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Feeling Seen USA explores and celebrates the benefits of inclusive advertising as seen 
through the eyes of real, diverse audiences. Compiled by System1, the world’s marketing 
decision-making platform, the report details how brands and viewers both win when 
advertising broadens its scope.

“Brands and marketers know making inclusive advertising is the right thing to do. It’s also 
the smart thing to do commercially. Our aim with Feeling Seen was to give every marketer 
confidence in their decisions around diverse advertising, by providing evidence for how 
much more effective it is than the average ad. What this report proves is that diverse 
advertising unites us - diverse ads produce far more positive response than average. But 
it’s not a magic formula and not every ad gets it right. We want Feeling Seen to start a 
conversation about what great inclusive advertising looks like, by celebrating some of the 
best examples of it and making sure every business can benefit.”
Jon Evans, Chief Growth Officer, System1

“[In advertising], when you don’t see yourself reflected, when you are not feeling seen, it 
says you are invisible, you are not important and you don’t matter. It is our responsibility 
as marketers to ensure that people are portrayed and that in doing so the portrayal is fair, 
accurate and realistic.”
Ty Heath, Director, Market Engagement, The B2B Institute at LinkedIn

“Demographic shifts make diversity a business imperative. Consumers are holding brands 
accountable. There is also an opportunity cost to ‘getting it wrong.’ Our role as agency 
partner is to help our clients apply an inclusive lens to their businesses, not only as a risk 
mitigator, but also as an opportunity to uncover new product/service/consumer segments.” 
Jason Rosario, Chief Diversity, Equity & Inclusion Officer, BBDO
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“Advertising works best when it celebrates 
human uniqueness while also revealing 
that we are all part of a great whole. 
This report - essential for marketers and 
agencies alike - demonstrates in important 
ways how that can be achieved.”

Orlando Wood, Chief Innovation Officer, System1 
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The Power of Intentional Storytelling 
 

 Stories open hearts, minds 
and dialogues.

Stories should speak to everyone. For that to happen, they need to be 
expressed through the kaleidoscope of the human experience. This can 
only occur when there is more than one perspective at the table. The 
point is - you don’t only need a team at your company that is focused 
on equality. You need a diverse team. 

Stories unlock our 
shared humanity.
Representation matters in storytelling because we all have different 
perspectives and see the world in different ways. Having a diverse 
team allows you to unearth real human truths and create real change. 
Diversity leads to stories that are more relevant and more engaging 
while engendering greater empathy for others. It also allows your brand 
to broaden its point of view, avoid cultural gatekeeping and become 
more relatable to the global population. A narrow subset of the global 
population should not be deciding what is relatable.

Well-told stories 
inspire action. 
Ultimately, as a content creator, you’re a culture creator. That’s 
why it’s important to focus on connecting your brand to human 
moments of impact, not just identity. Draw attention to, and build 
conversations around, real causes that everyone cares about: climate 
change, sustainability, culture, tech, reskilling. These are the issues 
of our time and these are the issues people should be aware of if 
they’re not already. 

Human connections are infinite and those connections create 
change and push us forward. So, let’s tell more purposeful stories 
and use our platforms as action leaders to engage customers in more 
meaningful ways. 

Let’s change the world.  
 

Cristina Jones 
Chief Engagement Officer
Salesforce.org 
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The 
Background

From Coca-Cola’s 1971 “Hilltop” through Nike’s 1987 
“Revolution” to the present day, there’s no lack of surface 
diversity in American advertising. Advertisers creating 
crowd scenes or montages have always strived to show 
America as the “melting pot” it would like to be - a land 
of opportunity that pays no heed to color or creed. 
 

But in the 21st century it’s become clear to marketers that this isn’t enough. Brands today 
look to show a level of understanding and inclusion of diverse customers that goes much 
deeper, telling unique not generic stories, and raising awareness of problems rather than 
trying to camouflage them. Brands want to go beyond diversity and into inclusion and 
demonstrating real allyship. Advertising can be an opportunity to do just that. 
 
At the same time, advertising has a more basic purpose - to drive brand and sales growth. 
Some commentators treat inclusive advertising and commercially effective advertising as 
mutually exclusive - insinuating that marketers who choose “brand purpose” are ignoring 
effectiveness. 
 
At System1 we don’t buy that argument. We know that great advertising can be upfront 
about diversity and inclusion and also create massive commercial impact. This Feeling 
Seen report is about understanding when, how and why this happens. 
 
At the core of Feeling Seen is a simple idea. If you want to understand the impact of 
inclusive advertising, you start by asking how it feels to be included.  
 
Our model of effectiveness shows that feeling - a positive emotional response to an ad - is 
the number one element that determines its potential to make a long-term impact on brand 
growth. So for Feeling Seen we found 58 ads that put diversity and inclusion at their core. 
Then we looked at responses among both the general US population and the diverse group 
addressed by the ad. 
 
The results are fascinating. We found some ads which were loved among both the 
population as a whole and the included groups. We found some which fell flat. We found 
a few which worked fine for most people but didn’t ring true for the group featured in the 
ad. Again and again we found a broad base of support for and enjoyment of these inclusive 
ads. If there’s a culture war to be fought, advertising isn’t a popular battleground. 
 
Most importantly, we found ads which were strong amongst a national sample and then 
even stronger among the groups whose lives and experiences they featured. This “diversity 
dividend” - where a good ad becomes great amongst a featured group - is one of the 
biggest benefits of aiming for diversity and inclusion in advertising. The Feeling Seen report 
puts a spotlight on the ads that achieve it, and shows you how to get there yourself. 
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“Black is beautiful. I was happy to see my 
culture displayed in such a creative and 
positive way.”  
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The
Work

To understand the impact of diverse advertising, we selected ads where 
representation of diverse groups was central to the ad, for instance: 
 

Ads made to mark a particular celebration of a diverse 
group (e.g., Black History Month, Pride or International 
Women’s Day). 

Ads directly addressing an experience or issue shared by a 
diverse group (e.g., Mastercard’s “True Name,” about how 
the company makes it easier for trans people to use their 
chosen name). 

Ads telling the story of specific individuals from a diverse 
group (e.g., Nike’s “You Can’t Stop Sisters,” focusing on 
Venus and Serena Williams). 

Ads which don’t look at specific groups but which have an 
overt message about diversity (e.g., Coca-Cola’s “Together Is 
Beautiful,” in which people from a range of backgrounds sing 
the national anthem).
 

This is necessarily a qualitative, not quantitative selection. We chose ads that reflect 
the diversity of the United States and feature under-represented communities. Our 
analysis includes many of the most well-known campaigns and advertisers who 
have the largest impact on society. 

We tested each ad with at least two groups - a nationally representative sample 
drawn from the general public, and a custom sample drawn from the demographic 
group featured in the ad. For ads which prominently feature multiple groups or 
which take an intersectional approach, we ran tests with several custom samples, 
one from each relevant group.
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Brand 
Fluency
Brand Fluency is a measure of how quickly and easily 
a brand is recognized. Fluency is a warning light – if 
Fluency is low then the ad may be emotional but isn’t 
making proper use of brand assets.

Spike 
Rating
The Spike Rating predicts the potential for an ad to 
drive short-term sales. The Spike Rating is based on 
how intensely viewers respond to the ad and how 
quickly they connect the ad to the brand.

Intensity

How strongly a viewer feels the emotion - if 
they feel one at all. Both positive and negative 
emotions can be strongly felt, and Intensity 
affects the Star and Spike scores as well as 
being a useful indicator of how hard an ad is 
hitting its audience.

Star 
Rating
The Star Rating is based on how positively viewers 
respond to the ad. It predicts the potential of an ad to 
contribute to long-term brand growth and runs from 
1- to 5-Stars. The higher the Star Rating, the more 
brands should invest in and build campaigns around 
the ad. Around half the ads in System1’s database 
score only 1 Star, and only around 1 in 100 ads get the 
top, 5-Star rating.

 

1.33

78

Headline Measures 

Our quantitative model is the same 
one System1 uses for commercial ad 
effectiveness testing. The aim is to 
measure emotional response to the ad, as 
their validated methodology proves that 
the more you feel, the more you buy. Taken 
together, these responses combine to give 
us three key measures of creative impact 
on commercial effectiveness. 
 
 

Key
Associations
We also ask what viewers took away from the ad 
- the main words, phrases or associations they’re 
left with. It’s a way of uncovering whether the ad 
is communicating what the brand wants it to.

