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This developmental paper addresses the use of diversity networks as diversity management instrument in organizations. Although diversity networks are increasingly initiated by both employers and employees alike, a critical academic reflection on these networks and their functioning is missing. In this paper we therefore study diversity networks in comparative perspective. We include not only networks for women, bicultural or LGBT employees, but also networks for young employees and employees with a disability. Drawing on critical management studies we aim to gain better insight into how diversity network leaders present and use their diversity networks to counter inequalities and to facilitate inclusion. Preliminary data are presented.

Introduction
The management of an increasingly diverse workforce has become a prime concern for organizations (Benschop, 2011; Konrad, Prasad, & Pringle, 2006; Özbilgin, 2009; Prasad & Mills, 1997). Not only in terms of gender and cultural background, but also with regard to sexual orientation, age and dis/ability. With this paper we want to draw attention to a promising practice, that is largely neglected in the academic literature: diversity networks. These intra-organizational networks intended to inform and support members (Foldy, 2002) of marginalized organizational groups have mushroomed in organizations as popular diversity management instruments. Currently, not only diversity networks exist for ‘the usual suspects’: women and bicultural employees, but diversity networks also pop up for LGBT (lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender) employees, for various age groups (young and elderly employees), and for employees with a disability.
Whether organizational management wants to show their commitment to diversity or employees at grass-roots level believe in diversity networks’ strategic importance, a critical academic reflection on these networks lags behind. The prevalent discourse on diversity networks is that they work to reduce inequalities, are valuable for business opportunities, so every organization should have them (Bierema, 2005; Catalyst, 1999; Donnellon & Langowitz, 2009). Diversity networks are increasingly and uncritically introduced as a ‘best practice’-instrument by both employers and employees alike. Yet, few scholarly attempts have been made to understand how diversity networks actually counter inequalities in organizations and possibly create opportunities for inclusion. 
In line with the call to discuss the inclusion of people with disabilities into the general labour market, we share our notes and preliminary results of a multiple case study in a financial service organization in the Netherlands. In 2014 this organization is planning to introduce a diversity network for employees with a disability following already existing diversity networks for women, bicultural employees, LGBT employees and young employees. In this paper we adopt a critical management perspective on diversity networks. We aim to gain better insight into how diversity network leaders present and use their diversity networks to counter inequalities and to facilitate inclusion. 
We first give a brief overview of our theoretical framework and methodological approach, after which we will discuss our preliminary results. 

Theoretical framework 
Drawing on critical diversity studies (Zanoni, Janssens, Benschop, & Nkomo, 2010), we examine how diversity network leaders aim to counter inequality on different levels.
First, on the individual level, diversity network leaders try to facilitate the career development of their members into higher organizational echelons. Networking - when done successfully - is associated with several positive career outcomes such as career opportunities, wages and promotions (Forret & Dougherty, 2004). 
Second, on the group level, diversity network leaders aim to facilitate community building; i.e. support and social embeddedness of employees with different social identities in the organization (Friedman, 1996). Networking is considered to enhance and strengthen social ties which increases solidarity and lowers the risk of isolation (Bierema, 2005; Friedman & Holtom, 2002). Diversity networks provide opportunities for members to meet and interact comfortably (Friedman & Holtom, 2002) and to create a welcoming environment for socializing (Briscoe & Safford, 2010). 
And third, on the organizational level, diversity network leaders possibly provide network members with voice and visibility. This enables them to advocate organizational changes and to create organizational inclusiveness (Bell, Özbilgin, Beauregard, & Sürgevil, 2011; Briscoe & Safford, 2010; Colgan & McKearney, 2012); i.e. the involvement of all employees and ‘the integration of diversity into organizational systems and processes’ (Roberson, 2006, p. 228). 

Methodology
We conduct a multiple-case study (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; Yin, 2009) to examine different diversity networks in organizational context. A case study supports the analysis of complex and little understood phenomena within a real-life context and allows us to build critical theory about diversity networks (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; Yin, 2009).
We selected an organization that houses different diversity networks. The selected organization is a financial service organization that is well-known in the Netherlands for its involvement in diversity management. Our cases are an upcoming network for employees with a disability, a network for women in management positions (‘Women at the top’), a network for women in lower salary scales (‘Ladies with ambition’), a network for bicultural employees, a network for LGBT employees, and a network for young employees (age 18-35). A Diversity and Inclusion (D&I) team is responsible for the diversity management strategy of the organization. 
This developmental paper is based on twelve semi-structured interviews and several documents such as the networks’ annual plan, mission statement and formalized goals. Interviews were conducted with the D&I members involved in launching the disability network, the director of the organizations’ occupational health service, the chairpersons and other board members of both women’s networks, the bicultural network, the LGBT network and the network for young employees. Interview topics included the networks’ history and goals, their structure and membership, their past and future meetings and activities, resources that are available to them and their support and embeddedness in the organization. Interviews lasted approximately 60 minutes and were transcribed verbatim. We are conducting a content analysis to capture accounts of how diversity networks’ leaders present and use their diversity networks to counter inequalities and to facilitate inclusion. 

