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Abstract

We evaluated impact of employees’ participation in an employee resource group (ERG) on their soft skills learning
and development and proposed a tool for assessing competence development that is often difficult to quantify.

ERG has a positive effect on soft skills development, however certain soft skills do not develop in the interaction
between management and new employees. Some soft skills require focused and organized learning.

The role of ERG stretches beyond integration of new employees only. We propose a multidimensional paradigm
where the management and organizational culture are considered as the object of development and new employees
facilitate this process.
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1. Introduction

The dynamics of the modern world has increased dramatically over the past few decades, mainly due to the
availability of telecommunication facilities, internet, and affordable transportation options. Digitalization and
globalization processes seem to be self-accelerated and spread all over the globe, influencing almost every aspect of
the way we live, work, study or make business.

Globalization has left a significant footprint on the way companies nowadays hire, develop and retain talent.
Organizations are no longer bound to searching for the top hires in the local markets. On the other hand, future
employees look for a good match for their skills and opportunities globally, making the entire job market a vivid and
dynamic entity. Due to rapid changes in the labor market and technical progress, the employers begin to look for a
skillset matching contemporary requirements and the business reality.

McKinsey&Company reports that the skillset required in the workplace has fundamentally changed due to technical
progress and innovation (Bughin et al. 2018). They point out to a mismatch between the skills the workforce offers,
and the ones companies are looking for. Technical skills and basic digital skills are one specific area of mismatch.

Despite continuous demand of organizations for high-quality technical skills among the personnel, there is a growing
interest in soft skills, which are vital for employees to be able to work in a team, communicate and develop. To retain
the talent and foster employee development, large organizations establish internal networks. Their mission is to help
employees identify opportunities and provide means for developing soft skills required for professional and personal
growth as well as for enhancing performance and efficiency.

According to the forecast by Deloitte (Deloitte 2017), soft-skill intensive jobs will account for two-thirds of all jobs
by 2030, compared to half of all jobs in the year 2000.

Despite a wide spread of virtual trainings and educational videos available on different internet platforms,
educational systems lack proper programs teaching soft skills and competencies (Bennett, Dunne and Carr€1999).
On the other hand, while there is a number of research studies showing a strong role and valuable contribution of the
employee resource groups (ERG) in learning and development of employees, the influence of ERGs and their
activity on the development and fostering of soft skills relevant to the organization appears to be underinvestigated,
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hence featuring a very interesting and useful field of research.

This study is dedicated to exploring and evaluating the role of an ERG in a global organization on the soft skills
learning and development of new employees. The research findings may be useful to understand the impact of ERGs
on employee development, organizational culture and interactions with management. Our research also provides an
empirical tool for assessment of competences that can be applied in a broad range of organizations. The research
represents a case study using both a quantitative and a qualitative research approach, i.e. a mixed-method approach.

2. The Case Organization and Competency Areas of Soft Skills Relevant for It

The case study was performed on the employee resource group (ERG) “Young Professionals” representing one
ERGs in the global organization (> 10 000 employees worldwide). The mission of the ERG is to help new employees
become aware of the company’s culture, support and facilitate the knowledge transfer and widen the network for
new employees to enable delivering results.

There are several areas of focus for the ERG that form its strategic objective. Soft skills development per se is not
directly mentioned in the ERG’s mission and its strategic objectives.

Broadly, there are four competency areas of soft skills, which are relevant to the case organization:
1) Teamwork
2) Leadership and/or Proactiveness
3) Innovation
4) Customer Orientation and Focus
3. Literature Review
3.1 Soft Skills — Definition and Rationale Behind Continuous Demand

While the meaning of “technical skills” or “hard skills” appears to be intuitively clear and refer to the ability of an
individual to perform certain well-defined tasks or solve problems, the situation with soft skills is more complex and
requires additional input and clarification of the context.

According to a recent Deloitte report (Deloitte 2017), even though non-technical skills have become widely
acknowledged as important for deliverables in addition to traditional technical (hard) skills, there is no universal
definition of what soft skills mean. The European project on skills, competencies, qualifications and occupations
(ESCO) sub-categorizes skills in two groups: skills specific for the job (hard skills) and transversal i.e. soft skills
(ESCO 2020).

Soft skills allow people and organizations to progress and to achieve better results through the diverse ways of
thinking and acting. They are often viewed as a combination of social (people) skills, communication skills, the
ability to integrate and network, social and emotional intelligence (EQ) among others. Soft skills are considered
personal attributes and abilities, which an individual has from the moment of birth, and scholars agree that soft skills
are not easy to define (Bastos, Schleutker and Azevedo 2018; Gilbert et al. 2004; Grugulis and Vincent 2009). Often
soft skills are viewed as complimentary to hard skills helping people to achieve higher performance and
professionality (Rukshar and Smrutihara 2012), (De Villiers 2010).

