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Organizations that 

do not genuinely 

support ERGs could 

pay a potentially 

high price unable 

to competitively 

hire, engage, and 

retain necessary 

talent, partners, 

stockholders, and 

customers.
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WHY NOW? 

Three in four employees and job seekers (76%) 
report that a diverse workforce is an important 
factor when evaluating companies and job offers. 
Glassdoor Harris Poll 2020 Survey

COVID and BLM didn't light an ERG match. Those events only 
poured gasoline on the smoldering need for healthier, more 
organized Employee Resource Groups (ERGs). ERGs have been 
in existence for well over 40 years in corporate, non-profit, and 
academic environments but have undergone a renaissance, or  
more accurately, a reformation. Today they are significantly better 
funded and organized. They have well-aligned charters and 
operating plans, success metrics, and succession plans. ERGs 
are now fundamental parts of diversity & inclusion strategies and 
required for overall talent recruitment and retention. 

They may go by various names, including Affinity Groups, Business 
Resources Groups, and Employee Networks that imply differences 
in organizational objectives and structure. However, the core 
premise of each type remains the same. 

These groups exist to give like-minded employees voice, mobility, 
and connection. 

While comparable to the corporate social responsibility (CSR) 
movement of the '90s, companies must offer a greater "why" to 
candidates and employees. In not just a competitive hiring market, 
but an urgency to reduce the time and cost of recruiting, candidates 
and employees require proof that an organization fosters a caring 
culture and will respect them as whole, authentic individuals. Often 
as critical than salary and benefits, employees need evidence that 
they will have opportunities and support to make a difference in the 
organization and beyond. 

However, unlike CSR then, diversity, equity, inclusion, and belonging 
(DEI or DEI&B) efforts today are much more transparent with many 
watchdogs. It isn't enough now to use ERGs just to feed diversity 
and inclusion metrics and awards.

NOT NEW BUT NOW  
NECESSARY  
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ERGs are no longer are "nice to 
have initiatives," but they are "must–
have business commitments" that 
concretely demonstrate that an 
organization is putting their money 
where their minority–supportive 
mouths are.  
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ERGs actively demonstrate how diverse employee populations 
are appreciated and being heard. For all these reasons, ERGs 
are no longer just social or even career development clubs. 
They function as modern–day labor unions giving employees 
visibility and leverage. Organizations that do not genuinely 
support ERGs could pay a potentially high price unable to 
competitively hire, engage, and retain necessary talent, 
partners, stockholders, and customers. 

In our pandemic-remote and interpersonally-challenged 
workplaces, ERGs provide members a community to connect 
and consult with safely. ERGs are leadership sandboxes and 
enable visibility to senior leaders. ERG leaders learn how to rally 
volunteers as well as leverage allies and sponsors. ERGs allow 
members to expand their internal network and organizational 
knowledge to lobby for funding and other limited resources.   

Case studies highlight the impact of ERGs on the business, 
proving unique market insight to develop competitive products 
and provide more cost-effective support. Plus, new studies 
show that ERG members are more productive at work, too — 
the HR holy grail of higher employee engagement and  
human capital ROI.

While organizations are motivated not to miss market 
opportunities, a weak DEI strategy risks potential legal and  
long-term brand damages. More evident, organizations that 
support DEI are proven to have higher profitability. 

Therefore, companies must practice, not just preach DEI, to 
reduce business risk and increase value to all stakeholders. 
Third–party seals of approval and reported DEI benchmarks  
to certify an organization's DEI performance allowing investors  
and donors to put their money into organizations where diversity, 
equity, and inclusion are integrated, not just communicated.

For these clear and urgent business reasons, ERGs gained 
attention in Boardrooms leading up to 2020 catalytic 
convergence. While 90% of Fortune 500 companies have ERGs, 
there are equally active ERGs in academic, government, and 
non-profits.  ERGs are no longer "nice to have initiatives," but 
they are "must-have business commitments" that concretely 
demonstrate that an organization is putting their money where 
their minority–supportive mouths are.  
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Candidates seek proof of inclusive, caring cultures. You now 
see ERG videos on job postings and ERG members involved 
in the recruiting process. ERGs are emphasized during 
employee onboarding to ensure that the new hire feels 
welcomed and supported during the critical first 90 days. 
Thereafter, ERGs can offer  employee coaching, mentoring, 
and other interpersonal support that managers and HR  
simply can't handle.

