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INTRODUCTION

In July 2015 the five of us met to discuss how we 
could improve diversity within the communications 
industry. All of us were actively involved in 
improving diversity: Nadya through Millennial 
Mentoring; Alex through Livity; Daniele through 
Token Man; Laura through SheSays and Jonathan 
through the Ideas Foundation and Black Cultural 
Archives. Yet we decided there was still much 
work to be done, so founded The Great British 
Diversity Experiment.

Cynics are perhaps prompted to ask whether the 
world really needs another diversity initiative? 
McKinsey’s ‘Why Diversity Matters’ report proves 
that gender diverse companies are 15% more 
likely to outperform and ethnically diverse 
companies 35% more likely. Closer to home,  
the IPA’s gender and diversity targets are putting 
pressure on the communications industry to 
change. The Drum, The MAA, the Advertising 
Association, SheSays, Token Man, the 3% 
conference are all pressurising, educating  
and campaigning for diversity.

We wholeheartedly agree these reports and 
initiatives are critical to improving diversity within 
the industry – we need evidence that it works and 
quotas and guidelines to put pressure on leaders 
to change. Yet when we met we all felt the same 
thing – change was not happening consistently, 
coherently or fast. And to drive change we 
decided the industry needed something practical, 
ground-up and 100% relevant. We needed to 
create something leaders could pick-up, believe 
and action.

So – The Great British Diversity Experiment 
provides practical and relevant actions to drive 
change specifically for the communications and 
creative industries. It answers three key questions:

•  We all know diversity is better for business but 
why does it specifically drive advantage for the 
communications industry?

•  Why has it not been adopted universally, 
what are the hidden challenges we need to 
understand and overcome?

•  What does the industry need to do to  
ensure they can take advantage of the  
benefits of diversity?

Foreword from The Founders
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After reading this report you will know why you 
should prioritise diversity within your organisation 
as highly as you do profit. You will also know why it 
might not be working for you at present and what 
five things you should do NOW. A practical guide on 
how you should change your business practices to 
leverage the specific advantages diversity delivers.

A final thought: The Great British Diversity 
Experiment was designed, managed, run, 
experienced, supported and delivered by every 
echelon of the industry, for the industry. Rather 
than being a top down initiative, the participants, 
the mentors, the partners, the founders, the 
supporters all came together from across society 
to practically and passionately prove why diversity 
works. And after reading this report we hope you’ll 
agree they succeeded.

The Great British Diversity Experiment is 
diversity in action.

Thanks for reading and taking action,

Nadya, Alex, Daniele, Laura, Jonathan and Tolu

May 2016

The Great British Diversity Experiment sought to prove 
diversity leads to better solutions, experiences and 
ultimately a better world. The Experiment was created, 
experienced, supported and managed for and by the 
industry. It was a collective experiment driven by a passion 
and belief that diversity works and now is the time to 
practically put it into action.

—  Nadya Powell, co-founder of  
The Experiment
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Great British Diversity Experiment was 
founded in July 2015 with the ambition to 
prove that diversity leads to better solutions, 
experiences and ultimately a better world.  
The design of the experiment was practical and 
ground-up from it’s inception. In January 2016 
140 truly diverse people were recruited to the 
experiment made up of both participants and 
mentors. They were divided into 20 teams and 
briefed on a world changing challenge by Tesco – 
to solve food wastage in the home. The teams  
then worked on this brief for a month and during 
this time were ethnographically studied by 
Flamingo to enable an understanding of what  
is different, difficult and advantageous when  
diversity is in action.

Diversity will give you a creative advantage – and 
this experiment proves it. While there have been 
numerous studies that demonstrate the increased 
performance of companies with diverse teams 
and leaders, this study – which is the first by the 
communications industry for the communications 
industry – shows exactly why diversity is so important 
to maintain creative leadership and relevance in an 
ever-more competitive working world.

In short, diversity allows people to be true to 
who they are, increasing their creative potential 
and job satisfaction – both incredibly important 
factors to any communications business. Diversity 
is fundamental to continually creating new, 
distinctive work, as you have more personal and 
cultural raw material to draw upon and make 
creative connections with. Lastly, in the group 
creative process, you cannot default to speed  
and group buy-in to progress ideas; the 
experiment showed ideas have to progress on 
merit – a slower, messier, but truer reflection  
of creative value.

The experiment also shows there are challenges 
to diversity too: meritocracy means new modes 
of consensus have to be found (sometimes easier 
said than done); tokenism is an easy pitfall and 
will quash the power diverse experience can bring 
and, perhaps trickiest of all, it requires a new kind 
of leadership skill set, one which is way more 
varied than our current industry standard.

Despite these teething problems, the research 
also showed ways forward for the industry, which 
we hope are exciting and energising for anyone 
involved and invested in creative leadership. 
As an industry we need to embrace messiness, 
respect diversity of experience, and be open to 
new creative processes. We tell our clients this all 
the time, but do we practise what we preach? We 
need to think about the diversity and plurality of 
our teams, across everything from personality to 
background, from sexual preference to physical 
ability – we need to think about total diversity,  
not just one particular dimension. Lastly, and  
most importantly, we need to look hard at 
ourselves, by rethinking and reinventing the 
archetype of the creative leader that has led us  
to such a place of homogeneity.
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METHODOLOGY

This was always going to be a challenge – 
colleagues and collaborators as research 
participants, a big experiment, and an incredibly 
important subject. As part of the part of the wider 
marketing world we, as Flamingo, were also 
acutely aware that we do not represent wider 
society in every facet, and that in living out our 
values, we should be doing way better. Despite 
these challenges, contributing to this industry 
experiment and learning from it, was a great 
motivation to become research partner.

