SPECIAL ISSUE ON BUILDING DIVERSITY, EQUITY,
AND INCLUSION IN THE OCEAN SCIENCES

MICRO COMMUNITIES OF SAFETY

PERSPECTIVES FROM NOAA EMPLOYEE RESOURCE GROUP MEMBERS

By Jeanette Davis, Catalina Martinez, and Vankita Brown

ABSTRACT. Employee Resource Groups (ERGs) are voluntary, employee-led groups
that engage in activities designed to foster a diverse, equitable, inclusive, accessible,
and just (DEIAJ) workplace within the organizations they serve. ERGs have become
increasingly relevant, helping to promote a sense of belonging among groups who
identify along a variety of marginalized identities. Effective ERGs help leadership
gain critical insights into the challenges certain groups face, assisting with retention
and employee engagement. ERGs create safe spaces for members to speak truths and
offer a collective voice around shared interests as well as a place to hone professional
skills. Leveraging ERGs can help agencies achieve the DEIA] goals mandated in several
US Presidential Executive Orders (E.O. 13985, 2021; E.O. 14035, 2021). NOAA plays a
critical role in influencing scientific communities and provides a unique opportunity to
highlight actionable steps to enhance DEIA] in these important spaces. NOAA is home
to over 10 outstanding, award-winning ERGs. This article highlights successful aspects
of NOAA’s ERGs and how various features may translate to other institutions and agen-

cies seeking to improve DEIAJ in the workplace.

INTRODUCTION
Employee Resource Groups (ERGs),
sometimes referred to as affinity groups,
have existed in the US workforce for
decades and are widely used in private
industry (DiversityInc, 2020). These vol-
untary, employee-led groups are gaining
popularity in the US federal workforce
and are typically composed of employ-
ees with shared identities such as race,
gender, or sexual orientation, or indi-
viduals who are drawn together by a
shared interest, experience, or allyship
goal (Diversitylnc, 2020). ERGs advocate
for employees and foster spaces where
employees can be their authentic selves,
providing important micro communities
of safety in the workplace. ERGs usually
have defined structures with leadership
roles and clear goals, and some have bud-
gets to execute ideas and work with lead-
ership to enhance DEIAJ goals.

The first ERG was formed in the
1960s when African-American work-
ers at Xerox organized to discuss racial
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tension in the workplace. Since then,
ERGs have become increasingly relevant.
Many US federal government agencies
have committed to creating more diverse,
inclusive, and equitable workplaces as
mandated by the Equal Employment
Opportunity Commission. Furthermore,
Presidential Executive Orders issued by
the Biden Administration have mandated
federal agencies to advance DEIA] efforts
(E.O. 13985, 2021; E.O. 14035, 2021).
NOAA plays a critical role in shaping
international ocean, fisheries, weather,
and climate communities, and as a federal
agency, is in a unique position to amplify
DEIA]J in the ocean sciences. The agency is
working to harness the lived experiences
and perspectives of underrepresented
and marginalized groups that are actively
involved in DEIA]J efforts through more
than 10 ERGs that are primarily organized
around traditional affinities (e.g., race,
ethnicity, individuals with disabilities,
sexual orientation, and gender identity;
see Ali etal., 2021). We acknowledge there

is no single approach to addressing every
marginalized identity, but ERGs provide
a space to share experiences, build com-
munity, and develop skills of persistence,
resilience, leadership, and success. Several
NOAA ERGs were recently awarded the
Diversity Impact Award by the Global
ERG Summit organized by the University
of Southern California Marshall Center
for Effective Organizations. These in-
cluded one of NOAAs first ERGs, the
Diversity and Professional Advancement
Working Group (DPAWG). This article
outlines the benefits and tangible prac-
tices of ERGs that can be used to build
DEIA]J in ocean sciences.

Unlike many DEIAJ articles that
assume a “top-down” approach where
actions come directly from leadership,
devoid of voices from marginalized
groups who are directly impacted, this
article provides a “bottom-up” approach
to achieving an anti-racist strategy from
the people who are impacted and pur-
posefully engaged in creating micro com-
munities of safety through ERGs. This
“bottom-up” approach refers to the honor,
regard, and privilege that we place on our
lived experiences as Black, Indigenous,
and other People of Color (BIPOC), and
the centering of this knowledge helps
guide and shape both leadership within
an organization and participation in the
ERG space. The three authors are active
members who have leadership roles
within the DPAWG, find that these tangi-
ble ERG practices offer ways of knowing,
through lived experiences, certifications
in DEIAJ, and common actions that can
be taken to protect members of margin-
alized groups. The lead author no longer



serves at NOAA but is now an assistant
professor at Hampton University.

