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Abstract 

Female affinity groups offered by corporations are formalized corporate initiatives 

focused on networking and professional development opportunities for women 

(Welbourne & McLaughlin, 2013).  The scholarly literature focused on female affinity 

groups was limited.  The purpose of this grounded theory Dissertation in Practice study 

was to understand employees’ perceptions of female affinity groups in large corporations 

in the financial services industry.  The aim of the study was to create a new framework 

and evidence-based recommendations for female affinity groups based upon employees’ 

perceptions.  Using a grounded theory research approach using qualitative methods, the 

researcher collected data through interviews to ascertain employees’ perceptions of 

female affinity groups in large corporations operating in the financial services industry.  

Based on the data collected and analyzed, a theme of growth and development emerged.  

Three categories supported this theme (a) enhancing professional development, (b) 

building relationships for support, and (c) gaining rich, meaningful experiences.  The 

study yielded practical implications for corporate human resource leaders in the financial 

services industry by creating a new framework and evidence-based recommendations for 

these leaders to improve female affinity groups.   

Keywords: Female affinity groups, women in leadership networks, female employee 

resource groups, women interest groups, female colleague resource groups 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Introduction and Background 

 To help women develop and advance in leadership roles inside corporations, 81 

percent of global companies in Asia, Canada, Europe, Japan, and the United States across 

11 industries reported having female affinity groups (Pomeroy & Foust-Cummings, 

2009).  Companies like Wells Fargo (www.wellsfargo.com), American Express 

(www.americanexpress), State Farm Insurance, (www.statefarm.com), and Principal 

Financial Group (www.principal.com) operated female affinity groups to provide women 

opportunities to network and develop as leaders.  Yet, human resource leaders, typically 

responsible for female affinity groups, lacked a full picture of employees’ perspectives 

regarding these groups (Gray, 2012; Kilian & Huffman, 2010; Reed, 2011; Valerio, 

2006).  To address this problem, this Dissertation in Practice study examined employees’ 

perceptions of female affinity groups in large, financial services corporations.  The 

research approach was grounded theory using a qualitative method and participants, both 

members and non-members of female affinity groups as well as females and males, were 

interviewed.  The study created a new framework for female affinity groups and 

evidence-based recommendations for corporate human resource leaders.     

Statement of the Problem  

 Female representation as Chief Executive Officers (CEOs) was an issue as the 

number of female CEOs in U.S. corporations was only five percent (Fairchild, 2014).  As 

context, research showed women comprised 51 percent of the United States population 

(United States Census Bureau website, 2013) and 51 percent of managerial and 

professional positions (The White House Project Report, 2009).  Thus, a women’s 
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opportunity to rise to the CEO seat was a contemporary issue.  Family responsibilities 

conflicted with job demands lessened a women’s opportunity in the workplace (Eagly & 

Carli, 2007).  Female affinity groups were setup to address the dearth of women at the top 

of U.S. corporations by mitigating obstacles women encountered in climbing the 

organizational ladder and providing opportunities for networking and professional 

development (Welbourne & McLaughlin, 2013).  Previous research revealed female 

affinity groups were explored (Gray, 2012; Kilian & Huffman, 2010; Reed, 2011; 

Valerio, 2006).  The literature review for this study found research specific to female 

affinity groups was very limited and primarily descriptive in nature.  What was lacking in 

the literature for corporate human resource professionals was an in-depth understanding 

of both females’ and males’ perceptions of female affinity groups.  This Dissertation in 

Practice study focused on this gap in research.  For corporate leaders working in human 

resources, knowledge of employees’ perceptions of female affinity groups was critical 

insight for work force morale and motivation.     

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this grounded theory Dissertation in Practice study was to 

understand employees’ perceptions of female affinity groups in large corporations in the 

financial services industry.  For the purpose of this research, the definition of a female 

affinity group was a group of people under a formalized corporate initiative focused on 

networking and professional development for women (Welbourne & McLaughlin, 2013).  

Other names for female affinity groups used in organizations were (a) women in 

leadership networks, (b) female employee resource groups, (c) women interest groups, or 

(d) female colleague resource groups.  Employees in this research were defined as 
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females or males that held positions of managers or above and worked for wages or 

salaries at large corporations with greater than 5,000 employees and an operating 

presence in the United States.  For this research, the large corporations that were 

approached for participants were financial services companies such as banks, insurance 

companies, or investment firms.  The financial services industry was the target of this 

study because it was documented that women faced gender bias, stereotyping, and 

discrimination as manifested by low representation of females in senior roles and a 

gender wage gap (Miller & Tucker, 2013; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2015). 

Research Question 

 The research question for this Dissertation in Practice study provided structure 

(Roberts, 2010) and emanated from the purpose of the study.  The research question 

centered on employees’ perceptions of female affinity groups.  The following research 

question guided this qualitative study:  

 How did employees perceive female affinity groups in large corporations in the 

financial services industry? 

Aim of the Study 

Turning to practice, the aim of this study was to create a new framework and 

evidence-based recommendations for female affinity groups based upon employees’ 

perceptions.  Corporate human resource leaders can use the framework and 

recommendations to increase the effectiveness of female affinity groups.   

Methodology Overview 

 To ascertain employees’ perceptions, the research approach was grounded theory 

using a qualitative method.  A grounded theory approach was appropriate because it 
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provided rich data to develop an in-depth understanding of participants’ experiences 

regarding female affinity groups.  Turning to worldview, the study identified with 

constructivism as constructivists rely on the participants’ views of a situation and seek 

understanding of the world where an individual lives and works (Creswell, 2014).  

Therefore, Charmaz’s (2014) constructivist grounded theory approach was used because 

it was flexible and unstructured. 

 The study’s participants were employees at large financial services corporations 

with greater than 5,000 workers, an operating presence in the United States, and 

established female affinity groups.  The criteria for participants was that they were 

managers or higher positions employed by financial services companies with at least 

three years of overall work experience.  The participants were interviewed until 

saturation was met and may or may not have been directly involved with their company’s 

female affinity group.  The researcher purposefully selected participants using a 

snowballing technique through the researcher’s network of personal contacts.     

Definition of Relevant Terms 

 The following terms were used operationally within this study. 

 Employee: A female or male that held positions of managers or above and worked 

for a company for wages or salaries. 

 Female affinity group: A group of people under a formalized corporate initiative 

focused on networking and professional development for women (Welbourne & 

McLaughlin, 2013).  

 Financial services industry: A segment of the economy comprised of financial 

service companies such as banks, insurance companies, or investment firms.  
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 Large corporation: An independent legal entity owned by shareholders focused 

on commerce with greater than 5,000 employees and an operating presence in the United 

States.     

 Member: An employee who made an election to participate in her or his 

company’s female affinity group. 

Non-member: An employee who did not make an election to participate in her or 

his company’s female affinity group. 

Outgroup: An employee who feels excluded. 

 Perception: A person’s attitude, understanding, or knowledge.   

 The terms were defined within the context of this Dissertation in Practice study.  

Assumptions 

 A key assumption for this Dissertation in Practice study was the participants 

answered the interview questions with candor and honesty.  

Delimitations and Limitations 

 The researcher anticipated limitations, delimitations, and personal biases for this 

Dissertation in Practice study exploring the employees’ perceptions of female affinity 

groups.  Because the study was qualitative, a limitation was the limited generalizability of 

the results.  Other limitations were the researcher’s bias and interpretation of language 

with content analysis (El Hussein, Hirst, Salyers, & Osuiji, 2014).  The interviews were 

conducted over the telephone and not in-person.  Therefore, the researcher was not able 

to observe and record body language for the participants.     

 The following were delimitations for this study:  
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 Delimitation #1:  Only those corporations with affinity groups, 5,000 employees, 

and an operating presence in the United States were included in this study. 

 Delimitation #2:  Those purposefully selected in this study consisted of managers 

or above with at least three years of overall work experience. 

          Delimitation #3:  The study included only those organizations in the financial 

services industry.  

 The researcher understood the importance of bracketing potential biases when 

conducting a qualitative interview (Chan, Fung, & Chien, 2013).  As potential personal 

biases for this Dissertation in Practice study, the researcher previously worked for a 

financial services firm with a female affinity group and the researcher’s gender was male.  

When writing the results, the researcher was conscious of gender such as usage of 

gender-neutral words, avoided gender-biased pronouns, and referenced of women and 

men equally.  As additional potential biases, the researcher was an Associate Certified 

Coach (ACC)® through the International Coach Federation, a leadership consultant for 

Key Leadership Initiatives, certified to administer the DiSC® behavioral assessment, 

Leadership Circle Profile, and Leadership Versatility Index, a Board Member of the 

Pittsburgh Human Resources Association, and Director for the Pittsburgh International 

Coach Federation.  The researcher used bracketing by writing down the researcher’s 

knowledge that was personal as well gained during the literature review to allow for a 

fresh view of the research (Richards & Morse, 2013).  

Leader’s Role and Responsibility in Relation to the Problem 

 The responsibility for female affinity groups typically was with the human 

resources department under a company’s diversity and inclusion initiative.  Corporate 
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human resource leaders realized attracting and retaining diverse talent was a top priority 

and the organizational benefit that a diverse workforce manifested through diversity of 

thought.  Corporate human resource leader’s role was to oversee the effective operation 

of female affinity groups.  

Leadership manifested a significant role in this Dissertation in Practice study.  

Robbins and Judge (2012) defined leadership as the ability to influence a group toward a 

vision.  Eagly, Johannesen-Schmidt, and van Engen (2003) found women had superior 

leadership skills and were more transformational compared to men. 

 Although women were stronger in transformational leadership compared to men 

(Eagly et al., 2003), women faced a more difficult path to becoming leaders.  Eagly and 

Karau’s (2002) role congruity theory indicated a perceived incongruity between the 

characteristics of women and the requirements for leadership.  Under this theory, people 

tended to associate leadership with male or masculine traits whereas no such association 

occurred for women.  The incongruity led to prejudice such as less favorable evaluation 

of a women’s potential or leadership behavior.  Employees who saw leadership as 

predominantly masculine suggested they would not see value in joining a female affinity 

group.   

 Adding to female leadership challenges, women elicited communal associations 

such as friendliness, affection, helpfulness, kindness, gentleness, and soft-spokenness and 

men conveyed agentic associations such as assertion, control, aggressiveness, self-

confidence, and forcefulness.  Resistance from followers occurred when females 

exhibited too much communion or agency.  For example, followers tended to resist 

female leaders who are too aggressive or too friendly.  In comparison, successful female 
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leaders blended agency and communion.  Successful female leaders also built social 

capital in organizations (Eagly & Carli, 2007).  However, Wang (2009) stated that 

women tended to join less powerful networks and networked with lower status 

individuals.  Female affinity groups provided women an avenue to build social capital 

(Valerio, 2006).  

 Another leadership challenge for women involved family responsibilities; 

working-women typically balanced their roles between work and family.  Given women’s 

conundrum of juggling of work and family, female affinity groups provided women with 

networking opportunities during office hours.  Because female affinity groups enabled 

networking without compromising family responsibilities, suggested women would have 

favorable views of the groups.  Understanding employees’ perceptions enabled creation 

of a new framework and recommendations for improvements that the researcher will 

implement as part of his coaching practice, communicate to corporate human resource 

leaders to increase the effectiveness of female affinity groups, and improve the talent 

pipeline for emerging female leaders. 

Significance of the Study 

 The significance of this Dissertation in Practice study was that while several large 

corporations utilized female affinity groups to support women by supplying networking 

and leadership opportunities, corporate human resource leaders lacked an in-depth 

understanding of employees’ perspectives of these groups.  This study bridged the gap in 

knowledge.   

 From a practical standpoint, the study was beneficial for corporate human 

resource leaders.  An understanding of employees’ perceptions enabled human resource 
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leaders to offer more effective programs.  The study advanced the human resource field 

by creating a new framework and evidence-based recommendations for female affinity 

groups from employees’ perceptions on how best to utilize and structure these groups.  

This new knowledge provided critical insight regarding workforce morale and motivation 

for leaders operating female affinity groups. 

Summary 

 Prior research indicated a dearth of a deep understanding of employees’ 

perceptions of female affinity groups.  Similarly, corporate human resource leaders 

lacked in-depth insight into the problem.  This Dissertation in Practice study added to the 

existing literature to close the gap regarding employees’ perceptions of female affinity 

groups.  The purpose of this Dissertation in Practice was to understand employees’ 

perceptions of female affinity groups in large corporations in the financial services 

industry.  Turning to practice, the aim of this study was to create a new framework and 

evidence-based recommendations for female affinity groups based upon employees’ 

perceptions.  Corporate human resource leaders can use the new framework and 

evidence-based recommendations to increase the effectiveness of female affinity groups.  

To ascertain employees’ perceptions, the research approach was grounded theory using a 

qualitative method.  The study’s participants were employees that held positions of 

managers or above at large financial services corporations with greater than 5,000 

workers, an operating presence in the United States, and established female affinity 

groups.  Leadership theory and practice played a prominent role in the study.    
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

 The literature review for this Dissertation in Practice discussed the following 

three topics (a) affinity groups, (b) the financial services industry, and (c) leadership 

theories.  In this chapter, this literature review presented findings about both non-female 

affinity groups and female affinity groups followed by a review of the literature about the 

financial services industry and finally provided an analysis of relevant leadership 

theories.  

Literature about Affinity Groups 

 The origins of affinity groups traced back to racial conflict during the 1960s and 

started as race-based employee forums at Xerox Corporation (Douglas, 2008).  The 

literature for affinity groups tended to focus on groups other than female affinity groups.  

Common types of affinity groups discussed across the literature related to the populations 

of (a) Asians, (b) Blacks, and (c) Hispanics.  For insight into female affinity groups, 

literature from a broad spectrum of affinity groups was reviewed.  Subsequently, the 

literature focused on female affinity groups, which was limited and primarily descriptive 

in nature.  This limited literature described the benefits, legal considerations, and 

challenges for female affinity groups.  

Affinity Groups   

Affinity groups afforded many benefits for members.  Affinity group members 

benefited by gaining exposure to upper management and thereby leadership opportunities 

for growth and development (Leonard, 2011).  Members obtained pathways to leadership 

through affinity groups by participating in business planning for their companies by 



PERCEPTIONS OF FEMALE AFFINITY GROUPS  
 
 

11 

establishing organizational goals and developing implementation plans.  Members of the 

National Black MBA Association reported greater career optimism for black managers, 

more mentoring support for career development, more bonds with other Blacks, and more 

comfort with white mentors in companies with black affinity groups versus those without 

such groups (Friedman, Kane, & Cornfield, 1998).     

 Affinity groups offered a myriad of organizational benefits especially those that 

had a clear purpose, a business focus, and executive support (Babcock, 2012).  With the 

diversification of the United States population, companies focused on diversity and 

inclusion and affinity groups helped in hiring and retaining diverse candidates.  Affinity 

groups assisted in recruiting new talent by providing ethnic or racial minority candidates 

a place within the potential employer to feel at ease or to be themselves (Arnold, 2006).  

Related to turnover, Asian, Black, and Hispanic affinity groups were useful in retaining 

managerial-level minorities (Friedman & Holtman, 2002).  Affinity groups made diverse 

employees and candidates feel valued and demonstrated organizational commitment to 

diversity and inclusion.  However, affinity groups did not reduce racial discrimination in 

companies (Friedman et al., 1998).  Affinity groups can help a company’s bottom line by 

providing insight when targeting certain segments of the market related to appropriate 

products (Arnold, 2006) and by advising on specific marketing or advertising to avoid 

(Bye, 2003).                    

 Benefits of affinity groups were weighed against possible downsides.  Segal 

(2013) cautioned that affinity groups have some potential pitfalls.  Companies with 

greater than 1,500 employees tended to offer employees the option to form affinity 

groups (Douglas, 2008) but affinity groups, if not structured properly, can have a divisive 
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and exclusionary impact on employees.  Title VII prohibited discrimination against 

employees on the basis of sex, race, color, national origin, and religion (Equal 

Employment Opportunity Commission website, n.d.).  A way to resolve potential issues 

was to open participation, if not already an option, to all employees.  Another affinity 

group consideration was that Asian, Black, and Hispanic affinity groups were more 

effective when top-level ethnic or racial minority managers were members (Friedman & 

Holtman, 2002).  For organizations with or considering affinity groups, an awareness of 

potential pitfalls can mitigate legal issues and potential negative impacts on workforces.    

 For employee adoption and involvement, Friedman and Craig (2004) surveyed 

Asian, Black, and Hispanic employees about membership and participation in affinity 

groups at a large company with over 100,000 employees and 20 network groups.  The 

interviewed employees were both members and non-members of affinity groups.  A key 

discovery was that the more the employees identified or viewed members to be like them 

with the social group represented by the affinity group, the more likely they joined and 

participated in the group’s activities (Friedman & Craig, 2004).  Job dissatisfaction and 

negative perceptions about the organizations that employed minorities did not predict the 

decision to join or be involved (Friedman & Craig, 2004).  Employees who felt potential 

backlash from managers or peers were less likely to join or participate versus those who 

viewed affinity groups as beneficial to enhancing their career.  Those who viewed affinity 

groups as most beneficial were the most active members (Friedman & Craig, 2004).  

Members of affinity groups tended to have higher energy levels and were therefore more 

focused on job, team, and organization identities compared to non-members (Welbourne 

& McLaughlin, 2013).  Adding to Freidman and Craig (2004), the two primary reasons 
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employees joined the groups were professional development and social interaction 

(Welbourne & McLaughlin, 2013).  These findings (Friedman & Craig, 2004; Welbourne 

& McLaughlin, 2013) were not necessarily generalizable to female affinity groups.  But, 

the results provided an indication of how employees may view female affinity groups.   

