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Executive Summary
In early 2019, our team undertook a “temperature reading” by
asking senior-level Australian marketers to share their knowledge
and current attitudes, initiatives and best practice when it comes
to procurement of agencies and suppliers in general.
The findings were fascinating especially considering there is a
dearth of data available specific to Australia. No current research
on this subject is readily available.
There are many barriers for these top-level marketers to bring
women-owned business procurement into their organisations.
These include:
— a lack of women-owned companies to consider
— being seen to push some sort of “feminist” or “political” agenda
(especially if you are a female) and
— taking on the risk of an ‘unproven’ supplier.
Without further education on the subject, we will find ourselves
in conflict arguing for quotas rather than understanding the real
economic impact of women starting business and thriving.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

More than 80% of participants in this study were female.
Is this perhaps a telling result of the engagement men have in
the discussion of gender.
Male business culture is still heavily dominant across more
than 50% of these organisations affecting the take-up
of female procurement initiatives as well as their marketing.
Whilst this is of no surprise, it is a prevailing culture that will be
slow to change.
Gender diversity is important to participants because it means
better business outcomes. The benefits over the last decade
of research seem to be understood and sticky.
Only about 50% of these organisations have taken steps
to create gender diversity including unconscious bias training
and bespoke HR programs. Despite this, they have clearly
identified a need to improve.

Less than 20% thought that a woman may own at least 50%
of the business.
More than 87% of marketers consider a potential agency’s
reputation, experience, and credentials before hiring them
however this is problematic for smaller female-driven shops
who are small, new and seen as risky. This is a vicious cycle that
needs to be disrupted.
Despite this, 85% of participants deemed creating gender
diversity within their businesses as very important, with 33%
of participants giving it a rating of 100% showing a great
appetite to see transformation.

76% of marketers appreciate that female-driven agencies
will bring new perspectives and insights to the table that
male-driven shops may be at risk of missing. Whilst this
thinking is a bit simplistic of gender intelligence, it again
shows an appetite to change.

61% of participant organisations use blind recruitment methods
or other non-discriminatory policies and processes in order
to hire diverse employees, which is encouraging and shows
an appetite to overcome inherent and systemic biases
Respondents were asked to identify the prevailing
business culture by its’ gender. 51% of respondents chose
male-driven whilst 25% identified gender-neutral and
25% female-driven.
Almost 50% of these high-level organisations deal with
international holding groups or male-owned independents
as their marcomms agency supplier. Worse still, 36% of
participants did not even know the leadership make-up of
their agency nor whom they used. The lack of conversation
and transparency has led to ignorance or unawareness.

Only 4% of participant businesses have current female
procurement initiatives or policies.
More than half of these businesses (63%) who lack female
procurement policies believe ready access to a femaleowned business registry would help get female-owned
business procurement on the agenda.
When we introduce this thinking to corporate organisations –
they are willing to rethink what hasn’t been considered before.
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Q1

Gender of
participants
in the survey

Insight:
It’s no big surprise that the majority
of participants in our market research
were women. Despite an equal distribution
between different genders of high-level
marketers, women were more willing to
participate in the research and contribute
their opinions on the subject. This is
perhaps signifying a reluctance on men
to engage in a topic they think is irrelevant
to them.

The majority of respondents
were women at 77%

Men made up only 20%

2% were non-binary
individuals
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Q2

Current methods
to support gender
equality
Insights
Marketing has a significant effect on the attitudes and cultural
norms around gender. It is discouraging to find that only 1/3rd
of organisations have engaged in the most minimal of gender
equality initiatives (unconscious bias training and HR programs)
to help adjust and evolve those norms beyond traditional
stereotypes and tropes.
When studies have consistently shown such initiatives have
varied success, it is perhaps even more disappointing to see
that numbers remain even lower around other initiatives
including quota policies, industry body compliancy and gender
equal targets – not just across their Board but also across the
organisation. Less than 1/5th of all organisations engaged in
each of these practices. Further to that, 20% of respondents
were unsure about what they already do to support gender
equality – if anything.
What we can draw from this and the myriad of fascinating
qualitative comments is that there continues to be a lack of
interest and education on the topic and gestures towards
gender equality are unsophisticated. On occasion, there are
however, some organisations who are continuing to push the
boundaries and seem committed to pursuing a truly gender
equal organisation.