Reasons 
for Emotion
We ask people why they felt the emotion they 
did. They can give their reason from scratch, 
agree with someone else’s reason or expand on 
that reason. This tells us not just what is driving 
emotion, but which reasons are most widely felt.

Diagnostic Measures

We also include diagnostic measures. 
Mostly these don’t feed into the headline 
effectiveness measures, but they do 
deepen our understanding of the response 
to an ad. These diagnostics are vital in 
creative development - they give pointers 
to how an ad can be improved and where 
its weaker spots are. For ads which 
look to reflect the realities of diverse 
communities, this feedback is invaluable, 
as the numbers alone can’t tell the full 
story of how an ad performs.
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What 
We 
Found The issues and insights around diversity 

and inclusion aren’t reducible to data. But 
the numbers provide a framework for our 
understanding. Most of this report will 
explore the implications of these findings and 
the individual ads which bring them to life 
in ways brands can learn from. But first, let’s 
look at the topline findings from this data. 
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Viewers Love Diverse Ads 

System1 scores ads on a 5-Star scale, from 1- to 5-Stars. The Star Rating predicts an 
ad’s potential to help long-term brand growth - it’s a measure of how much “bang 
for your buck” investment in an ad will give you.  

Only 1% of ads hit a 5-Star score, and the average Star Rating for US ads is only 
2-Stars. By comparison, the average of the ads tested for Feeling Seen is 3.8-Stars. 
Both these scores are for tests using a nationally representative sample. In other 
words, diversity-themed ads are considerably more effective with the general public 
than the average US commercial.

Star Ratings are based on people’s emotional response to an ad, with happiness and 
surprise getting the strongest positive weights. So what this finding shows is that 
diversity-themed ads create far more positive emotion in viewers than average 
ads do.

Diverse Ads Work For Brands

So we know diversity-themed ads outperform average ads, but how do we know that’s 
because of the content? The brands who produce this work are often big names with 
budgets to match. Maybe brand fame is pushing scores up? 

It turns out that’s not what’s happening. The uplift for diversity-themed ads also 
happens at the brand level. When we looked at diversity-themed ads for some of the 
world’s biggest brands - like Apple, Coca-Cola, Nike and P&G – we found a consistent 
pattern. When a brand launched a diversity-themed ad, it outperformed their average 
ad output by at least 0.5-Stars and in some cases nearly 2 Stars. 

So even for famous brands, diversity-themed ads stand out. They are more effective 
and impactful than a brand’s usual advertising output. 
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Feeling Seen Feels Happy
 
Where there is a diversity dividend, we see it driven strongly by a jump in positive 
emotion - the proportion of viewers of each ad who say it makes them feel 
happiness (rather than surprise, neutrality or one of several negative emotions). 
Among viewers drawn from the group or groups represented by the ad, the level 
of happiness can rise dramatically. 

This isn’t an unexpected finding, but it’s an important one to stress. Inclusion 
in ads doesn’t work automatically, it works because if done well it increases the 
chance that someone will enjoy and respond positively to a commercial. This 
can happen whether or not the ad draws attention to its inclusion or makes it the 
focus of its message.
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Get It Right For Diversity Dividends 

When we ran this analysis in other markets, we found evidence for a “diversity 
dividend.” That’s an effect you get where an ad gets good or strong results among 
the general public, but greatly improves its score when seen by people from within 
the diverse segment the ad is speaking to. 

We saw many of these diversity dividends in the United States too - in the “Star 
Performers” section we’ll be looking at numerous ads which do this to see what 
they can teach us. 

But at the average level, the diversity dividend was smaller. Of the 98 tests we ran 
with diverse groups, 37 showed an uplift of 0.5-Stars or more vs the general public. 
But 20 showed a downshift of minus 0.5-Stars or more.  

In other words, your ad can pay a diversity dividend among its target group and 
turn from good to great. But there’s also a risk of it working less well for them. 
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System1’s Test Your Ad methodology has 
been validated in experiments with The 
Institute of Practitioners in Advertising 
(IPA) and also shown to predict market 
share change within categories. A summary 
of the method can be found at the end of 
this report.
   
 
For this study it’s a perfect fit because of 
the central role it gives to emotion. How 
people feel about an ad - happiness, anger, 
surprise or a range of other emotions 
(including none) - is crucial when you’re 
trying to measure the degree to which an 
ad makes an under-represented group 
feel included.
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The
Insights

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

We came away with five main insights from the 
study - things brands need to understand if 
they want to make commercially effective work 
that celebrates and includes diverse groups. 
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Key Insight

Key Insight 1: Diverse advertising unites us. 
 
Our sample of ads which made an explicit commitment to diversity performed far 
better with the general population than the average ad in System1’s database. This 
isn’t because big brands make these statements - even compared to the average ad 
by those brands, the diverse ads did better.

Diverse ads still create small amounts of negative emotion - and sometimes the 
reasons for that negative emotion are tied into their diverse content. But the levels of 
negativity are low, and the majority of the ads we tested still ended up with a score 
of 3-Stars or higher - well above the average ad and enough to drive long-term brand 
growth.

So people like advertising that’s inclusive and reflects diverse experiences, even when 
they don’t share those experiences themselves. This might seem counter-intuitive 
given how much the media talks about political division and polarization. But while 
American voters are polarized, that doesn’t come through in responses to diverse ads.

Diverse advertising unites us because brands and advertisers craft ads in ways that 
avoid the trap of polarization. For instance:

• Creating ads that link group-specific stories and experiences to universal ones. 
Gillette’s “First Shave, the story of Samson” shows a trans man and his father as 
the son learns to shave: an experience most of the audience will already relate to. 

• When the ad needs an explicit political message, framing it in a way which isn’t 
divisive. P&G’s “Widen The Screen” explicitly calls out bias in the way Black lives 
are portrayed, but helps the wider audience understand they aren’t responsible 
for that bias. 

• For groups which face particular prejudice and misunderstanding, like the 
LGBTQ+ community, making ads which tell powerful individual stories like Oreo’s 
“Proud Parent.” It’s harder to sustain prejudice in the face of empathy. 

Advertisers are supreme storytellers and the story most inclusive ads tell is a very 
American one, reflecting values of achievement and overcoming obstacles. These 
aren’t values any political side owns. For brands worried about potential backlash to 
an inclusive campaign, it’s worth bearing this in mind.
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Key Insight 2: Feeling seen means being heard. 
 

“I’m Every Woman,” “Say It Loud - I’m Black And I’m Proud,” “Born This Way” – US pop 
culture is full of moments where an under-represented group have stood up, claimed space 
and made themselves heard. And diverse advertising often hits hardest and matters most 
to our diverse samples when it is loud and proud. 

Broadly speaking there are several approaches to making an “inclusive” campaign. 

• A “melting pot” approach, showing a range of diverse individuals in a montage, like   
 Coca-Cola’s “Together Is Beautiful” 

• A “discreet diversity” approach, where the ad stars people from an under-   
 represented group but the ad isn’t specifically about that group, like Macy’s  
 “In Dad’s Shoes” 

• A “loud and proud” approach, where the ad is telling a story or making a point  
 about the experiences of a particular group, like Mastercard’s “Spotlight” 

• A “taking a stand” approach, where the ad is making or supporting a specific    
 agenda, like Adobe’s “When I See Black”

There is no single correct way to make an inclusive ad, and all four of these approaches 
(as well as many others) can deliver both powerful emotional responses from the general 
public and big “diversity dividend” uplifts from people who feel seen by the ad. Still, we 
found that most of the biggest diversity dividends came from the third and fourth types of 
ad - commercials which went beyond just diverse casting into strong storytelling about real 
lives and experiences.

This way of making ads isn’t foolproof. Explicitly focusing on the experiences of a particular 
group requires deep understanding and can backfire if you get it wrong. But without taking 
those risks, it’s less likely brands can get the strongest emotional responses.

When you show you’re on people’s side, they listen. 
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Key Insight

2
“Just a glimmer of acceptance and I feel like I can 

take a breath.”    
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Key Insight 3: Celebrate lives and stories.  
 
Inclusive advertising is still advertising, and the keys to making great ads remain the 
same whomever they star. Entertain, inspire and tell fantastic stories. But with inclusive 
advertising, these basic aims play a second role beyond just engaging audiences. They 
build empathy.

One of the essential lessons from the Feeling Seen work we’ve done here and elsewhere 
is that ads are often most powerful when they tell someone’s story, not everyone’s story. 
The canvas of an ad is small - limited in time, and with no guarantee of your audience’s 
attention. To use that canvas to its fullest often means letting one powerful story or event 
stand in for a host of others.

