How to leverage diversity

Canada’s expanding ethnic population represents growth for “culturally competent” marketers.
by: Hamlin Grange and Don Miller

Canada is going through tremendous demographic and social change because of immigration and the aging of the baby boomers. Perhaps the most obvious demographic change is the growth of the visible minority population. In the 2001 census nearly 14% (or nearly four million) of Canadians identify themselves as visible minorities. In the past four years that number has obviously grown.

According to Statistics Canada, in less than 10 years these visible “minorities” or non-whites, will become the “majorities” in major urban centres such as Toronto and Vancouver, with other cities such as Calgary and Montreal not far behind.

If other cultural groups, such as the Italians, Greeks, Portuguese, Ukrainians, Polish and Germans, to name a few, are included, ethnic minorities are already the majority in virtually every major city across Canada.

Some companies (and individuals) view these changes in Canadian society with some concern. For example, some people question the impact on the education and health care sectors. For others, however, it is a welcome business opportunity, offering new markets for their products and services and a stepping-stone to market expansion of their brands and products into the countries of origin of many of Canada’s new immigrants and citizens.

A number of Canadian companies are leveraging this diversity in Canada and are already doing brisk business in the Caribbean, India and China.

Advertisers and marketers in a state of denial

Many marketers often give the following reasons why they have not embraced ethnic marketing:

· Fear of making a mistake; 

· Lack of knowledge of about the communities they want to reach; 

· Too many groups; 

· Too many languages; 

· Too much trouble. 

In the rapidly evolving Canada, it will be a lot more troublesome for their brands and services if they do not embrace diversity and become more “culturally competent.”

Canada’s leading financial institutions have been extremely successful in venturing into ethnic marketing. Other sectors such as insurance, telecommunications (in particular the mobile phone business) and automobile makers are forging ahead.

In the consumer goods sector, for example, Procter & Gamble is a major diversity practitioner with its employees representing more than 40 different countries and speaking at least 30 different languages. Today, P&G is a far cry from the staid, predominantly male, white organization that existed in the past. Its management believes that by leveraging the diversity of the company and including ethnic marketing in its communication campaigns, it can sell a lot more soap and toothpaste.

Ethnic marketing by numbers

Sharifa Khan of Balmoral Marketing, an ethnic ad agency in Toronto, says the firm has seen a dramatic increase in its client base as well as a considerable increase in budgets. Many clients are now spending as much as 15% of their total communications budget in ethnic marketing, a dramatic increase from the 2% that was being spent just a few years ago.

Khan points out that once her clients realized that these were “real people with real desires to own a home, a nice car and all the goods and services that complemented those things they desired, it made the job of convincing (her clients) to embrace ethnic marketing a lot easier.”

Justin Poy of the Justin Poy Agency in Toronto believes that too many new advertisers to ethnic marketing expect instant gratification and instant profits.

He points out that mainstream advertisers spend years to launch a new product or brand, but when it comes to ethnic marketing they do a test campaign of three to six months and then give up in frustration because their brand was not able to dominate the Chinese, Hispanic or South Asian communities in that short time frame.

Poy says ethnic marketing should not be considered niche marketing, but rather a long term-quest for survival.

Target your community

Although Canada has 200 ethnic groups speaking dozens of languages, not all of them represent viable markets from an advertiser’s point of view.

Today, approximately 12 groups across Canada are growing significantly and have well developed media that target their communities. They include the Chinese, Caribbean (predominantly Jamaican), South Asian (India, Pakistan, Tamil, Bangladesh), Koreans, Hispanic, Italian, Greek, Portuguese, Ukrainian, Polish, Filipinos and First Nations.

These groups can be reached in a variety of ways through radio, television, print, direct mail, sponsorships, public relations and community relations programs. All are important and each represents part of an integrated campaign if an advertiser wishes to have long-term support for their brand within the targeted community.

Getting started

Not all mainstream advertising agencies can reach these lucrative ethnic markets. Agencies that deal specifically with these communities are ideally positioned to help.

Often these agencies are better connected to specific ethnic communities either because of the makeup of their staff or because individuals in the agencies are actively involved within their communities.

These agencies are willing to work with mainstream advertisers and their agencies in developing joint projects targeting ethno-cultural communities. This will ensure cultural sensitivity and help avoid language pitfalls and mistakes that can occur if one attempts to develop an ethnic communications campaign without community input.

DiversiPro Inc. of Toronto, which has helped marketers develop better relationships between their increasingly multicultural work force and markets, as well as other ethnic ad agencies, will do all or some of the following:

· Identify communities large enough to represent targeted markets; 

· Identify all media that targets these communities (ethnic and mainstream) nationally and by major city. This includes media ownership, media costs, frequency of publication, language, programming etc.; 

· Identify settlement patterns (where people live) of all target markets so that they can be reached by direct mail and through places of worship, community centres, etc.; 

· Identify associations, social clubs, business groups, sports clubs etc., that are relevant to the targeted communities and being able to assist in identifying sponsorship opportunities and community programs that corporate clients may wish to be associated with; 

· Identify cultural idiosyncrasies (dos and don’ts) that can prove to be invaluable motivators in developing advertising and communications programs for the targeted communities. 

Armed with this knowledge, Canadian corporations and organizations will be better able to establish their brands and services in the rapidly growing ethno-cultural communities. The increasing importance of minorities as customers, constituents and citizens can no longer be denied.

Over the next five years, another 1.5 million new Canadians will be arriving, through immigration and a higher birth rate, adding to the growing numbers of non-white Canadians.

Canadian corporations need to take a long hard look at how they have been marketing their products and services and what changes they need to make to maintain market share and brand awareness in this rapidly changing Canadian society

Their survival and the long-term growth of their organization might very well rest on those decisions. Clearly, it is no longer “business as usual” in reaching a wider market with goods and services.

Hamlin Grange is president and Don Miller is director of advertising of DiversiPro, a diversity change management and marketing company based in Toronto.
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