives from the
Human Resources (HR) department. The
groups had presidents, leaders or co-chairs
(terms used for roles varied by company).
These individuals are those that are more di-
rectly inside the group and assist in the running
of general activities. Specifically, the inter-
viewees often provided the impression that the
steering committee was largely responsible for
assisting with the vision, while the leaders and
co-chairs, having internalised that vision, ac-
ted. Management of the activities was divided
up amongst the co-chairs, or similarly termed
individuals, who would gain a grouping of
responsibilities. One interviewee describes
this in more detail:

‘I’'m a co-lead for the group overall and then we,
we set up three different focuses. One for

employee development, one for community
development and one around business de-
velopment and then we have leads for each of
those ...

Through this system, the individual
members can delegate the specific tasks that
need to be accomplished, who can then work
with group members to pursue goals. Given
the time constraints that an ERG presents to
the group leaders, this seemed like not only
a rational, but a necessary component of
ERG structure. In addition, the structure
appeared necessary to provide a ‘point of
contact’ for inviting guest speakers and
providing performance data to organisa-
tional members.

Despite the hierarchical model that would
suggest a deliberate company-wide plan
directed from the top-down, interviewed
leaders often spoke of the tremendous
growth that the group had undergone over
the last few years despite relatively minimal
interest initially. This growth often was
spoken of as a notable accomplishment, as
leaders talked about the founders. Most
participants appeared to be attracted through
word-of-mouth, the organisation’s internal
networking site, or organisational member
communications. One respondent remarked,
when asked about how they attract new
members:

‘It’s a lot of right now ... I would say it’s a lot
of word of mouth and references so like for
example I think we had said earlier that we
have about 160 members and we’re planning
our first kick-off event for this year so it’s
a matter of getting that word out to get people
to attend’.

However, perhaps what best exemplified
the grass-roots portion of this system was the
rationale behind the leader’s personal mo-
tivations to be involved. Through the in-
terviews, it became clear that there were
largely two types of individuals who became
ERG leaders. The first type was in many
ways typical of a general idealised con-
ceptualisation of a leader and represented all
but three of our respondents. They often
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spoke of how being a leader was ‘in their
DNA’, or that it was a ‘natural tendency’. These
respondents spoke of having been ‘inspired’ to
start or help establish the ERG because they had
been members at other organisations pre-
viously, had seen the success at the current
company, or just wanted to promote the im-
portance of diversity where they felt it was not
being recognised. This is congruent with re-
search that has discussed how embracing this
leadership role allows individuals, and those
around them, to feel authentic and capable of
being fully engaged (Rodriguez, 2021).

The other groups are best termed reluctant
leaders, a phrase specifically employed by one
respondent, who said:

‘... I’d be happy to work with her on coming up
with some ideas, and she pitched it to me, and I
initially declined um, because I have issues with
over commitment ...’

Three of our respondents were categorised
as reluctant leaders by our coding team. These
leaders were often resistant to the idea of
taking on the added responsibility or did so
only because others had resigned, and no other
individual was willing to assume the role.
Other reluctant leaders understood the internal
and external pressures to develop themselves.
This is congruent with ERG literature that
suggests potential beneficial individual out-
comes, such as the development of GRIT
(Seegmiller Renner et al., 2022) and greater
career satisfaction or success (Beaver, 2023;
Hall, 2022). They therefore saw the ERGs as
an opportunity to demonstrate leadership skills
and show the ability to craft a successful team.
One individual remarked:

‘... sometimes in the environment it’s just so
busy that you kind of feel that you get thrown
to the walls and it’s kind of a sink or swim
mentality nowadays and so I think any op-
portunity that you can have to develop
yourself professionally and personally should
be taken so that was one of the reasons why I
was really interested in being involved on the
leadership level is that in my current role |
don’t have any direct reports. I manage certain
tactics but you know I’m not technically

a manager so [ wanted to take this opportunity
as a development, as a development role and
a leadership role so I could kind of hone that
talent for my next step in my career’.

Finally, when prompted about how leaders
were elected or appointed, almost all of them
referred to the importance of volunteering or
‘passing the baton’. Although they would
often try to take into consideration specific
skills (if possible) and there were discussions
of formalising the process, the leaders often
just encouraged individuals who expressed
interest. Thus, unlike traditional team leader-
ship positions, the push had to emerge directly
from the individual participant more often than
formal systems.

