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Project Description 
 
Introduction 
 

The opportunity facing Network Services Company is a lack of employee resource 

groups. As explained by Catalyst (2015), “Employee Resource Groups (ERGs) are voluntary, 

employee-led groups that serve as a resource for members and organizations by fostering a 

diverse, inclusive workplace aligned with organizational mission, values, goals, business 

practices, and objectives. Other benefits include the development of future leaders, increased 

employee engagement, and expanded marketplace reach.” This case study explores NETWORK, 

organizations that have ERGs currently (and are experiencing varying degrees of success or 

failure), and Generation Pivot. ERGs are said to have a significant impact on morale and 

breaking down silos – it was the goal of this case study to determine if and how they could be 

used in this application at NETWORK. 

Employee Resource Groups are a management concern because they are a relatively 

inexpensive way to promote employee engagement and participation. ERGs can be an accessible 

way for employees to make an impact on an organization, find comrades with similar interests 

and challenges, and feel "heard" by large corporations. All of these benefits can be directly 

linked to employee engagement and talent retention. With the Millennial generation moving into 

middle management and slowly gaining footing in the workforce, philanthropy and having 

impact are two hugely important items to them. ERGs give them a voice they may not otherwise 

have, from the first day on the job. They can be impactful and feel rewarded by their actions, 

driving engagement in their day-to-day and loyalty to their company.  

For managers tasked with developing and retaining talent, this is a significant area to 

consider. Being a people leader brings a responsibility to both the direct reports and the 



corporation. It is not just the manager’s role to "manage" direct reports but to help develop them 

and build their strengths. This can be done in their role but things such as leadership, initiative, 

and creativity can all be built in ERG roles. This not only helps build direct reports in their 

capabilities (which is part of the manager’s responsibility to them), but it builds their strengths 

and delivers on the manager’s responsibility to the corporation as a people leader. 

 The outcome of this case study provides a solution to employee engagement and siloed 

workforce issues at NETWORK through the presentation of an opportunity for a new HR 

program to the VP of HR, Becky Brzeczek. As a secondary benefit, this case study provides 

recruiting and retention solutions for combatting issues related to Generation Pivot.  

 

  



Problem, Challenge, Opportunity, or Issue 
 
Central Issue – Employee Engagement. Employee engagement is simply defined as the 

employee’s connection to the organization’s mission. In the 2014 Deloitte Global Human Capital 

Trends research, 78% of business leaders rate retention and engagement urgent or important. 

Building a highly engaged workforce takes, well, work. There are a myriad of factors that must 

work in harmony to create employee engagement – and each employee is affected differently by 

the factors as a whole.  

The Deloitte research indicates that companies 

need to:  

• Change the way we manage people 
• Change the work environment  
• Change who we hire  

 
All these things tend to go well beyond the typical 

engagement survey. NETWORK is experiencing a 

similar issue. Wholesale distribution is not a 

particularly “glamorous” or “sexy” industry and as a result, there are increased issues with hiring 

and retention. This case study aims to provide solutions.  

 
Central Issue – Generation Pivot. As explained by best-selling author Phil Blair, “job-seekers 

in their 20s and early 30s have altered the job market in major ways.” Millennials are feeling less 

and less motivated or obligated to stay at a company long-term, especially when in a role that 

“doesn't respect their expertise or skills, or answer to a boss that treats them unfairly (Blair, 

2013).” Even more interesting is the understanding that salary is no longer enough. Younger 

employees (read: Millennials) tend to rate their personal job satisfaction based on:  



• Am I learning new skills? Am I challenged with new ideas? Do I look forward to going 
to work every day? 

• Am I surrounded by interesting and motivated co-workers who feel the same positive 
vibes about this company as I do? 

• Do my personal values and ethics align with those of the company? 
 

The reverse is also reportedly true:  

• Am I the only one who's working hard?  
• Why am I the only one who's staying late night after night?  
• Did I get passed over for a raise and promotion while that guy who complains all the time 

did get a raise? 
 

