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executive summary. 
The advertising industry is plagued by low racial 
diversity. Nationally, rates have been stated to 
be as low as 6%.i While racial diversity is not 
represented proportionately equivalent to the 
racial makeup of the population across many 
professional industries, the advertising industry 
has some of the lowest diversity rates.ii At the 
same time, Minnesota, and the Twin Cities 
especially, has a growing creative industry. 
Minnesota is second in the country for 
advertising agencies per capita and is known as 
a creative hub in the Midwest region. The 
growing Minnesotan advertising industry is no 
different than agencies across the nation that 
struggle with finding and retaining racially 
diverse talent. In fact, Minnesota, while known 
for its prosperity,iii is commonly referred to as 
“a tale of two cities”. Minneapolis boasts some 
of the largest opportunity gaps between white 
and non-white citizens across a number of 
metrics, including education, employment and 
health.iv These disparities follow a racial divide, 
creating a state of haves and have nots, 
depending on one’s race. The burgeoning 
advertising industry, combined with racially-
biased social institutions, has created a dearth 
of local, diverse, and professionally trained 
talent. Yet it is well known that diversity has a 
number of positive impacts on a business. 
Research shows that diverse teams produce 
more creative outcomes that appeal to a 
broader audience, which is becoming 
increasingly important in a nation where racial 
minorities will become large enough as 
proportions of the population that the concept 
of minority will soon cease to exist. This 
increased diversity increases financial outcomes 
and reduces legal and ethical risks. The solution 
has been to recruit diverse talent from the 
coasts. This has proven difficult given the 
competition with coastal hubs for creative 
talent, and it creates additional challenges, such 
as needing to focus on retention. 
 
Recognizing the effect of racial disparities on 
Minnesota’s hiring pool, John Olson, a CEO and 

prominent leader in the advertising industry, 
started a program that targeted diverse youth 
through an internship program at his creative 
agency. Eventually established as its own 
organization, The BrandLab today teaches 
students about marketing as a viable career 
option through the classroom program, allows 
students to experience adverting and marketing 
through an internship program, and follows up 
with students through the Connect program. In 
2011-2012, The BrandLab served more than 320 
students in the classroom and placed 32 
students in internships across 21 companies.  
 
While social institutions have been targeted as 
a root cause of disparities in college graduation 
and employment rates, specific companies have 
recently been identified for practices that 
perpetuate low diversity rates. This includes an 
increasing trend of class action law suits 
addressing biased practices, even if they were 
passive or unintentional. A civil rights lawyer 
and the N.A.A.C.P. famously joined together in 
2009 to form the Madison Avenue Project, a 
movement aimed at addressing diversity in 
some of the largest advertising agencies. Most 
recently, Google released a report which 
highlighted their own low diversity rates, 
causing a cascade of diversity reporting from 
other major tech companies. The BrandLab 
recognized that engaging the advertising 
industry directly in talking openly about racial 
diversity was another important component to 
addressing the challenges in creating a more 
robust and diverse marketing and advertising 
industry.  Their Fearless Conversation Series has 
opened the dialogue and has been recognized 
as an innovative approach to addressing these 
challenges.v 
 
For The BrandLab to effectively engage industry 
leaders in fearless conversations about race and 
to track their progress over time, they needed 
to develop a baseline of diversity rates locally. 
There is a gap in data between national 
statistics and those available locally. 
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Common Grounds, an interdisciplinary group of 
graduate students at the University of 
Minnesota, was asked, in partnership with 3M, 
to administer a survey and analyze the results 
measuring diversity rates locally. The focus was 
on racial diversity which was dichotomized as 
white or non-white. Non-white was described 
as non-Hispanic Caucasian for the purposes of 
this report Fifteen of The BrandLab’s partners 
courageously agreed to participate in this 
survey. Eight were not able to complete the 
survey as they did not collect demographic 
information. Seven agencies completed the 
survey and represented 1,287 employees. The 
seven agencies that did complete the survey 
reported diversity rates of 6.3%. While this is 
only slightly lower than national rates, vi there 
may be bias inflating these numbers, given that 
the agencies that responded are presumably 
highly engaged in diversity efforts as indicated 
by their enthusiastic partnerships with The 
BrandLab. Data was also collected on racial 
diversity across levels within the agency and 
within hiring, promotion, and separation 
(layoffs and leaving by choice). Not surprisingly, 
diversity rates were lowest in the highest levels 
in the organization, like CEOs and management, 
and were higher in lower levels of the 
organizations, like entry level and mid-
management. Data collected on the hiring to, 
promotion within and separations from 
agencies revealed that diversity rates may be 
trending in the right direction. While non-white 
rates are still low compared to the total sample, 
hiring and promotion rates for non-white 
employees outpaced those of white employees. 
This could mean that agencies are effectively 
recruiting and diversity rates will soon be 
increasing, especially at high leadership 
positions. Conversely, it could also mean that 
retention is a real issue or that there is a glass 
ceiling and that non-white employees are 
leaving after attaining entry or mid-level 
positions. This can only be answered by tracking 
these data over time. In addition to a survey, 
Common Grounds also interviewed five 
advertising professionals at varying levels and 
with a variety of positions.  

 
The most critical insights revolved around the 
need for shifts in profession perceptions and 
the importance of a culture of diversity within 
an organization. There is a perception that 
Minnesota is not very diverse, or that the 
diverse talent available is limited. While local 
talent may not be available in the same way it is 
for the white population, with experienced 
advertising professionals hired through known 
networks, there is, in fact, a large pool of 
diverse talent. The challenges involve reaching 
further back in the educational pipeline to find 
it, re-thinking the structures and processes that 
agencies engage in to find and keep talent, and 
setting a culture that values diversity. While 
research indicates more diverse teams produce 
better outcomes, it also indicates that more 
diverse teams have a higher degree of conflict. 
This means that diversity does not always feel 
good or easy. This reinforces the need for 
leadership that is prepared to engage their 
organizations in conversations about race and 
diversity that will tap into the benefits available 
from more diverse teams.  
 
As such, Common Grounds recommends that 
The BrandLab: 

 Encourage agencies to collect demographic 

information. Half of the agencies sampled 

did not, and, without it, they will not be 

able to diagnose the current state or track 

future improvement 

 Expand their partner and agency 

community focus. There is a need to train 

leadership and individuals within 

organizations on how to talk about race, 

but also on how to be aware of, and 

address, the structural elements that may 

perpetuate agency’s difficulties in recruiting 

and retaining diverse talent 

 Continue to create opportunities that bring 

diverse youth and agencies together. This 

could include career fairs or networking 

communities for The BrandLab alums  
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introduction. 
 

background. 
 
This paper is the result of a partnership 
between Common Grounds and The BrandLab.  
 
Common Grounds is an interdisciplinary, 
student-led, graduate student team that applies 
the concept of integrative leadership to 
community challenges. Guided by the principle 
that complex problems require cross-sector 
collaboration, Common Grounds brings 
together 30 graduate students from across the 
University of Minnesota to explore community 
issues, provide professional research and 
consultation services to community 
organizations, and practice and promote 
integrative leadership. 
The Common Grounds team supporting this 
project was a collaboration of students from the 
Humphrey School of Public Affairs and the Law 
School.  
 
The BrandLab was founded in 2009 by John 
Olson, a prominent marketing leader in the 
Twin Cities and founder of Olson marketing 
agency. The BrandLab envisions and strives to 
create a marketing industry that thrives on the 
insights and creativity of people from diverse 
ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds.  
 
There are four pillars of The BrandLab’s 
programming. Starting in the classroom, 
students learn about marketing as a viable 
career option. Students then apply to the 
internship program, where they work on 
specific projects in marketing departments and 
advertising agencies around the city. The third 
pillar is Connect, which works to stay connected 
to students interested in the marketing and 
advertising industry. The last pillar is 
community. The BrandLab works to engage and 
support employers as they seek to attract and 
retain diverse talent. Most notably, The 
BrandLab has been recognized for its Fearless 
Conversation series, the purpose of which is to 

partner with and support employers as they 
seek to attract and retain diverse talent. This 
series allows conversations about race and 
advertising to happen in our community. This 
final pillar was the subject for this project. 
 

problem. 
 
