
mployee Network Groups, 

Employee Resource Groups, 

Affinity Networks….call 

them what you will, most 

corporations have Employee 

Groups in one form or another.  

Just as many corporate diversity initiatives were 

originally formed from a compliance agenda 

and then subsequently developed on a business 

agenda, Employee Groups have followed the 

same path.  And they haven’t finished their 

journey yet.  

In fact, in the current environment, where social 

networks such as Facebook, 

MySpace and LinkedIn are 

experiencing growth and 

increased popularity, we 

could argue that there is 

still a huge opportunity 

to be grasped by utilizing 

technology to take Employee 

Groups to the next level.  

Social networks are much 

like Employee Groups, in 

that their main purpose 

is facilitating connections 

between members who 

share common interests.  The 

introduction of “Corporate 

Social Networks” – essentially 

technology-enabled 

Employee Groups that allow 

individuals to connect with others who share 

their interests, views and experiences, within 

their own company – means companies can 

leverage that technology.  On-line communities 

are often less formal and more interactive 

than a corporate intranet, allowing individuals 

to exchange and develop ideas, brainstorm 

problems, describe their roles, and ask questions 

within the “four walls” of a company.

Sociologists have been studying the power of 

networks for many years and there is a popular 

belief that “…networks of informal relationships 

are often more critical to performance and 

innovation than those of formal divisions and 

units.  These networks also have a lot to do 

with personal productivity, learning and career 

success.” ² i.e. networks can be crucial in 

determining the best way to solve problems and 

manage effective businesses.
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ChArACTEriSTiCS OF A 
SuCCESSFuL EmPLOyEE GrOuP

• Focuses on corporate issues related 

to a specific sub-group of employees

• Has a stated mission aligned to 

company’s business objectives

• Is open to all employees 

• Has voluntary membership

• Encourages a cross-functional and 

cross-level membership

• Is company-sanctioned

• Has strong, active support from 

senior management 
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However, there has been some debate about the benefits 

of formal Employee Groups. This article will not cover 

the details, suffice to say that there is a school of thought 

that the existence of these groups might be exclusionary 

or foster divisiveness (this argument often centers around 

the term “affinity”, which is one of the reasons that many 

organizations have chosen to brand their groups with 

terms that suggest collaboration – see page 7).

The counter-argument is that by pulling together 

disparate employees from across the organization, with 

different functional titles and levels of seniority, it is 

possible to combine thinking and create new ideas and 

fresh perspectives.  Highlighting each person’s individual 

qualities and experiences can enhance a company’s 

competitive ability and generate business solutions for 

the organization – after all, distinctions in the employee 

base are likely to reflect nuances in any external 

constituency.

Supporting this theory, 

conversations within the 

Bridge Partners LLC network 

have shown a fundamental 

similarity between broader 

corporate diversity initiatives 

and Employee Groups.  We 

found that Employee Groups 

that are based on an economic 

imperative and are an integral 

part of a company’s business 

strategy, will flourish - adding business value while also 

benefiting the employees who participate in them.

The most impactful groups will usually have a clear 

connection between the business goals of the corporation 

and the agendas of the groups.  They will connect each 

Employee Groups’ efforts to one another, and to the 

over-arching corporate strategy.  

There was a time when employers 

established these groups simply to 

“support” employees with similar 

backgrounds.  Today, their function 

goes far beyond social support and, 

if optimized, is invaluable to both the 

employer and their employees.  Today 

these corporate groups are tasked with a three-fold role: 

• Represent the company to outsiders (recruitment, 

marketing, customer retention, community development)

• Represent the broader diverse population when it 

comes to new initiatives (new product development, 

messaging, market research/insight)

• Act as vehicles for internal development and support 

(communications, retention, professional development, 

mentoring, perspective on company policies and 

projects).

“We call [them] ‘resource 

groups’ not only because they 

provide a valuable resource to 

the company, but also because 

they have clear business 

objectives” - Rosalind J. Cox, 

Director Diversity, Worklife & 

Peer Review at Ford Motor Co ³ 

WhAT CAN EmPLOyEE GrOuPS AChiEvE?

• Provide insight and advice to management through a 

unique knowledge of particular markets, demographics, 

and customers – particularly in relation to sales, marketing 

and product/service development

• Be corporate ambassadors for the company at corporate 

events, community events or recruiting initiatives - build 

relationships and identify business opportunities

• Assist with recruitment through personal networks, as 

well as by promoting the organization as an employer of 

choice

• Support the professional development of members 

through networking, mentoring and learning opportunities

• Act as a retention tool by empowering employees and 

helping them to buy into the company brand/mission, 

ensuring a positive sense of employee identity

• Act as a focused communication channel between 

senior management and employees, communicating new 

initiatives and supporting cultural change 

• Provide a channel for employees to give input and 

feedback on company policies, practices and products/

services

• Drive the creation of a more inclusive work environment 

“social networks 

here don’t mean 

who hangs out 

with who at 

lunchtime” ¹
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VP of Diversity  

Campbell Soup Company

q&a

Does your organization have formal employee network/
resource/affinity groups?  Approximately how long have 
they been established?  have they increased or decreased 
in number? 