The ERG structure highlights the ability of
ERG leaders to gain important leadership
skills and experiences that can help with their
future career opportunities. Also, the ERG
context provides these opportunities to people
who may not be in the normal line of suc-
cession for the types of experiential learning
that leading an ERG can bring.

Table 1 summarises the benefits to both
employees and employers that we learnt re-
garding this theme. The structure of combin-
ing some form of hierarchical control with
a flexible method of people getting into ERG
leader and member roles results in unique
opportunities to engage different people and,
from that, provide leadership experiences and
opportunities that would not come from any
other standard organisational programming.
This creates new career opportunities for
employees in these ERG roles and a pipeline
of vetted and trained talent to take on open jobs
in the organisation.

Multi-Faceted Purpose of Employee
Resource Groups

The first employee resource group described
by many authors who write about ERGs is
the Black Caucus at Xerox Corporation
(Briscoe & Safford, 2010; Friedman &
Deinard, 1991; Scully, 2009), whose intent
was to seek equal opportunity and provide
more equitable pay and Dbenefits for
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Table |I. ERG structure and leadership.

Benefits to Employees

Benefits to Employer

Ability to easily engage with ERG purpose by
volunteering (vs. being promoted into a role by
someone in management)

The volunteer model allows employees to bring in

others and work with people from various
departments and at different job levels in the
organisation

Employees have an avenue to develop important
leadership skills that can lead to new career
opportunities

Employee-wide engagement in key organisational

goals due to employees of all levels and all job types
volunteering to participate in ERGs

ERG structure provides some level of control even

though the overall program may be volunteer led
and volunteer run

Organisation has access to trained leaders from

across various departments and job types

individuals of different racial groups (Scully,
2009). After this first caucus, and partly in
response to Title VII, many organisations
added affinity groups, which also focused on
attraction and retention of people from dif-
ferent protected classes. These earlier goals
seem to still be important as they came up
when interviewees talked about their ERGs’
missions, goals and activities. For example,
one respondent stated that ‘in essence our
goal is to attract, to engage, to develop, to
promote, and retain highly talented em-
ployees ... and then the bottom line is to
contribute to the success of [the organisa-
tion]’. However, we learnt that fostering this
attraction and retention was done through
a variety of avenues.

A principal method for attracting and
retaining, in the eyes of leaders, was through
programs designed to educate others on the
culture and history of each group’s identity.
These educational moments manifested
themselves at organisationally sponsored
events or during times that already reflected
the importance of certain cultures (e.g. Black
History month). One respondent, speaking
on behalf of a Latino ERG, discussed the
importance of the World Cup. Employees
were welcome to watch the games as they
played out. The ERG incorporated Samba
dancers and giveaways from a sponsor to
increase entertainment. While this may ap-
pear simply to increase employee morale,
the ERG leader was adamant in articulating
the importance of these events to showcase
group culture. Ultimately, regardless of the

mechanism used, the purpose was clearly to
create greater acceptance and understanding
of individual differences among groups and
cultures. In addition, these types of learning
experiences give the ERG members and
leaders valuable opportunities to share part
of their heritage, and they find the experi-
ence to be beneficial to them personally
while also gaining visibility with peers and
senior leaders. Although not always overtly
stated, the premise was that, by creating
a more accepting and inclusive atmosphere,
employees from under-represented ethno-racial
groups would feel drawn to the organisation as
a potential place of employment and also
accepted by peers and others.

ERG leaders also sought to increase em-
ployee retention. One of the primary avenues
for accomplishing this was through ensuring
career opportunities for members. While this
was partially done through webinars or events
specific to an organisation, each leader com-
monly spoke of the importance of networking
sessions. As discussed by one leader: ‘We
know that networking and you know sharing
information back and forth is enormously
important to each person’s career opportu-
nities’. In theory, ERGs are partially attractive
because they allow members of an organisa-
tion to come together from different hierar-
chical levels and operate identically,
regardless of status (Connelly & Kelloway,
2003). Some leaders specifically pointed to the
participation of their organisational (firm level
vs. ERG) executives’ leaders in events as key
accomplishments. Most ERGs are formally
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assigned an executive sponsor, and these
sponsors are C-level or senior VPs, thus,
giving ERG leaders a unique opportunity to
network with extremely influential leaders in
the organisation. Networking was emphasised
as even more important inside extremely large
companies as an ‘opportunity to meet em-
ployees of various levels that you would
normally not meet’. The ERGs, they believe,
can act as conduits for fostering communi-
cation and connections amongst individuals
that would not have been previously crafted
otherwise. One ERG specifically sought to
highlight individuals that they felt were de-
serving of future recognition through their
future leaders’ event:

