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Community Business’ experience in the field of diversity - including employee networks – 
is gained from working with member companies. These include, for the most part, large 
western multinationals operating in the region, committed to embracing corporate social 
responsibility.

Community Business is also the organiser of the largest diversity and inclusion conference in 
Asia. This event pulls together some of the most authoritative experts on diversity issues as 
they relate to Asia. We have also conducted significant research on diversity issues in Asia. This 
includes research into the workplace experience of women, key diversity issues across the 
region and work-life balance. By conducting this research, we look to further understanding 
of issues specific to the region, share best practice and assist companies make progress on 
their diversity journey in Asia. All our publications are freely available on our website.  

Through our recent diversity work with companies across Asia, we have seen a growing 
interest in employee networks. Companies have approached us to find out what other 
companies are doing in the region and to seek advice on how to build the business case for 
an employee network, how to establish the right structure, what kind of activities to organise, 
how to ensure active participation, or simply how to get started. We identified a need for a 
publication that not only articulates the business benefits of employee networks but also 
provides some tangible examples of what companies are doing in Asia.  

With this in mind we have divided this publication into three sections. The first section focuses 
on the power of employee networks, looking at some of the business reasons for setting up 
employee networks. The second section looks at experiences in Asia by providing eleven 
case studies of specific employee networks that have been set up by companies in different 
countries in Asia. Each case study looks at the reason it was set up, how it is structured, the 
key activities, challenges and learnings and critical success factors. The third and final section 
provides some observations from our side on what seems to work well and what companies 
need to be aware of.  

It is our hope that this publication will help managers recognise that enabling employees to 
build vibrant networks can have tremendous payoff for companies – in terms of individual 
development, productivity of employees, recruitment, retention and ultimately the 
performance of your company.

editor’s note
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At Lehman Brothers, diversity is an integral part of our vision and 

a business imperative. We define diversity as valuing differences in 

thought and perspective. Our goal is to integrate diversity into every 

aspect of our business — from dealing with our clients to managing 

our workforce.

Our continued success rests in our ability to be the Firm of choice 

for the very best people from the widest available pools of talent. 

To this end, we are dedicating significant time and resources to 

promote a diverse and inclusive workplace.

 •  Our employee networks in Asia-Pacific are committed to enriching our "One Firm" culture 

and to fostering an inclusive environment for all employees.  

 •  Regional and divisional diversity councils are in place, expanding and working proactively 

to enhance and implement our diversity plans. 

 •  Lehman Brothers supports a range of local and global sponsorships that promote diversity.  

Lehman Brothers' success depends on the quality of our people. The Lehman Brothers 

Gay and Lesbian Network together with all of our employee networks in Asia-Pacific are 

committed to enhancing Lehman Brothers' profile and ensuring we are the employer of 

choice for the very best people. At Lehman Brothers, diversity and inclusion is an integral part 

of our business: one that empowers individuals to succeed, builds inclusive management 

skills and creates a culturally sophisticated workforce.

Lehman Brothers is proud to support the work of Community Business and to sponsor this 

publication ‘The Power of Employee Networks – Experiences in Asia’. These case studies 

offer valuable lessons and insights that will enable us to continue to foster an inclusive 

environment in which exceptional people from many different backgrounds can build 

rewarding careers.

Akira Endo
Managing Director
Head of Human Resources, Asia-Pacific
Lehman Brothers

foreword by sponsors

"
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At Merrill Lynch, respecting all aspects of diversity and sustaining 
an inclusive environment are valued above all as business 
opportunities. Our diversity and inclusion programs enable us to 
retain, recruit, and develop the widest array of talent, shape creative 
business solutions, and ultimately make Merrill Lynch a clear 
employer of choice across Asia.

Our experience with Diversity and Inclusion has proven to increase 
productivity, provide extended hours of service and help recruit and 
most importantly, retain high quality and motivated employees. 

Through a host of initiatives and diversity practices, Merrill Lynch offers employees solutions 
that provide services, programs and education to balance their personal and professional 
lives and support the challenges we all face.

Our employee professional networks are a longstanding component of the Merrill Lynch 
culture which are employee-driven, local networks, organised regionally and inclusive of all 
business groups and all staff. 

The network objectives include providing professional development, coaching and mentoring 
for its members, organised events which provide education and awareness on related topics, 
opportunities to work with management on identifying diversified business development, 
being involved in recruitment events, retention strategies, and community leadership. 

In June 2007, Merrill Lynch Employee Professional Networks were established in some of our 
key offices across the region.  We launched specifically in Australia, Hong Kong, India, Japan, 
and Singapore and every staff member is welcome to join any of the available networks in 
their location.  The four networks currently operating on a regional level include:

• The Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual & Transgender Professional Network 
• The Parents and Carer’s Professional Network
• The Women’s Professional Network
• The Young Professionals Network (entirely unique to Merrill Lynch in the Pacific Rim)

Merrill Lynch is creating an innovative and collaborative environment where people and their 
differences are valued. By providing exceptional resources such as this publication to our 
people, we can foster an inclusive, high performance work environment.

Roman Matla
Vice President, Diversity & Inclusion, Asia Pacific  
Merrill Lynch

foreword by sponsors

"

“
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Thomson Reuters has a core set of values and behaviours that 
guide the new company and its staff.  These values reflect our 
absolute commitment to the customer, the global nature of our 
business, that people make the difference and our continual quest 
for high performance. 

The diversity of our employees remains critical for our growth and 
future success and is good for our business.  It is clear that knowing 
and valuing diverse talent is crucial to our ability to successfully 
manage change and deliver a culture that values difference, open 

feedback and fact-based decisions.

In order to give focus to our diversity efforts in the short-term, we have set four company-
wide global objectives for diversity. These are as follows:

• Improve the pipeline of women and racial/ethnic minorities into senior management roles; 
• Improve management capability in areas that impact diversity;
• Increase diversity awareness across the organisation; and
• Identify diversity-related market opportunities and establish a process to pursue them.

The Thomson and Reuters organisations both had a range of employee networks globally. In 
Asia the largest and broadest coverage was the women’s network operating across the region. 
With the coming together of the two organisations, and in line with the corporate goal to 
become one company in one year, we have been working to create a truly global women’
s network while still ensuring local relevance. The new global Thomson Reuters Womens 
Network will be called aTRact -  (women) at T(homson) R(euters) – A(chieving), C(ollaborating), 
T(railblazing).

The women’s network will assist in our diversity objectives with our mission outlined as 
being “Dedicated to assisting women in expanding their networks, finding opportunities 
and developing their skills”. aTRact’s vision is to develop the talents and champion the 
contributions of female employees, thus promoting women as an equal partner in the 
success, achievement and profitability of Thomson Reuters.

Thomson Reuters is committed to its Asian operation which is significant in size and now 
makes up a one-third of the staff globally. Employee networks are mature in many of our 
offices but at an earlier stage of development in Asia.  We are happy to be involved with 
Community Business in order to provide input and gain learning on areas such as work-
life balance, diversity and overall CSR from the range of participants.  It is an excellent 
opportunity to share best practice and ideas across organisations and gain a broader insight 
into the Asian market and issues. By working together and offering our experiences and 
perspective we hope the sum of the parts will increase the overall impact.

Kimberley Cole
Head of Marketing Asia
Thomson Reuters

"

“

foreword by sponsors
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Employee networks – a new concept?

Networking is not a new concept in Asia. Much has been written about the importance of 
‘guanxi’ or contacts when doing business in Asian countries, particularly China. Establishing 
good relationships with external players, be it government bodies, investors or key partners 
has long been recognised as central to getting things done.  

Perhaps what is new is the idea that facilitating networking within an organisation, between 
employees – and particularly minority groups, can have enormous benefits both for the 
individuals and for the company as a whole. As one commentator puts it:  

“Successful networking can positively influence performance, income, 
promotions and career satisfaction. Networking is also extremely important 
in providing other tangible benefits, such as access to information, gaining 
visibility, career advice, friendships, social support, business leads, resources, 
collaboration, career planning and strategy making, and professional support 
and encouragement.”1

The power of employee networks

If we look at the experience of the US and Europe, employee networks started out as a way 
to meet the needs of a particular group of employees, providing a support mechanism 
and opportunities for development. However, over time and increasingly the case in Asia, 
employee networks have been recognised as a business activity specifically designed 
to meet the needs of the business for enhanced reputation and increased performance 
particularly around being an employer of choice. The two approaches should not be seen as 
contradictory, but rather as a way to justify increased investment in this type of activity. Some 
of the benefits for members and companies are outlined below:

Benefits for the members of employee networks

Support
This is probably the most obvious role of any employee network, and the reason why we see 
networks springing up from the grassroots level. Employees from a particular gender, sexual 
orientation, age or physical ability may form groups because they feel they lack support from 
the organisation and need to support and coach each other. The opportunity for women for 
example, to get together with other women to share the challenges they face or learn how 
others handle certain situations, may be key to overcoming the isolation and stress that may 
lead to their leaving or disengaging from the workplace.

