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Creating diverse and inclusive workplaces isn’t just a 
“nice” thing to do. There are well-documented business 
cases about how diversity and inclusion (D&I) positively 
impact an agency’s bottom line in terms of the quality of 
the work and the effectiveness of the team.

As key cultural influencers, advertising and other 
marketing communications agencies have given this 
topic a lot of attention, trying to increase the diversity of 
their teams and build cultures that are welcoming to all. 
The problem is that Canadian agencies have largely been 
doing this without data on how big a gap there is and 
where the problems may lie. 

For this reason, in January 2018, the ICA conducted a 
comprehensive survey on the actual composition of the 
agency workforce across Canada. The goal was to 
understand the current state so that agencies can focus 
their efforts in the right places.  The ICA also wanted to 
establish baseline data that can be used to measure 
progress over time. 

Compared to industry efforts in the US and UK, the ICA’s 
inaugural D&I survey is by far the largest of its kind.1

1 The IPA Diversity Survey 2017 was completed by agency heads on behalf of their teams, for 
agencies with headcounts in excess of 200, while the 4A’s 2016 diversity survey reported 549 total 
responses. The ICA Diversity & Inclusion Survey received 3,101 responses in total.



Over 2,000 agency staff from ICA member agencies were 
asked to complete a confidential, detailed D&I survey 
that looked at both traditional elements of diversity (age, 
gender identification, visible minority status, ethnic 
origin, disability, etc.) and non-traditional ones (personal 
passions, diets, etc.). The survey also asked about 
inclusivity, posing questions regarding perceptions of 
gender bias, sexual harassment, fairness of policies, and 
more.

The survey questions mirrored those used by Statistics 
Canada wherever possible to enable a comparison on 
how well agencies stack up against the population on a 
variety of measures. Respondents were also allowed to 
opt out of any question and to provide comments, of 
which there were many.

THE SURVEY



DIVERSITY
KEY FINDINGS



DEMOGRAPHICS

The agency workforce is young.

• Just over 70% of respondents were 40 years old or younger.

• Only 11% of the workforce is older than 51. This is a considerably lower 
proportion than the broader labour market in which Canadian workers over 50 
account for 35.42%.2 The small percentage of employees over 50 reinforces 
perceptions of an industry that values youth over experience and suggests that 
a general culture of casual and systemic ageism exists within the agency sector. 

• 1.7% of respondents chose not to provide an age bracket.

AGE 2020 2018

20-30 38% 40%

31-40 33% 34%

41-50 18% 15%

>51 11% 10%

More women work in the agency sector than men.

• 61.2% of respondents identify as female, 36.9% male and the remaining 1.9% 
identified as “other” (which includes agender, gender fluid, gender queer, 
questioning, stealth, transgender, transsexual, or non-binary).

The Canadian agency employees surveyed reside in seven provinces and one 
territory. 

• 97% of respondents are located in Ontario, Quebec, and British Columbia.

• Statistics Canada information on agency distribution states that 85% of agencies are 
located in Ontario, Quebec, and British Columbia.3

Employees at agencies are highly educated. 

• 91.2% have some college or higher education with just over 16% holding a master’s 
degrees or higher.

2 Statistics Canada. Labour force characteristics by sex and detailed age group, annual (x 1,000) 
3 Statistics Canada. Establishments by employment type and province/territory (2019): Advertising & 
Related Services (NAICS 5418)



BLACK, INDIGENOUS, PEOPLE OF COLOUR

The Canadian population is undergoing a profound transformation. In the past 20 
years the proportion of Canadians who identify as a visible minority has more 
than doubled from 11.6% in 1996 to 22.7% in 2016.4 It’s a steep and upward trend.

Nationally, the agency sector is tracking quite well against this with just over 32% 
of respondents identifying as a racial or ethnic group other than 
“white/Caucasian.” This is proportionally higher than the 21.6% of the general 
Canadian labour force that identifies as a visible minority.5   

The reality is that the vast majority of agency employees are clustered in Toronto, 
Montreal and Vancouver. When compared to the populations of the urban 
centres, there is still inconsistency. For example, 68% of Ontario agency 
employees identify as white yet in Toronto only 47.8% of the general population 
identifies as white. Although the 68% statistic is an almost 6% improvement over 
the last talent census, there is still much room for improvement.