‘...one of the biggest things that we’re going
to be doing next year is we’re going to be
showcasing 12 future leaders which was
a nomination process ... every month we’ll ...
be showcasing one person who has been
nominated by their peers or their boss and
selected by the board and they’ll be com-
pletely anonymous so it’ll really be based on
merit only which is kind of exciting...and it’s
just really giving us kind of an opportunity to
highlight someone who’s up and coming in the
company, someone to keep your eye on and
then also just give recognition where they may
not, they may not be a, given recognition on
a larger scale’.

While networking was often spoken of as
a system to create connections for future
collaboration or promotion opportunities, it
was also seen to integrate individuals
amongst others so that they increased their
own personal social network. This was
evidenced by the additional use of monthly
luncheons and more general social events
outside the work arena. While many events
designed for benefiting the ERG population
were presented by the ERG leaders and
members themselves, they also recognised
the importance of outside informants for
inspiring ERG members. For example, three
respondents discussed the use of guest
speakers. Although the goal was to ‘bring in
someone ... that'’s going to share information
that s really going to benefit ... our employee

base’, they ranged in topic from ‘gender
diversity’ to ‘stress management’ to offer
general advice to all participating members.

ERGs were also seen as groups that could
incite fundamental change in the organisa-
tion to assist current members. To them,
while education was important to fostering
acceptance, key changes at the
organisational-level were also needed. For
example, a leader of a group focused on
sexual orientation spoke about policy
changes implemented through the dis-
cussions of their ERG:

‘We had some significant policy changes in
order to get there that we worked with our HR
department internally, so we added, so we had
to, we had to amend our non-discrimination
policy to add gender identity and gender ex-
pression. We had to sort of update our parity
within our benefits so that we provide equality
for domestic partners and same-sex spouses or
same-sex domestic partners and same-sex
spouses, so you know 401K hardship with-
draw, death benefits, all that is on par for ev-
erybody. We started the group, the added ERG
group um, let’s see, what else did we do? Oh, we
have transgender health benefits, um we all of
our training incorporates positive portrayals of
LGBT people’.

Finally, ERGs also sought to benefit
a broader community, both inside and out-
side of the organisation. Sixty percent of the
leaders named their specific community
outreach programs, and some rearticulated
their benefit when discussing their group’s
greatest accomplishments. To them, it was
almost seen as a responsibility, given their
ability to incite change, to give back. One
respondent remarked that ‘All of us have
been fortunate in life and we want to make
sure we step back and look back and try to
pull some of the folks that maybe not are
quite where we are just yet’. These activities
ranged in purpose, from ‘spending time with
high school and junior high school pro-
grams’ to collecting holiday gifts for ‘chil-
dren that ... might not otherwise receive a ...
gift’ as well as ‘charity events like AIDS
walk’ or collecting ‘items for the troops’.
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Ultimately, congruent with the finding of
Green (2018), activities differ across ERGs.
Although each ERG usually participated in
a host of similar activities, the actual tasks
completed ranged depending on the ERG
itself, the issues facing the group, the
leader’s goals, the member’s interests and
the larger organisation.

Table 2 summarises the benefits to both
employees and employers, and they stem
from the numerous goals and purposes of the
ERGs. From enhanced motivation and en-
gagement in their day jobs, leaders report the
ability to be involved in ERGs helps them
and their members. The career and learning
opportunities alone are seen as significant
benefits, which enhance the bench strength
of the involved employees in the organisa-
tion overall. Recruitment, retention and
development goals, including meeting many
DEI and change management initiatives, add
to the benefits for organisations. Given the
opportunity to change and enhance ERG
overall strategic goals, benefits to the or-
ganisation and employees can change over
time to further meet goals for both parties.