Personal and Professional Development
Employee networks can provide a valuable forum for employees to enhance their personal, 
social and professional skills in a non-threatening environment. Skills may be enhanced 

The Power of Employee Networks

1 Green, M. (1982) “A Washington perspective on women and networking: the power and pitfalls”’ Journal of NAWDAC, 46, 17-21

introduction
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through networking, developing mentoring relationships, attending inspiring speaker events, 
or participating in running the activities of the network itself. Or they may be gained through 
more formalised training programmes targeted at specific groups, such as career planning for 
young professionals or leadership training programmes for women. As a voluntary activity, 
the network provides an opportunity for the members to take control of their own personal 
development and career direction. 

Visibility
Employee networks provide members with valuable access to people across the organisation. 
It is interesting that in today's flatter, knowledge-based organisations, networks of informal 
relationships are often more critical to performance and innovation than those of formal 
divisions and units. Certain groups, such as women, are often held back in their careers 
through lack of exposure to the right people at senior levels. Building women’s networks that 
have strong executive sponsorship and active participation by senior management can give 
women visibility at higher levels and an opportunity to raise their own profile beyond their 
normal sphere of influence.

Louder Voice
Employee networks can be advocates for change in a company. For example a women’s 
network may lobby management for extended maternity leave. It is much easier to lobby for 
change in an organisation with a group of like minded individuals than on one’s own.

Benefits for the company
Enhanced Reputation: Employer of Choice
The most frequently cited benefit of employee networks is enhanced reputation leading 
to improved recruitment and retention. This is particularly important in some parts of Asia 
where the war for talent is so fierce. The promotion of such networks signals to both existing 
employees and new recruits that the company recognises the needs of different groups and 
supports an inclusive culture. In many instances the employee networks act as a powerful 
marketing tool, building relationships with key business partners, participating in recruitment 
fairs and working with community groups.

Performance
Employee networks that engage and develop their members can have a direct impact on the 
overall performance of the company. With individuals keen to improve themselves through 
their networks, the companies benefit from a better-equipped, more engaged and more 
productive workforce. As networks draw people from different functions and departments, 
companies are able to go some way to breaking down the barriers and silos that often exist 
within organisations - potentially unleashing greater innovation and creativity.

Business Adviser
From a commercial perspective, employee networks have the potential to add real value by 
acting as advisers to the business. This might be in terms of changing internal work policies or 
influencing external product development. For example, a company's network for employees 
with disabilities may serve as a resource for what action needs to be taken to make the 
workplace more accessible, whilst an LGBT network might be able to inform a marketing 
department how best to market to this target audience.

introduction
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In identifying case studies and conducting the interviews for this publication, we have 
identified a number of characteristics with regard to employee networks in Asia.

Early stages of development
Whilst we have seen a growing interest in the formation of employee networks in recent years 
in Asia, it is fair to say that this region is still some way behind others in terms of driving this 
activity.    Whilst many of the companies we have spoken to have well established employee 
networks in the US and Europe, catering for a range of employee groups, this type of activity 
is in the early of stages of development in Asia. Most networks have only been running for 
about 3-5 years.

Only one network
Many of the companies we spoke to only had one type of network and these were primarily 
women’s networks. The notable exceptions here were Lehman Brothers and Merrill Lynch 
who both have three or more networks running across the region. 

Focus on women’s networks
This publication contains eleven case studies, of which eight focus on women’s networks. This 
is a direct reflection of the activity taking place in the region. When it comes to rolling out 
employee networks in Asia, women’s networks seem to be the easiest way to get started. We 
have included an example of a gay and lesbian network and two examples of a network for 
young professionals.  We could find no examples of networks for people with disabilities or 
for people from specific ethnic groups.

Initiatives are driven by global
For the most part employee networks in the region are developed as part of a global diversity 
strategy. Whilst there are some examples of companies where the impetus has come from 
local employees at the grassroots level, by far the majority have been driven by the global 
headquarters outside Asia.  

Networks are business focused
The networks are involved in a wide range of activities and the business focus is very strong.  
They are directly involved in recruitment and retention efforts and used as a mechanism for 
providing professional development for high potential Asian talent. 

Membership is inclusive
Nearly all the networks we spoke with highlighted that although the network might be 
targeted at a specific group, such as women, or young professionals, membership was open 
to all. This was seen as important to overcoming any perceptions that the group was divisive 
or exclusive.

Little formal measurement
Currently few companies are required to provide formal metrics to measure the impact of 
their networks – the majority of the networks are in the awareness building stage and are 
seen to need to gain momentum before they are formally assessed.

Employee Networks in Asia

introduction
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motivation
American Express identifies diversity as one of its key 
corporate or ‘blue box’ values. In Hong Kong the WIN 
has three very clear objectives. Firstly to help female 
employees achieve work-life balance; secondly to 
help the professional development of women and 
thirdly to provide opportunities for networking and 
socialising within the company.

structure of network/set-up
The first WIN was set up at American Express in 
New York in 1991. Since that time it has established 
twelve employee networks as a valuable tool for 
ensuring employee engagement and establishing 
the company’s position as an employer of choice. 
As part of this global diversity initiative, American 
Express launched WIN in Hong Kong in September 
2006. To assist with the launch, the business identified 
two very passionate women in Hong Kong to lead 
the project.  They had plenty of reference material to 
draw from as the company had developed a clear set 
of guidelines for setting up and running employee 
networks and published specialised resources on 
its intranet. All employees were invited to attend a 
celebration launch and over 300 men and women 
signed up. The WIN has two executive sponsors, two 
chairladies who are responsible for the day-to-day 
planning and a committee of eleven or so members 
including two male ‘think-tank’ members.

Company	 •	 American Express
Name of Network	 •	 Women’s Interest Network
Country Focus	 •	 Hong Kong

overview
Rolling out a Women’s Interest Network (WIN) in Hong Kong 
is seen as central to American Express’ diversity philosophy 
which encourages employees to share their distinct 
perspectives and ideas to help the company reach its goal of 
becoming one of the world’s most respected service brands. 
In Hong Kong the WIN has developed its own characteristics, 
focusing on work-life balance and professional development 
with engagement activities organised throughout the year.

"	We are committed to creating an inclusive work environment 
so people are treated with respect and equality, and a work 
environment that encourages and supports each person to 
reach his or her full potential. In this way, employee satisfaction 
and engagement can be enhanced and ultimately benefit 
the company. WIN is dedicated to supporting women in the 
workplace through idea sharing and networking forums. The 
network has been extremely well-received by employees in 

Hong Kong since its launch in 2006."
Susanna Lee

Co-executive sponsor of WIN Hong Kong & Vice-President &
Area Market Head, East Asia, Merchant Services International

American Express
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a good balance to achieve both personal and career 
needs. However, this clear focus was also intentional 
in terms of differentiating the network from other 
social and recreational networks that already existed 
within the company. Establishing the right first 
impression when you launch a new network is seen 
to be critical. The company stresses that it is worth 
taking the time to think through how the network will 
be supported and perceived as this ensures the right 
level of enthusiasm and commitment to the network 
on an ongoing basis.

impact
The WIN in Hong Kong is only in its second year and 
there are no formal measurement criteria.  However 
the network believes monitoring the attendance rate 
at its events and evaluating responses from members 
are the best indicators of how the network is doing. 
The company also conducts an annual employee 
engagement survey and so the network is able to 
guage its impact by analysing the scores relating 
to work-life balance and diversity issues. From an 
external perspective, the company believes that the 
network has a positive impact on the perception 
of American Express in the eyes of the public, 
demonstrating its position as a caring employer and 
setting an example as a leader for others to follow.

critical success factors
• �Thinking through the initial set up and ensuring the 

right first impression of the network.

• �Support and endorsement from senior management 
– both globally and locally.