Preliminary findings
Before we share and discuss our notes and analysis of each diversity network, we first give a brief summary of the main characteristics of different diversity networks. In Table 1 an overview is presented.
Table 1 Overview characteristics of different diversity networks
[image: ]

All diversity networks are grass rooted networks; initiated by members of the target group. Membership for both women’s networks is for women-only. Membership of the network for young employees is for all employees from 18 to 35 years of age. Membership for the bicultural, LGBT and disability network is mixed, meaning membership is open to all employees; target group and non target group. All diversity networks have intra-organizational sponsors or ambassadors; i.e. each diversity network is (financially) supported by people in managerial or top level positions (such as the board of directors). The network for young employees is the only network that charges a membership fee. Most diversity networks have documented goals and a formal structure. The only exception is Women at the top; they want to keep their network entirely informal. Meetings and activities range from round-table talks with a small set-up to large conferences and from content related seminars to social related sports events.

Disability network
The disability network is yet to be launched in 2014. Two members of the D&I team who have a disability themselves are involved in setting up this particular diversity network. The disability network is more or less a follow-up on a pilot project in which the organization started to hire people with a disability. With support and consent of the organizations’ board of directors, people with a disability were assigned to jobs after a successful job interview with the organizations’ occupational health service. When hired, they received an annual contract and job coaching and necessary adaptations of the workplace were made (e.g. big computer screen in case of employees with impaired sight). After a year they were evaluated and when functioning well, their contract was extended. According to the D&I members, the organization was “enthusiastic” and further policy development regarding dis/ability was needed. The disability network is part of this development.
	With their disability network, the D&I members want to facilitate the inclusion of employees with a disability:
The biggest mistake you can make is to keep this target group in a separate network. […] the network should be a connecting factor within the [organization] […] the only thing that connects you is the fact that you are all employees and not that you all have a disability
The disability network has four focal objectives. The first objective is ‘acceptance’; i.e. the employees’ acceptance of her/his disability and to learn how to “make a chance out of their career” in spite of their disability (individual level). The second objective is ‘learning and development’. Not only disabled employees themselves, but also their managers and colleagues have to learn what it means to employ people with a disability. The third objective is ‘empowerment’ of employees themselves as well the organization. While learning and development focuses on the development of essential skills to employ people with a disability, empowerment focuses on the application of those skills. One of the D&I members explains that they want to emphasize the aspect of ‘power’: “to surprise the organization and to show what people with a disability are capable of”. The fourth objective is ‘bonding’. On the one hand bonding means creating solidarity, support and a safe environment where members can interact comfortably among peers (group level). On the other hand, bonding possibly facilitates inclusiveness (organizational level): make sure employees with a disability are included; involve them in activities and create awareness that “we also have people with a disability in the organization”. 

Women at the top
Women at the top was initiated very informally by several women who wanted to organize something for women in higher organizational positions. The idea was to start a women’s network by and for women at top and sub top level of the organization, as the newest member of the informal network leaders explained:
Back then, there were 20 ladies at most in higher positions; and then they just started as they said: ‘Gee, in this man’s world, just to do something with women’. A sort of platform to exchange experiences and to be among women for just a moment
We spoke to one of the five informal network leaders and she considers the network to fulfill a support function (group level), a network function in which members share information about vacancies which facilitates career opportunities (individual level), but also an “institutionalization function” (organizational level). In order to institutionalize gender diversity in higher positions, she considers the connections outside the network to be important.

Ladies with ambition 
The main goal of Ladies with ambition is to advance the career development of talented women who are not yet in higher organizational positions. Ladies with ambition is presented as a professional network, as illustrated by the following quote of a former chairwomen of Ladies with ambition:
We always clearly communicated that we would not engage in those sort of things [chocolate tastings, styling tips, clothing-, color therapy]. We have always deliberately said: ‘we are not focusing on that’. We really focus on workshops, to create a network, more the professional.. aiming at work. 
The present chairwoman tells us that she sees that the network has a signaling function, for example by organizing small scale events such as round-table talks she learns what difficulties women possibly encounter. The network can facilitate in providing help and advice:
Our goal is to encourage women to help each other more. […] What men do is they just help each other. Women are doing this less often, and if you could embed this better, you can be of better use to each other. And this is what you want to accomplish. 
In contrast to Women at the top, the chairwoman of Ladies with ambition values the connections within the women’s network. She thereby emphasizes the important function the network fulfills on the level of community building.