Moving from Employee Resource
Groups to Business Resource Groups

This theme refers to the inherent struggle that
ERG leaders often felt towards maintaining
alignment with their own true values and
systems while appeasing organisational de-
sires for accountability and tangible organ-
isational or business benefits. This theme was
almost removed due to similarities to the
previous and some of the following themes.
However, upon further reflection, we thought
that this theme contained enough supportive
content and individual value that it should be
identified.

To provide context, there seems to be
a recognition that ERGs are often more at-
tuned to soft skill development like team-
work (Kirilin and Varis, 2021), but that they
do have an impact on organisational-level
outcomes when innovating and driving new
product and service offerings (e.g. Welbourne
et al., 2017). There also are calls for

data-driven approaches to demonstrate links
between ERG work and firm-level outcomes
(Green et al., 2022; Rodriguez, 2021). To-
ward that end, a trend in ERGs has been the
transition to Business Resource Groups
(BRGs). While the term BRG has been used
in place of the term ERG (e.g. similar to the
term ‘affinity group’ or ‘employee network
group’), it is becoming very popular as a way
to describe the evolution of ERGs to focus on
organisational-level goals (e.g. Llopis, 2012).
In interviews, the researchers used the term
Business Resource Group and then provided
a definition to correspond with this trend to
assess its validity in the minds of respondents,
of which the majority understood our ques-
tioning without any additional elaboration
required. While the previous discussion may
lead the reader to the conclusion that most
activities ERGs participate in are ultimately
beneficial to the organisation, the absence of
metrics has led to an inability to provide
inarguable proof. Ideally, through these
groups, BRGs should be able to provide
clearly articulated results to employers that
demonstrate an added value.

Some of our respondents agreed that
a transition to BRGs was underway, and they
thought their ERG already had many of the
qualities that represented a successful BRG.
To some of them no activity was worth ar-
ranging if it did not provide a direct link to the
bottom line of the organisation. One re-
spondent remarked:

‘... from my standpoint we’ve always been
focused on, or part of our mission has always
been focused on that business opportunity and
um, looking at the ... group or community as an
affinity group and how do we reach out to them
and make money for the company. You know
using this, using diversity as a strategic ad-
vantage so | think that’s always been part of our
mission. I think it’s interesting that there’s you
know been this shift in thinking that ERGs are
going to be turning in to BRGs since from my
standpoint I’ve, I’ve always thought about it,
that as a part of our, part of our mission’.

Others admitted that they weren’t quite
there yet, but that ‘it s definitely a...goal and
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Table 2. Multi-faceted purpose of ERGs.

Benefits to Employees

Benefits to Employer

Being part of an ERG makes an employee feel
welcome and engaged in the organisation

Career opportunities expanded by building

a stronger network among people in different job

levels and departments
Network with senior executives who members

would not meet and interact with as closely as they

can within the ERGs

ERGs provide another benefit to help attract people

from multiple identity groups (and individuals
interested in the causes represented by many
ERGs pursue, e.g. sustainability, faith-based goals,
caregiving, etc.)

ERG work helps develop employees for promotion

opportunities (recruit from within)

Senior executives develop coaching skills and learn

from new opportunities as they work with ERGs

Learn change management skills that can be used in Improve probability of implementing large-scale

their own job or in new careers

Showcase high level employee accomplishments

change through support of ERGs that have access
across the organisation

Select and develop talent that has new experiences

from work with ERGs

objective’. To them, the transition to BRG
was underway, as in their minds they be-
lieved that their group was already providing
a fundamental value to the organisation.
When asked about how their group could
best provide value to the organisation, the
responses were varied. While previous goals
and values such as helping with recruitment
and supporting diversity and inclusion goals
were still mentioned, others articulated
a specific focus on helping with organisa-
tional innovation by acting ‘as a sounding
board’. For example, one respondent
remarked:

“You know I think that if you, if you’re in the
position where you can help your organisation
beta cast a new concept or pilot a new idea and
if you’re ERG could help the firm do, do that it
would, it would really make your ERG look
cool and be cool. I met an ERG from a dif-
ferent company at this conference in July who
had created a product for the company to sell
during a specific month and they actually
generated revenue for the company by doing

>

SO".

