The Diversity
Dividend in
Southeast Asia

Boston Consulting Group partners with leaders in business and society to tackle their most
important challenges and capture their greatest opportunities. BCG was the pioneer in business
strategy when it was founded in 1963. Today, we help clients with total transformation—inspiring
complex change, enabling organizations to grow, building competitive advantage, and driving
bottom-line impact.
To succeed, organizations must blend digital and human capabilities. Our diverse, global teams
bring deep industry and functional expertise and a range of perspectives to spark change. BCG
delivers solutions through leading-edge management consulting along with technology and
design, corporate and digital ventures—and business purpose. We work in a uniquely
collaborative model across the firm and throughout all levels of the client organization,
generating results that allow our clients to thrive.

THE DIVERSITY DIVIDEND
IN SOUTHEAST ASIA

MATT KRENTZ
ELLIOT VAUGHN
JAIME RUIZ-CABRERO
MARIAM JAAFAR
COLIN TEO

April 2020 | Boston Consulting Group

CONTENTS

3

FOREWORD

5

A NOTE FROM RICH LESSER

6

THE IMPERATIVE TO TAP INTO SOUTHEAST ASIA’S RICH
DIVERSITY

8

THE BUSINESS CASE FOR DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION

12

THE CURRENT STATE OF D&I IN SOUTHEAST ASIA

15

A THREE-PART AGENDA FOR LEADERSHIP TEAMS

18

IMPLEMENTING D&I INITIATIVES IN SOUTHEAST ASIA

19

APPENDIX
Methodology

20

FOR FURTHER READING

21

NOTE TO THE READER

2 | The Diversity Dividend in Southeast Asia

FOREWORD
D

iversity and inclusion do not receive enough airtime in
Southeast Asia. This is unfortunate and rather ironic, given the
exceptionally rich breadth of peoples, ethnicities, and creeds in the
region. This timely report lays out a useful blueprint for businesses
that are looking to transform their organizations into truly inclusive
environments.
One of my core beliefs is that it is a moral imperative for us to champion diversity and inclusion within our organizations and workplaces.
This is simply the correct thing to do. I am personally committed to
ensuring that my firm allows people of all identities—in terms of gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, disability, age, and national origin—
to thrive. At Banyan Tree, we are steadfast in ensuring that no discrimination is tolerated and that our employees feel comfortable with
their diverse identities. No one should feel uncomfortable or undervalued because of who they are.
In addition to being the right thing to do, inclusion gives companies a
competitive advantage. As a global hospitality group that prides itself
on providing exceptional experiences to our guests, Banyan Tree cannot deliver on our promise without a motivated, innovative, and creative team. Without an inclusive environment, we could not attract diverse employees, who often bring the most innovative ideas to the
table. Our commitment to inclusion provides the platform for our talented team to thrive and excel.
This report highlights that although firms in Southeast Asia have much
more work to do, a few simple steps can go a long way to improving diversity and inclusion in our organizations. Employees in Southeast
Asia indicate that they are twice as likely to benefit from diversity initiatives relative to global benchmarks. However, diversity initiatives
are only half as likely to be present at companies in the region. Therefore, putting strong diversity initiatives, policies, and programs in place
will contribute greatly to the well-being of our employees.
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A key part of improving inclusion at all organizations is strong leadership and managerial commitment. I have personally witnessed the
importance of leadership commitment and am heartened that this report highlights this key factor. No matter whether you’re a manager in
a multinational company or the CEO of a homegrown company, I encourage you to read this report, reflect on its findings, and think about
how we can all contribute to improving inclusion for the benefit of everyone in Southeast Asia.

Ho Kwon Ping
Executive Chairman, Banyan Tree Holdings
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A NOTE FROM
RICH LESSER
A

s the CEO of BCG, I have the privilege of engaging with CEOs
around the world. As our global economy becomes ever more
integrated, most corporate leaders I speak with are grappling with the
challenge of deriving a strategic advantage from an increasingly
diverse workforce.
This challenge is particularly pressing in Southeast Asia, which is one
of the most diverse places in the world. In a region comprising such a
rich mosaic of peoples, ethnic groups, languages, and beliefs, CEOs
know that embracing diversity and inclusion will allow their companies to tap into a rich pool of talent. However, companies are not always aware of the most effective inclusion programs or are unsure of
the return on investments in such programs.
This report explains the economic and qualitative value of diversity
and inclusion for companies in Southeast Asia. Our research not only
reveals that companies with a strong emphasis on diversity and inclusion benefit from reduced turnover and improved innovation, but also
highlights how to implement effective programs.
Beyond economic benefits, I believe that all firms—including BCG—
have a responsibility to embrace diversity and inclusion simply because it is the right thing to do. All employees deserve the right to be
respected and recognized no matter their ethnicity, gender, age, nation of origin, physical condition, or sexual orientation. Such an approach will be a critical element of competitive advantage and responsible leadership in years to come.
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THE IMPERATIVE TO TAP
INTO SOUTHEAST ASIA’S
RICH DIVERSITY