Female Affinity Groups 

Research specific to female affinity groups was limited and primarily descriptive 

in nature.  As part of an organizational plan to develop female leaders, Valerio (2006) 

highlighted female affinity groups because they enabled women to build networks and 

relationships with other women across departments to facilitate work.  Wang (2009) 

stated that women tended to join less powerful networks and network with lower status 

individuals.  Sponsoring female affinity groups was a solution organizations utilized to 

encourage the building of social capital (Valerio, 2006).  Kilian and Huffman (2010) 

shared concerns with Segal (2013) for potential legal and practical issues and questioned 

the appropriateness of a female affinity group that did not extend membership to all 

employees.  Gray (2012) stated that men should be included in female affinity groups to 

avoid the exclusion of men and foster support for female affinity groups.  During the 

early stages of development, General Electric’s female affinity group expressed concerns 

of backlash from the rest of the organization (Reed, 2011).  As the program developed, 

General Electric focused on female leadership development by matching high potential 

female affinity group members with senior male executive mentors (Reed, 2011).  Those 

that advanced by promotion in the organization served as exemplars to others in the 

company.  The General Electric affinity group trained women to develop skills to 

advance and when job openings were available, General Electric looked to members of 
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the female affinity group to fill vacancies (Reed, 2011).  More recent research, Deloitte, a 

large accounting firm, had a shift in paradigm and decided to replace female affinity 

groups with inclusion councils (Green, 2017).  Deloitte felt councils were more inclusive 

and helped get buy-in from white males.  The goal was to convert more white males into 

advocates for women.  In addition, Deloitte made the change because it employs a 

significant number of millennials who disliked the placing of people in demographics 

such as gender, racial or ethnic minority, or sexual preference.   

Research about the Professional Practice Setting 

 The professional setting for this Dissertation in Practice study was large 

companies in the financial services industry.  The financial services industry was a 

segment of the economy comprised of financial services companies such as banks, 

insurance, and investment firms.  The study focused on financial services because women 

had historically encountered gender bias, stereotyping, and discrimination in this 

industry.  Prejudice occurred when people consciously or unconsciously associated 

women and men with different traits (Eagly & Carli, 2007).  In 1967, Muriel Siebert 

became the first woman to buy a seat on the New York Stock Exchange (Nemy, 2013).  

However, Ms. Siebert faced obstacles including gender prejudice and discrimination 

during her professional career.  As an illustration, she was prohibited from using the 

elevator at the Manhattan Union League Club because she was a woman (Nemy, 2013); 

instead, she had to walk through the kitchen and up the back stairs (Nemy, 2013).  Other 

examples of prejudice and discrimination included lower pay compared to her male 

counterparts, rejection by nine potential male sponsors for her exchange seat, and denial 

of access to social clubs where deal making occurred (Nemy, 2013).  Eagly and Carli 
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(2007) stated that prejudice also happens when people concluded women do not have the 

ability to perform powerful jobs.  Similarly, Ms. Siebert experienced prejudice during her 

career in her continual repudiation of equal opportunity, fair wages, and advancement.  

Although women made progress in the financial services industry through the struggles 

of Ms. Seibert and other pioneers like her, gender discrimination persisted in the industry.   

Low Female Representation in Senior Roles 

Two issues present in the financial services industry were low female 

representation in senior roles and the gender wage gap.  The dearth of females in top 

management positions as described by Eagly and Carli (2007) was prominent in the 

financial services industry.  First-level and mid-level management representation in 

global financial services firms for females was 47 percent but representation of women at 

senior level management positions was only 28 percent (Miller & Tucker, 2013).         

Gender Wage Gap 

 Besides the lack of female representation in leadership roles, the gender wage gap 

was apparent in the financial services industry in the fields of insurance and securities, 

commodities, and financial services sales.  The national annual median earnings in 2014 

was $37,388 for women and $45,292 for men (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2015).  In 

essence, women earned 82 percent of men.  By comparison, the national annual median 

earnings for insurance agents was $39,780 (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2015).  By 

gender, the national annual median earnings for insurance agents was $36,296 for women 

versus $49,192 for men (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2015).  The difference of 

$12,896 was significant because it meant women earn 74 cents for every dollar men 

earned.  Therefore, a gender wage gap was documented for insurance agents.  Table 1 
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shows the national median annual earnings over four years for (a) all occupations, (b) 

insurance agents, and (c) securities, commodities, and financial services sales (U.S. 

Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2012-2015).   

Table 1  

National Median Annual Earnings (in dollars) 

 2014 2013 2012 2011 
All occupations 41,132 40,352 39,936 39,312 
Insurance agents 39,780 43,576 43,004 41,964 
Securities, commodities, and 
financial services sales 

58,344 58,188 58,812 59,488 

  

 Table 2 shows the national median annual earnings for women over four years for 

(a) all occupations, (b) insurance agents, and (c) securities, commodities, and financial 

services sales (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2012-2015). 

Table 2  

Women’s National Median Annual Earnings (in dollars) 

 2014 2013 2012 2011 
All occupations 37,388 36,712 35,932 35,568 
Insurance agents 36,296 38,116 33,332 34,580 
Securities, commodities, and 
financial services sales 

45,916 44,876 44,824 45,968 

  

 For comparison, Table 3 shows the national median annual earnings for men over 

the four years for (a) all occupations, (b) insurance agents, and (c) securities, 

commodities, and financial services sales (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2012-2015). 
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Table 3  

Men’s National Median Annual Earnings (in dollars) 

 2014 2013 2012 2011 
All occupations 45,292 44,720 44,408 43,264 
Insurance agents 49,192 53,508 53,352 53,716 
Securities, commodities, and 
financial services sales 

70,512 72,228 64,844 65,988 

 

The number employed in insurance as agents was 433,000 with 230,000 women 

and 204,000 men (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2015).  Although more women were 

employed as insurance agents, men earned more (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2015).  

 An even greater wage gap existed in securities, commodities, and financial 

services sales.  The national annual median earning for representatives working in 

securities, commodities, and financial services sales was $58,344 (U.S. Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, 2015).  By gender, the national annual median earning was $45,916 for women 

versus $70,512 for men (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2015).  The difference of 

$24,596 was significant because it meant women earned 65 cents for every dollar men 

earned.  The number of securities, commodities, and financial services representatives 

was 235,000 with 83,000 women and 152,000 men (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 

2015).  Compared to insurance, women in securities, commodities, and financial services 

were significantly underrepresented in general.  This research and data (Miller & Tucker, 

2013; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2015) affirmed the need for female advancement 

in the financial services industry.  One method corporations employed to aid women on 

the path to leadership was the promotion of female affinity groups (U.S. Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, 2015).        
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Leadership Literature 

 Hymowitz and Schellhardt (1986) illustrated the seminal concept of women’s 

progression to leadership roles in corporate America using a metaphor of bumping 

against a glass ceiling.  Women comprised 29 percent of the labor force and 14 percent of 

managerial, administrative, and professional positions in 1950 (The White House Project 

Report, 2009).  More recent research showed women comprised 51 percent of the United 

States population (United States Census Bureau website, 2013) and 51 percent of 

managerial and professional positions (The White House Project Report, 2009).  

Therefore, in the last half century, advancement of women to managerial and professional 

positions improved.  Outcomes, however, were not as positive at the highest level of 

leadership because the number of Fortune 500 companies with female CEOs was only 

five percent (Fairchild, 2014).  To understand the leadership challenges and opportunities 

for women, literature on gender differences in leadership styles revealed the following 

four areas (a) social role theory, (b) role congruity theory, (c) transformational leadership, 

and (d) blending agency with communion and building social capital. 

Social Role Theory 

Social role theory stated behavior differences in women and men emanated from 

the traditional social roles developed from the division of labor (Eagly, 1987).  As an 

illustration under this theory, women were homemakers and men were financial 

providers.  Social role theory argued social roles learned during formative years 

influenced an individual’s gender stereotypes.  Stemming from the division of labor, 

women were primarily responsible for family responsibilities.   
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Based on five experiments that applied social role theory, Diekman and Eagly 

(2000) found sex role differences eroded over time because of the increased similarity of 

the roles for men and women.  Furthermore, stereotypes for females were dynamic 

because of the greater amount of change in roles for women versus men.  The implication 

was that women’s disadvantages might erode over time.    

Previous social role theory studies found male and female occupancy of the same 

job role eradicated gender stereotype judgments (Bosak, Sczesny, & Eagly, 2012).  

Adding to the literature, Bosak et al. (2012) found participants’ judgments of targets, 

regardless of the gender of the role occupant, for female dominated occupations were a 

stereotypical woman of high communion and low agency.  Vice versa, participants’ 

judgments of targets for male-dominated occupations were a stereotypical man of low 

communion and high agency.  Furthermore, participants judged men as more agentic than 

women in the absence of gender role information and supplied only with a general 

employee role but judged both genders similarly in other conditions. 

Role Congruity Theory 

 Social role theory built the foundation for role congruity theory; role congruity 

theory indicated a perceived incongruity between the characteristics of women and 

requirements of leadership existed (Eagly & Karau, 2002).  The incongruity led to 

prejudice such as a less favorable evaluation of women’s potential or a less favorable 

evaluation of women’s leadership behavior.  In comparison to men, women faced a more 

difficult path in becoming leaders and ultimately achieving success in leadership roles.  

The challenges increased especially in situations where peoples’ perceptions of 

incongruity between the female gender and leadership roles were greater.  
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Similar to Eagly and Karau’s (2002) role congruity theory, Koenig, Eagly, 

Mitchell, and Ristikari (2011) found that people viewed the role of leaders as being more 

similar to men, that was being agentic and more masculine.  Koenig et al. (2011) 

conducted a meta-analysis of studies to examine the stereotype of leaders under the lens 

of three paradigms (a) think-manager-think male (Schein, 1973), (b) agency-communion 

(Powell & Butterfield, 1979), and (c) masculinity-femininity (Shinar, 1975).  The results 

for all three paradigms indicated leader stereotypes were masculine; yet, an increase of 

androgynous leadership stereotyping emerged over time for all three paradigms. 

Like Eagly and Karau (2002) and Koenig et al. (2011), Garcia-Retamero and 

Lopez-Zafra (2006) found stereotyping activated connotations that leadership was 

masculine and inhibited bias against females in promotion to leadership.  The bias was 

most pronounced when females sought promotions in industries not typically viewed as 

congruent with their gender role. 

Unlike Eagly and Karau (2002) and Koenig et al. (2011), Paustian-Underdahl, 

Walker, and Woehr (2014) found that men and women did not differ in perceived 

leadership effectiveness.  The authors found that others rated women much higher at 

leader effectiveness compared to men.  For self-ratings, men rated themselves as being 

significantly more effective than women. 

Transformational Leadership 

In regard to transformational leadership, Eagly, Johannesen-Schmidt, and van 

Engen (2003) found that women had superior leadership skills and were more 

transformational as leaders than men.  The authors conducted a meta-analysis of 

transformational, transactional, and laissez-faire leadership studies.  The result was that 
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women, compared to men, were more transformational in leadership, especially in 

individualized consideration and the contingent reward aspects of transactional 

leadership.  In turn, men rated significantly higher on management by exception active 

and passive and men scored higher for laissez-faire leadership. 

Vinkenburg, van Engen, Eagly, and Johannesen-Schmidt (2011) found gender 

differences in transformational leadership styles desired for promotion.  For both genders, 

people perceived that inspirational motivation was important for promotion.  However, 

individual consideration was just as significant for the promotion of women but not men.  

Finally, the authors reproduced Eagly et al.’s (2003) results regarding a transformational 

leadership female advantage. 

Blending Agency with Communion and Building Social Capital 

Even though Eagly et al. (2003) found women were more transformational, Eagly 

and Carli (2007) indicated woman elicited communal associations such as friendliness, 

affection, helpfulness, kindness, gentleness, and soft-spokenness and men conveyed 

agentic associations such as assertion, control, aggressiveness, self-confidence, and 

forcefulness.  In contrast to Hymowitz and Schellhardt’s (1986) glass ceiling, Eagly and 

Carli (2007) described the female advancement process using a metaphor of a labyrinth.  

To navigate the maze, Eagy and Carli (2007) provided the following two principles for 

female leaders (a) blend agency with communion, and (b) build social capital.  

Networking was a way to build social capital inside and outside organizations; however, 

women and men networked differently.  Prime, Carter, and Welbourne (2009) found that 

senior female managers felt men were more effective at networking. 
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Summary 

 This literature review revealed limited scholarly literature focused on female 

affinity groups and supported the need for this Dissertation in Practice study.  Literature 

on non-female affinity groups was richer and provided an indication of how employees 

may view female affinity groups.  Women faced gender bias, stereotyping, and 

discrimination in the financial services industry as manifested by the low representation 

of females in senior roles and the gender wage gap.  These inequities served as 

justification for this study’s setting.  Women faced bias in leadership as well because 

there was an incongruity between the characteristics of women and the requirements for 

leadership (Eagly & Karau, 2002).  However, women were more transformational (Eagly 

et al., 2003) and successful female leaders blended agency with communion and built 

social capital (Eagly & Carli, 2007).  Female affinity groups can mitigate the obstacles 

females encountered when climbing the organizational ladder by providing opportunities 

to build social capital.  This Dissertation in Practice study provided the perceptions of 

females and males about female affinity groups, which can be used to strengthen the role 

of these groups in financial services organizations.        
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 CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY  

Introduction 

 The purpose of this grounded theory Dissertation in Practice study was to 

understand employees’ perceptions of female affinity groups in large corporations in the 

financial services industry.  The literature review revealed limited scholarly literature 

focused on female affinity groups and supported the need for this Dissertation in Practice 

study.  In this chapter, the researcher will discuss the process for selecting a qualitative 

research approach followed by the strategy for conducting the research and finally ethical 

considerations for this study. 

Research Question 

 The research question for this Dissertation in Practice study emanated from the 

purpose of the study.  The research question centered on employees’ perceptions of 

female affinity groups.  The following research question guided this qualitative study:  

 How did employees perceive female affinity groups in large corporations in the 

financial services industry? 

Research Design 

 This Dissertation in Practice study utilized a grounded theory research approach 

using qualitative methods because it provided rich data to develop an in-depth 

understanding of participants’ experiences regarding female affinity groups and aligned 

with the open-ended nature of the research question.  This approach was selected because 

the literature review revealed limited scholarly research focused on female affinity 

groups.  The study was done with the constructivist worldview because constructivists 

rely on the views of the participants for a situation and seek understanding of the world 
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where an individual lives and works (Creswell, 2014).  Therefore, Charmaz’s (2014) 

constructivist (grounded theory) approach was used to derive a theory about perceptions 

of female affinity groups based on the views of employees that held positions of  

managers or above in the financial services industry.  Charmaz (2014) described 

grounded theory as a systematic, flexible method for analyzing data to construct a theory 

based on the data.  Charmaz’s (2014) approach to grounded theory was selected because 

when compared to Corbin and Strauss’ (2007) approach it was flexible and unstructured 

which is important in exploring the research question. 

Participants/Data Sources 

 The population was employees at large financial services corporations with 

greater than 5,000 employees, an operating presence in the United States, and established 

female affinity groups.  The inclusion criteria for participants was that they were in 

manager or higher positions, employed by financial services companies with at least three 

years of overall work experience.  The participants may or may not have been directly 

involved with their company’s female affinity group.  

 The researcher purposefully selected participants, with representation from both 

genders, using a snowballing technique through the researcher’s network of personal 

contacts.  To recruit participants, the researcher sent emails or made phone calls to 

individuals who had relationships with potential participants in financial services 

companies and requested personal contact information such telephone numbers or email 

addresses for these potential participants.  Subsequently, the researcher emailed the 

potential participants to introduce the study’s purpose and gauge their interest in 

participating.  If they met the inclusion criteria, the researcher invited them to participate.  
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The sample size was determined by saturation whereby interviews continued until 

saturation was reached.  Saturation was the point in the research process where data 

collection ceased because a researcher’s emergent categories were saturated with data 

and new properties no longer emerged (Charmaz, 2014).  The rationale for the sample 

was that the participants had insights about female affinity groups to answer the research 

question.  The financial services industry was chosen because women faced gender bias, 

stereotyping, and discrimination as manifested by low representation of females in senior 

roles and a gender wage gap (Miller & Tucker, 2013; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 

2015) and the fact that the researcher previously worked in the industry making the 

recruitment of participants more feasible. 

Data Collection Tools 

 To collect data, the researcher used personal interviews.  Data collection for 

grounded theory primarily used interviews (Creswell, 2013) to yield rich data (Charmaz, 

2014).  Following Charmaz’s approach to grounded theory, the interviews for this study 

were semi-structured and conducted by telephone using open-ended questions and 

prompts.  Charmaz (2014) stated that the selection of data collection tools was driven by 

the research question.  Therefore, the primary research question for this study explored 

how employees perceive female affinity groups.  This was addressed specifically in the 

interview questions.  For gender, any differences were assessed during the content 

analysis by sorting of categories and themes by demographics.  For membership, the 

researcher developed two separate sets of interview questions for members and non-

members because these two groups had different experiences and interactions with 
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female affinity groups.  Insight on employees’ perceptions of affinity groups aligned with 

gender and membership, if any, was beneficial to corporate human resource leaders.    