We saw this time and time again in our results. In Nike’s “You Can’t Stop Sisters,” for 
instance, the story of Venus and Serena Williams is inspiring in its own right but also gives 
every Black woman watching a moment of positivity. Taking a moment in an individual’s 
life and showing it sensitively and well can resonate in a way a broader canvas can’t match. 
Just as a picture is worth a thousand words, a story can be worth a thousand statements.
 
So ads like Mastercard’s “Spotlight,” where a visually impaired woman makes a trip to the 
local cafe, or McDonalds’ “First Customer,” where proud Hispanic parents turn up to their 
son’s first day on the job, were hugely effective. By choosing to tell a story, these ads could 
make the most of their short space and let their creators do what advertisers do best - 
craft brilliant vignettes which build brands. 
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Key Insight

3
“I was happy to see a brand showcasing Black culture 

in an uplifting manner.”    

Adobe 
When I See Black
(72andSunny)
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Key Insight 4: Go beyond the calendar. 
 
Brands are active participants in regular celebrations of diverse communities like Black 
History Month, Pride and International Women’s Day. But there’s plenty of opportunity to do 
more.

Joining in these annual celebrations is part of most big brands’ marketing calendars. These 
traditions weren’t started by brands, and marketers know to approach them with humility. 
They can be an opportunity for brands to learn, and can spark sometimes uncomfortable 
conversations about brands’ real commitment to under-represented communities.

These occasions shouldn’t be the limit of brands’ commitment to inclusion, though. Just 
like Christmas or the Super Bowl aren’t the only times emotional ads work, the techniques 
that perform well during Pride or Black History Month are also good advertising practice 
all year round. Events might be a way to get more attention, but great inclusive advertising 
pays dividends whenever you use it. Some of the most powerful ads in our study, like 
Oreo’s “Proud Parent,” weren’t tied to the calendar. “Proud Parent” uses Pride and its colors 
as a way of showing acceptance but it wasn’t a “Pride ad,” and was more powerful for that.

It’s also important to pay attention to under-represented groups whose celebrations are 
less well-known. Asian American and Pacific Islander Heritage Month is in May, but brands 
can and should be paying more attention to Asian American experiences throughout the 
year. They were one of the least well-served groups we studied in Feeling Seen, with only 
Apple’s magical “Jump” starring an Asian lead and driving a high diversity dividend among 
that group. Americans with disabilities and the elderly (especially elderly women) are other 
groups whose inclusion is important but whose stories are often neglected.
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Key Insight

4
“I’m glad the world is recognizing the visually impaired today.” 

Mastercard 
Spotlight
(McCann)
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Key Insight 5: Avoid the sadness trap. 
 
For the rest of this report we’ll be celebrating the ads which hit the spot with diverse 
audiences and created an uplift among custom samples we drew from those particular 
groups.

But what can we learn from the ads which didn’t perform so well? Some diverse ads fall 
flat - either they do poorly overall or they find less acceptance among the very populations 
they’re addressing.

In a few cases this is because the ads simply fail as ads - they are unengaging, confusing 
or have storytelling issues. But sometimes the ad falls into a particular trap - it creates too 
much unresolved negative emotion for the diverse group it’s aimed at.

Negative emotion in ads is a powerful tool - if you create it and resolve it you have an ad 
which is more memorable and powerful for taking its audience on an emotional journey. 
Fail to resolve it, though, and you have an ad which leaves some viewers feeling bad - and 
that’s bad for a brand.

Etsy’s “Shiori” is an example of an ad which uses negative emotion like this. It’s about an 
Asian American woman, Shiori, who constantly finds teachers, baristas and others failing 
to pronounce her name. But at Christmas, thanks to Etsy and its custom gifts, Shiori’s Mom 
can give her a necklace with her name spelt out.

For the general audience, “Shiori” was a strong 4.6-Star ad - it created some sadness, for 
sure, as poor Shiori went through life with people not making the effort to get her name 
right. But it resolved that sadness with a happy ending.

But for Asian Americans, “Shiori” fell flat. It was only a 2.9-Star ad - only modestly effective. 
The difference was in sadness - among the Asian American group, over three times as many 
still felt sad at the end. The people who knew the pain of nobody understanding your name, 
also knew that a necklace wasn’t enough to resolve it.

As brands make more inclusive ads, this “sadness trap” is something to bear in mind. 
It’s important to show you understand diverse lives and problems. But when you raise a 
challenging situation in an ad, it’s one thing to resolve it well for the general population who 
never have to face that issue. But among those who do face those issues, resolving sadness 
can be far more difficult. The balance between empathy, education and entertainment is a 
tricky one for brands to master - but master it they must.   
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“I understood what it was like to have people 

constantly mispronounce my name.” 
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Star
Performers

We’ve told you why and how we created this 
report and the insights we drew from it. Let’s 
take a look at some of our star performers 
– ads which scored really well among the 
groups we looked at in this study. All these 
ads offer great lessons for brands looking to 
get inclusivity right. 
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Shooting Stars
 
In the chart to the right, we’ve coded each advertisement according to the under-
represented group the ad was speaking to, noting these along the y-axis. In some 
cases, the ads highlighted people from numerous groups, so we’ve labeled them 
according to the most prevalent under-represented group. 

Many of the ads, 22 in total, centered around the experiences of Black lives or 
predominantly featured Black characters. More than one in five ads we analyzed 
(13 of the 58) told stories about women. Ten showcased people with disabilities, 
five had a strong focus on the LGBTQ+ community, four emphasized Hispanic 
experiences and there were two ads each that mainly targeted people 55 years and 
older as well as Asian Americans. 

Meanwhile, the chart’s x-axis displays the ad’s Star rating, from 1- to 5-Stars. Since 
we tested each ad among the general population and the diverse group the ad is 
speaking to, we’re then able to plot two scores, one for each group. Looking across 
the entire range of ads, we can see an increase in Star rating in the majority of the 
diverse segments - some very sizable. 

Some of the ads with the greatest uplifts include Adobe’s “When I See Black” 
(Black 3), Nike’s “You Can’t Stop Us” (Black 15), Nike’s “Dream Crazy” (Black 13), 
Mastercard’s “Spotlight” (Disability 6), Microsoft’s “Reindeer Games” (Disability 7) 
and Oreo’s “Proud Parent” (LGBTQ+ 2). These ads, and many of the others that have 
a higher score among the diverse sample, have expertly considered their casting 
and messaging so that it truly speaks to the intended audience, making them feel 
seen. 

“[The ad] describes an America like it should be, 
for everyone, no matter who they are.” 
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“I like that it was inspiring for people to shoot for the stars.”  
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Hallmark 
Share More Merry This Season 
With a Hallmark Card
(Leo Burnett) 

Hallmark and Christmas sentimentality go together like hand and mitten – this ad 
taps into that with a short vignette of neighborly friendship. Julie, a deaf girl, and 
her mom meet Jerome, their neighbor who is making Christmas cookies. Jerome 
also knows a bit of sign language – though Julie needs to correct him a little. 
The ad ends with Jerome, Julie and Julie’s mom enjoying the cookies together in 
Jerome’s kitchen.

There have been several ads which hinge on characters learning sign language to 
communicate better with deaf friends. It’s a very visual trope and easy to get across 
in the short time advertisers have. Where Hallmark and agency Leo Burnett excel 
here is putting the emphasis on Julie’s agency. Often, it’s the hearing character who 
gets the focus with the ad being about how considerate they’re being. But while 
Jerome is a very kind man, the key scene is Julie helping him understand and get 
his signed words right. It’s a native speaker helping out a ‘stranger.’

This is what helps the Christmas ad get sky-high scores. Of all the diverse ads we 
tested, Hallmark’s got the highest rating – a maximum 5.9-Stars, putting it among 
the best ads we’ve ever tested. And it also scored 5.9 among our custom sample 
of viewers with disabilities, with an even higher share of happiness in response. 
Hallmark’s ad is a masterclass in getting the tone right when making an 
inclusive ad. It also nails the basics, telling a sweet story with a happy ending and 
more than a sprinkle of human connection.
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Nat Rep People with 
disabilities 

5.95.9

“I didn’t expect a deaf character, especially 
a child. Appreciate it.” 

View Test Your Ad Report
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LinkedIn  
Transform: Diamond - 
Being Open to Help
(LinkedIn Creative Studio) 

LinkedIn’s ad is long – over two minutes – and uses its time to get deep into one 
person’s story. Diamond is a single parent and currently unhoused: she works part 
time and is keen to start a career in data management. She has the motivation but 
not the contacts, which is where LinkedIn can help. 

