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It’s been four years since we 

set out on our campaign 

for change to benchmark 

diversity in the media and 

marketing industry, and 

progress remains tepid. 

While many of the leading 

agencies and businesses have 

programmes designed to 

improve diversity and inclusion 

in the workplace, the results 

in the 2020 Diversity Study 

put into question the tangible 

impact of these initiatives. 

This year’s report is 

particularly disturbing 

because despite the Mandate 

for Change—a commitment 

made in 2017 by the major 

agency networks—gender and 

racial disparity continue to not 

only exist, but be overlooked 

and tolerated in key regional 

markets. Results show that 

43% of people working in 

the industry believing they 

are judged by race (up from 

20% in 2017) and a third 

feeling that respect from top 

management is based on their 

race, not their ability to do 

the job.

There is no silver bullet, but 

the voices from people within 

our community are a wake-

up call—now is the time to 

consciously refocus our efforts 

and be bold. In the COVID-19 

crisis, diversity and mental 

health matter more than 

ever. As people speak up, 

businesses can’t afford to stay 

silent. We need to confront the 

uncomfortable conversations, 

set goals, collect data, and 

monitor change and progress 

with a critical eye.

Atifa Silk 

Managing Director 

Haymarket Media Ltd

Foreword

There is no silver bullet, but the 
voices from people within our 
community are a wake-up call 
— now is the time to consciously 
refocus our efforts and be bold.
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The media and marketing 

industry have seen very 

little diversity and inclusion 

progress in Asia Pacific 

since the last four years and 

the situation has further 

deteriorated this year. The 

current situation where we 

are going backwards on 

diversity and inclusion is 

even further exacerbated by 

the pandemic, and we see 

mental and physical well-

being a big concern. Mental 

health is closely connected 

with diversity and inclusion. 

Employers need to not just 

focus on physical health but 

make mental health inclusivity 

in the workplace one of their 

top priorities. 

As an industry we need to 

take a stand and ensure that 

diversity and inclusion is not 

deprioritised in the face of 

more immediate operational 

challenges in COVID-19 

times. Inclusion and fairness 

in the workplace is not just 

the right thing to do, it is the 

smart thing to do. Companies 

who invest in a diverse and 

inclusive talent pool are in 

a better position to recover 

faster and stronger from 

the crisis.  

Foreword

It is time for us to reset, 

refocus and reframe and 

start making tangible change 

in our industry. We need 

to shift from awareness to 

systematically embedding 

diversity and inclusion as a 

business imperative.

Trezelene Chan  

Managing Director 

Kantar

Si Hui Lee 

Senior Associate 

Kantar

Inclusion and fairness in 
the workplace is not just 
the right thing to do, it is 
the smart thing to do.
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Inequality is deepening
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“I am a relatively young Asian 
woman in a predominantly 
white-male-led industry. 
Sometimes my ideas will be 
left on the backburner or 
not considered valid until an 
executive or male backs the 
opinion up, or takes the idea 
and runs with it. Oftentimes I’m 
viewed as subservient or quiet 
due to my race, age, and gender 
(combination of all three) and 
not traditional alpha male 
leadership material.” 
 
- Australia, Female

Despite the Diversity pledge 

for change that was made 

in 2017 by the media and 

marketing industry in Asia 

Pacific, this year’s results 

suggest that gender and 

racial disparity still exist in the 

workplace and the majority 

(72%) says that policies 

around diversity and inclusion 

at the workplace have not 

improved since last year. 

People feel that preconceived 

notions of their abilities are 

more prevalent now than 

before (86% in 2020 vs. 

76% in 2017).

2017 2020

86%76%

People who feel that 
preconceived notions of their 
abilities are more prevalent 
now than before

Inequality is
deepening
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“I had a client inform my 
CEO that the one thing I 
could do to improve would 
be to ‘be a man’, based on 
her feedback when she felt 
I wasn’t up to the job.” 
 
- Hong Kong, Female

The levels of gender 

inequality in Asia Pacific 

remain discouraging. Women 

continue to feel that people 

have preconceived notions 

of their ability based on their 

gender, are under pressure 

to conform to gender 

stereotypes, and generally 

feel like they are not treated 

as equals. 

Gender inequality 
continues to rise

Women feel the limitation to 

demonstrate their abilities 

due to their gender; 70% feel 

that their abilities are judged 

because of their gender and 

52% say they are missing out 

on opportunities in media 

and marketing. 