 Researchers begin a grounded theory study by creating broad, open-ended 

questions to allow stories to emerge and an interview guide with prompts to encourage 

rich narrative data (Charmaz, 2014).  Grounded theory researchers used intensive 

interviews by asking participants for an in-depth description of the phenomenon, stopping 

and exploring the topic, requesting more detail or exploration, and asking the participants 

about their thoughts and feelings about the phenomenon (Charmaz, 2014).  In keeping 

with Charmaz’s (2014) approach, the researcher developed interview protocols and 

interview questions titled Interview Protocol for Members (Appendix D) and Interview 

Protocol for Non-Members (Appendix E).  Demographic data collected using Interview 

Protocol for Members (Appendix D) and Interview Protocol for Non-Members 

(Appendix E) were the participants’ role, gender, and job tenure with the organization or 

within financial services.  As outlined by Charmaz’s (2014) intensive interview approach, 

the interviewer went deep on the interview questions by asking both members and non-

members of female affinity groups to elaborate, clarify, or provide examples.  The 

interview questions were emergent (Charmaz, 2014).  Some interview questions for 

participants who were female affinity group members were:  

 Interview question #1:  Does your company have affinity groups for specific 

populations?  Does your company have gender specific infinity groups? 

 Interview question #2:  Describe your company’s female affinity group.  What are 

the goals of the female affinity group? 
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 Interview question #3:  What are your perceptions about female affinity groups?  

What do you like/dislike about female affinity groups?    

 Some interview questions for participants who were not members of female 

affinity groups were:  

 Interview question #1:  Tell me what you know about your company’s female 

affinity group. 

 Interview question #2:  What are your perceptions about female affinity groups?  

What do you like/dislike about female affinity groups? 

 Interview question #3:  Why have you not joined?  What would have to change 

for you to join?  

Data Collection Procedures 

 The following were procedures for collecting data for this Dissertation in Practice 

study on understanding employees’ perceptions of female affinity groups in large 

corporations in the financial services industry.  The researcher used the following steps to 

collect data:  (a) located participants through personal network of contacts, (b) 

determined if the potential participants met the inclusion criteria, (c) sent via email 

informed consent disclosure to participants who met the criteria, (d) obtained verbal 

consent to audio record interviews, (e) conducted and recorded interviews and 

documented field notes, (f) used transcription service (www.rev.com) to produce 

Microsoft word documents for the interviews, and (g) conducted content and data 

analysis.   

 In regard to axiology, constructivists asserted that a qualitative researcher’s 

experience was not detached from the research process and therefore qualitative 
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researchers disclosed biases (Ponterotto, 2005).  Likewise, the researcher for this study 

understood the importance of bracketing potential biases when conducting a qualitative 

interview (Chan, Fung, & Chien, 2013).  As potential personal biases for this Dissertation 

in Practice study, the researcher previously worked for a financial services firm with a 

female affinity group and the researcher’s gender was male.  However, the researcher 

was not a member of the company’s female affinity group.  When writing the results, the 

researcher was conscious of gender such as usage of gender-neutral words, avoidance of 

gender-biased pronouns, and reference of women and men equally.  As additional 

potential biases, the researcher was an Associate Certified Coach (ACC)® through the 

International Coach Federation, a leadership consultant for Key Leadership Initiatives, 

certified to administer the DiSC® behavioral assessment, Leadership Circle Profile, and 

Leadership Versatility Index, a Board Member of the Pittsburgh Human Resources 

Association, and Director for the Pittsburgh International Coach Federation.  The 

researcher used bracketing through journaling to acknowledge his biases by writing down 

the researcher’s knowledge that was personal as well gained during the literature review 

to allow for a fresh view of the research (Richards & Morse, 2013).   

 To ensure quality of the data, the researcher documented field notes after each 

participant interview using Interview Protocol for Members (Appendix D) and Interview 

Protocol for Non-Members (Appendix E) and wrote a journal of observations throughout 

data analysis.  The field notes and journal were used to enhance the researcher’s 

observations of what was occurring in the research.  Reflective documentation was used 

during data collection and analysis to develop codes, categories, and a theme or theory 

utilizing an iterative comparison process (Charmaz, 2014).  Furthermore, the researcher 
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utilized peer debriefing with two graduates of Creighton’s Doctoral Program in 

Leadership who were not otherwise associated with this study to assist with and ask 

questions throughout about the researcher’s role and deliberate about the themes 

identified (Creswell, 2014).  For validity, the researcher (a) conducted member checking 

with two participants to determine the accuracy of the results, (b) provided rich, robust 

descriptions supported by quotations from the interviews, and (c) verified the interview 

transcriptions were accurate compared to the recorded interviews or phone calls.   

Ethical Considerations 

 The researcher anticipated a myriad of ethical considerations for this Dissertation 

in Practice study.  In the early stages, Institutional Review Board approval was obtained 

prior to data collection.  The researcher developed participant invitations as Participant 

Recruitment Email (Appendix A) and informed consent disclosures as Participant Email 

(Appendix B) to include in the Institutional Review Board proposal.  The informed 

consent disclosures included the purpose of the study, the voluntary nature of the study, 

the procedures for opting out of the study, and a request for participants to provide 

feedback on the study’s preliminary results.  The researcher employed strict data security 

and verification procedures.  When collecting and transcribing data, the researcher took 

precautions to ensure participant confidentiality including: (a) used fictitious names or 

codes (Roberts, 2010) for transcripts, (b) refrained from the use of specific company 

names, and (c) stored the study’s data on secure, password protected files on a computer 

and any paper files in a locked file cabinet with access only to the researcher for three 

years and three months after the study closed.  Every precaution was taken to ensure the 

participants’ anonymity.  The results were shared with the University community through 
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the defense process.  It may be shared externally through a publication in a professional 

journal and finally the researcher offered to share the results with the participants via an 

e-mailed copy of the study.      

Summary 

 This Dissertation in Practice study utilized study utilized Charmaz’s (2014) 

constructivist (grounded theory) research approach using qualitative methods to develop 

an in-depth understanding of participants’ experiences regarding female affinity groups.  

The research approach was selected because literature focused on female affinity groups 

was limited.  The researcher purposely selected participants using a snowballing 

technique to identify participants for this study.  The inclusion criteria for participants 

was that they were in manager or higher positions, employed by financial services 

companies with at least three years of overall work experience.  The researcher sent 

informed consent disclosures via email to participants prior to commencing interviews.  

The researcher developed two separate interview protocols for members and non-

members.  Semi-structured personal interviews by telephone were used to collect data 

and the researcher documented field notes after each interview.  The researcher used 

bracketing through journaling to acknowledge his biases.  After collecting the data, the 

interviews were transcribed and coded.  Validation of the data occurred through member 

checking, robust descriptions with interview quotations, and comparison of interview 

transcriptions to phone recordings.  While conducting content and data analysis, the 

researcher identified three significant categories, analyzed and identified relationships 

between the significant categories, and developed a theory for perceptions of female 

affinity groups.  Throughout the dissertation process, the researcher took precautions for 
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ethical considerations such as using fictitious names for participants and storing the 

study’s data on secure, password-protected files.  Reflective journaling and peer 

debriefing occurred throughout data collection and analysis.        
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

Introduction 

The purpose of this grounded theory Dissertation in Practice was to understand 

employees’ perceptions of female affinity groups in large corporations in the financial 

services industry.  

The research question was:   

How did employees perceive female affinity groups in large corporations in the 

financial services industry?   

This chapter provides a review of the methodology, demographic data about the 

participants, and a detailed description of the study’s findings regarding employees’ 

perceptions of female affinity groups. 

Review of Methodology 

 To ascertain employees’ perceptions, the research approach was Charmaz’s 

(2014) constructivist grounded theory using a qualitative method.  The participants, 

manager or higher positions and employed by financial services companies with at least 

three years of overall work experience, provided rich data.  Analysis of the narrative data 

led to the development of an in-depth understanding of their experiences and creation of a 

theory about perceptions of female affinity groups based on the views of employees in 

the financial services industry.  The researcher utilized a snowballing technique to 

identify participants.  The researcher contacted professional and personal acquaintances 

and asked if they could recommend potential participants from their personal networks.  

Contact names and email addresses for the potential participants were provided to the 

researcher.  Subsequently, the contacts were emailed using The Participant Recruitment 



PERCEPTIONS OF FEMALE AFFINITY GROUPS  
 
 

33 

Email (Appendix A) to gauge their interest and eligibility for the study.  A telephone call 

ensued to determine the participants’ eligibility for the study.  If potential participants 

met the inclusion criteria and indicated an interest in participating in the study, the 

Participant Email (Appendix B) was sent with a description of the study’s purpose, the 

study’s procedures, participant rights, risks, benefits, confidentiality, costs, 

compensation, Bill of Rights for Research Participants (Appendix C), and the 

researcher’s contact information to allow questions or reporting problems.  The 

Participant Email (Appendix B) contained informed consent disclosures to ensure that the 

participants understood the purpose of the interviews and any potential risks involved.  

When potential participants replied to the researcher with an interest in moving forward 

with the study, an interview date and time was established.                           

Over a seven month period, interviews were completed.  All of the interviews 

were conducted using phone calls (www.freeconferencecalling.com).  Interviews were 

recorded with verbal permission from participants and subsequently transcribed 

(www.rev.com) to produce Microsoft word documents.  To protect the participants’ 

identity, pseudonyms or fictitious names were emailed to participants to use during the 

interviews, transcriptions, and throughout the data analysis process.               

Data Demographics 

 The interview sample consisted of 12 participants.  The breakdown for 

membership was four members and eight non-members of female affinity groups and the 

breakdown by gender was seven females and five males.  Table 4 illustrates the gender 

breakdown of participants interviewed.   
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Table 4  

Number of Participants Interviewed by Gender and Membership  

 Females Males 
Members 3 1 
Non-members 4 4 
Total 7 5 

 

The average job tenure for the participants either with their companies or within 

the financial services industry was 17.2 years.  By gender, the average job tenure was 

18.7 for females and 15.2 for males.  The average job tenure for members was 14.7 and 

18.5 for non-members.  

Data Analysis Procedures 

 Data analysis was conducted based on the process outlined under Charmaz’s 

(2014) grounded theory approach.  The data analysis process was iterative and emergent 

in nature.  Upon completion of each interview, a recorded audio file using the 

participants’ pseudonym was downloaded from a website 

(www.freeconferencecalling.com), uploaded for transcription to a third party 

(www.rev.com), transcribed by a third party (www.rev.com) to produce Microsoft word 

documents, and emailed to the researcher.  Upon receipt of the email, the researcher read 

each transcript and compared the transcripts to the audio call recordings for accuracy.  To 

ensure precision, minor corrections were made to the transcripts.  The researcher 

provided the edited transcripts to the participants to review for any discrepancies.  

Participants were given two weeks to review the interview transcripts and inform the 

researcher of any corrections.  If the participants did not respond after two weeks, the 

transcripts were assumed to be accurate.    
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Data analysis took approximately six weeks.  The phases for coding data and 

analysis were initial coding, focused coding, and theoretical coding (Charmaz, 2014).  

Reflective documentation was used during data analysis to develop codes, categories, and 

a theme or theory utilizing an iterative comparison process (Charmaz, 2014).  The 

transcripts were uploaded to a qualitative data analysis software package (Atlas.ti 

software) and the researcher applied initial codes for each line or segment of the data 

(Charmaz, 2014).  To organize the data, the initial codes were condensed where 

similarities/overlaps were identified.  Focused coding sorted and synthesized the data and 

created categories (Charmaz, 2014).  Using a qualitative data analysis software package 

(Atlas.ti software), 23 preliminary categories were created by analyzing, comparing, and 

grouping the significance and frequency (Charmaz, 2014) of the underlying codes.  

Subsequently, the categories were analyzed, compared, and merged where 

similarities/overlaps were identified.  Moreover, the categories were analyzed based on 

the participants’ gender and membership status in a female affinity group.  As data 

analysis unfolded, three significant categories and multiple subcategories emerged.  

Theoretical coding examined and identified the relationships between categories 

developed through focused coding (Charmaz, 2014).  A theory was an understanding of 

what is happening in the research (Charmaz, 2014).  Using Microsoft excel spreadsheets 

for comparing and tracking categories and codes, a theory emerged for employees’ 

perceptions of female affinity groups focused on growth and development that linked the 

three significant categories.  The researcher carried out 12 total interviews, at which point 

data saturation was reached.  Saturation was the point in the research process where data 

collection ceased because the researcher’s emergent categories were saturated with data 
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and new codes no longer emerged (Charmaz, 2014).  Peer debriefing of emerging 

categories, theme, and the results occurred throughout data analysis.   

Presentation of the Findings 

Pertinent to the study’s research question, the participants were asked questions to 

ascertain their perceptions of female affinity groups.  Overall, the participants’ 

perceptions of female affinity groups were positive.  Of the participants interviewed, nine 

had positive perceptions and three were neutral.  By gender, five females were positive, 

two females were neutral; four males were positive, one male was neutral.  Table 5 shows 

the participants’ perceptions of female affinity groups.     

Table 5  

Number of Participants by Perception  

 Positive Perception Neutral Perception 
Females 5 2 
Males 4 1 
Total 9 3 

 

Five of eight non-members of female affinity groups were positive and all four 

members were positive.  Table 6 illustrates the perceptions of female affinity groups 

based on membership.  The three participants with neutral perceptions were two female 

and one male non-members.  

Table 6 

Number of Participants’ Perceptions by Membership  

 Positive Perception Neutral Perception 
Members 4 0 
Non-members 5 3 
Total 9 3 
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Employees’ Perceptions of Female Affinity Groups 

Overall, the participants had positive perceptions of female affinity groups.  Harry 

was a male participant in his company’s female affinity group and described his 

involvement “…a number of different ways.”  His perception of female affinity groups 

was summarized as “I’d say generally, I have a positive view towards them.  I think their 

objectives and what they are trying to accomplish are respectable and it’s in the right 

place.  I think their objectives are worthy and worth support.”  He also shared how female 

affinity groups help aspiring female leaders: 

I think there are, I guess, for the females that are part of the [female affinity] 

group, there’s a lot of focus on professional development, networking.  There’s a 

lot of focus on encouraging females and women in the workplace who aspire to be 

leaders in the organization and empower them to do that through whether it’s 

professional development, building their confidence.  I’d say there’s a networking 

aspect to it of enhancing their networks with other leaders throughout the 

company.      

Three of the four male participants were not members of their company’s female 

affinity group and had positive perceptions of female affinity groups.  Rob endorsed 

female affinity groups by stating, “I absolutely support those types [female affinity 

groups] of efforts to help women advance in the workplace, share their experiences, to 

really help their progress.”  He further articulated his view by sharing, “I think that this 

[female affinity] group at my company comes from an honest place, comes from trying to 

really help develop women and men, quite frankly.”  A second male non-member, Allen, 

shared similar sentiments of, “…I think anything that can really help individuals better 
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their career and become more connected and develop better relationships with peers or 

other individuals within their organizations is always a really good step.”   

For perspective from another gender, five of seven females were positive in their 

perceptions about female affinity groups.  Beth, a female member, manifested her 

evolving view from skepticism to optimism in response to a question about her 

perceptions of female affinity groups: 

It’s interesting you ask that because I have to tell you that when female affinity 

groups first came to my workplace, I felt like I had already forged pretty far on 

my own and I was worried that affiliation with the female affinity group would 

make it seem like she’s getting the opportunity that she is because she’s part of 

this network of women.  That was my initial response to the formation of it a few 

years ago.  As I’ve come to realize, there’s a lot of people involved in it.  Men, 

women, different backgrounds, different ethnicities, and it’s actually just a really 

great way to network with people and to meet people you wouldn’t in your daily 

work life.    

Not to the same degree of conclusiveness, Angela’s reaction to a question 

regarding her perceptions of female affinity groups outlined this value: 

Yeah, my initial gut reaction is it’s a shame that we have to, that that’s just the 

way life is.  We have to separate ourselves out as professionals in our 

organization to be like, it’s different for us.  We have different things and we’re 

treated differently sometimes because we are women.  It’s a shame that’s the way 

it is, but that’s just life.  I understand it, right?  That’s why we have these [female 

affinity] groups.   
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Yet, Angela shared her experience with excitement as a member of her 

company’s female affinity group saying, “I think it’s good that we have these groups 

because it really, not forces us, but it helps us to create the time to dedicate toward it 

[dialogue around female leadership and the roles women play in both professional and 

personal life] because everybody is just so busy with their own jobs.”  Angela reiterated 

the need and her support for female affinity groups: 

I think they [company leaders] are asking their leadership teams to really try to 

identify ways to break those [gender] barriers down a little bit.  I think we’ve 

come a long way but I think there’s a lot more to go.  I think that’s the reason why 

we have to have [female affinity] groups like these.      

Sarah, another female member, described a feeling of overall positivity; however, 

she also conveyed some reservation by describing a fleeting aspect to female affinity 

groups: 

I like the spirt of them [female affinity groups].  I think I like the ability to gather 

as a smaller group and share best practices and hear external experiences from 

different speakers that are brought in.  But, it feels to me like it comes and goes 

[pause], that it’s not always in the forefront of your mind or even just that it’s at 

the forefront of a business or company goal. 

Sarah concluded, “I do think the spirit of it and what the [female] affinity group is 

trying to do is admirable.  Maybe it’s just more in the execution.”   

Lauren, a female non-member, shared her overall positive view: 

I really do think it [female affinity group] is a great organization to help 

strengthen your development.  It helps open up your eyes to things that maybe 
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you weren’t thinking about within the organization, whether that be networking 

opportunities, speaking engagements, trainings that you can take.  I think it’s 

[female affinity group] just a good opportunity.   