Research indicates that increased diversity in 
the advertising industry consistently results in 
better financial outcomes, less legal liability, 
and, improved social justice. In order for The 
BrandLab to be even more effective in engaging 
in Fearless Conversations, it is important to 
understand the state of the industry locally. 
 
Currently, most statistics and information on 
racial diversity are only available at a national 
level. Local statistics tend to be limited or 
outdated. For example, data at the state or 
local level often reports statistics for those 
holding jobs broadly defined as in “marketing”, 
which may refer to positions and activities 
outside of The BrandLab’s scope of work. In an 
effort to better understand the state of the 
advertising industry in Minnesota, The 
BrandLab engaged Common Grounds to answer 
the following questions: 

 What is the current state of diversity rates 
in the marketing and advertising industry in 
the Twin Cities? 

 How can The BrandLab and the Fearless 
Conversation Series make the case to exist 
and provide benchmarks for future growth? 

 What insights can this give The BrandLab on 
what it will take to shift attitudes in thinking 
about how to create a community around 
and fearless conversations about diversity 
in the workplace? 

 
A survey was sent to all of the The BrandLab’s 
partners to attempt to estimate racial diversity 
rates within The BrandLab’s network. These 
courageous partners answered questions about 
diversity in their place of work through an 
online survey, and several also engaged in 
interviews about what diversity looks, feels, and 
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sounds like in their organizations. This will not 
only serve as a baseline for The BrandLab to 
measure their work over time, but will also be a 
first-of-its kind report of advertising agencies 
locally. Additionally, the small set of 
informational interviews we conducted help to 
better understand the characteristics of 
organizations that successfully foster diversity 
and inclusion as well as the challenges faced in 
recruiting and retaining top talent. Combined, 
the diversity rates and anecdotal information 
obtained through interviews provide a 
framework to assess the state of the industry in 
Minnesota. 

 
twin cities landscape. 
 
The Minneapolis-St. Paul metropolitan region 
contains one of the most robust advertising 
industries in the nation. Minnesota as a whole 
ranks ninth nationally in the size of its 
advertising industry and has the second highest 
concentration of advertising firms per capita in 
the country.vii Minnesota advertising agencies 

brought a total of $857 million into state’s 

economy in 2007 and employed nearly 4,000 
people.viii The majority of firms are located in 
the Minneapolis-St Paul metro area. 
Minneapolis advertising agencies range from 
large firms employing more than 300 
employees to small, boutique firms made up of 
only a few employees.ix The industry’s success is 
often attributed to Minneapolis’ high 
concentration of Fortune 500 company 
headquarters and large agribusinessx and 
medical-related industries. Local advertising 
firms also benefit from the area’s high 
education levels and growing number of tech 
startups.xi  
 

state and national comparisons. 
 
Minnesota is second only to Illinois among 
Midwest states in the number of firms, 
employees and total revenue generated by 
advertising agencies.xii When total population is 
accounted for, Minnesota’s advertising industry 
is the largest in the Midwest and ranks only 
behind New York in the entire United States.xiii 
As the table below shows, Minnesota and 

Advertising Agencies in Minnesota: Industry Snapshot 

 1997 2002 2007 2012 
07-12  
% Chg 

Number of establishments 315 302 355 * * 

Receipts/Revenue 
($ Millions) 

458 492 857 * * 

Annual payroll ($ Millions) 196 222 289 * * 

Total employment 3,745 3,833 3,964 * * 

Receipts/Revenue per establishment 
($1,000) 

1,453 1,629 2,413 * * 

Receipts/Revenue per employee ($1,000) 122 128 216 * * 

Receipts/Revenue per $ of payroll 2.3 2.2 3.0 * * 

Payroll per employee ($) 52,402 57,950 72,794 * * 

Employees per establishment 11.9 12.7 11.2 * * 

Receipts/Revenue per capita ($) 98 49 165 * * 

Population per establishment 14,882 33,268 14,641 * * 
     US Census Bureau, Economic Census: Industry Snapshots 
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Illinois comprise the vast majority of advertising 
agency activity in the region, making Chicago 
and Minneapolis-St Paul the primary regional 
advertising hubs in the Midwest. 
 

workforce diversity in minneapolis-st. paul 
metro. 
 
Though the Twin Cities ranks high in many 
economic indicators, it has failed to foster a 
racially diverse and equitable workforce. For 
instance, 77% of white, working age adults in 
Minneapolis were employed between 2009-
2011, compared to only 64.5% of whites 
employed across the United States in 2011. 

However, the workforce participation rates for 
people of color in Minneapolis were 
significantly lower than in the general U.S. 
population. Only 52% of black Minneapolis 
residents participated in the labor force in 
2009-2011, compared to 61.4% of blacks 
employed nationwide. Workforce participation 
rates for Hispanics, Asians, and American 
Indians in Minneapolis were 70%, 58%, and 
39%, respectively. This is compared to 66.5% 
(Hispanics), 64.6% (Asians), and 59.2%  
(American Indian and Alaskan Natives) that 
were employed across the U.S. in 2011. 
 

     Advertising Agency State Comparisons: Upper Midwest 

 

 MN Il WI IA ND SD 

Total establishments 355 742 230 84 31 36 

Receipts/Revenue ($ millions) 857 2,161 460 149 27 49 

Payroll per employee ($) 72,794 79,520 57,527 60,216 35,642 43,292 

Total employment 3,964 10,503 2,640 867 279 325 

Population per Establishment 14,641 17,321 24,355 35,572 20,636 22,117 
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In addition to low workforce participation rates, 
people of color in the Twin Cities are 
underrepresented in many high wage 
occupations, including advertising related jobs. 
For instance, a 2010 statewide report shows 
that 91% of advertising and promotions 
managers in Minnesota were White, while less 
than 9% were persons of color.xiv Similar 
diversity rates were present among marketing 
and sales managers, human resources 
managers, and market research analysts. 
Though this data is reflective of the entire state, 
it is estimated that rates are similar in the 
Minneapolis-St. Paul metro. These statistics also 
align with our survey results, which showed that 
only 6.3% of employees in the sample were 
persons of color. It is clear that the current 
state of workforce diversity in Minnesota and 
the Twin Cities presents challenges for both the 
local advertising industry and the economic 
competitiveness of the region. 
 
 

advertising audiences—u.s. and twin cities 
demographic analysis. 
 
The United States population will become 
increasingly diverse over the next 50 years. The 
US Census Bureau projects that by 2043 no 
racial/ethnic group will make up a majority of 
the population.xv Persons of color will make up 
57% of the total US population by 2060, with 
the non-white population doubling in that time 
from 116.2 million to 241.3 million.xvi 
Approximately one third of the total population 
will be Hispanic.  
Similar demographic trends are projected to 
take place in the Twin Cities metro. Whereas 
the working-age white population will actually 
decline by 2040, the working age population of 
color will double in that period.xvii In total, the 
region will add approximately 810,000 people 
of color over the next 25 years. This has 
significant implications not only for the region’s 
workforce, but also for advertising agencies that 
will be marketing to an increasingly non-white 
audience. 
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part I: context. 
 
