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Networks in Action 
at Hew lett-Packard

Emily Duncan is Corporate 
M anager of Work Force 
Diversity at Hewlett-Packard.

H ewlett-Packard’s Work Force Diversity initiative works closely with 
the employee networks. While networks among the 98,000+ HP 
employees have existed for about twenty years, in recent years they 
began to proliferate to the degree that, according to Emily Duncan, 

Corporate Manager of Work Force Diversity, managers expressed concern about 
the kinds of support the company was prepared to provide.

In response, HP developed simple guidelines. The guidelines indicate, among 
other things, that activities for employees are encouraged and promoted so that 
employees can share information, recognize achievement, and interact with fellow 
employees informally. Employee groups may consist of—but not be limited to— 
women, minorities, people with disabilities, and gay and lesbian individuals, but 
they must not be restrictive or discriminatory.

Types of organizations specifically not to be recognized for corporate support 
are those that have a political, commercial, or religious motivation or propose to 
function as employee representatives in employment disputes.

HP requires that network groups have established charters that outline the 
organization’s purpose. When a charter has been approved by management, the 
company provides a variety of forms of support for the organization, such as use 
of the HP name in the title of the network and limited use of company facilities 
and publications. For individual network members the company provides time 
off to attend network meetings and network-sponsored activities, as well as finan
cial assistance for activities that contribute to the employee’s overall professional 
development.

The networks

Duncan says there are more women’s networks in the company than networks 
of people of color or other identity groups. The women’s networks tend to 
address glass ceiling issues, such as the scarcity of women in higher levels of 
management.

Groups come together out of the initiative of a few employees who then 
reach out to address the concerns of others. Nasrin Rezai, one of the founders of 
the Santa Clara Site Women’s Network, says that the Network’s core group con
sists of fewer than ten women, but that many more people attend their events. 
The Network aims to identify and increase awareness of women’s issues at the 
Site, and “to act as a partner and a resource in management’s efforts related to
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specialist who was one of the founding members, “People 
didn’t want to talk about issues of race or ethnicity...and that 
lack of recognition made people of color feel invisible.”

The reluctance to talk about issues of race or ethnicity is 
a powerful demonstration of how tenacious the hold of 
racism is on our society. After all, the Black Employees 
Forum, which states as its vision that HP should be recog
nized as “the best place for African-Americans to work” has 
been in existence for more than 
two decades, through a number of 
incarnations: the original, informal 
groups of the 1970’s-1980’s, the 
Black Functional Managers Com
mittee (1988), the Black Managers 
Network (1990), and the Black 
Employees Forum or BEF (1992).

Diana Bell, an H P Americas 
Remarketing Operations Manager, 
who has been involved in black 
em ployee activities since she 
joined the company twenty years 
ago, is currently a member of the 
steering committee of the Bay Area group. She says the 
BEF’s primary issue presently is the lack of representation 
of African Americans in mid- to upper-level management 
positions. She points out that after a period of steady but 
slow progress in the 1970’s and early 80’s, there was a 
point a few years later when there was a mass exodus of 
black managers. While there is no definitive explanation of 
why they left, her guess is that it may have been lack of 
upward mobility.

As a result, the BEF has shifted from a primary focus 
on helping blacks with self-development to helping blacks 
and the company, jointly, understand what both need to do. 
The organization has custom-tailored its approach to meet 
specific situations. For example, as Bell puts it, “Some busi
nesses have no black employees at all— so they have a 
recruiting problem. You can’t move up if you aren’t there.” 
In others, the issue may be moving African-American 
employees into entry-level management, whereas in still oth
ers the need may be to help blacks move from mid-level to 
general management.

Bell feels strongly that there is a dual responsibility; 
some black employees have not asked why they haven’t 
moved up— and thus management has not recognized 
mobility as an issue.

The company has, in Bell’s view, strongly signalled its 
support. BEF members meet with upper management 
teams and identify where there are opportunities for part
nership and where actions need to be owned by the diversi
ty manager or the diversity team. For example, the BEF

members pointed out that one way to start getting more 
black people into entry-level management positions was to 
design focused coaching and development opportunities for 
high-potential people. The diversity liaison responded by 
designing a training program that helped the targeted group 
understand how to ask for support, how to identify what 
their developmental needs are, and what systemic barriers 
they may expect as they move forward.

Another example of the part
nership approach of BEF is in the 
recruiting area. W hen BEF has 
identified  a particular need for 
recruiting of African-American 
employees, they work through the 
established recruiting system to help 
the process along; the ownership of 
and responsibility for accomplish
ment of the task remains with the 
recruiting function.