Yet, Lauren cautioned: 

Sometimes it’s a little bit threatening, though I would imagine.  I think the 

intention is good but like every other type of event that you attend, it’s an 

opportunity for people to observe you.  So, while it’s all great, I also think you 

need to understand that it goes both ways, it’s not just you looking to advance, it’s 

other people looking at you as well. 

Two female non-members, Holly and Kate, had neutral perceptions of female 

affinity groups; both did not endorse female affinity groups nor did they denigrate the 

groups.  Holly described her rationale for her tepid view of female affinity groups: 

You know, it’s [female affinity group] never been something that’s been of 

interest to me, I have to say.  It’s really been because I have never felt 

disadvantaged or discriminated against or as if I don’t have the same opportunities 

as men at my company.      

Similarly, Kate shared, “I’m not going to say that it’s [female affinity group] a 

bad [thing], I think it’s probably a very good thing to have on our books, but for me, I just 

haven’t found the benefit.”   

Overall, the participants had positive perceptions of female affinity groups.  

Analyzing the results further, one theme or theory, three significant categories, and 

several subcategories emerged.  The theme across the categories/subcategories that tied 
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the results together was growth and development and it will be discussed in the following 

section. 

Theme:  Growth and Development 

Theoretical coding was used to examine and identify the possible relationships 

between significant categories (Charmaz, 2014).  The theme that linked the significant 

categories was growth and development.  As data analysis unfolded iteratively, three 

significant categories emerged (a) enhancing professional development, (b) building 

relationships for support, and (c) gaining rich, meaningful experiences.  Figure 1 depicts 

these three significant categories related to the overall theme of growth and development. 

Figure 1 

Three Categories for Growth and Development 

 

 The three significant categories were interrelated to each other.  Participants 

sought to gain experiences and activities from female affinity groups that were rich and 

meaningful.  Participants also wanted female affinity groups to focus on providing these 

Enhancing 
Professional 
Development

Building 
Relationships for 

Support

Gaining Rich, 
Meaningful 
Experiences
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high value opportunities through professional development.  In turn, members did not act 

in silo and participants understood the significance of building relationships to grow and 

develop through other people, professional development, and experiences.  Members 

joined and participated in female affinity groups to have high value experiences for 

professional development and networking.        

Three Categories and Subcategories 

Three significant categories, to reiterate, emerged: (a) enhancing professional 

development, (b) building relationships for support, and (c) gaining rich, meaningful 

experiences.  Subcategories for the three significant categories were also identified.  For 

enhancing professional development, three subcategories surfaced as (a) sharing best 

practices (b) learning through speakers’ stories, and (c) advancing women to leadership.  

Within building relationships for support, four subcategories emerged (a) building 

relationships across organizations, (b) gaining access to leaders, (c) bonding with 

individuals viewed as similar, and (d) feeling supported.  Finally, three subcategories 

under gaining rich, meaningful experiences were (a) supporting gender equality, (b) 

identifying obstacles to membership/participation, and (c) seeking transparency for 

program outcomes.  Table 7 illustrates the three significant categories and the 

subcategories to the three significant categories.  They will be discussed in the following 

section.   
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Table 7 

Categories and Subcategories 

Categories Subcategories 
Enhancing Professional Development • Sharing best practices 

• Learning through speakers’ stories 
• Advancing women to leadership 

Building Relationships for Support • Building relationships across 
organizations 

• Gaining access to leaders 
• Bonding with individuals viewed as 

similar 
• Feeling supported 

Gaining Rich, Meaningful 
Experiences 

• Supporting gender equality 
o Lacking female representation 

in leadership 
o Fostering diversity of thought 
o Excluding potential of 

employees 
o Promoting gender diversity in 

organizations 
• Identifying obstacles to 

membership/participation 
o Feeling content with career 
o Challenging to find time 
o Juggling family 

responsibilities 
• Seeking transparency for program 

outcomes 
 

Category One:  Enhancing Professional Development   

Participants described enhancing professional development as sharing best 

practices to develop skills and learning through speakers’ stories.  Nine of the 12 

participants indicated accessing opportunities to augment professional development was a 

primary feature of female affinity groups; enhancing professional development was the 

richest category in term of frequency of codes.  The two participants who did not discuss 

this category during the interviews were both female affinity group non-members.  Beth, 
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a female affinity group member, described her experience with her company’s female 

affinity group as, “It’s one of multiple employee resource groups that brings women 

together and offers different workshops and professional development, networking 

opportunities for women.”     

Sarah, also a female affinity group member, provided a similar depiction of how 

female affinity groups help members enhance professional development: 

Okay, so we have a corporate wide [female] affinity group, which brings together 

divisions across the company to offer networking opportunities, mentorship, 

speaker engagements to get that external lens; what’s going on behind the walls, 

outside the walls of the company, sharing best practices, helping, really, female 

employee groups advance into leadership positions.    

Angela joined her organization’s female affinity group to grow professionally: 

Again, I think it was just a way for me to develop myself.  I think myself, I’m 

always looking for ways to develop myself professionally and personally and 

learn more.  I always want to try and learn more!  Again, it’s a great way [pause], 

I understood it was a great way to meet new people. 

For a non-member point of view, Lauren shared a similar attitude about 

opportunities provided for professional development through female affinity groups: 

A number of our leadership members that are female provide us opportunities 

with learning about professional development, opportunities both internally and 

externally.  They sometimes bring in external speakers.  But really, it’s just an 

opportunity for us to learn about professional development within our 

organization and to help women get to the next level by leveraging other women. 
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Participants felt a key aspect of female affinity groups were opportunities 

afforded to members to augment their professional development.  Sharing best practices 

to develop skills and learning through speakers comprised professional development.   

Sharing best practices to develop skills.  Participants indicated female affinity 

group members learned new skills by sharing best practices, coaching, and mentoring on 

topics such as career navigation, career progression, leadership, confidence building, and 

gender bias awareness.   

Lauren, a female affinity group non-member, indicated her view of developing 

advancement skills through the sharing of best practices: 

I think professional development allows us to share best practices to advance 

within the organization.  There’s different ways to do that, whether it’s meeting 

one-on-one to leverage what other people have done to be successful within the 

organization, whether it’s taking training classes to learn a new skill that you need 

to advance, or whether it’s networking to learn about what other people do and 

how other people navigate within the organization.  I think it means different 

things to different people, whether it’s education, learning, or mentoring. 

Angela shared how learning career best practices through her company’s female 

affinity group helped her professional growth: 

I think it’s also really important to develop yourself as well as understand how 

other people have [pause], how they’ve been successful in their roles and what 

they do in their own lives so that they could be considered successful.  Seen as 

being a successful person in their own career, whether it’s learning their best 

practices, what have they done to develop their own career? 
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Angela also explained how female affinity groups help female members improve 

by balancing agentic versus communal leadership traits: 

Even, like with our female affinity group, understanding and asking those 

questions, like how for example, what do you do as a woman to better 

communicate, right?  Because someone might have challenges with trying to be 

too soft spoken.  How do you manage those types of negotiation skills?  That’s 

something, I think, we, as women, tend to [pause], we’re not.  I don’t know.  

Sometimes, we’re too nice!  Not that we don’t have to be nice, but you know what 

I mean?  There’s certain words that we try to say and want to try to be resolute 

and to the point and all that stuff.  So, always trying to improve that.  There’s a lot 

to think about.  Again, it’s always trying to learn more.    

Rob, a female affinity group non-member, shared a broad perspective about 

developing members by sharing leadership best practices: 

What they [affinity group] want to do is really make sure that sharing the 

knowledge and really empowering everyone that’s participating in this [female 

affinity] group by getting them together by talking about best practices.  A lot of 

the topics are in the general leadership realm.  How to become a better leader?  

How to be more effective as a leader and a manager? 

Rob narrowed his perspective to female leadership traits based on his personal 

experience in another affinity group at his organization: 

They [another affinity group at the company] have a lot of specific sessions 

talking about that [being more assertive].  I couldn’t speak to the women’s affinity 

group, but my sense is [pause], that may be similar [pause], being more assertive 



PERCEPTIONS OF FEMALE AFFINITY GROUPS  
 
 

47 

or being able to talk about my contribution [pause], what I’ve done for the 

company, in order to advance.  They’re not [pause], someone doesn’t skip over 

them for a promotion when they have done a lot of good work and they have 

earned a promotion.  To helping maybe women being more assertive in the 

workplace and talking more about what they have done. 

Female affinity groups were not limited to helping women develop.  Harry, a 

female affinity group member, articulated the potential for female affinity groups to help 

individuals uncover gender biases: 

I think one, just greater awareness of [pause] one, that there is [pause], if you look 

at our senior leadership positions and that the overall proportion of women in the 

workforce does not match up to the distribution at the senior leadership levels.  I 

think, there’s a general awareness around the issue that has been good to share.  I 

think, to some of the general [gender] biases that people may have without talking 

about them in an open environment, people would not think about it [gender 

biases] or realize that they may be doing something that isn’t intentional, but 

could have an impact on how they view or treat females in the workplace. 

In response to a question regarding the benefits of female affinity groups to 

members, Harry described his experience regarding how female affinity groups utilize 

coaching to share best practices to improve members’ confidence and leadership: 

I think it’s good.  If it’s a certain situation, maybe you’re dealing with a 

confidence issue or leadership impact, people that are sharing their experiences 

around how they improved either to increase their confidence or improve their 

executive presence.  I feel like there’s a lot of [pause] coaching, I would say, it 
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may not be one-on-one, but it could be coaching through videos, blogs, different 

training programs to help.      

Similar to coaching, Beth, a female affinity group member, discussed how 

mentoring functions in female affinity groups help members develop and grow; she 

described mentoring: 

Matching an up-and-coming female leader with someone who is more tenured 

and has navigated the organization for longer.  So, they might be able to mentor 

or guide that newer individual through the topics that women typically come 

across, like how to balance a career with the introduction of additional family 

responsibilities. 

Sarah, a female affinity group member, summarized coaching and mentoring 

together as opportunities to get different perspectives from people with different 

backgrounds: 

I think there are coaching opportunities so when you attend these [female affinity] 

events, you create a larger network of people that you can tap into for coaching or 

mentoring.  You just get to look at things from a different lens because you may 

be at an event or have an engagement and you’re sitting at a table with somebody 

in a totally different division that has a different background and has different 

experiences.  I think that brings a different lens for you to look at things. 

Regardless of female affinity group membership status, participants felt a primary 

aspect of female affinity groups was sharing best practices to nurture an individual’s 

skills.  
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Learning through speakers’ stories.  Half of the participants indicated female 

affinity group members learn by listening to the personal stories of speakers at female 

affinity group activities and events.  The speakers expanded the members’ knowledge 

base and provided new insights by sharing of their stories.  The presenters comprised 

employees within the companies as well as speakers from outside the companies.  Rob, a 

male female affinity group non-member, shared, “A lot of times they will kick off those 

[female affinity group] events with their external or internal speaker, relating their 

experiences, and then again, you’ll break out and talk more about that, relating what the 

speaker talked about to your own personal situations.”   

Kate, a female affinity group non-member, reflected on a recent presentation 

related to internal female leadership exemplars at her company: 

They had a panel discussion not that long ago that had senior leaders from the 

company interview them [female employees] and tell about their career and how 

they balanced everything and how they got to where they are, and it was helpful.  

It was interesting.   

Angela, a female affinity group member, garnered appreciation for balancing 

work/life from a group of internal panelists: 

Then we [the female affinity group] also had done a panel where we bring in 

women leaders [within the company] from across different business groups just 

again interview them, understand.  They’ve all had different roles, so some might 

be people managers, others might be saleswomen, others might be more of like a 

specialist role or an analyst role.  Just different women in different parts of their 
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career who have different lifestyles and just getting an understanding of how they 

manage it all and how they balance their work.      

In comparison, some participants indicated they learned more by hearing stories 

from speakers outside the company.  Their reasoning was the external speakers provided 

different perspectives from outside the organization.   

Sarah, a female affinity group member, advocated for external speakers:  

I find it really fascinating and I get a lot out of hearing the stories of other women 

[external to the company] because I feel that, in many cases, and I don’t mean to 

be generalized and stereotype, but this is just my opinion, that many of the female 

leaders at the company have gone through a similar track, although I will say 

that’s changing a little bit.   

Sarah reiterated her buttress for external viewpoints from speakers: 

What has been valuable to me to hear is that when I hear my own company’s 

speakers or panelists, I think there’s very similar trends.  There’s not a lot, in my 

opinion, a lot of diversity in their experiences.  It has historically been they’ve 

worked really hard; they’ve mastered something from a business perspective, 

technical acumen, whatever, and then they were promoted and progressed through 

their career.  I think when you bring in those external speakers for an external 

lens, you get a different perspective of how people may have bounced around 

from different companies or across the organization.      

Lauren, a female affinity group non-member, stated a similar perspective: 

I think it’s wonderful when they bring in outside thought leadership, so that it’s 

not just the company’s thoughts on how to advance within the organization.  I 
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think everybody’s organization has their own culture and philosophies, and a lot 

of times, when they bring in outside thoughts, it helps you think about things 

differently.  There’s more than one way to think about it. 

Angela, who attested to the value of internal speakers as a member, described her 

positive experience with external speakers as well: 

Typically, a lot of the events that they’ve hosted [through the female affinity 

group] have been leveraging some existing types of speaking opportunities or 

specific events, where we’ve had women leaders within our community.  For 

example, the last event that they held [by the female affinity group] was the chief 

operating hospital officer for a [large local hospital].  She actually came in and 

did a larger presentation to our home office or the broader female affinity group 

and part of our home office.  We [satellite office] watched every recording of that 

[presentation] at a later date and we used the opportunity to hear her story and 

challenges that she’s faced.  Then, there was some type of debrief that we have 

within our own group to talk about what our thoughts were about the presentation 

and provide comparisons into our own professional and personal development.        

Participants felt speaker’s personal stories offered a conduit to knowledge and 

learning.  These speakers were from inside and outside the organizations. 

Advancing women to leadership.  When asked about the goals of affinity 

groups, eight of 12 participants and five of seven female affinity group members 

indicated the objectives were to advance females into leadership.  Beth and Harry 

epitomized the sentiments of the members.  Beth shared “I think broadly, the goals really 

revolve around getting a better presence of female employees at higher levels of the 
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organization.”  Harry echoed similar thoughts, “The purpose is around greater awareness 

and the ultimate goal of trying to get more female leaders into senior leadership 

positions.”  Participants felt female affinity groups offered a plethora of opportunities to 

grow and develop as leaders by sharing best practices, listening to speaker’s personal 

stories, and advancing women to leadership. 

Category Two:  Building Relationships for Support   

Employees rely on supportive relationships from work colleagues to learn and 

grow.  To excel at work, participants coveted building relationships with colleagues 

through female affinity groups.  Ten of the 12 participants discussed an aspect of building 

relationships for support during the interviews.  The two participants who did not 

mention building relationships were male non-members of female affinity groups.   

Beth indicated she joined a female affinity group because of the potential lost 

opportunity for networking: 

At this point, it feels like you’re either in or you’re out.  So, to take advantage of 

some of those networking opportunities and keep up with the folks who are 

getting those opportunities, I need to be in on it too. 

Participants described opportunities in female affinity groups to (a) build 

relationships across organizations, (b) gain access to leaders, (c) bond with individuals 

viewed as similar, and (d) feel supported.            

Building relationships across organizations.  The participants thought female 

affinity groups helped members build relationships across organizations.  Participants 

saw networking as a critical aspect to female affinity groups.   
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Sarah, a female affinity group member, outlined the merits of networking through 

female affinity groups: 

I would say, too, that networking is a very big component because the more 

people you’re connected to or tethered to, you have advocates that are people 

that…you’re not just a name.  You have that name recognition so that if you go 

apply for a position in a different department or division, I think it makes you a 

better candidate in terms of your [pause], those career opportunities because 

you’ve demonstrated that you have an interest in your career development.  

You’re doing the right things.  You’re networking, expanding your view on the 

organization, and just the different company initiatives that might be going on.   

To build relationships strategically, participants described networking as 

expansive beyond people whom they already knew.  As illustration, Angela, a female 

affinity group member, shared: 

In your job, you’re restricted to people that you work with every day and so this 

[female affinity group] also helps to expand your network a little bit as well.  For 

me personally, I like to get out there and meet new people as much as I can and so 

that’s another good way to [pause], it’s another reason why I like to participate.   

Angela reiterated her thoughts on the expansive nature of networking through 

female affinity groups: 

At least here, my existing network day-to-day is for those that I work with on a 

daily basis.  So, my peers within my business group who we have a similar job or 

a similar role or we support the same [business need] or whatever the case might 

be.  We have interactions every day.  We have such a large organization and 
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there’s such a diverse number of employees.  I think it is important to get out of 

that day-to-day cycle and meet different types of people across the entire 

organization because there’s so many great people that work here.  Any way that I 

can try to meet new people and develop that network I think that’s really 

important because whether it’s if you might need them for any particular resource, 

it’s good to know somebody elsewhere.  You can always rely on them if you need 

something or if somebody needs something from you.  It’s just making those 

simple connections and having that network.   

Beth, also a female affinity group member, shared a similar expansive view of 

networking as, “I think part of it is setting up forums for women to come together who 

might not otherwise in the daily course of business for them to identify things that they 

might have in common.”  She went on to describe how female affinity groups mitigate 

networking challenges: 

It just creates these opportunities.  Networking can be hard.  It can be 

intimidating.  Reaching out to people you don’t know and trying to set up time 

with them.  It’s different if you encounter them at one of these planned events and 

then you can follow up with them.  I think it just makes networking more 

attainable for people.    