The following sections will explore and explain 
the reasons why it is imperative for advertising 
agencies to engage in practices that increase 
diversity. First, a social justice and public value 
lens is used to examine some of the key 
institutional factors that restrict opportunity for 
persons of color to enter the advertising field. 
This supports The BrandLab’s work in the first 
three pillars of the organization. Next, we 
discuss the increasing risk of legal ramifications 
for organizations that do not adapt their 
practices to accommodate a more diverse 
workforce, even when those practices passively 
but systematically make it difficult for people of 
color to participate. Lastly, there is an 
explanation of current understandings of 
the financial benefits achieved and 
business returns generated from greater 
diversity  
 

public value. 
Minnesota’s racial diversity is on a steady 
incline, with 18% of the state’s citizens 
now being persons of color. Non-white 
people make up the fastest growing 
portion of the state population, estimated 
to increase to about 25% of the total 
population in the next 20 years. Within the 
Twin Cities metro area, 25% of the 
population was non-white in 2013. This 
percentage will increase to nearly 35% by 
2035. xviii, xix The future of Minnesota’s 
economic well-being and social welfare relies 
on people of color being successful members of 
a strong workforce. This means non-white 
youth, in particular, must be provided with the 
education, skills, and opportunities necessary to 
reach personal and professional success. 
Currently, however, people of color are not 
afforded the same opportunities as their white 
counterparts in areas related to education, 
health, employment, and income. Racial 
disparities in educational attainment in 
Minnesota are among the highest in the nation 

and persist all the way from elementary school 
up to post-secondary education. Take, for 
example, some of the startling education gaps 
from 2014: 
 

 66.8% of white 3rd graders in 
Minnesota achieved at least proficient 
reading scores while only 38.2% of non-
white 3rd graders had proficient 
reading scores 

 Among 8th graders, 59.7% of white 
students achieved proficient math 
scores compared to 40.8% of non-white 
students. 

 While 85% of white students in the 
state are graduating on time, only 62% 
of non-white students are doing so.xx 

 

Further racial disparities exist in the rates of 
people without health insurance coverage 
(white: 7.5%; non-white: 18.3%), median 
household income (white: $60,221; non-white: 
$37,136), employment rates (white: 77.9%; 
non-white: 64.5%), and proportion of people 
living in poverty (white: 8.2%; non-white: 
24.7%) xxi 
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As wide as these gaps are, they may not be so 
surprising after all. While many people are 
aware of the disparities that exist, it is more 
challenging to understand why the inequity 
exists and how non-white citizens are 
disproportionately disadvantaged time and time 
again. To do so, one must look at the 
institutions that aren’t working, not just the 
individual-level disparities. One example of 
systemic discrimination embedded within our 
culture can be seen by examining the gap in 
school disciplinary action taken against African 
American students in comparison to white 
students, an underlying cause of the wider 
educational attainment gap. 
 
Zero-tolerance policies aimed at reducing 
violence in schools began by targeting students 
with serious violent offenses and weapons 
violations, but since have been widened to 
encompass many more types of offenses, many 
of which involve non-violent, minor 
misbehaviorxxii. Unintended consequences of 
these types of policies are the large 
disproportionate discipline gaps between White 
students and African American students that 
begin as soon as students enter kindergarten 
and persist thereafter, directly contributing to 

the race based academic achievement gap 
throughout grade levelsxxiii xxiv. 
 
Exclusionary practices (suspension, expulsion) 
as a discipline mechanism are aimed at 
preventing future misbehavior and improving 
learning environments. Yet, there is a lack of 
proof that suspensions and expulsions actually 
improve behavior and school climate.xxv Further, 
contrary to the prevailing assumption that non-
white students “deserve” to receive more 
discipline because of more misbehavior, 
research shows that these students are not 
acting out in school any more than their white 
peers. Rather, African American students 
appear to be referred to the office for less 
serious and more subjective reasonsxxvi. By 
continually being reprimanded 
disproportionately, however, non-white 
students develop a collective belief that they 
are indeed worse students, incapable of abiding 
by the rules, and are then more likely to act out 
as such in the future.xxvii  
 
Most out-of-school suspensions are issued for 
minor, non-violent student behavior. But minor 
misconduct cases can easily be translated into 
an arrest because many schools now allow 
police officers to be stationed in the school and 
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to hold full disciplinary power over the school. 
This leads to perhaps the most detrimental 
outcome associated with student suspension: 
the increased likelihood to be pushed into the 
juvenile justice system, an outcome with far-
reaching and long-lasting implications for 
youth’s productivity in the future workforce and 
adulthood.xxviii  
 
An article published by Urban Education Journal 
found that one of the reasons for unequal 
disciplinary practices in schools was indeed 
institutional and individual racism.xxix Further 
research by the Indiana Education Policy Center 
concluded that “disproportionate 
representation of African Americans in office 
referrals, suspension and expulsion is evidence 
of a pervasive and systematic bias...inherent in 
the use of exclusionary discipline [policies].”xxx  
 
This example demonstrates just one of the 
many disproportionate disparities people of 
color face as a result of institutional racism. It 
serves as an example for those hoping to 
increase and foster racial diversity. Proactive 
involvement early in the educational and 
professional pipeline is critical to overcoming 
these systemic barriers. This further supports 
the notion that reducing racial disparities will 
require a shift in policies and practices within 
institutions, businesses, and organizations to be 
purposefully inclusive, understanding, and 
equal in policies and practices. If we are to 
ignore the systemic issues that are causing 
widening gaps, growing disparities will continue 
to prevent Minnesota's people of color - the 
fastest growing part of our population - from 
having equal opportunities to develop 
themselves into the successful and productive 
future workforce, parents, leaders, and 

caregivers our state is increasingly dependent 
upon. 
 

legal. 
In response to studies demonstrating the 
frighteningly low rates of diversity in the 
advertising industry, many influential 
researchers have disavowed traditional 
methods of encouraging change. It has become 
clear that the problems run much deeper than 
individual prejudices or biases. Rather, the 
advertising industry as a whole has, for years, 
engaged in structural practices that, while not 
specifically intended to discourage non-white 
involvement, have had such results. For 
example, it is common practice in the 
advertising industry to lay off an entire team 
when a client decides to leave an agency. For 
students exploring careers, those from a low 
socio-economic background might find this lack 
of job security especially unattractive in a 
prospective career, particularly for those hoping 
to escape financial instability that has plagued 
their youth or for those needing to support 
their families. The advertising industry is also 
one in which networking is key. Firms often hire 
professionals an agency member already knows 
personally or professionally. A veteran 
advertising professional noted that they do this 
to ensure that the new hire is a “cultural fit.” 
This individual emphasized that, in an industry 
where employees often work in close quarters 
and in close-knit teams, “cultural compatibility” 
is essential. However, it often results in 
managers hiring a group of people who are like 
them. It is exceedingly difficult for a diverse 
candidate (with a different culture, 
communication strategies, etc.) to break into 
such a group. Further, it is standard practice for 
employees to organize themselves into groups, 
coming up with marketing strategies and then 

pitching them to management. The 
group with the best ideas gets the job. 
However, like in hiring, these groups are 
often racially and culturally 
homogenous. While these practices are 
the result of tradition in the industry 

If we are to ignore the systemic issues that are 
causing widening gaps, growing disparities 
will continue to prevent Minnesota's people of 
color… 
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and are not intentionally aimed at keeping 
diverse populations out, the legal system is 
beginning to recognize that this is not a 
defense. 
 
In their influential paper entitled, “Research 
Perspectives on Race and Employment in the 
Advertising Industry,” Bendick Jr. and Egan 
observed that, over the past twenty years, most 
lawsuits filed in federal courts alleging 
advertising agency violations of employment 
rights have “involved individuals seeking 
redress for wrongs they have personally 
experienced rather than classes of employees 
seeking broad changes in employment 
practices.”xxxi 
 
Realizing that this has done little to reform the 
industry, they called for a different approach in 
order to combat the entrenched structural 
barriers. They wrote, “Instead litigation more 
broad-ranging in scope and conceptual 
approach is called for, to match the range, 
scale, and complexity of the problems.”xxxii  
 
Bendick and Egan’s position is an increasingly 
popular one, and it also represents a growing 
trend of large and expensive class-action, 
employment-discrimination lawsuits. This is 
especially troubling for advertising—an industry 
that is known for being non-diverse. In fact, in 
2009, Cyrus Mehri, an attorney best known for 
settling employment discrimination suits with 
Coca Cola ($192 million), Morgan Stanley ($54 
million), and Texaco ($172 million), announced 
his partnership with the NAACP to “to take on 
the advertising industry and end the era of 
purposeful discrimination.”xxxiii Called the 
Madison Avenue Project, this movement 
focuses primarily on ending discrimination in 
large New York advertising agencies. However, 
a focus on large law suits intended to change 
the systemic problems in the industry is not 
particular to New York. It could soon escalate to 
a much larger geographic scale. 
 

a changing focus. 
 