Jeanne Meister (2012) states that the average tenure for a worker these days is 4.4 years, but 

Millennials (born between 1977-1997) plan to stay at a job for half that time. Unfortunately for 

these Millennials, “for companies, losing an employee after a year means wasting precious time 

and resources on training & development, only to lose the employee before that investment pays 

off. Plus, many recruiters may assume the employee didn’t have time to learn much at a one-year 

job (Meister, 2012).”  

As the Multiple Generations at Work survey indicates, there are 7 major takeaways that 

indicate that Generation Pivot is psychographic in nature, meaning that these “truths” taken for 

granted when stereotyping millennials also ring true for older generations. Specifically, the 

survey found that:  

1. Generational tension pervades the workplace 

a. 66% of Millennials agree that “My personal drive can be intimidating to other 
generations in the workplace.” 

b. 61% of Millennials cite opportunities for career progression among top three 
criteria 
 

2. Boomer bummer: disengaged in the workplace 

a. 22% of Boomers are somewhat or very dissatisfied with opportunities for career 
progression 

b. Boomers are least likely to think that workplace training provides opportunity to 
learn new skills 



 
3. Satisfaction with career progression varies by generation 

a. 71% of Millennials are somewhat or very SATISFIED with their opportunities for 
career progression 

b. 19% of Generation Xers are somewhat or very DISSATISFIED with their career 
progression 
 

4. All generations look to employers for life skills training, not just for career development 

a. Financial planning was a priority for 23%, foreign language for 15% and health & 
wellness for 6% 

 
 
 
 

  



Significance of the Study 
 

Significance to the Writer. For the researcher, the significance of ERGs and Generation 

Pivot is incredibly high. Having experienced organizational culture in an organization with 

ERGs and without ERGs, their impact on productivity, employee happiness, and overall 

commitment to the organization is incredibly high. Researching the correlation between these 

two topics allows the researcher to provide solutions on a powerful topic – how to recruit and 

retain millennials in an industry that is still very much an “old boys’ club.”  

Significance to Stakeholders. The significance of this research for the NETWORK HR 

Department is also incredibly high. Having a completed body of work that outlines current 

commentary, relevant survey data, and solutions/recommendations for implementation makes the 

HR department’s job incredibly easy in terms of making decisions and applying the body of 

work to the workforce. Additionally, the HR department may not be aware of just how 

significant the matter of ERGs is, so providing unbiased research can help raise awareness to the 

importance and far-reaching implications.  

The significance of this research to individual managers at NETWORK is high as well, as 

it provides additional tools for them to ensure that their teams are engaged and being as 

productive as possible on a daily basis. ERGs can also be seen as an opportunity for gaining 

additional skills for advancement for the managers themselves or for their direct reports. 

Broader Implications. As the Wholesale Distribution industry as a whole is still very 

much an “old boys’ club,” providing solutions to those in the industry motivated to break down 

barriers is critical. The manufacturing and distribution industries need to change, modernizing in 

thought and in practice, and this body of work provides some of the solutions needed to 



encourage the industry to press forward towards a more diverse, engaged, and productive 

workforce and corporate environment.  

 

  



Organization Overview 
 
 Network Services Company Overview. Network Services Company (herein 

‘NETWORK’) is defined simply as a wholesale distributor. However, there is much more to the 

organization than that. NETWORK is the “flexible, integrated distribution solution that improves 

supply chain efficiency and drives business success (NETWORK, 2015).” The organization 

serves six major industry segments - commercial real estate, healthcare, foodservice, industrial 

packaging. commercial printing, and the public sector. Customer locations in these segments 

number over 1.3MM and NETWORK offers deep experience, vast infrastructure, customizable 

programs and best-in-class products to each and every location. NETWORK offers products in 

four major categories – janitorial supplies, foodservice disposables, industrial packaging 

supplies, and printing paper. The organization sees an annual revenue of over $16 billion 

worldwide. The word “NETWORK” comes from the organization’s structure, blending “single-

source convenience with true local market presence on an international scale (NETWORK, 

2015).”  