The ad introduces us to Diamond, then tracks her experience of LinkedIn’s 
mentoring scheme, which pairs her with another LinkedIn member who has been 
down the same path as Diamond. With her mentor’s help, Diamond gets a starting 
role and the ad gets a happy ending.

We included this ad in Feeling Seen because of its focus on one African American 
woman’s story. One of the most valuable pieces of advice we have for brands 
looking to make better inclusive advertising is “Tell someone’s story, not everyone’s 
story.” There are successful ads which show a range of experiences, but that 
approach also risks portraying diverse groups as homogenous and erasing 
powerful individual stories.

By focusing on Diamond for most of its length, LinkedIn’s ad has time to give a full 
picture of her situation and her aspirations, building empathy in the audience. The 
ad (and the brand) value Diamond for who she is, and LinkedIn is making the point 
that the person who understands her challenges best is someone from a similar 
background who has faced them too. LinkedIn isn’t posing as a savior, just as a 
connector. 

The empathy and care with which it tells Diamond’s story helps it get a very 
impressive 5.5-Star score. Among the custom African American sample, that 
score nudged up a notch to 5.6-Stars. While the general sample was impressed by 
Diamond’s determination and LinkedIn’s desire to help, African American viewers 
also picked up strongly on the mentoring aspect and enjoyed seeing two Black 
women helping one another.

“To see someone succeed who has been 
working extremely hard, [I was] able to relate.” 

Feeling Seen USA How diverse advertising unites us

Nat Rep Black
 

5.65.5

Women

5.0

View Test Your Ad Report
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Adobe 
When I See Black
(72andSunny) 

One of the most consistent findings in our Feeling Seen work has been the desire 
of people in diverse groups to see their lives celebrated fully. Don’t only show 
struggle; show joy. Talk about the achievements, not just the barriers.

Adobe’s “When I See Black” speaks explicitly to that need. Like many of the ads 
made in the wake of 2020’s Black Lives Matter protests, it directly addresses the 
African American community’s demand to see their lives, experiences, and in this 
case, culture valued. The ad spotlights the work of a dozen Black artists, with a 
voiceover directly laying out the sense of empowerment and authenticity people 
feel when they see art and design by and for their community.

For a general audience, this directness can feel alienating. “When I See Black” was 
a modest, 2-Star performer for Adobe with the wider sample. But they weren’t the 
intended audience, and the custom African American sample loved the ad, giving 
it 5.7-Stars. That’s one of the highest “diversity dividend” uplifts in the entire study.

In most circumstances, a brand would look to raise the overall score for an ad with 
broader, mass appeal. Sometimes, though, a brand will consider it more important 
to make an ad specifically and explicitly for a particular audience – moving beyond 
making them feel seen and ensuring they are genuinely heard. That’s what Adobe 
did with “When I See Black.” Diverse audiences are important enough that a one-
size-fits-all approach can’t be the only one a brand uses. There are times when you 
need to shout your support of a particular community, and “When I See Black” 
shows the emotional benefit of doing that.
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Nat Rep Black 

5.72.3

“I love how inspirational it is, being the mother
of Black children.”

View Test Your Ad Report
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Oreo
Proud Parent
(360i) 

The last decade has seen US brands work hard to support and appeal to LGBTQ+ 
audiences, and campaigns focusing on the LGBTQ+ community regularly win acclaim 
and awards. Unfortunately, for some of the general public, opposition to LGBTQ+ equality 
manifests as a negative response to these ads. While most diverse ads don’t attract 
backlash simply by existing, there is always a minority of US viewers for whom any LGBTQ+ 
inclusion in ads provokes anger.

This means that the “diversity dividend” – the extent to which an ad’s emotional response 
improves among its target population - is particularly important for LGBTQ+-themed 
commercials like Oreo’s “Proud Parent.” A strong positive response among the LGBTQ+ 
community to an ad aimed at them shows the brand has hit the mark, and that negative 
responses are most likely rooted in prejudice.

Like many LGBTQ+-themed ads, “Proud Parent” tells a story of acceptance. In the ad, a 
young woman brings her partner home to meet her parents – her mom is welcoming, but 
her dad initially gives the girlfriend a chilly response. The situation stays awkward until the 
next morning, when the couple find that the dad has stayed up painting his fence in Pride 
colors.

Has the father overcome prejudice, or was his awkwardness social anxiety all along? We 
don’t know, and it doesn’t truly matter. The focus is firmly on the sadness, relief and then 
happiness of the couple, and the ad works at a very human level by focusing on their 
non-verbal communication as well as the looks between mom and dad and the two young 
women.

Oreo’s ad scored well with the wider sample – getting a good 3.3-Star rating. But it truly 
resonated with the LGBTQ+ custom sample, who gave it the maximum possible 5.9-Stars. 
That’s a huge uplift in score, which shows that the ad’s story worked exceptionally well for 
its target audience, and that the slightly higher negative scores in the general sample are 
rooted in the topic, not the execution. It’s also noticeable that “Proud Parent” had a more 
intense emotional journey among the LGBTQ+ sample, with higher peaks of first sadness 
and happiness. Ultimately, strong, human stories like this not only make their audience 

“feel seen” but make their experiences more visible, building empathy along the way.
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Nat Rep LGBTQ+
 

5.93.3

View Test Your Ad Report

“Being gay myself, this ad shows how far we 
have come and that we are accepted.”  
 

“I love that the ad showed love and acceptance. 
People can change.”  
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Microsoft 
Reindeer Games 
(m:united / McCann) 

“Reindeer Games” is a great example of an ad that works very well overall – it scores 
a strong 4-Star rating among the general audience – but then really hits emotional 
heights for a particular community. In this case, our custom sample of people with 
disabilities gave the ad the highest possible rating – 5.9-Stars.

It’s set in a festive, snowy landscape, but the ad’s story isn’t Christmas-focused. It 
follows a bunch of kids racing to a friend’s home full of excitement that “he’s gonna 
do it!”. “He” turns out to be a kid with a disability, and what he’s going to do is 
triumph at a tricky Xbox game thanks to Microsoft’s Adaptive Controller, which is 
designed to let gamers with disabilities play with their friends. “Reindeer Games” 
brings that idea dramatically to life, as the group of friends cheer, shout and dance 
when their friend gets his win.

What makes it a successful ad is the storytelling, building a sense of mystery around 
who “he” is and what exactly is happening. One key creative decision is never 
showing what game the kid is playing - it’s not about the game, it’s about him and 
how his friends react and the sense of community they have.

The strong uplift and “diversity dividend” we saw here comes, again, from giving the 
kid with a disability the lead role. In the general sample, one commenter said that 
they’d like the ad to be realistic, but were sad that it wasn’t. People in the sample 
with disabilities didn’t share this concern – they knew it was the world as it could 
and should be, and were happy to see it.
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“I like that all the kids cared about the disabled child 
playing the game.”  

Nat Rep People with 
disabilities

5.94.1

View Test Your Ad Report
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American Airlines
Putting Them First
(TM Advertising) 

Brands that make inclusive advertising often find themselves press-ganged into 
political “culture wars,” with diversity on screen criticized as politically correct or 

“woke.” This is a far too simplistic way of looking at things - American beliefs and 
emotional responses are complex and often cut across political tribalism. More 
unites audiences than divides them, even now. “Putting Them First” is a great 
example.

American Airlines’ ad is about a young African American woman who is new to 
the military, so she doesn’t know that American Airlines gives priority boarding to 
those in service. When a gate announcement makes it clear she can come forward 
to the gate, she does, shyly but then with more pride as an elderly man watching 
stands and salutes. It’s a beautifully done ad, slow-paced with lots of space for non-
verbal communication and meaningful looks between the characters.

Respect for the military is one of those values which cuts across the political 
spectrum and it’s no surprise that this ad scores very well with the general sample, 
getting 4.5-Stars. Among the custom sample of women, though, it truly excels, 
with a maximum 5.9-Star score. It got the same 5.9-Star score among our sample 
of African American viewers.

This is the “diversity dividend” in a nutshell - an ad which is strong and emotionally 
effective for everyone but means even more to those who see themselves 
represented. There are extra layers of meaning and power for women and African 
Americans watching the ad, but the feelings of humility, pride and gratitude 
displayed in the commercial are universal.

“[I was happy] to see an African American serving her 
country recognized by people of many races.”  
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View Test Your Ad Report

Black 

5.9
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P&G 
Widen The Screen
(Grey Group) 

P&G have made several ads over the last few years that directly address and 
challenge prejudice. We tested several of these in the Feeling Seen study and 
found that the most effective is 2021’s “Widen The Screen.”

