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The Rise of Inclusivity
& Inclusive  Marketing
In The Digital Age

While at the surface inclusive marketing may seem like 
the most recent industry buzzword or simply a politi-
cally correct list of criteria to check off when running a 
creative marketing campaign, it’s far deeper than that. 
For brands, inclusive marketing offers a new founda-
tion on which to build trust with consumers, affording 
an opportunity to build credibility, reliability and rele-
vance in an era when skepticism surrounds both adver-
tising and technology.  

With the continual growth of the digital economy, 
it’s critical that we question our protocols in product 
development, ad creation, and the technology used 
around both.  For consumers, inclusive marketing has 
the potential to affect our lives on a profoundly inti-
mate level – from whether the products we’re offered 
take into consideration such dimensions of our iden-
tity as our ability, skin tone, gender, size, age, culture 
or height, or whether we’re served a brand’s ads via 
paid social media and display advertising based on 
the superficial target categories assigned to our pixels. 
Marketers must ensure that neither the creative side of 
advertising, nor the technology powering our modern 
marketing landscape  reinforces our unconscious bias.  

Implicit or unconscious bias happens by our
brains making incredibly quick judgments and
assessments of people and situations without
us realising. Our biases are influenced by our

background, cultural environment and personal 
experiences. We may not even be aware of

these views and opinions or be aware of their
full impact and implications.1  

Beyond building a fairer and more just world, inclu-
sivity and inclusive marketing opens up the potential 
for new business growth opportunities. For example, 
estimates show the purchasing power of the LGBTQ+ 
community is $3.7 trillion (USD) 2  and that women spend 
more than $18 trillion (USD) each year globally.3 There 
is a wide range of audiences who are underserved or 
inadequately served – providing an opportunity for 
brands to expand their product offering in addition to 
the reach of their brand.   

Inclusivity challenges brands to reflect outside the typ-
ical “target audience” box to uncover consumer bases 
whose needs are not yet being addressed within the 
scope of current product offerings, posing an opportu-
nity to disrupt sectors which may otherwise appear be 

deadlocked for growth opportunities.

For example, in the fashion sector, ThirdLove
disrupted the undergarment market by developing 
bras designed to complement variations in breast size 
and shape, as well as skin tone. In doing so, they’ve 
addressed a problem that has plagued women for de-
cades – the need for comfortable bras that fit well and 
they did it by first listening to women of all shapes, 
shades, and sizes.4

When we look at our global digital economy through 
the lens of inclusivity, the landscape of even long-ex-
isting products opens up for reimagination. Consider 
the example of furniture:  IKEA now offers “ThisAbles” 
to help address accessibility issues in two of their most 
popular couches. Working with a combination of ac-
cessibility advocate groups, they devised schematics 
for components that can be printed using a 3-D printer.  
These plans are available for free and serve to help
individuals with a variety of abilities to more easily utilise 
their furniture.6  

We now have a marketplace in which a significantly 
broader demographic base has the ability to spend 
money, whereas 50, 75, 100 years ago that wasn’t 
true. To reach this exponentially larger consumer base, 
brands, agencies and partners must proactively reeval-
uate what they are developing, who is involved in the 
creation of products, how they are telling the story of 
the product, and to whom they are sharing that story.  

At its core, a company is simply a group of individual 
people who are each on their own personal “inclusion 
journey.” However, that company can gain considerable 
new insight using resources such as an Implicit As-
sociation Test,7 a scientific examination of the rapid 
subconscious associations an individual makes be-
tween various identity dimensions, such as an indi-
vidual’s name, career, gender, cultural background 
and approachability. Years of research show that bias, 
whether unconscious or conscious, affects everyone.8 

Regardless of where any individual is on this journey, 
businesses must collectively engage in a growth mindset 
to actively overcome unconscious bias.

Just because you are marketing to women, 
don’t think of it as some magic wand that you 

can wave because all women are a certain 
way. You really have to think about their

individual needs.5

 
— Dhanusha Sivajee —

XO Group Inc., EVP of Editorial and Marketing
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1 | Denial
Disinterest
Avoidance

Unwilling to recognise that variations in identity
dimensions result from differences in human
experience/perspectives.

2 | Defense
Denigration
Superiority
Reversal

Acknowledges identity variations but engages in 
an “us vs. them” mentality, where one dimension is 
viewed as better than others.

4 | Acceptance
Relativism (Behavioural/Values)

Accepts that variations in identity dimensions not only 
exist, but also enrich our collective existence. Seeks 
understanding of alternative perspectives.