• �Appropriate recognition of employees who give 
their time to the network.

activities
A formal kick-off event, endorsed by senior 
management and open to all employees, was held 
to launch the WIN in Hong Kong. American Express 
felt it was important to introduce a couple of key 
initiatives at the time of the launch, to demonstrate 
the commitment and sincerity of the WIN.  So it set 
up a new breastfeeding facility for working mothers 
and added a new component to its work-life balance 
policy – flexi-hours during childrens’ examination 
time. This allows working parents to take a half day 
off (after working for an additional 4 hours during 
the rest of the week) during the exam period so that 
they can be available to support their children during 
a potentially stressful time. At the beginning of each 
year, the WIN now holds an initial meeting outlining 
the different areas of potential activity. Members 
are asked to indicate what activities they are most 
interested in so that the committee can prioritise. In 
2007, the WIN held a number of seminars looking at 
professional development. These included ‘Faces of 
Women’ lunch time talks where successful women 
were invited to share how they achieve work-life 
balance, juggling their personal responsibilities with 
their professional role. Other talks have included 
sessions by a social worker on understanding the 
opposite sex, formal training on dining etiquette and 
special interest classes such as belly dancing.

challenges/learnings
For American Express in Hong Kong it is interesting 
that one of the priorities of the WIN has been very 
much on work-life balance. This is a direct reflection of 
the high pressure work environments in Hong Kong 
and demonstrates that there is a particular interest 
among WIN members in working out how to strive 
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motivation
Barclays Capital’s WiN mission is to promote the 
development of women. It focuses on three streams: 
recruitment and retention, networking and career 
development. Each stream is designed to create a 
more balanced work environment that empowers 
women to excel in their chosen paths and to 
complement their peers as well as the businesses. 
In doing so, the company believes it truly becomes 
an international firm that demonstrates and promotes 
diversity.

structure of network/set-up
As Barclays Capital looked to introduce the model of 
its well-established UK women’s network to the Asia-
Pacific region, it recognised that a one size fits all 
approach was not necessarily appropriate. A group of 
senior women from across Asia Pacific were invited to 
sit on a steering committee and asked to consider the 
best way to implement the WIN in the region. Early 
on the steering committee recognised that it needed 
to speak to its constituents to identify their needs 
and interests. Each steering committee member held 
at least three focus groups with six to eight women 
form across the business in their location. With an 
initial focus on Hong Kong and Singapore, the WiN 
was officially launched in Asia Pacific in September 
2006. Today there are working committees in Hong 
Kong, Singapore, Japan and Australia, taking on the 
operational aspects of the women’s networks and 
involving a broader spectrum of women. The steering 
committee, which is led by two co-chairs, plays the 
key role of ensuring alignment of activities and 
sharing of ideas across the region.

Company	 •	 Barclays Capital
Name of Network	 •	 Women’s Internal Network
Country Focus	 •	 Asia

overview
Like many women’s networks in Asia, Barclays Capital’s 
Women’s Internal Network (WIN) was launched as part of 
a global diversity initiative to promote the development 
of women. However, what distinguishes this network from 
many others is the key role it has played in driving policy 
change in the region. By providing a forum for highlighting 
issues for women, the network has been instrumental in the 
development of, among other things, a leading maternity 
policy - entitling all women across Barclays Capital’s 
operations in the Asia Pacific region to 22 weeks of paid 
maternity leave.

"	Since its formation in Asia Pacific in mid-2006, WiN 
has been a driving force in Barclays Capital's diversity 
efforts in the region, promoting an environment that 
empowers women at all levels of the organisation to 
reach their full potential. As a firm we are dedicated 
to embedding corporate responsibility in everything 
we do, and the creation of this network underlines 
that commitment."

Robert Morrice
Chairman and Chief Executive, Asia Pacific

Barclays PLC
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challenges/learnings
WiN’s research reinforced to Barclays Capital the 
importance of listening to its local constituents and 
not simply importing a global programme. Given the 
local childcare and family support structure in Hong 
Kong and Singapore, issues that were hot topics in the 
UK, such as emergency childcare, were not as critical 
for women in the Asian region. Instead, women 
were more concerned about healthcare policies and 
limited maternity cover. Making sure people know 
that the network exists, what it provides and how 
to sign up can be an ongoing challenge. As part of 
its induction training, Barclays Capital now includes 
an introduction to the company’s commitment to 
diversity - and specifically to the network. It is also 
important to recognise the contribution of committee 
members who balance their responsibilities with 
stressful day jobs and often hectic travel schedules.

impact
Barclays Capital says that its new maternity leave 
policy has been incredibly well received and has 
become a big differentiator in the marketplace when 
it comes to recruitment and retention.  Although 
the company does not report on formal metrics, the 
company continues to hold focus groups on a regular 
basis to ‘take the temperature’ of the members and 
get their feedback. In addition, the company monitors 
attendance at WiN organised events and distributes 
feedback forms. For all events, a write up is published 
on the company intranet and circulated to the entire 
Asia Pacific region.

critical success factors
• �Not simply imposing a global model, but identifying 

your population and understanding their needs.

• �Visible senior management support.

• �Clear communication about the role of the network.

• �Acknowledgement of the contribution of the 
volunteers driving the network.

activities
The steering committee felt that to maximise the 
impact of the women’s network it was important to 
focus on delivering something big, or a significant 
win, early on. It decided to focus on improving its 
maternity leave policy as this was an issue that was 
highlighted in the focus groups. In conjunction 
with the HR department, the steering committee 
conducted an extensive evaluation of existing 
maternity policies – both internally and externally - 
and set a goal of establishing not only an industry-
leading policy, but also one that was consistent within 
the firm, across the region. The initiative created much 
discussion at a business level as the various offices 
considered the practicalities of implementation. 
In January 2007 Barclays Capital launched its new 
maternity leave policy on a regional basis, entitling all 
its women in the region to 22 weeks of paid maternity 
leave. The network has since become a catalyst for 
discussing other workplace policies, and not just 
those that affect women. For instance it is currently 
conducting a full review of family policies, including 
paternity and bereavement leave, that impact a 
broader population.

In terms of other activities, the individual WiNs in 
the different countries in Asia Pacific hold a variety 
of recruitment, networking and career development 
events. For example, the networks organise monthly 
‘Spotlight On’ sessions where network members are 
invited to lunch with senior managers to learn from 
their experiences. They also hold ‘Lunchbite Sessions’ 
with external speakers focusing on topics such as 
presentation skills and making your best impression, 
providing an opportunity for self-development. In 
Hong Kong and Singapore WiN has become involved 
in external networking events, participating in events 
with other banks, data providers and lawyers. The 
networks also get involved in charity work, with a 
particular focus on supporting charities related to 
women and children. 
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Company	 •	 Cisco
Name of Network	 •	 Women’s Action Network (WAN)
Country Focus	 •	 India

overview

motivation
In line with its inclusive organisational culture, 
Cisco has a number of employee networks at its US 
headquarters to support the development and growth 
opportunities of staff. In India it has extended this 
activity with the launch of its Women’s Action Network 
(WAN). Cisco is keen to increase women’s presence 
within the company. Through the activities of the 
WAN the plan is to attract, retain and develop talented 
women to change the demographics within both 
junior and senior management.

structure of network/set-up
At the global level, the employee networks fall under 
the remit of the Inclusion & Diversity Council in the 
US. At the local level in India, Cisco’s WAN has two vice 
president sponsors. Executive leadership is provided 
by a lead and co-lead who review activities, ensuring 
they align with corporate goals, approve funding 
and manage a core team of 30 people to deliver a 
programme of events. All organisational roles within 
the network are voluntary but are recognised in 
performance reviews. For more senior organisers, the 
amount of work time used for organising WAN events 
is probably 10 per cent. An annual budget is provided 
and the WAN has access to Cisco facilities such as email 
and intranet to advertise activities to employees.

activities
Like its other employee networks, Cisco’s WAN in India 
maintains a business plan, with specific goals in several 
focus areas that support the company's business 
objectives. These include: business partnerships, 
recruitment and development and professional 
networking.

overview
As a proponent of the ‘human network’ Cisco understands 
perhaps more than most the power of networking. As a high-
technology company, Cisco is well aware of the need for 
increased female participation in its industry and sees the 
activities of its Women’s Action Network (WAN) as integral 
to business success.  For a critical marketplace like India, 
where women tend to be more reserved and less inclined 
to put themselves forward, overcoming cultural aspects and 
equipping women with the confidence and skills to progress 
is a key role of the local WAN launched in India in 2004.

"	The Women's Action Network (WAN) is a unique community of 
highly successful and capable women banding together to share 
experiences, best practices, and challenges that they face in Cisco 
on professional or personal fronts. By collectively airing out the 
issues they face, they are able to quickly learn from each other on 
how others have solved similar challenges. In other words, this 
becomes a group nXn mentoring forum. The WAN India group, 
probably the most active in all of Cisco, has taken these
concepts further by bringing together women from across 
different companies and backgrounds to foster learning

and advancement."                      Aravind Sitaraman
Sponsor of WAN India

Vice President and Managing Director
Cisco Development Organization, India
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husbands and families. Also in the early stages some 
women were not interested as they did not feel they 
needed any help. For Cisco they realised that it was 
important to not only get support from the corporate 
level about why they wanted to set up this group, 
but also to align the network’s activities very closely 
with organisational goals and guidelines, ensuring it 
was adding value. The company also highlighted that 
Human Resources need to be involved, particularly 
when it came to certain initiatives such as the 
mentoring programme. As this programme was 
developed certain questions were raised that needed 
their professional input. Finally it is important to 
ensure that management support is visible – both in 
terms of communications and attendance at events.

impact
Cisco does not currently have performance metrics for 
the WAN and is not required to report back, however 
it does keep a tally of the participation of women 
at the various events.  The professional networking 
opportunities have clearly given women greater 
access to senior management whilst the company 
believes the mentoring programme has increased 
women’s confidence. Through its engagement 
with employees, the network has also been able to 
influence top management on workplace policy. For 
example, at the campus in Bangalore, the day-care 
centre for employees’ young children was initially 
going to be outside the campus, but the network 
was able to persuade senior management to bring it 
inside.

critical success factors
• �A clear vision for the network.

