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Half  of  all those working in 
advertising today are women, 
according to the Institute of  
Practitioners in Advertising (IPA), 
yet only a quarter are in senior 
management posts. Women are 
similarly underrepresented in 
the fast-growing tech and digital 
sectors, with key roles such as 
UX, development, planning and 
creative still dominated by men.

Just 15% of  Facebook’s 
global tech workers and 18% 
of  Airbnb’s developers are 
female, while on the first day of  
Apple’s Worldwide Developers 
Conference (WWDC) social 
media groaned under the weight 

of  complaints on the lack of  
female faces on view – something 
that CEO Tim Cook has vowed 
to change. Apple’s first diversity 
report in 2014 showed only 30% 
of  its global staff are female and 
just 28% of  its managers and 
executives. 

The Drum, in association with 
experience design agency Critical 
Mass, brought together 10 
women leaders from across the 
sector at a roundtable summit to 
create a vision for change in this 
area. Diversity is a key issue for 
both and we hoped to make a 
contribution to this current and 
crucial conversation.  

introduction
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summit attendees

The initial summit saw discussion 
of  the issues holding back change, 
and generated simple solutions 
that could help drive it: for 
individuals, organisations and the 
industry at large.

The overwhelming view is 
that the gist of  the women’s 
agenda must change. While the 
conversation about diversity in 
the industry begun as a focus on 
attracting, retaining and fostering 
talent from the female pool, the 
critical issue is bigger than that. 

Now is not the time for whole-
scale positive discrimination or 
enforced quotas either on boards 
or in awards schemes. Instead 
it’s time to change the industry 
for all, because a more female-
friendly workforce is better for 
everyone, including the customers 
it serves, and an industry that 
appeals to more female grads will 
appeal to grads across the board, 

a virtuous circle attracting more 
and better talent to digital, tech 
and ad companies.

There are, though, some issues 
that affect women more than 
men – such as lack of  confidence, 
a failure to put oneself  forward 
and career progression and career 
breaks, which must be tackled, yet 
in a more holistic, inclusive way. 
Fundamentally the fight is about 
‘human’ needs, not just female 
ones.

The aim of  this report is to 
stimulate debate and conversation 
among both individuals and 
companies about how to address 
diversity in the industry. The 
following suggestions are by no 
means definitive but we hope they 
will act as a useful catalyst for 
further discussion. 
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Women need to change the 
way they lobby for women’s 
rights today. While it can be 
extremely positive to be part of  
a female-focused conversation - 
be that through industry bodies, 
forums or networking schemes 
- and much good has come of  
them, women as a ‘group’ have 
not necessarily engaged men.

The conversation should be 
about how to make things 
better for individuals and how 
to create an environment that 
works for everyone, especially 
the new generation coming 
through who increasingly 
want to work in more fluid, 
collaborative and flexible ways.

Dianne Wilkins, CEO, Critical 
Mass stresses the need to 
move from highlighting 
problems to achieving positive 
outcomes.  “Change won’t 
happen overnight, but we 
can shine a brighter light on 
positive momentum in the 
industry.  For example, ‘female” 
leadership traits, like empathy 
and active listening, are now 
widely regarded as critical 
for leadership today.  So let’s 
capitalise on that.  We have an 
opportunity to demonstrate 
how applying these typically 
feminine qualities leads to 
better communication in 
our organisations and better 
product designs.  It let’s us 

showcase progress and continue 
building our case. Diversity is 
not just for an organisation’s 
culture – ultimately it leads 
back to the bottom line,” she 
says.
 
Tiffany St James, co-founder of  
digital and social media agency 
Transmute, TED speaker and 
former head of  social media 
for the UK government, adds 
that women talking solely with 
women about such measures 
run the risk of  “violently 
agreeing with ourselves” yet not 
impacting the mainstream.