“Widen The Screen” is a simple concept, cleverly executed - it aims to use the 
audience’s own emotional response to show how media portrayal of Black lives 
can be improved. We’re shown several different stories - Black kids hanging 
around in a convenience store; a pregnant Black woman walking with her kids; a 
young Black man with a duffel bag arriving at someone’s home. A voiceover asks 
if we think we know what will happen - then “widens the screen.” The kids are 
waiting for their friend to finish using the restroom; the woman is picked up by 
her husband; the man’s bag contains a present for a child’s birthday party.

In other words, these are three absolutely ordinary, happy moments in people’s 
lives. But we’re so used to seeing certain types of African American stories on 
screen - stories of prejudice, poverty or crime - that we adjust our expectations 
of where entirely innocuous scenes will go. It’s the job of brands and the media 
to give a wider, fuller picture of Black lives.

This is definitely a message Feeling Seen endorses. People want to see the full 
spectrum of their lives on screen - not just stereotypes or images of struggle. 
Among the African American custom sample, “Widen The Screen” scored 
5.5-Stars, an exceptional result.

What’s interesting is that the ad got a very strong score (4.3-Stars) among the 
general sample. This is significant because the ad directly addresses the wider 
public and its perception of Black lives, and ads like this can create a defensive 
reaction if viewers feel the ad is accusing them of prejudice. “Widen The Screen” 
makes sure not to do this - by showing them stories which don’t go in the 
expected direction, it exposes the expectations but doesn’t blame the viewer for 
having them. The result is an ad which earns people’s trust, and the right to talk 
about inclusion.
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“I liked that [the ad] acknowledged that the Black 
community is widely stereotyped daily.”  
 

Nat Rep Black

5.54.3

View Test Your Ad Report

“The positivity of the message is wonderful.”  
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Gillette
First Shave, the story
of Samson
(Grey Group)  

Gillette’s warm, sensitive ad about a trans man shaving for the first time is another 
example of how inclusive ads often work better when they tell one story, not many. 
The ad stars Samson Bonkeabantu Brown and his real-life father, who we see 
helping him learn how to shave - using a real-life father and son here makes the ad 
feel far more authentic.

“First Shave, the story of Samson” came out in 2019, after a previous ad, “The Best 
A Man Can Be,” which got a lot of press (and pushback) focusing on Gillette’s new 
mission to tackle toxic masculinity. That previous ad was a prime, early example of 
how a well-meaning message can make an audience defensive if they feel a brand 
is stepping out of line and accusing them. It’s worth mentioning because it lacked 
a central figure and story, something “First Shave, the story of Samson” provides.

Even in an era where trans people are more visible, trans men are rarely seen on 
screen and their lives and stories go unexplored. “First Shave, the story of Samson” 
doesn’t stress Samson’s LGBTQ+ identity or his transition, though, which is part of 
the point of the ad - learning to shave is something which goes beyond identity. 
Culturally it’s a rite of passage into manhood - even if those words have a different 
weight and meaning for a trans man. So by focusing on a single story, Gillette here 
is telling a universal story too.

The two stories - one wide, one trans-specific - account for the emotional response 
to the ad. The general sample gave it a good score - 3.4-Stars with exceptional 
Brand Fluency (recognizing it as a Gillette ad). Some in this group simply saw it as 
a generic, typical shaving ad. The LGBTQ+ sample, though, were more attuned to 
the second, trans-specific story and for them the ad was a very strong 4.7-Stars. A 
clear “diversity dividend” born out of the sensitivity Gillette brought to this topic.

“Wow, a trans man of color in an ad!!!” 
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4.73.4

View Test Your Ad Report
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Coca-Cola 
Together 
Is Beautiful
(Wieden+Kennedy) 

“Together Is Beautiful” is one of the oldest ads in our Feeling Seen study. It first aired 
in 2014 and generated controversy at the time for its diverse montage of people 
singing the national anthem in different languages. It’s an example of the “melting 
pot” approach to inclusive advertising - showing diversity as a collage of faces, 
voices and experiences.

This approach can still be powerful, but it’s less common now as brands prefer 
to speak to specific groups and tell specific stories. The results for “Together Is 
Beautiful” show how this type of ad can work, though. Coca-Cola’s ad scores well 
with a general sample, getting a very good 3.9-Star result. We tested it with several 
different custom samples - African Americans, Asian Americans, Hispanics and 
the Over-55s - and found an uplift for all four of them, enough in all cases to push 
the ad into 4-Star territory. It demonstrates one of the basic benefits of inclusive 
advertising - that feeling seen feels good.

The custom sample with the biggest uplift - taking the ad to a 4.7-Star score - is 
Hispanic Americans. The ad gives special prominence to the moment when the 
English-language lyrics switch to Spanish-language, and this central place in the 
ad resonates very well with Hispanic consumers. So as well as demonstrating that 
feeling seen feels good in advertising, the results also show why that isn’t enough. 
Putting the spotlight on an individual group works better - feeling seen isn’t as 
powerful as being heard.
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“Very inclusive, beautiful scenery and music. 
Made me tear up a little.” 
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Apple 
AirPods Jump
(TBWA\Media Arts Lab) 

The history of American advertising is a history of increasing inclusion, but for 
different groups, recognition and inclusion happens at a different pace. It’s still 
unusual, for instance, for an American ad to have an Asian lead actor, and the 
lives and stories of Asian Americans are reflected less frequently in the diverse 
ads we looked at.

Predictably, this meant we saw fewer ads where there was an uplift in response 
among the Asian American custom sample. One of the few which did show this 
is Apple’s 2021 “Jump” ad for its AirPods Pro noise-cancelling headphones. It’s 
a playful, whimsical ad full of fun special effects as its protagonist puts on his 
AirPods and dances his way across a city where any line can become a jump-rope.

The lead actor isn’t actually American - he’s Kengo Sugino, a Double Dutch 
champion from Japan - but the ad feels like a celebration not just of movement 
but of the American city. And by showing an Asian man who excels at jump-rope, 
one of the most American pastimes, Apple makes a point about inclusion without 
needing to be overt.

Our custom sample of Asian Americans didn’t bring up ethnicity or diversity in 
their list of key associations with the ad, but they still responded more strongly 
and positively to it. It scored 4.7-Stars with the custom sample and 3.9-Stars with 
the general population, both strong results but with a clear “diversity dividend” 
for the Asian American group. The challenge for brands is to find better ways to 
include this vocal and growing segment of the American population and reflect 
their experiences, which are themselves very diverse.
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“I liked the cultural diversity and 
the action sequences.”  

Nat Rep Asian
Americans

4.73.9

View Test Your Ad Report
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Nike 
You Can’t
Stop Us
(Wieden+Kennedy) 

During the first year of the Coronavirus pandemic, as sports gradually returned after 
their enforced shutdown, Nike put out this visually dazzling ad. It’s a fast-paced montage 
of sporting moments with a motivational voiceover. So far, so Nike. But it’s also an 
extraordinary feat of split-screen editing: swimmers become runners, and a rider leaps on 
the left of the screen and lands as a BMX bike on the right.

At the same time, Nike used the ad to support and advance its belief in diversity, showing 
athletes who have disabilities, sports teams taking the knee in support of Black Lives 
Matter and runners carrying a Pride torch. Post-COVID defiance and diversity meet in the 
ad’s tagline: You Can’t Stop Us. 

“You Can’t Stop Us” is an example of a brand whose approach to diversity involves taking 
an explicit stand. It’s an unashamed, uncompromising statement in favor of an inclusive 
agenda and in favor of athletes like Megan Rapinoe and Colin Kaepernick who are 
outspoken on wider political issues. These are controversial figures, though, and a small 
part of the audience remains angry about Kaepernick in particular.

So in testing, the ad followed an unusual pattern. Like some other ads we tested with 
several different groups, it saw a small uplift among each custom sample. The general 
population scored it as a 3.1-Star ad - firmly above average but not really a high performer. 
Among Asian Americans, women, Hispanics and people with disabilities, the ad did better 
but remained a 3-Star commercial.

With an African American custom sample, though, “You Can’t Stop Us” performed 
exceptionally well, scoring 5.6-Stars, one of the highest “diversity dividend” uplifts we saw. 
When we look at the reasons for happiness associated with the ad, the proportion feeling 

“Uplifted” more than doubled among Black viewers, and the top spontaneous associations 
included “Motivation,” “Strength” and “Positivity.”