To some extent, soft skills are considered to be circumstance-specific and locally relevant due to particular demand
in the soft skills set by employers (Grugulis and Vincent 2009). However, there is growing evidence that soft skills
are transferrable and can be applied across multiple job sectors (Robles 2012).

One of the main differences between technical and soft skills is measurability. While technical skills can be assessed
quantitatively, the evaluation of soft skills is more complex and subjective due to their intangible nature. On the
other hand, cultural aspects (Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov 2010), differences in traditions and education may
further complicate well-defined assessment of soft skills.

Recent decades demonstrate a growing demand by companies for soft skills (Teichler 1999). It is not surprising,
given the ongoing globalization and innovation processes, which have increased the number of multi-cultural and
cross-functional teams where there is an elevated demand for soft skills i.e. communication, interpersonal skills,
emotional intelligence and others.

A report by Deloitte (Deloitte 2017) corroborates the importance of soft skills for business development. According
to the forecast, soft skill intensive jobs will account for two-thirds of all jobs by 2030, compared to half of all jobs in
the year 2000. In addition, the number of jobs in soft-skill intensive occupations is expected to grow at a 2.5 times
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higher rate than in the other occupancies. Thus, there is a clearly growing demand for soft skills projected for the
near future.

Every job announcement published today either on a company website or in a specialized platform such as LinkedIn
includes a decent number of requirements for soft skills. Another observation is that the proportion of soft skills
required for the job prevails over technical skills for the managerial and executive job families, indicating that the
soft skills is an inevitable part for people on the managerial track (Varis, Majaniemi and Wilderom 2018).

The growing demand for soft skills gives rise to various training programs and educational institutions aiming at
teaching and development of soft skills of individuals at different levels of experience. Despite the wide spread of
virtual trainings, educational videos available on different internet platforms, educational systems lack proper
programs teaching soft skills and competencies (Bennett, Dunne and Carré&1999). Thus, Andrews and Higson point
out to the education system enforced challenges which graduates experience when entering the labor market and
trying to meet the needs of employers (Andrews and Higson 2008). Another study performed among Dutch higher
education graduates revealed that technical competencies positively impacted the chances of graduates to match the
job within the own professional domain, while non-technical competencies (soft skills) increased the chances of
getting job and training opportunities also outside the own domain (Heijke, Meng and Ris 2003).

Cimatti emphasizes the important role of soft skills for the success of organizations and enterprises (Cimatti 2016).
While an individual plays a fundamental role in the soft skill development, it is suggested that soft skills must be
taught all the way from primary school and even before that within the family.

Many institutions begin to introduce pilot programs specifically focusing on addressing the gaps in acquiring
developing business and soft skills. Bastos, Schleutker and Azevedo point out to the importance of soft skills for
communication and adaptation as well as for employability reasons (Bastos, Schleutker and Azevedo 2018).

Richardi and Emanuel echo on the equal importance of soft skills as specific technical skills in today’s labor market
(Ricchiardi and Emanuel 2018). A program for theoretical and methodological reflection about soft skills’
assessment was introduced in the University of Turin.

A report from McKinsey&Company (Mourshed, Patel and Suder 2014) on the challenges of youth in Europe getting
into the labor market also emphasizes gaps in the current education-to-employment path. Building the right skills is
considered as one of the main roadblocks in finding a suitable job. More specifically, the report stresses that young
people are often lacking a sufficient set of soft skills and that employers report on a shortage of soft skills such as
spoken communication and work ethics. The challenge is that employers and providers do not work together to
minimize the gaps.

Similar thoughts are presented by Tulgan in his book, where he elaborates on the importance of soft skills for
successful employment of youth and points out to a growing gap in soft skill demand and offer (Tulgan 2015).

A thorough study on the situation regarding demand of soft skills from employers and ability of the employees to
fulfil such demand was conducted by Schleutker, Caggiano and Coluzzi in the European labor market (Schleutker et
al. 2019). In the study involving 64 managers, it has been reported that the significance of soft skills to employers
seemed to vary depending on the working environment as well as the field. The authors conclude that for efficient
soft skills training a classification needs to be developed and validated and a more targeted array of soft skills with
respect to the labor market needs to be designed and implemented.

3.2 Soft Skills Used in This Research

Since there are various classifications for soft skills available in the academic literature, we have decided to use the
soft skill list and classification in accordance with European Skills/Competencies, qualifications and occupations
(ESCO): https://ec.europa.eu/esco/portal/skill

This classification has been applied by Schleutker et al. in the soft skills study conducted for the European Labor
Market (Schleutker et al. 2019).