Yes. Currently there are 5 employee networks active 

within the company.  These groups are: Campbell 

African American Network (CAAN), Hispanic Network de 

Campbell (HNdC), Asian Network of Campbell (ANC), Our 

Pride Employee Network (OPEN our GLBT group), and 

Women of Campbell (WOC).  Both OPEN and the Women 

of Campbell have global reach.  A 6th network, The Bridge, 

which is intended to reflect generational diversity, is being 

formed by our youngest members of the workforce, who 

at the moment are the millennials.  

The very first networks launched at Campbell were the 

Women of Campbell and the Campbell African American 

Network, which have been in existence since 2003.  The 

Hispanic and Asian networks followed in 2004 and 2005, 

respectively.  OPEN was launched in 2007. The Bridge 

will be formally launching in April 2008.  Both the Women 

of Campbell and OPEN have gone global within our 

company.

Do these groups have senior-level sponsors within the 
executive team?  how does this add value to these groups, 
and the executive management team?  

Each of the employee networks groups has a senior level 

sponsor from the Campbell Corporate Leadership Team.  

The value-add for network members is an opportunity 

to interact with senior leaders they might not otherwise 

have the opportunity to get to know; gain insight about 

key business issues; grow their leadership skills; and build 

connectivity with others.  

For the executive sponsors, the value-add is through 

opportunities to coach potential future leaders in the 

organization; increase the executive’s awareness through 

personal learning opportunities with members of a group 

(continued on page 4)

If Employee Groups have 

a clear agenda and are 

well-managed, they can 

do all of these things – in 

addition to supporting 

employees.  When they 

are well-structured, what 

follows should be a 

natural connection to their 

broader communities – a 

corporation’s potential 

customers, employees, and 

shareholders.  And they 

will be even more effective 

and impactful, with the 

assistance of modern-

technology.

Technology-enabled 

Corporate Social Networks 

are an efficient way to 

locate expertise within a 

company, get feedback on 

a new product or initiative, 

and reach out to potential 

employees.  There are 

also examples of their use 

in more creative ways – for example, staying in touch 

with employees as they leave the workforce for personal 

reasons, or developing alumni networks.

Corporate Social Networks ought to build upon the 

positive results that Employee Groups have already 

seen. Linking employees to colleagues that they would 

never meet in their ordinary working environment and 

allowing them to share ideas, interests and perspectives 

– taking today’s Employee Groups to the next level.

FooT NoTes:

¹ “The Hidden Power of Social Networks” - Rob Cross & 
Andrew Parker, Harvard Business Press

² “Building Vibrant Employee Networks” - HR Magazine 
Vol 49, No. 12, Rob Cross & Sally Colella , December 
2004

³ “Winning with Diversity” – New York Times, Jason 
Forsythe, 2004
4 “Collaborative Thinking: Harnessing the Power of 
Informal Employee Networks” – McKinsey Quarterly, 
october 2007

“most large corporations 

have dozens, if not hundreds 

of informal networks….

as we studied these social 

and informal networks, we 

made a surprising discovery 

– how much information and 

knowledge flows through 

them and how little through 

official hierarchical and 

matrix structures…. they can 

enable leaders to apply the 

energy of diverse groups of 

professionals and managers to 

realize collective aspirations….

personal social networks, 

both within and outside 

of companies, increase the 

value of collaboration by 

…connecting parties who 

have related knowledge and 

interests” 4
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whose backgrounds and experiences are different from 

their own; and identify and help remove organizational 

barriers affecting the growth and development of those 

represented by the group.  

Do the groups get actively involved in external-
facing initiatives (e.g. supporting community-based 
organizations) as well as internal initiatives?  

Yes.  Most of the networks look for opportunities to 

partner with community-based organizations as well 

as internal initiatives.  The Asian, Hispanic, Women’s 

and African American networks all have programs for 

partnering with local schools to work with kids in the 

community.  The African American Network does a 

Thanksgiving project which provided turkeys and food to 

about 100 families.  

Health and wellness are integral to the fabric of the 

Campbell culture.  Women of Campbell plays a very 

active role in Breast Cancer and Heart wellness events 

internally.  During their recent Black History month 

program, the African American group included a session 

on diabetes, health and wellness.  Our LGBT network has 

used their website to promote HIV/AIDS awareness with 

a special feature on World AIDS Day.