• �Alignment with business objectives.

• �Involve Human Resources when required.

• �Visible support from senior management.

Within business partnerships the focus is on 
demonstrating the company’s commitment to 
women with customers and suppliers. Through 
its Super Women Action Network or SWAN 2.0, 
customers and suppliers are invited to attend and 
participate in speaker and networking events. 

Under recruitment and development Cisco runs 
a Network Academy initiative, where every year it 
invites 90 local students to their laboratory for a look 
around with a view to getting them excited about the 
prospect of working in technology. The network also 
has a programme called ‘Girls and Boys in Technology’ 
to identify final year engineering students who could 
be future employees. 

In terms of professional networking, Cisco has a 
number of initiatives. It has introduced a Role Model 
Leadership Series open to all employees. As company 
vice-presidents and executive vice-presidents visit 
India, they are invited to share their personal stories 
about their careers.  

While there are some very dynamic senior Indian 
women managers around the world, culturally Indian 
women can often be quite shy. Cisco has provided 
them with public speaking lessons and opportunities 
to increase their confidence. Senior female and 
male managers at Cisco also act as role models and 
mentors to younger women coming through the 
ranks. Through a specific mentoring initiative, junior 
women are paired up with senior managers – the 
intention is to inspire them to see how they can 
develop their career at Cisco and learn from the direct 
experience of others.

challenges/learnings
One of the biggest challenges Cisco found launching 
its WAN in India was overcoming the myth – 
particularly among male colleagues, that this was 
just a group of women looking to get together to 
share women’s problems or moaning about their 
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motivation
Out of the roughly 500 Dow Chemical employees 
in Japan, only 100 are women and historically, the 
number of women in leadership position has been 
low. In the past limited effort had been dedicated 
to encouraging women to pursue more leadership 
positions in the company. In 1999, under the 
leadership of the Dow Chemical Pacific President, the 
Women’s Innovation Network (WIN) in Asia Pacific 
was founded. The objectives were to help women 
come forward with their needs, provide opportunities 
for women to develop their leadership skills and to 
increase the visibility of women through contact with 
business and country leaders.

structure of network/set-up
Dow’s WIN in Japan is one of 13 chapters in Asia 
Pacific. At the regional level, there is a Steering Team, 
which includes a representative from each country 
and a chairperson. The Pacific Area Chairperson is 
also a member of the Global Employee Network 
Leadership Team, providing a link with WINs in other 
areas as well as other employee networks (eg African 
American Network, Hispanic Employee Network, 
Disability Employee Network, etc). The Pacific 
Steering Team decides the annual theme and leads 
the activities and programmes around the region. At 
the country level in Japan, for example, a Chairperson 
and Co-chair – both women have been appointed 
plus a committee consisting of about 10 members. 
Typically committee members are only women, but 
interestingly in 2008 half of the committee members 
in Japan are men. The company believes is good 
as the male members can provide a balance of 
perspectives and ideas.

Company	 •	 Dow Chemical Pacific Ltd
Name of Network	 •	 Women’s Innovation Network
Country Focus	 •	 Japan

overview
Attracting women to careers in the chemical industry is 
not easy – particularly in a traditional society such as Japan. 
The talent pool is limited from the start as only 35 percent 
have a business related degree and even less, 13 percent 
have a technical degree. Added to that is the challenge of 
shift work - changing and unsociable work hours are not 
attractive for women who are traditionally the primary 
caregivers in their households. Moreover, in Japan, as in 
other countries in Asia, there are few female role models in 
senior positions which leaves women lacking in confidence 
and feeling nervous about taking on bigger roles. 
Supporting and encouraging women to excel and improve 
their leadership skills in a male-dominated industry is one 
of the great values of the Women’s Innovation Network 
(WIN) at Dow Chemical Pacific Ltd. Management also sees 
it is as a key channel to listening to the voice of its women. 
What began as a dialogue with women in the US in 1988 to 
understand some of the issues they faced in pursuing their 
careers has developed into a more formal network with 
chapters around the world.

"	Dow’s Women’s Innovation Network has been 
instrumental in cultivating the leadership capabilities 
of female employees, increasing their visibility – 
both inside and outside the company and creating 
opportunities for professional and personal growth. 
The result is a win for all parties; our employees 
enjoy a fulfilling career at work and receive support 
to allow them to be effective at home as well. Their 
satisfaction and motivation help with their attraction 
and retention, offering Dow the talent needed to 
create our success."

Ako Serizawa
Area Director Diversity & Inclusion, Asia Pacific

Dow Chemical Pacific Ltd
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to take the lead or participate. It has learnt that it is 
important to ensure senior management support the 
WIN team and encourage their employees to take a 
part in network activities. Time commitments can also 
be a challenge. When people work on the committee, 
they are doing this on a voluntary basis and it can be 
seen as an additional burden to their regular role and 
responsibility. Bearing this in mind, it is important first 
to recognise their contribution, but also to manage 
realistic expectations about success. Driving the 
network is very dependent on the capabilities of the 
chairperson, so it is critical to have the right person 
who can be a role model and has passion to lead for 
the two-year term.  However, as these people may not 
come forward on their own, it may also be necessary 
to appoint an individual and to provide some behind-
the-scenes coaching or mentoring.

impact
While Dow has not officially measured the impact 
of the WIN, there are some clear benefits.  Certainly 
the people who have been appointed chairperson 
over the years have been recognised by senior 
management. It has given them the opportunity 
to improve their leadership skills and provided 
exposure and visibility they might not otherwise 
have had. From a business perspective, the network 
has helped break down the silos of the business, 
connecting people across functions and geographies. 
The network has had a direct impact on creating and 
upgrading policies for women, for example extended 
maternity leave and flexible work options. All of 
these factors contribute to the overall attraction and 
retention rates of women.

critical success factors
• �Support from senior management.

• �Appointing the right chairperson.

• �Providing recognition as contribution is voluntary.

• �Being realistic about success.

activities
Dow’s WIN serves as a collective voice for women 
to bring up with management issues relating to 
flexible work arrangement and leave to support their 
traditional role of primary caregivers for both children 
and parents. Within Japan, WIN holds monthly 
meetings to provide participants the opportunity to 
discuss strategy, set up activity plans, manage budget 
and get buy-in from the country leader. Activities 
include inviting speakers such as senior leaders 
within the firm and external role models to share their 
experiences of juggling successful careers and raising 
their families, asking commercial leaders to talk about 
their business, products and customers, sponsoring a 
panel discussion on work-life balance and introducing 
fitness programmes.

A key event for WIN across the region is Pacific WIN Day 
which unites female employees in the 13 countries. 
Recognising that women in the organisation rarely 
have a chance to meet, this area-wide event helps 
build a sense of connectivity and common purpose. 
Events are planned to be held on the same day at the 
same time at the different locations. Whilst activities 
may vary from location to location, they set one 
theme in Asia Pacific and share a common level of 
commitment from country leadership who provide 
visible support.  

In May 2008, the network supported the company-
wide launch of a new mentoring programme. This 
links junior women with one or more mentors giving 
them the opportunity to learn from people who are 
more experienced, gain confidence, get help resolving 
some challenges, or discuss career development - 
something which was not often done in the past. 

challenges/learnings
When Dow first launched WIN in Japan, it found that 
awareness and understanding of the role of employee 
networks was low, therefore people did not know how 
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motivation
GE’s broad spectrum of businesses tends to cover 
industries that are not known for high participation 
by women, so it is even more important to attract and 
then retain female talent. Jack Welch, then head of 
GE, recognised this more than 10 years ago when he 
launched the GE Women’s Network (WN) through a 
series of roundtables with GE’s most senior women. 
The purpose of the network is to foster professional 
women development to help attract, grow, and retain 
female talent throughout GE. Development is focused 
on leadership, advancement and career-broadening 
opportunities through a variety of tools including 
information, education and networking with other 
women to learn best practice.

structure of network/set-up
The GE Women’s Network Hong Kong hub was 
established in 2003 with an inaugural event at the 
Hong Kong Convention Centre featuring guest 
speaker Anson Chan. As one of the six hubs under 
the Women’s Network Greater China hub, it has its 
own executive committee of eight. The eight people 
include initiative leaders for the different events and 
activities. All committee members are volunteers. They 
serve a two-year term and are often nominated by 
their predecessors. The executive committee tries to 
meet once a month. The committee has a dedicated 
budget, which allows for about a dozen events a year 
in Hong Kong. GE also allows the network to have full 
use of company resources, including email, company 
premises and printed materials. For the initiative 
leaders, it is estimated that they use 10-15 per cent of 
their work time on activities related to the network.