Once the individuals established relationships, participants felt female affinity 

group members should leverage their networks as a resource to accomplish goals and 

objectives.  Lauren, a female non-member, shared: 

Really, networking is every time you have an engagement with someone else and 

being able to call on that person at a later time, whether it be to assist with a work 
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need or ever if it’s personal.  Always looking to expand your network, it’s very 

critical in my role to have a deep network and to not be afraid to call on them.  It’s 

not the type of job that you have access to do everything on your own.  So, that 

network really helps you to be successful and I think to surround yourself with 

people that are very good at what they do to help you look better.   

Participants saw female affinity groups as a way to build relationships across 

organizations.    

Gaining access to leaders.  The ability to build relationships at multiple 

organizational levels is critical to an individual’s career progression.  Some employees 

may feel challenged in developing relationships with senior leadership.  Female affinity 

groups build bridges to assist members in developing those critical relationships with key 

people in the organization.   

Lauren shared her positive thoughts about how female affinity groups provide 

employees access to female leaders: 

My organization has may different levels.  So, depending on where you are…if 

you are starting out at my company, you may not interact with any of those more 

senior level people and the female affinity group gives you an opportunity to do 

that, whether it’s a lunch to interact or whether it’s a panel and you can actually 

meet them face-to-face, after the fact.  Various female leaders and role models, if 

you will, in our organization, you actually have access to them. 

Likewise, Beth, a female affinity group member shared: 

Access to leaders that they might not otherwise have access to.  You think about 

some high-level leaders within the organization, in this case who are women, 
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might work in [one department] and you might work in [another department], but 

if you join the [female] affinity group, then you have the opportunity to interact 

with the individual where you might not otherwise. 

Allen, a male affinity group non-member, summarized the networking aspects of 

female affinity groups as access to leaders and building relationships for career 

discovery: 

I think it’s [female affinity group] is to help the various segments, in this case 

women in the workforce, have a connection with either senior leadership or with 

other members in the organization that they might not have themselves normally 

just being an individual employee.  They may not know who to contact or who to 

reach out to, to continue to move forward.  I think it’s also a great way that they 

may use networking skills to build some relationships and start learning about 

other areas in the organization and what their career progression may be.  

Participants viewed networking as a positive aspect to female affinity groups. 

Bonding with individuals viewed as similar.  Participants thought bonding with 

other members viewed as similar added a positive dimension to female affinity groups.  

The participants felt members build relationships through female affinity groups to share 

stories with other members whom they viewed as similar.  Sarah, a female affinity group 

member, described her perspective for bonding as, “Again, provide those networking 

opportunities, mentorship opportunities, and just make sure that people and women feel 

more local community and that there’s a way to have a dialogue with people who are 

similar situated.”  Lauren, a female non-member, made a distinction about bonding with 

fellow female members versus males by stating, “I think female affinity groups, it’s a 
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great opportunity for women to get together, maybe share their concerns that maybe they 

wouldn’t feel comfortable sharing with men.” 

Allen, a female affinity group non-member, provided a descriptive that embodied 

bonding: 

Whether it’s the male/female split [female affinity group] or there’s various 

affinity groups within my organization for your ethnicity and it’s trying to, as I 

mentioned earlier, trying to get people of similar backgrounds or like-minds 

together to talk around some of the hurdles that they may have had.  I do like the 

idea of pulling everybody together and allowing people to feel part of something 

so that it’s not necessarily that a good employee may not feel that connection if 

they feel on an island of their own and maybe a year or two later they decide to 

leave the organization because they just weren’t engaged.  That [female affinity 

group] might help some of those people become more involved within the 

organization or the culture itself.  

Beth, a female affinity group member, articulated that an advantage of affinity 

groups was, “I think the advantage of any affinity group is that it makes a big company 

feel smaller.  It makes it feel more personal.  You can have more personal connections 

regardless of what the affinity group is.”  Participants felt female affinity groups provide 

members a “safe” space for bonding with others.      

Feeling supported.  Women face challenges in the workplace such as gender 

stereotypes or outside responsibilities for family or care for an elder.  To help mitigate 

some of the challenges women encounter, organizations aspire to provide female 

employees support through female affinity groups.   
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Angela, a female affinity group member, highlighted support as a significant 

piece of female affinity groups.  In response to a question regarding the goals of her 

female affinity group, she said: 

At least, I think, internally here is really to try help us feel supported as women 

within the workplace.  To feel like we have a group of peers that we can lean on 

who understand what we’re going through because, I think, there are different 

expectations.  Being a woman, I think, in the business world, there’s a lot of 

hurdles that we have to overcome.  There’s different challenges that women face 

whether that’s being a mother or a caretaker or?  There’s a lot of different things 

that I think that women deal with.  It’s good to have a group that you’re on that 

you can network with and who have the same challenges that you’re facing to just 

feel like you’re not alone.  I think that’s what’s important! 

Angela, in addition, described how employers provide support to employees 

through female affinity groups, “I think for them [employer], I think it [female affinity 

group] helps to provide a more productive workforce because, I think, if their employees 

feel supported and feel like they have a network of people that they can trust.”  Angela 

summarized her thoughts when she said, “I think, as an employer, that’s one reason why 

they [employer] want to try to implement these [female affinity] groups to help their 

employees to feel motivated and happy and supported!”   

Holly, a female non-member, shared a similar supportive sentiment: 

Anything that a woman feels that she may need to advance in her career, whatever 

that may be…because everybody has a different perspective on what they need to 

move ahead.  This [female affinity] group, I think, is meant to pull those resources 
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and support together so that you have a place to go to get what you need so that 

you don’t feel like men are given more opportunity than you are. 

For a non-member’s perspective, Holly had a similar viewpoint linking support 

and employee job satisfaction: 

Well, I think, in theory, it [female affinity group] should keep the people that 

participate happier with their place of employment, because they feel like they’re 

getting extra attention and support, extra resources, and the company cares about 

the fact that they’re a woman and that there’s value in that, and that they [the 

company] want to see that group [of females] have opportunity to advance.   

Harry, a male member of female affinity groups, stressed the supportive aspect as 

it related to augmenting your network: 

Harry, a male member of female affinity groups, stressed the supportive aspect as 

it related to augmenting your network: 

I think it’s one, having a network, so broadening your network of different people 

in the organization.  If you’re a woman and maybe you’re experiencing something 

or there’s a network of people that you can tap into for support, guidance.  I think 

from a support standpoint, there’s benefits there.     

Bonnie, a non-member, emphatically described an empowering element of female 

affinity groups that help support and propel women:  

I like the fact that it, it [female affinity group] definitely empowers women not to 

be afraid to perhaps take leadership roles.  I think it shows [pause] and I don’t 

have daughters, I only have sons.  But, if I had a daughter, I would definitely want 

her to grow up and experience that she can do anything in the world.  And not be 
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pigeon holed into she could only be a nurse or she could only be whatever, that 

might have some stigma attached to a career path.  If she wants to be a 

mathematician or an astronaut, all power to her.  That’s what I fell is so important 

with affinity groups is empowering women and ultimately empowering our 

younger generation of women!         

Participants felt female affinity groups position members to build relationships for 

support and success.   

Category Three:  Gaining Rich, Meaningful Experiences   

Participants sought to gain rich, meaningful experiences to grow and develop as 

leaders from female affinity groups.  Participants described a benefit as supporting 

gender equality, obstacles to membership/participation, and an aspiration for 

transparency for program outcomes.  Each of the 12 participants, regardless of 

membership status or gender, conferred elements of these experiences.  

Supporting gender equality.  Participants described gender equality as equal 

opportunities and compensation for women in the workplace as men.  Each of the 12 

participants, regardless of gender, supported aspects of gender equality and three of five 

male participants wanted equity for their daughters.   

Rob, a male non-member, supported gender equality and female affinity groups 

because of his daughters and wife: 

In general, because, quite frankly, I have two daughters myself.  I have a wife.  

When I look at them, would I want them to be compensated the same amount for 

the same job and all else being equal?  Absolutely!  I would not want my own 

daughters to be disadvantaged in any way simply because of their gender.  I 
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absolutely support those [female affinity group] types of efforts to help women 

advance in the workforce, share their experiences, to really help their progress.  I 

think that’s a good thing, because they’re still, in certain industries, a very old 

boys’ network, that’s the way it works and that’s an antiquated way of looking at 

the world.   

Rob, furthermore, endorsed female affinity groups as a way to mitigate gender 

discrimination:  

To be honest, I think, in general, it’s a male-dominated society, but it’s becoming 

less so.  These types of [female affinity group] activities help with that effort.  

We’re not at a point where women are equal, in equal standing with men, in most 

cases.  I think those sorts of [female affinity] groups are necessary. 

Harry, a male member of female affinity groups, also wanted gender equality by 

looking at the issue through the eyes of his daughter versus his son: 

I think about I have a daughter who I would want the same opportunity for her 

that my son would have.  I think there is a desire to have a more equal opportunity 

and encourage women, whether it’s a more systematic issue that’s preventing 

them from getting there or if it’s an internal mindset or confidence issue to try to 

change that for the better so that there is a more diversified split between males 

and females in our senior leadership.  

Pat, a male non-member, endorsed gender equality and female affinity groups 

with a forewarning: 

I just think we need to caution around it [female affinity groups] becoming a 

hubris or excessive pride just in gender that ultimately may adversely impact 
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another gender and it goes to the old adage that two wrongs don’t make a right.  

Obviously, women, I believe, have disproportionally been discriminated against 

for position advancement, let’s say wealth equality, etc.  But, you can’t level the 

playing field by detrimenting others.  That’s my only caution.  I think they’re 

[female affinity groups] absolutely rooted in the right spirit, it’s just ensuring that 

they are effectuating the true mission and outcome that they’re looking to advance 

and hopefully in the spirit of that equal playing field.   

Holly, a female non-member, offered a counter view about gender equality related 

to female affinity groups: 

You know, it’s [female affinity group] never been something that’s been of 

interest to me, I have to say.  It’s really because I have never felt disadvantaged or 

discriminated against as if I don’t have the same opportunities as men at my 

company.   

Holly shared a forecast around the evolution of the obsolescence of female 

affinity groups: 

As we kind of progress, as the generations progress, I think there’s less and less of 

a difference between how women and men are treated in the workplace.  I have 

never felt as if I have received any different treatment than men.  I’ve always felt 

like I’ve been given the same opportunities.  Where I work at my company, 

there’s heavy female leadership.  It’s not like that’s lacking.  So, I don’t see that.  

I think as we move through time, that’s just going to continue to get better for 

people.  In my opinion, these affinity groups become less and less necessary.      
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Participants saw female affinity groups as a supportive mechanism for gender 

equality.  During the participant interviews, four considerations for gender equality 

surfaced (a) lacking female representation in leadership (b) fostering diversity of thought, 

(c) excluding potential of employees, and (d) promoting gender diversity in 

organizations.       

Lacking female representation in leadership.  Participants articulated a gap in 

females represented in leadership at the top of their organizations.  Sarah described the 

underrepresentation of females in leadership at her organization: 

I think there were some internal studies that had been done in prior years that 

showed, from succession planning and growth within the company, that there was 

a lack of women representation at higher levels.  The company wanted to study 

and understand better what’s sort of driving the falloff.  

Holly, a non-member, shared the role female affinity groups play in helping to 

address the issue of the dearth of women at the top:  

I think that there has been a shortage of women leaders in my company, in 

particular, and I think that maybe women’s affinity group is another opportunity 

to help them [the company] advance women so that can eventually get more 

women in leadership-type positions.     

Harry, a male member of female affinity groups, related female representation in 

leadership to gender equality: 

I think it’s very important to have a greater, more diversified workforce at the 

leadership level.  I think having more women in leadership is an important thing.  
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I think about the women that I’ve had on my team and I want them to succeed in 

my company.       

Participants identified a shortcoming in organizations was female representation 

in leadership at the top of financial services organizations.  

Fostering diversity of thought.  Participants saw the benefit of having both 

females and males as members of female affinity groups to provide diversity of thought.  

Seven of 12 participants thought the inclusive nature of both genders enhanced members’ 

experiences with female affinity groups.  The participant breakdown by gender was four 

of seven females and three of five males.   

Rob, a male non-member, embodied the inclusive nature of female affinity 

groups: 

I think they actually do a very good job of trying to make sure to let people know 

that this [female affinity group] is not just for women.  This is for anybody that 

wants to help develop their leadership skills.  There will be some women specific 

details and topics in there, but anybody is welcome to join.  They’re open in that 

way. 

Angela, a female member of female affinity groups, described the benefit of 

having both genders participate: 

I think even within our organization too while it [female affinity group] is for 

women, it is highly encouraged that men are supporting this organization [female 

affinity group] as well.  A lot of the senior members, our leadership, are men that 

support this organization [female affinity group] as well.  It’s not exclusive to just 

women.  I think’s just opening it up to everybody and having different types of 
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dialogues around different women leaders or other roles that women play in both 

professional and personal life.  I think it’s a really great conversation to have and I 

think we have to have them [conversations]!    

In response to a question asking Angela about her thoughts around male 

members, she shared: 

I wholeheartedly feel like they [men] should be [members].  Again, they [men] 

should be part of the conversation because they might only understand one part of 

the story of some things that they’re hearing or things that they hear as certain 

leaders within the organization.  I think it’s really important to be have [pause], to 

not just exclude it to women.  Everybody has to share in all of the goals and 

objectives and the challenges to really understand what we’re dealing with as 

women.  They have just as much of an impact because they might be certain 

leaders that make the decisions on how things are done within our organization.  

Having them understand where we’re coming from and hearing from others, 

they’re learning a lot of different things as well.    

Harry, a male member of female affinity groups, epitomized the benefit of 

diversity of thought was hearing different viewpoints from both genders: 

Hearing from the other [gender’s] side.  I think everyone has a different 

perspective.  It’s great to be in the same room and talk about certain issues and 

hear from the different sides of the table.  How a male may be thinking about an 

issue or situation, may be viewed completely different from a female point-of-

view.  You’re not going to come to a common understanding or acceptance 

without having that conversation together.  Bringing different sides together, 
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that’s beneficial for both men and women, to hear each other and how they think 

about things.   

Participants attested to open access to female affinity groups by both genders to 

facilitate diversity of thought.  

Excluding potential of employees.  Although female affinity groups were gender 

inclusive, the potential to exclude employees existed.  Eight of 12 participants, including 

all five male participants, felt female affinity groups had the potential to make employees 

feel like they were part of an out-group.   

Allen, a male non-member, described his view of the exclusionary aspect of 

affinity groups: 

I guess this is a little hypocritical because I’ve never attended an affinity group 

event.  But, even though there’s messages sent out that men are welcome to the 

female groups or that, with the ethnicity ones, everybody’s welcomed if you’d 

like to join, I think for myself as a white male, it’s almost put all on my shoulders 

to continue to better my enhancement and my future and I don’t necessarily have 

a male group to get together and talk through about here’s things that we’re seeing 

in the workforce or things like obstacles that we might normally come across that 

just might be different from what our female counterparts engage with or from the 

ethnicity side.  I think the idea behind affinity groups as a whole is really nice, but 

I feel like, if you’re not in one of those groups, it can almost be a little exclusive 

at that point and you’re like an outsider looking in.  

Pat, a male non-member, discussed how female infinity groups can create out-

groups:  
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I would say, look at it this way.  It [female affinity group] creates a very 

interesting paradigm particularly, obviously from my perspective as a male.  I’m 

part of this [female affinity] group, and I’m championing women moving ahead.  

I’m almost, potentially, to some extent not championing for myself.  Ultimately, 

it’s based on gender and then that, I just think creates a very weird paradigm and 

so, again, I will go back to what I said earlier that I think it’s all rooted in the 

greatest spirit.  I think they [female affinity groups] still, by and large, need to 

figure out how does it really work?  How does it promote inclusiveness?  How 

does it promote diversity?  And how do you not, let’s say, omit or, I don’t want to 

say eliminate, but how do you not…there’s potential for this inclusion group to 

actually create a ‘disinclusion group’ and there needs to be a way to marry these 

two concepts.    

Pat further explained: 

It [female affinity group] does have the potential and this goes back to earlier that 

exclusion component [pause], that although you want me to participate, 

ultimately, you’re making me feel excluded because I’m not feeling, I don’t want 

to say wanted, but I’m not feeling valued, and so there’s the potential, again, to 

have that inverse relationship to yes, you’re supporting, you’re encouraging one 

group, but now you have another group of employees, strangely enough based on 

demographic or truly based on gender that are feeling adversely impacted.  That 

could become a cancer that impacts your morale and subtle things that are not 

overtly seen in an organization that could be detrimental to your employees’ 

productivity. 



PERCEPTIONS OF FEMALE AFFINITY GROUPS  
 
 

68 

Harry subtly described his feeling like an out-group as a male member of a female 

affinity group: 

The one negative feeling is the lack of having a group to myself as a white male, 

especially when you think about some of the networking opportunities that 

women have by being part of the [female affinity] group.  To me, it can give off 

this impression of like it’s, not a secret society, but it’s a more privileged group 

that gets exposure to leadership.  There’s everyone looking out for each other 

within that group.  That there’s a sense of missing out on something because they 

[female members] have that [access to leadership] and I don’t.  Even though I’m a 

part of the [female affinity] group, it’s a different feel, being a male versus a 

woman in the group.  