Each major city is different too. Montreal has a much higher proportion of black 
and Arabic people than Vancouver or Toronto. Toronto’s South Asian population 
represents over 16% of the general population while Vancouver’s Chinese 
population represents almost 20% of the total population.6 

This means that to assess how well agencies are doing they need to look at their 
local populations — the places where they hire from — to get a truer 
representation of the general populace. 

4 Statistics Canada. Visible Minority (15), Immigrant Status and Period of Immigration (11), Age (12) 
and Sex (3) for the Population in Private Households of Canada, Provinces and Territories, Census 
Metropolitan Areas and Census Agglomerations, 2016 Census - 25% Sample Data
5 Statistics Canada Labour Force Status (8), Visible Minority (15), Immigrant Status and Period of 
Immigration (11), Highest Certificate, Diploma or Degree (7), Age (13A) and Sex (3) for the 
Population Aged 15 Years and Over in Private Households of Canada, Provinces and Territories, 
Census Metropolitan Areas and Census Agglomerations, 2016 Census - 25% Sample Data
6 Statistics Canada. 2016 Census: Community Profiles.



BLACK, INDIGENOUS, PEOPLE OF COLOUR

Toronto

AGENCIES ONT.
STATS 

CANADA
TORONTO

2020 2018 2016

WHITE 68.00% 73.93% 47.84%

SOUTH ASIAN 8.46% 0.86% 16.60%

CHINESE 7.49% 7.66% 10.76%

BLACK 2.24% 2.90% 7.54%

FILIPINO 2.24% 2.47% 4.34%

WEST ASIAN 0.58% 0.33% 2.11%

LATIN 
AMERICAN

2.82% 2.62% 2.27%

AGENCIES ONT.
STATS 

CANADA
TORONTO

2020 2018 2016

ARAB 1.07% 1.76% 1.80%

MIXED 
ORIGINS

2.92% 3.14% 1.66%

SOUTHEAST 
ASIAN

1.17% 1.62% 1.42%

OTHER 1.17% 0.14% 1.33%

KOREAN 0.58% 0.57% 1.19%

INDIGENOUS / 
METIS

0.88% 1.19% 0.79%

JAPANESE 0.39% 0.81% 0.35%

Montreal

AGENCIES QUEBEC
STATS 

CANADA
MONTREAL

2020 2018 2016

WHITE 75.74% 90.11% 76.57%

BLACK 2.94% 1.00% 6.76%

ARAB 5.88% 2.00% 4.77%

LATIN 
AMERICAN

5.15% 1.40% 2.75%

CHINESE 1.47% 0.80% 2.23%

SOUTH ASIAN 1.47% 0.30% 2.14%

AGENCIES QUEBEC
STATS 

CANADA
MONTREAL

2020 2018 2016

SOUTHEAST 
ASIAN

1.47% 1.20% 1.39%

FILIPINO 0.00% 0.10% 0.82%

WEST ASIAN 1.47% 0.20% 0.72%

MIXED 
ORIGINS

2.94% 1.70% 0.51%

KOREAN 0.00% 0.20% 0.18%

JAPANESE 0.74% 0.10% 0.10%



BLACK, INDIGENOUS, PEOPLE OF COLOUR

Vancouver

AGENCIES BC
STATS 

CANADA
VANCOUVER

2020 2018 2016

WHITE 71.62% 55.40% 48.60%

CHINESE 10.81% 20.86% 19.56%

SOUTH ASIAN 0.00% 5.04% 11.99%

FILIPINO 0.00% 4.32% 5.08%

INDIGENOUS / 
METIS

4.05% 0.72% 2.53%

KOREAN 0.00% 0.00% 2.18%

WEST ASIAN 5.41% 0.00% 1.90%

AGENCIES BC
STATS 

CANADA
VANCOUVER

2020 2018 2016

SOUTHEAST 
ASIAN

0.00% 2.88% 1.85%

JAPANESE 2.70% 2.88% 1.24%

MIXED 
ORIGINS

2.70% 3.60% 1.45%

BLACK 0.00% 1.44% 1.23%

LATIN 
AMERICAN

2.70% 1.44% 1.43%

ARAB 0.00% 1.44% 0.68%

OTHER 0.00% 0.00% 0.27%

Indigenous / Metis employment

AGENCIES
STATS 

CANADA

2020 2018 2016

VANCOUVER 4.05% 0.72% 2.53%

TORONTO 0.88% 1.19% 0.79%

MONTREAL 0% 0.90% 0.87%



ETHNIC & CULTURAL ORIGIN

16.0% identify their ethnic origin as Canadian which is much lower than the 32.3% 
that do so in the Statistics Canada data.7