Company	 •	 General Electric (GE)
Name of Network	 •	 GE Women’s Network
Country Focus	 •	 Hong Kong

overview
One long-term female senior manager remembers how it 
was at meetings 10 years ago with senior staff at GE in the 
United States. She would be the only woman at the table – 
other than the one who brought in the sandwiches. Roll on 
a decade and there’s been a substantial change. Any woman 
wanting to move upwards, says GE, knows she stands the 
same chance as her male peers. And that’s worldwide. The 
sea change has largely been brought about through the 
GE Women’s Network (WN), started in the US in 1997 and 
pushed by then head Jack Welch to help accelerate the 
advancement of women at GE. GE Women’s Network Asia 
was first launched into Japan in 2001, currently with 27 hubs 
and sub-hub across Japan, India, China, Korea, Australia, New 
Zealand, and South East Asia.

"	Since its establishment in 2002, GE Women’s Network Greater China 
Hub has reached out to over 4,500 members through a network 
of six hubs. WN provides a great platform for female GE employees 
across the business to advance their career, to share and help each 
other face common challenges both in life and work and grow 
together with the company. Personally, I feel I’m with a big 
family as a WN member. You can always reach a helping hand 
from your fellow members and the GE leadership team. 
I believe our members can benefit a lot from the WN, 
both personally and professionally - becoming more 
successful career women and stronger female leaders 
in the business."

Li Liu
GE Women’s Network China/Korea Hub Leader
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listen to what local stakeholders have to say. They 
found that the women in Hong Kong had different 
interests and needs to those in different parts of the 
world – they were less interested for example, in 
leadership development and more interested in work-
life balance. Understanding your audience ultimately 
ensures better engagement of the women and better 
organisation of events. An additional challenge in 
Hong Kong, is that the hub is small with the women 
staff members split up into six offices, some of them 
in remote locations across the territory, so attendance 
rates for events can be low. This highlights the 
importance of developing activities that are perceived 
to be of value.

impact
GE recognises that it is difficult to work out an 
effective measure and that when it comes to 
recruitment and retention there are many factors 
involved. However, in tracking the career path of 
those who had assumed key roles in the network, it 
found that these people had been promoted by at 
least one level. From the business perspective the 
company has long understood that a company that 
is diverse in terms of gender is more profitable and 
better able to attract and retain the best people. 
Employee surveys show that female employees see 
GE as a great place to learn and develop their career. 
The network provides a community for the women 
stationed at different GE outlets and offices across the 
territory. While no set measurements of the impact 
of the network have taken place in Hong Kong, the 
activities help with communication, staff friendships, 
learning new technology and training and a sense of 
loyalty to the firm.

critical success factors
• �Understanding your audience.

• �Activities that are relevant for the local women.

• �Participation of leaders (eg as mentors or to give 
talks on leadership).

activities
The activities of the GE Women’s Network focus 
on three key initiatives: connection (including GE 
image, career development, and work-life), women in 
commercial and women in technology.

Within development and engagement, the network 
looks at activities that attract talent, help with career 
development and address issues such as work-life 
balance. The network holds certain events to promote 
staff members’ career paths, or to give them exposure 
to leadership, or provide mentoring for them. For 
women in commercial, certain events are organised 
to promote commercial skills and training. For women 
in technology, WN invites key leaders to come in and 
give talks.

GE globally provides an overall objective each year for 
each hub of the network. In 2008 the focus is ‘Growth 
Leaders’ and the network is invited to consider 
how it can help grow women in its network to be 
leaders. The WN in Hong Kong is currently working 
with the human resources department to roll out a 
new coaching and mentoring scheme. Certain staff 
members will be asked if they want to be a mentor 
and then other staff members who would like to be 
mentored by that person can sign up on a first-come, 
first-served basis. The mentor and mentee will then 
arrange a mutually convenient time for three meet-
ups of either three hours each, or half a day each, 
where the mentee observes and learns from the 
mentor’s job.

challenges/learnings
When it comes to rolling out a women’s network, 
it is important to recognise that one size does 
not fit all. In the US the GE Women’s Network was 
originally designed for senior women.  However at 
GE’s operation in Hong Kong because of the nature 
of the work, the majority of women are at entry level 
positions so this approach did not make sense. GE 
also discovered that it is important to take steps to 
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motivation
Goldman Sachs was keen to set up a women’s 
network in Asia so that the firm could be consistent 
with its global strategies. A women’s network had 
already been set up in both the US and Europe about 
ten years ago and the one in Asia was established 
about seven years ago. The objectives of the network 
are clear: to support the recruitment and retention 
of female professionals, enhance leadership skills 
of those women and provide a forum for women 
professionals to network effectively.

structure of network/set-up
The regional network falls under the remit of the 
Office of Global Leadership and Diversity and is 
led by two co-heads currently based in Singapore 
and Hong Kong. A regional committee focuses on 
each of the three key initiative areas and conducts 
conference calls with all members on a regular basis 
to co-ordinate activities. Meetings are held more 
regularly by individual taskforces when events are 
being planned. The network receives a substantial 
budget from the firm. Membership of the network is 
voluntary, but all new employees are made aware of 
the women’s network as part of a general diversity 
orientation when they join the firm.

Company	 •	 Goldman Sachs
Name of Network	 •	 Asia Ex-Japan (AEJ) Women’s Network
Country Focus	 •	 Asia excluding Japan 

overview
Goldman Sachs’ women’s network in Asia is seen 
as an essential part of the investment bank’s 
global diversity strategy and all employees are 
encouraged to participate. Active in Asia for over 
seven years, the network has the full support 
of top management and is instrumental in 
developing women professionals and supporting 
a strong pipeline of female talent in the region.

"	It is important for Goldman Sachs to organise 
events that promote further managerial 
understanding of challenges related to women's 
professional development and to enhance our 
female professionals' understanding of critical 
career development skills."

Paul Bernard
Asia Diversity Chairman

Goldman Sachs
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demanding day jobs. In putting such programmes 
together, it is important for the network committee to 
work with other parts of the organisation, leveraging 
existing resources. It is also important to recognise 
that challenges faced by women employees vary 
from country to country, so the activities and events 
organised by the network need to reflect this. For 
example, in Seoul the issue may be around working 
mothers obtaining affordable child-care. Whilst in 
Hong Kong, where domestic help is readily available, 
the issue of work flexibility may be more important.

impact
Goldman Sachs measures the impact by gathering 
feedback from participants and looking at 
participation rates. Much of the success is measured 
by word of mouth. Employees attend an event and tell 
their friends and family about it. In this way, people 
talk about the firm in a more positive light and it has 
a long-term influence on recruitment and retention. 
Goldman Sachs is proud of the strength of its female 
pipeline which it believes is directly attributable to its 
approach to the support and development of women 
professionals.

critical success factors
• �Clear alignment with the firm's diversity strategy.

• �Management and peer support as the network 
leader roles are purely voluntary.

• �Leveraging existing resources within the 
organisation.

• �Gearing the programme to suit the needs of a 
culturally and geographically diverse staff.

activities
The largest event the network organises is an annual 
one-day Asia Ex-japan (AEJ) Women’s Network 
Conference. Employees, both men and women, fly 
in from around the region to join the conference 
hosted by one of the countries in the region. The 
2007 conference held in Hong Kong was attended 
by over 300 employees. External experts and role 
models within the firm are invited to share their 
experiences. Topics vary from career development 
and communication skills, to developing client 
relationships and networking. 

The network arranges a number of smaller events 
throughout the year. These have included a 
networking wine tasting event and informal lunches, 
which provide a channel for female professionals to 
gain further exposure to senior management. 

The women’s network has a role to play in building 
Goldman Sachs’ external profile with a variety of 
organisations including 100 Women in Hedge Funds 
and The Conference Board, as well as legal and 
accounting organisations. The network has dedicated 
members who partner with these bodies.

challenges/learnings
Goldman Sachs highlights that one of the biggest 
challenges for any network is that it relies on the 
commitment of people working on a voluntary basis. 
It is therefore critical that managers are informed 
and that there is peer support. The organisation and 
planning for the annual conference, for example, 
is extensive, and this is taken on in addition to 
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motivation
Nortel’s operation in China has the largest population 
of female employees for Nortel in Asia. Yet in terms of 
recruitment in China, Nortel struggles to get resumes 
from women in the technological field and its females 
do not rise up through the organisation as fast as the 
company would like to experience. The Women’s
Business Council (WBC), with its focus on support, 
recruitment and retention of professional women is a 
key tool for achieving this. The WBC provides a forum 
for female employees in China to connect with each 
other on a local, regional and global level, maximises 
opportunities for professional development and looks 
to leverage the ideas and creativity of women in the 
organisation.

structure of network/set-up
The WBC is one of several Diversity Business Councils 
at the global level and has a regional Asian and local 
China chapter. The council is formally structured with 
senior executive sponsorship and top management 
as co-leaders. It is open to all employees interested in 
participating. The WBC in China meets regularly at a 
country and regional level, aligning its programmes 
with the global diversity strategy. However, it has full 
empowerment to run its own programmes tailored to 
local needs.