This all shows that African American audiences truly appreciate Nike’s strong stance and 
see it as a positive that boosts the ad’s overall motivational message. By going beyond 
feeling seen and letting Black voices be heard, the brand creates a far larger emotional 
response in that group.
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“It’s very positive and inspiring. It’s about 
working together and acceptance.”   
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Macy’s 
In Dad’s Shoes
(BDDO NY) 

Brands often put their most emotional and story-driven work out during the holiday 
season, and the best festive ads each year always score well. There’s no need for 
seasonal campaigns to skimp on being inclusive, though, and the holidays can be 
an excellent time to create ads which focus on joy and celebration while starring 
people from diverse backgrounds - to “widen the frame,” as P&G’s ad puts it.

That’s what Macy’s does with its 2019 Christmas ad, “In Dad’s Shoes,” which shows 
a daughter stumped for a gift for her dad at Christmas, who gets inspiration when 
she puts on his shoes and is magically turned into her father. The girl goes around 
the town, saying hello to her fellow townsfolk, and gets the inspiration she needs.

It’s a simple story with a fairy-tale quality, and much more about the girl and her 
father than anything specifically festive. Father and daughter are both African 
American, and while the ad doesn’t in any way stress that in its narrative, it does 
play a part in how the ad was received when we tested it. Among a general sample, 
it scored a very strong 4.6-Stars - but for our African American custom sample, the 
ad was an exceptional 5.4-Stars. It shows that even at Christmas, diverse casting 
can achieve a “diversity dividend” and emotional uplift, making a strong ad even 
better when people see themselves in it.

“It was a positive, cute and heartwarming ad.” 
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Agency 
Insights on 
Elevating 
Diversity & 
Inclusion in 
Advertising

How do we get to more representative and 
inclusive marketing?

Intersectionality acknowledges all the parts 
of ourselves that make us different and yet, 
through inclusive advertising, we are able to 
tap into human truths that actually connect 
us despite those differences.
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Jason Rosario 
Chief Diversity, Equity & 
Inclusion Officer
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At BBDO, we leverage our “Three Truths” and 
our “Creative Compass” processes to develop 
creative solutions that capture these points 
of connection. 

We believe that inclusive marketing:

  
Starts with the brief.  
Studies show that when we are not intentional about writing briefs for specific 
identities and communities, those roles tend to go to white actors over 68% of the 
time. In an appearance-based industry, we have to be specific about the characters 
in our stories and consider their set, setting and language in our casting decisions. 

Sometimes means clients need to be challenged.  
There is a shared responsibility between agency and client to make sure we are 
on the same journey. There are times we will challenge our clients to move in a 
direction that feels foreign. In those instances, we help them understand which 
dimensions of diversity they can speak on credibly, and help them develop the 
language to do so. But it has to be an intentional decision, not a “check the box” 
exercise. 

Requires diverse voices to be 
involved in the creative process. 
As storytellers and marketers, our responsibility is to help shape the world we 
live in today, and the one in which we aspire to live in the future. We strive to tell 
stories that depict under-represented groups in an authentic and responsible way. 
That requires having the right people in the room and elevating those voices when 
it matters most.
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Mastercard 
Spotlight
(McCann) 

Ads which tell individual stories about people from diverse groups can be fantastic 
ways of creating empathy. But Mastercard’s “Spotlight” is exceptional in how it 
uses the craft of film and voiceover to build empathy implicitly, not explicitly. It 
shows, not tells, a sighted audience something about life for the visually impaired.

The ad follows Marjorie, a middle-aged blind woman as she makes a visit to a cafe. 
We only see those things which she hears, and only fully grasp what they are as 
she does - so the sound of a skateboard might initially be a shopping trolley. With 
our understanding heightened, we feel sad when another customer in the cafe 
is impatient with Marjorie, but happy because she’s able to pay quickly thanks to 
the Mastercards she carries, which have notches to distinguish pre-paid, credit 
and debit cards. All through the commercial, a voiceover describes exactly what’s 
happening for a blind or partially sighted viewer.

It’s a beautifully done piece, and effective for the general audience - it scored 
a very good 3.9-Star score with the main sample. For our custom sample of 
Americans with disabilities, though, “Spotlight” performed exceptionally - it 
scored the maximum 5.9-Stars, a huge uplift. This custom sample includes a much 
wider range of people than the visually impaired, but whether or not Mastercard’s 
product was one they needed, they appreciated the care both brand and agency 
took to present it in such a powerful way. The ad also cut through to a core need 
of this group - while the top association for the main sample was “innovation,” for 
people with disabilities it was “independence.”

“Spotlight” is an example of how inclusive ads can be educational for a wider 
audience, but it does this without seeming patronizing or exploitative to the 
group featured in the ad and zeroes in on the benefit a brand delivers, not just the 
representation it offers.
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“I like that a company is working to be all inclusive.” 

Nat Rep People with 
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“It was very considerate of Mastercard to create a card and 
an advertisement [for the visually impaired].”   
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Adidas  
Impossible Is Nothing Beyoncé 
(Sockeye) 

Adidas’ “Impossible Is Nothing” campaign is a long-running one, which gives it 
plenty of flexibility in what and who it features. Other “Impossible Is Nothing” ads 
have starred athletes from all backgrounds, both with and without disabilities. This 
one, though, stars an A-list celebrity: Beyoncé. With access to footage from the 
Knowles family’s personal collection, it shows that Beyoncé was determined from 
the beginning to “be more” - singer, dancer and ultimately an icon and inspiration.

“Impossible Is Nothing: Beyoncé” is part of a campaign but also an ad which 
celebrates inclusion in its own right. It’s an explicit rallying cry for girls and young 
women to believe in themselves and achieve more. It also stars one of the most 
famous Black women in the world, which is why we tested it with a custom sample 
of African Americans.

We saw an ad which was very successful among the general sample, scoring a 
strong 4.5-Stars. With the custom African American sample, though, it did even 
better, breaking the 5-Star barrier. 

A look at the top spontaneous associations from each group shows the difference 
in emphasis. With the general sample, the top associations are “Adidas” 
and “Beyoncé.” With the African American sample, the top associations are 

“empowering” and “inspiring.”

Celebrities are not always the right choice for brands - they can overwhelm an 
ad and distract from the brand itself. But within the framework of a strong, long-
running campaign they can work extremely well. Telling somebody’s story to inspire 
everybody is one of the core principles of the Feeling Seen study. It still works 
when that somebody is an icon.

“This ad is very positive for young women.”
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Nat Rep Black
 

5.14.5

View Test Your Ad Report

“It showed that all little girls could grow up 
   and do anything they want.”
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McDonald’s
First Customer 
(Alma) 

McDonalds’ “First Customer” ad is from 2014, but it still scores well with audiences 
today, especially Hispanic Americans. The story of Gabriel, a young man starting 
his first job at McDonalds, and his loving (and a bit embarrassing) parents who 
turn up to be his first customers, scored a very strong 4.9-Stars among the general 
audience. For Hispanic viewers, though, it got the maximum 5.9-Stars, a great 
example of a “diversity dividend” that comes from making a story for anyone that 
speaks particularly powerfully to one group.

“First Customer” is also an unusual ad for Feeling Seen in that it uses humor. Humor 
is one of the most powerful tools brands have in their advertising, but ads aiming 
to be inclusive rarely take advantage of it - partly because it can feel inappropriate 
or even dangerous. 

This is where the existence of specialist multicultural agencies, like Alma, who 
made “First Customer” for McDonalds, can really help. Specialists bring a deep 
understanding of what a particular group might find funny, and how to tap into 
that humor without it feeling like simple stereotyping. Parents who are a bit too 
demonstrative in their pride aren’t a trope unique to Hispanic communities, but 
they are definitely something the audience recognizes. As one commenter in our 
Hispanic sample put it: “I thought only my family was this embarrassing!” And 
because the specialist agency knows and understands the community, they know 
exactly how far to push the idea so it stays funny and doesn’t cross any lines.

Family can be a particularly good source of humor in inclusive ads - something 
which everyone can relate to on some level but which particular communities will 
see in particular ways. “First Customer” proves that if you handle it carefully, it 
can be a rich source of identification - and it also proves that not every inclusive 
commercial has to be uplifting. Sometimes you can just be funny.
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“[It] made me feel happiness just to see how proud the 
parents were of their child.”  
 

Nat Rep

4.9

View Test Your Ad Report

Hispanic 
Americans 

5.9

“Very sweet video about the love of family.”   
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Conclusion

 
 
 

If you want to make ads which are inclusive and bring people 
together, it’s easy to feel disheartened and defensive. Social 
media can amplify the worst, most extreme voices out there 
and make marketers feel their job is impossible. 