Researching the experiment itself required a lot 
of consideration. No one had done anything like 
this before, no one had brought a group so diverse 
together before, and no one had set the objective 
focus on ‘why’ diversity works creatively, versus 
the more measurable questions of profit and 
performance. All that, and the fact it was by our 
industry, for our industry really excited us.

One of the biggest challenges we knew we’d 
be asked was “do we have a ‘control’?” – a 
non-diverse group to compare diverse groups 
against? Our feeling was that putting a ‘control’ 
in this experiment would not work, and would 
not be fair to any participants, and that a better 
standard of comparison was involving experiment 
mentors and participants – voices people trust – to 
compare and contrast with their everyday, creative 
agency experiences.



So bringing all these big considerations together, 
in the end, we settled on a varied methodology, 
both broad and deep, to ensure we captured 
holistic and robust picture on the inner workings 
of diverse creative groups:

•  We did two surveys with our quant partner 
Tapestry – one at the beginning and one at the 
end allowing us to measure the expectations 
and experience over time.

•  We used mobile-phone documentarians within 
each group. They documented the process and 
outcomes, capturing the successes and failures 
of their respective groups.

•  We did an open ‘video’ forum – where anyone 
was welcome to pin a video to our forum, 
capturing their personal high and low points.

•  Observational ethnography – we sat in, 
observed, and watched 5 different groups’  
key working sessions.

 
•  Mentor Super Forum and interview follow 

ups – an open forum discussion, post project 
completion, involving industry leaders 
discussing and debating the experience that 
we then followed up on with individuals.



A DIVERSE SAMPLE

What became clear at the launch event of the 
experiment was this group of participants and 
mentors represented something totally unique. 
Never before had such a group of marketing and 
media people from such diverse backgrounds 
been brought together. If you look at the data 
on The Experiment’s participants around this 
page – which incidentally are very close to central 
London’s demographic make-up – it is clear they 
are in stark contrast to the current industry status quo.   
 
According to The Drum’s Diversity Census, 86% 
of our industry identify as white. In London, as a 
whole populous, that percentage is under 60%. In 
our experiment only 51% identified themselves as 
white. In this experiment, we also smashed the 
2020 goals set by the IPA’s Gender and Diversity 
targets for the advertising industry – we had 
well over the 40% female target in each group, 
well over the 15% target identifying as non-white 
ethnicities, and well over the 25% target from 
BAME backgrounds. One conspicuous absence 
in the industry data is on disability. 14.2% of 
Londoners identify as having activity-limiting 
health problems or disabilities – that is a big 
section of society and talent to be ignoring.

As Eileen Naughton, MD Google UK & Ireland 
said as she took the stage at the launch event in 
Google’s London HQ, “this is the most diverse group 
I’ve ever seen in this room”. Bearing in mind Google 
scores much higher than the advertising industry 
does when it come to diversity, this was clearly, and 
sadly, a unique occurrence for our industry.

35% of 
participants 
were non-
English 
nationals
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Male 
Female

White 
Asian 
Black 
Other 
Mixed

London 
South 
North

English 
Other

16-24 
25-34 
35+

AB 
C1 
C2DE 
Prefer not to say

Hetero 
LGBT 
............

Yes 
No

Gender Age Sexuality

DisabilitySocial GradeNationality

Ethnicity Region

84%51%

65
%

54%

46%

22%

84%

13
%

3%

35
%

92%

8%

15%22%

14% 1%

29
%

49%

7%

6%

34%

9%

13
%

34%

10
%
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WHY DIVERSITY WORKS FOR THE 
COMMUNICATIONS INDUSTRY

Intuitively we all know diversity works. As 
creative, culturally attuned people it makes total 
sense. But, beyond intuition, there’s also been 
so much evidence presented, from a whole suite 
of studies, that diversity leads to better business 
performance. McKinsey found that there is a 
direct, linear relationship between increased 
ethnic diversity in senior-exec positions and 
financial performance. Companies in the top 
quartile of ethnic diversity were 35% more likely 
to outperform others in industry; likewise those 
in top quartile of gender diversity were 15% more 
likely to outperform respective industry medians. 
 

We wanted to take this knowledge, and push 
forward, showing why and how diversity works 
to better deliver creative solutions, better work 
places, and greater employee satisfaction. 
We needed to go beyond hunch or anecdote to 
understand exactly what diversity can bring and 
why you, as agency leaders, should be making it 
priority number one.

The following pages will break this out further and 
give you more detail, but in short, there are three 
key reasons why it’s imperative you work hard to 
achieve it:

1.  Diversity leads to people being their  
authentic self at work and thus contribute 
more creatively and be much happier in their job.

2.  It dramatically increases the possibility of 
new connections between experiences, 
perspectives, and insights that lead to 
distinctive, powerful and new creative ideas.

