
Diversity, Equity
and Inclusion

in Belgian
advertsing

November 2021  

 
Authors

Evert Van den Broeck 
Aze Van Coillie  

Delphine Geyksens
Ramona Canini

Alexander Dhoest
Gio Canini  

  



Introduction

Methodology

Diversity and difference power creativity and our people’s creativity is our greatest advantage. Our
mission is to build and foster an inclusive culture of belonging across WPP – a culture where
everyone feels welcomed, valued and respected and is given an equal opportunity to thrive. 
WPP does not tolerate harassment, discrimination or offensive behaviour of any kind. Our Code of
Business Conduct sets out our commitment to select and promote our people without
discrimination or concern for factors such as sex, gender, race and ethnicity, sexual orientation,
age, religion, disability, or family status. This Code applies to all our people. 

WPP Belgium is taking a range of activities to create permanent awareness around the topic.
We invest in building our governance and policy mechanisms around diversity, equity and
inclusion (DE&I). We installed a DE&I board to advise on DE&I goals, recommend new systems
and strategies, and identify barriers to progress.  All operating companies of WPP Belgium
collaborate on this domain. Developing an inclusive work environment where every colleague has
a feeling of belonging, is a purpose we will never stop chasing.

Our role as a communication solutions provider involves an extra responsibility within this
matter. We need to increase the awareness about the impact of framing, representation and
imaging of those who are exposed to our work.  This is a shared responsibility of all the actors in
our industry. 

To increase the awareness of DE&I in Belgian advertising, in 2021 WPP conducted a quantitative
research on the Creative Belgium Awards. These are the country´s most important
advertising prizes (the Cannes Lions of Belgium). Even if the selection is not a representative
sample of the Belgian advertising sector, the study selected a very representative sample of the
work that Belgian agencies prefer to produce and of which they are most proud of.

This research was conducted together with the University of Antwerp. The methodology is
based on the Cannes Lions Bias & Inclusion in Advertising study of the Geena Davis Institute
on Gender in Media (2020) and was adapted to the Belgian social and sociocultural context in
consultation with Prof. Dr. Alexander Dhoest (University of Antwerp). We did a content analysis of
5 editions of shortlists & winners in Film on the Creative Belgium Awards, biannually from
2010 to 2020. We analysed 78 cases, some containing different versions of the tv commercial,
which were coded separately. With 445 recognisable characters, we studied a fairly extensive
sample of locally Belgian made advertising and the image that the makers have (or wish to
present) of our society. Important to note is that we encoded only characters that are sufficiently
recognisable within the parameter. As a disclaimer we want to add that some characters were
coded rather arbitrarily, and also not all identity groups were considered (for example social-
economic status or religion). These decisions were made based on the feasibility of the research.
The research was an uncovering of stereotypes in video images so therefore we had to think in
stereotypes. With the goal of uncovering and unveiling the white, abled, thin, heterosexual,
cismale norm in advertisement in mind. 



  Society according to 10 years 
of advertising in Belgium

 We focused on six parameters in our research and these showed us the intrinsic presence of
stereotypes in what we deem the most prestigious video advertisements of our country. We
chose to get a deeper sense of the representation of (1) gender, (2) age, (3) ethnicity, (4)
ability, (5) sexual orientation, and (6) body type because we perceived these categories as
best measurable in video cases. All these identity groups were analysed while keeping in mind
the intersectional aspect. When we try to dissect a discriminated identity, it is important to be
cautious of constraining people to one box only. We have to acknowledge and value the
overlapping identities that exist. To clarify this, for example the experience of a white woman
is completely different than the experience of a black woman even though they identify with the
same gender. A woman with a disability will still stumble upon different struggles than a man
with a disability. Therefore, it is vital to look beyond representing one identity and think
about which identities exist within them. Next, we will highlight the most noteworthy trends that
came out of the research. 

Gender
First let us take a look at which gender
identities made the cut in the winning
commercials of the CBA awards. While we
notice a positive trend over the years, still
female characters are underrepresented.
In 2014 there were only 22.1% female
characters, while in 2020 it went up to 35.7%.
However, since the Belgian population
consists of 50.8% women (StatBel,2018) this
is still a vast underrepresentation. If we try to
look at a non-binary division between male
and female, we find that an absolute
minority of the characters are genderqueer. 

Secondly the stereotype of the thin,
young white woman indoor and the
businessman at the office is confirmed.
We discovered that 90.2% of the women
were thin and no one was heavy weighted
while only 76.3% of the male characters
were portrayed as slim. In terms of their
functions in the advertisement, men were at
work (30.3% vs 19.6%) or in an office sphere
(9.2% vs 6%) while women appeared in a
living room setting socializing (21% vs 9.6%)
or eating/drinking (9% vs 7.4%). In general
men received more explicit character
traits because they are more often in a
speaking role. They are portrayed as funny
(19.2% vs 17.3%), authoritarian (19.1% vs.
15%) or stupid (7.6% vs. 3%). 