Company	 •	 Nortel
Name of Network	 •	 Women’s Business Council
Country Focus	 •	 China

overview
It’s a saying that is often quoted – Mao Zedong’s proclamation 
that women hold up half the sky. Yet in mainland China, 
women still have some way to go both in the workplace 
and in politics before they will be on an equal footing with 
their male counterparts. In the workplace, women’s networks 
within companies are helping to encourage women to 
take up certain jobs and develop their professional skills.  In 
comparison to other countries, there are more women in 
China in the technological field, but many more are needed 
at an executive level. With this in mind Nortel, recognised 
leader in delivering communications capabilities that make 
the promise of Business Made Simple a reality for customers, 
set up a Women’s Business Council in China.

"	Nortel has long believed that a wealth of innovative ideas 
arise from a diverse workforce and that diversity is not just 
the right thing to do, it is a business imperative. In China, 
Nortel has an impressive community of female employees 
in technical and leadership positions. Our Asian Women's 
Business Council fosters and supports an inclusive 
diverse community where women are empowered to 
achieve excellence in the pursuit of their personal 
and professional goals through activities such as 
networking, community outreach, professional 
development and mentoring."

Kalli Lefevre 
Vice President, Research & Development China

Nortel
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to the initiative, higher participation rates have been 
achieved and a much more cohesive, driven group of 
employees has emerged.

Nortel also expanded the activities to include male 
employees, who complained initially that they were 
being excluded from talks and other events. All events 
are now open to both men and women – which is 
really helping to drive much closer cooperation and 
understanding from both sexes. And – as in most 
aspects of life – a rich mix of the two helps generate 
a more stimulating debate, fresh ideas and enhanced 
learning for all.

impact
The programme was started at the end of 2006 
and impact has been measured in terms of general 
feedback from employees. Benefits for Nortel have 
included specific customer recognition that a 
company which promotes itself as a communication 
leader is walking the talk and speaking their 
language in terms of cultural and gender diversity. 
And feedback from their female workforce has 
been positive too. The program has created a 
real opportunity for women employees to build 
confidence through seeing female motivational 
speakers, through their one on one sessions arranged 
through the Link mentoring programme and from a 
general feeling that the voice of female employees is 
truly being heard.

critical success factors
• �Understanding the working styles of female 

employees in China.

• �Encouragement and validation from management.

• �Making the events inclusive – open to both men and 
women.

activities
The WBC in China holds events and activities regularly 
throughout the year targeted at the professional 
development of women. One programme introduced 
to female employees in China was “Taking the Stage” 
– a training programme that looks at the different 
communication styles between genders and provides 
presentation skills training. When senior Nortel 
executives visit China, the WBC organises a one hour 
talk with refreshments and invites them to share their 
experiences giving female employees the opportunity 
to ask questions. Three key executive level speakers 
from Nortel’s customers spoke to employees across 
Asia in 2007 about their experiences and the 
challenges that come with their high positions.  

In 2006, the WBC introduced the Link Mentoring 
Programme targeting the whole Asian female 
community at Nortel.  The link Programme has been 
very successful in linking more senior employees with 
junior female employees – providing chances to learn 
from mentors and also find out about the challenges 
and opportunities that wait further up the career 
ladder.

challenges/learnings
One particular challenge that Nortel has faced in 
running its WBC in China has been to understand 
and address some cultural barriers to providing frank 
feedback which may be taken for granted in some 
other countries. Nortel understands fully the value of 
the cultural diversity of its employees, and has sought 
to engage with staff in different ways, based on the 
cultural norms in the particular country. All too often 
the more aggressive, western-oriented approach 
can be a deterrent to enthusiastic involvement. By 
engaging managers in providing their full support 
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to develop their own potential and are proactive in 
their approach. In India, both Reuters and Thomson 
have learnt that it is important to run the initiatives 
at the local level.  It is also important to make sure 
you select the right activities and prioritise those that 
have maximum impact. The company acknowledges 
that time is always a challenge and that everyone is 
always struggling with work-life balance. It is more 
important, in their view, to focus on a few good ideas 
and make sure you execute well.

impact
Impact is assessed largely by how many people have 
participated in activities.  Internal surveys are held 
after each event. The impact of the Reuters network 
can also be assessed in terms of the new policies that 
have been introduced as a result. For the individuals, 
the networks provide an opportunity to get to know 
their colleagues, to share ideas and help women 
feel part of the bigger picture. It also provides an 
opportunity to meet senior executives and get 
visibility.

critical success factors
• �Making sure the network is run at the local level.

• �Getting the commitment of local management.

• �Empowering employees to run the programs.

• �Keeping participation in events voluntary.

activities
The networks in both organisations have been 
used as a forum for providing further learning and 
development opportunities for their members. At 
Reuters the focus has been more specifically on 
career development for top female talent, whilst at 
Thomson opportunities such as mentoring have 
been made more widely available to all employees. 
The WEB network at Reuters has been instrumental 
in driving flexi-work policies, reviewing harassment 
policies, conducting personal safety programmes 
and introducing an Employee Assistance Programme 
(EAP). Similarly the CHIC network at Thomson has 
run a whole host of programmes on topics such as 
work-life balance, health, nutrition, self-defence and 
lifestyle. In addition both networks have been actively 
involved in community issues. For Thomson this 
was in terms of supporting a village community and 
encouraging young teenagers who drop out of school 
to continue their education. Whilst at Reuters the 
network has held events to promote Breast Cancer 
Awareness and contributed proceeds from the sale of 
ribbons to hospice care for terminally ill patients. 

challenges/learnings
With both companies characterised by a relatively 
young workforce, hungry for growth and personal 
success, the activities of the networks have been well 
received. Many are keen to explore different ways 
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motivation
The financial services industry is talent driven which 
means it is imperative to ensure the company is 
reaching out to the widest pool to attract the best 
staff. In a competitive market, that also means making 
sure no group is being overlooked that was possibly 
overlooked in the past.  The issue of retaining and 
advancing all staff, regardless of sexual orientation, 
is a fundamental business driver. Lehman Brothers 
wants to get the most out of its staff members, but 
that can be difficult to do if that person cannot 
bring his or her “whole” self to work. If there is open 
communication, it is a comfortable and productive 
working environment. A grassroots interest from 
employees on the ground in Japan, combined with 
senior management support, both in the US and 
regionally, made the launch of the Lehman Brothers 
Gay and Lesbian Network Asia possible.

structure of network/set-up
The Lehman Brothers Gay and Lesbian Network 
Asia was launched in Japan in March 2005, as one 
of three diversity networks to be launched in Asia 
simultaneously. There were more than 50 people at 
the event – people who were not all gay and lesbian, 
but supportive of the initiative and confirmed allies. 
The network has two executive sponsors, a chair 
and an executive council who hold regular meetings 
throughout the year. The network receives an annual 
budget from the company’s Diversity and Inclusion 
office to fund its activities and has full use of company 
facilities such as meeting rooms, work email and a 
webpage on “LehmanLive” - the company intranet. 
The network also draws on the support of other 
functions across the firm, such as Corporate Events for 
planning and managing events.

Company	 •	 Lehman Brothers
Name of Network	 •	 Lehman Brothers Gay and
		  Lesbian Network, Asia-Pacific
Country Focus	 •	 Japan

overview
It’s the company’s annual staff dinner. You’re gay, and want 
to bring your life partner, but your boss does not know 
about your sexual orientation. You don’t want to be treated 
differently at work as a result of bringing your partner to the 
event, nor to have your chances of promotion impacted. 
You chose to come alone and to continue to keep that very 
important part of your life private. It’s not an unusual scenario 
for many employees all over the world despite the fact that 
gay and lesbian people constitute between 5 and 10 per 
cent of the population. In Japan, a traditionally conservative 
society, investment bank Lehman Brothers is working to 
create a more inclusive and productive work environment 
for everyone. One means of doing so has been the 
establishment of a network for gay and lesbian employees. 
This network works with the Firm to attract and retain the 
best and the brightest employees and to help create a 
workplace where no one would feel the need to come to a 
corporate event without their life partner.

"	Lehman Brothers is committed to recruiting, retaining 
and developing the best talent in the industry and 
maintaining a best in class commitment to diversity 
and inclusion.  The Lehman Brothers Gay and Lesbian 
Network is an integral part of that commitment and 
we are proud of our industry leading efforts to ensure 
that diversity based on sexual orientation is a core 
component of our diversity and inclusion initiative in 
Asia-Pacific."