3.  Diversity means ideas develop via meritocracy, 
and not quick buy-in from the dominant 
cultural voice. It forces us to be truthful about 
creative merit.91% would 

like to see 
greater 
diversity in 
the marketing 
industry

91%

16



The importance of diversity and inclusion to the UK 
workforce is imperative to its future success. Research 
highlights that companies who commit themselves to 
diversity and inclusion are more successful. There is a great 
need for the media, marketing and communications industry 
to actively work towards greater diversity and inclusion. The 
legal and finance sectors are starting to change their hiring 
practices and increase diversity. We need to ensure that 
all potential for bias is eradicated and that all professions 
are doing everything to ensure that diversity and inclusion 
becomes a reality at a much faster pace.

—  Miranda Brawn, Barrister, Banker & 
Vice Chair of the Black Cultural Archives
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Being totally comfortable with who 
we are and being applauded for 
it will drive loyalty, performance 
and ultimately happiness. In a 
time when we are beginning 
to take mental health more 
seriously, business leaders need 
to understand the role they play  
in creating positive environments 
to deliver greatness.

—  Scott Knox, MD of MAA 
Founding President Pride AM



Diversity is about being people being themselves, 
which is fundamental to fulfilling creative potential 
and attaining true job satisfaction. What is 
detrimental to being yourself (and thus creativity) 
is having to play to type, and too often, our industry 
is forcing people to do this.

The current situation is many people who feel 
they tick the “diversity box” often feel like token 
representation of their background. We heard that 
when you feel like you’re the only black, LGBT or 
disabled person in a room, you end up feeling you 
represent that group, rather than being able to 
just be yourself.

Another of the things that become clear during the 
experiment is that we’re all diverse: every person 
is a product of diverse experiences in the world. 
However, many employees are often hiding the 
parts of their personality that don’t fit the status 
quo in order to fit in themselves.

These experiences of tokenism and type-fitting 
were in total contrast to the experience of 
the heterogeneous groups of the experiment. 
Participants felt liberated from the need to 
“represent”. In short, true diversity allows 
personality to trump representation.

What does this mean for us?

If you feel your agency has ‘a type’, be that from 
societal demographics, or personality, you’re 
probably limiting its potential. But tokenism won’t 
work; working to achieve true diversity at all levels 
will not only increase (and unleash) the creative 
quality of your agency, but also increase overall 
satisfaction and retention of talent.

THE AUTHENTIC SELF1.

100% of respondents agree that 
boosting diversity would lead to 
better work experiences

100%

19



Being someone from a Southeast Asian upbringing who has 
lived all over the world and who happens to have Muscular 
Dystrophy, it was a unique experience and for the first 
time was surrounded by like-minded, diverse people who 
understood who I am. It allowed me to start to push myself…

[In this experiment] I feel like it isn’t my ethnicity, gender  
or age that sticks out, it’s my personality.

—  Sulaiman, Participant

—  Wing, Participant
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‘Wastemanz’, in their words, a team made up 
of “African, Asian, European, men, women, 
beings, creatives”, really showed what happens 
when you get away from tokenism and create 
an environment where people feel they can be 
themselves. 

Mentor Mel reflects on the experience: 

“It was humbling how enthusiastic the team were 
when they got the brief. And every person in that 
team had different skillsets, different backgrounds 
in almost every possible dimension. Once you’ve 
got to a point where diversity in a team is not just 
accepted, it’s actually delighted in and encouraged, 
other things come to the fore, and it’s more about 
your personality. They were an incredibly emotionally 
intelligent team. Being really honest I don’t think 
I’ve ever worked in a team, and I’ve worked in 
incredibly diverse teams, that was so open-minded 
and relentlessly positive as individuals. They were so 
respectful of one another.”

― Mel Exon 

Ultimately this leads to both a very productive and 
a very enjoyable creative environment. Different 
inputs really do make better different outputs – 
and this no longer means different skill-sets, but 
recognizing that we, as individuals, are all diverse. 

CASE STUDY
Wastemanz, The Great British Diversity Experiment runners-up 
Mentors: Ben Hack and Mel Exon

21



Ideas are about connecting 
previously unconnected things. 
There are likely to be more 
unconnected things in a room full 
of different people, than in a room 
full of the same people.

—  Nick Hirst, Planning Partner, 
Adam&EveDDB



NEW CONNECTIONS, 
NEW SOLUTIONS

2.

The strongest reason diversity works is if you 
have more ‘stuff’ making more connections, 
you will be more creative. This is not new. From 
network philosopher, Gilles Deleuze (1998), to 
contemporary innovation theorists like Steven 
Johnson (2010) the power of network and 
connections are well-documented creative forces. 
In short, diversity is the lifeblood of creativity, and 
we ignore at our peril.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The experiment shone a spotlight on the alchemy 
resulting from fresh collisions of personal 
experiences, reference points and cultural 
knowledge. In short, there are more raw materials 
to work with. 

Diversity is not just better for early stage ideation 
either. Raw ideas are shaped and improved more 
effectively: a diverse team challenges ideas more, 
pushing them in new directions and different ways. 
In The Experiment participants reported that they 
were getting to ideas they normally may not have 
got to, and certainly not in a group of people who 
were just like them.

What does this mean for the industry?

By putting the same people in the room together, 
you’re going to get creative solutions you can 
predict, and ones your clients will probably 
anticipate. Not only that, but it’s likely it’s not far 
off what your competitors are coming up with too. 
In the age of the internet, a lack of diversity is a 
huge danger to our industry’s position within  
wider creative industries. Diversity will give you 
that broader, richer, more vibrant role within 
creative networks.