A

diverse and inclusive workforce can
generate huge advantages for companies,
making them more innovative, more profitable, and better able to retain their most
talented employees. Southeast Asia is one of
the most diverse regions in the world—with
more than 100 ethnic groups and 655 million
people speaking more than 1,000 languages
and dialects—but many organizations
operating there have not yet tapped the
potential of this talent resource. Instead,
workforces and leadership teams consist
primarily of ethnic majorities (mostly men),
and few companies have policies to support
diverse groups. By failing to focus on diversity
and inclusion (D&I), Southeast Asian companies are leaving significant value on the table.
We recently conducted a survey of more than
6,100 employees in Singapore, Thailand, Malaysia, Indonesia, Vietnam, and the Philippines to gauge the current state of D&I in the
region. (For more details about our methodology, see the Appendix.) Our analysis builds
on a similar BCG survey of employees around
the world. The results of the latest survey
show some progress: companies in Southeast
Asia—both local companies and multinationals operating there—are starting to hire dedicated D&I representatives, develop specific
strategies, and launch new initiatives.
But there is much more work to be done.
Overall, only 58% of companies in Southeast
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Asia have some form of D&I program in
place, compared with a global average of 96%.
Moreover, expectations are growing among
employees in traditionally underrepresented
groups: ethnic minorities, women, and
LGBTQ people. These employees want nothing more than a meritocratic environment,
one that gives them a fair shot at hiring and
promotion, and a workplace free of bias in
which their voices are heard and their contributions are recognized.
Moreover, employees in Southeast Asia express a willingness to leave their current employer if those baseline criteria aren’t met. In
our global survey, 57% of all respondents—
and 90% of those from underrepresented
groups—said they would consider leaving
their job for one at a more inclusive organization. That should be a wake-up call for leadership teams. We estimate the cost of replacing those workers at more than $25 billion a
year.
The good news? Companies that do have D&I
programs in place are generating results. Employees from diverse groups in Southeast
Asia are 2.5 times more likely to say that they
have personally benefited from such programs, compared with the respondents to
BCG’s earlier, global survey.
Our research also identified measures that
Southeast Asian companies can take to create

a more diverse and inclusive organization—
measures that companies in other regions
have employed successfully and that were
flagged by our survey respondents as import-

ant and beneficial. These should therefore be
at the top of the leadership agenda for companies in the region.
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THE BUSINESS CASE
FOR DIVERSITY AND
INCLUSION

F

ostering a more diverse and inclusive
workforce is a worthy activity simply
because it’s the right thing to do. But there’s
also a clear business case for getting D&I
right. Consider innovation. By hiring people
from different backgrounds—and ensuring
that their voices are heard—companies can
bring the benefit of differing perspectives to
problems, avoid groupthink, and solve
challenges in unconventional ways. (See the
sidebar “A More Diverse Workforce Drives
Innovation at Facebook.”)
For example, our research has found that

companies with above-average diversity on
their leadership teams report 19% more innovation and 9% higher EBIT margins. And the
same holds true for Southeast Asian companies, where we found a correlation between a
more diverse workforce and greater innovation—with a higher share of revenue coming
from new products. (See Exhibit 1.) Similarly,
at companies where leadership teams are
committed to D&I, employees are more likely
to believe that the organization is on an upward trajectory, more prepared for the digital
economy, and better positioned to compete.
(See Exhibit 2.)

Exhibit 1 | Diversity Correlates with Stronger Innovation at Southeast Asian Companies
Share of revenue coming from new products (%)

36

40

44

46

46

1
n = 2,123

2
n = 1,922

3
n = 962

4
n = 268

5 or more
n = 55

Number of aspects of diversity of respondents (self-identiﬁed)

Company's level of diversity

Source: BCG Southeast Asia diversity survey, January 2020.
Note: Survey respondents were asked, “How much of your company’s revenues in the past three years have stemmed from new product or service
sales?” Diversity across six dimensions: gender, age, ethnicity, nation of origin, sexual orientation, and disability status.
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A MORE DIVERSE WORKFORCE DRIVES INNOVATION AT
FACEBOOK
At Facebook, the case for a more diverse
and inclusive workforce is clear: it helps the
company build better products, make
better decisions, and better serve its global
community of more than 2 billion people.
In 2015, Facebook introduced its “diverse
slate approach,” which requires hiring
managers to consider candidates from
underrepresented backgrounds when
interviewing for open positions. The
approach, which has since been rolled out
at all Facebook locations worldwide, puts
the onus on the company to get better at
sourcing qualified talent. The goal is to give
more people the opportunity to compete
on an equal basis. The diverse-slate
approach has several components:

••

Engage candidates at an earlier
point in the recruiting funnel. To
build lasting connections with diverse
candidates, Facebook engages candidates before the application stage. It
does this through events such as
diversity-recruiting panels, with participation by employees from many
backgrounds demonstrating that the
company is a true equal-opportunity
employer that fosters an environment
in which a diverse workforce can excel.