Despite the rapidly changing mix in the Canadian population, 33.0% of agency 
employees are of British Isles descent, which is consistent with the 2016 census of 
32.5%. And in the true spirit of multicultural Canada, 119 origins were reported.  
Note that respondents were able to choose multiple origins in both the ICA survey 
and the Statistics Canada data.7

2020 2018

CANADIAN 16.0% 17.0%

ENGLISH 13.7% 14.8%

IRISH 9.8% 9.8%

SCOTTISH 9.1% 9.8%

FRENCH 7.3% 8.6%

GERMAN 5.4% 5.3%

ITALIAN 4.2% 4.3%

CHINESE 4.02% 3.0%

POLISH 3.2% 3.1%

EAST INDIAN 2.03% 1.7%

UKRAINIAN 2.03% 1.9%

RUSSIAN 2.0% 0.8%

DUTCH 1.9% 2.0%

SPANISH 1.7% 0.7%

PORTUGUESE 1.5% 1.3%

FILIPINO 1.1% 1.0%

7 Statistics Canada. 2016 Census - Census in Brief: Ethnic and cultural origins of Canadians: Portrait of 
a rich heritage



SEXUAL IDENTITY

Just over 88% of agency employees identify as heterosexual while 5.2% identify as 
gay or lesbian. One of the surprises of the 2018 survey was that 4.55% of 
respondents described themselves as asexual and that this statistic was consistent 
across participating agencies. For the 2020 survey, definitions were more detailed 
and readily available to respondents for all categories. Therefore the 0.7% of 
respondents identifying as asexual may be more accurate than the previous 
survey.  

Of the respondents that identified as being a member of the LGBTQ+ community, 
over 70% said they were fully “out,” with another almost 26% saying they were 
partially “out.”

2020 2018

HETEROSEXUAL / 
STRAIGHT

88.38% 85.96%

GAY / LESBIAN 5.24% 5.10%

BISEXUAL 2.22% 2.18%

PANSEXUAL 0.97% 0.35%

QUEER 0.86% 0.58%

ASEXUAL 0.70% 4.55%

FLUID 0.59% 0.93%

QUESTIONING 0.54% 0.27%

DEMISEXUAL 0.49% 0.12%



DISABILITY

With a younger workforce, disability would seem likely to be less of an issue in 
agencies than in other workplaces. The reality is that there is a sizeable portion of 
the workforce who struggle with physical or mental challenges. 

2020 2018

NO SOMETIMES 
TO ALWAYS NO SOMETIMES 

TO ALWAYS

DIFFICULTY SEEING (EVEN WHEN WEARING 
GLASSES OR CONTACT LENSES)? 

78.6% 21.4% 75.0% 25.0%

DIFFICULTY HEARING (EVEN WHEN USING A 
HEARING AID)? 

92.4% 7.6% 91.2% 9.0%

DIFFICULTY WALKING, USING STAIRS, USING YOUR 
HANDS OR DOING OTHER PHYSICAL ACTIVITIES? 

95.6% 4.4% 94.6% 5.4%

DIFFICULTY LEARNING, REMEMBERING OR 
CONCENTRATING? 

82.3% 17.7% 81.3% 18.7%

EMOTIONAL, PSYCHOLOGICAL OR MENTAL HEALTH 
CONDITIONS (E.G., ANXIETY, DEPRESSION, BIPOLAR 
DISORDER, SUBSTANCE ABUSE, ANOREXIA, ETC.)? 

59.3% 40.7% 63.6% 36.0%

PAIN THAT IS ALWAYS PRESENT OR RECURRING 
PERIODS OF PAIN?

80.2% 19.8% - -

A DEVELOPMENTAL DISABILITY OR DISORDER, 
SUCH AS AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDER, ADD/ADHD 
AS WELL AS OTHER CONDITIONS OR SYNDROMES?