 In 1968, a small group of independently owned distribution companies recognized that 

combining their services/offerings would allow them to reach large regional customers instead of 

smaller one-off or limited location organizations. Understanding this, they came together to form 

NETWORK: multiple resources, centrally managed, working together to deliver unprecedented 

efficiency and dedicated service (NETWORK, 2015). Today, NETWORK is made up of over 75 

independent distributors with more than 650 locations in 44 countries worldwide.  

 NETWORK Organizational Structure Overview. NETWORK is a relatively flat 

organization with typically no more than two managers between an individual contributor and a 

member of the Executive Leadership Team. The HR organization is incredibly lean – only three 



total members. This means that the HR organization has many priorities but limited opportunity 

to allocate resources to exploratory projects, hence the introduction of this capstone project.  

 NETWORK Competitive Advantage & Analysis. NETWORK’s competitive 

advantage comes specifically from its inherently flexible approach. The organization delivers the 

efficiency and reach of a major national distributor, but with the customization and personal 

accountability of a local or regional firm. This allows for Distributor Sales Representatives to 

visit customer locations on a 2-week or monthly cycle, rather than a quarterly cycle. It’s the kind 

of personal touch that NETWORK’s members are known for and its customers have come to 

expect.  

 NETWORK’s major competitors include Grainger, Cardinal Health, Staples, Verativ, and 

US Foods, among others. Because NETWORK plays in many segments, some of these 

competitors touch only one segment and others touch all segments. Fortunately, Staples, Verativ, 

and others are failing in their relevant segments, so NETWORK is currently experiencing high 

levels of bounce-back opportunities. 

 Industry Analysis. According to the 2015 Wholesale Distribution Trends Report, “the 

US wholesale distribution market currently does about $5 trillion annually in sales. For the 

period between 2010 and 2015, the output of the US wholesale distribution industry is forecast to 

grow at an annual compounded rate of 6 percent.” As compared to other industries, distributor 

revenue is very positive, For reference, distributor revenue grew 50%, retailers showed 40% 

growth, and the US economy saw 30% growth.  

Of four primary wholesale industry indicators, all show improvement. However, three of 

the four have slowed in recent years, including: total US wholesale sales (up 11.0% in Nov. 2011 

vs. Nov. of 2010, down from 14.6% for June), US tourism spending on all tourism goods and 



services (impacts wholesale revenues and increased 7.6% in Q3 of 2011 vs. Q3 of 2010, down 

from 7.8% for Q1), and total US manufacturers’ shipments (rose 11.5% in the first 11 months of 

2011 vs. that same period of the previous year, down from 11.6% for the first 6 half). The 2015 

Wholesale Distribution Trends Report shows this data in chart form. Additional “healthy” trends 

included increases in labor productivity, industry consolidation to take advantage of economies 

of scale in purchasing power and transportation, and more international suppliers due to low 

freight costs and prices for some foreign goods.  

“Up and coming” opportunities for NETWORK and other distributors include internet 

sales possibilities (if NETWORK can develop online catalogs to extend its segment penetration 

beyond traditional limitations), logistics services potentially offered to customers for inventory 

management, just-in-time delivery and fulfillment services, and, the additional revenue to be 

realized from adding processing services for appropriate industry segments where materials can 

be further manipulated to fill manufacturers’ or possibly other distributors’ needs (2015 

Wholesale Distribution Trends Report).  

Challenges to the wholesale industry, in addition to fuel prices, include three key items 

(as explained by the 2015 Report): competition from manufacturers and large retailers (such as 

Staples)who bypass distributors by selling directly, the impact of fluctuating interesting rates 

upon already-tight profit margins, and the fact that distributors’ businesses tend to be impacted 

by the economic conditions of the geographic areas they serve.  

Import / Export issues seem to be still showing impact as well. These include Canadian 

loss of operating revenue and the two-year US/Mexico trucking dispute (70% of NAFTA 

import/export goods move via trucks). Additionally, foreign locations are becoming important 



(which is a competitive advantage for NETWORK) as more US manufacturers produce goods 

abroad and the industry is forced to accommodate needs (2015 Report). 