Bicultural network
The primary goal of the bicultural network is to connect people (group level) and to enhance the career development of bicultural employees (individual level). In the future, however, the chairman of the bicultural network believes the network to function more as a sounding board (organizational level); providing a platform for both managers and employees to discuss barriers and to build bridges.
On the one hand they want to establish more inclusiveness and career opportunities for bicultural employees, on the other hand they do not want to emphasize cultural diversity: 
We do not want to give the impression that it is only for foreigners; we want to include everybody. That is a difficult task.
This statement suggests there is an ambivalence towards the aspect of community building. The network strives for inclusion – to make bicultural employees feel at home and accepted – but community building among bicultural employees is seen as problematic due to the exclusive focus on the bicultural aspect.

LGBT network
In the most recent annual plan of the LGBT network, no explicit goals are formulated other than “to keep LGBT within [the organization] on the map”, after which the plans and activities of the coming year are described. During the interview, the LGBT chairman explains what he envisions with the LGBT network. He thereby puts an emphasis on the “strength” and professionalism of the LGBT network:
I want to initiate a club taking strength as starting point. We anticipated on two central things: knowledge and networking […] and now we are seen as a professional network.
Due to this approach, the network is functioning predominantly on an individual level. The chairman is trying to establish a “cross salary scale network” in which he wants to connect members in top level functions who are ‘out’ as role models with members in lower level functions. Like Women at the top and the bicultural network, he emphasizes making a connection to all other employees too and promotes bringing a friend or colleague to occasional drinks. He states that the idea behind this is: “simply inclusion. Inclusion is very important to us”. However, he also poses that: 
Our proposition is that there is no problem within [the organization]. […] I believe that if you come to work with a pink feather boa, you do not get that promotion because you wear that pink feather boa, but because you do not conform 
This quote reveals that the notion of ‘inclusion’ that the LGBT chairman emphasizes to be very important, is more a notion of inclusion by means of assimilation.

Network for young employees
The diversity network for young employees is the oldest network in the organization. When the network was launched the goals were to promote mutual contacts between members and to increase financial and general knowledge, in particular with regard to the organization. According to the current chairwoman these goals have not changed a lot over the years. The network wants to facilitate the individual development of members and “building bridges between higher management and the future”. Although members use the network to work on their career development (“I am looking for a job, I know you, can you introduce me to your boss?”), the main focus is on socializing and community building (“There are working many young people who do not know each other, it is nice to unite them”). In this perspective, the current chairwoman wants to involve as many members as possible: “I do not want people to feel excluded”. 
	It is interesting to note that while other diversity networks in the organization make an effort to connect to the organization, when it concerns the young employees’ network, the organization makes an effort to connect to the network and uses them as “unique selling points”. 

Discussion 
With this paper we want to contribute to building critical scholarly knowledge on and to provide a richer understanding of the contribution of diversity networks to counter inequalities in organizations. Even though the use of diversity networks has increased in organizations, few scholars attempted to make a critical reflection how diversity networks possibly counter inequalities in organizations. This paper started by mapping the terrain taking a comparative approach and including not only diversity networks for women, bicultural, or LGBT employees, but also networks for young employees and for employees with a disability.
Our notes and first analysis of the interviews and documents show that there are differences between diversity network leaders how they present and use their diversity networks to counter inequalities and to facilitate inclusion. Some diversity network leaders focus on different levels simultaneously (i.e. the disability network); other diversity network leaders highlight one level in particular (i.e. Ladies with ambition). In addition, most diversity network leaders tend to emphasize the professional aspect of their diversity networks. By stressing strength, power and professionalism diversity network leaders legitimize the existence of their network in a professional organization. It seems that there is a tendency to conform to the organizational standards and culture. For example, in the annual plan of the disability network it is stated that the ‘starting point of what [the disability network] do[es] must fit the strategy and business of the [organization]’. The disability network leaders also use the rhetoric of the business case to ‘persuade’ people in the organization that employees with a disability also belong in the organization. However, social justice arguments may be part of a ‘hidden’ agenda of the (disability) network leaders.  
[bookmark: _GoBack]We also note that there is quite some ambivalence towards addressing social identities and most diversity network leaders avoid to give them too much emphasis, possibly out of fear for being criticized to be exclusive (“We want to include everybody”) or to cause exclusion. Further exploration of the critical potential of diversity networks as diversity management instrument is needed. 
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