Brian M O’Connor
Chief Administrative Officer, Asia-Pacific

Lehman Brothers
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down the isolation that could be felt by gay or lesbian 
employees, but for some it is still a very new concept 
and Lehman Brothers is working hard to provide open 
communication that reassures them of the supportive 
and open culture. The network is still lagging in 
the area of openly gay women as it is taking longer 
for lesbians to become involved in the network. 
This is consistent with the network’s experience in 
other regions. While Lehman Brothers Japan is an 
international office, the majority of the workforce is 
Japanese, for whom it still remains a challenge to self-
identify as gay or lesbian. Lehman Brothers is trying 
to make that issue not quite so challenging.

impact
The Asia regional network is now three years old 
and has enjoyed good response rates to its activities, 
as well as solid endorsement from senior, regional 
and global management. While Lehman Brothers 
does not measure retention or other factors solely 
on the network, it is seen as a successful model for 
ensuring that staff members can bring their “whole” 
selves to work and feel comfortable in their working 
environment. One of the goals of the network is also 
to raise awareness, educate and provide support in 
an informal way. The network also provides informal 
coaching and mentoring for new employees coming 
into the firm.

critical success factors
• �Good communication on a sensitive issue is critical.

• �Endorsement from senior managers.

• �Role models in terms of speakers, network leaders 
and management.

• �A very supportive staff environment where the 
network is an everyday part of the corporate culture 
and one where diversity and inclusion is a business 
imperative.

activities
The network has three key aims: recruiting, retention 
and advancement, professional development and 
commercialisation. In terms of recruitment the 
network has reached out to student organisations 
and gay and lesbian networks at major universities 
in Tokyo. It has sponsored lunches and organised 
office tours to let people in the community know 
that Lehman Brothers is a great place for gay and 
lesbian talent to work. The network has focused on 
the professional development of network members 
by bringing in London-based executive coach Tom 
Preston, who is openly gay, for three sessions as well 
as renowned speaker and author Brian McNaught 
for senior management training sessions. Lehman 
Brothers has also initiated and co-hosted inter-bank 
events. For some of the activities, staff members 
are invited to bring along their partners. In terms 
of commercialisation, Lehman's mission is to build 
unrivaled partnerships with and value for its clients, 
through the knowledge, creativity and dedication 
of all its people, leading to superior returns for 
shareholders. It is a bit more nascent in Asia, but in 
North America and Europe, other companies looking 
to use a firm will look at its diversity policies as part of 
their process to decide whether they want to use that 
vendor.

challenges/learnings
While more than 75 employees are members of the 
gay and lesbian network at Lehman Brothers in Japan, 
Japan is a society that is conservative and where there 
is a pressure to conform. While there are no sodomy 
or anti-gay laws in Japan, at the same time there is 
no positive anti-discrimination legislation either. 
Having a network within the firm helps to break 
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motivation
One of the business drivers behind the YPN was 
that Merrill Lynch found there was a perceived gulf 
between older senior managers and the younger 
workforce. Most younger managers were in their 
late 20s or early 30s, while senior managers were in 
their mid-40s and older. The network was a way to 
bring them together. There is no age bracket for the 
network; rather it is to harness young professionals 
within the firm, to ensure that they feel involved. 
Due to the competition for young management staff 
within the region it was also important to provide 
a programme that would attract and retain young 
professionals at Merrill Lynch.

structure of network/set-up
It was a launch plan not for the faint-hearted. To 
maintain interest and momentum in its diversity 
programme, Merrill Lynch simultaneously launched 
all four programmes in city after city across Asia in 
a matter of a few months. Starting in Hong Kong in 
April 2007, launches in Singapore (in June), Australia, 
India and Japan followed shortly afterwards. The 
programme was supported by a strong branding 
campaign with posters and emails to build 
momentum.

Generally each network has the same structure. The 
executive sponsor of all the networks is the regional 
chairman. Each network has its own executive 
sponsor, a member of the region’s executive 
management team and an advisor who is the member 
of the global diversity council.  Each region has two 
co-leads and each country also has two country co-
leads, as well as operating committees and general 
members. All are voluntary positions. The regional co-
leaders are asked to stand for 18 months to two years. 
In Singapore, the committee comprises around seven 
people. This committee meets on an intermittent 

Company	 •	 Merrill Lynch
Name of Network	 •	 Pacific Rim Young
		  Professionals Network
Country Focus	 •	 Singapore 

overview
It’s for the young, and the young at heart – a network that 
targets the millennial generation throughout Asia. The 
Pacific Rim Young Professionals Network (YPN) is one of four 
networks set up by Merrill Lynch since the beginning of 2007, 
showing how seriously the investment bank takes the issue 
of diversity. The other three are networks targeting women 
professionals, parents and caregivers and a gay, lesbian 
transgender and bisexual network. But what makes the 
YPN different is that it currently only exists in Asia.  As Merrill 
Lynch and its competitors within the industry experience fast 
expansion in Asia, the network has been introduced as a way 
to engage and retain young talent.

"	The advent of the Young Professional Network in 
Asia has been a tremendous success. It has raised 
awareness, got people involved and increased the 
amount of interaction between the businesses. To 
take this unique opportunity to the next level, we 
must focus on using the strength of the network 
to enhance our business platform across the 
Pacific Rim."

Jason Brand
Global Executive Sponsor of the YPN &

President
Merrill Lynch, Pacific Rim
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YPN was initially met with a little cynicism by older 
workers, this was alleviated when they realised that 
the network could also involve them. The important 
thing is to brand the network in a non-exclusive, 
non-threatening way. It is also important to have a 
clear purpose, otherwise there is the danger that the 
network becomes little more than a social club. The 
network also needs to be supported by a clear set of 
guidelines and strong executive support. Merrill Lynch 
also highlights the importance of public recognition.  
It acknowledges people who have gone above and 
beyond the call of duty to promote diversity by giving 
awards.

impact
While its statistics are for internal use only, Merrill 
Lynch has been measuring its attendance rates, 
as well as gender breakdown. While the networks 
are a little new to have affected company policy, 
Merrill Lynch commentators felt that they will over 
time. Certainly the networks have provided a good 
channel to engender discussion and awareness 
about different work schemes, for example flex work. 
One unconscious by-product of the YPN has been 
to unlock the leadership potential in many young 
people, so the network has provided an opportunity 
for leadership growth. In Singapore, all four networks 
have changed the Merrill Lynch culture and made it 
more inclusive.  People have realised that diversity 
has tangible benefits, giving employees a sense of 
purpose and pride within the organisation.

critical success factors
• �A clear set of goals and guidelines.

• �Executive level support.

• �A strong branding campaign.

• �Public recognition of contribution of staff.

basis to organise events and activities.  The “not 
insignificant” budget is organised at a regional level. 
Organisers are allowed full use of company facilities 
such as corporate email, meeting rooms, auditoriums 
and so on to organise events.

activities
With a membership of over 500 staff the network is 
very active and is characterised by what is described 
as an incredible sense of energy and drive. The 
network organises a monthly speaker lunch series 
with the firm’s managing directors, where 25 to 30 
young professionals are given the opportunity to 
interact with the leaders in an open environment.  

Like other finance firms, Merrill Lynch is hitting the 
universities to garner interest in the company from 
students. While Merrill Lynch in Singapore had about 
1,000 employees when the networks started, that is 
expected to increase substantially by the end of 2008. 
With young professionals talking about diversity, it 
adds an extra dimension to the recruiting drive. The 
network also supplies speakers for the Singapore 
Management University investment club, a group 
of about 1,000 young people who are interested in 
markets and investing.    

The YPN is also very active in terms of driving 
community and environmental projects at Merrill 
Lynch. Whilst many regard the younger generation 
as being spoilt and making unreasonable demands 
on the workplace in terms of working styles, Merrill 
Lynch’s experience in Singapore is that they are keen 
to get involved and give back and are active in green 
projects and philanthropic activities.

challenges/learnings
While it has been said that networks can foster 
divisiveness, Merrill Lynch feels that it got it right by 
providing four networks at the same time. While the 



motivation
Shell Malaysia has 7,000 employees in a variety 
of different divisions. Of that total, 300 are fresh 
graduates and a current new intake is about 100 per 
year. Nexus Shell Malaysia was set up in September 
2006 to retain graduates and introduce them to other 
parts of the business. In this way, those graduates 
could look beyond the business they were in, connect 
with other divisions and possibly move into them 
at a later stage in their careers. One of the goals 
of the network – which exists globally – is to help 
graduates develop affiliations to the different parts 
of the organisation and facilitate inter-business 
communication and understanding.

structure of network/set-up
The official launch of the network took place in 
September 2006 during a conference in Kuala 
Lumpur. Nexus Shell Malaysia now has an executive 
sponsor and core team at the country level and 
local chapters in East and West Malaysia. The core 
team takes on project activities, such as publishing 
a newsletter,maintaining the network website, and 
organizing an annual conference. Each local chapter 
meets on its own terms and puts together its own 
tailor-made programme. The company provides a 
dedicated budget – the main part of which is spent 
on the annual conference for the network.

overview
Shell is such a large energy corporation that it would be 
easy to feel as if you’re a small cog in a big wheel. Certainly 
that could be the feeling of a fresh graduate joining one of 
the many Shell divisions around the world. The Nexus Shell 
Malaysia network aims to change that perception providing 
opportunities for recent graduates  to connect and network 
and feel a part of the bigger picture.