Age
There is no trend that can be discerned in the
images of older characters over time since it
differentiates a lot. In total, 6.9% of the studied
characters belonged to the 60+ category while
Belgium knows a population of 19.3% people
over 65 (StatBel, 2018). Older characters
always play a visually prominent role,
however only 13.9% get a speaking role in
contrast to 44.4% of the adults (35-60 years
old) and 28.3% of the young adults (20-35
years). Within the intersectional profile of age,
women are more often than men young adults
(28.8% vs 21%) or 60+ (13.6% vs 4.1%). The
man is depicted more often in the category of
adult (66.3% vs. 48.5%). 

Seniors are stereotyped as well. They
primary make a cheerful contribution.
They are often shown in the living room
(44.8%) while eating or drinking (13.8%),
dancing (13.8%) or chatting (31%).
Moreover, they are often depicted as funny
(40%) and less as the intelligent character
(3.5% vs 8.5% adults). Teenagers are also
regularly to be found in the living room
(40%), but adults are primarily visible while
working (36.7%).

Ethnicity
Ethnicity is a difficult topic to analyse without
falling in a binary white vs non-white
description. In the table below you can see the
different ethnicities that were analysed.
However, because of the small presence of
characters that were not white, we use for this
analysis two categories: white vs people of
colour. Even though we want to emphasize
the importance of stepping out of this
perpetual white vs non-white thinking.

Characters of colour are also depicted less
often in a domestic setting. They are
shown 33.8% more often than white
characters in outdoor settings. While they
are just as often as white people portrayed
while working (33.8%), they are strikingly
less often working in an office setting
(4.8% vs 8%). From an intersectionality
point of view, we can detect that characters
of colour are usually strikingly younger
than white characters (45.9% vs. 20%) and
are more often portrayed as thin (91.5% vs
80.2%). 

The presence of characters of colour in
commercials has evolved little in recent years
and has continued to fluctuate around 16%.
Interestingly enough, when a person of colour
is shown, they usually (50%) have a black
skin colour so ethnicity is stereotyped as
well. Disability
In Belgium 9% of the 16- to 64-year-olds have a disability or a health problem which limits them
drastically in their daily activities (StatBel,2018).  However, only 10 of the 430 studied characters
(i.e. 2.3%) displayed a clear disability. When people with a disability were displayed, we see that
80% of the characters receive a role in which they are interviewed or tell a story associated with
disability. Therefore, it seems that characters with a disability are often reduced to this disability as
the most important aspect of their identity.



Cis Male 66,8%

Heterosexual 98,6% 
Homosexual 1,4% 

Thin 81,9%

Medium 17,6% 

Heavy weighted 0,5%

African 9,3% 

Asian 5%

Mediterraean 0,5%

South American 1,9%

Other 0,2%

Adults (36 - 60) 59,2%

Sixty-plus (60+) 6,9%

Cis Female 32,8%

Non-binary 0,5% 

Sexual
orientation

As a final category for this paper, we analysed the
presence of characters that are actively portrayed
as homosexual, lesbian or bisexual. We know of
course that someone’s sexual identity is not
written on their face, but for this research we
analysed how often the ad creator is
stereotypically portraying a homosexual identity. 

Summary: representation 
over 10 years 

Gender

Sexual orientation

Body type

Ethnicity 

White European 83,1%

Age

Teenager (13 - 19) 23,6%

Young adults (20-35) 1,2%

Child (1 -12)  9,1%

This analysis showed very clearly how heteronormativity is confirmed in the messages and
imaging. Over the 134 studied cases and 430 characters, there are six (or 1.4%) that are
recognisably homo- or bisexual. While in a study conducted in 2015, professor D’haese from the
University of Ghent, discovered that 3.3% of a representative sample of 1800 Flemish people
identify as gay or bisexual.  Again, we lack a correct representation of society. 

Ability

No Disability 97,7%
Disability  2,3%



Specifically, advertising is a large part of media consumption. Consumers are constantly
presented with the norm of what society should look like. The norms that advertisement
consciously or unconsciously (re)confirms undoubtedly have a major impact on assumptions
and patterns of expectation that facilitate exclusion. Advertisement sells an image. The image
of what a consumer should want to be. 

Surprising or not, this image is actually not the reality for a big part of our society nor is it a
reachable image. Advertisement is setting the tone of what our perfect society looks like. As a
result, it also distinguishes who is an anomaly to this perfect society. In fact, representing and
recognizing all identities can help in societal acceptance of them. The communication
industry can have an important impact in the way society is being represented. It is our shared
responsibility to reflect our society, to show diversity and to break through stereotypical
patterns and unequal power relationships. 