9 out 10 
believe 
diversity 
leads to 
better ideas

90%
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The Great 
British 
Diversity 
Experiment 
winners

In creative industries, the ability to draw from wide 
references, inspiration and backgrounds is vital to  
keeping ourselves relevant and fresh. Homogeneity  
breeds homogeneity.

Be open to diversity. It isn’t just enough to allow diverse 
teams, you’ve also got to accommodate diverse ways of 
problem solving. Our team was two-part professional, three-
part rookies and although our pros had a very clear way of 
tackling the issue, I challenged them to try something new 
– because as an ‘amateur’, for me, there is no “wrong” or 
“right” way to produce solutions.

—  Simon Wassef, Executive  
Strategy Director, R/GA

—  Jamel Alatise, Participant
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The winning team ‘Everybody Freeze’ was made up 
of 10 people all from highly diverse backgrounds. 
For example one individual was brought up in 
Albania when food rationing was still in place. 
Another was brought up in South Africa where she 
encountered individuals struggling to ensure they 
had enough food to survive. This meant they had a 
totally different attitude to food and food wastage 
than their colleagues who grew up in the UK as 
white, middle class individuals where food wastage 
is often perceived just a by product of food.

Having diverse opinions on an issue, product 
or service ensures solutions are created from 
multiple perspectives and evaluated from multiple 
perspectives which only makes them stronger.  It 
also ensures they are fit for purpose – over 50% 
of inner London come from a BAME background.  
When talking to the UK about your service or 
product you are talking to a diverse society and 
your solution needs to authentically reflect that.

We didn’t explicitly share our different attitudes to food  
until quite late in the process. But our vastly different 
experiences subtly shaped our whole creative process  
from the start. We all care passionately about food and  
really value it for reasons most of today’s agency execs 
probably wouldn’t understand.

CASE STUDY
Everybody Freeze, The Great British Diversity Experiment winners 
Mentors: Emma Perkins and Jon Burkhart

—  Zami, Participant
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Diversity encourages a broader 
frame of reference within an 
organisation and challenges 
teams to be open to a range of 
different perspectives. This in turn 
gets people to collaborate more 
effectively and solve problems at 
group level in new ways. That’s  
the theory... My experience of 
being part of GBDE showed this  
in practice.

—  Ash Amrite, Managing Director 
(Strategy), CORD Worldwide



Diversity means you cannot rely on dominant 
cultural buy-in as a marker of creative strength.  
New majorities, based on quality, win out; in 
diverse groups the best creative idea is the one 
that is taken forward.

In our industry, the status quo is too often that the 
quickest to be agreed upon by the most people 
is the one developed. Consensus often happens 
quickly in teams where everyone has a similar 
background and experience. In a diverse team, 
however, there are more opinions. Because when 
you’ve got a range of different starting points, the 
things that seem obviously right to you can seem 
completely alien to someone with a contradictory 
stance on the world.

In diverse teams, you get a more diverse set of 
ideas. And it often takes longer to decide which 
one is the best. While that might sound like a lot 
of hard work, for our teams, it also ended up being 
a good thing. Because when you’ve got diverse 
opinions, ideas win because they’re genuinely 
good and not just because they appeal to one 
“type” of person.

What’s more, our participants reflected positively 
on the skills they developed through this more 
democratic, albeit somewhat messier approach to 
ideas: active listening, empathy and diplomacy.

What does this mean for the industry?

No one said creativity should be easy, but have 
we come to a point where we really believe we 
circumnavigate those difficulties? No. Diversity 
means the process of idea development might be 
tougher: there’ll be more time spent on selecting 
ideas and more debate about what works best. 
You will need to accommodate that, but the output 
will be better, stronger, more robust creative 
solutions.

IDEAS WIN BY 
MERITOCRACY

3.

8 out of 10 respondents  
think diversity leads to  
better creative execution

80%
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Ensuring that your agency is made up of diverse teams is  
a no-brainer for agency leaders, but it’s also the right thing 
to do if we want our great industry to fully play its part in 
creating the kind of meritocratic, open society that we all 
aspire to.

—  Tom Knox, President, IPA

29





3
THE 
CHALLENGES 
OF DIVERSITY



THE CHALLENGES OF DIVERSITY

The Great British Diversity Experiment started 
not only with the hypothesis that diverse groups 
lead to better creative outcomes, but also that 
these groups can pose challenges of their own. 
In short, few expected it to be easy: starting 
the experiment, 32% of participants expected 
a tougher time agreeing on things, 39% more 
arguments. To some extent, these prophecies 
proved to be true. The benefits of diversity may 
trump the challenges, but these challenges  
are very real.

The following pages illustrate these further,  
but the key challenges we observed were:

1.  Consensus is elusive – without dominant 
culture, group progression can be a difficult 
thing to negotiate.

2.  Tokenism does not work – people close up 
and the power of diversity is lost.

3.  The leadership challenge – certain styles  
and management can really inhibit the  
positive impact of diversity.

Just 1 in 4 predict that diversity 
in the industry will improve over 
the next 5 years

25%

32
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CASE STUDY

On talking at an event about Diversity one of the 
founders of The Experiment was approached by 
three young students. They proceeded to explain 
that their class was highly diverse – made up of 
people from every continent, every background 
and every age. They thought this was wonderful 
however they had one question:

When working in diverse groups there are 
less shared terms of reference, less shared 
experiences and therefore the forming and 
norming stages of groups is longer and 
more challenging. However in a world where 
differentiation is increasingly hard, going through 
this process and enabling diverse opinions to 
shape the solution is critical to business success. 
No one ever said it was going to be easy however.“How do you stop people from 

arguing all the time?”