"	Graduate recruitment plays such an important role 
in Shell's talent strategy that it is really important that 
we help recruits make a successful transition from 
student to professional as smoothly as possible. The 
main approach to ensuring that this happens is 
the DEVELOP graduate development framework 
and equipping line managers to support and coach 
new recruits as they start their working life - but the 
Nexus graduate network plays an invaluable role in 
supplementing these efforts by building a real sense 
of community, providing regular time with the most 
senior leaders in the country and enabling graduates 
to learn from one another. I encourage every 
company with a substantial graduate recruitment 
stream to consider establishing a network like this, 
as there is a tremendous return from what is a 
comparably small investment in time and money 
and the positive energy this can generate amongst 
graduates and the teams they interact with is 
invaluable."

Jonathan Kohn
Network Sponsor &

Human Resource Director
Shell Malaysia

Company	 •	 Shell Malaysia
Name of Network	 •	 Nexus Shell Malaysia
Country Focus	 •	 Malaysia  
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impact
Shell tries to measure the effectiveness of its 
programmes. At the end of each annual conference 
the graduates are asked to complete a feedback 
form to assess how pertinent they feel the network 
is to their development. Clearly from an individual 
perspective, young employees are given early 
opportunities to connect across the organisation and 
meet people they might not otherwise have access to. 
From a corporate perspective, it is seen as a good tool 
for retaining young professionals, helping them not 
only make friends in other parts of the company, but 
also move within divisions to develop their careers. 
The network has also been a good example to other 
companies and within its own firm. The network has 
been lending a hand to help set up sister networks in 
both Shell Singapore and Shell Indonesia.

critical success factors
• Clear communication of the business case and goals 

of the network.

• �Line management buy-in and support.

• �Ability to bring everybody together from different 
locations and business units.

activities
The network’s activities focus on three key themes: 
to develop, connect and raise the visibility of recent 
graduates – who are defined as those people in their 
first three years at Shell. To ‘develop’ recent graduates, 
they have initiated a coaching circle programme 
where senior leaders meet with different groups of 
graduates approximately six times a year. The biggest  
‘connect’ event is the annual conference held around 
October every year and lasting a day and a half. 
This provides an opportunity for members to come 
together from their different locations, meet their 
peers and network with senior leaders.  As part of 
the ‘raising visibility’ aspect of the network’s goals, 
Nexus Shell Malaysia supported a programme called 
Campus Ambassador where network representatives 
gave career talks and attended career fairs. The Shell 
graduates are able to speak to the students about 
what life is like for them as a new professional.

challenges/learnings
Nexus Shell Malaysia is still a relatively young network 
and has not experienced resistance from staff 
members or management. On occasion, it has been a 
struggle to get full buy-in to activities – both from the 
new graduates and their line managers. Participating 
in activities such as the conference, for example, takes 
people away from their day jobs and initially some 
managers did not recognise the value. However, 
through extra communication and highlighting the 
business case Shell has managed to overcome these 
objections.
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As many of the case studies highlighted, it is no good simply imposing a standard employee network model 
on people and expecting people to respond. The network needs to address the specific interests of the target 
audience – otherwise it runs the danger of being irrelevant. This is particularly true in a region as diverse as Asia. 
The interests and issues of women in Japan are likely to be very different from those of women in Hong Kong. Employee networks 
should be allowed to develop their own characteristics, run their own agendas and determine their own programme of activities. 
So whilst the initiative might be driven at the global or regional level, a company should take steps to understand the needs and 
wants of stakeholders at the local level – both at the beginning and on an ongoing basis. This might be through a series of focus 
groups or an all employee survey.

3    define the network’s purpose
The most successful networks are those that have clearly articulated goals and established rules of engagement. Without this, 
employee networks run the danger of becoming little more than social forums which lack focus and soon run out of steam.  
Aligning the purpose of the network closely with the needs of individuals and the business are essential to ensuring continued 
participation and support and will overcome any resistance to the network that might surface among certain groups. Defining 
the purpose will also assist with the process of measuring and reporting on the activities of the network over time. It is also worth 
considering the branding of the network, developing a distinct logo and identity that can be easily communicated.

4    establish the right structure
As with any organisation it is important to set up the right structure for the employee network – both for setting the direction 
and managing the day-to-day activities. Whilst every company needs to consider what model is appropriate for their network, 
the most popular model comprises a steering group or committee with 8 to 10 members headed by a chair and co-chair. Whilst 
the chair and co-chair positions may be formal appointments, or appropriate people may be encouraged to take on the role, 
representation on the committee should be voluntary and open to all. Companies are advised to be inclusive and encourage as 
wide a representation as possible on the committee, both in terms of business functions and levels of seniority. This will ensure 
a wider appeal of activities and greater participation. It can also be useful to include a representative from HR and marketing on 
the committee as many of the activities or initiatives driven by the network may impact these areas. When thinking about the 
structure it is also important to consider allocation of resources, whether it be financial or other (eg access to meeting rooms, use 
of company intranet, etc).

1    provide leadership support
The first critical step when establishing a new employee network is to establish leadership support at the 
highest levels and to ensure that senior management understands how the activities of the network will 
contribute to business objectives. This publication provides many examples of how to build the business 
case, but essentially the argument focuses on the role that employee networks can play in supporting a 
company’s recruitment and retention strategies. Once leadership support has been obtained it is much 
easier to establish a culture where the network can flourish and the right resources can be obtained to 
support activities. It is also useful to identify a widely respected executive sponsor who can champion 
the activities of the network – both at the time of launch and on an ongoing basis. This is particularly 
powerful when setting up employee networks around more sensitive issues such as lesbian and gay 
networks – their enthusiasm and support will encourage wider support throughout the organisation.  
Executive sponsorship is also important in ensuring that any issues raised by the network are taken 
seriously, filtered up through the organisation with the ability to impact change.

2    engage with stakeholders

to Setting up an
Employee Network8 steps

Drawing on our experience of working with many companies in Asia, Community Business 
recommends the following key steps for companies looking to set up employee networks in Asia: 8

measure and
report

7
acknowledge 
contributions

6
communicate
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5    develop a programme of activities
A key task of the steering group or committee is to develop and implement 

a programme of activities that will appeal to the target members. To a 
large extent the types of activities will depend on the objectives of the 

network and the interests of members (see step 2). Companies looking for 
inspiration can refer to the case studies in this publication. Interestingly 
research shows that those activities that have a direct impact on personal 
or career development seem to have greater appeal than those that are 

more light-hearted or merely social in nature. Companies should remember 
that professionals are already time-poor so there needs to be a real benefit 

for participating. Companies are encouraged to be creative and resourceful in 
putting their programmes together, drawing on both internal and external resources 

8
measure and

report

6
communicate

5
develop a 
programme
of activities

4
establish the right

structure

3
define the
network’s
purpose

2
engage with
stakeholders

1
provide leadership

support

to inspire, educate and inform their audiences. Participation should be open to all to 
avoid any possible criticism that the group is exclusive or divisive.

 6    communicate
Time should be taken to consider how to launch the employee network and how to 

communicate the right key messages. Setting the right impression from the start is critical 
to securing the right level of interest and participation. It may be worth employing the skills of the 

corporate communications department to ensure that the message is conveyed in the right way and 
through the right channels. On an ongoing basis, one of the greatest challenges employee networks 

face is keeping the momentum and making sure that employees are aware of the network and its 
activities. The importance of frequent, direct communication cannot be underestimated – websites and 

email communications clearly play an important role. In addition the profile and purpose of the employee network 
should be introduced to new recruits as part of the induction process.  

 7    acknowledge contributions
Until managing the role of an employee network becomes a recognised full time position for companies, the success of a 
network relies on the passion and commitment of people who are giving their time on a voluntary basis. This is often in an 
environment where professionals are already coping with a high pressure day job and struggling with work-life balance. 
Whilst there is much to be gained at a personal level in being involved in running an employee network in terms of personal 
development and potential career progression, it can be difficult to maintain a sustained level of contribution on an ongoing 
basis. Companies are encouraged to think about how they can encourage and acknowledge the contributions of network 
members – perhaps through the performance appraisal process or company recognition awards. A personal note from a senior 
executive can go a long way to demonstrating that an individual’s contribution has been noted and acknowledged.

 8    measure and report
If employee networks are to receive continued executive support and financial backing they need to demonstrate a certain level 
of impact. Network organisers should regularly review what the network is achieving, particularly in the early days, and where 
and how it might improve. In the early stages it may be just a question of measuring simple things like the level of participation 
or the number of activities. However over time they should look to the long-term impact. Whilst other factors are clearly at play, 
a women’s network for example, may look at its impact on recruitment and retention rates or women, or a change in the number 
of women being promoted to senior management positions.  Measuring and reporting plays a vital role in the feedback process 
that ensures that the employee network remains relevant and focused – both to the business and the individuals involved.
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