32%

Engage in unconscious
bias training

27%

Have a bespoke program
conducted by HR

18%
10%

Have gender equal targets of 50/50
across Board and Executive
Have a quota policy to include
members of each gender

8%

Have only gender equal targets
across the board

8%

Were industry body compliant through
associations such as the WGEA

Ways corporates create gender equality.
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Q2/ CURRENT METHODS TO
SUPPORT GENDER EQUALITY

“There’s a women’s
leadership group but
it’s just token and
ticking the box as
the business doesn’t
really support gender
equality.”

“We had a get
together on International
Women’s Day.
That is all.”

“Our goal is
to get to 80%
women.”

“We have
diversity support
programs.”

“Nothing.”

“I know it’s
common now but
flexible working
practices are
big here.”
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Q3

Does your company
use non-discriminatory
processes when hiring
its own employees?
Insights:

62%

said their company used
blind recruitment methods
or had non-discriminatory
policies and processes.

Blind recruitment methods still seem to dominate the market as one of the
most common methods for marketers and organisations to employ gender
diversity. Originating from blind trials at the Boston Symphony Orchestra
in 1952, results have been generally positive although some studies have
shown that it can inevitably have the opposite effect shifting hiring
behaviour in favour of female or diverse candidates.
The increasing uptake of blind recruitment methods to attract and assist
diverse candidates by both the public and private sectors demonstrates
not only a need for the evolution of old practises to meet new business
needs, but the recognition that discrimination is alive and well, and diverse
talent is an advantage in a more complex business environment.
When women-owned business continues to receive only* 1% of global
public and private procurement contracts, it is interesting therefore that
such methods are not extended externally to ensure a diversity of suppliers.

38%

said they
did not.

*UN Women, The power of procurement: How to source from women-owned businesses,
www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2017/3/the-power-of-procurement
7

Q4

Gender culture
of business

51%
Insight:
It’s clear that male culture is still heavily prevalent within
business, and especially in organisations with senior level
marketers – it seems we are a long way away from an
equal balance.
With over almost double the respondents reporting a malestyle culture dominating their workplace, the male lens
continues to effect the output across internal and external
work practices.
That said, there does seem to be an increase in female-driven
cultures and non-gender-specific cultures with both making
up almost half of all cultures examined. In determining if
a culture was female, this was exhibited by a dominance
of a female workforce, led by a female founder, suppliers
or contractors who are female and exists within an industry
already considered ‘female’. What trumps a non-gender
specific or female culture tends to be the prevalence of old
school attitudes and a majority male board and leadership
forcing it to be masculine, even in the case where the target
market for the product was female. The trickle down of
leadership means we need to introduce further education
around gender equality with leaders.

Over half of respondents think
their culture is male driven

25.5%

of respondents think their culture
is female driven

21.5%

of respondents think their culture
was gender neutral

2%

of respondents were unsure
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Q4/ GENDER CULTURE OF BUSINESS

Masculine.
All male
board.
Masculine.
Whilst its one of the more inclusive
organisations I've worked in. It is lead
by a CEO who's come from a Business
Development background and there
is still a slight ladish vibe that exists –
think conversations that revolve around
cigars and golf (activities females
aren't always considered
to participate in).

Masculine.
Most of the
top positions
are held
by men.

Masculine.
Although our target
market is clearly female
per our category, leadership
in the company is male-led,
and that is the culture
being implemented.

Masculine.
Although 60% of 4,000
employees are female the
executive team has one
woman. Traditionally
a male-dominated
industry.

Masculine.
Whilst we have
many female leaders
now, the dominant
culture Is male
dominated.

Masculine
due to legacy of
male dominated
industry.

Masculine.
Agency with media
background, men
in most senior
roles with focus on
drinks as bonding
experiences.
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Q5

Creative agencies
pitching for marcomms
business

Insights:
While the cycle perpetuating the success
and growth of male-owned or hegemonic
holding groups continues, the statistics do
demonstrate a small but considerable niche
of marketers who have or would consider
agencies that are female-owned or founded.
Marcomms agencies rely heavily on the
work they are able to procure in a heavily
competitive service-based industry. The more
work – the more likely you are able to sustain
operations and grow. For female-owned
agencies, it is hard to break into and thrive
when almost half of service contracts from
senior marketers go direct to international or
global holding companies like WPP, Publicis,
IPG or male-owned independents.