Event attendees, SXSW Austin 2016
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The flip side to meritocracy is consensus which 
can be difficult to find. The messiness, the strife, 
the time taken – creative groups from diverse 
backgrounds can feel a real struggle.

It’s fair to say, this tricky-to-negotiate phase of 
group formation is well documented in all groups, 
diverse or not (Tuckman, 1965). However, it is 
clear that certain shared cultural codes that 
groups may rely upon to find quick consensus are 
not as apparent when teams are more diverse.

As we saw before, this is the flip side of 
meritocracy, where a greater bandwidth of 
creative ideas, rooted in different backgrounds, 
requires more rigorous and different modes of 
consensus. This takes time and can really be 
frustrating, not to mention out of sync with how 
many in the advertising industry think and behave. 
How many times have you seen the speed of idea 
generation prized over quality?

All of which means that group structures are 
key in being able to progress confidently and 
effectively and keep the team on board. The 
lesson for the industry? We need to be aware that 
consensus finding within diverse groups requires 
more energy. It certainly requires going beyond 
the status quo decision making mechanisms that 
currently dominate.

CONSENSUS 
IS ELUSIVE

1.

Almost half of participants agree 
that increased diversity is likely  
to mean more arguments

48%
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It is clear that tokenism, which 
is how many agencies have 
approached the issue of diversity, 
simply does not work. Not having 
a truly diverse group means that 
minorities still feel that they have 
to represent something else (I 
have never in my career felt that I 
have had to represent men) which 
means they cannot truly express 
themselves and this holds them 
back. It is slightly depressing to 
find that for many that work in the 
industry, this was the first time 
they could contribute unhindered 
by their age, gender, ethnicity, 
sexual preference or disability.

—  Daniele Fiandaca, Co-founder 
Creative Social & Token Man



Diversity serves creativity by allowing people to 
be themselves, drawing on all their facets and 
experiences without being pigeonholed. If people 
feel tokenistic gestures, they end up playing to a 
type or closing up and the power of having them 
there is gone.

During the experiment, it was those teams that 
moved quickest from “we’re here because of 
where we come from” to “we’re here because 
we’re creative individuals who want to succeed” 
who flourished and who could really tap into their 
stories in positive ways.

On the other hand, those who felt the need to be a 
stereotype they do not feel, or “play to type”, often 
reported that they couldn’t truly be themselves 
or contribute fully – thus impacting on creative 
solutions produced.

What does this mean for us? Getting a few faces 
is not enough, but you also need to de-politicise 
diversity, people are there to do the job they love. 
By doing the minimum, by paying lip-service, 
chances are you’re going to fall into this trap. The 
key is thinking about diversity holistically and not 
in boxes on a recruitment drive.

TOKENISM DOES  
NOT WORK

2.

84% participants believe that a 
cultural change is most needed  
to make marketing more diverse

84%
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If you have people in leadership 
positions that are very clear about 
what success looks like, and what 
they need from you, you create an 
environment in which people can 
succeed. I can see how diverse 
groups can be difficult, but if 
you’re a strong manager of people, 
that allows diverse ideas to come 
out and give them space and 
constructive guidance, all we  
saw was the enormous benefit  
of having diverse people.

—  Emma Perkins, ECD, MullenLowe



Leadership is vital, the right kind of leadership 
is imperative. Harnessing the power of diversity 
demands a certain kind of creative leader, and the 
revered iconoclastic, alpha-male, creative genius, 
is often the didactic leader who will stop a diverse 
groups’ creativity.

Good leadership is vital: over 80% of participants 
believed that their mentors played a significant 
role in the teams. But we also know that bad 
leadership can be a hindrance rather than a help.

In certain cases we saw the mentor holding back, 
“checking their privilege” and giving the floor 
to the team members. Whilst this was on the 
surface empowering and democratic, it was often 
responsible for some of the problems we saw, 
particularly when it came to consensus building.

On the other hand there were some mentors who 
utterly dominated, overriding ideas based on their 
own judgement and experience. This was even 
worse: the magical alchemy that diversity can 
bring was nullified. Those groups fell apart.

The best leaders practised what we call “clear 
enablement”: empowering teams and giving  
them space, but stepping in with the right  
prompts or questions at the right time.

As an industry we need to ask ourselves a hard 
question: do we have those kinds of leaders 
currently? Are we rewarding and listening to those 
leaders? Are we training those leaders? If not, we 
are maintaining a dated status quo that blocks the 
creative benefits of diverse teams.

THE LEADERSHIP 
CHALLENGE

3.
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4
WAYS 
FORWARD



WHAT NOW FOR  
THE INDUSTRY?

Change starts now. To truly realise the benefits 
of diversity for the creative process, we need to 
overcome these potential barriers. This requires 
both a shift in mind-set and tangible action.

So this is our rallying cry: what we believe the 
world of marketing and media needs to do to 
ensure it benefits from the breadth of diversity’s 
potential contribution to creativity:





The creative process is supposed 
to be messy. Playful. Smashing 
new and opposing ideas together 
to get to something new. It’s 
something integral to great work 
that we currently sell ourselves 
short on. We’ve shown that diverse 
teams are messy, but that great 
ideas rise to the top because 
of merit rather than cultural 
consensus. Different perspectives 
are vital to expanding our creative 
palette – but we need to make 
room in our businesses to allow 
these messy processes to flourish.