FoCUs on oUTComes

DiVersiTY is noT JUsT 
For An orgAnisATion’s 
CUlTUre’s sAKe -  
UlTimATelY iT leADs  
BACK To The BoTTom line
DIANNE WILKINS
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Today’s CEO is 
generally as “pale, 
male and stale” as our 
politicians are. In order to 
grow the penetration of  
people interested in tech 
and related industries they 
must attract, retain and 
foster talent from different 
groups of  people – sexes, 
ages and races. 

Jenny Smith, Maxus 
strategy and planning 
director says: “Sometimes 
that path has been worn by 
men and as a woman it’s 
not as easy to walk. There 
are hurdles, a difference of  
experiences.” 

So the well-worn paths of  
progression and success 
that have motivated and 
promoted the previous 
workforce must change. 
The future workforce 
will not expect to bend 
to the rules of  today so 
modern companies need to 
rethink what working life, 
practices and culture will 
look like, adds Smith.

Change  
the Pathways someTimes 

ThAT PATh hAs 
Been worn BY 
men AnD As 
A womAn iT’s 
noT As eAsY To 
wAlK. There 
Are hUrDles, A 
DiFFerenCe oF 
exPerienCes.
JENNy SMITH
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Many of  the issues facing 
women in the advertising 
and digital industries arise 
from working in a time-
based economy – how clients 
are charged and employees 
recompensed. There is a culture 
where people feel the need to 
‘put the time in’ rather than  
‘get the job done’. 

Innovative companies such as 
Everline, the small business 
lender, have turned the way they 
work on their head, points out 
Catriona Campbell, director of  
Seren.

With poor recruitment and 
retention rates the business 
restructured around what 
motivates its staff, scrapping 
the traditional set holidays and 
working hours. Retention rates 
soared and employees became 
brand advocates for recruiting.

Change the 
measures 
of success
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Confidence is Key
It is not just the ratio of  
women in key roles that 
is holding back change, 
but their behaviours, 
says Google UK head of  
marketing Nishma Robb. 
“Women sometimes 
struggle to speak up or 
be heard, to not be talked 
over and interrupted. We 
know this is a challenge 
for women so just having a 
good balance of  women is 
not enough.”

Anecdotal evidence raised 
by Wunderman creative 
director Lauren Pleydell-
Pearce also suggests 
confidence is a fundamental 
difference in when men and 
women ask for more money 
or a better job. 

“Confidence is a really, 
really important point,” 
she says. “When I was 
younger women strove to 
be perfect before asking for 
a raise, yet guys only had 
to be about 43% happy with 
their work before asking 
for one.”

women someTimes sTrUggle 
To sPeAK UP or Be heArD, To 
noT Be TAlKeD oVer AnD 
inTerrUPTeD. we Know This is 
A ChAllenge For women so 
JUsT hAVing A gooD BAlAnCe oF 
women is noT enoUgh
NISHMA RObb
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mentoring is important
A great mentor – whether 
male or female – goes a long 
way to encouraging confidence 
in employees and inspiring them 
onwards. While our summit 
attendees overwhelmingly believe 
that female-only mentoring 
schemes are to be discarded, 
some believe that having access 
to a senior woman helps. They 
can sometimes pick up on the 
softer measures without having 
to be asked, for instance, because 
they have already walked a 
different path.

Such views support a Columbia 
Business School study, published 
this month, which dispels the 
notion of  a “Queen Bee” 
syndrome, said to affect women 
who get to the top of  their 
profession but then fight to keep 
other women in their place, is a 
myth. The team said: “This new 
research indicates that the notion 
female senior executives are 
‘queen bees’ who are unwilling to 
support other women needs to be 
put to rest.”

This new reseArCh inDiCATes ThAT 
The noTion FemAle senior exeCUTiVes 
Are ‘qUeen Bees’ who Are Unwilling 
To sUPPorT oTher women neeDs  
To Be PUT To resT
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mind the 
Unconscious Bias
There is little belief  that 
the consumer experience and 
products are negatively impacted 
by a lack of  females in key roles 
across UX, creative and planning. 
A man should be good enough 
to design for women, and vice 
versa. Yet the audience must be 
recognised. 