Here, we seek to redefine the exper-
tise, and we reject that it is limited to spe-
cial skill or knowledge characterized by
the methods and principles of traditional
science. We instead embrace all ways
of knowing, including the understand-
ing, ability, and unique perspectives of
marginalized groups that are developed
through their lived experiences.

THE DIVERSITY AND
PROFESSIONAL
ADVANCEMENT WORKING
GROUP AS AN ERG MODEL
The Diversity and Professional Advance-
ment Working Group (DPAWG) was
created in 2014 as NOAA first ERG to
further extend opportunities to STEM
students from underrepresented groups
who participated in NOAA educational
programs. The DPAWG has since evolved
to encompass a dynamic group of profes-
sionals from across NOAA who recognize
the value of teamwork and the impor-
tance of diversity and inclusion in the
workplace. DPAWG members have a pas-
sion for diversity and inclusion, elevate
issues of concern to the proper forums,
and serve as a unified voice to advocate
for change through DEIAJ practices.
DPAWG leadership structure includes
two co-chairs, an executive secretariat,
and six co-leads of three subcommit-
tees who together comprise the executive
committee. The co-chairs and co-leads are
chosen through a nomination and elec-
tion process and serve three- and two-
year terms, respectively. The executive
secretariat is appointed by the co-chairs.
Along with members, the leadership
team establishes DEIA] priorities based
on group feedback to ensure inclusivity
and that priorities can be accomplished
with the current capacity of the group.
Because an ERG is a voluntary employee
group, members do not formally mea-
sure and evaluate retention, diversity, and
other aspects, as those measurements
are human resources functions. Instead,
the DPAWG takes honest feedback from

members in order to evaluate and priori-
tize goals, and it finds consensus through
voting. The group also has an executive
sponsor, a member of NOAAs Senior
Executive Service (SES) who provides
strategic counsel to the executive com-
mittee. In addition, the group shares pri-
orities with the SES to establish leadership
buy-in. A monthly general body meeting
includes updates from co-chairs and sub-
committee leads on activities. Trainings
that are also a part of the monthly meet-
ings include such topics as resume writ-
ing, salary negotiation, mental health
check-ins, how to identify and respond to
sexual harassment and assault, and other
DEIA]J-related topics.

The DPAWG started with 14 mem-
bers, many of whom were former partici-
pants in NOAA’s Educational Partnership
Program with Minority Serving Institu-
tions. Membership has now grown to
more than 60 who represent staff at all
levels and disciplines across the organiza-
tion, as well as all genders, races, and ages.
A decade after its initiation, DPAWG
continues to advocate for attracting,
retaining, supporting, and advancing a
diverse NOAA workforce. Serving as a
safe haven, DPAWG provides a network
for individual members who feel margin-
alized and isolated while also supporting
the efforts of the agency, through regu-
lar meetings with leadership, to become
more diverse and inclusive. Since its
founding, DPAWG has received orga-
nizational and national recognition as a
change agent for its DEIAJ efforts. After
the death of George Floyd, the group
authored an open letter to NOAA lead-
ership that included a list of recommen-
dations for creating and expanding lead-
ership development programs, including
the agency’s premier leadership pro-
gram. Many of these recommendations
were adopted by the agency, includ-
ing eliminating the barrier of supervi-
sor approval during the initial application
process, diversifying the reviewer panel,
and expanding the pool of those who can
apply. DPAWG was nationally recognized
for this advocacy. Other efforts include

the development of a diverse hiring plat-
form, tOol foR Diverse IntERview PanelS
(ORDERS), that provides hiring manag-
ers with a list of ~120 people with diverse
backgrounds who are available to serve as
panelists and contribute to the hiring pro-
cess. In addition to these organizational
accomplishments, the DPAWG network
has nurtured many of its founding mem-
bers into NOAA leadership positions.

ERG BENEFITS AND

TANGIBLE PRACTICES

ERGs create a sense of belonging and
place of safety for underrepresented
and marginalized groups. Dutt (2020)
reports that most BIPOC in the geo-
sciences view race as an essential part
of their identity, and references to race
and racism often make them feel seen
and heard. Although race is at the core
of many peoples’ identities, individu-
als from BIPOC communities often fear
the discussion of race in predominantly
White settings because of tensions that
may impact advancement, job security,
and safety, especially in hierarchical set-
tings such as government.