—  Laura Jordan-Bambach, Creative 
Partner, Mr President, Co-founder, 
SheSays



Let’s be straightforward: it’s more difficult to 
recruit diversely. Firstly, it’s easy to just recruit 
in your own likeness. After all, the interview will 
probably flow smoothly, and you’ll have lots of 
common ground. Plus, when you’re deciding 
between a polished, university-educated  
applicant in the hot seat and one that’s taken a 
less structured or expected path, it can be tricky 
not to opt for the safe bet.

Even if you do manage to recruit a truly diverse set 
of people, that doesn’t mean the hard work is over. 
Diverse teams are more difficult. They’re noisier. 
There’s less harmony. There’s more disagreement 
and debate. And that can mean more bumps in  
the road.

Short-term, diversity can be a tricky business. 

We know that’s a tough sell in an industry that can 
seem to fetishise speed and efficiency, even when 
it comes to the creative process.

But the truth is, creativity is messy. What’s more, 
truly great creative often involves taking bold, 
risky leaps of faith. We’re constantly encouraging 
that kind of thinking in our clients: and it’s time to 
starting listening to our own advice.

We need to embrace messiness. 
 
That means finding ways to cultivate an 
environment where diversity can thrive. Clear 
goals and objectives, plus an ethos about how 
people within those teams need to respect and 
treat each other is the best way to create an 
environment that allows creative, challenging 
thinking to happen.

Because embracing the messiness that diversity 
can bring also allows us to embrace newer, 
different, braver creative ideas.

98% of 
respondents 
would 
recommend  
the experience  
to a friend

98%

EMBRACE  
MESSINESS

1.
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Embracing diversity starts with an appreciation 
of all the different superpowers that creativity 
requires – and waking up to the shortcuts and 
archetypes we’ve relied on to date in team 
building and idea formation. A staggering 84% of 
participants in the experiment believe that cultural 
change within the industry is required. Many young 
people simply don’t feel there is a role for them in 
the creative industries at all.

As we’ve seen, truly diverse teams, not those 
based on tokenism, can bring a much broader set 
of experiences, skills and approaches to the table. 

But this requires new team structures and ways 
of working. Consensus in diverse groups derives 
from merit and not cultural norms, so we can’t 
expect our traditional decision-making structures 
to hold with a different team set-up. When there’s 
no natural majority, you need to find solutions to 
democratically evaluate ideas.

The Great British Diversity Experiment’s winning 
team created a voting mechanism for this very 
reason – and look where that got them.

The good news: beyond the benefits of diversity 
itself, it’s actually the process of overcoming these 
barriers – developing empathy and listening skills, 
getting comfortable with being uncomfortable, 
accepting that ideas don’t always emerge quickly 
– that will make your organisation fit for purpose 
in the future.

In the US the NFL have implemented the Rooney Rule which 
states that there must be no less than 2 diverse candidates on 
any recruitment list. From today let’s not accept any list from 
our Talent teams or recruiters which is not made up of diverse 
candidates. It will require some effort, but in not addressing it 
you will risk much more.

—  Alex Goat, Co-founder & MD, Livity

A NEW APPROACH  
TO TEAMS

2.
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While they are well behind where they should be, 
there has been great work done on increasing 
gender, ethnic, and sexual orientation diversity.  
One massive group of the population that has  
been largely ignored by our industry is the 14% 
who identify themselves as having mental  
and physical limitations and disability.

People who happen to have a disability often are forgotten when 
it comes to increasing diversity in the creative industries… I just 
push my boundaries regardless and always aim to proactively 
get involved in everything I am able, as I want to be a part of 
our community. I will not be out of sight and out of mind. I wish 
to have the same opportunity to be a part of the “wonderful 
world of communication.” We (as people who happen to have 
a disability) can be just as creative as anyone else and have 
unique insights into society; and we are capable of delivering 
innovative and original output.

—  Sulaiman, Participant

There is absolutely no reason for that to be the 
case; our job is largely in front of the computer, 
output born through conversation, in buildings that 
are DDA compliant. So why are lagging behind the 
national average? We hope this report highlights 
the need for more to be done, for action to be 
taken, and to begin to apply the same targets  
here as we do elsewhere.

TOTAL DIVERSITY 3.
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We’re no longer in the age of Mad Men, and we 
think that the archetypal role of the all-powerful 
creative directors may no longer be fit for purpose.

We need a new breed of leader: one who is able 
to hire and guide people very different from 
themselves and, most importantly of all, to create 
an environment where others can thrive.

In our experiment, this worked best when there 
was “clear enablement”: where the boundaries of 
the process were clearly outlined and the overall 
objectives clearly articulated at the start of the 
project, but the space for a team to grow and 
flourish organically, with guidance rather than 
a strong hand, were then given in order to allow 
diverse individuals to find their own strengths.

There also needs to be an investment in mentoring 
diverse talents: and an understanding that 
teams of people with diverse understanding and 
approaches to the world will need guiding in 
different ways.

In essence, we need fewer Don Drapers and more 
careful facilitators and this diversity of leadership 
has to go right through agencies and networks.