Spreadsheets are an early digital 
example of  a product designed by 

men with (subconsciously) men 
in mind. Google executives are 
taught to beware unconscious 
bias, which has affected products 
in the past, from testing onwards 
– often women invited to take 
part in the early testing of  
products may not feed back. 
Around 90% of  Wikipedia’s 
editors are men, a stat that some 
put down to a more male-friendly 
interface, for example.



Beware Positive 
Discrimination
There is a fine balancing act 
between encouraging more 
diversity in the workforce, in 
awards and training schemes 
and overdoing positive 
discrimination. Ultimately, 
employers want the best 
employees whatever their 
age, sex or race so while it 
is tempting to put in short 
term measures to shake up 
culture, real change will only 
come through presenting the 
industry as a future-facing, 
exciting place to be.

Amaze CEO Natalie 
Gross says: “Positive 
discrimination is a very 
tough topic to talk about. 
Women have a difficult 
challenge in terms of  where 
we are today in terms of  
confidence and leadership, 
but just saying ‘bring 
everyone up’ isn’t enough.”

Yet despite a desire not to 
apply positive discrimination 
measures, there is also an 
argument that imposing 
quotas, or the threat of  
them, might work. Columbia 
Business School’s research 
of  top management teams 
at 1,500 companies over a 

20-year period reveals that 
when a woman had been 
appointed to a senior role 
that was not the top job, the 
likelihood of  other women 
following them to executive 
level fell by 50%. In contrast, 
the study found that when 
women were appointed as 
chief  executive, other women 
were more likely to attain 
senior positions. And, they 
say, female chief  executives 
pay all their staff – regardless 
of  gender – more.

PosiTiVe DisCriminATion is 
A VerY ToUgh ToPiC To TAlK 
ABoUT… women hAVe A DiFFiCUlT 
ChAllenge in Terms oF where 
we Are ToDAY in Terms oF 
ConFiDenCe AnD leADershiP, 
BUT JUsT sAYing ‘Bring 
eVerYone UP’ isn’T enoUgh
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education 
begins at 
school
Schemes such as Code 
Club, which aims to be in 
a quarter of  UK primary 
schools by the end of  this 
year are helping get kids 
interested in technology 
at an early age. Industry 
leaders such as Google are 
already involved in helping 
fund these, but other tech 
initiatives could be started at 
a local level. 

St James, also a board 
member of  BIMA (British 
Interactive Media 
Association), is a champion 
of  the largest children’s 
hackathon. She says: “The 
number of  girls in coding is 
growing. It’s still not right 
in terms of  balance but it 
is great that coding is now 
being taught in schools.”

St James adds there is 
a further role for digital 
training when grads join the 
industry as often what is 
being taught on syllabuses is 
out of  date by graduation.

The nUmBer oF 
girls in CoDing 
is growing. iT’s 
sTill noT righT 
in Terms oF 
BAlAnCe BUT iT 
is greAT ThAT 
CoDing is now 
Being TAUghT in 
sChools
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strengthen  
Careers Advice  
for school and  
University leavers 
Many of  todays students 
and grads dismiss a career in 
technology simply because 
they don’t know the scale 
of  opportunities and roles 
offered. Technology and its 
associated sectors do not 
have a regulatory body as 
engineering and construction 
do. The Engineering Council 
is able to lobby grads as 
a whole and women in 
particular to the field. 

Technology, digital and 
advertising should do 
more to explain the 
careers available in the 
industry, though it is not 
yet obvious how this could 
be a concerted industry 
collaborative effort. It may 
be important to target 
young women though not 
necessarily (or ideally) 
through a female forum. 

Sara Jones, senior lecturer 
at City University London’s 
Computer Sciences 
department, says: “There 
may be differences [in the 
career choices of  men and 
women] but there needs to 
be a quality of  opportunity.”

It’s perhaps at this level 
where female-only mentoring 
schemes could prove their 
worth. Earlier this year the 
US Facebook chief  operating 
officer Sheryl Sandberg’s 
Lean In Project launched a 
CS&E with several leading 
tech companies. 