Almost 36% of participants did not know the
leadership make-up of their chosen agency,
nor did they even know whom they used.
It is clearly not a big consideration nor is the
process transparent enough for marketers
to care about the ownership of their chosen
agency. Money equally flowing into the hands
of women is given little thought.
While many marketers exhibit a clear
conscience and desire for internal gender
equality, they do not consider the ripe
opportunity to extend this norm and their
policies to their external suppliers and
despite the fact this can have a hugely
positive impact upon their brand and
business, the dots do not seem to have
been connected.

36%
26%
21%
17%

Do not know the gender of the
owners of their creative agency
International/Global
holding company
Male-owned independent
or local businesses
At least half female owned
or founded
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Q5/ CREATIVE AGENCIES PITCHING
FOR MARCOMMS BUSINESS

“This is a ridiculous
question. I don’t care
who owns it. I care about
who is looking after my
account. Ownership
is irrelevant.”

“All male, all female,
don’t care so long as
they can work with us,
offer market insights
and develop sound
campaigns that
deliver results.”

“Creative agencies
have all been 100% male
owned (mostly local). PR/
Comms have been headed
up by females by I believe
owned by males (mixture
independent & global).”

“I have written
‘don’t know’ because the
gender of founders is not usually
worn on the sleeve of agencies,
at least in the traditional context.
I suspect that close to 100%
of the agencies we have been
exposed to would have
been male founded.”
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Q6

How important
is it to create gender
diversity?

50%
Insight:

33%

Even though the implementation of gender diversity remains
slow on the uptake, there is clearly an ever-increasing desire
by most marketers to create a gender equal organisation.
At an average rate of 83%, creating gender equality is clearly
a high priority for most, however we must consider also the
skew in importance given that 80% of participants are female
and this topic would generally be significant and relevant
to them.

14.5%
2%
Very
Important

Important

Somewhat
Important

Unimportant
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Q7

Why is it important to create diversity
Insight:
For almost all participants, the importance of
gender equality fell into one of three categories:
business, leadership, or a desire to create
positive change.
As gender equality has been flogged as a key
entrant for businesses to engage in diversity
initiatives, many participants aptly pointed out
the correlation between diversity and business
growth and success with comments like “diversity
drives growth”.
Other participants pointed out the benefits of
driving gender diversity within their organisation
such as the lack of women in key decision-making
roles and how this impacted their marketing
to female customers.
Some praised the impact it would have
in creating a better business environment,
improving talent hires and their diversity
of suppliers while also adding “more rounded
decision-making and thinking.”

Finally, many participants tied it to a greater
societal and economic change in the world that
they could positively contribute to. Given that
many leaders are now seeking purpose beyond
profit in their careers, this makes sense.
Reasons include creating “better solutions
for everyone” or “making [gender diversity]
an issue so it becomes NOT an issue” or that
“we all deserve opportunities to innovate,
thrive and transform the world.”
In a world that seems more disparate and divided,
some participants believed steps like this could
break down the barriers between us so we could
“build trust and grow together” while others
believed a more holistic view would “ultimately
create a better world.” Others identified it as
an opportunity to push social good “not just
within your own company” while others see it as
opportunity to “reflect diversity in the business
with work [in order] to move forward.”

“Because better
diversity equals
better and stronger
businesses.”
“Nothing
will change
if we don’t.”
“As a female
leader I want to use
my purchasing
power to support
women.”

One participant identified her struggle in
creating her dream career because of her
gender, and wanted to continue to create
visibility for other women.
13

Q8

What would compel you to get
a woman-owned agency to pitch
your business?

87%

Insight:
Business performance rules when it comes
to appointing a female-driven business which
is why it’s not surprising that the uptake has
been increasingly slow.
Most participants, many of them women,
pointed out they had to follow the same
rules when appointing any kind of business
or supplier.
—D
 o they have evidence of the right
credentials and the ability to scale and
execute the business?
— Do they have the experience and history?
— Do they have a reputation for doing
great work?
Whilst there’s nothing wrong with this
criterion, and some would argue it is essential
before procuring a new supplier, much like
old criteria, it can reinforce a system and
cycle that treats new entrants as incapable,
unproven or too risky to work with. This
reinforces male-owned or international
holding groups, who historically have always
been given the same opportunities and
perpetuate the cycle.

