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POWERFUL PARTNERSHIPS: 
Maximizing Return on Investment with Affinity Groups 
 

What are Affinity Groups? 

Affinity Groups are employee-led groups sponsored by the company or 

organization. They are referred to as affinity groups because members 

have some common element drawing them together. 

Affinity Groups are most often called Employee Networks. Some 

organizations refer to them as Employee Support Groups, Business 

Partnership Groups or Diversity Support Groups. 

Traditionally these groups developed as a result of employees feeling they 

were receiving unfair treatment, or that their needs were not being met. 

This often resulted in an advocacy mindset that at times became 

adversarial. 

But in more recent years these groups have become much more focused 

on partnering with their sponsoring company to achieve mutually 

beneficial outcomes. 

The most commonly found Affinity Groups nationally are groups focused 

on African Americans, Latinos/Hispanics and women. Groups focused on 

the experiences and needs of Gay/Lesbian/Bisexual/Transgender 

employees have become more visible during the past 5-8 years.  

While less common, there are also groups for employees based on 

ethnicity, religion, technical expertise and management level. 
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What are some ways these groups have been used to support broader 

diversity initiatives? 

In some organizations, Affinity Groups are an integral part of the recruiting 

strategy for target applicant groups. Affinity Groups are often involved in 

the design and implementation of marketing plans, community relations 

strategies and customer service response methods. 

Diversity initiative focused on professional development, succession 

planning and employee retention often find willing participants within 

existing Affinity Groups. And in some companies, senior management 

intentionally involves leaders from Affinity Groups in the strategic planning 

process. 

How might you maximize return on investment with these groups? 

To maximize return on your organization's investment in Affinity Groups 

consider the following four factors.  

Business Integration. Be sure the activities and programs of each group 

integrate with the business priorities in your organization. Require each 

groups charter to clearly state a business purpose and/or business impact. 

Affinity groups which focus on social activities or community service that is 

not linked to business benefits often experience limited participation and 

support from colleagues or leaders. 
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Structure Be sure to establish a consistent structure for all groups. Define 

your approval process for new and existing groups. Also clarify your de-

certification process for groups that do not meet acceptable standards. 

Define the minimum number of meetings and broadly express the 

expected outcomes. Require that each group have a multi-year 

leadership group to encourage continuity and internal leadership 

development. 

Affinity groups are employee-led, but that does not mean companies 

should abandon responsibility for establishing basic guidelines. 

Sponsored Activities. To maximize return on investment, require that all 

activities have a business outcome. That will not eliminate luncheons or 

cultural programs, but it will challenge your Affinity Groups to insure that 

programs which might seem on the surface to be simply social are instead 

linked in some way with a professional development, recruitment or 

marketing target shared by the business. 

Metrics. You must develop a series of measurement factors for your Affinity 

Groups. The most effective way to do this is to involve employees who 

have been involved with your diversity-related efforts and have them 

partner with professional staff from your human resources, marketing, 

sales, customer service, strategic planning and legal departments. 

Together these employees can identify progress indicators that can be 

effectively used to measure success. 
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With careful planning and clear communication you can establish, or 

reform, your Affinity Groups into powerful partnerships between 

employees and your company. 
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