Towards the future

Duncan feels that the existence of 
employee networks has been highly beneficial to the diversi
ty effort and to HP in general. “I t’s been a real learning 
opportunity for managers,” she says. “The networks help to 
open up dialogue in which managers can hear what the 
issues are for people of color or for women or the other 
groups.”

For the network members, the benefits are the availabil
ity of peer support, mentoring and coaching, resulting in 
empowering individual employees to become actively 
involved in helping to bring about the cultural change the 
organization is aiming for.

Duncan has begun to invite network leaders to partici
pate in diversity task forces, councils, advisory boards and 
forums around the country. Through these gatherings, the 
goals and experiences of the individual networks are shared 
with other groups, and beginning efforts can learn from 
those that are more advanced. By working together under 
the diversity umbrella the groups are able to have more 
influence than when they pursue their separate agendas.

In Duncan’s view, the active involvement of networks in 
the diversity effort helps to make real the vision of creating 
an environment that is supportive and respects difference. 
By providing a safe, ongoing and natural conduit by which 
information is gathered, shared, interpreted and passed on 
to management, the company has developed an atmosphere 
in which people feel comfortable talking about difference 
and supported in doing it.

At HP, networks are encouraged to seek out senior 
managers as sponsors. Such sponsors—who are not nec-

A recent conference
for technical and professional 

women at HP drew more 

than 2500 attendees, including 

more than 7 men.
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At Hewlett-Packard, dress is informal and business is conducted on 
a first-name basis.

Hewlett-Packard's corporate headquarters in Palo Alto, CA.

affirmative action and equal opportunity employment.”
For Rezai, participation with other women in the N et

work was her first exposure to the excitement and sense 
of empowerment that such interaction generates. At 32, 
and having been in the U.S. for only 14 years, she does 
not remember the Women’s Movement nor is she aware 
of its impact on the progress of women in the work world. 
For young women like Rezai, in teracting  with o ther 
women in an employee network is often their first oppor
tunity to speak openly of their experiences as women in 
the organization.

The Santa Clara Site Women’s Net
work sponsors a number of activities, 
including panels of managers sharing 
success stories. H P ’s CEO Lewis Platt 
participated in one panel, talking not 
about corporate policy and strategic 
plans, but about his own career and his 
personal story. D iversity is one of 
Platt’s three top business priorities— 
and his willingness to share from a per
sonal perspective was a strong signal to 
the community that the well-being of 
individuals is a major concern.

A recent conference for technical 
and professional women at H P drew 
more than 2500 attendees, including 
more than 100 men. Both D uncan 
and Rezai speak w ith en thusiasm  
abou t the  energy and sense of 
involvement and pride that were evi
den t in the conference. Far from  
being divisive or separatist, the con
ference h eigh tened  the w om en’s 
sense of connection to the organiza
tion  and th e ir vision of w hat the 
future may hold for them.

Gay and lesbian employees

While those employees who choose to 
participate in networks speak of them 
with enthusiasm, other employees may 
still avoid involvement for fear of being 
seen as activists or trouble-makers. 
This is probably more the case with the 
Gay, Lesbian and Bisexual Employee 
Network (GLEN) than with networks 
of women or people of color. Kim Har
ris, GLEN steering committee mem
ber for the San Francisco Bay Area 
group, says th a t of the officially- 
approved GLEN sites in California, 

New England, Idaho, northern Colorado and Oregon, the 
last three face the most serious challenges. In those sites 
the incidence of harassment of gays and lesbians in the out
side community is much higher, and people who would like 
to belong to GLEN often do not feel it is safe to do so 
openly. In those areas GLEN chapters usually meet off-site, 
keep their membership roles private, and in general main
tain a low profile.

To help mitigate some of the prejudicial attitudes and 
discriminatory behaviors against the gay community— at 
least within H P itself—GLEN developed a document,
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“Sexual O rientation in the W ork
place” to assist both straight and gay 
HP employees in understanding and 
addressing the ways sexual orienta
tion impacts all employees.

H arris reports that G L E N — 
which has been in existence for 
almost 20 years—has been helpful to 
its members and to H P in helping 
people feel safer in the organization 
by creating a sense of camaraderie 
and in gathering data about people’s 
fears, their experiences of harass
ment, and their anxieties, and provid
ing that information to management. 
Through meetings with the VP of 
HR, the CEO, and other managers, 
GLEN has been able to help create a 
better sense of partnership between 
the employee-members and the com
pany. An Executive VP, a straight 
man, became management sponsor 
for GLEN in 1995.