Starting in 2013, the Equal Employment 
Opportunity Commission, a federal agency 
charged with enforcing employment 
discrimination laws, has enacted a new 
“Strategic Enforcement Plan.” Recognizing that 
the EEOC staffing and funding levels have been 
steadily dropping since 2000, the plan aims to 
maximize the use of government dollars by 
focusing EEOC efforts on systematic 
discrimination rather than individual 
complaints.xxxiv The movement calls for changes 
that are very similar to the large, class-action 
suits that Bendick Jr. and Egan endorse. The 
first criterion that the plan cites for selecting 
priority areas includes, “issues that will have 
broad impact because of the number of 
individuals, employees, or employment 
practices affected.”xxxv The plan goes on to write 
that the first national priority of the EEOC is to 
“target class-based intentional recruitment and 
hiring discrimination and facially neutral 
recruitment and hiring practices that adversely 
impact particular groups” (emphasis added).xxxvi 
In other words, the organization does intend to 
target explicit discrimination (such as purposely 
overlooking members of a certain race in hiring 
or intentionally recruiting from white schools). 
This is what most people would expect the 
EEOC to police. However, it will also make an 
intentional effort to stop practices that, at first 
glance, do not seem discriminatory or may not 
be purposely aimed at excluding a certain 
group, but that have results that are 
detrimental to a specific race or class of people. 
Considering the industry’s racially homogenous 
reputation, its huge number of employees, its 
relatively high-profile and visible nature, and 
the systemic barriers that have historically 
discouraged minority participation, advertising 
agencies and departments, particularly large 
ones, would be prime targets for an EEOC 
investigation.  
 

industry practices at risk.  
 
The idea of facially neutral practices that have 
adverse effects on specific groups is important 
because it means that advertising agencies that 
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implement industry-standard practices are still 
at risk for both individual and class-action suits. 
Although facially neutral, practices like mostly 
hiring personal acquaintances, allowing 
employees to form overly-homogenous project 
groups, and trying to hire professionals that do 
not disrupt the office culture can be 
disproportionately prejudicial to diverse groups. 
Such practices also are conducive to large class 
actions because they have the potential to 
impact a large number of potential plaintiffs at 
the same time. This should be worrisome for 
advertising agencies because, although 
individual discrimination suits can be expensive, 
the cost is nowhere near that of defending 
against a class action suit that is brought on 
behalf of all racial minorities in the company. 
Class actions are also far more high profile 
and have a more negative impact on an 
agency’s public image. Even if the court 
ultimately holds that a plaintiffs’ claim is 
without merit, a significant expense and 
public image cost may have already been 
incurred.  
 
The advertising industry as a whole should take 
note of McReynolds v. Merrill Lynch, Pierce, 
Fenner, & Smith. In this racial discrimination suit 
that settled for $160 million, the United Court 
of Appeals for the Seventh Circuit held that the 
McReynolds plaintiffs, African American Merrill 
Lynch employees, fulfilled the certification 
requirements (meaning that the court allowed 
all African-American employees to sue as a 
group rather than as individuals) because of 
Merrill Lynch’s “teaming” and “account 
distribution” policies.xxxvii Merrill Lynch’s 
management had no explicit discriminatory 
policies, but they did allow their brokers the 
option to organize themselves into client-
sharing teams.xxxviii Favorable accounts were 
then awarded to teams based on the members’ 
revenue gained and clients retained.xxxix Where 
the problem existed was that, in deciding who 
to allow on their teams, the plaintiffs alleged 
that the white brokers preferred those who 
were like them, creating homogenous 
“fraternities” that often excluded African 

Americans.xl The court held Merrill Lynch 
responsible for this trend merely because its 
managers had group-veto powers and failed to 
exercise them or their abilities to change the 
distribution criteria when presented with 
overly-homogenous groups.xli The court found 
that the end result of lessening African 
American employees’ earning power and 
potential to join successful teams would be 
enough to hold Merrill Lynch liable, regardless 
of intent (if the plaintiff’s allegations were to be 
found true).xlii The court held that class 
certification, that is, suing as a group,  was 
proper, thus broadening the scale and cost of 
the suit and giving the plaintiffs much more 
settlement leverage. 

  
The Merrill-Lynch example, although dealing 
with a wealth management firm, should be 
noted by leaders of an advertising industry that 
is known for very little diversity because it 
shows that intent to discriminate is not a 
necessary element. Agencies can be held liable 
for merely allowing and perpetrating practices 
that have discriminatory results or disparate 
impacts. An extremely white workforce or 
management team could be enough to create a 
basic case for the existence of such hiring or 
promotional practices. In some instances, this 
may be enough to allow a complaint to survive 
any early attempts to get it dismissed, therefore 
greatly increasing the potential legal fees and 
costs for even a completely well-meaning 
agency. This problem is magnified by the fact 
that the research in this report found that many 
agencies do not track demographic information 
or diversity rates. This would make it even more 
difficult to rebut even the weakest 
discrimination or disparate impact claims. 
Agencies would simply have no quantitative 
data to refute a plaintiff’s claims, thus giving 

…advertising agencies that implement 
industry-standard practices are still at risk 
for both individual and class-action suits… 
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both warranted and unwarranted claims 
traction in court. If only for their own legal 
interests, advertising leaders must take action 
to remedy this situation, beginning with 
tracking internal diversity rates. Doing so will 
demonstrate good faith and, if it shows strong 
or improving rates of diversity, a tangible 
defense to a discrimination claim. 
 

business. 
Increased diversity will have a positive financial 
impact on businesses because it helps them to 
better compete and succeed. An agency 
employee interviewed as a part of this project 
echoed this sentiment by stating that increased 
diversity in the advertising industry is not only 
the right thing to do, but it is also needed from 
a business perspective. Making an investment 
in seeking and developing a diverse group of 
employees and fostering a culture where all 
employees can thrive will have positive returns. 
Increased diversity has a positive impact on 
business success through greater creativity and 
innovation, which results in increased 
productivity and profits. Increased diversity also 
helps with recruitment as greater numbers of 
potential talent value diverse work 
environments. Finally, having a more diverse 
workforce will enable advertising agencies to 
reach a broader audience more effectively. 

 
Studies have found that diversity helps increase 
creativity and innovation, which is crucial for 
the advertising industry in particular. In a 
Forbes survey of large corporations, 56% 
strongly agreed that diversity helps drive 
innovation.xliii Another study compared diverse 
groups with high-ability groups and the diverse 
groups performed better.xliv This is extremely 
interesting as it indicates that there is 
something intangible about the benefits of 
diversity that cannot be compensated for even 

in a high-ability, high-achieving group. Another 
study looked at multicultural groups working 
specifically in very dynamic environments, and 
it found greater creativity in the multicultural 
groups.xlv This dynamic working environment 
described in the study is similar to the dynamic 
advertising industry; therefore, advertising 
specifically has the conditions to benefit from 
the greater creativity of a diverse group. 
Interestingly, a study found that a more diverse 
group had a higher likelihood of some conflict, 
yet this challenging of group members is what 
led to the superior outcome.xlvi The study details 
the “paradoxical view [that] suggests that 
greater diversity is associated with more group 
conflict and better business performance. This 
is possible because diverse groups are more 
prone to conflict, but conflict forces them to go 
beyond the easy solutions common in like-
minded groups. Diversity leads to contestation 
of different ideas, more creativity, and superior 
solutions to problems. In contrast, homogeneity 
may lead to greater group cohesion but less 
adaptability and innovation.”xlvii Although it may 
feel that a team that agrees on most things is 
working well, there is a benefit that comes from 
challenging ideas and working with a variety of 
perspectives. Creativity and innovation are 
crucial in the advertising industry, and they are 
strongly linked to diversity. 
 