The classification has been updated with soft skills relevant to the case organization and modified in accordance with
the research objectives of this study. The classification of the soft skills with a brief description of each skill is shown
in Table 1.
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Table 1. Classification of soft skills used in this study

Category Soft skill

Self-control and confidence

Personal management Commitment to the organization

Management of change

Communication skills

Empathy / Emotional Intelligence

Influence . .
Networking skills
Customer Orientation
o Use of knowledge
Thinking — i
Strategic orientation
People management
Team management Work in team
Intercultural skill
o Integration into the company
Navigation

Knowledge of company’s structure

. . Initiative
Goal Orientation

Planning and organizing

3.3 Employee Resource Groups (ERG) as Platform for Employee Learning and Development

Many organizations have established employee groups, unions and networks that at the end have different missions
and goals. In literature, a term “employee resource group” or ERG is often used (in earlier studies the term “affinity
groups” was frequently used (Douglas 2008; Welbourne, Rolf and Schlachter 2015)). ERGs can be social cause
oriented (e.g. environmental views), professional oriented (e.g. engineers) or attribute oriented (origin (McPhee et al.
2017), gender, sexual orientation etc.) (Welbourne and McLaughlin 2013). ERGs have been playing an important
role in addressing the physical and psychological safety of employees, especially of those which belong to more
vulnerable minorities prone to prejudice, for example LGBT (McNulty et al. 2018). Within organizations, such
groups exist to represent and promote interests of their members that in the professional world are related to
development, career opportunities and fair treatment. ERG were also shown to promote inclusion practices in the
organizations (Schmidt et al. 2012).

The employee resource groups may be viewed as a platform for cultivating and fostering inclusion practices as well
as for developing soft skills in the workforce through which the best inclusive performance can be achieved.

A research study by Welbourne and McLaughlin showed a prominent role of the ERGs in the improvement of
organizational performance (Welbourne and McLaughlin 2013). The ERGs were shown to provide employees with
an engaging and fulfilling work experience, thus positively influencing productivity and efficiency of the workforce.
Interestingly, The drive for success created within certain ERGs encouraged leadership to use this potential for the
organization beyond the ERG’s scope, thus demonstrating inside out impact of the ERG on the business that
continues to grow (Welbourne, Rolf and Schlachter 2015).

Employees tend to join ERGs when seeking for new opportunities and to connect with the peers and leadership for
learning and developing purposes as reported by Friedman and Craig (Friedman and Craig 2004). Learning can
occur though formal activities and events, for example, leadership sessions, cultural events and speaker series.
Additional learning activities include lunches, presentations, informational stands, and helping the personnel in
developing inclusion (Colgan and McKearney 2012). According to Githens, ERGs organize and facilitate diversity
education sessions and members can see how diversity is connected to the organizational development activities
(Githens 2012).

A recent research by Green highlights that ERGs facilitate learning and development activities within the
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organizations (Green Wendy 2018). It has been reported that ERGs can act as internal advocates, promote
networking and facilitate professional development and learning opportunities. ERGs can provide formal and
informal learning opportunities. The customization of formal learning up to member interests can result in more
efficacious experiences. On the other hand, the informal learning is essential to manage the organizational culture,
and the unwritten norms in the company can help retain employees and promote their career development. In
addition to the educational and developmental role, ERGs were shown to help companies reduce the workforce
attrition and retain minority employees (Friedman and Holtom 2002).

Benefits from participation in the ERGs range from skill development to developing a better understanding of the
organizational culture (Bierema 2005), (Colgan and McKearney 2012), (Korte, Brunhaver and Sheppard 2015).
O’Neil reported ERGs provide a platform where senior management communicate and foster organizational culture
and norms (O'Neil Deborah, Hopkins Margaret and Sullivan Sherry 2011).

Despite being a valuable addition to the organizations and having a business impact, ERGs still represent an
unexplored area of research. There should be more empirical research to gain knowledge about the processes on
how ERGs are impacting the workforce and facilitate employee learning and integration into organizations
(Welbourne Theresa, Rolf and Schlachter 2017).

Employee participation in formal and informal learning is essential for the economic viability and competitive
advantage of organizations (Noe 2014). Therefore, assessing the outcomes of competence development activities is
important. However, this domain of human resources (HR) practice is often neglected because of factors that are not
well understood. Wallo, Kock, Lundqvist and Coetzer (Wallo 2020) presented categories of factors that appear to
enable and inhibit endeavors relating to the assessment of outcomes of competence development activities. Wallo et
al. (2020) claim that the findings regarding to approaches to assessment have some important implications for HRD
professionals. They suggest that they adopt a best-fit approach and learn to skillfully combine the wide array of
methods and tools that are available for assessment, rather than seek to uncover a universal, best-practice assessment
model (Tottell 2009). Thus there is a lack of simple tools and metrics for assessment of competency development
(including learning via ERGs) that might affect efficiency of development programs in the organizations.