C hief among G L E N ’s accom 
plishments, in Harris’s view, was the 
1992 addition of sexual orientation to 
employment policy, as well as an anti
harassment policy. A high priority for 
the future is the addition of a domes
tic partner policy.

Race and ethnicity

The 19 employee networks at H P 
also include groups of Latinos, peo
ple with disabilities, Asian Americans, 
people of Indian Origin, and African 
Americans. Some networks are more 
general, such as the Loveland RADD 
(Resource, Awareness, Diversity and 
Development) or Englewood DART 
(Diversity Awareness Resource 
Team)—demonstrating the close con
nection that is developing between 
the specific networks and the diversi
ty initiative.

RADD, organized in a communi
ty which is largely white, began 
because of a need to raise awareness 
of cultural, ethnic and racial diversi
ty—to bring diversity out in the open. 
According to Josie Benzor, diversity

Sexual Orientation in the Workplace
Adapted from a chart prepared by HP GLEN (Gay, Lesbian & Bisexual Employee 

Network) as part of an eight-page leaflet provided for HP employees.

Make efforts to be inclusive of gay, lesbian, bisexual, single and married 
coworkers. Use inclusive language such as "spouse or partner."

Avoid drawing conclusions about gays, lesbians, bisexuals or straights based 
on stereotypes. Don't guess someone's sexual orientation based on appear
ance or behavior.

Implement HP's policies on EEO and harassment. Evaluate employees only 
on their contributions to the company.

Increase your awareness and 
knowledge. Attend diversity train
ing, spend time with gay people, 
and let them know what your life 
is like.

Share equal responsibility for com
municating with gay, lesbian and 
bisexual coworkers. Create an 
environment where gay employees 
feel it is safe for them to come out.

Share equal responsibility for com
municating with straight cowork
ers. Consider taking your next step 
in coming out at work.

Increase your awareness and 
knowledge. Attend diversity train
ing, spend time with straight peo
ple, and let them know what your 
life is like.

Make a personal choice whether 
to be out to your coworkers. Don't 
"out" people to others. Under
stand that people are at different 
stages in coming out.

Be sensitive about language and 
terminology. Ask individuals what 
words they prefer and respect their 
wishes.

Share responsibility for eliminating 
harassment and discrimination. 
Take action if you or others are the 
target of hurtful behavior. Report it 
to EAP, coworkers, management, 
or GLEN.

Respect an individual's confiden
tiality and right to privacy in shar
ing their sexual orientation.

Be sensitive about language and 
terminology. Familiarize yourself 
with terminology and ask individu
als what words they prefer.

Share responsibility for eliminating 
harassment and discrimination. 
Don't tell hurtful jokes and dis
courage others from telling them.

WHAT YOU CAN DO IF 
YOU ARE GAY

Be patient and nondefensive to 
establish open communication.

WHAT YOU CAN DO IF 
YOU ARE STRAIGHT

Don't assume everyone is 
heterosexual.
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essarily members of the network’s identity group— assist 
in various ways; they may provide funding, or coaching 
about how to get things done organizationally, or may 
become active participants in the life of the network and 
help to promote their efforts.

The atmosphere of concern and openness that sur-

Working together, the networks and the diversity pro
gram are making real progress—at least at some sites—in 
overcoming both overt and subtle forms of discrimination. 
There is no time to rest, however, according to Duncan. Just 
as the process of educating employees to the ongoing reali
ties of living together across race, gender and other differ-

in terface at H P  reflects the
learning that CEO Platt said he
gained in diversity training: “As S O I Y I G
I listened to the women and
minority employees discuss the h o v e  n Q f  Q s k e d  |  
issues that arrect them , he
said, in 1993, “I learned a lot . . . 
about the subtle forms of dis- m O V e d  
crim ination th a t take place. .
These are not overt acts, but lit- n o t  rQ C O g n iZ B O  ITU 

tie things. I learned  how
lirm^mfnrtfihlp thpsp thing«;

momentum, a whole new chal
lenge is taking shape—global

• employees diversity-H p i s  n ° w  gearms up
■ '  to consider how issues of inclu-

vhy they haven't sio n ’ the effective- 
# # ness or all employees, and con-

. . fronting discrimination based on
IS  management has physical handlcap> gender or

race affect its world-wide enter-
Dbility as an issue. prise

More challenges bring more 
nppnrtiinitips Roth diversity

make people feel and how they
affect people’s self-confidence and their ability to interact 
with others and to do their jobs.”

management and employee net
works are important resources for turning challenge into 
advantage. — mbw
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