95.8% 4.2% - -

OTHER HEALTH PROBLEM OR LONG-TERM 
CONDITION THAT HAS LASTED OR IS EXPECTED 

88.9% 11.1% 88.2% 11.8%

Emotional, psychological and mental health issues (ranging from anxiety and 
depression to substance abuse) impact 40.7% of respondents at least sometimes 
with 13.6% of those indicating they often or always experience these problems. Of 
those that experience these issues, 18.9% said that it posed frequent to extreme 
difficulty.

Do leaders know how to identify when individuals are struggling? Does HR know 
how to respond? Do people feel comfortable identifying their disability to their 
employer? Almost 38% of survey respondents said they weren’t sure or they 
wouldn’t. This may relate to stigma and the belief disabilities could hold them back 
professionally. More positively, 96% believe their employer would make an effort 
to accommodate them if required. 



SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS

Why look at socioeconomic status in a diversity survey? The reality is that many of 
our workplace structures are skewed to support middle-class norms and often 
don’t take into account how someone from a more financially-challenged 
background might struggle within the day-to-day life of office culture. 

The way we operate in regards to salary, higher education, time management, 
meetings, public speaking, and travel (i.e., “just pay for XYZ, and we’ll reimburse 
you”) are all influenced by people likely raised with the middle-class norms and 
values that feel totally foreign to someone who was not raised in similar 
circumstances.

It can be tricky defining income categories, especially since we asked what their 
economic status was growing up. Since people came from different places, at 
different times, with different family configurations we were unable to provide a 
single common definition of what represents low income. 

Statistics Canada reported that in 2015, 17% of Canadian children under the age 
of 18 lived in low-income households8, a figure that has stayed virtually 
unchanged for a decade9. This is consistent with the responses to this survey 
where we asked “How would you describe your economic status as a minor?”

2020 2018

LOW INCOME 19.4% 17.3%

MID INCOME 54.1% 58.6%

HIGH INCOME / WEALTHY 21.0% 20.7%

UNSURE / PREFER NOT TO 
ANSWER

5.4% 2.5%

If one reason we measure diversity and inclusion is to challenge assumptions, this 
suggests that agencies may need to take a closer look at their onboarding —
especially of younger employees and not to assume they will understand ‘normal’ 
workplace expectations.

8 Low income cut-offs (LICOs) - defined as the income below which a family is likely to spend 20 
percentage points more of its income on food, shelter and clothing than the average. 
9 Statistics Canada. 2016 Census - Census in Brief: Children living in low-income households. 



RELIGION

According to some studies, more Canadians belong to minority faiths than ever 
before. In addition, the number of Canadians with no religious affiliation has been 
rising, and attendance at religious services has been dropping. According to 
Statistics Canada, Christianity is the largest religion in Canada at 67.3% of the 
population, followed by people having no religion at 23.9%. Islam is the second 
largest religion in Canada, practiced by 3.2% of the population.10

When asked whether they consider themselves religious more than 75% of 
respondents said no. Of those that aren’t religious, 12% have faith and 13% are 
spiritual.

10 Statistics Canada Religion (108), Immigrant Status and Period of Immigration (11), Age Groups (10) 
and Sex (3) for the Population in Private Households of Canada, Provinces, Territories, Census 
Metropolitan Areas and Census Agglomerations, 2011 National Household Survey

RELIGIOUS IDENTITY 2020 2018

NONE 46.3% 45.0%

CHRISTIAN 40.8% 37.5%

CATHOLIC 23.5% 27.0%

UNITED CHURCH 4.3% 3.5%

ANGLICAN 3.6% 4.4%

JEWISH 5.2% 4.5%

HINDU 3.0% 2.0%

MUSLIM 2.6% 2.0%



INCLUSION
KEY FINDINGS



More than 42% of respondents believe that gender bias exists in the 
workplace.

• Overall people indicated that it is changing for the better with some agencies 
clearly embracing female leadership, while others seem to relegate women to 
traditional administrative roles.

• Many comments from those that worked at agencies where it did exist left for 
that reason and are now working at agencies where they report it does not 
exist.

Almost 31% of respondents have heard about, witnessed and/or experienced 
sexual harassment in the workplace.

• It is heartening to note that 69% of respondents responded “none of these” to 
the statement.

• About a quarter of the comments received for this question said that their 
agency swiftly dealt with the perpetrators, whereas an equal amount claimed 
that their agency did nothing transparently about the issue and let it fester.