Advertising agencies are well 
positioned to benefit from this 
increased creativity and 
innovation that comes from 
greater employee diversity. 

Further, the impact of greater diversity on 
profits and productivity has been demonstrated 
in many major companies. A 2004 study found 
that companies that had effective diversity 
practices in place had 18% greater productivity 
as compared to the United States’ economy as a 
whole.xlviii An important aspect of effective 
diversity practices is a focus on creating an 
inclusive workplace.xlix Some attributes of an 
inclusive workplace are “a demonstrated 
commitment to diversity, a holistic view of 
employees, access to opportunity, shared 

“Greater diversity is associated with more group 
conflict and better business outcomes” 
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accountability and responsibility, a 
demonstrated commitment to continuous 
learning, participatory work organization and 
work process, alignment of organizational 
culture and process, and a demonstrated 
commitment to community relationships.”l It 
has also been found that “companies in the top 
quartile of racial/ethnic diversity were 30 
percent more likely to have financial returns 
above their national industry median.”li In 
addition, this study found that having more 
racial and ethnic diversity had an even greater 
positive financial impact than having more 
gender diversity. It is clear that specifically 
greater racial and ethnic diversity has a positive 
financial impact.lii A 2009 study found that 
“racial diversity is associated with increased 
sales revenue, more customers, greater market 
share, and greater relative profits.”liii Other 
studies have found increased diversity results in 
better performance in “worker productivity, net 
operating profits, gross revenues, and 
shareholder value.”liv Lastly, employees 
perceive the benefits of diversity as well. In 
another 2004 study, 91% of employees stated 
that their company’s diversity initiatives helped 
them compete in the market.lv This employee 
perception is important in boosting employee 
morale, thus leading to a more effective 
workforce. Increased racial diversity has been 
found to have tangible financial benefits and is 
key to success. 
 
Diversity also helps with recruiting, which will 
set businesses up for long-term success. 
Prospective employees are likely to be 
interested in a company that has a more diverse 
workforce, thus widening the pool of potential 
talent and allowing a company to choose from 
the best. Deutsche Bank’s global head of 
diversity, Eileen Taylor, stated, “If you want to 
attract the best talent, you need to be reflective 
of the talent in that market.”lvi By having 
greater diversity, companies can continue to 
recruit the best. As one study stated, “More 
diverse companies are better able to win top 
talent and improve their customer orientation, 
employee satisfaction, and decision making, 

leading to a virtuous cycle of increasing 
returns.”lvii Recruiting is challenging in a 
competitive industry, and greater diversity will 
give companies better access to a broader 
talent pool. It will also make companies more 
likely to secure the top employees, resulting in 
improved revenue, market share and profit. 
 
As the United States itself is becoming more 
diverse, a more diverse workforce will help 
advertisers reach a broader audience more 
effectively. Between 1990 and 2014, the buying 
power of white consumers rose 245%.lviii During 
that same time period, the buying power of 
African American consumers rose 246%, the 
buying power of Hispanic consumers rose 513%, 
the buying power of Asian American consumers 
rose 495% and the buying power of Native 
American consumers rose 320%.lix The 
purchasing power of non-white consumers is 
growing more quickly than that of white 
consumers, and a diverse team will create 
effective advertising for a more diverse 
audience. By appealing to a broader audience, 
there will be increased opportunity for agencies 
to successfully engage clients in capturing 
greater market share. This will in turn lead to a 
greater number and size of clients, resulting in 
increased profits. The Census Bureau predicts 
that as early as 2020, the majority of children in 
the United States will be non-white.lx In order to 
be most successful in the very near future, 
advertising firms need to be proactively seeking 
and developing diverse talent in their industry. 
A focus on increasing diversity now will give 
those firms that take the lead a competitive 
advantage. 
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part II: research results. 
 
methodology. 
 
questionnaire. 
Though there is substantial evidence showing 
the low racial diversity rates among advertising 
agencies at a national level, less is known about 
diversity within local and regional advertising 
industries. To gain insights about Twin Cities 
agencies, we surveyed thirty of The BrandLab’s 
advertising agency partners through an online 
questionnaire. Research analysts from 3M 
generously donated their time to assist us with 
the questionnaire, providing guidance on the 
questions as well as administering the survey 
through their software programs, which allow 
all data to be kept anonymous. The core 
objectives of our survey were to 1.) identify 
non-white employment rates at advertising 
agencies in the Twin Cities, 2.) identify turnover 
rates of non-white employees at advertising 
agencies in the Twin Cities, and 3.) gain insights 
about non-white employment rates at varying 
levels within an organization and, to the extent 
possible, their propensity for advancement 
within the organization.  
 
Our target population was all of The BrandLab’s 
advertising agency partners. Our sample size 
was N = 30. There were two primary reasons 
that we targeted only partners of The BrandLab. 
First, the scope and timeline of the project 
precluded us from conducting a randomly 
selected, representative survey of the entire 
Twin Cities advertising industry. Thus, a sample 
that included only partners of The BrandLab 
provided us both the access and timeliness 
necessary to complete the project under 
existing constraints. Second, limiting the sample 
to only partners of The BrandLab allows us to 
provide useful insights about one of the 
organization’s key stakeholder groups—
advertising agency partners. Insights about this 
particular stakeholder group may help inform 
The BrandLab’s strategic decisions about how to 
best engage with their partners going forward. 

We recommend further research to identify the 
diversity rate across all Twin Cities advertising 
agencies. Our initial study, however, will assist 
the work of The BrandLab by providing a useful 
set of benchmarks on which they can compare 
the results of future studies.  
 
A twelve-question survey was emailed to all 30 
participants using an online survey tool. The 
BrandLab contacted each agency before the 
survey was sent to them requesting their 
participation in the study. The survey was sent 
to participants on February 6, 2015 and 
agencies were given 18 days to complete the 
survey. All data from survey responses were 
aggregated and kept completely anonymous 
and confidential, meaning that responses 
cannot be tied back to an agency name. The 
survey received a 50% response rate, with 15 
agencies completing the survey.  
 
There are several limitations to our 
methodology that are worth mentioning. First, 
it is possible that agencies willing to complete 
the survey are systematically different in their 
demographic composition from those that did 
not. More specifically, agencies that are 
partners with The BrandLab and engaged 
enough to take time to fill out this 
questionnaire are more likely to put a greater 
emphasis on diversity in their organization, 
biasing the rates upward.  Since the survey 
responses were not weighted to account for 
this, we are unable to estimate whether there is 
self-selection bias in the results. Second, it is 
possible that our target sample—official 
partners of The BrandLab—is systematically 
different from agencies that are not The 
BrandLab’s partners. Thus, as mentioned 
earlier, the survey may not be representative of 
all advertising agencies in the Twin Cities. We 
hypothesize that advertising agencies not 
included in this study have equal or lower 
diversity rates than those included in the study. 
This is because partners of The BrandLab have 
already shown a commitment to racial/ethnic 
diversity in their companies by engaging with 
The BrandLab on this issue. This remains only a 
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hypothesis, however, until a 
representative study of the Twin 
Cities industry is conducted. Third, 
though we received an excellent 
50% survey response rate, our total 
sample size was relatively small. 
Lastly, survey participants were 
limited to using only self-reported 
employee demographic 
information to answer the 
questions. This means that survey 
responders were not able to report 
the demographic characteristics of 
their whole workforce, but rather 
only the portion that provided self-reported 
demographic information. It is possible that 
employees who do not self-report their 
racial/ethnic identity are systematically 
different than those who do. This could make 
the overall diversity rate at these firms either 
higher or lower than what is reported in this 
survey, depending on whether persons of color 
or more or less likely to report their 
racial/ethnic identity to their employer.  
 

