On August 29, 2006, BPW Foundation hosted an audio conference on Women’s Networks: A Primer. The audio conference is part of a fall series on work-life effectiveness, workplace equity, and diversity leading up to the 2006 National Employer Summit in Washington DC on November 9, 2006. For more information visit www.bpwfoundation.org. 
Our speaker on the call was Robin Hollis, Vice President of Training and Leadership Development, Avnet, Inc., one of the foundation’s employer initiative supporters who participated in the in augural 2005 National Employer Summit and who recently spoke on a panel at the 2006 BPW/USA National Conference. 

Ms. Hollis is responsible for global executive and leadership development at Avnet, Inc.  She is also responsible for all training and performance improvement initiatives for the Americas.  Avnet is a global, Fortune 500 company (212). Academically, she is a George F. Baker scholar with an MBA from USC and a BA from Occidental College.

Call Summary:

Define what a women’s network is? What is the purpose of one as seen by employer’s who support them?

· Women’s networks can also be called an affinity group or employee resource group. It is an opportunity where individuals formalize an informal network.  They are often focused on professional development opportunities and succession planning. Affinity groups, such as women’s networks, may form as part of a company initiative or be born out of a grassroots effort. For example, Avnet is excited to see the emergence of a veterans’ affinity group within the company coming from the grassroots level. 

What are the steps or processes an employer or employee needs to keep in mind as they start a woman’s network? 

· Affinity groups can start in more than one way. At Avnet, Inc. the women’s network started with a charter from the CEO in 2001-2002 to have a succession planning process which meant they needed executive development and the women's network was an outgrowth of that.  The general process for starting the women’s network at Avnet:

· Charter from the CEO to look at a succession planning process

· Convened focus group of senior women at Avnet

· Worked with managers, as well, to get their perspective

· Started a pilot project called the Executive Women’s Forum that began with the top 28 women vice-presidents in Avnet

· Expanded to all VP’s globally and then taken to the director level in North America

· At some point, the network must become self-governing and it will begin partnering with other organizations to seek out professional development opportunities

· Use technology to connect people whenever possible; Avnet use an internal instant messaging program, podcasting, and blogging to keep its people connected
From what you have observed: Is there a different “first step” if you are the employer versus if you are the employee?

· In other companies, the women’s network may have started as a grassroots, informal network of mentors and mentees. Even if there is currently not a formal women’s network at an employer, workingwomen can create their own network by asking male and female colleagues to act as mentors. It is important to have mentors and not just sponsors, it was explained. Mentors remove barriers, help you understand the politics of an organization and grow. You should always have more than one mentor—two to three that come from diverse backgrounds.  

What is the growth cycle of a women’s network? What types of projects, educational opportunities, or networking events might it take on? 

· At Avnet, Inc. the women’s network has focused on developing a strong leadership pipeline. Part of that effort involves building in networking opportunities and formalizing the existing mentoring that goes on.  Avnet has a history of strong relationship building. 
What are some of the benefits to employers and employees?

· Everyone wins in this situation. It strengthens your connections and you find common ground. It helps the individual understand other parts of the organization. Avnet has seen more cross-pollination across departments/divisions—it breaks down silos. As individuals it helps build networks.

· It also puts more people into the succession pipeline

· Formalizing the mentoring process and learning about it has been informative. Women, for the most part, would align with one person and feel they could not go outside of that person if they had a question about a project. Yet, male colleagues had networks that crossed into other departments and areas. If they had a question, they weren’t afraid to find an answer. Women in the organization are learning it is okay to talk to others. 
· The women’s networks allow participants to have more formalized mentoring and more exposure to the C-level (i.e. CEO, COO, CFO, etc.)

· While Avnet measures its success with qualitative data and a recognition of more women in their succession pipeline, there are some companies with more formalized quantitative studies. Hollis recommended listeners visit PricewaterhouseCoopers website for information their studies.

What types of resources can an employer expect to put into supporting such a network?

· You need to make sure there is a strong commitment there because there is a time commitment 
· Some companies have a staff person dedicated to running the women’s networks; others incorporate it into the work of multiple staff 

· Often members of the network handle programming for specific events or monthly meetings as an aspect of leadership development

· You need funding

· Hiring speakers, holding forums, lunches, meetings or participating in  professional development opportunities at conferences costs money

· You can start with low-cost professional growth opportunities by inviting a  C-level executive to speak at a lunch for the network

· To have the strong support of operating groups is important

· It is important to have members’ managers be part of the planning and growth of the network