Harry explained the possible limitations of male members in female affinity 

groups: 

I think from a male point of view, there is not [pause], I’m not saying we need a 

male affinity group, but there’s nothing that [pause], at times, you feel like you’re 

not a part of something.  Yeah, I can be a part of the women in leadership affinity 

group, but there’s a limit.  Some of the other affinity groups, I can support them, 

but I don’t identify with them in the same way that people that belong to them or 

that they were meant for, identify with them. 

Harry described the potential of female affinity groups to make people feel left 

out as an organizational downside: 

I think there’s a…what I mentioned before, if some people may feel left out or 

that women are getting some type of special treatment, getting greater access, 
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different opportunities that may not be available if you’re a male, particularly a 

white male.  I think there is a potential for some people feeling left out or not 

being given the same opportunities that other people are given.   

For perspective from another gender, Kate, a female non-member, shared, 

“Somebody that has access looking in, looking out, I would think that maybe the average 

white male might say, hey, there’s all these great [affinity group] teams, but there’s 

nothing for [pause], it’s almost like reverse discrimination.”   

Beth, a female affinity group member, shared a downside of affinity groups: 

I think having any kind of affinity group could potentially accidentally ostracize 

people who don’t fit into those [affinity group] categories.  If you’re not a woman 

and you’re not Hispanic and you’re not Asian, et cetera, you might feel like 

there’s not a place for you. 

Beth, however, affirmed the concept of female affinity groups as she reflected 

back on her career: 

It’s an interesting pressure that I felt as a young woman and a manager and a 

working mom that was like, well geez, I can kind of relate to this [female affinity 

group], but from a peer and political standpoint, I don’t know if I should like it or 

not.  I think there’s that element also to the creation of these groups that you don’t 

want to make anybody feel left out, but sometimes some groups need that 

personal attention. 

Female affinity groups had the potential to make employees feel excluded. 

Promoting gender diversity in the organization.  Participants indicated female 

affinity groups help organizations grow and develop by promoting gender diversity as an 
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attraction and retention tool for female talent.  In turn, employees benefit through 

diversity of thought and thereby have richer experiences with colleagues.  Eight of 12 

participants, including all five male participants, indicated female affinity groups promote 

gender diversity organizations.    

Beth, a female member of female affinity groups, described how affinity groups 

benefit corporations: 

I think it helps promote diversity.  The women’s affinity group is part of a suite of 

affinity groups that it looks good when you’re recruiting minorities.  If you can 

say we’ve got minorities sitting in these seats, I think that’s a big advantage for 

the company. 

Rob, a male non-member, stated: 

Certainly, from the company’s perspective, it’s all about promoting diversity.  I 

think, and resources for [pause], you want to attract qualified workers.  You want 

to attract the best talent.  Having a program like this [female affinity group] 

acknowledges that there is inequity in the workforce, but we [the company] are 

doing what we can to address it to help women advance in the workforce.  Having 

a formal program like that is a strong endorsement of that type of effort.  And 

then [pause] [female affinity groups] would be an attractive program for potential 

candidates that are looking at [the company] as a place of employment.  It’s an 

attraction and retention tool.  Folks that are already at the company feel like they 

have more resources.  I can develop a good career and have the best shot at 

advancing my career because I have support from this particular [female affinity] 

group.  
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Allen, a male non-member, highlighted the significance of offering a female 

affinity group when attracting top female talent: 

From a recruiting standpoint, I could definitely see this as a tool as well.  If you 

had an individual that was a senior leader somewhere and she was female, if it 

was close comparisons between two different institutions and she had been 

previously involved in the past in a women leadership initiative, then that could 

be seen as a downfall if the company did not have it [female affinity group].   

Kate, a female member of affinity groups, shared: 

The way I look at it, I think it’s [female affinity group] important because I think 

it probably attracts and retains employees or gives them [the company] something 

to talk about at the company in the interview process.  I’m sure it does well in the 

[talent] market place to say, we’re a large organization, and we have all these 

other resources [through affinity groups] for people like you. 

Female affinity groups supported gender diversity in the workplace and benefitted 

organizations in the attraction and retention of female leaders.   

Identifying obstacles to membership/participation.  Participants did not join or 

participate in female affinity groups because they lacked a compelling reason to do so.  

Non-members were missing the allure of rich, meaningful experiences to join female 

affinity groups.  Rob, a male non-member, responded to a question about participation by 

saying, “I think for that [membership], you have to really feel passionate.  It has to really 

apply to you.  Something has to strike a nerve.  That’s what’s going to motivate you to 

attend.”   

Rob further described his challenges for participation:   
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They try to make it as convenient as possible, I probably could do that [join], but I 

think day-to-day stuff just gets in the way.  You set that aside and, that’d be nice 

to do, but I don’t have the time right now.  Then, you tend to forget about it 

[female affinity group].  

Pat, a male non-member, shared similar thoughts when asked about joining his 

company’s female affinity group: 

Absolutely.  Why have I not [joined]?  Truly because as much as I am a champion 

quite frankly of women and advancing and, again, demographically, I don’t know 

if this provides context but I have an 18 year old daughter and absolutely I 

champion for women and I do want equality, but I haven’t found how, within the 

corporate space, it’s going to benefit me quite frankly beyond the political side.  

Bonnie, a female non-member stated, “I guess circling back to answering the 

question, I guess I never personally invested the time to research it [female affinity 

group].  I guess I didn’t feel like I needed to.” 

Several obstacles to membership/participation surfaced (a) feeling content with 

career, (b) challenging to find time, and (c) juggling family responsibilities.      

Feeling content with career.  Contrary to members of female affinity groups, 

non-member female participants did not participate in female affinity groups because 

they felt content with their careers.  Half of the eight participants and three of four female 

non-members cited a lack of interest in advancing or seeking a promotion as the reason 

for withholding membership.  In response to an inquiry about membership, Lauren, a 

female non-member, stated: 
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I think for me personally, I am not looking to advance to one of those [top] 

leadership roles within my organization.  Love what I do, love to learn, love to 

grow.  At this point in my career, that’s [advancement or promotion] not of 

interest to me.   

Lauren added:  

I think if I was looking to advance and expand my network to the point of 

interacting more closely with senior leadership, I have a lot of access to leadership 

whereas some people don’t, I think it would be a great thing for me. 

Kate, another female non-member, indicated her fulfillment with her job: 

I think it’s [female affinity group], not to sound cocky, but I’m also at a different 

point in my career where I’m at, in more or less, a destination job compared to 

some.  So, not that I don’t need it because I’m sure it would be helpful.  But, I 

don’t know how much it would help me I guess, maybe, to get to the next level 

because there’s always room go up.  But, at the same time, from a personal and 

professional standpoint, I feel like I’m in a good spot and lucky to be where I am.    

For a male perspective from a non-member, Rob shared his perspective how his 

job satisfaction related to his lack of membership because he already had the requisite 

skills to obtain a promotion.  He shared, “I’m at a point where I’m comfortable in my 

career, my compensation, but for folks who are just starting out, I think it’s be a lot more 

important for them to learn these things [from female affinity groups].”  He said, “I 

guess, I don’t feel, I suppose, that I lack the skill to get ahead in my career.  I feel fairly 

confident that I know I have a good way.  I know how to navigate.”   
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Holly, a female non-member, laid out what it would take for her to consider 

joining her company’s female affinity group by saying:  

If I felt like I needed more support to be able to advance or if I felt like the men in 

my department had more support or resources than I did and I needed to do 

something extra to be able to be at the same level as them, then I’d probably be 

more inclined to do that [join]. 

Female non-members were content with their careers and did not have an interest 

in joining female affinity groups.    

Challenging to find time.  Members and non-members of female affinity groups 

indicated time was a challenge as it related to participation in female affinity groups.  

Nine of 12 participants as well as all seven female participants deemed time was an issue.  

Angela, a female affinity group member, shared her challenges with time: 

Well, you have a job to do.  You have your day job, I guess if you will.  That in 

itself can be huge.  I think everybody, regardless of who you are, it’s really hard 

to carve out time for yourself so that you can participate in these types of 

activities [female affinity groups].  That you can develop oneself.  Even a 

challenge for us within my own business group and that’s a goal for us is that we 

have to as part of our employee engagement, one of our goals is that each of us 

are tasked with at least trying to find scheduling.  You actually have to physically 

schedule time as part of your day to reserve so that you can spend time 

developing yourself.  Everybody is challenged with that, trying to find hours in 

the day to get everything done and pay ourselves back. 

Beth, also a female affinity group member, described a downside of female 
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affinity groups as, “Potentially time away from your work, I guess, depending on how it’s 

structured.  Sometimes the events are during the day when you’d otherwise be working.”  

Beth explained further: 

If you’re at work for eight hours a day and you have enough work to do that takes 

eight hours a day, then taking time out of your day to go to a networking event 

might prevent you from getting home on time or might require that you work at a 

different time or something like that. 

For a female non-member’s perspective, Holly outlined the challenges of 

balancing time for female affinity group activities with family responsibilities: 

To be honest with you, there’s limited time in the day, and I think, for me, I’m so 

swamped in my day-to-day job, to take a couple hours out of my day to do these 

types of things [female affinity group activities], because they’re generally during 

work.  I just felt if I do that, then I end up having to work in the evening, and then 

that takes away from family life.  

Allen, a male non-member, also articulated balancing time versus priorities 

outside work as a female affinity group downside: 

The other one [downside] could just be if people get too involved with groups 

such as this [female affinity group], it could take away time and effort from their 

day.  There’s only so many hours in the day and you have family competing needs 

and outside work resources. 

Time was a significant consideration when deciding to join or participate in 

female affinity groups. 
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Juggling family responsibilities.  Working-women typically balance their roles 

between family and work responsibilities.  Six of the seven female participants indicated 

a challenge was balancing their roles at work and home.  In comparison, none of the five 

male participants interviewed made mention of such challenges.  Kate, a female non-

member, highlighted the challenges women face around family responsibilities: 

Work/life balance, maternity leave…being they [women] usually [are] the overall 

caregiver of children and laundry and household stuff.  I personally have a little 

bit different situation where my husband is very helpful.  But, talking with peers 

and friends and such, a lot of the children responsibilities and household 

responsibilities and bill responsibilities fall on women sometimes. 

Sarah, a female member of female affinity groups, described how female affinity 

groups support working-mothers: 

Obviously, in many cases, women have on-and-off ramps.  Women start their 

careers, they come in, they’re really ramped up to participate and move the dial 

with corporate goals.  Then, they take time off, in many cases to have children, 

then they come back on and obviously balancing your professional career with 

work can create challenges.  That’s just some of the examples of what the 

company was looking to do, but I think the goal of the initiative [female affinity 

group] is to provide a support mechanism across the leadership team. 

Beth, also a female member of female affinity groups, accentuated similar 

positives around working-mothers and female affinity groups: 

Typically, women level off in their careers when they get to the point where 

they’re becoming mothers.  I think that there’s much more example and support 
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of mothers with young children working and continuing on their career path.  I 

think that’s the advantage of putting in the resources and the time [into female 

affinity groups].   

Working-mothers typically juggle family and work responsibilities.  Female 

affinity groups had a supportive aspect to the challenges working-mothers encounter in 

the workplace. 

Seeking transparency for program outcomes.  To enhance female affinity 

groups, participants aspired for greater transparency regarding progress and results.  In 

comparison, this category was not as rich in frequency because only three participants 

discussed it.  However, it was included because of the depth of the content from these 

participants. 

Sarah, a female affinity group member, said: 

I think what jumps out at me is you invest all this time and energy in putting the 

program together and it doesn’t lead to the results that you want.  If one of the key 

goals is to put more women into leadership positions at the company and that 

trend doesn’t happen, then that’s to me, you failed at something and you need to 

look at what element of the program is or is not working or is the program itself 

not working?  Is this not the mechanism to use to move the dial on women 

leadership positions at the company? 

Pat, a male non-member, shared: 

We have a [female affinity group] program; we care about women.  It actually has 

to prove some results and it has to prove the right results, and it’s not just 

advancing women for the sake of advancing women.  It’s advancing the right 
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woman for the right job and giving her that even playing field, and if it advances 

those causes and those outcomes, I think it’s integral, again, for corporate 

America.   

Harry, a male member, responded to a question around the success of the female 

affinity group at his company: 

I would say, looking at our [pause], I mean, I don’t have any stats on women in 

senior leadership roles.  I would say, at the most senior table, it’s heavily 

weighted towards men.  My sense is the majority are still men in senior leadership 

type roles.  It’s hard to say with the stats if it’s been successful.  I feel like it’s 

[female affinity group] been a positive influence on the company, but whether it’s 

actually translated into results, it’s hard to say just because I don’t have the before 

and after stats to prove it. 

Harry summarized the need for greater transparency by saying female affinity 

groups could be, “…more open about goals, objectives, how they’re tracking, it would 

eliminate some of the negative perceptions that people may have about the [female 

affinity] group.” 

Participants identified a gap in the female affinity group experience because they 

wanted to see greater transparency for the program’s outcomes.    

Analysis and Synthesis of Findings 

Participants were seeking personal growth and development through the values of 

professional development, building relationships for support, and gaining rich meaningful 

experiences offered through female affinity groups.  These findings for this Dissertation 

in Practice served as a foundation for developing a new framework and evidence-based 
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recommendations for female affinity groups.  Corporate human resource leaders can 

utilize the study’s solution to improve female affinity groups.     

Summary 

 The purpose of this Dissertation in Practice was to understand employees’ 

perceptions of female affinity groups in large corporations in the financial services 

industry.  The participants had an overall positive perception of female affinity groups.  

Through analysis of the data, a theory was created of growth and development and three 

significant categories or values emerged (a) enhancing professional development, (b) 

building relationships for support, and (c) gaining rich, meaningful experiences.   

Participants coveted professional development and building relationships.  Female 

affinity groups enhanced professional development by sharing best practices, learning 

through speakers’ stories, and advancing women to leadership.  A second value was 

building relationships for support.  Female affinity groups fostered building of 

relationships across organizations, gaining access to leaders, bonding with individuals 

they viewed as similar, and feeling supported.     

Participants indicated female affinity groups provided members with a third value 

of gaining rich, meaningful experiences through (a) supporting gender equality, (b) 

identifying obstacles to participation/membership, and (c) seeking transparency for 

program outcomes.  To support gender equality, female affinity groups were gender 

inclusive and thereby enabled diversity of thought and promoted gender diversity by 

aiding in the attraction and retention of female leaders.  Yet, female affinity groups had 

potential employee exclusionary aspects, opportunities to improve female representation 

in leadership at the top, and challenges for membership and participation.  As obstacles, 
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female non-members felt content with their careers, did not seek promotions, and lacked 

a compelling reason for membership.  Both members and non-members were challenged 

to find time to participate or join and working-mothers juggled family/work 

responsibilities.  Finally, female affinity groups could do more to provide transparency 

regarding progress for the program’s outcomes.  Overall, female affinity groups 

facilitated growth and development of members through the values of professional 

development, building relationships, and, meaningful experiences. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

 This Dissertation in Practice study examined employees’ perceptions of female 

affinity groups in large corporations in the financial services industry.  To ascertain 

employees’ views, semi-structured interviews were conducted.  The literature review 

revealed limited scholarly research focused on female affinity groups and supported the 

need for this Dissertation in Practice study.  In this chapter, the researcher presents a 

proposed solution that addresses the study’s aim, implications for implementation of the 

proposed solution, followed by implications for practical, research, and leadership 

purposes, and conclusions for this study. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this grounded theory Dissertation in Practice study was to 

understand employees’ perceptions of female affinity groups in large corporations in the 

financial services industry.  For the purpose of this research, the definition of a female 

affinity group was a group of people under a formalized corporate initiative focused on 

networking and professional development for women (Welbourne & McLaughlin, 2013).  

Other names for female affinity groups used in organizations were (a) women in 

leadership networks, (b) female employee resource groups, (c) women interest groups, or 

(d) female colleague resource groups.  Employees in this research were defined as 

females or males that held positions of managers or above and worked for wages or 

salaries at large corporations with greater than 5,000 employees and an operating 

presence in the United States.  For this research, the large corporations that were 

approached for participants were financial services companies such as banks, insurance 
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companies, or investment firms.  The financial services industry was the target of this 

study because it was documented that women faced gender bias, stereotyping, and 

discrimination as manifested by low representation of females in senior roles and a 

gender wage gap (Miller & Tucker, 2013; U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2015). 

Aim of the Study 

The aim of this study was to create a new framework and evidence-based 

recommendations for female affinity groups based upon employees’ perceptions.  

Corporate human resource leaders can use the framework and recommendations to 

increase the effectiveness of female affinity groups.   

Proposed Solution 
 

The practical deliverables for this Dissertation in Practice were a new framework 

and evidence-based recommendations for improving female affinity groups.  The solution 

was developed based on the data collected and analyzed from the interview narratives.  A 

new framework was developed because a graphical depiction was ideal for displaying the 

results.  Figure 2 illustrates the new framework for female affinity groups.   
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Figure 2 

Female Affinity Group Framework 

 

The new framework includes three dimensions (a) values, (b) time, and (c) female 

advancement.  Three values employees were seeking from affinity groups were (a) 

professional development, (b) building relationships, and (c) meaningful experiences.  

Both members and non-members espoused these three values for female affinity groups.   

The next dimension of the framework was time, which was a competing priority 

for members and non-members because both juggled time with their participation and 

attendance with female affinity group events and activities.  In essence, time competed 

with members’ ability to participate.  Similarly, non-members grappled with the decision 

Members

Non-members

Values

Professional 
Development

Building 
Relationships 

Meaningful
Experiences

Time

Participation

Membership

Female 
Advancement

Seeking 
Promotions

Not Seeking 
Promotions



PERCEPTIONS OF FEMALE AFFINITY GROUPS  
 
 

84 

of finding time in their work schedules to become a member or join female affinity 

groups.   