interviews. 
In addition to the questionnaire, we conducted 
5 interviews with key stakeholders at local 
advertising agencies. The purpose of these 
interviews was to provide anecdotal and 
personal perspective to our quantitative 
research. This allowed us to gain a more in-
depth understanding of agencies’ hiring 
practices, attitudes and beliefs about diversity 
in the workplace, and what challenges exist to 
increasing diversity at their firms. Like the 
questionnaire, all interviews were conducted 
with The BrandLab’s partners. The interviews 
were conducted face-to-face with Common 
Grounds team members. All interview 
statements were kept anonymous.  
 

findings. 
Overall, the survey data received from those 
agencies that collected demographic 
information showed that 6.3% of the 
advertising workforce in the Twin Cities is non-

white (see Table 1). This rate was also 
consistent across agencies of different size, so it 
is notable that there did not seem to be a 
correlation between number of employees and 
diversity rate. This rate is better understood 
when seen in the context of the following 
population and industry statistics:  
 

 As mentioned previously, 18% of 
Minnesota’s population is non-white and 
25% of the Twin Cities’ population is non-
white as of 2013.lxi  

 The question may be raised as to what 
percentage of the population potentially 
has the qualifications to be considered for a 
position in the advertising industry. Since 
many advertising positions require at least a 
college degree, college enrollment rates for 
non-white Minnesota students provides a 
useful comparison. In fall 2013, 18% of 
students enrolled in Minnesota colleges 
who were Minnesota high school graduates 
were non-white.lxii  

 Looking at the advertising industry 
nationwide, the Bureau of Labor Statistics 
reports that 22.8% of the workforce in 
advertising, public relations and related 
services is non-white.lxiii This is a broader 
category than just advertising, but from 
this, 6.3% is presumably still well below the 
national level. 

 Looking at a couple of comparable 
professional industries nationwide, the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics reports that 
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24.1% of the workforce in management, 
scientific and technical consulting services is 
non-white, and 20.0% of the workforce in 
securities, commodities, funds, trusts and 
other financial investments is non-white.lxiv 

 
6.3% of the workforce being non-white is then 
lower than what would be a proportional 
reflection of either the Twin Cities or Minnesota 
as a whole. It is also lower than national 
statistics for advertising as well as national 
statistics in comparable professional industries.  
 
Survey data was also collected about employee 
levels (see Table 1). Employee levels were 
categorized as c-suite, management, mid-
management and entry level. Placing 
employees in each category was up to the 
discretion of the survey respondent. Four point 
five percent of c-suite employees are non-
white, which seems to be somewhat 
representative of the non-white percentage of 
the total workforce however, at this level, 4.5% 
is only 1 individual. The smaller numbers at the 
c-suite level create a higher percentage for just 
1 individual, which is important to note in the 
data. When looking at the percentage of non-
white employees in the c-suite as compared to 
the total number of employees, it is only 0.1% 
whereas the percentage of white c-suite 
employees as compared to the total number of 
employees is 2.9% (see Table 1). When the 
previously discussed Madison Avenue Project 
began, 5.3% of all professional managers were 
African American.lxv Based on our data, both the 
c-suite and management levels in the Twin 

Cities are currently near that same rate that 
spurred action in New York City. According to 
the U.S. Census Bureau and the U.S. Equal 
Employment Opportunity Commission, the 
expected rate of African Americans at the 
professional manager level based on population 
would be 9.6%.lxvi Since this rate was only based 
on the African American population, the 
percentage representing all non-white 
employees would be expected to be even 
higher. 
 
Currently, the level with the highest proportion 
of non-white employees compared to white 
employees is entry level at 10.8%. Repeated 
studies are needed to provide longitudinal data 
and give more context to this finding.  This rate 
could be a sign of increasing diversity and more 
intentional recruitment, so it will be helpful to 
see if this increased proportion is reflected in 
the higher levels over time. However, this could 
also be an indication that there is difficulty 
retaining non-white employees since it is 
possible that they are not also reflected at the 
higher levels because they are not staying at 
agencies. More data from future years will help 
inform this number. Although 10.8% non-white 
employees at the entry level is strong, it is 
important to note that overall, this group 
accounts for only 1.7% of all employees 
reported in the data (see Table 1). Interestingly, 
of the non-white employees, 54.3% are at the 
mid-level (see Table 1). Again, this reflects only 
3.4% of the overall sample which is a relatively 
small portion of all employees in this sample. 
However, this could be an indicator that if non-
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white employees stay and advance to the mid-
level, retention improves from there. More data 
from future years is needed to see if the trend 
continues. 
 
Data was also collected on race and number of 
hires to, promotions within and separations 
from a company for those agencies that collect 
demographic data. Again, placement in these 
categories was at the discretion of the survey 
respondent. Seeing a hiring rate of 9.8% for 
non-white employees compared to white 
employees is encouraging as it reflects a higher 
rate than the overall proportion of non-white 
employees in the sample at 6.3%.  However, 
much more information is needed to confirm 
that this is a trend in the right direction, 
particularly with the hiring and separation 
practices unique to the advertising industry.  A 
differentiation between new hires and re-hires 
is needed. The separation and subsequent re-
hiring of employees at advertising agencies 
could be inflating this number if individuals who 
were already working in the industry are being 
represented multiple times.  Over time, this 
survey could address the extent to which hiring 
practices reflect the highly networked practices 
that may keep the potential employee pool 
limited. Therefore, more years of data 
collection are needed to draw more meaningful 
conclusions.  
 
Another interesting data point is the high 
percentage of separations for white employees. 
In this sample, 91.3% of separations were white 
employees and 8.7% of separations were non-
white employees. In this survey, there was no 
differentiation between a separation by choice 
and a layoff. For this reason, there are a couple 
of possible interpretations for this higher 
proportion of white separations. First, this could 
be a reflection of the influence of networked 
hiring practices as it could indicate a broader 
network and more mobility between agencies 
for white employees.  Second, with the layoff 
and re-hiring structure of the advertising 
industry, it could simply be a reflection of the 
higher proportion of white employees in the 

industry. Third, it could certainly also be a 
positive indicator of better retention of non-
white employees. Again, more data is needed to 
draw conclusions, including a distinction 
between separations by choice and layoffs in 
data collection. 
 
Finally, of the promotions in the sample, 61.8% 
were white employees and 38.2% were non-
white employees. This higher relative 
percentage of non-white promotions is also an 
encouraging sign for retention and 
advancement (see Table 2), but more 
information is needed with regard to long-term 
trends. 
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KEY

Frequency

row percentage

column percentage

total sample percentage

White Non-white Totals

21 1 22

95.5% 4.5% 100.0%

3.1% 2.2% 3.0%

2.9% 0.1% 3.0%

156 8 164

95.1% 4.9% 100.0%

22.9% 17.4% 22.6%

21.5% 1.1% 22.6%

405 25 430

94.2% 5.8% 100.0%

59.5% 54.3% 59.1%

55.7% 3.4% 59.1%

99 12 111

89.2% 10.8% 100.0%

14.5% 26.1% 15.3%

13.6% 1.7% 15.3%

681 46 727

93.7% 6.3% 100.0%

100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

93.7% 6.3% 100.0%

table 1.