Because they are formed naturally
based on marginalized identities and
common experiences, ERGs provide
safe places to discuss race, ethnicity, and
other affinities that may be core to iden-
tity. They provide welcoming spaces for
those who experience oppression to dis-
cuss solutions to such issues in the work-
place. These micro communities of safety
enable transparency, honesty, and oppor-
tunities to openly share successes and fail-
ures without the burden of conforming to
the culture of predominant settings. In
these spaces, ERG members are encour-
aged and supported to be their authen-
tic selves and discuss experiences with-
out the need to conform or assimilate to
a restricted definition of professionalism.

Research suggests that factors contrib-
uting to a sense of belonging for those
in science include interpersonal rela-
tionships, personal interest, and science
identity (Rainey et al., 2018). At NOAA,
ERGs meet regularly to share personal
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and professional experiences and les-
sons learned and to provide advice on
subjects ranging from resume building
to how to give effective presentations,
share resources, and nominate each other
for awards. This allows ERG members to
feel seen and heard and provides oppor-
tunities for them to develop strong inter-
personal skills. ERG spaces allow mem-
bers to freely cultivate their identities
and empower members to resist hege-
monic narratives by taking control of
their own narratives.

ERGs provide informal mentorship that
is essential for career advancement.
To establish a culture of diversity in the
workplace, opportunities for continued
engagement among employees are nec-
essary (Asare, 2019). Navigating major-
ity spaces as a marginalized minority can
be intimidating, and underrepresented
groups are often lost in engagement
opportunities. Mentoring offers active
employee engagement and provides a
natural learning environment for per-
sonal and professional growth. Those
who have positive mentoring experi-
ences are more likely to be promoted,
earn more money, have clear career
plans and goals, and serve as mentors
themselves (Heidrick & Struggles, 2017;
Rockinson-Szapkiw et al, 2021). Due
to affinity bias—the tendency to favor
people who share similar interests, back-
grounds, and experiences—most formal
mentoring programs select individuals
who share similar likeness, backgrounds,
and experiences as the dominant work-
place culture, while often rejecting those
who act or look differently. This leaves
traditionally underserved groups lack-
ing in mentorship. ERGs provide infor-
mal mentorship that builds confidence
in the workplace as members offer guid-
ance and advice, help newcomers accli-
mate to culture and introduce them to
colleagues, share job and other opportu-
nities, and provide space to discuss and
work through problems. Furthermore,
ERGs can offer the safety and opportunity
to develop cross-cultural competencies
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as they often are composed of people
with multiple marginalized identities
(e.g., race, gender, sexual orientation,
age), which further helps navigate diffi-
cult spaces. Research shows that women
and marginalized and minoritized groups
indicate mentoring as important aspects
of their careers (Asare, 2019), and that
women of color who have mentors of
color and/or women mentors report
higher job satisfaction and are more likely
to stay in the workplace. Therefore, men-
torship for marginalized groups not only
leads to workplace advancement but also
enhances retention. For these groups,
mentorship helps them adapt to new
environments faster and offers a sense of
connection to a larger community where
they might otherwise feel lost (Thomas,
2012). In addition, Kemlo (2010) found
that when more advanced students men-
tor first-year students, the latter are
likely to display motivation and desire to
achieve career goals.

ERGs generate access to professional
development opportunities. Employees
who pursue professional development
opportunities have higher productivity
and job satisfaction (Meyer, 2023), yet
not all employees have access to them.
Historically in ocean science, access
has been limited to mostly able-bodied,
White, cisgendered, heterosexual men
(Ali et al, 2021). According to a study
conducted by the Institute for Corporate
Productivity (2018), business profession-
als at high-performing organizations
view ERG participation to be more effec-
tive than formal development programs
in terms of maturing a variety of leader-
ship skills that may not be readily avail-
able in their day-to-day roles. These roles
could include budget oversight and exe-
cution, strategic planning and imple-
mentation of ideas, creating impactful
communication media and documents,
overseeing teams and working groups,
and public speaking.

Likewise, because ERGs often inter-
act with other ERGs and diversity initia-
tives across an organization, they afford

members access to a wide audience
to drive change. ERG leaders are sub-
ject-matter experts for their respective
groups and can be utilized by senior lead-
ership for feedback about working with
people within their diverse communities.
This presents opportunities to demon-
strate skills in organizational leader-
ship and to foster higher visibility within
an organization.

ERGs also develop their own inter-
nal ongoing opportunities for improv-
ing skills and knowledge through pro-
fessional development. For example,
ERG members review resumes and pro-
vide helpful feedback, conduct mock
interviews, and give insight to the exact
experiences and skills needed for posi-
tions. All these skills are critical for
advancing careers and contributing
more to the workplace, as well as boost-
ing morale, productivity, and satisfaction
(Meyer, 2023).

