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Overview:  

Koen Pauwels presents results of research with Yakov Bart (Northeastern University), 

Gokhan Yildirim (Imperial College London), and Gijs Overgoor (Southern Methodist 

University) from a longitudinal study of racial diversity in TV advertising. This study 

illustrates varying strategies among brands in response to evolving social norms and 

expectations regarding racial diversity. Specifically, the research aims to understand the 

type of diversity seen in television ads and how it can influence customer purchase 

intentions. Pauwels begins his discussion with an introduction to diversity, equity, and 

inclusion, touching on survey data showing consumer demand for diversity in TV ads and 

brand responses. He presents empirical evidence on the impact of diversity in ads on 

consumer purchase intentions, highlighting differences between brands that lead in minority 

representation and those that adopt it later. Additionally, he applies social innovation theory 

to distinguish between brands that are leaders in minority representation in TV ads, versus 

late adopters and how that can influence consumer purchase intentions.  
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I. Diversity, Equity and Inclusion 

 Diversity refers to the presence of differences among people, particularly in terms 

of demographic groups.   

 Equity involves providing fair access, opportunities and support for all demographic 

groups within an organization.  

 Inclusion is about creating a sense of belonging and value for everyone, especially 

minorities. Consumers, both from minority and majority groups, demand 

representation in visual brand communication.  

o Research indicates that not only do minority groups want to see 

themselves represented, but the majority also prefers ads featuring 

more minorities. This trend is evident in feedback from consumer sales 

reports on this topic. 

 

 Current research has indicated that increasing diversity in TV ad representation 

has met with mixed results. 

o Some consumers perceive brands' use of diversity as insincere, 

viewing it as a strategy for commercial gain (Sobande 2019, Vredenburg et 

al. 2020, Burgess et al. 2022, Wang 2021 and Pei et al. 2023).  

 An example is Nike's use of Colin Kaepernick as a spokesperson, 

which led to accusations of exploiting social causes for profit, 

potentially backfiring on the company.  

II. The Research 

Objectives 

 What is the impact of racial diversity in TV ads on consumer purchase intention? 

 What is the change in racial diversity in the actual ads aired in the U.S. before and 

after George Floyd's murder? 



 

3 

 

 Does a racial pay gap exist in influencer marketing? If so, what explains the pay 

gap? 

Methodology 

 Researchers used data from iSpot’s 52 million smart TVs, set-top boxes, and 

YouGov’s online panel to analyze TV ad creatives, airings, viewer engagement and 

consumer purchase intentions.  

o Facial recognition algorithms using Fairfaces data were used in ad 

measurement to identify Black actors in ads (Karkkainen & Joo, 2021) and to 

calculate Black actor share of ads (BASOA).  

 

o Consumer attention was gauged through fast-forwarding or changing 

channels.  

 Public attention to racial inequality following George Floyd's murder allowed 

researchers to study its impact on the effectiveness of ads featuring Black actors. 
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Capturing Brand Dynamics 

 Brand dynamics were assessed by applying social innovation theory to consumer 

behavior.  

o Brands are categorized based on their leadership in racial diversity, 

particularly in featuring Black actors, with some established as leaders before 

George Floyd's murder. Others adapted later, following the event, while 

laggards showed minimal change and maintained low diversity representation 

in the U.S. market. 

 How do these brand dynamics and increasing BASOA influence consumer purchase 

intention? 

o The main conclusion of the research is that being a leader in diversity 

pays off. Results show that while the presence of more Black actors in ads 

generally correlates with a negative impact on consumer purchase intention, 

this negative effect is outweighed by the positive impact when a brand 

is seen as a diversity leader.  

o For leaders, increasing the share of Black actors in ads significantly 

boosts purchase intention. Early adopters also see a positive but 

insignificant effect, while laggards see a negative effect.  

o Overall, diversity leadership enhances the positive effects of diversity in 

advertising. 

 

Black Influencer Marketing 

 Industry reports are contradictory in terms of a racial pay gap in influencer 

marketing. 
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o Factors contributing to pay gaps in influencer marketing include the 

lack of transparency and standardization in influencer compensation, coupled 

with fewer regulations compared to traditional labor markets governed by 

minimum wage laws. 

o Factors that may reduce pay gaps in influencer marketing include its 

fully digital nature, which eliminates geographic segregation as a factor, and 

its low barrier to entry, reducing disparities related to educational attainment. 

Discussion of Results and Key Points 

 There was a notable change in brands' approaches to racial diversity in TV 

advertising following George Floyd's murder. 

 Industry practitioners should take into account leader-follower dynamics to 

assess and adjust advertising strategies. 

 Brands should adopt a proactive stance toward diversity in advertising, aiming 

to lead the industry. 

 Authenticity is crucial in shaping consumer perception and response to ads. 

 Black macro influencers are paid more during periods of heightened public 

focus on racial equity (Pei et al., 2023). 

o This trend is often short-lived and results in uneven distribution of gains. 

o Managerial implication: Cultivating relationships with Black micro-

influencers over time may be more cost-effective than paying premiums to 

Black macro-influencers during these periods. 

 Future research should focus on identifying solutions to address the issue of 

uneven distribution of gains in influencer marketing. 
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