Thus, while there is a number of research studies showing a positive role of ERGs on learning and development of
employees, the influence of ERGs on the development of soft skills appears to be underinvestigated, hence featuring
a very interesting and useful field of research. Our research is dedicated to studying and evaluating the role of an
ERG in the global organization on the soft skills learning and development of new employees. In addition we
attempted to develop and validate an empirical competency assessment tool that will help competency assessment in
the organizations.

The implications and learnings of the study may be helpful for both the employees and the organization to better
understand the educational component of ERGs with respect to the soft skills training and potentially suggest
improvements to close the gap between the demand for soft skills and their presence in the employees. On the other
hand, we try to address the efficiency of the ERG with respect to its mission and goals and try to identify the most
impactful areas for employees participating in the ERG. We included in the study an open question where employees
were able to express their opinion, targeted at revealing the strong sides of ERG as well as the areas for attention.

4. Research Questions and Methodology
The main research questions to be answered in this study are the following:
- What are the soft skills relevant in the case organization?
- What is the impact of the employee resource group on the soft skills of participants?
o How important are certain soft skills to the participants of the employee resource group (ERG)?

o Did participants of the ERG improve their soft skills through participation in the events organized
ty the ERG?

o How did the participants improve their soft skills?
= If they did not improve — why is this the case?
The following project deliverables were set:
1. Measurable impact of the ERG in the development of employees’ soft skills

2. Anempirical tool (methodology) to assess ERG performance with an option to suggest improvements in the
ERG activity (type of events, scope, etc.)
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4.1 Survey Structure and Methods for Data Collection

Quantitative data collection was accomplished through a designed questionnaire. For the case study, a methodology
described by Lietz (Lietz 2008) has been applied. The questionnaire was constructed in accordance with
recommendations on the quantitative research practices as reported by Boynton and Greenhalgh (Boynton and
Greenhalgh 2004).

The survey was voluntary and anonymous, no personal information or data was asked from the participants. The
participants were informed about the voluntary ground for participation and about the anonymous nature of the data
collection.

4.2 Statistical Data Analysis and Sample Size Calculation

For the quantification analysis of the data obtained in this study, a statistical approach was used. The statistical
analysis and visualization software package JMP® was used for data sorting, processing and statistical analysis:

https://www.jmp.com

The ERG of this study contained ca. 800 participants. For statistically relevant and correct conclusions, it was
important to assess the minimum required sample size for data collection and processing. We used the methodology
described by Krejcie and Morgan (Krejcie and Morgan 1970) for the calculation of the sample size for this study.

According to Krejcie and Morgan, the sample size is calculated using the following equation:
X2XNXPXx(1-P)
d?X(N-1)+X2xPx(1-P)

Sample size =

Where X? — a table value of Chi-Square for the desired confidence level — 3.8416 for an assumed confidence level of
0.5 (relevant to most of the social studies)

N — Population size (800 at the moment of the survey)
P — Population proportion, assumed 0.5
d — Degree of accuracy, assumed 0.15

The calculated minimum sample size = 41 required for the population of 800 participants. We managed to acquire
responses from 44 participants, thus exceeding the minimum required sample size for statistically rigorous data
processing and interpretation.

Efficiency of the ERG on the soft skill development was assessed by participants ranking the impact on the 1-5 scale,
where 1 = no impact, 3= moderate impact and 5 = big impact. If participants considered a certain soft skill not
applicable to them, they could choose the option “0”.

On the other hand, it was equally important to understand whether a particular soft skill was important and relevant
to the employees. For this purpose, employees assessed the significance of soft skills on the 1-5 scale, where 1 = not
important, 3 = important and 5 = very important. In case a certain skill was not relevant to the respondents, they
could choose the option “0” = not applicable.
Percentage who improved the skill (%) = Fs(3) +Fs(4) + Fs(5)
Where Fs(3), Fs(4) and Fs(5) is the percentage of respondents who chose answer 3 (moderate impact), 4 (impact) or
5 (big impact) when asked about a particular soft skill.
Percentage that did not improve the skill (%) =100-(Fs(3) +Fs(4) + Fs(5))
Where Fs(3), Fs(4) and Fs(5) is the percentage of respondents who chose answer 3 (moderate impact), 4 (impact) or
5 (big impact) when asked about a particular soft skill.
Percentage who found the skill important (%) = Fi(3) +Fi(4) + Fi(5)

Where Fi(3), Fi(4) and Fi(5) is the percentage of respondents who chose answer 3 (moderately important), 4
(important) or 5 (very important impact) when asked about a particular soft skill.