••

Evaluate the recruiting strategy on
an ongoing basis. To ensure that its
recruiting strategy is achieving its
intended results, Facebook publishes
an annual diversity report, which
publicizes the progress that the company has made in increasing the number
of historically underrepresented
employees.

••

Tailor HR benefits to support an
inclusive workforce. Facebook doesn’t
restrict its diversity and inclusion
strategy to talent acquisition. Indeed, it
has fostered D&I through community
events and summits that highlight the
success of a diverse workforce. Face-

book has also developed inclusive HR
and benefits policies, such as medical
care that extends to domestic partners
regardless of gender, among other
measures.
Since embarking on its diversity strategy,
Facebook has had marked success improving diversity globally, particularly in the
realm of gender. Worldwide, women now
make up 37% of the company’s workforce
(up from 31% in 2014). That includes 23%
of technology-related positions (compared
to 15% in 2014), 33% of senior leadership
positions (up from 23% in 2014), and 57%
of business and sales roles (up from 47% in
2014).
This increased diversity has had a tangible
impact on innovation and product development. In Southeast Asia, for instance,
Facebook is focusing on developing
“conversational commerce,” which is the
use of online chat to influence a transaction or sale. Individual sellers, as well as
companies and customers, can communicate via messaging apps such as Facebook
Messenger, Instagram Direct, or WhatsApp
to understand more about a product or
service—a huge area of growth, especially
in that region.
Facebook was able to take advantage of
this sales channel after hiring recent
female university graduates as partnership
managers, who work with Facebook’s
merchant partners. (In Asia, partnership
managers in the industry have traditionally
been older men.) The new managers
quickly identified conversational commerce
as a key lever to drive engagement with the
untapped market of female entrepreneurs
in the region—a group that traditional
managers may have overlooked. In the
company’s earnings for the third quarter of
2019, Click-to-Message advertisements
emerged as one of the fastest-growing
advertising formats, especially in Southeast
Asia.
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Exhibit 2 | Southeast Asian Employees See a Consistent Link Between Diversity and Competitiveness
“Company is on an
upward trajectory”

71

82

89

“Company is well-positioned
for the digital economy”

92
43

% who agree

Commitment to D&I

59

74

% who agree

Commitment to D&I

“Company is
outperforming peers”

82
39

56

68

75

% who agree

Commitment to D&I

Source: BCG Southeast Asia diversity survey, January 2020.
Note: Survey respondents were asked, “In your view, is your company committed to diversity and inclusion?” The four possible responses
were: 1) my company is not committed to D&I; 2) there is some support within the company, but not consistent through executives and middle
management; 3) the executive team is committed, but it is not a priority for my direct line manager; and 4) D&I has full support from executives to
middle management.

Companies with inclusive workforces also
benefit through their access to a wider pool
of talent. A recent study by Open for Business, a coalition of global companies that
aims to increase LGBTQ inclusion, found that
the cities most inclusive of LGBTQ residents
had stronger innovation ecosystems, higher
concentrations of skills and talent, and a better quality of life compared with other cities.
Another study, by the BCG Henderson Institute, found a correlation between diversity
and a company’s vitality, with “vitality” defined as a firm’s ability to reinvent itself in response to evolving market challenges.

lion to $30 billion. That is roughly equal to
the combined annual education budgets of
Malaysia and Indonesia in 2019. Spending
such an amount to replace departing talent is
a needless expense that companies can avoid
by creating a more diverse and inclusive environment. And the absence of D&I has other
negative effects, even for employees who stay,
including reduced productivity, lower morale,
and poor health. (For an example of how one
company is using diversity measures to create
a more satisfied workforce, see the sidebar
“More Inclusive HR Policies Boost Employee
Satisfaction at Visa.”)