A recognition of this systemic barrier and
the creation of new systems, policies and
criteria would enable female-owned business
to prove themselves or be given a less-risky
chance and would enable both parties to
thrive in these circumstances.
While the numbers are increasing around
the social good of creating opportunities and
support for female-founded business, the
most fascinating statistic that has emerged
is the positive response to how female-driven
businesses can bring in new perspectives
and insights into audiences seen especially
as marketers focus more intently on the
female demographic. It is an area of
advantage for female-driven businesses
whose ‘female lens’ will attract the curiosity
and interest by senior-level marketers.

The experience and credentials
of owners

76%

To gain a better perspective
and insight into their audience

72%

The reputation of owners

59

%

49%

To create equal
opportunities and access
for all businesses
To support female
founded business

Respondents were asked to choose as many as they found relevant.

Whilst, female-driven businesses could use
such a tactic to approach bigger business
procurement it could also lead to being
pigeon-holed into only female market work.
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Q9

What would help you
to rethink procuring
women-owned agencies?

Insight:
Only 4% of respondents have female business procurement initiative
or corporate supplier diversity program.
As is apparent from earlier answers, it’s clear that the make-up of a supplier
leadership and female business is not important despite a high desire for
creating gender diversity.
We can theorise this is because of a miseducation around employing gender
diversity that extends only to internal policies and employees – not to external
suppliers and other important stakeholders.
The overwhelming majority agreed that the way to get it on the agenda for
their business would be to create and build awareness of a registry of femaleowned business they could utilise to seek out potential businesses.

63.8%
42%
23.4%
4%

Visibility of womens-ownership

Internal recruitment policies
extended to external suppliers

Gov Tax Benefit

We already have policies

Respondents were asked to choose all that applied to them.

A free-to-access registry and a policy to put at least one female-owned
agency on each pitch would be an easy first step for most marketers and
organisations to spruik the benefits and ease with which they could employ
female-driven businesses as potential suppliers.

15

Q10

What are the barriers to genderequal procurement practises?
Insight:
Barriers don’t just exist for the participation in
gender diversity initiatives for female-driven
business, but also for the marketers who are
keen to enable more diverse procurement.
These need to be considered and understood
if we are hoping that marketers are able to
drive these initiatives within their business.
In line with our previous finding, over half
the respondents agreed that a lack of
female-driven businesses to consider was
a huge drawback of pushing such initiatives.
A registry could easily solve this equation.
Naturally with most respondents being
women, nearly 30% identified another barrier
that might be hard to overcome which is
pushing a “feminist” or “political” agenda.

20% of all respondents were concerned both
about taking on this risk or taking on a female
supplier who could not offer the same profile,
reputation or size as a scalable male-owned
counterpart.
Only 4% of marketers saw no benefit in
bringing on female-driven business meaning
that despite a slow uptake, and numerous
barriers – marketers across the majority
of the board would be willing to consider
female-driven business procurement.

55.6%
28.9%
26.7%
17.8

%

4.44%

Lack of female owned
companies to consider
Being seen to push a feminist
or political agenda
Concerned about taking on
the risk of unproven supplier
Female suppliers can’t offer
profile, size or reputation that
established businesses can
Don’t see any benefit of doing so

Respondents were asked to choose all that applied to them.

With senior marketing positions more
tenuous than ever, female marketers are on
the whole very concerned with keeping their
positions and not rocking the boat. The risk
of such an agenda is most definitely a barrier
when a female-driven business is likely
unproven, without credentials or experience
to take on the task.
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Q10/ WHAT ARE THE BARRIERS TO GENDER-EQUAL
PROCUREMENT PRACTISES?

No visibility
to ownership.
Women own
agencies?

“Female
businesses
tend to be smaller
and newer so
less procurement
friendly.”

“It’s political
suicide being
seen to be biased
towards women.”
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For further information please contact bec@becbrideson.com

womenwithagency.com