 Why is it important? 
How marketing can be a motor of 

societal change

 

Let’s look at a hypothetical example which we can see returning in several video commercials. The
consumer receives the image of the white businessman who comes home after a productive day
of working to find his white, abled, gender binary children playing with gender appropriate toys,
while the wife watches over them peacefully. On the one hand we can imagine what kind of
‘perfect’ body types this hypothetical image is probably selling. On the other hand, we should also
think about which societal patrons and constructs that are pushed into the consumer’s head
through the image. 

Moreover, DE&I proof communication correlates directly with an improved economical
performance. Research found out that 68% of the LGBTQIA+ community is more inclined to buy
products or services from a brand whose advertising represents sexual diversity,  and important
to note is that the purchasing power of the LGBTQIA+ community in Europe is more than 760
billion euros.  In another category we can see that 69% of black consumers are more inclined to
buy products or services of a brand whose advertising positively represents their ethnicity.  One
third of millennials indicate that the commitment vis-à-vis diversity, equity and inclusion has an
important impact on whether or not to buy a product or service of a brand.  Inclusive out-of-home
advertising messages also have a positive impact on the purchase intention of all age groups.  In
general, research has shown that 61% of consumers find diversity of representation within
advertising important.  In sum, apart from the impact advertisement can have by recognizing
diversity in our society, inclusive communication also results in economic gains. 

It is safe to say that advertising in Belgium needs to improve to represent society.
Furthermore, these misrepresentations are alarming because media plays a substantial role in
both shaping and reinforcing attitudes. In 2017, professor Rowell Huesmann of the University
of Michigan showed that watching violence increases the possibility of violent behaviour and
showing cigarettes makes people more inclined to smoke (Huesmann, 2007) . The Cultivation
Theory as explained by Gerbner & Gross states that exposure to media helps to shape
thoughts, perceptions, and behaviours, and viewers adopt the assumptions and beliefs of
media content as reality (Gerbner & Gross, 1976).  Imagine then what would happen to viewers
if they would constantly see a diverse and more truthful representation of society instead of a
stereotypical ideal. 



WPP's Inclusive marketing playbook 
The Inclusive Marketing Playbook is a methodological framework WPP developed. This
playbook  functions as a guideline for the implementation of diversity, equity and inclusion
(DE&I) in the output of our agencies. It goes further than the creation of inclusive
communication in which the diverse society is correctly represented. The reflections that are
made on the basis of this framework also deliver insights into the opportunities these
companies/brands have concerning the DE&I thematic.

A short summary of the playbook below:

Start with
yourself 
and your
team

Diversity
in target
analysis

2

1

The playbook encourages team members to be aware of dimensions of
their identity and the perspectives which come along with them. Aspects
like sex, gender identity, ethnic-cultural background, skin colour,
social class, residency status, health, religion, age, wealth, culture,
social development, nationality, ethnicity, sexual orientation and
language have an impact on how we will approach our client, target
group and rest of the process. 

In the future we must  pay more attention to the diverse and
intersectional profiles that are present within each target group.
Therefore, add an extra dimension in the target group analysis and
implement a 'diversity dimension' in the briefing to the client.
Apply reflection exercises in conversations with brands in order to
get insight into the diverse profile and highlight the importance of
acknowledging minorities within the overall majority. 

It is necessary to reflect about the client’s current position within
DE&I. Analyse their previous communication and consider how inclusive
the messages and overall digital channels were designed. This step
helps with discovering ‘DE&I shortcomings’ in the communication  of
your client. 

3
The
client's
DE&I
position

Implementing the perspective of a minority or structural
disadvantaged group requires involving them during the process.
Regardless of the effort of gaining knowledge about certain groups
we are not part of, we will never be able to create a perspective as
authentic as the day-and-night reality of someone within the group.
Interviews with minority or structural disadvantaged groups   allows
to receive insights concerning their vision towards the client and
overall product category, how they would like to be represented
and  reached. This step is about broadening your own
perspectives.

Value
authenticity 4



Final result

Insights relevant for the whole target group, minorities within the majority included. 
Representation of minority/structural disadvantaged groups in casting 
Flip the script: take action against stereotypical depictions. Because often minority
groups or structurally disadvantaged groups of people are associated with the same
characteristic and their other customs, roles, etc. are simply never depicted.

The goal after completing these steps is to create communication in which DE&I is an integral
part. We must counter the misconception that inclusive communication would mean that the
entire campaign has to be about DE&I. Sometimes it is more powerful to structure each
message inclusively than to make a one- off DE&I statement.
 
An inclusive message involves: 

Furthermore, communicate via media channels which effectively reach the  target group,
minorities within the majority included. 

Closing words
Now is the time to take accountability for where our companies and our clients stand
when it comes to DE&I. We can all participate in the fight for equality—because it will
no doubt become a part of our business’ legacy.  Building inclusive brands require
intentional effort. That effort will prove more than worth the investment in which we
can transform the lives of a broader number of consumers.
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