NEW LEADERSHIP 
STYLES

4.
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When we set out to conduct the 
Great British Diversity Experiment 
we genuinely didn’t know if it 
would work, but the results have 
been emphatic: increased diversity 
really does result in better creative 
work. There is no longer any 
excuse for agency leaders to 
ignore the issue or simply spout 
platitudes. It’s time for senior 
leadership across the industry to 
stand up and make themselves 
accountable for driving change, 
and set meaningful targets to 
measure progress.

—  Jonathan Akwue, CEO, Lost Boys





5
FIVE THINGS 
THE INDUSTRY 
SHOULD DO 
NOW



STEPS TO TAKE TODAY

1 2

3

Change your creative process 

Don’t fixate on speed and ease, embrace 
messiness and accept that to get diversity to 
deliver an advantage, you need to accept that 
cultural consensus can damage the creative 
process. Instead, let divergence, difference  
and merit win through.

What everyone’s probably asking is – where do 
we start? What can we do today to change the 
industry for good?

Retrain your leaders 

This is a leadership issue. If they cannot provide 
‘clear enablement’ they will not get the benefit of 
diversity. We need action at the upper echelons of 
our industry to demonstrate clear intent.

Implement the Rooney Rule 

Bringing in diverse talent is not a CSR thing, it is 
critical to business success. Go 10x further than 
you are now and demand every new role has a 
diverse short list – the Rooney Rule. Look harder, 
further and accept that often a round peg in a 
square hole is a good thing. And then implement 
the Rooney Rule for those people who are actually 
doing the interviewing too.
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4 5
Build an open network and access new tribes 

You need teams of super heroes in order to 
compete. It is not about tokenism. Diversity is 
one of the things that makes Britain Great. If you 
hire new people you will have access into new 
communities and networks which will mean the 
Rooney Rule won’t even be needed.

Make your attitudes as accessible as your buildings 

More than 10 million people in the UK identify 
as having limitations in their daily activities for 
physical and mental health reasons, yet how many 
people in your company are from this community? 
Even worse how often have you talked about how 
you can encourage more people with a disability 
into your company? This is an issue that isn’t 
receiving the attention it deserves and our  
industry is falling behind because of it. Let’s  
start the debate and inspire change.
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CONCLUSION



CONCLUSION FROM  
THE FOUNDERS

As we set out in the forward The Great British 
Diversity Experiment sought to provide practical 
and relevant actions to drive change specifically 
for the communications and creative industries. 
We focused on three key challenges for The 
Experiment to tackle and hopefully through the 
course of reading this report you will agree they 
have been answered.

We know diversity drives advantage in business; 
McKinsey’s ‘Why Diversity Matters’ report 
evidenced that. This report has shown for the first 
time why diversity drives advantage specifically 
for the communications industry – quite simply 
diversity is an investment in the long-term 
profitability and sustainability of your business.

Yet diversity is still a challenge as the industry is 
far from being representative of the society it aims 
to communicate with. The report has uncovered 
the factors, (outside of pure hiring challenges), 
that inhibit the real impact of diversity. In a bid 
to ensure these do not win out, let’s dwell on the 
solutions for a moment.

Diversity is difficult – it causes more debate, more 
discussion and you could say more indecision. 
Don’t side step this issue but instead focus on it 
head on and find ways, many of which are included 
in this report, to solve it.

Focus on your leaders as this was consistently 
shown to be a critical challenge to leveraging 
diversity. If your leaders are too ‘sit back’ 
indecision will quickly follow. If they are too 
dominant the magic of diversity is nullified. 
We need leaders to operate a policy of clear 
enablement: empowering teams and yet at the 
same time guiding them towards conclusion.

The obvious knee-jerk reaction to the diversity 
challenge is to quickly and tactically hire some 
young diverse people to up the diversity stakes 
in your organisation. Doing this will not solve the 
challenge as tokenism, for this is what it is, closes 
people up and kills the power of diversity. Instead 
consider how you can improve the diversity of your 
business in a strategic and meaningful way.
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This leads us naturally to the actions we need 
to take as an industry. Back in July 2015 our 
aspiration was for The Great British Diversity 
Experiment to prove that diversity leads to better 
solutions, experiences and ultimately a better 
world. In this report we have highlighted five 
things the industry should do NOW. Don’t see the 
five things we outline in the report as things to do 
to simply improve diversity. They are five things to 
ensure business survival.

If every leader across the communications 
industry implemented the recommendations 
of this report we would build a better 
communications industry: one that reflects the 
society we communicate with; develops better 
more innovative work; and thanks to greater 
competitive advantage beats natural selection. 
Together, let’s build an industry that is fit to 
survive and ultimately prosper.

Diversity is the new Darwinism.
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A POSTSCRIPT

The Great British Diversity Experiment is exactly 
that, an Experiment. When we set-off in July 2015 
we had no idea whether this would be the end 
or just another beginning. Suffice to say thanks 
to a huge swell of passion, support and rigour it 
worked and the conclusions we have arrived at  
are robust and practical.

And of course, this is not an end but a beginning. 
The conclusions have uncovered nuances and 
needs which require more study and effort. There 
is a huge need for diversity training in the industry, 
specifically changing the creative process and 
leadership styles. And we need to now direct our 
attention to diversity challenges around mental 
health and physical ability.

As with any good experiment this incarnation is 
concluded, but we sincerely hope the legacy of  
The Experiment will be to inspire further action  
as there is still so much to be done.