Are there examples where one or more of your employee 
resource groups have introduced ideas that have directly 
influenced the organization to approach new product or 
initiative in a different way? (e.g. influenced a marketing 
campaign, supported a new sales approach, assisted with 
recruitment or retention) 

Yes.  In the area of emerging markets both the Hispanic 

and Asian networks have partnered with the businesses to 

support greater market penetration within the Latino and 

Asian segments.  

When Campbell first launched new products into 

various parts of Asia and Russia, business leaders 

worked effectively with the Asian network for help in 

understanding the cultural behaviors that affect the way 

we went to market, and how our products could become 

more competitive.  

The Hispanic network has partnered with a team 

evaluating emerging markets, advancing Campbell’s 

business strategies in the rapidly growing Latino markets 

throughout the U.S. and in Central America. 

how does an employee benefit from being a member of one 
of these groups? 

Networks enrich their members by providing a forum for 

people from similar backgrounds, cultures and interests to 

come together to network, develop professionally, identify 

issues of concern and provide mutual support.  

As network employees become more engaged as a 

result of their involvement and participation, they often 

demonstrate greater productivity and higher degrees of 

satisfaction with the company.  This clearly assists in 

growing the company’s bottom line.

continued from page 3
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Does your organization have formal employee network/
resource/affinity groups? Approximately how long have 
they been established? have they increased or decreased 
in number?

Borders Group established a diversity initiative more 

than six years ago to support the business imperative 

of diversity in the workplace. Through the work of an 

internal Diversity Task Force and related subcommittees 

and advisory councils, the initiative focuses on four 

strategic cornerstones of diversity: reflecting the 

communities Borders Group serves; anticipating and 

surpassing the expectations of diverse customers; 

formalizing a supplier diversity program; and building 

internal and external awareness of Borders Group’s 

commitment to diversity.

As part of this broad diversity initiative, the company 

created Employee Action Groups (EAGs) to better 

understand and support the complexity of varying 

employee and customer cultures and backgrounds. EAGs 

are composed of employees who represent diverse 

constituencies, at varying levels and differing functions 

within the company and who execute diversity related 

initiatives of interest to their membership that support 

workplace, marketplace, and/or local community outreach 

efforts. The company actively supports four EAGs that 

champion the diversity of African Americans, Women, 

Latinos and the Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual and Transgender 

(GLBT) community. The African American and Women’s 

EAGs were created in 2004; the GLBT EAG was created in 

2005; and the Enlace Latino EAG was created in 2007. The 

company is considering creating a Mature Workers EAG 

in 2008. 

Are the groups focused on networking and individual 
support, or do they have a formal agenda that focuses on 
business-related issues? if the latter, what are some of 
these business-related issues?

Each EAG is responsible for setting its own agenda, goals 

and initiatives that support the overall organizational goal 

of executing diversity related initiatives of interest to their 

membership that support the workplace, marketplace, 

and/or local community outreach efforts. Their specific 

charges are as follows:

• African American EAG. Supports cultural diversity 

by empowering African American employees within 

the corporate structure of Borders Group and through 

outreach to customers and communities. 

• Women’s EAG. Promotes the interests of women in 

the workplace, in the community, and with Borders’ 

customers through the professional and personal 

development of our employees. 

• GLBT EAG. Advocates for GLBT employees by raising 

awareness of GLBT issues in the corporate office, and 

leAH mAguIre  
Associate General Counsel and Director, Diversity Programs

Borders Group, Inc.

®

(continued on page 6)

q&a
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explores ways to extend Borders’ commitment to diversity 

to customers and the local community. 

• Enlace Latino EAG. Promotes the roles and interests of 

Latinos and increases awareness of the Latino culture as a 

contribution to the Borders’ workplace and community.

The EAGs, by their very team-oriented structure, provide 

participants the opportunity to network with other BGI 

employees, as well as with community groups and 

organizations they partner with on their initiatives.

Do those groups have senior-level sponsors within the 
executive team? how does this add value to those groups, 
and to the executive management team?

Each EAG operates under the supervision and guidance 

of a company Director also known as an “EAG Mentor.” 

In addition to providing EAG leaders and members 

developmental coaching and guidance on executing 

projects and initiatives, mentors also ensure the efforts 

and goals of the EAGs reflect both constituency 

and company needs. In addition, mentors regularly 

communicate back to company leadership regarding each 

EAG’s current projects, so the executive management 

team is aware of the contributions these groups are 

making toward the company’s overall diversity objectives. 

In addition, the EAGs have an annual Employee 

Action Group Recognition Lunch where they have an 

opportunity to share their accomplishments directly with 

George Jones, Chief Executive Officer for Borders Group.  