The research method we used in this study represents participants’ evaluation of their own learning. Note, that we
used a common type of research for social sciences and aimed at verifying the learning experience and not the
objective learning.

On the other hand, our research represents a case study using both a quantitative and a qualitative research approach,
i.e. a mixed-method approach. The purpose of using the representative sample size is for an ability to apply the
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results to the entire ERG population and to ensure that conclusions regarding the whole population (ERG) are
reliable.

5. Research Results
5.1 Learning Efficiency

The analysis of soft skill learning efficiency by ERG participants in the case company is demonstrated in Figure 1. In
addition, participants assessed the importance of certain soft skills to them. The learning efficiency will thus be
assessed against the soft skill importance to participants.

100 Soft Skill

' Commitement to the organization
® Communication skills
£\ Customer Orientation
ap A Empathy / Emotional Intelligence
" Initiative
¥ Integration to the company
Intercultural skill
B Knowledge of company's structure
Management of change
MNetworking skills
<] People management
4 Planning and erganizing
® Self contrel and confidence
Stategic crientation
L i e s 3_ ____________ O3 Use of knowledge
= Werk in team

80

Percentage of participants improved the skill [3;]

<o

80 85 90 95 100
Percentage of participants that find a skill important to them [%]

Figure 1. Score of a soft skill improvement plotted versus importance of this skill to participants

Figure 1 illustrates the overall correlation of soft skill importance with the degree of learning across all soft skill
categories utilized in this study (see Table 1 for the soft skills classification used in this study).

A vast majority of soft skills proposed in the study was reported to be important for young professionals and received
90-98% on the importance scale. There was only one soft skill, “customer orientation”, which received high but a
slightly lower score of 86%. These results could be explained by a few factors.

On the one hand, the survey in its present form did not provide additional information and clarification on the
meaning of a certain soft skill; hence the lack of understanding of the meaning behind the skill and different
interpretations by respondents could have caused a lower importance ranking. On the other hand, not all survey
respondents work directly with customers and therefore might have considered this soft skill less relevant for them.

Figure 2 provides another view on the same data set and gives a breakdown of soft skills per category, demonstrating
that there was not a particular category to stand out based on the learning degree. A quite substantial overlap has
been observed across categories, although some trends are observed.

The navigation category scored higher than goal orientation and thinking categories, while the spread across learning
degree scores for influence, personal and team management categories does not really allow for making a strong
conclusion.
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Given the focus of young professionals’ ERG on networking and facilitating navigation in the organization for the
participants, the leading position of the navigation soft skill category does not seem to be surprising.

On the importance, ranking three categories showed a distinction: team management > goal orientation > navigation
~ thinking. It must be noted that all soft skills categories scored high, therefore the difference cannot be considered
substantial and should be understood in terms of trends rather than absolute numbers. It appears that the participants
valued the most personal and team management skills with self-control and confidence and people management
showing the highest score. The young professionals’ ERG organizes sessions with leaders regularly and it does not
seem surprising that the people leadership track attracts young talent. This trend is reflected in the importance of soft
skill for the ERG participants who aspire to become future leaders.

100
Category
O Goal Orientation
. ® Influence
= \ Navigation
= 90 A Personal management
e
i Team management
g ¥ Thinking
-
g
3 s g
S 80 Navigation
E
2
c v i
g Goal Orientation ——
5 i o Persona
3 : Management
' Influence
w 7 '
o A
) /
o Bl = === ———— ATy v T e M| (L > {ORESE] B | —
o o Team
\Thinking "\ /' Management
80 85 90 95 100

Percentage of participants that find a skill important to them [%]

Figure 2. Score of a soft skill improvement versus its importance broken down by soft skill category

5.2 Metrics for Evaluation of Soft Skills Learning

The metrics for evaluation of the success of participants’ soft skill learning can be introduced using the importance

and learning degree scores. We can arbitrarily group soft skills, regardless their category, based on the learning
degree:

e  Group 1: 70+% — the impact of the ERG on these soft skills can be deemed substantial

e Group 2: 60-70% — the impact of the ERG on these skills was reasonable, some improvements may be
suggested

e Group 3: 60% and below — the impact of the ERG on these skills was moderate and deserves closer
attention

Soft skills grouping is reported in Table 2.
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Table 2. Soft skill grouping based on learning degree

