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Gender diversity as an issue is ‘too hard’ to tackle 
 
Sydney, 24 September, 2012:  The Communications Council has today released 
findings from qualitative research recently undertaken by their Gender Diversity Working 
Group, to better understand the attitudes of employers towards gender diversity and the 
stumbling blocks preventing greater gender diversity in the industry. Preliminary results 
indicate that gender diversity as an issue is ‘too hard’ to tackle, and has a low priority 
within agencies.  
 
The qualitative research was conducted by D&M Research among both male and female 
senior leaders and Human Resources managers at small, medium and large agencies. 
 
Three main issues emerged from the research among industry leaders: an insufficient 
awareness of the commercial benefits of gender diversity among industry leaders; 
indicating that it is being granted low priority; a grappling with client demands leading to a 
preference of client facing staff that are available 24/7, disadvantaging women with family 
commitments, as well as concern about women’s commitment to the agency in light of 
these competing priorities.  
 
Although agencies indicate that they are keen to ensure ‘the best person for the job’ they 
recognise that their concerns about a woman’s commitment hampers their promotion and 
their perceived levels of ambition, citing doubts such as “Will she show total commitment 
to the job, the agency and the client?” How long before she has a family?’ ‘Will she come 
back full-time?’’ ‘Will I lose a good relationship with clients? ’‘We’ll lose our investment in 
experience and knowledge’.  
 
At the same time, the lack of flexible working hours, the lack of female role models, and 
the perceived demands of clients to have full-time staff available at all hours, make it less 
attractive for women to go for leadership positions, as well as to re-enter the workforce 
after taking time out to have a family.  
 
Lorraine Jokovic, CEO of LOUD and the Group’s spokesperson, said: “The indication we 
are getting from this research, is that the lack of priority for this issue, springing from a 
lack of understanding of the commercial imperative of gender diversity, coupled with the 
challenges of the anywhere, anytime agency environment, create a setting within which 
we’re seeing leaders grapple with retaining women. We think that’s unfortunate for both 
leaders and women of all levels of experience, as we are convinced that attracting and 
retaining female talent will help us be more creative and competitive.” 
 
Margaret Zabel, CEO of The Communications Council added: “These preliminary findings 
highlight the real challenge our industry faces in terms of culture and agency models not 
being conducive to women rising up in the ranks. However, having these insights means 
we can now focus on the practical initiatives that will enhance agency culture in our 
industry. We know that there is a real desire to support and enable such, so we will be 
looking to put those forward to assist industry leaders drive change.”  
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Chaired by Alex Allwood from The Holla Agency, the Gender Diversity Working Group  
consists of male and female senior leaders from a cross section of major and boutique 
agencies. It aims to raise awareness with the industry’s decision makers of the value of 
nurturing and retaining a gender-balanced workforce. The group will also be proposing 
practical tools to assist agency’s management in securing a gender balanced workforce.  
 
Communications Council figures, drawn from its annual salary survey1, show that female 
presence is dramatically low in management. Marketing communications agency 
management shows just 26% of roles are filled by females.  
 
The current Committee members are 
 
Alex Allwood (Chair) 
The Holla Agency 
 
Lorraine Jokovic (Spokesperson) 
LOUD 
  
Errol Flanagan 
Brandday 
 
Melinda Geertz 
Leo Burnett Melbourne 
 
Katie McGrath 
Human Resources Director BMF 
 
Nitsa Loutsopoulos 
WHYBIN \ TBWA 
 
Nicole Taylor  
Richard Morewood 
DDB Sydney 
 
Damian Pincus 
The Works 
 
About the Communications Council 
The Communications Council is the peak body representing companies in the marketing 
communications industry to government, media and the public.  
It aims to help grow member businesses and develop individual careers through the 
provision of professional development services, advocacy and support. 
 
 
For more information: 
Linde Wolters – 0448898334 
 

                                                 
1 *Data are from our 2011/2012 annual salary survey of member agencies which maps out gender balance per agency 
area of specialisation.  
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Background- for use by Adnews only- not to be cited! 
 

• The industry is characterised by a significant underrepresentation of women in 
senior management roles, resulting in the loss of economic and social benefits as 
well as talent 

• The Gender Diversity Group (GDG) has therefore recently been formed to: 
‘Promote the advancement of women in the marketing communications industry 
with a view to addressing the issue of gender imbalance and in the belief that 
gender diversity in business translates into tangible economic benefits and is an 
essential condition for businesses in the commercial creative sector to thrive.’ 

 
• The Group’s specific objectives are: 
• To raise awareness with and influence the industry’s decision-makers on the 

value of nurturing and retaining a gender-balanced workforce 
• To provide practical tools to assist the organisation’s management to secure a 

gender-balanced workforce 
• To inform its work and recommendations, the group has commissioned D&M 

Research to undertake research with employers and female employees 
(current/past) in the industry 
 

• In particular, the GDG wants to: 
• Understand the attitudes of employers towards gender diversity 
• Understand the attitudes of employees towards gender diversity 
• Compare these attitudes with actual practice 
• Understand the stumbling blocks preventing greater gender diversity 

• The programme is being conducted in three stages: 
• Qualitative research amongst policy-makers and employers 
• Desk research based on existing reports and publications 
• Quantitative on-line research amongst employees 

• This released contains the findings from the first stage, the qualitative research 
• The overall objective of Stage 1 was to understand policy-makers’ and 

employers’ attitudes towards and implementation of gender diversity policies, 
particularly in relation to the retention and promotion of female employees 

• The detailed objectives were: 
• To understand the attitudes of employers towards gender diversity 
• To identify the types of gender diversity policies currently being implemented in 

the advertising industry 
• To identify any ‘disconnects’ between attitudes and policy 
• To understand the stumbling blocks preventing: 
•  greater gender diversity  
• the promotion of female employees 
• Women from remaining in the advertising industry 
• To identify possible strategies for overcoming these stumbling-blocks 

 
Who was interviewed? 
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 A number of leaders from Comms Council member (advertising) agencies 
 Sample included: 

 CEOs of small companies (30-99 employees) 
 HR managers of larger companies (100+ employees) 
 50/50 male/female 
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