“I’m a female, so feel a 
lot of males don’t have 
as much respect for my 
opinions or expertise. Also, 
as a working mum, having 
presented to a client with 
a baby in my hand the 
client disregarded me as 
actually working there.”  
 
- New Zealand, Female

“It’s less about feeling that 
others think I’m incapable, 
but rather as a female 
that I’m sometimes not 
top-of-mind and do 
feel that senior males 
gravitate towards a male 
first before me.” 
 
- Singapore, Female
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If anything, the situation 

seems to have deteriorated 

over the course of four years. 

The number of people who 

say that men and women 

are treated equally in their 

organisation has dropped 

by 20%, from 68% in 2017 

to 48% in 2020. And almost 

half (47%) of people say that 

men are more respected by 

top management, a figure 

that has doubled since 2017 

(28%). This is also worse 

in India, where more than 

half feel that men are more 

respected (58%).

However, this development 

is potentially also due to 

greater awareness and 

acknowledgement of the issue 

of bias, rather than the actual 

underlying bias getting worse.

“People have preconceived notions 
of my ability for my gender as 
a woman. I was often asked to 
stay back on occasions of event 
management or on foot work, 
despite my capabilities of handling 
the situation way better than my 
male counterparts.”  
 
- India, Female

2017 20172020 2020

48% 47%68% 28%

People who say that men and 
women are treated equally in 
their organisation

People who say that men 
are more respected by top 
management
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The need to conform to 

certain ways of working 

and behaving was raised 

repeatedly as one of the 

central problems impacting 

racial bias. A prevailing 

view across the region was 

that people feel that they 

are overlooked because 

their viewpoint doesn’t tie 

with the ‘white-dominated 

business world.’ 

Judged more by race, 
less by what they do

Forty-three percent of people 

believe that they are judged 

by race (up 20% from 

2017) and one third (34%) 

feel that respect from top 

management is based on their 

race rather than what they do. 

This seems to be even more 

stark in multi-racial societies, 

such as Singapore.

 “My bosses always place me in a supporting role, even though my 
skills and knowledge are better than the Chinese, Indian or Caucasian 
colleague. It felt like I can’t build rapport with potential customers 
or stakeholders as they feel a Chinese, Caucasian or Indian person 
would best be able to represent the company image better. People 
also thought that I have no understanding on local language or Asian 
culture nuances (which is not true and I find myself clarifying and 
reminding them) that I have the knowledge and experience even 
though I’m always treated as an outsider.” 
 
- Singapore, Female
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Prejudice was witnessed across 

all races and in all countries. 

One quarter of people (21%) 

said that they had witnessed 

degrading comments towards 

others based on their race, 

and 10% had experienced it 

themselves. These comments, 

whether casual generalisations 

or more malicious comments, 

are damaging to the industry 

and something that needs to 

be called out and stopped.

“When I started a regional role at 
an international company, I was 
at a networking event and spoke 
with a local male. After learning 
that I’m from the Philippines, 
he asked how I managed to get 
that role because most of the 
Filipinos he knows in Hong Kong 
are domestic helpers or are in 
the service/F&B industries.” 
 
- Hong Kong, Female

“I was a speaker in a global 
conference in Europe. While 
I was fitting my microphone 
behind the stage, two Caucasian 
males who were the speakers 
after my talk, looked around 
and then approached me. They 
asked me if I was assigned to put 
microphones on them. I felt like 
a stereotyped Asian woman who 
would be a default production 
assistant.” 
 
- Philippines, Female

said that they witnessed 
degrading comments 

towards others based on 
their race

had experienced it 
themselves

47% 1 in 10
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Inequality taking a toll 
on mental health
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The pandemic has taken a 

severe toll on employees’ 

mental health, with more than 

half feeling very stressed at 

work (57%) and finding it 

challenging to manage stress 

in their lives (40%). This is 

not limited to psychological 

impact as 46% say work has 

impacted their physical health 

negatively, causing them to 

lose sleep and feeling more 

lethargic (55%).

Mental health is 
a huge concern

The current situation has 

made it worse for people 

whose mental health is 

affected by the COVID-19 

crisis. People who say that 

their mental health has been 

impacted by the pandemic, 

experience more stress (71% 

versus 38% who say that their 

mental health is not impacted 

by COVID-19). 
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Mental health is closely 

connected with diversity and 

inclusion. Employees from 

diverse backgrounds can 

face lack of representation, 

microaggressions, unconscious 

bias, and other stressors 

that impact their mental 

health and psychological 

safety at work. The current 

situation where we are going 

backwards on diversity and 

inclusion is exacerbated by 

the pandemic, where we see 

mental and physical well-

being a real concern.