 
  



Identification and Discussion of Issues 
 

Key Issues. Other than the issues discussed below, ethics is a critical component of this 

capstone project. Ethics play heavily into ERGs – is there an organizational responsibility to 

provide opportunities for employee happiness? Is an organization obligated to ensure a balanced 

workforce, work/life balance opportunities, diversified culture, etc? This research helps clarify 

some of those questions.  

Primary Research Questions. The three primary research questions were as follows: 

(1) Is there an overall awareness of employee resource groups in workplace culture and how 

does the awareness level impact the desire to join? This question (in general research) 

helps frame the research article or document in terms of a “pre-test”: was the author 

aware of ERGs prior to writing the article. This is also known as “bias”. For the survey, 

this question helps sort the results and gain a better understanding of how best to break 

down the barriers to starting an ERG.  

(2) Is there an increase or decreased in level of commitment to or interest in ERGs based on 

generation? The generational question (for both general research and the survey) helps 

the researcher better understand the different approaches that will be necessary to get the 

different generations “on board” with ERGs and combatting Generation Pivot.  

(3) Is there a belief that the existence of ERGs will help combat issues directly related to the 

“Generation Pivot” plight? This question (for both general research and the survey) helps 

guide the researcher’s approach – if participants and articles see the linkage between 

ERGs and decreased Generation Pivot issues, there is less explaining and “backup” that is 

necessary to help convince participants of the benefits of ERGs as they relate to 

combatting Generation Pivot.  



Additional Research Questions. Additional research questions explored for this 

capstone project included:  

(1) My organization is dedicated to diversity and inclusiveness. This statement (posed in the 

survey and researched during the literature review) directly correlates to ERGs, as the 

groups typically exist to combat diversity issues. It is the researcher’s goal to propose 

ERGs not as a solution for lack of diversity but as a way to specifically increase 

employee engagement and other employee happiness metrics.  

(2) My organization operates in a socially responsible manner. This statement (posed in the 

survey and researched during the literature review) directly correlates to ERGs as social 

responsibility is another indicator that makes an organization more naturally likely to 

have ERGs. Having an understanding of an organization’s level of social responsibility 

also assists with implementation by identifying possible additional barriers.  

(3) Employees proactively identify future challenges and opportunities. This statement 

(posed in the survey and researched during the literature review) directly correlates to 

ERGs in that it is an indicator of employee engagement. If employees are proactive in the 

workplace, it is likely that they are happier and less likely to leave. However, if 

proactivity is low, this is an indicator that there is likely unhappiness/unsatisfaction, as 

employees view their job as a paycheck not as an opportunity to contribute to the greater 

whole.  

Key Terms. Key terms critical to understanding the project are defined as follows:  

(1) Generations. For the purpose of this project, the researcher explored three generations: 

Baby Boomers (born 1946-1964). Generation X (born 1965-1976), and Millennials (born 



1977-1993). To better understand Millennials, that generation was split into leading (born 

1977-1982), majority (1983-1987), and lagging (1989-1993).  

(2) Employee Resource Groups. “Voluntary, employee-led groups that serve as a resource 

for members and organizations by fostering a diverse, inclusive workplace aligned with 

organizational mission, values, goals, business practices, and objectives. Other benefits 

include the development of future leaders, increased employee engagement, and 

expanded marketplace reach (Catalyst, 2015).” 

(3) Generation Pivot. For the purpose of this project, Generation Pivot is defined as a 

psychographic group of individuals (not organized by age, race, or any other 

demographic) that is prone to career pivots – whether those be “job-hopping” or “career 

pivots.” 

Methodology. For the  capstone project, the intention was to gather as much varied and 

unbiased data as possible. As a result, the researcher focused on three main sources that were 

varied in nature: (1) personal interviews, (2) survey research, (3) Data and company reports 

compiled by Catalyst. These three sources were then supplemented with appropriate materials 

such as financial reports, peer-reviewed articles, and an overall literature review. 
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