Totals

c-suite

Management

Mid

entry

White Nonwhite Totals

348 38 386

90.2% 9.8% 100.0%

48.7% 32.5% 46.4%

41.8% 4.6% 46.4%

84 52 136

61.8% 38.2% 100.0%

11.7% 44.4% 16.3%

10.1% 6.3% 16.3%

283 27 310

91.3% 8.7% 100.0%

39.6% 23.1% 37.3%

34.0% 3.2% 37.3%

Hired

Promoted

Separations

table 2.
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part III: insights 
 

agencies see value, but they do not know 
how “to do” diversity. 
 
Most of the individuals interviewed readily 
communicated the benefits of racial diversity. 
They mentioned that people with different 
social, economic, educational, and geographic 
backgrounds bring valuable perspectives and 
have fresh and effective approaches to their 
work. They also noted that a culture shock can 
sometimes be beneficial. However, when asked 
how the industry could improve its diversity 
rates, most professionals struggled to identify 
tangible practices that might help.  Beyond 
hypothesizing that there are relatively few 
racially diverse and qualified advertisers in the 
Twin Cities, they did not know what could be 
causing the disparity. Because of this, they were 
unsure about how to go beyond recognizing the 
problem and into addressing it effectively, 
especially since talking about diversity is taboo 
in so many offices. Even talking about the low 
rates of diversity would be a big step. 
 

there is a perception gap—“Minnesota is 
just so white!” 
 
This was a common refrain in many of our 
interviews. Several people did not even think of 
diversity as a possibility in a Midwestern 
market. They saw it as something that is only 
really possible in New York, San Francisco, 
Chicago, etc. However, as previously 
mentioned, the Twin Cities landscape is actually 
a diverse one. The problem lies not in the 
availability of diverse talent, but in the rate of 
employee participation. Employers need to 
recognize this and to use the resources 
available to develop the talent in their own 
backyard. Investing in diversity training 
programs, apprenticeships, and internships 
would be a huge step in the right direction. 
 

it starts at the top. 

 
Agencies that have been successful in 
developing a heterogeneous workforce cite 
passionate senior leaders as the key to their 
success. Agencies that only recognize the 
problem in a general sense do not see very 
much improvement. The quickest way to get 
better is to have leadership that is willing to 
devote its time and energy to sending the 
consistent message that diversity is valuable. 
When people both hear this message from the 
top and see meaningful action being taken, they 
feel more comfortable devoting their time and 
resources to develop programs that help find 
and retain diverse talent.  
 
Once an agency is able to recruit non-white 
employees, they must create a culture that 
allows people to feel comfortable being 
themselves, voicing their opinions, and living 
out their individual culture in order to retain 
them. This includes fostering a business 
atmosphere that not only makes it the norm to 
have fearless conversations about race and 
other differences, but also one in which 
employees can tell management where they 
feel that the organization could do better. Open 
discussion is a critical component of creating an 
organizational culture that embraces diversity. 
While “diversity training” in its traditional 
models can help, optional conferences and 
seminars usually only reach those who already 
value diversity. Open conversations with 
coworkers who have different cultural 
backgrounds and viewpoints is an effective way 
to reach and engage all employees. However, 
this will only happen if an organization’s 
management takes the lead. 
 

the industry’s structure perpetuates the 
problems. 

 
National research and interviews with Twin 
Cities advertising professionals have indicated 
that the industry’s traditional structure has 
discouraged diverse talent from participating in 
advertising. Practices like network-hiring, whole 
team layoffs, focusing on complete office 
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harmony and like-mindedness, and self-
selecting project teams have acted as barriers 
to minority entrance for decades. If agencies 
really are serious about diversity, they would be 
wise to re-evaluate some of these practices. It 
might be true that some of them are essential 
to an advertising business model; but it could 
also be the case that they are nothing more 
than holdovers from a bygone era, effectively 
disadvantaging an extremely large number of 
people for no economic or business benefit. In 
fact, the research seems to show that some of 
these practices are actually harming the 
industry financially and exposing it to 
unnecessary legal risks.  
 
Although there is currently no definitive 
research in order to authoritatively evaluate 
practice like those mentioned, the industry 
should self-evaluate many of its fundamental 
structures. Some questions to consider include: 
(1) Does network-hiring really result in the best 
outcomes? (2) Are training or apprenticeship 
programs really that expensive when compared 
to recruiting and retaining talent that does not 
call Minnesota home? (3) Are open workspaces 
really the most effective setup when it 
encourages people to hire in a way that ensures 
employees get along, instead of hiring those 
who will bring the most unique (albeit 
potentially different) ideas and personalities? 
(4) Are there alternative ways to address losing 
a client other than whole-team layoffs? How do 
other industries handle the same situation? 
These questions should be some of the topics of 
future diversity research. 

 

low diversity rates lead to racially-biased 
assumptions. 

 
In an industry with such low rates of diversity, 
interactions with people of different groups are 
limited. This allows for stereotyping. If a person 
had a bad experience with an individual of a 
different race, it is easy to generalize, 
concluding that all people of that group are 
hard to work with, do not fit in to the office 
culture, etc. Similarly, as previously mentioned, 

it is often the case that there is more conflict on 
diverse teams. Where there are many different 
viewpoints, people will not always agree. This 
can feel uncomfortable and unproductive. Yet, 
evidence indicates that this type of 
disagreement actually pushes boundaries and 
results in improved outcomes. As diversity rates 
improve, stereotypes can begin to be broken 
down as people see the benefits that diversity 
can bring. Agencies must do their part to do 
away with the lasting bias that comes with 
isolated minority group experiences. 

 

recommendations. 
 

you don’t know what you don’t know: 
agencies need to collect demographic 
information!  

 
The BrandLab is uniquely positioned to help 
agencies overcome low diversity rates, but can 
only do so if agencies know their starting point. 
The BrandLab should encourage agencies to 
collet demographic information, especially as 
partners of The BrandLab. Forty-seven percent 
of the agencies surveyed did not even collect 
information about the demographics of their 
employees. While it is not permissible to ask for 
information about race in the hiring process, it 
would be perfectly acceptable to at least 
request that employees to provide basic 
information. Agencies cannot monitor their 
current status or their progress without it. Not 
doing this can be a form of denial. If the 
problem is not statistically quantified, it can be 
easy to deny that it even exists. Collecting it 
could be a strong wake-up-call for many. 
 

The BrandLab should have an institutional 
focus. 

 
The BrandLab is faced with a two-prong 
problem: 1) the fact that many diverse youth do 
not know about the advertising industry or do 
not have the resources to break into it, and 2) 
the structures of the advertising industry itself 
that have maintained such a white population 
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for decades. We believe that The BrandLab’s 
efforts with students would be even more 
effective if it would dedicate more time and 
resources to the industry’s structural barriers. 
Barriers like limited job security, an often 
homogenous team structure, hiring through 
existing networks, and an emphasis on “cultural 
fits” are a number of the reasons why the 
advertising industry is in its current state. 
Helping students broaden their horizons and 
get into advertising is extremely helpful, but the 
industry will not see the kind of significant 
change that The BrandLab would like until the 
structural barriers to a more diverse workforce 
are lifted.  For this reason, The BrandLab would 
be well-served in focusing on working with 
leadership to modify their business models. 
 

The BrandLab needs to encourage leaders 
to set the tone for their organizations. 

 
A diverse and inclusive employee population 
starts with senior management. The BrandLab 
needs to encourage leaders to be more vocal 
about the value of diversity, showing a 
willingness to have fearless conversations about 
subjects that many of their employees might be 
afraid to bring up. Leaders also need to 
communicate with diverse employees, making 
sure they know that the agency hired them for 
their skills, talents, and who they are as a 
whole. The agency values what they bring, and 
wants them to express their culture, opinions, 
and personality in an unapologetic manner. 
While determining exactly how The BrandLab 
should go about doing this would be outside the 
scope of this paper, some general ideas include: 
(1) developing a training program for the 
leaders of new partners, teaching them about 
different cultures and how to make members of 
them feel comfortable in an agency; (2) have a 
sort of partner-leader and internship-coach 
forum to discuss each agency’s experiences 
with the internship program, each commenting 
on what worked and what did not, the 
challenges interns faced, the challenges 
management faced, etc.; (3) send out a monthly 
newsletter, giving short tips and reminders 

about fostering a culturally rich office culture 
(employees who see their CEO forwarding this 
newsletter to the agency at large would see his 
or her commitment to diversity). This sort of 
newsletter would be a constant reminder to 
consider the implications that daily decisions 
would have on diversity. 
 