. . Learning
Soft skill Soft skill category degree [%)] Group
Integration into the company Navigation 76 1
Communication skills Influence 73
Commitment to the organization Personal 71 1
management
Intercultural skills Team management 71 1
Knowledge of company’s Navigation 70 1
structure
Networking skills Influence 68 2
Self-control and confidence Personal 64 2
management
Work in team Team management 64 2
Planning and organizing Goal Orientation 64 2
Initiative Goal Orientation 63 2
Strategic orientation Thinking 62 2
Customer Orientation Influence 59 3
Empathy / Emotional Intelligence Influence 57 3
People management Team management 56 3
Use of knowledge Thinking 54 3
Management of change Personal 52 3
management

5.3 Analysis of Soft Skills Relevant to ERG’s Mission and to the Organization’s Core Competencies

It seems useful to analyze the soft skill learning by participants through the prism of matching with the ERG mission
and vision as well as to estimate to what degree the skills included in the core competencies for the organization are
impacted.

The vision and mission of the Young Professionals’ ERG focus on providing new employees with an opportunity to
network and better integrate to the organization as well as learn its structure. Through interactions with peers and
leaders, participants are also expected to improve communications skills. Based on vision and mission of the network,
the following six skills were selected as the most relevant to the ERG scope (soft skill category mentioned in the
brackets):

1.  Communication skills (Influence)
Networking skills (Influence)

Work in team (Team management)
Intercultural skills (Team management)

o~ DN

Integration to the company (Navigation)
6. Knowledge of company’s structure (Navigation)

Figure 3 shows a similar analysis, which was performed across all the soft skills for the skills that are corresponding
to the ERG mission and vision.
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100

=
= 90
-
o "
= Soft Skill
= — . - -
% ) Communication skills
‘E_ 80 ® Integration to the company
E o O Intercultural skill
E o ..l Knowledge of company's structure
2 A " Metworking skills
5 70 e v ¥ Work in team
B
Q
g v
c
e B R e R
&
80 85 a0 95 100

Percentage of participants that find a skill important to them [%]

Figure 3. Analysis of learning degree and importance of soft skills that correspond to the ERG mission and vision

All six selected soft skills scored above 60%, indicating that the ERG provides a learning platform for improving
some soft skills for the participants. The highest score was achieved by the integration to the company skill, being
one of the closest to the ERG scope and targets.

A similar type of analysis was performed for soft skills that fall into one of the core competency categories relevant
to the organization: customer focus, innovation, leadership and teamwork. In total, seven skills from our soft skill list
were selected and matched with the corresponding core competency category. Efficiency of the soft skill learning by
participants in the ERG events is evaluated against the importance of the soft skill to the participants. The data is
displayed in Figure 4.

100

Soft Skill Corresponding organizational
® Communication skills core competency
® Customer Orientation O Customer focus

= ® Initiative A Innovation
= ® People management V Leadership and/or proactiveness
E 90 ® Self control and confidence O Team work
: ® Use of knowledge
< Work in team
bl
]
3
a 80
£
2
c
©
a o
2
B 70 e e e oo
a
—“
o
w
o
el
i}
g
S e e i E v e ey B e e e o
[
a
80 85 90 95 100

Percentage of participants that find a skill important to them [%]

Figure 4. Analysis of learning degree and importance of soft skills that correspond to the organizational core
competencies
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In order to assess the impact of the ERG on the soft skill learning, it would be useful to understand how participants
learned the skills that match with the ERG mission and vision and correspond to the competencies relevant to the

organization.

For this purpose, participants were asked to express how they improved a certain soft skill. Moreover, the

participants were able to choose among the following options:

e Improved soft skill via interaction with leaders

e Improved soft skill via interaction with other participants

e Improved soft skill via interaction with leaders and other participants

e  Other

e Did not improve the soft skill
Note that multiple options were allowed to be selected for the answer; hence, the total percentages may exceed

100%.

5.4 How Participants Learned and Improved Soft Skills Compared to the ERG™s Targets
Table 3 summarizes the data for soft skills that either match with the ERG scope or correspond to the organizational

competencies.