Through community service projects, recreational activities, 
and other event-based initiatives, ERGs can provide 
opportunities to gain visibility from individuals in other parts  
of the organization, especially at higher levels.
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ERGs are often formalized by the organization 
(usually HR) because of a need to increase 
diverse hiring and retention. 

ERGs may arise from employees' passion for 
social justice and desire to improve career 
mobility. 

ERGs get started for one or both reasons:

WHAT TRIGGERS ERGs  
TO FORM? 
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WHAT QUALIFIES  
AS AN ERG? 

ERGs typically align by diversity characteristics. Almost all 
organizations with employee groups will have one for women, 
Hispanics/LatinX, Blacks/African American, LGBTQ, veterans, 
and people with disabilities. It is common to find sanctioned 
groups for young professionals, mothers/caregivers, and 
other affiliations that share similar work-related challenges. 
Controversially, some groups are formed explicitly for social or 
spiritual congregation such as Toastmasters, Linen Arts, Bible 
Study, and Baking. While many would say those groups should 
be considered clubs, any group may be recognized as an ERG 
if they align with the organization’s DEI strategy and then follow 
the sanctioned ERG application and funding rules.  

ERGs expand to have multiple chapters locally and/or 
internationally. Some ERGs allow members that aren't from 
the demographic represented by the group (allies). Members 
can also belong to multiple ERGs to reflect their multicultural 
heritage and/or interests. Allies and sponsors are recruited 
to provide increased visibility within the business, while the 
communication and marketing of ERGs vary significantly from 
group to group, organization to organization. 

Regardless of the unifying reason or organization-specific 
criteria, these groups continue to serve a critical interpersonal 
connection for employees, especially during the past 12 months 
of such intense social instability.  

Reflecting this seismic shift from the ERGs of yesteryear  
to the modern day labor unions they are quickly becoming;  
5 critical trends are happening across organizations of  
all sizes, industries, and locations.

63% of job seekers and employees say their  
employer should be doing more to increase its 
workforce diversity. 
Glassdoor Harris Poll 2020 Survey
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Historically, ERGs have been led only by volunteer employees who would 
semi–officially inform someone in HR/DEI of the groups' unique needs and plans. 
Today, many organizations are hiring individuals who have specific corporate 
jobs to oversee all the ERGs. These individuals have differing titles (i.e., Diversity 
& Inclusion Coordinator, Diversity Program Coordinator, etc.) but are commonly 
within DEI and focus exclusively on coordinating ERG activity and improving 
results. Each ERG is still voluntarily lead by representative leaders; however, 
there are instances where ERG leaders are not from the diversity characteristic 
the group represents, such as an ally that co–leads an LGBTQ group.   

The volunteer leaders officially report to their "day job" managers, but the group 
leaders must coordinate ERG plans and policies with the full–time/paid ERG 
oversight manager. The ERG oversight manager is responsible for setting and 
enforcing overarching policies and processes, approving and synergizing plans, 
plus communicating across ERGs, into HR, and to other organizational entities. 
The ERG oversight manager functions as a corporate liaison, best practice 
promoter, and accomplishment archivist to continually improve the effectiveness 
and executive visibility of all the ERGs. Defining the scope and expansion of 
ERGs locally, nationally, and internationally may also fall into the oversight job 
responsibility, as well as helping ERGs obtain appropriate executive sponsorship 
and allyship.

FULL–TIME PROFESSIONAL  
ERG OVERSIGHT

5 CRITICAL ERG TRENDS HAPPENING 
ACROSS ORGANIZATIONS

01
TREND
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02
TREND

03
TREND
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Despite the mostly random structure from the past 40 years, today's ERGs run 
like professional associations. Well–formed ones  have well–defined charters, 
org charts, succession plans, software systems, and operating processes. This 
formalization has been encouraged and enabled by several factors, including 
the new oversight positions noted previously. With resources such as The ERG 
Handbook and Companion Workbook, ERG leaders now can also get affordable 
hands-on training and certification from the ERG Leadership Alliance.

While rapid adoption isn’t yet pervasive across all organizations or even within 
an organization, ERGs are being taken much more seriously as a human capital 
requirement for any organization with greater than 100 employees.