For the final dimension, members indicated the goal of female affinity groups was 

advancing females to leadership.  Non-members shared the same objective.  However, 

female non-members were not seeking promotions and therefore not interested in 

membership.  A limitation of the framework was an assumption that female members 

who indicated the goal of female affinity groups was to advance female leadership 

aspired themselves to advance in the organization.  Although female members did not 

explicitly state during the interviews that they joined female affinity groups with a 

promotion in mind, members were, to reiterate, looking to augment their professional 

skills or expand their network.  By growing and improving through female affinity 

groups, female members become more qualified for promotions and a tacit reason for 

their participation was to advance in the organizational ladder.  Another limitation was 

the female participants’ tenure of 18.7 years because employees with varying tenure may 

behave differently in the actual workplace.  Female non-members with shorter tenure 

such as less than three years may have higher motivation to move up.   

The new framework provided corporate human resource professionals with a 

model to leverage and improve participation and membership for female affinity groups.  

Female affinity groups were not limited to training employees.  Companies can also use 

the new framework to educate employees and build awareness, shape organizational 

cultures, and thereby infuse diversity into workforces.  The intention for corporation 

human resource professionals was to use new framework in conjunction with the 

evidence-based recommendations in the following section.          
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Understanding an organization’s mission, vision, or purpose and the impact of 

societal shifts on an organization are critical steps to add diversity to an organization.  

Evidence-based recommendations were the second deliverable based on findings from 

this study for improving female affinity groups.  The recommendations were developed 

to provide action steps in a clear, succinct format for corporate human resource leaders in 

the financial services industry.  The recommendations to consider for female affinity 

groups were:   

• Focus programming on professional development and networking, 

• Provide opportunities to learn new skills and share best practices,  

• Offer presentations from leaders within and outside the organization, 

• Dedicate time at events to network informally,  

• Facilitate building new relationships through team building activities, 

• Develop programming to encourage bonding among members, 

• Establish a formal mentoring program to match junior level members with senior 

leaders, 

• Offer different time options for events/activities, 

• Gather data to measure employees’ potential sentiment of exclusion, 

• Develop and execute a marketing strategy,  

• Train employees that hire talent and update hiring policies, and  

• Develop metrics and communicate progress on goals/objectives 

Overall, the researcher recommends that human resource professionals in the 

financial services industry operating or considering starting a female affinity group 
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explore implementing the recommendations to create more effective female affinity 

groups.   

Support for the Solution 
 
 This Dissertation in Practice developed a theory of growth and development 

regarding the perceptions of female affinity groups.  The support for the solution 

originated from the data collected and analyzed from the participant interviews.  Details 

and support for the solution are below.  

 New female affinity group framework.  This study found participants valued the 

three values of professional development, building relationships, and meaningful 

experiences.  Nine of 12 participants, both members and non-members, indicated time 

was a challenge related to participation/membership.  Non-members were content with 

their careers, not seeking promotions, and not interested in membership in female affinity 

groups.  In comparison, members were looking to augment their professional skills or 

expand their networks by participating in female affinity groups, which intimated 

members were looking ultimately to advance in organizations.  These results supported 

the creation of a new female affinity group framework.        

 Focus programming on professional development and networking.  To ensure 

female affinity groups are hitting the mark for events and activities, the first 

recommendation was to focus programing on professional development and networking.  

The non-female affinity group literature suggested employees join for professional 

development and social interaction (Friedman & Craig, 2004).  Likewise, the participants 

illuminated the rationale for this recommendation by indicating they coveted these two 
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aspects from female affinity groups.  The goal of the focused programming is to prepare 

female leaders for advancement in the organization. 

 Provide opportunities to learn new skills and share best practices.  Corporate 

human resource leaders should create and deliver programs to help female affinity group 

members learn new skills and share best practices.  The delivery of the programs could be 

through forums, training, coaching, or mentoring.  To meet members’ needs, potential 

topics, based on participant narratives, are career navigation, leadership development, 

balancing agency and communion, how to get promoted, confidence building and 

assertiveness, gender bias awareness, building a network, leveraging your network to 

accomplish work, building relationships with senior executives, work/life balance, and 

family responsibilities.   

 Offer presentations from leaders within and outside the organization.  As part 

of the programming, the researcher suggests corporate human resource leaders offer a 

balance of presentations from successful leaders within the company as well as from 

those outside organizations.  The rationale is that participants learned by hearing stories 

from successful leaders around career navigation both internally specific to their shared 

organization and externally for a different point of view.  The leader’s stories should 

focus on their career experiences, best practices, advice, and wisdom.  Afterwards, a 

debrief session where attendees discuss and relate the leader’s story to their own should 

be conducted.  

 Dedicate time at events to network informally.  The study found participants 

placed a priority on building relationships across organizations and expanding their 

networks.  To facilitate networking, the researcher suggests dedicating time at events for 
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members to network informally.  The informal networking could be a dedicated area at 

the opening of an event with high top tables without chairs around them to facilitate 

discussions or time dedicated at an event where members are encouraged to engage 

others and refrain from checking emails and voicemails.  Participants desired 

opportunities to engage with senior leadership and informal networking allows for this 

type of happenstance to occur.   

 Facilitate building new relationships through team building activities.  The 

study’s results indicated a desire to network with people beyond whom they already 

know.  To facilitate the building of new relationships, female affinity groups should hold 

activities that enable members to network with new people.  At events, members could be 

required to sit with people whom they do not already know and share something 

personal.  Alternatively, a team exercise can be structured to organize with a requirement 

that teammates know less than a certain number of people on the team.  That way, female 

affinity group members develop a broader network of new people.   

 Develop programming to encourage bonding among members.  Participants 

wanted to develop relationships with deep bonds by sharing experiences.  The literature 

suggested women who are members of female affinity groups would have more bonds 

with other women (Friedman, Kane, & Cornfield, 1998).  To facilitate bonding, female 

affinity groups could offer informal meetings with dedicated topics such as juggling work 

and family or workplace challenges to create bonding among members.  Each attendee 

would have an opportunity to share their viewpoint, experiences, advice, and challenges 

regarding the topic.  To encourage open dialogue, the meetings should involve smaller 

informal groups of female affinity group members passionate about the cause of 
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advancing women in the workplace.  These informal meetings could include only women 

to ensure attendees are comfortable sharing or both genders.   

 Establish a formal mentoring program to match junior level members with 

senior leaders.  Participants desired access to senior leaders through female affinity 

groups, support, and mentors to guide them.  If a female affinity group does not offer a 

formal mentoring program, it should strongly consider adopting one by matching junior 

level members with senior leaders.  These senior leaders can provide guidance to mentees 

on navigating the organization or providing insight on a challenge a mentee encounters.  

In essence, a formal mentor program provides support and guidance to mentees.   

 Offer different time options for events/activities.  The new framework 

developed for this study highlighted the challenge of finding time to participate.  

Furthermore, female participants outlined the challenges of juggling work and family 

responsibilities.  To accommodate working-mothers, female affinity groups should offer 

times during work-days and evenings for events and activities.  This flexibility allows 

working-mothers to attend events that they might not otherwise. 

Gather data to measure employees’ potential sentiment of exclusion.  

Corporate human resource leaders aspire for motivated workforce and high morale for 

employees.  The potential for employees to feel excluded by female affinity groups was a 

finding of this study.  To monitor disenfranchisement, corporate human resource leaders 

should develop a measurement for employees’ potential feeling of exclusion.  An option 

is adding a question to employee satisfaction or engagement surveys. 

 Develop and execute a marketing strategy.  If a company has a marketing 

strategy for the female affinity group, the company should analyze the plan and adjust it 
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accordingly.  If a company does not have a marketing strategy, the company should 

develop one.  The plan should provide the goal of affinity group, to advance women to 

leadership as well as logic for the group’s existence, women have historically been 

discriminated against.  The plan should promote that programming focuses on 

professional development, networking, and high value experiences.  To encourage female 

non-members to join, the plan should highlight the opportunity to give back through 

mentoring and coaching junior employees.  It should also present the benefits of the 

inclusive nature, supportive aspects, gender equality, and diversity of thought and 

acknowledge the group is not trying to exclude employees and all employees are 

welcome.  The marketing plan should be communicated to all employees and the 

company can leverage the marketing content developed for a corporate intranet site.  

 Train employees that hire talent and update hiring policies.  The study found 

an organizational benefit to female affinity groups was an attraction and retention tool for 

female talent.  Similarly, the literature suggested female affinity groups would assist in 

the recruitment of new female talent (Arnold, 2006).  Employees who operate in a hiring 

capacity should be trained, if they are not already, to position the benefit to female 

candidates of joining and participating in female affinity groups.  This includes not only 

human resource staff working in talent acquisition but hiring managers outside of human 

resources.  In turn, the organizational hiring policies should be updated to include the 

female affinity groups as a benefit when interviewing female candidates. 

 Develop metrics and communicate progress on goals/objectives.  This study 

found female affinity groups fall short on communicating progress on goals/objectives.  

Companies may already be measuring the success of female affinity groups.  These 
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organizations should, if not already, begin to communicate the metrics to employees.  

Companies with female affinity groups, on the contrary, that do not have metrics in place 

should develop a measurement to track the number of females advancing to leadership.  

Once in place, the companies can communicate and provide employees with progress 

reports.  As a byproduct, downward trending metrics may signify areas for improvement.   

Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Solution 

Several stakeholders were related to the solution for this Dissertation in Practice.  

They include employees, government, owners, and customers as depicted in Figure 3.   

Figure 3 

Female Affinity Group Stakeholders 

 

Female 
Affinity
Groups

Employees

Owners

Customers

Government



PERCEPTIONS OF FEMALE AFFINITY GROUPS  
 
 

92 

 Employees in the financial services industry were stakeholders who benefited by 

the solution and comprised (a) corporate human resource leaders, (b) senior leaders, (c) 

members of female affinity groups, and (d) non-members of female affinity groups.  A 

primary stakeholder was corporate human resource professionals.  Subsequent to the 

publishing of this study, the researcher will communicate the findings to these 

stakeholders through networking and business development.  A possible impediment to 

the implementation of the solution for this study is the ability for the researcher to 

influence and persuade these human resource leaders to adopt the solution.  Stated 

differently, inertia may motivate these leaders to apathy.  Another possible impediment is 

corporate human resource leaders may lack the support of their organizations.  Yet, 

corporate human resource leaders desire a motivated and engaged workforce.  Thus, these 

corporate human resource leaders have a vested-interest in improving the operations of 

female affinity groups and would most likely serve as advocates for the Dissertation in 

Practice solution.   

Senior leaders are employees at the top of the financial services companies, and, 

more than likely, aware of the shortage of female leaders at the top of financial services 

industry.  Senior leaders, however, may not see the benefit of making the changes or 

competing business priorities may take precedence.  Case studies with evidence of a 

female affinity group’s success in developing the next generation of female leaders, the 

cost savings from projected reduced turnover, or improvement of overall employee job 

satisfaction or engagement would help make the argument to these senior leaders.   

The remaining employees categorized as either members or non-members of 

female affinity groups.  Members of female affinity groups would most likely embrace 
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the changes.  Conversely, non-members would most likely have indifference for the 

changes.   

Customers of financial services firms were another stakeholder related to the 

solution.  By implementing the solution, financial services firms demonstrate a 

commitment to the advancement of women and thereby are more attractive to female 

clients and position companies to increase revenue.   

Owners of financial services firms were stakeholders.  The owners, public or 

private, seek a return on their investments and tend not get involved in the day-to-day 

operations of companies.  Owners, however, should care if disenfranchised employees 

engage in deviant workplace behaviors and impact profits.        

Finally, the United States Government was a stakeholder.  The Equal 

Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) enforces federal laws around illegal 

discrimination of hiring employees based on sex or gender (Equal Employment 

Opportunity Commission website, n.d.).  As employees receive promotions or obtain 

employment in financial services industry, the EEOC is responsible for enforcing the 

anti-discrimination employment laws based on gender.  Other regulatory bodies such as 

the Securities Exchange Commission, Office of the Comptroller of the Currency, The 

Federal Reserve, and the insurance regulators for each state were also stakeholders. 

Policies Influencing the Proposed Solution.  The human resource policies 

associated with female affinity groups and the hiring of personnel could be impacted by 

this study.  The female affinity group policies are the procedures that govern the 

operation of female affinity groups by corporations.  Personnel policies outline the 

procedures for the recruitment of potential employees to organizations.  Corporate human 
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resource leaders should assess the potential changes to these policies and procedures by 

comparing the current versions to any changes made emanating from this study’s 

recommendations.  

Potential Barriers and Obstacles to Proposed Solution.  Resistance, as stated 

before, could come from top management of financial services companies.  Another 

potential barrier is the employees of the companies who may resist the changes.  Finally, 

companies may have competing business priorities or an unwillingness to make the 

required financial commitments.  

Financial Issues Related to Proposed Solution.  Fees for speakers from outside 

companies are a financial cost to consider.  Other potential financial outlays are 

developing the metrics for measuring the goals, creating the marketing plan, training 

employees who interview candidates about any hiring policy changes, and updating the 

corporate intranet website.  Finally, the opportunity cost of having employees away from 

work while attending events or activities could impact productivity.  Corporate human 

resource leaders should position the benefit of improving female affinity groups and 

helping females to advance versus the costs to overcome any financial concerns.  

Change Theory.  Organizational change theory associated with this Dissertation 

in Practice study.  Burke (2011) described evolutionary changes as incremental steps to 

fix a problem or change part of a system.  The solution for this study categorizes as 

evolutionary because the recommended changes were improvements to a larger system of 

female affinity groups already in place.  Lewin (1958) supplied three steps for how 

change happens as (a) unfreezing, (b) changing, and (c) refreezing.  Applying Lewin’s 

(1958) steps to this study’s solution, the corporate human resource leader should use a 
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deliberative change process, including (a) unfreezing the organization by communicating 

the need for the changes to the female affinity group, (b) making the changes, and (c) 

refreezing by transitioning the organization where the changes become the norm.  

Implementation of the Proposed Solution 

 The researcher will implement the framework and evidence-based 

recommendations for female affinity groups developed in this Dissertation in Practice as 

part of his coaching and consulting practice.  The researcher’s coaching niche is 

executives working for financial services corporations.  The researcher will leverage the 

solution, a new framework and recommendations, for female affinity groups when 

coaching female executives in financial services.  

To raise awareness, the researcher will utilize the solution from this study to build 

rapport with corporate human resource leaders as a tool to educate.  In turn, corporate 

human resource leaders would implement the solution presented in this Dissertation in 

Practice study.  If the corporate human resource leader is the highest-ranking employee in 

the department, the corporate human resource leader should influence and persuade the 

company’s executive team.  If the corporate human resource leader is not the highest-

ranking human resource employee, the corporate human resource leader should obtain 

buy-in from the highest-ranking human resource employee who, in turn, would influence 

and persuade the executive team.        

Factors and Stakeholders Related to the Implementation of the Solution 

 Commitment from a bevy of stakeholders is necessary to implement the proposed 

solution for this Dissertation in Practice.  The corporate human resource leaders are the 

change agents (Rogers, 2003) for the solution.  These leaders must champion the 
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changes, convince other employees to follow their vision for improving female affinity 

groups, and bear ultimate responsibility for the solution’s implementation.  To ensure 

success, these leaders must use logic and emotion to influence and persuade the decision 

makers to proceed with the changes.  Rogers (2003) subscribed that opinion leaders 

informally influenced an individual’s behavior to promulgate adoption to reach critical 

mass, after which diffusion becomes self-sustaining.  Once the leaders secure approval 

for the solution, corporate human resource leaders should enlist members viewed as 

leaders of female affinity groups by peers to serve as opinion leaders (Rogers, 2003) and 

increase the probability of success for adoption by employees.  Corporate human 

resource leaders should develop a steering committee of these change agents to glean 

input and feedback from employees before and during implementation and thereafter. 

A Leader’s Role in Implementing Proposed Solution.  Corporate human 

resource leaders typically have oversight of the operations of female affinity groups.  

Therefore, the corporate human resource leader’s role is leading the change in the 

implementation of the solution.  These leaders are optimists who help employees see the 

benefits to implementation.  The leaders are also vocal advocates, supporters of the 

change, and perform well under pressure.  As the typical nature of projects, corporate 

human resource leaders should anticipate challenges during implementation and the 

leader’s role is to provide clarity to followers during possible chaos.  These corporate 

human resource leaders should be equipped to assess their organization’s culture and 

develop a strategy for implementing the solution based on the assessment.  However, the 

corporate human resource leaders must be flexible and adjust the strategy as 

implementation evolves.     
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Building Support for the Proposed Solution.  Successful leaders understand the 

need to obtain buy-in from employees.  Corporate human resources leaders inspire by 

communicating a compelling vision of success for employees to follow.  Corporate 

human resource leaders should anticipate objections from employees to the changes.  

Compared to highly engaged employees, employees who feel excluded are more likely to 

object because their morale, in theory, is lower.  To develop risk awareness, a list of 

unintended consequences and strategies for mitigation should be documented.  Corporate 

human resource leaders should also enlist support from top senior leaders in their 

organizations and request these executives serve as exemplars.  A lack of support from 

top management may slow the rate of adoption for this project.   