Nadya, Alex, Daniele, Laura, Jonathan and Tolu

May 2016
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DIVERSITY 
ENABLERS



DIVERSITY INITIATIVES

Supporting 
diversity 
throughout 
the industry

We are not alone – there are a number of brilliant 
diversity initiatives across the industry that we 
are part of already or have discovered over the 
course of the experiment. This list is by no means 
exhaustive, but if you’ve been inspired to take 
action as a result of reading this report, please 
take a look through these to see how you could 
take part, support and champion.

 
Creative Equals:  helping the industry take steps 
towards gender diversity in creative departments.
http://creativeequals.org/ 

Facebook managing bias training: designed to 
help us recognize our biases so we can reduce 
their negative effects in the workplace. 
https://managingbias.fb.com/

IPA unconscious bias training: designed to support 
agencies as we endeavour to build a more diverse 
and more inclusive workplace.  
www.ipa.co.uk 

IPA Make the Leap: IPA initiative to make the leap 
towards achieving diversity and equality goals by 2020.

Pride AM: a high profile group which represents 
the LGBT community in advertising.

SheSays: the only global creative network for 
women – running free mentorship and events  
to women in the creative industry.  
www.shesays.com 

Token Man: an initiative to give men a better 
understanding of the challenges women face  
in our industry. 
http://www.tokenman.org/ 

Who’s Your Momma: part of She Says, a mentoring 
network for women all across the industry. 
http://weareshesays.com/tag/whos-your-momma/ 
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Supporting 
the next 
generation

Creative Pioneers: a pioneering apprenticeship 
programme run in partnership with the IPA. 
http://www.creativepioneers.co.uk/

D&AD Foundation: designed to inspire creative 
talent, promote diversity, and stimulate the 
creative industry to work towards a fairer,  
more sustainable future. 
http://www.dandad.org/en/d-ad-foundation/

D&AD New Blood: a series of world class 
programmes for new creatives.  
http://www.dandad.org/en/d-ad-new-blood/

Digify: an internship programme run in 
partnership with the MAA, Google and Livity  
for under 25’s from diverse backgrounds. 
www.livity.co.uk/digify

Digital Futures: an educational apprenticeship 
seeking to harness the expertise of the industry 
to train and employ the young innovators, makers 
and doers of tomorrow. 
http://www.wearedigitalfutures.co.uk/

Freeformers: a digital transformation company 
who train one young person for every professional.
www.freeformers.com 

The Girlhood: a pilot creative traineeship 
programme for 18-24 year old girls from diverse 
backgrounds in partnership with FCB Inferno.

Ideas Foundation: working with school age young 
people with the explicit objective of improving 
diversity in the industry and help them gain skills 
for employment. 
http://ideasfoundation.org.uk/ 

Marketing Academy Merlin’s apprentice: £1m  
fund to create 50 annual apprenticeships for  
the communications industry. 
http://www.themarketingacademy.org.uk/our-
programmes/merlin-s-apprentice

LFA: Rising Stars programme and unique training 
for the industry across diverse groups. 
www.lfauk.com  

Tech City Apprenticeships: opportunities for young 
people from East London to get into the tech sector. 
http://www.techcityapprenticeships.com
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THE GREAT BRITISH DIVERSITY 
EXPERIMENT TEAM

Alex  
Goat

Jonathan 
Akwue

Daniele 
Fiandaca

The founders

Flamingo, 
our research 
partner

The man 
who made it 
happen

Laura 
Jordan-Bambach

Nadya 
Powell

The Great British Diversity Experiment would not 
have been possible without the team who worked 
tirelessly to make it happen. Every one of us is 
actively involved in campaigning for diversity 
across the creative industries and we’re proud  
to be part of The Experiment.

Tolu  
Farinto

Gregory 
Wells

Jess 
Enoch
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OUR PARTNERS  
AND SUPPORTERS

The Experiment was only made possible through 
the generosity, passion and support of our 
partners and supporters. We would like to thank 
them all individually especially:

Alison Lomax at Google for hosting the briefing 
session and providing advice throughout.

Toby Horry at Tesco for providing the brief for 
the teams to work on – it was inspirational and 
provided a broad platform for the teams to  
work within.

Mel Exon and Caroline Pay at BBH for connecting 
us with Tesco, providing the venue for the report 
launch and being so passionate and dedicated to 
the Experiment and wider diversity cause.

Karen Blackett and Emma Mainoo at Mediacom 
for providing us with advice and support and an 
opportunity to spread the diversity word at SXSW.

Tom Knox and the IPA team for including The 
Experiment within their diversity agenda and 
supporting and guiding us along the way.

Scott Knox and the MAA for consistently banging 
the drum for diversity and supporting us all the way.

Stephen Lepitak and Diana Young at The Drum 
for launching The Experiment when it was just a 
twinkle in our eyes.

Kathryn Martino at Porter Novelli for helping get 
the findings of The Experiment onto the news agenda.

And of course Richard Robinson at Oystercatchers, 
Mark Lainas at Ogilvy, Amanda Farmer at VML, 
Jonathan Lindon at Digital Futures, Simon White 
at Formation London, Miranda Brawn at The Black 
Cultural Archives, Bridget Beale at BIMA, Michael 
Islip at DigitasLBi and Karen Fraser at The 
Advertising Association and Mariana at Flamingo 
for designing this report.

Lastly thank you to Livity, Sunshine, Mr President, 
Lost Boys and Creative Social for letting us take 
the time to run The Experiment alongside our day jobs.
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STARTS 
NOW.