Table 3. Data on how participants learned and improved soft skills corresponding to the ERG scope

Improved through interaction with

. . I did not
Soft skill Aligns Aligned Other Leaders Iealrn or
Soft skill with organizationa Leaders partici  and other Other .
category ERG | competenc ants articipants Improve
petency P particlp this skill
Leadership
Self-coptrol and Personal and/or 57 2 50 9 22
confidence management .
proactiveness
Comr:liji:]ll;:atlon Influence yes Teamwork 70 16 64 9 16
N ki .
etwc_)r g Influence yes Data not available
skills
Customer Influence Customer 45 16 27 18 30
orientation focus
Use of Thinking Innovation 52 18 48 16 23
knowledge
Leadership
People Team and/or 43 18 27 14 34
management management .
proactiveness
. Team
Work in team yes 48 34 43 9 20
management
| Itural T
ntercultura eam yes 48 34 43 9 20
skills management
Integration into L
Navigation yes 66 16 50 16 16

the company
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Knowledge of

company’s Navigation yes 48 34 43 9 20
structure
o Goal Leadership
Initiative . . and/or 62 18 55 11 23
Orientation

proactiveness

Quite clearly, interaction with leaders was perceived to have a substantial impact on the improvement of soft skills
among the respondents. There were three skills where employees expressed substantial improvements due to
interaction with the leaders. Thus, 70% of respondents indicate that they have improved the communication skill via
interaction with leaders, while only 16% benefited from the interaction with other participants in this case. A similar
result was observed for “integration into the company” skill where 66% and 16% expressed improvements via
interaction with leaders and other participants, respectively. Another soft skill where participants highlighted
progressive contributions from the interaction with leaders was “initiative”, and 62% and 18% indicated
contributions from the interaction with leaders and participants, respectively.

The top three skills that employees reported to have improved via interaction with the participants in the ERG events
were work in team, intercultural skills (both belong to the “team management” category) and knowledge of
company’s structure.

Learning of the intercultural skills and expanding knowledge about different cultures occurred via interaction with
representatives from various cultures, and large networking sessions where participants got an opportunity to interact
with each other definitely helped to improve this skill.

Participants reflected that they managed to improve the knowledge about the company’s structure from other
employees. These results could be explained from the perspective of attendance at the ERG events by employees
across departments and job families. The ERG currently has a very diverse list of participants that represent almost
every department in the company, from customer service to R&D organization.

The networking events where employees have an opportunity to meet colleagues from different departments help
them to learn about different roles and better understand how various departments interact with each other. In large
organizations with high complexity, people often focus on a particular role and may miss the bigger picture of
different roles existing in the organization. Existing platforms provided by human resources do not always cover the
need for information. A direct interaction with peers from different roles in an informal setting provides in this
respect a unique opportunity for employees to discuss and ask questions from each other and learn much more
efficiently about different roles and responsibilities rather than gaining information on the web-based platforms.

One of the main reasons why employees did not improve a particular skill could be the scope and mission of the
ERG that is not per se a learning body but rather a social network that also provides opportunities to learn and
improve. For example, according to the data presented in Table 3, 34% of the respondents mentioned that they did
not learn People Management Skill and 30% did not improve their Customer Orientation Skill. These are very
important and, at the same time, quite specific skills which require a dedicated platform for learning and practicing.
The networking events that constitute the core of the ERG events do not provide right platform for teaching and
learning such skills beyond the selected ones when leaders highlight cases from their careers or share their
perspectives on interaction with customers.

Some employees participating in the ERG had sufficient experience and knowledge, hence it is more difficult for
them to learn unless dedicated soft skill learning sessions are organized. Another factor highlighted by participants
was related to the public nature of events that may not be suitable for all employees. This comment demonstrates that
different learning approaches are required in the organization to achieve a high learning degree among different
employees and there is no one “golden” methodology that can fit all employees.

6. Summary and Conclusions

Organizations nowadays demonstrate a growing demand for high quality soft skills in the workforce. While there are
existing training programs within the organizations aiming to provide relevant trainings to the employees and help
them develop soft skills relevant for the job, it appears that such programs do not fully address the demand and do
not cover the entire spectrum of soft skills.
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In this study, employee resource groups (ERG) were explored as a potential platform for soft skills learning and
development. The case study involved an ERG “Young Professionals” comprising ca. 800 participants and focusing
on new employees.

The ERG has a positive effect on the soft skills development. Employees improved soft skills that match the scope of
the ERG (networking and communication skills, work in team, intercultural skills) through interaction with leaders
and peers in the events.

Interestingly, employees recognized that more learning happened during interaction with leaders than with peers.
Still, interaction with peers helped employees to improve the work in the team and intercultural skills and to learn
the structure of the organization. Thus, for efficient learning of the soft skill, a single type of interaction is not
sufficient, and therefore mixed models can be with engaging interaction among employees as well as with leaders.

Some soft skills developed less efficiently via ERG (for example customer orientation and people management) and
the proposed reason was attributed to the absence of a dedicated sessions and lack of overlap with the ERG scope. It
can be recommended that the ERGs focus on sessions and organize focused events so that employees can learn and
improve soft skills more efficiently.