Others, however, were less accepting of
this transition to Business Resource Groups.
In their mind, this focus on organisational

outcomes meant that clear, tangible benefits
had to be demonstrated to the firm’s per-
formance. Rather, they argued, value could
be found in less traditional avenues, such as
by impacting perceptions of work/life bal-
ance or individual attitudes. The value of the
ERG was not necessarily evident in the
short-term, but rather could have more dis-
tant long-range relationships with organ-
isational success. As remarked by one
respondent:

‘I think that we’re able to get our employees to
share new thought trends for themselves to
again, to think of, to realize ideas that they had
not thought possible and that’s where 1 think
we’re benefiting our employee base ... I’'m not
sure that we’re a Business Resource Group that
the company can come to us and help sell
more...but I do think that we’re helping the
company ... because we’re creating more en-
gaged employees and more ... leaders from our
employees’.

Throughout our interviews it became
evident that individuals were struggling with
their own perceptions of the ERG value. The
leaders expressly understood that to remain
in existence and stay affiliated with the or-
ganisation, it was important to provide clear



Schlachter et al.

business results and report them. However,
leaders also desired simply to help develop
people so that they could more successfully
move up the corporate ladder, or help the
organisation exist in a more inclusive en-
vironment. Much of this related to the per-
ceived reach that these leaders felt their
group had. To some, the ERG was a system
to help a certain sub-group inside the larger
organisational population. To others, the
ERG, and the advances that it provided were
simply a starting point for affecting the
larger overall community. Reconciling these
multiple stakeholders was a constant pro-
cess, but a potentially rewarding one, as
summarised by one ERG leader:

“You know, I work 12 to 15 hours a day so it’s
not like, you know I’m doing this, I’'m not doing
this because I have extra time. It’s because I love
doing it. I love to give back to the community. |
love to work. I like to help people grow within
the company’.

The movement to BRGs, at first glance,
may seem to take away from the benefits to
employees because goals perhaps change to be
more aligned with the organisation versus
focused on advocating for the ERG members.
However, from the interviews, we learnt that
there is an alignment of benefits for both
employees and the employer. Table 3 sum-
marises what we learnt and shows that through
alignment ERG members are finding them-
selves learning new, invaluable knowledge
focused on driving innovation. Also, a careful
understanding of how ERG work leads to the
bottom line also provides ERG members with
a skill that is important in any organisation and
any job, and that is being clear about the return
on investment (ROI) of investments made in
their ERGs.

Leader Time Management

Regardless of how positive the leaders were
about their expected contributions from ERG
involvement both at the individual-, group-
and organisational-level, there was always
a generalised concern about the inherent

limitations of time. None of the leaders were
specifically hired to coordinate or lead an
ERG; rather, they were voluntary organisa-
tional members who adapted the added re-
sponsibility in their own time, congruent with
the previous literature (Friedman and Craig,
2004; Kaplan et al., 2009). However, this does
not mean that these leaders took this consid-
eration lightly. Rather, limited resources,
namely in time, often affected their decision to
participate and lead.

Half of the respondents considered time
management to be the single largest chal-
lenge in helping to run an ERG. One re-
spondent remarked ‘... we dont have time
and since the ERG is not ... part of your
normal job function you’ve got to find a few
minutes where you have spare to fit it in and
that doesn't always work depending upon
what’s going on ... This issue with time
management was especially juxtaposed with
the demands of the current job and specifi-
cally with the desires of the immediate su-
pervisor. Because of this concern, some
respondents suggested that it is important to
create expectations early about ERG par-
ticipation with the direct manager. One re-
spondent remarked, in regard to their
supervisor, that ‘he knows the importance of
this work with this company so he’s really
supportive of what I'm doing but that’s a lot
of time out of your day job so if you’re not in
agreement with your manager on how im-
portant this is overall its really difficult to
um, have the facilities to invest in the time in
doing this work’. While most understood the
importance of communicating prior to
joining, some joined regardless of consid-
erations, but suffered when opinions did not
align. As remarked by one respondent:

‘... one of the issues as far as leading the group
... it’s good and bad because my immediate boss
couldn’t care less if I was really, you know
participating in such a goal. You know he wants
me to spend 100% of time on you know the
projects, right? On what he’s responsible for and
what I’m responsible for in my day job. Un-
fortunately, he doesn’t see the importance of an
ERG...’
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Table 3. Moving from ERGs to business resource groups (BRGs).