For marketers and brands, the message of Feeling Seen is a 
positive one. No, it’s not always easy. Yes, you’ll make mistakes. 
But inclusive advertising works. It’s effective, it grows brands 
and most people like it. Get it really right and people will love 
it. And the audience who matter - the groups whose voices and 
experiences you want to amplify - will love it the most. 

A great inclusive ad is a win-win. It will make people happy and 
stimulate long-term growth for your brand and business. But 
for the people who you help feel seen and be heard, it creates a 
diversity dividend - an extra lift in effectiveness.
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Diverse advertising unites us.
Our sample of ads which made an explicit commitment 
to diversity performed far better with the general 
population than the average ad. Even in a politically 
polarized America, diversity isn’t divisive - these 
ads reflect American values of achievement and 
overcoming adversity, not just one side’s agenda.
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Feeling seen means being heard.
Diverse advertising hits hardest and matters 
most to our diverse samples when it is loud and 
proud. In most of our diverse samples, explicit 
celebration is what drives the “diversity dividend” 
uplift in scores, and when you show you’re on 
people’s side, they listen. 

Celebrate lives and stories.
Inspiring individual experiences, and beautifully told stories are two 
key ways you can unlock the potential of diverse advertising. By 
telling a story about Beyoncé, for instance, you give any Black woman 
something positive. Turning moments in diverse lives - like a woman 
bringing her girlfriend home to meet her parents - into amazing stories 
can help create empathy, understanding and powerful emotion. 

Go beyond the calendar.
Brands have become active participants in regular 
celebrations like Black History Month, Pride and 
International Women’s Day. But there’s opportunity both 
to step outside the calendar and show commitment to 
diversity at other times, and to make the same effort for 
groups like Asian Americans and people with disabilities 
who don’t have such well-known holidays. 

Avoid the sadness trap.
Some diverse ads find less acceptance among 
the very populations they’re addressing. 
Our analysis suggests brands have to be 
mindful of a sadness trap. When you raise a 
challenging situation in an ad, you must work 
hard to resolve negative emotions among 
people who actually have to face the issue. 
The balance between empathy, education and 
entertainment is a tricky one for brands to 
master - but master it they must.

1

2

3

4

5

Good luck - we can’t wait to see the 
next wave of brilliant, inclusive ads 
you’ll make.
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What’s Next...

System1 is the world’s marketing 
decision platform. We are world 
leaders in using the power of emotion 
to predict how effective advertising 
will be in the short and long term. 
Using Test Your Ad we can measure 
the potential of any ad with a custom 
diverse audience and offer guidance 
on ways to improve it so you get the 
maximum return on your investment.  

www.system1group.com
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Feeling Seen: 
Our Stories 
Matter  

No matter who we are, when we 
immerse ourselves in a story, we can 
recognize the common thread of our 
shared human experience. 

Feeling Seen USA How diverse advertising unites us

Ty Heath 
Director, Market Engagement
The B2B Institute at LinkedIn
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Feeling Seen: Our Stories Matter  
Everybody wants to see themselves reflected. There is something human about 
seeing yourself and your lived experience, your culture acknowledged. 

No matter who we are, when we immerse ourselves in a story, we can recognize 
the common thread of our shared human experience. The character’s struggle, 
overcoming obstacles, pursuing goals and sharing moments. Stories help us 
recognize that we have more in common than what makes us different.

When we watch movies, TV shows and even advertisements, we’re transported 
to the world of another human being. A world in which it becomes possible for 
us to see through their eyes for that time. The ideas expressed and the emotions, 
whether joyful or melancholy, become real for us. Someone else’s story evokes 
compassion and connection in a way that delivers lasting impact far beyond the 
90-minute movie or 30-second ad. We remember the story. 

Stories are powerful because they open so many possibilities. Through a 30-second 
ad, as a Black woman I can step into the world of an elderly white woman and 
identify with her challenges, the realities of her existence, the humorous and the 
painful moments. That same white woman can also step into what it is like to be a 
Black woman with an energetic pitbull in New York City. There is no “white” ad or 
“Black” ad. There is just a story for us to connect to. Perhaps then we have a shot at 
fully seeing each other - that we can give our thinking and our judgments a second, 
third and fourth thought before we allow bias in. That we are more able to catch 
ourselves before we are destructive to each other.
 
I know some people may be thinking, “It’s just advertising, it’s only 30 seconds 
of someone’s life.” Well, we are bombarded by media of all kinds each day. That 
time adds up. While the impact of media socialization on all of us is immeasurable, 
you do see the result reflected in people’s actions (or inaction) and the shaping 
of our society. When a story is disproportionately reflected everywhere, it confers 
advantages to the group that is always centered in the story, reinforcing the status 
quo. This constitutes a power dynamic that both actively and passively causes harm 
to systemically excluded people. When you don’t see yourself reflected, when you 
are not feeling seen, it says you are invisible, you are not important and you don’t 
matter. It sends a message to society that you are disposable. In this sense, it is a 
matter of life and death.

 
Marketers have a role to play in society that many of us may not yet fully recognize. 
How do we start including the voices and experiences of systematically excluded 
audiences into brand marketing? How do we ensure that our programs feature 
different races, genders and ages? It is our responsibility as marketers to ensure 
that people are portrayed and that in doing so the portrayal is fair, accurate and 
realistic—instead of stereotypes that reinforce society’s existing biases.

As brand stewards, we must get better at telling inclusive, authentic stories with 
our marketing. We can also more concretely support diversity, equity and inclusion 
(DEI) efforts by amplifying impactful voices, solutions and ensuring that the 
conversations taking place in the DEI space – in the boardroom, in the office and 
in the media – are the conversations that will inspire transformation. We can’t drive 
transformation without action, and we can’t drive action without conversation – 
that’s where the marketer comes in. Acting is key: if we wait for perfection, we’ll 
never get started. There will be missteps. But you must start. It is precisely the 
marketer’s understanding of the external world and the impact of social issues on 
audiences that should empower us to lead. 
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feelingseen
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Star Rating

The Star Rating, from 1 to 5. This predicts the potential for the creative quality of an 
ad to contribute to long-term brand growth. The higher the Star Rating, the more 
brands should invest in and build campaigns around the ad. Around half the ads 
in System1’s database score only 1-Star, and only around 1 in 100 ads get the top, 
5-Star rating. 

The Star Rating is based on how positively viewers respond to the ad.

Methodology Summary
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Spike Rating

The Spike Rating, an index where the baseline is 1. The Spike Rating predicts the 
potential for an ad to drive short-term activity - sales, donations or other calls to 
action. Spike scores below 1 suggest limited or no short-term impact - Spike scores 
of 1.3 and above predict strong or exceptional activity.

The Spike Rating is based on how intensely viewers respond to the ad and how 
quickly they connect the ad to the brand. The response doesn’t have to be positive 
– for short-term impact, feeling anything is better than feeling nothing.

Brand Fluency

Brand Fluency, which is expressed as a 1-100 score. The higher the Fluency, the 
more recognizable the brand is within the ad. New brands will not usually hit over 
50 at first: established brands will score much higher. Fluency is a warning light -
if Fluency is low then the ad may be emotional but isn’t making proper use of 
brand assets.

Brand Fluency is based on how many viewers recognize the brand by different 
points in the duration of the ad. 