3 | Minimisation
Human Similarity
Universal Values

Sees identity dimensions and appreciates them on a 
surface level, while seeking out common ground; yet 
fails to address institutionalised privilege.

5 | Adaptation
Cognitive Frame-Shifting
Behavioural Code-Shifting

Intentionally and empathetically shifts mindset or 
behaviour accommodating individual  identity di-
mensions. Consciously, assesses data through mul-
tiple lenses.

6 | Integration
Constructive Marginality
Ethical Commitment

Engages with a broad range of identity dimensions 
regularly, in such a way that no predominate culture 
exists. Encourages and values an inclusive array of 
perspectives.

in marketing.  As technology is increasingly embedded 
into products themselves and the marketing surround-
ing them, it is essential for brands, agencies, and their 
partners to break down the potential for algorithm bias 
by hiring a diverse body of programmers.
  
It is also important for organisations to pressure test 
their products and marketing campaigns prior to 
launch. Whether through a formal bias review com-
mittee or, even better, a unique focus group for each 
product developed whose diversity is kept fresh and 
relevant, it’s key for an organisation to gather this criti-
cal input as it shapes the design, functionality, packag-
ing and marketing of the product. Once these diverse 
individuals are in the room, the most crucial next step 
for brands, agencies and partners is to make sure their 
representative voices are heard in the product devel-
opment, evaluation and marketing.

Six Stages of Intercultural Sensitivity9 

Using the highly regarded six-stage model of Inter-
cultural Sensitivity developed by Dr. Milton Bennet, 
organisations can both evaluate where they stand as 
an institution and encourage employees to engage
in reflection.

The model is non-linear, freeing individuals and organ-
isations to ebb and flow along their individual inclusion 
journeys. Because of this, it’s important for all parties 
to engage in a growth mindset that encourages regu-
lar, frequent self-evaluation and structural assessment.  
Ideally, organisations and the individuals that make up 
organisations will strive to achieve an inclusive culture 
prioritising acceptance, adaptation, and integration.

Diversity in staffing is the starting point for breaking 
down implicit bias in both product development and 



In this inclusive marketing series, alongside 
global leaders promoting and driving a 
new era of inclusivity as well as brands 
focusing on all-encompassing marketing 
and hiring practices, iProspect will examine 
the two fundamental strategies for success 
in the modern marketing landscape and 
help to build a future workplace that is a 
mirror to the modern world:

VOL 2: Building Trust Through Data,
 Privacy and Technology

VOL 3: Shaping The Future Workforce



SECTION I
Building Trust Through Data,
Privacy And Technology 
 
Although society’s accelerating pace is driven by 
technology, there has been a growing distrust in 
these technology advancements. In their 2018 study, 
the Digital Society Index, Dentsu Aegis Network 
measured how well countries are building a digital 
economy that serves all in their societies. The report 
examines ten economies across three primary areas: 
dynamism, inclusion and trust. Among the top chal-
lenges identified in the report were:

These concerns are well founded based on an increas-
ing number of reports that note the phenomenon of 
algorithm bias causing challenges such as the inabil-
ity for facial recognition to correctly identify people 
of certain backgrounds,10 and serving advertisements 
disproportionately to segments based on the ethnicity of 
individuals reflected in ad imagery.11 Similarly, AI, voice 
assistants and other tech innovations have been 
shown to also reflect algorithm bias.  As noted by Dr. 
Anne-Marie Imafidon, MBE, co-founder and CEO of 
Stemmettes, “Bias in algorithms isn’t inevitable, it is 
the unintended consequence of programming.”12

Addressing Bias in Programming: AI

Statistical data, programming code, and the math be-
hind algorithms on their own are simply ratios, sequenc-
es of numbers, and complex formulas. It’s tempting to 
think that because these things are rooted in pure ob-
jectivity that the products and technology derived from 
them also is purely objective; however, when statis-
tics, code, and algorithms are applied to solve real-life 
problems, such as how products should be developed 
and what ads are served to various populations, this is 
when bias in math and technology surfaces.14

Believe not enough is being done to
ensure digital benefits to everyone living in 

these countries

Believe technology has made
society more unequal

43%

55%

There’s a real danger of systematising the 
discrimination we have in society [through 
AI technologies]. What I think we need to 
do — as we’re moving into this world full 
of invisible algorithms everywhere — is 
that we have to be very explicit, or have 
a disclaimer, about what our error rates 

are like.13

— Timnit Gebru —
Research Scientist, Google AI

While data and code in and of themselves are not ca-
pable of deciphering the dimensions of human iden-
tity, the programmers or analysts using these tools 
are inherently biased to approach problem-solving in 
ways that align with the experiences and identity di-
mensions that shape them. As a result, unintentional 
bias in AI and machine learning emerges. In the United 
States, prominent examples are display ads for high 
level executive roles being shown overwhelmingly to 
men over women and ads showing houses for sales 
primarily to those of European decent.15 