Benefits to Employees

Benefits to Employer

Learning innovation skills as ERGs drive new product Deliver new product offerings to current and new

development and serve as focus groups for new

ideas

Impacting bottom line business results improves

organisational performance, which then can lead

to higher job security, potential promotion and
other financial benefits for employees, including
ERG members

customer segments. Receive key insights for
product design from stakeholder groups that had
not been consulted in the past

Long-term higher performance and ability to be agile

and respond to new market trends faster than they
would without ERGs

Learning to calculate return on investment (ROI) of Resolving conflicts that may arise between ERGs

ERG work as members and leaders focus on how

their work connects to bottom line business
results

wanting to benefit employees while also meeting
firm-level goals will build a stronger culture

This finding for leaders specifically is
interesting because previous research has
suggested that ERG participation can im-
prove mental health and well-being (Guerra
et al., 2022), but the seeming frustration
conveyed by respondents did not necessarily
align with this prior research, specifically for
ERG leaders. This constant balance between
ERG participation and traditional job re-
quirements often resulted in decreased at-
tention to the former, despite the leader’s
best wishes. To them, the ERG could be ‘a
full-time position’ and they must constantly
remind themselves that ‘that’s not my job’.
Individuals thus would create certain con-
ditions for themselves to manage the time
effectively, deciding either to do ERG things
‘on [their] own personal time’ or choosing to
come in ‘early or leave late’ or ‘get [their]
work done and make time to see the different
initiatives’.

Yet, even when leaders seemed to indicate
that they understood the time commitments
prior to choosing to participate, their ex-
pectations were often not completely accu-
rate, especially when considering metrics of
success, as evidenced by one respondent:

‘It takes more time than I expected it would take
... I would say that there is rarely any business
day where I don’t have to devote a portion of it
to my ERG and before I started an ERG I can’t
say that | had any extra time to fit that in so

trying to make yourself better and yourself more
efficient is ... is advice I would give to anyone
considering a leadership role in an ERG and you
can’t lose that focus’.

Largely as a result of this compression of
time, individuals discussed the importance of
having ‘the passion for it because when it is
something that is coming out of your free time
and your personal time you want to make sure
that it is something you re enthusiastic about
and not...not something that you're either
going to resent or feel burdened about later’.
To compensate for this issue, respondents
called for quickly finding individuals to del-
egate responsibility to. To them, this was not
only a matter of convenience, but one that was
inherently necessary given their already
stretched time limitations in performing es-
sential job functions in conjunction with ERG
responsibilities.

Table 4 summarises what we learned
about the benefits to both employees in
ERGs and to employers. Although volunteer
work of any kind presents employees with
the challenge of doing both their day jobs
and their volunteer jobs, the skills of
learning to manage time and delegation
provide employees with invaluable experi-
ences that can be taken to new career op-
portunities. Also, the topic of managerial
support for employee time spent on ERGs
came up in this section, and this too, when
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Table 4. Leader time management.

Benefits to Employees

Benefits to Employer

Time management is a challenge; however, ERG
leaders learn how to manage their time and how
to delegate to others. This is a critical leadership
skill that can positively impact their careers in the
long run

Teaching direct managers about their ERGs and the
ERG program goals

Delegation can lead to more people learning skills
that will benefit more employees and help leaders
reduce hours needed for ERG success

Individuals who volunteer to do ERG work tend to be
passionate about the causes, leading to a high quality
of outcomes and employee engagement. Employers
have a new group of potential leaders that can be
promoted to jobs in the company, improving their
ability to place these individuals into open jobs in
the organisation

Managers who support employees in ERGs are better
qualified to take on higher level jobs in the future

Alignment of individual actions with DEI goals

acknowledged by senior leadership, can lead
to important cross-communications and
alignment of DEI and other goals that may
be lingering and not necessarily a part of the
organisation’s conversations. The authors
have seen many organisations solve this
alignment problem by putting ERG goals on
the performance reviews of ERG leaders as
well as the managers of those ERG leaders.
Thus, what was a problem presents an op-
portunity for organisational leaders to improve
communications.

Organisational Support of Employee
resource groups

Although the previous section discussed the
importance of direct managerial support in
the ERG leadership process, participants felt
that ERG success was also contingent on
overall organisational support. Although the
ERGs often had grass-roots beginnings, they
still required commitment from the top
management team to succeed. Specifically,
ERG leaders often spoke of the need for these
members to participate in meetings or to 7o
Jjump on a call every now and then and an-
nounce that he or she is on the call or un-
announced so that they can hear some of the,
just the raw grass-roots data and things that
are important to the employees that make this
company run’. Yet, this does not mean that
they never participated — rather, a group of
respondents expressed CEO involvement or

awareness among senior leaders as one of
their proudest accomplishments.