78
1.33

PLACEHOLDER
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Credits 

Adidas
Calling All Creators 
Eric Liedtke Head of Global Brands  
Stuart Harkness Creative Director 72andSunny

Adidas
Impossible Is Nothing 
Vicky Free Head of Global Marketing  
Peter Metz Chief Creative Officer Sockeye

Adidas
Watch Us Move 
Vicky Free Head of Global Marketing  
Annie Chiu Creative Director TBWA\NEBOKO

Adobe
When I See Black 
Ann Lewnes CMO  
Tahirah Edwards-Byfield Creative Director 72andSunny
Kristian Grove Moller Creative Director

Airbnb
The Whole Team - 
Made Possible By Hosts 
Nancy King Head of Brand Marketing   
Tim Gordon Co-chief Creative Officer Droga5
Scott Bell Co-chief Creative Officer

American Airlines
Putting Them First 
Rob Friedman Vice President, Global Marketing 
Shep Kellam Creative Director TM Advertising 
Bernard Park Creative Director 

Apple
AirPods Jump 
Greg Joswiak SVP, Worldwide Marketing  
Brent Anderson Global Chief Creative Officer TBWA\Media Arts Lab

Apple
Open 
Greg Joswiak SVP, Worldwide Marketing  
Brent Anderson Global Chief Creative Officer TBWA\Media Arts Lab

Apple
Accessibility - Sady 
Greg Joswiak SVP, Worldwide Marketing  
Sady Paulson Editor 

Apple
The Surprise 
Greg Joswiak SVP, Worldwide Marketing  
Brent Anderson Global Chief Creative Officer TBWA\Media Arts Lab

Axe
The New Axe Effect 
Conny Braams Chief Digital and Unilever 
 Commercial Officer   
Danny Robinson Chief Creative Officer The Martin Agency
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Beats by Dre
You Love Me
Jason White EVP, Global Head of Marketing 
Jason Campbell Executive Creative Director Translation

Chief
Glass Ceiling Breaker
Carolyn Childers CEO 
Rafael Rizuto Chief Creative Officer BBH New York

Coca-Cola
Together is Beautiful
Joe Tripodi Chief Marketing and  
 Commercial Officer 
Hal Curtis Creative Director Wieden+Kennedy
 
Degree
The World’s First
Adaptive Deodorant 
Conny Braams Chief Digital and Unilever
 Commercial Officer 
Bas Korsten Global Chief Creative Officer Wunderman Thompson

Etsy
Shiori
Ryan Scott CMO 
Zac Colwell Creative Director 72andSunny

Gatorade
Sisters in Sweat
Andrew Hartshorn CMO 
Renato Fernandez Chief Creative Officer TBWA\Chiat\Day

Gillette
First Shave, 
the story of Samson
Marc Pritchard Chief Brand Officer  Procter & Gamble
John Patroulis Global Chief Creative Officer Grey Group 

Google  
A CODA Story
Lorraine Twohill CMO  
KK Walker Group Creative Director Google Brand Studio

Google
El Amor Habla
Lorraine Twohill CMO  
Luis Miguel Messianu Founder/Creative Chairman Alma

Google
Loretta
Lorraine Twohill CMO  
Jesse Juriga Creative Director Google Brand Studio

Guinness
Compton Cowboys 
Syl Saller CBE Global Chief Marketing  Diageo
 and Innovation Officer 
Alex Grieve Executive Creative Director AMV BBDO
Adrian Rossi Executive Creative Director
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Credits 

Guinness
Wheelchair Basketball 
Syl Saller CBE Global Chief Marketing  Diageo
 and Innovation Officer  
Greg Hahn Executive Creative Director BBDO
Mike Smith Executive Creative Director

Hallmark
Share More Merry
This Season With a 
Hallmark Card 
Lindsey Roy CMO  
Susan Credle Chief Creative Officer Leo Burnett

Heineken
Cheers to All 
Brian Thompson CMO Heineken USA 
Bruno Bertelli Global Chief Creative Officer Publicis Italia

HP
Madam President 
Vikrant Batra CMO  
Matt Edwards Creative Director Goodby Silverstein & Partners
Wes Phelan Creative Director

Kia
Tough Never Quits 
Russell Wager  Vice President, Marketing  
Mark Koelfgen Executive Creative Director David&Goliath

Lenovo
ThinkPad X1 Fold Liftoff Film 
Gina Qiao  CMO  
Jeremy Kinder Creative Director Zeno Group

LinkedIn
Celebrating Working Moms 
Melissa Selcher CMO  
Jody Horn Creative Director LinkedIn Creative Studio
Aaron Sanchez Creative Director

LinkedIn
Connecting People -
Aaron Pagan 
Shannon Brayton CMO  
Kevin Frank Executive Creative Director LinkedIn Creative Studio
Jody Horn Creative Director
Aaron Sanchez Creative Director
Tu Phan Associate Creative Director

LinkedIn
In It To Speak For Those 
Who Cannot - Sharrica Miller 
Shannon Brayton CMO 
Kevin Frank Executive Creative Director LinkedIn Creative Studio 
Tavia Holmes Senior Creative Director
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LinkedIn
Letting Your Community
Know You’re Open to Work
Melissa Selcher CMO 
Kevin Frank Executive Creative Director LinkedIn Creative Studio
Aaron Sanchez Creative Director
Tu Phan Associate Creative Director

LinkedIn
Transform: Diamond - 
Being Open to Help
Shannon Brayton CMO 
Kevin Frank Executive Creative Director LinkedIn Creative Studio
Jody Horn Creative Director
Aaron Sanchez Creative Director
Tu Phan Associate Creative Director

Macy’s
In Dad’s Shoes
Rich Lennox CMO 
Lee Walker Executive Creative Director BBDO New York

Mastercard
Spotlight
Raja Rajamannar CMO 
Caprice Yu Executive Creative Director McCann

Mastercard
True Name 
Raja Rajamannar CMO 
Carlos Wigle Creative Director McCann
Evan Benedetto Creative Director

McDonald’s
First Customer 
Neil Golden CMO McDonald’s USA
Alvar Suñol Creative Director Alma 

McDonald’s
Los Viejitos  
Alistair Macrow Global CMO 
Luis Miguel Messianu Founder/Creative Chairman Alma

Microsoft
Be the One  
Chris Capossela CMO 
Shayne Millington Executive Creative Director  m:united / McCann
  
Microsoft
Reindeer Games  
Chris Capossela CMO 
Shayne Millington  Executive Creative Director m:united / McCann
David Banta Executive Creative Director

Nike
Dream Crazier  
DJ van Hameren CMO 
Alberto Ponte  Creative Director Wieden+Kennedy
Ryan O’Rourke Creative Director  
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Credits 

Nike
Dream Crazy 
DJ van Hameren CMO  
Alberto Ponte Creative Director Wieden+Kennedy
Ryan O’Rourke Creative Director
Chris Groom Creative Director
Antony Goldstein Creative Director

Nike 
Toughest Athletes 
DJ van Hameren CMO  
Paddy Treacy Creative Director Wieden+Kennedy

Nike 
One Day We Won’t 
Need This Day 
DJ van Hameren CMO  
Robyn Tenenbaum Associate Creative 
 Director, Copy R/GA 
Daan VanDam Associate Creative 
 Director, Art Direction

Nike
You Can’t Stop Sisters 
DJ van Hameren CMO  
Alberto Ponte Creative Director Wieden+Kennedy
Ryan O’Rourke Creative Director

Nike
You Can’t Stop Us 
DJ van Hameren CMO  
Alberto Ponte Creative Director Wieden+Kennedy
Ryan O’Rourke Creative Director
 
Oreo
Proud Parent 
Martin Renaud Chief Marketing & Sales Officer  Mondelez International  
Menno Kluin Chief Creative Officer 360i

Peloton
It’s You. That Makes Us. 
Dara Treseder Global Head of Marketing   
Richard Brim Chief Creative Officer Adam & Eve New York

Procter & Gamble
Love Over Bias 
Marc Pritchard Chief Brand Officer   
Susan Hoffman Creative Director Wieden+Kennedy

Procter & Gamble
The Look 
Marc Pritchard Chief Brand Officer   
Keith Cartwright Creative Director Saturday Morning

Procter & Gamble
The Talk 
Marc Pritchard Chief Brand Officer   
David Lubars Creative Director BBDO New York
Greg Hahn Creative Director 
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Procter & Gamble
Widen the Screen
Marc Pritchard Chief Brand Officer 
Joe Mongognia Executive Creative Director Grey Group

Rocket Mortgage
Certain is Better
Casey Hurbis CMO 
Patrick Burke Group Creative Director Highdive

Samsung
Human Nature
Younghee Lee Global CMO 
Mark Tutssel Global Chief Creative Officer Leo Burnett

Starbucks
Every Name’s a Story
Matthew Ryan CMO 
Grant Hunter Executive Creative Director Iris Worldwide

T-Mobile
Mama Tests 5G
Matt Staneff CMO 
Steve Pink    Director Panay Films

Toyota
Upstream
Ed Laukes Vice President, Marketing 
Jason Schragger Chief Creative Officer Saatchi & Saatchi and Dentsu
Keiichi Higuchi Chief Creative Officer 

Verizon
Love Calls Back
Diego Scotti CMO 
Rob Reilly Global Creative Chairman McCann
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Special Thanks

 

BBDO
Jason Rosario Chief Diversity, Equity & Inclusion Officer

LinkedIn 
Ty Heath Director, Market Engagement, The B2B Institute

Salesforce.org 
Cristina Jones Chief Engagement Officer
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Thank you to all the brands, advertisers, creatives and 
other people who took part in this study. For taking a stand. 

For striving to make great work that moves the cultural 
paradigm forward from diversity to total inclusion. 
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