The absence or presence of ERGs immediately states the organization’s culture. 
ERGs are publicly trumpeted to all stakeholders, especially recruits, to signal 
that the organization wants and cares about its people — especially people like 
them.  ERG information is included in job listings, new employee materials, annual 
reports, and as standing agenda items in executive business meetings. Unlike the 
CSR movement that peaked before the rise of social media and Glassdoor-like 
sites, organizations today cannot get away with just saying they value diversity. 
They must prove it, and ERGs help do that. However, ERGs contribute best when 
the ERG members themselves communicate their value — not PR spun  
by unaffiliated marketers or just through assigned executive sponsors.

SANCTIONED ERG STRUCTURE,  
POLICY, AND LEADERSHIP  
TRAINING

CORPORATE SHOULD HELP  
BUT NOT HONK ABOUT  
THE ERGS.
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The absence or presence 
of ERGs immediately states 
the organization’s culture. 

04
TREND
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Intersectionality is a fancy word to describe ERGs working together. It can mean 
doing jointly funded and promoted programs for their aggregate members and 
showing support for one another's efforts. For example, Hispanic ERG members 
may show solidarity by marching with their LGBTQ colleagues in a gay rights 
parade.  
 
Finding synergistic opportunities may be left to an ERG oversight individual or to 
an ERG council that meets regularly to share ideas and plans. Besides pooling 
budget, intersectionality helps balance all individual groups' needs by creating an 
intentional cadence of attention and activity. By joining forces like an interracial or 
interreligious alliance of community leaders, ERG councils can rally together and 
provide resources to deal with unforeseen situations and opportunities.

INTERSECTIONALITY  ENABLES 
HIGHER–QUALITY PROGRAMMING  
AND GREATER OVERALL ERG IMPACT

/ 9 /



ERG leadership 

experience  

is a 

masterclass 

and mentoring 

program  

that has a  

real–world 

impact. 

05
TREND
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In the past, leading an ERG sometimes  was a penalty or career–limiting move.  
Thankfully, this is fast–changing, so that ERG leadership is now considered a 
great honor and credential. Some organizations are even discussing how to 
compensate and recognize their ERG leaders to ensure the work does not 
compete with their "day jobs." Whether it becomes paid time or factored into  
main job plans is yet to be seen. However, ERG leaders still often face managing 
their volunteer group responsibilities with their paying day jobs.

One of the critical benefits of being an ERG leader is developing team and 
leadership skills such as running meetings, planning events, and measuring 
success. ERG leaders learn how to cobble technology and manage cross–
functional teams. They know how to communicate using the right words, 
channels, and frequency. They also learn how to pitch their plans and raise 
money for their groups despite not having ideal data or other ways to easily  
justify their requests, especially when competing with other groups.   

ERG leadership experience is a masterclass and mentoring program that has a 
real-world impact.  Given the undefined, frustrating, and often thankless work, 
ERG leaders quickly become strong leaders gaining critical skills that transfer 
to every job. They are empowered to have more control of their development 
and success. Many ERG leaders proudly list their experience and certification in 
LinkedIn and their email signatures. They see it as an impressive accomplishment 
and credential to proudly display just like a CPA, MBA, or SHRM certified 
professional.

Additionally, ERG leaders are also identified as high potential employees —  
the organization’s real movers and shakers. They are connected and respected 
individuals that are visibly able to drive change and motivate others. Since 
they always operate with way too little budget and volunteer member hours, 
ERG leaders must be innovative and entrepreneurial. When they take an ERG 
leadership role, they self–identify as tomorrow’s executive leaders.  

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 
HUNGER IS FED SINCE MANAGERS, 
COURSES, AND HR STILL CANNOT.
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ERG leaders seek to enrich their 
own employee experience and 
sense of belonging by helping 
others do the same. 
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ERG leaders seek to enrich their own employee experience and sense of 
belonging by helping others do the same. Leading Indicator Systems (LIS) 
quarterly workforce listening studies have shown a dramatic shift in the top 
employee needs to have a purpose. Not correlated to any demographics or  
job type, ERG leaders are innately driven to make their workplace and the  
world better.  

EMPLOYEE TOP UNMET  
EMOTIONAL NEEDS

REALIZE ONE'S 
POTENTIAL

SUCCESS

INCLUSION

AUTONOMY

SAFETY

JUSTICE

Source: LIS Workforce Listening Study: October 2020

/ 11 /



@2021 ERG Leadership Alliance. All Rights Reserved.