The good news is that this algorithm bias is not inevitable.
More so than humans, AI is not doomed to be biased:

While algorithms can be tough to decode 
and often people think of them as black 
boxes, compared to humans, they’re a 
lot easier to improve. Humans are black 

boxes, too, and trying to get the humans 
to change their biases is a much tougher 
haul than redesigning algorithms. You can 
test and retest algorithms to see if they’re 
giving you unexpected or inappropriate 

answers. We’ll have a world with less 
bias if we are conscious of updating and 

tuning the algorithms.16

 — Erik Brynjolfsson —
Professor of Management, MIT Sloan School of 
Management, and Director, The Initiative on the 

Digital Economy, MIT
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Addressing Bias in Programming:
Facial Recognition Technology

In the Western world, significant public scrutiny sur-
rounds the use of facial recognition technology, espe-
cially in the arenas of public surveillance and criminal 
justice. Some cities, such as San Francisco and Seattle, 
have either banned or mandated civilian oversight of 
the use of facial recognition,20 leading others in the UK 
and EU to also question the rising usage of this tech-
nology.21 For now, much of the public discourse and 
resulting research studies are centered on the moral 
issues surrounding how surveillance footage is being 
paired with facial recognition software based on faulty 
data sources, leading to significant inaccuracies partic-
ularly when used on people of color and women.22    

As with AI, the cause of this bias ultimately is inaccu-
rate programming, described by a recent study con-
ducted at Georgetown University’s Center on Privacy 
and Technology as “garbage in, garbage out:”

It’s not enough that companies hire a diverse work-
force and pressure test their products against com-
parative data sets. Companies must also evaluate the 
AI in a social context; a function social scientists are 
uniquely equipped to perform in a role that comple-
ments the data scientists and programmers involved 
in the creation of AI. Social scientists can add critical 
value to the process by incorporating human analyses 
that detect the nuances of social bias and fairness into 
the development of AI.17  

Companies can go even further to formalise the pro-
cess to counter algorithm bias, such as in the example 
of Microsoft, which has established six ethical princi-
ples to combat bias in the development and use of 
artificial intelligence. Their approach is to advocate for 
responsible AI that augments human ingenuity with-
out replicating human faults.

Microsoft Guiding Principles

AI systems should be fair, reliable and safe, 
private and secure, inclusive, transparent, 
and accountable. The best way to avoid 

harmful biases is to consider the context in 
which AI systems are18 being used, we must 
take a step back and invest in datasets that 
reflect the diversity that exists in our society 

and at the same time, develop better 
methods for detecting and correcting bias 

when it occurs.

It is also important to have a diversity of 
backgrounds and perspectives among the 
people working on AI systems. Microsoft 
is committed to cultivating a diverse and 
inclusive environment, and has focused 
on this goal for the team of researchers 

working on AI. We believe that diversity en-
riches our performance and products, the 
communities where we live and work, and 

the lives of our employees.

By applying these concepts, Microsoft has been able 
to develop a variety of projects under the banner of 
AI for Good with the aim of promoting inclusivity. For 
example, in 2019, Microsoft launched the Xbox Adap-
tive Controller which extends accessibility to users 
with a variety of abilities. 

So, we have a technology that was created 
and designed by one demographic that is 
only mostly effective on that one demo-
graphic and they’re trying to sell it and 

impose it on the entirety of the country?19

— Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez —
Member of the U.S. House of Representatives, 

House Oversight and Reform Committee
May 22nd, 2019
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A phrase used to express the idea that 
inputting low-quality or nonsensical data 
into a system will produce low-quality or 
nonsensical results. It doesn’t matter how 
powerful or cleverly-designed a system is, 
it can only operate on the information it is 
provided—if data is missing, the system 

cannot operate on it. Any attempt to 
reconstruct or approximate missing data 
will necessarily be a “guess” as to what 

information that data contained. 