Do the groups get actively involved in external-facing 
initiatives (e.g. supporting community-based organizations) 
as well as internal initiatives?

Yes, all of Borders’ EAGs execute community-focused as 

well as internal initiatives.  For example, the GLBT EAG 

partners with an Ann Arbor, Mich. organization called 

Ozone House, which provides a safe haven for GLBT at-

risk youth. Members of the GLBT EAG regularly mentor 

youth who frequent the Ozone House, and once a month 

EAG members cook dinner for the teens. In addition, the 

EAG donates books, music and movies to Ozone House. 

Each EAG also sponsors one internal career development 

and advancement training seminar for Borders Group 

employees per year for a total of four sessions. Dubbed 

“Career Insights,” these informative quarterly sessions take 

the form of networking breakfasts and lunch time sessions 

and cover a variety of topics related to helping employees 

advance in their careers at Borders. The Enlace Latino 

EAG will host the company’s next Career Insights session, 

which will focus on concepts related to developmental 

action planning.

Are there examples where one or more of your employee 
resources groups have introduced ideas that have directly 
influenced the organization to approach new product or 
initiative in a different way? (e.g. influenced a marketing 
campaign, supported a new sales approach, assisted with 
recruitment or retention)

The EAGs have an influential and 

well-respected voice here at Borders, 

and there are many examples of how 

these groups – through their creative 

ideas and initiatives – have positively 

impacted the company. Here are just a 

few examples:

The African American EAG played an 

instrumental role in helping create an 

African American-themed gift card to 

commemorate Black History Month. 

The group supported the Marketing 

Department in the design of a unique 

card, which features the phrase “Lift 

Every Voice,” from a revered African 

American inspirational hymn called 

“Lift Every Voice and Sing.” The cards 

were sold in Borders stores throughout 

the month of February and proved 

(continued on page 7)
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very popular. On an ongoing basis this group can also 

serve as a focus group and make recommendations from 

both a marketing and a product perspective on how best 

to reach and engage our African American customers. 

Following effective lobbying and education efforts by the 

GLBT EAG, Borders updated its medical plan to include 

additional transgender benefits. As a result of this policy 

change, Borders achieved a 100 percent score on the 

2008 Corporate Equality Index, which rates employers on 

a scale of 0 to 100 percent on their treatment of GLBT 

employees and consumers. Ratings are based on factors 

like non-discrimination policies, diversity training and 

benefits for domestic partners and transgender employees.

The Women’s EAG created and piloted an employee job 

shadowing program. The program was so successful 

that the project team has since worked with the Human 

Resources Department to implement a new career 

development Web site to automate the process of 

matching employees with staff who are managers and 

above to shadow for a day.

how does an employee benefit from being a member of one 
of these groups?

The EAGs offer employees a wonderful opportunity to 

work on a diverse team planning and implementing 

initiatives that they might not otherwise get to work on 

in their regular positions. Because members of the EAGs 

are so invested in the work they do, whether helping 

a community group or executing an internal project, 

employees feel like they have a voice in the company’s 

coordinated efforts to raise awareness of the importance 

of diversity and to create a workplace where all 

employees are valued for their knowledge and skillets, as 

well as for their cultural and ethnic differences. 

hOW mANy iS TOO mANy?

Amongst the companies* that publicized their internal 

employee groups on their website, there was a disparity 

in the number of these groups:

12% - Have 3 formal groups 

8% - Have 4 formal groups 

4% - Have 5 formal groups 

15% - Have 6 formal groups 

12% - Have 7 formal groups 

4% - Have 8 formal groups 

4% - Have 9 formal groups 

15% - Have 10 formal groups 

4% - Have 11 formal groups 

4% - Have 12 formal groups 

18% - Have more than 30 formal groups  

 * Companies surveyed were Fortune Top 20 Companies 
(2007) and Fortune 20 Most Admired Companies (2008), a 
total of 38 companies.

WhAT’S iN A NAmE?

Amongst the companies* that publicized their 

internal employee groups on their website, there 

were a number of titles given to these groups:

32% - Employee Network Groups 

20% - Employee Resource Groups 

12% - Affinity Groups 

12% - Diversity Network Groups 

8% - Affinity Networks

3% - Associate Resource Groups 

3% - Business Partnering Groups 

3% - Diversity Advisory Councils 

3% - Diversity Business Councils 

3% - Employee Engagement Networks 

3% - Partner Network Groups 

* Companies surveyed were Fortune Top 20 Companies 
(2007) and Fortune 20 Most Admired Companies 
(2008), a total of 38 companies.

wHo Do THese groups represeNT?
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12%

New Hires 
2%
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Black 
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Native 
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