Even when organisations did have top-
level support, it did not mean that the pos-
itive ERG sentiment permeated throughout
the entire ranks. As discussed by an ERG
leader below:

“You know we have kind of a disconnect here
and it’s probably true at other companies. Our
senior most leaders ... sort of CEO and C-suite
leaders are very supportive. Where we run into
challenges is more the like first, first line
leadership level where to them it’s more an
issue of control of people’s time and not
seeing the full benefit and value of someone
going to a lunchtime meeting, hearing
a speaker with interesting ideas that they can
bring back to their department and also
forming relationships with people across the
company that brings them also new ideas and
helps them do their jobs better. That’s been
a challenge’.

But having top management support was
described as more than just a process in
which the team gave ERGs the power to
operate. Rather, some respondents re-
marked or implied that the top manage-
ment team had ingrained in them a level of
legitimacy that allowed their future con-
versations to hold meaning. For example,
one respondent described how they had
received an article written in a newspaper
from several fellow employees that de-
scribed the difficulties that women face
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Table 5. Organisational support for ERGs.

Benefits to Employees

Benefits to Employer

Senior level involvement in ERGs leads employees to  Senior level involvement with ERGs builds knowledge

have higher quality connections with the senior
leaders of the organisation

The link between ERG work and organisational
success can be shared with managers of
employees in ERGs, and this will help provide
support for employees in ERGs

Skip-level influence helps employees

of leaders and helps improve the business overall as
well as supporting DEI goals of the firm

Linking ERG goals with organisational goals can create

a higher level of alignment between senior
executives, mid-level management, direct
supervisors and employees

Skip-level knowledge helps the organisation

in organisations. She ultimately decided
to start a dialogue about the article itself
because she felt that the CEO had en-
dorsed the group and provided her with the
clearance to provide that conversation.

It is unlikely for ERGs to be utilised
without having some sort of organisational
goal; therefore, it is not surprising that we
found the importance of ERG success is
dependent on how they support the orga-
nisation. This linkage provides benefits to
both the employees and the employer through
the ability of ERG leaders to connect with and
understand the business strategy and leaders’
objectives (see Table 5). Companies with ERGs
have a new way of communicating with em-
ployees, and through the network of trusted
relationships built in the formal and informal
structure of ERGs, alignment and engagement
can improve.

Discussion and Conclusion

ERGs were largely started as a diversity ini-
tiative to recruit and retain employees from
under-represented ethno-racial groups (Scully,
2009). However, the research here has shown
that ERGs achieve several organisational
goals and objectives, including networking,
creating cultural understanding, inciting or-
ganisational change, and both recruitment and
retention. At the same time, our research
suggests they provide an array of benefits for
the leaders and members of ERGs. In a study
examining the impact of ERGs on workforce
engagement and inclusion, Cenkci et al.

(2019) found numerous benefits discussed
by employees, including positive effects on
motivation or vigour, connectedness, feeling
valued and respected and having a higher
sense of belonging. ERGs are providing em-
ployees with opportunities to learn and find
more purpose at work, which is being dis-
cussed as critical for retention. ERGs may be
thought of as an effective mechanism that links
individual purpose with organisational per-
formance. They do so by engaging employees
in activities that they find important and that
also are critical for long-term employer suc-
cess and performance.

Our work suggests that it is the mutual
employee and employer benefits of ERGs that
leaders discuss and value. This type of mutual
benefit can explain the growth and expansion
of not only the number and type of ERGs but
also the outcomes of ERGs seen in the popular
press and in research studies. Figure 1 sum-
marizes our findings and provides a path for
discussion of these benefits.