Affected even more by gender and 
racial disparity at the workplace

The gender and racial 

disparity at the workplace 

have made it even more 

stressful for some, especially 

for those who say they 

do not receive the same 

level of respect from top 

management, due to their 

gender (64%) or race (57%).

The data highlights the 

very real challenge of 

intersectionality. Those who 

indicate that the respect 

received from the top 

management differs because 

of both gender and race are 

most stressed (77% versus 

57% total). They also have 

more difficulties to manage 

their stress levels (65% versus 

40% total). 

This vulnerable group feels 

more inequality and they are 

more prone to depression 

(53% versus 33% total).

“As a woman of colour giving strategic advice 
to Caucasian, male leaders, I sometimes 
feel I have to prove my competence which is 
stressful. I often feel like I’m perceived as an 
‘assistant’ and not a leader.” 
 
- Singapore, Female

indicate that the respect 
received from the top 
management differs because of 
both gender and race are most 
stressed 

have more difficulties 
managing their stress levels

feel more inequality and  
are prone to depression

77%

65%

53%

57% total

40% total

33% total

vs

vs

vs
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From the Kantar COVID-19 

Barometer, the leading 

syndicated study on how 

COVID-19 is influencing 

consumer behaviour, attitudes 

and expectations, we see that 

high and sustained levels of 

concern are taking their toll 

on our mental health. 52% 

of people across the globe 

are feeling scared about 

the situation and 39% say 

that the current situation 

has a strong impact on their 

mental health.

The pandemic has exacerbated 
mental health challenges

Kantar’s COVID-19 Barometer 

has been exploring how 

people are feeling and acting 

around the world since the 

start of the pandemic. With 

over 150,000 people’s opinions 

in 60 plus markets, it helps 

to understand the short- and 

long-term implications for 

businesses. Young adults and 

households with children are 

especially impacted mentally. 

The latter are struggling to 

juggle work-life balance.

The World Health 

Organization has projected 

that the pandemic will have 

a long-tail effect on people’s 

mental health and a massive 

scale-up in mental health 

investment is needed to avert 

a global mental health crisis. 

“The impact of the 
pandemic on people’s 
mental health is 
extremely concerning. 
Social isolation, fear 
of contagion, and loss 
of family members is 
compounded by the 
distress caused by loss 
of income and often 
employment.”  
 
- World Health Organization

We are scared about 
the situation

Our mental health is 
being impacted

53%

45%

Asia Pacific
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Mental health stigma 
compounds the challenge
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A majority of employees in the 

media and marketing industry 

think that mental health 

is perceived as a taboo in 

society (71%) and it is rarely 

talked about at work (61%). 

People who are facing mental 

health challenges are less 

likely to be promoted (68%), 

and these challenges are seen 

as a sign of weakness in the 

workplace (49%).

Mental health 
a taboo

The underlying problem of 

mental and physical health 

clearly exists in society and in 

the workplace, and employers 

need to prioritise this for an 

inclusive growth strategy. 

But the majority (65%) of 

companies in Asia Pacific have 

no company policy in place 

to address and prevent mental 

health concerns.

“The trillion-dollar taboo: 
it’s time to stop ignoring 
mental health at work.” 
 
- Financial Times
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Is change possible?
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The #MeToo movement that 

started two years ago has 

shown how widespread sexual 

harassment, assault, and 

other misconduct really are. 

In society, the issue is often 

downplayed due to a biasness 

in culture or a gap of power. 

Therefore, it plays a significant 

role in raising awareness, to 

encourage people to speak up 

and protect their rights.

#MeToo has shone a light on sexual 
harassment, bringing about change  

Fuelled by #MeToo, people 

in Asia-Pacific are now more 

empowered to speak out 

about harassment (77% in 

2020 vs. 70% in 2019) and 

instances of sexual innuendo 

have been decreasing from 

34% to 12%. 

“I took the matter up with 
my previous boss and was 
asked to be careful and to 
keep track of the person’s 
behaviour (commented 
sexual jokes—apparently 
by mistake). I confronted 
the person too.” 
 
- India, Female

“It was dealt with 
instantly. It was at an 
event and a client acted 
inappropriately and was 
asked to leave the event 
immediately and advised 
we would not be doing 
business with a company 
that sanctioned such 
behaviour.” 
 