ERGs benefit and drive change in the
workplace culture of an organization.
Ocean science is one of the least diverse
sciences (Bernard and Cooperdock,
2018). While many understand and
acknowledge the racial disparity in ocean
science generally, it’s difficult to tease out
such disparities in the workplace. ERGs
consistently discuss and actively find
solutions to the lack of DEIAJ that not
only create safe spaces for members but
also help drive changes in workplace cul-
ture. The presence or lack of interper-
sonal relationships is one of the most
common reasons cited for feelings of
belonging or lack of belonging in STEM
(Rainey et al., 2018). For federal agen-
cies focused on increasing and retain-
ing employees from traditionally under-
represented groups, ERGs serve as safe
spaces for forming positive connections,
they encourage interpersonal relation-
ships, and they are likely to be produc-
tive strategies for attracting and retaining
diversity in the organization. In addi-
tion, the informal mentorship and pro-
fessional development opportunities cre-
ated in these groups lead to employee



satisfaction and retention without the
financial cost of external development or
training activities/programs.

ERGs can also provide benefits to
organizations in critical mission areas
as society faces complex and pressing
ocean-related issues. For example, ERGs
can provide access to the perspectives
and lived experiences of diverse con-
stituencies needed to address global cri-
ses such as climate change. Diversity in
thought, experience, and credentials pro-
duces the best results and the most cre-
ative problem solving. In addition, it is
important for agencies to have represen-
tation of the population and stakeholders
that they serve.

LESSONS LEARNED

While there is no “one-size fits all” for
starting an ERG, one key lesson learned
for initiation is seeking employee inter-
est and input to foster inclusivity. Second,
developing clear DEIAJ goals and strate-
gies based on input from the group cre-
ates a sense of ownership and belong-
ing in the ERG and empowers members
to play active roles in creating solutions
towards DEIA] goals. A third important
lesson learned concerns the need to gar-
ner buy-in from outside ERG member-
ship, including from higher-level execu-
tives and leadership. Having senior-level
executives champion ERG goals and
ideas allows for broader reach and impact
and fosters collaboration as opposed to
contention due to differences in work-
place identities, values, and beliefs.
Aligning some of an ERG’s DEIA] goals
with overall workplace goals can enhance
these relationships.

CONCLUSIONS

Research has shown that ERGs provide
a great deal of agency value, from indi-
vidual members of the workforce to
top leadership, and even across corpo-
rate culture (Jennifer Brown Consulting,
2010). Some of the more tangible benefits
we have discussed here (Figure 1) are that
ERGs help to promote an equitable, inclu-
sive, and respectful workplace; improve

cross-cultural and multicultural aware-
ness; and support employee engagement
and networking opportunities. Moreover,
there are intangible benefits such as offer-
ing a sense of community and belonging
that might not exist for certain groups
otherwise; helping to create safe spaces
to speak truths without fear of retribu-
tion; sharing of “unwritten rules” that
can be elusive but important; providing

Improved
Workplace
Culture

Career
Advancement

Informal
Mentorship

Access to
Professional
Development
Opportunities

a collective voice around shared interests
and goals; and helping to expand employ-
ees’ perceptions of where they belong,
who they can become, and how they
show up, which all play an essential role
for diversity in the ocean sciences.

The skills cultivated through partici-
pating in ERGs can also help to develop
and support future leaders through
opportunities for career advancement,

-
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FIGURE 1. Lessons learned from Employee Resource Groups (roots) and benefits and tangible
practices of NOAA's Diversity and Professional Advancement Working Group (DPAWG) that can
help shape diversity, equity, inclusion, accessibility, and justice (DEIAJ) in workplaces (petals).
These collectively help create more DEIAJ needed in the field of ocean science. lllustration by

Thia Griffin-Elliot
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education, and professional develop-
ment; provide access to mentors, cham-
pions, leaders, and other role models;
and help employees gain deeper insight
into agency structure, function, and cul-
ture. If properly tapped, the enhanced
business value of ERGs can include pro-
viding critical insight into diverse com-
munities, increased credibility and con-
tacts with external diverse constituencies,
enhanced employee loyalty and commit-
ment, and increased retention and per-
formance of diverse groups. ERGs can
also be effective early warning systems to
raise concerns before they result in major
issues, and expanding membership of
ERGs throughout an agency allows for
embedded change agents across agency
functions. Finally, a diverse workforce
in ocean science yields diverse perspec-
tives and skills that are needed to solve
global ocean problems. Creating inclu-
sive and diverse spaces in ocean science
leads to increased belonging, innovation,
and success on all fronts.
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