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UNLOCKING COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE: HOW
EMPLOYEE RESOURCE GROUPS BUILD
STRATEGIC RELATIONAL CAPITAL

Theresa M. Welbourne, PhD

In today’s hyper-competitive landscape, business success hinges on more than
innovation or scale — it depends on the ability to build unique, hard-to-replicate assets.
While technology and operations matter, companies that consistently outperform do so
by leveraging a less visible but powerful asset: relational capital.

One of the most enduring frameworks for understanding strategic advantage, the
resource-based view of the firm (Barney, 1991), highlights the importance of cultivating
assets that are difficult for competitors to imitate. Historically, human capital (capabilities,
skills, and knowledge of people) has been seen as such an asset. But deeper insights from
decades of research point to another, even more distinctive driver of success: relational
capital.

Relational capital refers to the strength and quality of relationships an organization holds
internally and externally (customers, suppliers, vendors, and partners). These relationships
form a web of trust, loyalty, and mutual value creation. Because they are built over time
and rooted in shared experiences, they are exitremely difficult for competitors fo
replicate. And when high-performing employees with strong networks leave, they often
take relational capital with them. For this reason, retaining key talent with strong relational
networks is not just an HR issue, it is a strategic imperative.

Relational Capital and ERGs

Viewed through the lens of relational capital, ERGs have done more than foster
belonging. They've helped companies build strong internal networks, enhance inclusion,
and create trusted communities. These relationships can translate into deeper employee
engagement, innovation, and greater external brand credibility.

However, if not managed strategically, the relational capital built within ERGs can
unintentionally create silos, thereby weakening connections across groups and with
those not affiliated with an ERG. While ERGs have contributed significantly to internal
community building, they may have unintentionally created relational gaps between
groups or with individuals outside traditional "protected classes."

This highlights the importance of expanding the ERG model to better connect across all
parts of the organization. Measuring and managing relational capital across and
between all employee groups is critical to ensuring the positive momentum of ERGs
doesn’t inadvertently stall broader collaboration.
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The Measurement Gap

Despite itsimportance, relational capital is rarely measured with the same rigor as human
capital. As a result, organizations may miss early warning signs of fragmentation or
untapped collaborative potential. Just as leaders tfrack engagement, productivity, and
retention, relational capital deserves its own metrics. Especially as ERG programs evolve,
understanding the relational dynamics across employee groups and business units will
help leaders make smarter investments.

Strategic Resource Groups: The Next Evolution

To address this challenge and unlock new value, | recommend tfransitioning from the
fraditional ERG model to a Strategic Resource Group (SRG) approach. SRGs are inclusive,
cross-functional teams organized not only around identity, but also aligned to key
business objectives. This evolution preserves the relationship-building power of ERGs while
expanding their strategic reach.

SRGs can include action teams formed around shared goals, not just shared identities.
These groups encourage broader participation and learning, helping employees
develop leadership skills, connect with colleagues across functions, and drive results that
maftter to the business. Importantly, SRGs also foster relational capital across identities and
functions, not just within them.

A New Leadership Role: Chief Relational Officer

To support this shift, | recently proposed the idea of a Chief Relafional Officer (CRO), a
senior executive who ensures relational capital is a visible, measurable, and prioritized
asset. The CRO would work across functions, collecting data from customers, suppliers,
vendors, and partners to understand where strong relationships exist and where new
connections are needed.

The Time to Act is Now

If we agree that the real asset we are trying to build is relational capital, then we can
take time to pivot and innovate to create stronger and higher levels of relational capital,
and the firm that starts doing this earlier will have the chance to take action by building
stronger competitive advantage at this precarious time when many organizations are
only thinking about how to evolve. In other words, using a relational capital lens to drive
competitive advantage can drive firm-level success, and doing it sooner rather than later
can help not just capture the advantage but sustain it as continuous change occurs.
Companies that intentionally build, measure, and lead through relational capital will not
only evolve faster, but they will also lead the market. Those who move first will gain an
advantage that others cannot easily imitate.
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https://ceo.usc.edu/2025/03/24/is-it-time-to-dig-in-our-heels-or-flex-what-is-next-for-employee-resource-groups/
https://www.ere.net/articles/beyond-diversity-is-it-time-to-have-chief-relational-officers