THE COLLECTIVE POWER  
OF ERGS 

ERGs can and will continue to make 
the workplace diversity and inclusion 
needle move.  Without any doubt, 
stronger ERGs attract and retain 
exceptional talent.
 When ignored or underattended, 
ERGs can become disruptive to HR’s 
long list of other priorities or may even 
become more focused on activism 
than inclusivity. However, it is clear 
that ERGs are critical for competitive, 
cost-effective employee recruiting 
and retention. ERGs don't just give 
the members a sense of pride and 
purpose; they are outspoken culture 
creators and brand ambassadors.  
When managed well and allowed to 
thrive, ERGs unlock human potential, 

making the entire organization more 
competitive, efficient, and productive.

Funding and accountability of leaders 
both in and outside of the ERGs 
are critical for success. There is no 
standard based on the industry, 
location, or size of the organization. 
And because of their innate mission, 
ERG champions are eager to share 
best practices and create win-win 
strategies across all ERGs and 
organizations.  
 However, there may be seemingly 
legitimate reasons why your 
organization has not jumped in the 
ERG arena, such as public policy, 
diminished profits, HR overwhelm, 
and other causes. 

But consider this: While there is strong 
senior leadership support for their 
ERGs, the City of Dallas cannot fund 
these groups according to municipality 
rules. Interested employees voluntarily 
pay ERG membership dues that are 
deducted from their paychecks.   
So, despite not having "corporate" 
funding, these ERGs form and self-
fund because the members see it as 
important to their own wellbeing and 
opportunity.   
 It is one of many examples 
demonstrating when done well, 
organization leadership and ERGs  
can work productively together, 
regardless of the financial 
circumstance.
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When managed well and allowed 
to thrive, ERGs unlock human 
potential, making the entire 
organization more competitive, 
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WILL YOUR ORGANIZATION 
BE COMMITTED TO OR 
CONTROLLED BY ERGS?

Ignoring or under-supporting ERGs can stoke social injustice flames 
throughout your organization and brand. Consider the recent Robinhood/
GameStop example of what masses of people can do despite not having 
individual power. No longer are the underserved powerless. No longer 
can organizations quietly support systemic privilege and actionless DEI 
promotion.   

Healthy ERGs show a concrete commitment to DEI beyond tokenism 
and rhetoric. Undoubtedly, ERGs can be considered modern-day labor 
unions that give employees a workplace-critical voice, career mobility, and 
professional connection.
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Founder & Chair of ELA  

As America’s Confidence Coach, Alyssa has 

empowered over 350,000 individuals with the 

science of confidence. In addition to ELA, she leads 

the American Confidence Institute, which offers 

both SHRM and ICF accredited online and onsite 

training, including confidence coaching certification.   

In 2020, Alyssa became a TEDx and Boston Best 

Speaker, as well as a 7th-time bestselling author 

with “Confidence is a Choice: Real Science. 

Superhero Impact.” Her work has been endorsed 

by thought leaders at Wharton, Harvard, MIT, Yale, 

UC Berkeley, The US Air Force, The US Tennis 

Association, Panera, Staples, Spotify, Wayfair,  

and dozens more.

 

A proud confidence crusader, neuro nerd, and 

success equalizer, Alyssa teaches CEOs at Penn’s 

Innovation Center, advises students at MIT Trust 

Center, trains entrepreneurs at numerous business 

accelerators, and judges the Best Employers and 

the Women in Business Stevie Awards.  

ABOUT ERG Leadership Al l iance 
(ELA)

As the ERG of ERGs, ELA is the largest association of employee group leaders, 

experts, and allies.  

 
The mission to help ERGs launch, grow, and thrive by sharing existing and 
developing new ERG best practices across organizations.  
 
 

To do this, ELA offers: 

•   ERG Leader Bootcamps - Launch, Grow & Thrive quarterly sessions
•   ERG Leader Certification – Emerging, intermediate, expert levels

•   In person Symposia – 2 per year

•   Taskforce Tables & Showcase ERG – Free, virtual events

•   ERG data - Collected both for and from your own ERG

•   ELA Online - On demand resources and community 

•   Sponsorships - Demonstrate your organization’s DEI&B commitment
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Contact us to learn more at

info@ERGLeadershipAlliance.com