Face recognition technology has im-
proved immensely in the past two years 
alone, enabling rapid searches of larger 
databases and more reliable pairings in 

testing environments. But it doesn’t mat-
ter how good the machine is if it is still 

being fed the wrong figures—the wrong 
answers are still likely to come out.23

Clearly, facial recognition technology is controversial 
and the use of it in advertising and sales will likely 
be met with some skepticism.  Brands, agencies and 
partners must be aware of this and proactively build 
inclusivity and privacy into any facial recognition tech-
nology they use if they are to build consumer trust.  For 
example, even in commonplace products that use fa-
cial recognition, such as smartphones and computers, 
the software fails to distinguish or even detect charac-
teristics from Asian and African device owners.24   

Recognising the continued need for growth and de-
velopment in facial recognition technology, some tech 
giants like Google and Microsoft are loudly advocating 
for a measured approach to its use.25 For now, Google 
will not offer its facial recognition technology commer-
cially until it feels confident that it will not be used to 
produce harmful or abusive outcomes.
 
Microsoft is also a strong proponent of government 
regulation against the abuse of facial recognition and 
recognises the need for inclusive programming, ag-
gressively pushing its own development to continu-
ally improve the range of ages and skin tones it can 
recognise. As industry leaders, they make their facial 
recognition code publicly available and call for legis-
lation to promote the same level of transparency from 
other tech companies from around the world.

Facial recognition technology has exponential appli-
cations in the marketing and sales sphere, from gen-
erating targeted advertising based on profile pictures 
to allowing consumers to make cashless payments.  
The consumer journey can be personalised in ways 
that have the potential to ease the shopping expe-
rience; however, concerns around discrimination and 
privacy must be clearly addressed in order to garner 
customer trust and confidence. To truly understand 
the potential of this technology, it’s critical for brands 
to recognise their role as advocates for their consum-
er bases and evaluate the facial recognition applica-
tions that they use.

Addressing Bias in Programming: 
Voice Assistants & Voice Search

A recent study by the United Nations entitled I’d Blush 
If I Could: Closing Gender Divides In Digital Skills 
Through Education confirms that voice assistants re-
flect a bias against women.26  In addition to critiquing 
the programming choice to have the default  voices 
for digital assistants set to female tones, which con-
veys a lesser social status for women, the study found 
that voice assistants, such as Siri and Alexa, are pro-
grammed to respond coyly and flirtatiously, even 
to abusive commands which subconsciously sends 
a message that being abusive towards females is 
acceptable.

We continue to work with many organ-
isations to identify and address these 

challenges, and unlike some other com-
panies, Google Cloud has chosen not to 
offer general-purpose facial recognition 
APIs before working through important 

technology and policy questions.27

— Kent Walker —
Google’s SVP for Global Affairs
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Siri’s ‘female’ obsequiousness – and the 
servility expressed by so many other digi-
tal assistants projected as young women – 
provides a powerful illustration of gender 
biases coded into technology products, 
pervasive in the technology sector and 

apparent in digital skills education.28  

— United Nations Educational — 
Scientific, and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO)

Advocating for more girls and women to receive ed-
ucation in digital skills and to be active participants 
in programming for voice assistants, the report states:

Additionally, data biases in voice technology exist due 
to limitations in the breath of the audio samples used 
to set the audio recognition programming. Because 
of this, voice technology has difficulty understanding 
various human accents and names representative of 
global cultures. Together with revealing gaps in accu-
racy, these limitations significantly reduce the au-
dience size the technology is meant to empower.29   

Recognising this issue, Baidu is addressing this bias 
by investing in a deep learning approach to improve 
the accuracy of its voice technology. Their speech rec-
ognition programming distinguishes a wide variety of 
accents and dialects.29 To remain relevant, particularly in
emerging markets as well as with women, other tech-
nology developers must follow Baidu’s lead to ad-
dress this data bias.

VOLUME 1:
Building Trust Through Data, Privacy and Technology 
will examine; 

• The steps brands can take to ensure they are removing    
   unconscious bias in technologies they build, and the   
   data they interpret.
• How algorithms and data can be used to detect
   social bias.
• The methods brands can use to build trust in their 
   platforms and make their platforms more accessible 
   for all.
• How the concerns in advancements in facial technology  
  can be addressed. 
• How voice technology and assistant development 
  can be used to actually remove gender biases as
  opposed to exacerbating them.



If there are marginalised people in the 
community or in the workplace that are 
saying that ‘actually, we have an issue 
with microaggressions’ or ‘we have an 
issue with unconscious biases’ that are 
being brought up, there is an issue that 
you can start to address. You [need to 
survey] and understand where does it 
hurt the most right now [to determine 
whether] we need to focus on [the root 

issue]: is it the lack of diversity part or is it 
that people in the company already are 

feeling [alienated and excluded].33

— Michelle Kim —
Awaken, Co-Founder & CEO

SECTION II
Shaping The Future Workforce:
Inclusive Recruitment And Culture
Based on our examination of the algorithm bias di-
lemma plaguing AI, machine learning, facial recogni-
tion and voice assistants, it’s evident that the primary 
solution to the issue is rooted in hiring and promoting 
an inclusive culture within organisation and leveraging 
employees’ wide range of perspectives at every stage 
of the product creation and distribution life-cycle. 