Rogers (2003) suggested targeting esteemed individuals in the system’s hierarchy 

to reach critical mass.  To garner support for the solution and lessen potential resistance, 

corporate human resource leaders should seek potential early adopters who are influential 

with their work peers and can influence others to embrace the changes.  Members of 

female affinity groups who are viewed by peers as influential should be identified and 

recruited to build support for the solution.  Prior to implementation, these opinion leaders 

(Rogers, 2013) are leveraged to garner feedback regarding the solution and suggestions 

for implementation.   

A targeted strategy for communicating a change is critical to the success of 

diffusion (Rogers, 2013).  Similarly, corporate human resource leaders should develop a 

communication plan for this project and employ a strategy for communicating the need 

for the changes by leveraging opinion leaders (Rogers, 2013) to influence other members.  
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Once implementation is complete, corporate human resource leaders should measure 

adoption of the changes and develop strategies to address resistors.         

Global / External Implications for the Industry.  The setting for this 

Dissertation in Practice focused on the financial services industry.  The broader context is 

corporations operating across all industries.  If the financial services industry improves 

the operations of female affinity groups, other industries may take notice and consider 

making changes to their female affinity groups.  Other implications of potential female 

affinity group improvements would be positive press for the financial services industry, 

which could lead to increased customers and sales.   

Evaluation and Timeline for Implementation and Assessment 

 As alluded to in the recommendations for female affinity groups for this 

Dissertation in Practice study, a critical measure of success for the implementation of the 

solution for this study is the number of females advancing to leadership.  Post 

implementation, corporate human resource leaders should assess the progress in 

advancing women to leadership to determine the success of the solution.  Secondary 

measures are employee satisfaction/engagement and the exclusionary measure suggested 

in this study’s recommendations.  Corporate human resource leaders should analyze and 

monitor these secondary measures for significant negative or positive fluctuations.  

Ideally, the measurements are functional three months prior to implementing the female 

affinity groups solution to provide a baseline.  Therefore, a company should prioritize the 

measurements if it does not already have them in place. 
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Implications 

This study had implications for both practice and research.  The findings have 

practical implications for corporate human resource professionals who are responsible for 

female affinity groups.  The study also has implications for future research and leadership 

practice and theory. 

Practical Implications 

 Human capital is an organization’s competitive advantage.  This Dissertation in 

Practice study yielded practical implications for corporate human resource leaders in the 

financial services industry.  The study advanced the human resources field by creating a 

new framework and evidence-based recommendations for these leaders to improve 

female affinity groups.  Corporate human resource leaders can utilize the framework to 

focus programming on professional development and building relationships and 

understanding members/non-members’ motivations for joining/participating in female 

affinity groups related to time and advancement in making decisions on how to best 

utilize and structure these groups.  The study captured differing views of female affinity 

groups including males, females, members, and non-members.  Overall, employees had 

positive perceptions of female affinity groups.  A finding was that female affinity groups 

help employees feel supported.  An implication was that employees who feel supported 

have higher job satisfaction and employee engagement and the individual is less likely to 

leave the organization, which reduces turnover and saves corporate money.  The study, 

however, uncovered potential exclusionary aspects of employees and the need to measure 

and communicate the progress of advancing women to leadership.  Corporate human 

resource leaders aspire to employ a motivated workforce with high morale and should 
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weigh the benefits such as progress of female advancement or attraction and development 

of female talent versus the drawbacks such as the exclusion potential or lack of progress 

for female advancement.  As society evolves to an androgynous leadership style (Koenig 

et al., 2011), female affinity groups may morph, similar to Deloitte’s aforementioned 

movement to diversity councils (Green, 2017), or even cease to exist.  Corporate human 

resource leaders should continuously analyze the fit of female affinity groups for their 

organizations.             

Implications for Future Research 

 This Dissertation in Practice study illuminated multiple areas for further research.  

To build upon this study’s findings, an open question was the explicit confirmation from 

members that they joined female affinity groups for promotions.  A future study using a 

qualitative method could ask members if their motivation for joining female affinity 

groups was to obtain a promotion.  The participants for this study had an average job 

tenure either with their companies or within the financial services industry of 17.2 years.  

A future study could use participants with shorter or longer average tenure.  This study 

focused on the financial services industry and a future study may use a different industry 

such as technology to examine female affinity groups.  The number employed in 

computer and mathematical occupations was 3,879,000 with 979,000 women and 

2,900,000 men (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2015).  Another area of future research 

is building upon the qualitative method of this study by utilizing a quantitative method.  

Possible variables are participation, time, professional development, networking, 

meaningful experiences, or exclusion.  With the diversification of the United States 

population, diversity and inclusion has become a contemporary issue.  Companies utilize 
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affinity groups to help in the attraction and retention of diverse candidates.  A future 

study could examine the impact affinity groups have on improving the representation of 

diverse employees in corporations.   

Implications for Leadership Theory and Practice 

 The implications for this Dissertation in Practice study related to leadership 

theory and practice centered on women in leadership.  The financial services industry had 

underrepresentation of female leadership at the top (Miller & Tucker, 2013).  Similarly, 

this study found that employees perceived a shortage of female leaders at the top of their 

organizations.  To overcome obstacles in the workplace, Eagly and Carli (2007) 

suggested two principles for women aspiring to leadership of blending agency with 

communion and building social capital.  Communal associations were friendliness, 

affection, helpfulness, kindness, gentleness, and soft-spokenness and agentic associations 

were assertion, control, aggressiveness, self-confidence, and forcefulness.  Evidence of 

Eagly and Carli’s (2007) principle of blending agency with communion was alluded to 

during an interview with a female member of a female affinity group.  The study also 

found aspirations for building leadership skills and confidence of females through female 

affinity groups.  An implication was that female affinity groups help female members 

develop and grow their leadership skills and increase their confidence to reach for career 

opportunities they might otherwise.      

Applying Eagly and Carli’s (2007) second principle of building social capital, the 

study found female affinity groups helped women build relationships with senior leaders 

and across their organizations with colleagues.  An implication was that female affinity 
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groups help female members augment their networks and position them well for 

promotions. 

Eagly and Carli (2007) provided family responsibilities as an obstacle because 

working-women typically balanced their roles between work and family.  As illustration, 

married women did approximately 2.1 hours per week of childcare and 1.7 hours per 

week of housework for every hour a man does per week (Eagly & Carli, 2007).  Although 

female affinity groups afforded women multiple benefits, this study found members were 

challenged to find time to participate in female affinity groups and working-mothers 

juggled family responsibilities with work responsibilities.  An implication was that family 

responsibilities were related to women’s challenge to find time to participate.  To 

participate in female affinity groups, working-mothers should assess their life 

responsibilities and see where they can get additional help.     

Summary of the Study 

 Female affinity groups are a tool organizations can utilize to overcome women’s 

challenges on the path to leadership and develop the next generation of female leaders.  

The scholarly literature specific to female affinity groups was limited and primarily 

descriptive in nature.  This Dissertation in Practice study sought to understand 

employees’ perceptions of female affinity groups in large corporations in the financial 

services industry.  Using a grounded theory approach using qualitative methods, the 

researcher conducted interviews to collect data.  Based on the data analyzed, a theme or 

theory of growth and development and three categories emerged related to how female 

affinity groups prepare female leaders by (a) enhancing professional development, (b) 

building relationships for support, and (c) gaining, rich meaningful experiences.  The 
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study yielded practical implications for corporate human resource leaders in the financial 

services industry by creating a new framework and evidence-based recommendations for 

these leaders to increase the effectiveness of female affinity groups.  The researcher will 

implement the solution as part of his consulting and coaching practice by leveraging the 

new framework and recommendations when coaching female executives in financial 

services.  The researcher will also utilize the new framework and recommendations to 

raise awareness with his clients, corporate human resource leaders who, in turn, would 

implement the solution.  Corporate human resource leaders can utilize the new 

framework to focus programming on professional development and building relationships 

and understanding members/non-members motivations for joining/participating in female 

affinity groups related to time and advancement in making decisions how best to utilize 

and structure these groups.  Separately, corporate human resource leaders should review 

and consider the recommendations to improve employee experiences with female affinity 

groups.  Finally, an implication of the study was corporate human resource leaders should 

continuously analyze the fit of female affinity groups for their organizations.                 
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Appendix A 

Participant Recruitment Email 

<Date> 
 
Dear Potential Research Participant, 
 
I am a doctoral student in the Interdisciplinary Doctoral Program in Leadership at 
Creighton University.  I am currently working on my dissertation titled “Employees’ 
Perceptions of Female Affinity Groups.”  I would like to invite you to be a participant in 
this research study by agreeing to be interviewed.  
  
My plan is to interview managers with three years work experience in financial services 
companies.  During the interview, I will ask questions about your perceptions of female 
affinity groups.  I expect the interview will take no more than one hour to complete.  
Each interview will be recorded and then transcribed by a professional service.  If 
requested, a copy of the transcript will be made available for you.  In some cases, a 
follow-up call with you may be requested to clarify responses or gather additional data.  
Please know that your confidentiality and anonymity are assured throughout this study. 
      
Your participation in the study is completely voluntary and you are under no obligation to 
participate.  Should you choose to participate, please let me know as soon as possible of 
your interest.  I am available if you have any questions regarding the study.  Thank you in 
advance for your time. 
 
Regards, 
 
Peter Gabriel, EdD Candidate 
Creighton University 
484-467-3300 
petergabriel@creighton.edu 
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Appendix B 

Participant Email 

<Date> 
 
 
Dear Participant 
 
I am a doctoral student Creighton University’s Doctoral Program in Leadership.  I am 
currently working on my dissertation and would like to invite you to be a participant in 
the study.   
 
This is a research study.  Please take your time in deciding if you would like to 
participate.  Please feel free to ask questions at any time.   
 
The purpose of this study is to learn more about how employees’ perceive female affinity 
groups in corporation in the financial services industry.  You are being invited to 
participate in this study because you are currently employed at a financial services 
company.   
 
DESCRIPTION OF PROCEDURES  
If you agree to participate in this study, your participation will consist of a 1-hour 
interview as well as 30 minutes to confirm the accuracy of the transcript of the interview. 
 
During the study you may expect the following study procedures to be followed:  I will 
schedule a time to conduct the interview.  The interview will be conducted over the 
telephone.  During the 1-hour interview, I will ask you a series of questions and with your 
permission, will record the interview using conference calling recording software.  The 
audio file will then be transcribed into a written format by a third party.  The original 
audio file will be maintained by me, the principal investigator and erased 3 years 
following my dissertation defense.  After the initial interview, I may come back to you to 
clarify comments or to request additional information.  Preliminary results of the study 
will be provided to you for your feedback.   
 
PARTICIPANT RIGHTS  
Your participation in this study is completely voluntary and you may refuse to participate 
or leave the study at any time.  If you decide not to participate in the study or leave the 
study early, it will not result in any penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise 
entitled. 
   
RISKS  
While participating in this study you may experience the following risks:  There are not 
foreseeable risks from participating in this study. 
 
BENEFITS  
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If you decide to participate in this study there may be a benefit to you in that the study 
may bring to light your perceptions of female affinity groups that were not previously 
considered.  It is hoped that the information gained in this study will benefit society by 
bringing to light the need to examine female affinity group practices. 
 
CONFIDENTIALITY 
Records identifying participants will be kept confidential to the extent permitted by 
applicable laws and regulations and will not be made publicly available.  However, 
federal government regulatory agencies, auditing departments of Creighton University, 
and the Institutional Review Board (a committee that reviews and approves human 
subject research studies) may inspect and/or copy your records for quality assurance and 
data analysis.  These records will contain no private information.   
 
To ensure confidentiality to the extent permitted by law, the following measures will be 
taken:  A pseudonym, or fictitious name will be assigned and emailed to you prior to the 
interview and used during the interview to ensure protection of your identity and it will 
also be used during the transcription process and in the final reporting process.  I will 
have a key linking your real name to your pseudonym, which will be kept in a password 
protected computer file, accessible only by me.  I will maintain this key file for a period 
of 3 years after my dissertation completion at which time it will be deleted from my hard 
drive.  Your real name and any identifying information will not appear in any supporting 
documents of this study and if the results are published, your identity will remain 
confidential as well.    
 
COSTS AND COMPENSATION 
You will not have any costs from participating in this study and you will not be 
compensated for participating in this study. 
 
BILL OF RIGHTS 
As a participant in a research study, you have certain rights.  Please see attached 
document for these rights. 
<Attachment> 
 
QUESTIONS OR PROBLEMS 
You are encouraged to ask questions at any time during this study.  

• For further information about the study, contact me at (484) 467-3300, 
petergabriel@creighton.edu. 

• If you have any questions about the rights of research subjects, please contact 
Creighton University’s Institutional Review Board at 402-280-2126.  

 
Should you choose to participate, please let me know of your interest.  If you are 
available for an interview, please provide some convenient times to schedule an 
interview.   
 
Sincerely 
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Peter Gabriel 
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Appendix C 

Bill of Rights for Research Participants 
 
As a participant in a research study, you have the right: 

1. To have enough time to decide whether or not to be in the research study, and to 
make that decision without any pressure from the people who are conducting the 
research.  

2. To refuse to be in the study at all, or to stop participating at any time after you 
begin the study. 

3. To be told what the study is trying to find out, what will happen to you, and what 
you will be asked to do if you are in the study. 

4. To be told about the reasonably foreseeable risks of being in the study. 

5. To be told about the possible benefits of being in the study. 

6. To be told whether there are any costs associated with being in the study and 
whether you will be compensated for participating in the study. 

7. To be told who will have access to information collected about you and how your 
confidentiality will be protected. 

8. To be told whom to contact with questions about the research, about research-
related injury, and about your rights as a research subject. 

9. If the study involves treatment or therapy: 

a. To be told about the other non-research treatment choices you have. 

b. To be told where treatment is available should you have a research-related 
injury, and who will pay for research-related treatment.  
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Appendix D 

Interview Protocol for Members 

Interview Protocol:  Members’ Perceptions of Female Affinity Groups 
Time of Interview: 
Date: 
Place: 
Interviewer: Peter Gabriel 
Interviewee: 
Position of Interviewee: 
 
(Hello, my name is Peter Gabriel.  I am a doctoral student conducting research for my 
dissertation.  Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed for this research project on 
female affinity groups. I want to remind you that your comments will remain 
confidential and anonymous. Your participation in this interview is voluntary and you 
may refuse to participate or leave the study at any time.  The interview is being 
recorded.  If you would like to move forward, please indicate your approval to record 
the call by saying yes.  We can take a break at any time and please feel free to ask if 
you have any questions during our time together. I want to confirm you received the 
pseudonym I emailed to use for this call?) 
 
Preliminary interview questions for participants who are members of female affinity 
groups: 

1. Does your company have affinity groups for specific populations?  Does your 
company have gender specific affinity groups? 

 
 

2. Describe your company’s female affinity group.  What are the goals of the 
female affinity group? 

 
 
3. What are your perceptions about female affinity groups?  What do you 

like/dislike about female affinity groups? 
 

 
4. What made you join? 

 
 

5. What are the benefits to the company of a female affinity group?  What are the 
downsides to the company of a female affinity group? 
 
 

6. What are the benefits to members of female affinity groups?  What are the 
downsides to members of female affinity groups? 
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7. If you could change one thing about female affinity groups, what would you 

change and why? 
 
 

8. If there is something more you would like to add about female affinity groups 
that I have not asked, please describe that for me. 

Additional questions for depth and breadth to the above questions: 
Would you expound on that? 
Tell me more. 
How would you describe that in a different way? 
I would like to hear more about that. 
Would you clarify that for me? 
What was the effect of that incident? 
What were the consequences? 
What was your reaction to that behavior? 
Take me through your thought processes during that time. 

 
Field Notes 

 
Length of activity: 

 
Description Reflective Notes 
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Appendix E 

Interview Protocol for Non-members 

Interview Protocol:  Nonmembers’ Perceptions of Female Affinity Groups 
Time of Interview: 
Date: 
Place: 
Interviewer:  Peter Gabriel 
Interviewee: 
Position of Interviewee: 
 
(Hello, my name is Peter Gabriel.  I am a doctoral student conducting research for my 
dissertation.  Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed for this research project on 
female affinity groups. I want to remind you that your comments will remain 
confidential and anonymous. Your participation in this interview is voluntary and you 
may refuse to participate or leave the study at any time.  This interview is being 
recorded.  If you would like to move forward, please indicate your approval to record 
the call by saying yes.  We can take a break at any time and please feel free to ask if 
you have any questions during our time together. I want to confirm you received the 
pseudonym I emailed to use for this call?) 
 
Preliminary interview questions for participants who are nonmembers of female 
affinity groups: 

1. Tell me what you know about your company’s female affinity group. 
 
 

2. What are your perceptions about female affinity groups?  What do you 
like/dislike about female affinity groups? 
 

 
3. Why haven’t you joined?  What would have to change for you to join? 

 
 

4. What are the benefits to the company of a female affinity group?  What are the 
downsides to the company of a female affinity group? 
 
 

5. If there is something more you would like to add about female affinity groups 
that I have not asked, please describe that for me. 

 
Additional questions for depth and breadth to the above questions: 
Would you expound on that? 
Tell me more. 
How would you describe that in a different way? 
I would like to hear more about that. 
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Would you clarify that for me? 
What was the effect of that incident? 
What were the consequences? 
What was your reaction to that behavior? 
Take me through your thought processes during that time. 

 
 

Field Notes 
 

Length of activity: 
 

Description Reflective Notes 
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Appendix F 

Creighton University IRB Exempt Status Letter 

 


	Bill of Rights for Research Participants