The main factors hampering their learning of soft skills via ERG included:
e existing experience (no need for further skill development)
e lack of focused sessions
e public nature of events, passive attendance with limited interaction

Eventually, while the initial ERG mission and scope do not directly relate to the soft skill education and training
purposes, the current research demonstrates that employee resource groups and internal company networks can be
fruitful platforms for enabling employees’ development and cross-functional learning.

In this respect, ERGs are viewed as a complimentary body and additional resource to the existing soft skill trainings
and programs in the organization that can help close the gaps and facilitate soft skill development in the workforce.

With a growing demand in the organizations for quantifying the deliverables and merits of ERGs (Welbourne and
McLaughlin 2013), the present study has provided and successfully implemented an empirical methodology for
assessment of the ERG’s impact on employees’ soft skills. Thus, the study offers a tool for quantification of the ERG
performance and exemplifies how opportunities for improvements can be identified. Similar analysis with adjusted
metrics can be leveraged and adapted to other organizations that actively utilize and promote ERGs to open avenues
for creating a strong business case for ERGs in the organizations.

7. Discussion, Contribution and Suggestions

The current study revealed that some soft skills can be developed in employee resource groups (ERGS) in the
interaction between management and new employees. On the other hand, some soft skills improved weakly: customer
orientation, emotional intelligence, people management, use of knowledge and change management. Most likely,
their development would require real business case problems as well as solving them in small groups whose
activities could be facilitated by the management. Their development would require better re-focusing and
planning of learning by corporate management and human resource management of ERGs.

The main contribution of this study is probably that certain soft skills do not seem to develop on their own in the
interaction between management and new employees, but organized learning around certain focused issues, e.g.,
customer satisfaction, and related real business cases and problems. These cases and problems should be found in
the organization so that employees feel they are related to the real work that concerns them, so that they have a real
motivation to learn something concrete and useful at work. This is where the ERG can provide a platform and serve
as a learning ground for employees. As there is more potential for further implementation in the case organization, it
can be argued that employee resource groups (ERGs) are still an untapped way to develop soft skills.

Another question of even more fundamental nature relates to whether the purpose of employee resource groups
(ERGs) primarily is to integrate new employees into the prevailing organizational culture of the company and hereby
the purpose of learning is primarily monotonous. On the other hand, does the company management also want to
learn from new employees, i.e. at the same time develop and foster the existing corporate culture? Research by Green
(Green Wendy 2018) emphasizes that ERGs can serve as source of information and feedback from employees to the
management and also that the informal learning via ERG helps to manage the organizational culture and articulate
unwritten norms of the company.
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For the latter option, honest opinions about the company and its ways of working can be systematically and regularly
obtained from new employees through surveys as well as via dispute reporting and management team discussions.
On the other hand, new employees, especially younger ones, would also be required to see with fresh eyes and
question the status quo and existing processes in the company and have appointed managers as mentors in
their ERG groups. However, all this requires systematic work and the development and visualization and structuring
of this kind of HR processes. Indeed, research has revealed that the knowledge and wonder brought in by new
employees can be a very useful source for an organization to develop its own culture and activities, although usually
well neglected (Tuominen 2017).

These options are illustrated in the following Figure 5:

management

management

¥

Learning of soft skills in

coIIeag ues the Employee Resource
Group platform

Learning of soft skills in

the Employee Resource CO”EagUES
Group platform

*

new employees

Figure 5. Two alternatives of soft skills development: two- or three-way learning

Despite the fact that the alternatives illustrated in Figure 5 do not provide any new options per se, it is still important
to determine a learning and developing strategy and objectives in an organization, in other words how the teaching
functions are distributed and who is considered as the learning object.

The integration and socialization of new employees alone to the prevailing management and organizational culture
seems limited. We propose a multidimensional paradigm where everyone develops everything, i.e. the management
and organizational culture should also be considered as objects of development and the new employees act as good
tools in it (Tuominen 2017). This direction can be recommended based on this study.

The third contribution of the study is related to the fact the ERGs do not directly promote career development. This
finding provides an alternative perspective on the role of ERGs in career development to that reported in other
studies (Bierema 2005), (O'Neil Deborah, Hopkins Margaret and Sullivan Sherry 2011) and shows that mechanisms
for internal mobility and career advancement are yet to be developed for ERGs.

Chatterji et. al (Chatterji, de Figueiredo and Rawley 2016) pointed out in their study of the financial sector that if the
work community provides an opportunity for experimentation, employees can learn about their skills and preferences
and this will enable them to gain a new position in a new company. ERG can serve as platform for experimentation
and help human resources management develop and retain talent.

Relying on the three points mentioned above, we postulate that the ERGs present a completely untapped opportunity
for the development of new staff and also its own organization and culture.
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