Potential and current women 
in computer science and 
engineering can join the 
chapter to connect with each 
other for advice and support. 
Sandberg’s vision aims to 
change the stat that only 18% 
of  (US) computer science 
students are women – down 
from the 35% majoring in the 
discipline in 1985.

There mAY Be 
DiFFerenCes 
in The CAreer 
ChoiCes oF men 
AnD women  
BUT There 
neeDs To Be 
A qUAliTY oF 
oPPorTUniTY
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Create 
real role 
models
Women must be more 
prepared to put themselves 
forward to help their own 
careers and inspire others 
onwards. They should be 
more visible in the media, 
on conference platforms and 
within their own organisations. 
Yet women should be aware 
of  becoming a platform for 
women’s advocacy. The story 
needs to change from the 
successful woman juggling it 
all, to the success who happens 
to be a woman. Senior female 
leaders need to change the 
conversation to their craft, 
not the hackneyed work-life 
balancing act.

Alicia Navarro, founder of  ad 
tech firm Skimlinks, agrees: “It 
often feels forced. That’s when 
the men roll their eyes. I want 
to inspire women because I’m 
the best at what I do rather than 
because I’m a woman.” She 
adds: “We’re sometimes guilty 
of  perpetrating the problem 

by making it feel like it’s men’s 
fault. We need allies,  
not victims.”

“How many women are 
putting their story out there?” 
asks Seren director Catriona 
Cambell, a rare female BIMA 
Hall of  Fame inductee. “And 
what are those stories? I don’t 
want to just talk about the 
‘juggling’ story all the time.” 

Lastminute.com co-founder
Baroness Lane-Fox is part of  a
new scheme through the Girls’
Day School Trust, which aims
to harness the mentoring skills
of  the 60,000 former pupils of
schools represented. It wants
alumni to mentor ambitious
women at three key points
in their careers: their early
twenties when they start to
establish their working lives;
the point when they decide
to start a family; and in their
forties onwards when they
decide to pursue a top post.

iT oFTen 
Feels ForCeD. 
ThAT’s when 
The men 
roll Their 
eYes. i wAnT 
To insPire 
women 
BeCAUse i’m 
The BesT AT 
whAT i Do 
rATher ThAn 
BeCAUse i’m  
A womAn
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The Future: A Female  
Perspective
Ultimately, the message from 
the Female Perspective summit 
is for the industry to forget the 
notion of  women having it all 
– let’s everyone have it better; 
create an environment where 
more, better and more diverse 
future employees want to be. 

 “The fact is there’s a problem 
and there are many more 
things we could do to change 
that problem,” Gross adds. 
“Most people wanted to get 
involved in this initiative 
[The Female Perspective: A 
Vision for Change] because 

of  an underlying issue 
of  representation in our 
industry and how we go 
about changing that. We all 
have a responsibility whether 
that’s being a role model or 
influencing government or 
industry policy.” 

Women must stand up for their 
industry as a whole, and for 
each other. With collaboration, 
inclusion and new ways of  
working will come a place 
where women – and men – will 
prosper, and where the ratio  
of  women in key roles will 
readily rise.

The FACT is 
There’s A 
ProBlem AnD 
There Are 
mAnY more 
Things we 
CoUlD Do To 
ChAnge ThAT 
ProBlem
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About
Critical 
mass
Critical Mass is a global digital experience 
design agency with a relentless focus on the 
customer. It creates meaningful experiences 
that make customers’ lives better and help
transform its clients’ businesses. Critical 
Mass delivers experiences for clients 
including Citibank, HP, Nissan and Infiniti. 
founded in 1996, Critical Mass has 10 full-
service offices, operating across North 
America, Europe, Latin America, and Asia. 
Critical Mass is a part of Diversified Agency 
Services, a division of Omnicom Group Inc. 

CONTACT
Amanda Levy, Chief Marketing Officer
Caroline barker, business Development
& Marketing Director 

newbusiness@criticalmass.com 
pr@criticalmass.com 