Technology in Recruiting

Researchers found that algorithm bias affects many re-
cruitment platforms that utilise AI and facial recognition.  
Using Implicit Association Tests, a study conducted at 
the University of Bath in 2017 showed that AI viewed 
European-American names more favourably.30 This 
mirrors the human bias detected in a previous study 
in which resumes of the same quality but variations in 
names showed that those with European-American 
names were two times most likely to be asked for an 
interview than those with African-American sounding 
names. In 2018, Amazon scraped development and 
use of a machine learning driven recruitment software 
after recognizing similar biased results favoring men 
over women.31 Additional research by MIT researcher 
Joy Buolamwini reveals that facial recognition software 
has a higher margin of error in recognizing people of 
darker skin tones and women, which suggests this 
technology when combined with recruitment software 
could result in biased hiring practices.32  

Institutions must be cautious when transitioning to 
technology-based recruitment practices. One method 
of addressing this bias is to enact recruitment policies, 
such as requiring that individuals representing key 
identity dimensions are interviewed. Organisations that 
can influence the development of the recruitment soft-
ware they can use should also insist that the individuals 
behind the programming be representative of a wide 
range of identity dimensions to counter algorithm bias.  

Creating an Inclusive Culture

Diversity principles can be a part of a company man-
ifesto and convey that an organisation is deliberately 
diverse with hiring, but unless the true nature of the 
internal culture is routinely examined for implicit bias, 
that same organisation could still have an exclusionist 
culture. That exclusionism may materialise in the form 
of overt sexism, racism, ageism, ableism, heterosexism, 

or other discriminatory practices being tolerated or it 
may manifest in lingering microaggressions that dis-
courage individuals from participating at work as their 
full selves.
  
An inclusive culture is both representative of diverse 
individual backgrounds and also promotes an environ-
ment in which employees are free to be themselves 
and have their voice heard. To proactively ensure that a 
broad range of perspectives are factored in, everyone 
must be empowered to be their authentic selves in an 
environment of inclusivity where vulnerability is encour-
aged, and failure is treated as a growth opportunity. 

Understanding that no individual coming into an organ-
isation will be free from bias, companies must make it a 
priority to encourage employees to approach each day 
with a growth mindset. The reflection should be two-fold: 
1. External Examination and 2. Internal Cheerleading.  

First, in external reflection, individuals must question 
innate bias in idea generation, project work, and in the 
general culture. Encourage employees to ask them-
selves, “Who else should we be hearing from?” This 
reflection could mean evaluating who is and is not in 
the room – what perspectives are missing to inform 
the process at this stage; or, more literally, reflecting on 
which individuals speak the most and are heard. Re-
search studies show that there is an implicit bias toward 
discrediting the ideas of women and people of color 
in meetings.34 Proactively acknowledging this bias and 
working to correct it takes courage, which can be sup-
ported through company policies and practices en-
couraging these as part of an inclusive culture.
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Secondly, in internal cheerleading, employees must 
be encouraged to own their worth and celebrate their 
successes. 

By creating an inclusive culture that allows space for 
free thought to happen, companies can help counter 
the effects of microaggressions and in turn cultivate a 
welcoming environment. Recognising that there is a 
greater likelihood for some voices and contributions to 
be overlooked, companies should regularly seek out 
the opinions of their staff on potential improvements 
in culture. Most importantly, companies must reflect 
on how homogenous the make-up of the overall staff, 
leadership, and teams are, for example: is everyone a 
college graduate vs. non-college graduates? Is there 
an overrepresentation of millennials vs. people of other 
age groups? Are various cultural backgrounds represented?  

Ultimately, the key is understanding three things: a 
company is nothing more than a collection of people 
working towards business goals, innovation thrives 
when there are different thinkers in collaboration, and 
companies can only think differently if they hire differ-
ent thinkers of diverse backgrounds who bring unique 
perspectives into the discourse. 

VOLUME 2:
Shaping the Future Workforce, will examine:
• How hiring and recruitment practices must evolve if 
   businesses wish to create solutions that reflect the 
   modern global consumer landscape
• How technology practices in recruiting must
   be addressed
• How building an inclusive culture necessitates
   examination for implicit bias
• The need for two-way discourse in main taining
   a progressive workforce
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