63% of respondents believe their agency’s recruitment processes are free of 
bias.

• This question received the most comments in the survey highlighting that there 
is a lot of employee frustration. Many commented that even though the agency 
may be working hard to rid the recruitment process of bias, the lack of diversity 
at the agency is an indicator of the work that still needs to be done.

• Employee referral programs and a general lack of structure and process for 
hiring managers was held up as barrier to achieving unbiased recruitment.

If someone feels like an outsider, they cannot participate fully and bring their best 
selves to their work. Inclusion became a critical part of diversity efforts as it 
became clearer that the more variety in the backgrounds and cultures of the 
people hired, the more important it is to question assumptions and norms so that 
everyone can feel welcome and supported.

74% of respondents believe that their agency leaders are committed to 
building a diverse and inclusive workplace.

• Only a little over 5% of respondents believed that commitment was non-
existent.

• 62% believed that their identities would not hold them back at work.

76% of those surveyed feel that bullying is not tolerated in their workplace.

• Comments reveal that when passive aggression, condescension, and 
manipulation are prevalent in senior leadership it proliferates the rest of the 
agency.



54% disagree, strongly disagree or are neutral that their agency’s 
compensation, recognition and rewards are free from bias.

• This question generated the most comments in the survey with many feeling 
who you know matters — especially in terms of recognition and bonuses.

Rewards and 
recognition often 

happen one-on-one or 
privately so it's difficult 

to say. We rarely do 
anything grand or 

ceremonious.

Teams that are not 
client facing rarely 
receive any 
praise/recognition.

It depends on what you 
work on, who your manager 
is, visibility you have in the 
agency, but I also believe 

you need to make yourself 
known and put yourself out 
there to be recognized by 

the people who can 
influence rewards and 

recognition.

It's all about who likes you 
and agrees with your 

ideas/work based on a 
"personal feeling" rather 

than facts or quality of work. 
That said, we work in a VERY 

subjective field.



CONCLUSIONS



DIVERSITY

Changing the composition of the agency workforce takes time. The evidence 
suggests Canadian agencies have made progress with teams that more 
reasonably reflect their broader communities. The data also indicates that there’s 
work to do — especially for the vast majority of agencies in urban centres.

The good news is the potential talent pool is deep and multifaceted which could 
provide agencies with opportunities to hire new people and alter their mix. More 
efforts at reaching out to schools and communities that are underrepresented to 
create talent pipelines that support diversity goals will result in a greater mix of 
races, ethnicities, genders, etc. 

Comments revealed that some people believe that focusing on greater diversity 
conflicts with another agency goal of hiring the best. Is this a simple 
misunderstanding?  

As agencies promote diversity, they need to educate their employees to ensure 
they understand that quality talent and diversity can and must co-exist.



INCLUSION

If the goal of inclusion is to cultivate a corporate mindset and practices that make 
all employees feel equal, valued and respected, the evidence suggests that again, 
progress is being made but there is more work to do. More than one-third of 
respondents (37%) indicated that they believe, or are neutral, that something in 
their identity holds them back at work.

It is worth noting too that among a segment of the agency population the move 
for greater inclusion is not being welcomed or valued.  Numerous negative 
comments about the need for the survey and its questions about inclusion were 
received. This however points to an opportunity and the need within our industry 
to continually educate our workforce on D&I issues and how they relate to 
building a more successful business model.  

Many companies have introduced policy reviews and undertaken anti-bias training 
to try to identify systemic practices that may leave some people out or make them 
refrain from being who they are in the workplace. The data indicates that agencies 
need to tighten up HR practices so that criteria for hiring, rewards, assignments, 
etc. are more transparent. This ensures that everyone has an equal opportunity to 
succeed — not just those with the “right” connections.

The good news is that these efforts are paying off.  Almost 75%  of respondents 
believe that their agency leaders are genuinely trying to build more inclusive 
workplaces and see this as a work in progress.

Diversity and inclusion represent incredible business and economic potential. 
Innovation is spurred by different perspectives. With demographic and population 
shifts, globalization, advances in technology and communications, the ICA believes 
diverse perspectives linked in common purpose can drive innovation and growth 
and differentiate the Canadian agency sector in the global marketplace.