- Australia, Female

People are more open to 

report their experiences (30% 

in 2020 vs. 14% in 2018), 

especially in South Asia.
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While the Black Lives Matter 

movement gains momentum 

around the world and pushes 

diversity and inclusion up the 

corporate agenda, very few 

brands in Asia-Pacific have 

shown support as compared 

with the rest of the world. 

Though people in Asia are 

vocalising their support 

through events and protests, 

and media outlets have 

frequently addressed these 

issues in the news, brands in 

Asia have remained much 

quieter versus other regions.

#BlackLivesMatter ripples around 
the world, driving greater dialogue  

Despite consumer pressure 

and the high media attention 

on anti-racism since early 

this year, half (47%) of 

companies in Asia-Pacific 

have not communicated to 

their staff about anti-racism 

or #BlackLivesMatter. 

“More open conversations 
and dialogues on racism 
and diversity would help.” 
 
- Vietnam, Male

Even though we see far 

less brand activism or even 

reactivism in Asia than in 

the West, some brands did 

respond to the movement. 

Unilever changed the brand 

name of ‘Fair & Lovely’ to 

‘Glow and Lovely’ and Johnson 

& Johnson stopped its Fairness 

line of products.

In order for progress to 

happen, we need to have an 

uncomfortable conversation 

about race, in the same way 

that gender has now become 

a top-table discussion. 

Companies should take a clear 

anti-racism stand in order to 

make a change.
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Walking the diversity talk
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There’s enough evidence 

to show that companies 

who invest in a diverse and 

inclusive talent pool are in 

a better position to recover 

faster and stronger from a 

crisis. Companies that deploy 

a systematic approach to 

diversity and inclusion and 

don’t fear bold action to foster 

inclusion are most likely to 

reap the rewards.

Inclusion and fairness in the 
workplace; it should be a 
business imperative and not 
just the right thing to do

Investing in diversity and 

inclusion increases the 

success of an organisation 

by improving the quality 

of decision-making at the 

operational and governance 

levels, helping to attract and 

retain skilled employees and 

managers, and by raising staff 

morale, which contributes 

to the feelings of inclusion 

and psychological safety in 

the workplace.

“Inclusion and fairness in 
the workplace... is not 
simply the right thing to 
do; it’s the smart thing 
to do.”  
 
Alexis Herman 
First African-American U.S. 
Secretary of Labor
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Inclusion creates a culture of belonging, 
where everyone is empowered to succeed. 
It’s about more than just ‘doing the 
right thing’. Creating an inclusive and 
diverse workplace drives performance 
and profitability.

Diversity drives 
innovation and 
creativity, enabling 
us to better serve the 
needs of our clients. 
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There has been a rise in 

unconscious bias training 

at work, and this increased 

awareness can help open 

people’s eyes to the problem 

and be more mindful of the 

way they behave. Results 

show that 90% of those who 

attended said the training 

was useful. 

Raising awareness on the importance of 
equality isn’t enough to drive concrete change

But it doesn’t seem to 

change behaviours that 

are entrenched within the 

industry. Results show that 

today there is even less 

respect to manifest a diversity 

in work and management 

style, for example by taking 

into account caretaking needs 

or physical ability. (59% versus 

75% in 2017).

It’s only by identifying and 

addressing the particular 

unconscious biases of each 

culture that we can move 

forward and take action in 

order to make a change.

“Even within my global 
leadership, I feel there’s an 
unconscious bias against 
Asian women leaders, 
thinking we are lesser.” 
 
- Singapore, Female

“In my organisation globally, the company has 
huge emphasis on equality. But I’ve noticed 
that it wasn’t applied in Japan and there were 
certain biased comments made by senior 
management. The International company should 
recognise market-specific needs and often senior 
management are the ones who need training to 
understand a lot has changed since they were in 
their 20s or 30s.” 
 
- Japan, Female

2 in  5 
say they have 
a diversity and 
inclusion leader

say that funds have 
been allocated towards 
equality programmes

say their business 
has completed a pay 

parity review

Only

30%

14%

Very few people were aware 

of how their organisations 

were walking the diversity 

talk. Two in five say they 

have a diversity and inclusion 

leader, less than a third (30%) 

say that funds have been 

allocated towards equality 

programmes, and only 

14% say their business has 

completed a pay parity review.
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Recommendations
The time for change is now. We need to shift from 
awareness to systematically embedding diversity and 
inclusion as a business imperative to ensure future 
growth and success. The question is how we develop 
solutions that will not only raise awareness, but also 
improve the situation.
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The survey data suggests that 

it is more pressing than ever 

to embed Diversity & Inclusion 

in all practices across the 

company. Employees often 

experience inclusion differently 

across the company, so it’s 

important for the business 

to align on how to build a 

diverse workforce and create 

an inclusive culture where 

everyone can belong and 

succeed. Ensure all divisions 

are aligned by working 

together and embracing 

diversity and inclusion, 

and this should not just be 

driven by HR.