The BrandLab should create networks of 
student + intern alumni to connect with 
one another. 

 
Interviewees mentioned over and over again 
that advertising is a highly network-dependent 
field. Employers want to make sure that 
someone will fit into their office culture, so it is 
safer and more cost-effective to hire people 
that management already knows. Also, with the 
high turnover rates in advertising agencies, 
employees are frequently changing jobs. It is a 
huge advantage to know people within a 
network who can aid in getting a new position. 
Because of this, it would be extremely helpful 
for The BrandLab to create a networking 
program for current and former students and 
interns. It would be a great way for students to 
broaden their networks, connecting with 
seasoned professionals who value diversity and 
understand their background and experiences. 
Staying connected with even one influential 
advertising alum who could help a student get a 
job would give that student a great jump on 
building a network. The BrandLab currently 
does a good job of industry networking through 
its Connect Program, but the students would 
also be well-served by a sort of peer-connect 
program made up of the organization’s alumni. 
 

The BrandLab could benefit from exploring 
opportunities to expand to the university 
level. 

 
Currently, The BrandLab mostly works with high 
school students. However, if, in the future, it 
were to explore expanding into the university 
setting, it could make a great impact by 
facilitating a sort of on-campus interviewing 
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process. Many agencies see the value of 
diversity, but believe the misconception that 
they have to go elsewhere to recruit diverse 
talent. This would take time and a lot of money 
to do. We think that both agencies and students 
would be well-served if The BrandLab could 
bring diverse talent from the Twin Cities to the 
agencies. Many universities have on-campus 
interviewing programs for their students in 
which businesses commit to interviewing 
students for a day. Students look over the 
employers attending and submit their resumes 
to the ones that interest them. The employers 
then look over the resumes and schedule 
interviews on a date designated by the 
organizer. All of the interviews are in one place 
and on a specific day or days. We recognize that 
The BrandLab mostly deals with high school 
students, but it could be great to offer some 
sort of program like this to The BrandLab 
alumni who are in their junior or senior years of 
college. It would give diverse students 
employers’ ears, and it would bring diverse 
talent to agencies, showing them the some of 
the best talent in the area. 
 

conclusion.  
 

Unbeknownst to many within the Twin Cities 
advertising industry, the metro area and 
Minnesota as a whole are quickly becoming 
more ethnically diverse than ever 
before. Non-white people are 
expected to make up 35% of the Twin 
Cities population by 2035 and 
continue to be the fastest growing 
portion of the state’s population. Yet, 
marketing agencies in the area are not keeping 
up. Our analysis showed a diversity rate of just 
6.3% among 15 sampled agencies - far from 
representative of the diversity within the 
greater metro population.  
 
We call upon agencies to engage with The 
BrandLab to be forces for change within their 
own industry. It is the right and just thing to do 
for a population forced to overcome systemic 

barriers to have a shot at becoming successful. 
Early involvement in the educational and 
professional pipelines of non-white youth is one 
way for agencies to play an active role in 
helping them overcome such barriers. A strong 
commitment and proactive approach to 
cultivating and fostering diversity within 
agencies would provide further benefits by 
reducing agencies’ risk of legal action being 
taken against them for discrimination 
complaints. Diverse workplaces generate 
greater creativity, innovation, and productivity 
while also having further consumer reach. This 
results in higher profits and a competitive 
advantage for those agencies.  
 
There are some positive indicators for future 
inclusion of a more diverse workforce. The rate 
of promotion for non-white employees found in 
our survey analysis was relatively high, 
representing successful advancement. 
Additionally, agency managers we spoke with 
had a clear recognition of the value of diversity. 
Indeed, having top level executives with a 
demonstrated commitment to and advocacy for 
diversity was found to be a key characteristic of 
agencies engaged in intentional diversity 
recruitment and inclusion efforts. Agencies also 
have the opportunity to hold themselves 
accountable by collecting demographic 
information on their employees after hire.  

 
The BrandLab has demonstrated its ability to be 
a catalyst for change through its Fearless 
Conversation series. It is now positioned to 
facilitate further discussion and change by 
working with its partners to collect more 
consistent employee demographic information 
and to remove some of the structural barriers 
of the industry that prevent diverse employees 
from entering and staying in the field. 
Additional opportunities for networking among 

We call upon agencies to engage with The 
BrandLab to be forces for change within 
their own industry. 
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The BrandLab’s students and with industry 
professionals as students progress through 
college and beyond would be highly valuable for 
both students and agencies.  

 
Our work serves as a benchmark for advertising  
agencies in the Twin Cities to be able to gauge 
the current state of diversity within their 
industry and take action to move forward 
toward a more inclusive and representative 
workforce in the future. 
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appendix. 
 
questionnaire. 

Thank you for taking the time to complete this survey! The BrandLab would like to publish a 

report that states the racial diversity employment landscape at agencies to understand the scope 

of opportunity for improvement in the cities.  

 

Because we value your candid feedback on this critical topic, please be assured that your 

anonymity will be protected in this research. Your responses will be aggregated with other’s 

responses, and no individually identifying details will be shared. 

Please circle your company’s total sales volume from the last full calendar year. 

o $0 - 4.9 million 

o $5.0 – 9.9 million 

o $10 – 14.9 million 

o $15 – 24.9 million 

o $25 – 49.9 million 

o $50 – 99.9 million 

o $100 million+ 

o Don’t know/Not sure 

Does your company collect demographic information on its employees? 

o Yes, formally 

o Yes, informally 

o No 

What is the primary way your organization collects demographic information on its 

employees? 

o Employee provides self-reported description on job applications 

o Employee provides self-reported description once hired 

o Don’t know/ Not sure 

o Other (please specify): 

What percentage of employees report their self-described racial/ethnic identity in company 

records or paperwork? 

o 1-9% 

o 10-24% 

o 25-49% 

o 50-74% 

o 75-100% 
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o Don’t know/Not sure 

o The information is not available 

How many total white employees were on your company’s payroll in the last full calendar 

year? Please enter a numeric answer, or click, “Don’t know/Not sure.” Do not select both. 

o ________ (provide number) 

o Don’t know/Not sure 

How many total non-white employees were on your company’s payroll in the last full calendar 

year? Please enter a numeric answer, or click, “Don’t know/Not sure.” Do not select both. 

o ________ (provide number) 

o Don’t know/Not sure 

Of your company’s white employees, how many are at each level? 

 

 Number of white employees Don’t know/Not sure 

C-Suite (executive level):   

Management level:    

Mid-level:    

Entry level:   

 

Of your company’s non-white employees, how many are at each level? 
 

 Number of non-white 

employees 

Don’t know/Not sure 

C-Suite (executive level):   

Management level:    

Mid-level:    

Entry level:   

 

In the table below, please write-in the number of employees your company hired in the last full 

calendar year. 
 

 Total # of white employees Total # of non-white 

employees 

New hires in the last calendar 

year 

  

In the table below, please write-in the number of employees your company promoted in the last 

full calendar year. 
 

 Total # of white employees Total # of non-white 

employees 

New promotions in the last 

calendar year 
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In the table below, please write-in the number of total separations from your company in the last 

full calendar year. 
 

 Total # of white employees Total # of non-white 

employees 

Total separations in the last 

calendar year 

  

 

What full calendar year are you reporting company information on? 

o 2013 information 

o 2014 information 

o Don’t know/Not sure 
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