Even though we only interviewed ERG
leaders, the benefits to both employees and
employers came through as clear reasons
ERGs have been growing since the 1960s.
Although ERGs were initially developed to
meet organisational goals, (Douglas, 2008)
our research shows that it is a combination
approach that requires both volunteer de-
mand (e.g. Friedman and Craig, 2004;
Kaplan et al., 2009) and top-management
support not only to be created, but to thrive.
Finally, our research suggests that ERG
leaders suffer from a shortage of time
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ERG Structure

MUTUAL Moving from ERGs
PMuItl-facfeéeRcé EMPLOYEE AND . to Busngess
urpose o s EMPLOYER esource Groups
(BRGs)
BENEFITS

From ERGs stem
these five
opportunity areas

Leader Time

Management

Organizational
Support for ERGs

Figure |. Mutual employee and employer benefits from employee resource groups.

reinforced through managerial expectations
but responding to this challenge can drive
learning and skill-building that can benefit
both employees and employers.

Future Research and Limitations

As research on the topic moves forward,
there are still many more facets of ERGs to
explore. Although the interviews showed
some small deviations in the influence the
organisation had on ERG missions, activities
and goals, there may be a transformation
forthcoming in which organisations have
greater influence. This context of trans-
formation is important to investigate. Al-
though we have alluded to research on all
three throughout this paper, it may also be
fruitful to examine how ERGs have evolved
previously, as terms such as ‘Employee
Network Group’ (Friedman et al., 1998) and
‘Affinity Group’ (Douglas, 2008) tended to
be more prevalent. Future research should

seek to remain vigilant about how power and
influence may impact ERG design, systems
and the definition that best describes them.

Research may wish to investigate how the
type of ERG may influence members and
provide variance in outcomes. Previous re-
search has suggested a typology of ERGs
(Welbourne & McLaughlin, 2013). For ex-
ample, professional-focused ERGs are likely
to bring together members who wish to
personally benefit from their membership
and thus may be more apt to provide de-
velopmental opportunities rather than fo-
cussing on organisational change initiatives.
As discussed in our research, given the many
objectives each ERG operates under, there
should be several factors worthy of in-
vestigation, regardless of specific typology.
However, this typology may help to provide
a preliminary understanding of what varia-
bles should be investigated. It will be im-
portant to first conduct qualitative interviews
or investigative methods in order to ensure
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that the outcome metric is relevant given the
various ERG objectives.

Also, the role of senior leadership, par-
ticularly in the executive sponsor role, is an
opportunity for future research. Does the
type of ERG that a leader is working with
affect the quality of their own learning and
the success of the ERG? How does the ERG
leader experience become part of a formal
high-potential leadership program? Al-
though executive sponsors are actively
working with ERG leaders, it would be
helpful to know more about the dynamics of
the more successful executive sponsor and
leader partnerships, with success being
measured as both employee and employer
outcomes.

Due to the purpose of this paper, we have
omitted some discussion, mentioned by
a few respondents, that management may
view ERGs as a pathway to unionisation.
ERG Literature has been historically con-
cerned about this topic (Briscoe & Safford,
2010; Friedman, 1996; Friedman & Craig,
2004). While we have largely not focused
discussion on this topic, future research may
wish to explore how management fears of
unionisation practices may impact potential
ERG outcomes and membership. Also, the
effect of ERG advocacy on outcomes that
put the organisation in the public eye is also
an important topic for discussion in future
studies.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this paper sought to shed light
on the phenomenon of ERGs, specifically
from the viewpoint of leaders. Through the
results of our exploratory qualitative study,
we contribute by expanding the literature on
ERGs and revealing a greater understanding
of how leaders of these groups view both the
structure, and the purpose ERGs serve, in-
cluding numerous benefits to not only
leaders but also to members and the orga-
nisation overall. While not comprehensive,
our research contributes to the growing
knowledge of ERGs across organisations.
Clearly, ERGs are filled with diverse

individuals that are influenced by multiple
stakeholders that ultimately impact the
purpose and goals of the group. Future
studies are needed to empirically test hy-
potheses related to both the nature of ERGs
and the outcomes they produce. As organ-
isations continue to incorporate ERGs into
their structure, research will need to further
illuminate their trends and directions.

Also, during the last few years, during
and post COVID-19 and following the
murder of George Floyd, ERGs have been
asked to help guide their organisations
through challenging times (Lublin, 2021).
We expect this reliance on ERGs will con-
tinue because they are a successful in-
tervention to bring hope, alignment and
belonging to employees. At the same time,
companies investing in ERGs should share
the benefits to employees offered by these
groups, particularly with the ongoing evo-
lution of ERG types including sustainability,
caregiving, generational, interfaith and
more, thus making them even more relevant
for more people.
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