Recommendations

 – Create a consistent 

experience by aligning the 

organisation, addressing 

the company culture 

and building inclusive 

leadership to provide 

a safe environment 

where employees can be 

themselves and feel a sense 

of belonging.

 – Take a stand and open 

the conversation: The 

undercurrent of unease 

needs to be addressed 

and talked about and 

company leaders need 

to communicate a clear 

stand on inequality 

issues. It’s clear that more 

needs to happen at a 

leadership level to promote 

change, with managers 

and senior individuals as 

key gateholders. 

Embrace 
and embed1

“Talk more about anti-
racism and education 
around this topic” 
 
- Singapore, Male
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Set clear goals and guidelines, 

monitor progress, solve 

hurdles, promote an inclusive 

environment and celebrate 

success. Together, we need 

to create a collaborative and 

supportive environment, where 

bad behaviour is called out 

and Diversity & Inclusion is 

actively championed. 

 – Implement a zero-

tolerance policy for 

racism, bullying behaviour, 

discrimination of any kind 

and actions that marginalise 

specific people and groups, 

along with a Right to 

Speak policy.

Recommendations

 – Offer an Employee 

Assistance Programme to 

provide assistance for any 

personal or work-related 

problems that may have 

an adverse impact on job 

performance and well-

being. Talk to leaders about 

how to have a conversation 

about mental well-being, 

how to spot the signs 

someone may be struggling 

and guidance on how to 

step into that conversation.

Goals
and policy2

 – Offer flexible working 

arrangements such as 

flexible start and finish 

times, remote working and 

part-time work options. The 

perception of ‘flexible work’ 

is evolving beyond the view 

that it is designed to support 

parents alone. People from 

all backgrounds view it as 

a vital tool to improve their 

overall work experience and 

well-being.

“Compulsory training around bias, diversity, 
and equity for all staff. Actually writing things 
into policy and enforcing from top-down 
rather than just ‘feel-good’ blanket comms.” 
 
- Australia, Female of people reporting that they 

want flexible working hours - 
even post COVID

Flexible start 
and finish times

Remote working

Equal parental 
leave

Flexible working arrangement 
making the most difference to 
inclusion

83%

29%

29%

17%
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Without measures to track 

diversity and inclusion, 

companies relay on subjective 

perceptions and risk reverting 

to habitual and ingrained 

patterns. We need clear 

metrics when it comes to 

creating a workplace that 

includes all.

 – Shape your employee 

listening strategy, drive 

behaviour change and 

become a great place to 

work. Create a motivating 

environment to maximise 

diversity an inclusion 

engagement, leadership and 

organisational capabilities to 

win with employees.

Recommendations

 – Monitor inclusivity from 

a brand communication 

perspective and create 

guidelines to draw 

attention to unconscious 

bias and eliminate 

gender stereotyping in 

your marketing.

Measure
and monitor3

“What gets measured,  
gets done.”

 – Identify gaps in the 

business and understand 

what needs to be 

addressed around gender, 

age, sexual orientation, 

ethnicity, health and 

wellness. Kantar developed 

the Inclusion Index to 

help you benchmark and 

track your progress in 

developing a diverse and 

inclusive workplace.
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We need to embrace and embed diversity and inclusion 

throughout the organisation. Set goals and implement policies, 

measure results and monitor progress. There’s been a lot of talk 

about change, but we can see from the results of the study that 

talk is not getting us anywhere. We all need to reflect and take 

responsibility for our biases, then work on the concrete actions 

that will make the experience better for everyone in the industry.

Conclusion

The most 
important thing  
is to acknowledge 
the urgency to 
change and  
act on it now.
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About Kantar

Kantar is the world’s leading evidence-based insights and 

consulting company. We have a complete, unique and rounded 

understanding of how people think, feel and act; globally and 

locally in over 90 markets. By combining the deep expertise of 
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analytics and technology, we help our clients understand 

people and inspire growth.  