If the case for diversity is clear, so is the price
of failing to embrace it. We estimate the cost
of replacing the 57% of employees—and the
90% of employees from underrepresented
groups—who would leave their current employer for a job at a more inclusive company
at 2% to 3% of staff costs each year, or $25 bil-

Because Southeast Asia is such a diverse region, both the dividends of diversity and the
costs of failing to get D&I right are higher
than in other markets. Quite simply, companies that operate there have access to a tremendous resource, and they need to be more
systematic about using it to their advantage.
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MORE INCLUSIVE HR POLICIES BOOST EMPLOYEE SATISFACTION AT VISA
Visa has five worldwide hubs—its AsiaPacific business is based in Singapore—
comprising 119 offices and more than
20,000 employees globally. The company
fosters an inclusive workplace and encourages diversity, but establishing HR policies
across multiple geographic markets is a
challenge. Visa’s leadership team nevertheless decided to offer the same benefits to
all its employees, even if these exceeded
the minimum requirements of individual
markets. The company’s standardized
benefits now include the following:

••

Parental Leave. Visa’s leadership
reviewed parental leave policies across
Asia-Pacific, particularly for fathers, and
found that in some countries, businesses must offer a few days and in others
they are not required to offer any
paternity leave. Visa revised its policies

to give new fathers a standard minimum of four weeks of leave across the
region.

••

Health Care for Domestic Partners.
Visa changed its policies to offer health
care coverage to domestic partners
across Asia-Pacific.

••

Equal Pay. As part of its commitment
to D&I, Visa tracks the makeup of its
workforce and reports this information
annually. In its latest corporate responsibility and sustainability report, the
company reported that it had reduced
the pay disparity between men and
women doing similar work at Visa
locations around the globe to just
one-tenth of one cent.
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THE CURRENT STATE OF
D&I IN SOUTHEAST ASIA

T

o capture the region’s richness of
diversity, we surveyed a meaningful
sample of employees at companies in Southeast Asia on aspects of diversity that included
three areas of focus—gender, race/ethnicity,
and sexual orientation—as well as some
additional data on age, nation of origin, and
disability status. There were several crucial
findings.

Not surprisingly, many respondents to our
survey from underrepresented groups reported an unfair environment at work. Overall,
50% agreed that there are obstacles for women, ethnic minorities, and LGBTQ employees;
in contrast, only 37% of the respondents to
our earlier survey of employees worldwide
agreed that these employees face obstacles.
(See Exhibit 3.)

Exhibit 3 | All Groups Largely Agree that Minorities Face Obstacles, with the Biggest Split Pertaining to
LGBTQ Employees
“Women, ethnic minorities, and LGBTQ employees face obstacles in the workplace”

51

Women

Ethnic
minorities

50
37

LGBTQ
employees

Overall respondents
who agree, Southeast
Asia (%)

Overall
respondents who
agree, globally (%)

Source: BCG Southeast Asia diversity survey, January 2020.
Note: “Agree” includes the responses “somewhat agree” and “fully agree.”
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Male, heterosexual, and ethnicmajority respondents who agree,
Southeast Asia (%)

49
44
46
43
51
Female, LGBTQ, and ethnicminority respondents who agree,
Southeast Asia (%)

The good news, perhaps, is that this view is
held by members of each of the underrepresented groups and by majority employees as
well. (For example, both men and women
agreed that women face obstacles, and both
ethnic-minority and majority employees
agreed that minorities do.) LGBTQ employees
and heterosexuals showed the biggest split in
responses, but they still broadly agreed that
the former face obstacles, with a difference of
just 8 percentage points. This consensus
demonstrates the D&I challenge for companies in the region.
D&I programs are less common in Southeast
Asia than elsewhere. Overall, 58% of respondents in the region said that their companies
had instituted formal programs to boost diversity and inclusion, whereas 96% of employees in the rest of the world reported such
programs. (See Exhibit 4.) The numbers are
slightly higher for programs aimed at gender
and ethnicity (in place at 68% and 64% of
companies, respectively) than for LGBTQ programs (43%). (See Exhibit 5.)
There are also disparities across countries (as
shown in Exhibit 4). For example, Thailand,

Vietnam, and the Philippines are all more
likely to have programs for LGBTQ employees, suggesting that companies may need to
customize their D&I approach according to
the cultural and national context.
The contrast with countries outside the region underscores the large amount of work
that Southeast Asian companies still have to
do. But it also creates an opportunity for forward-thinking organizations. Those that proactively establish D&I initiatives can stand
out from the pack and make themselves more
attractive to employees and potential recruits.
D&I programs may be less common at Southeast Asian companies, but those that do exist
have had notably good results. More than twothirds of respondents to our recent survey said
they believe these programs are important
(68%) and beneficial (67%). Compare that with
our global survey, in which just 25% of respondents said they had personally benefited from
a D&I program at their company. Moreover (as
Exhibit 5 illustrates), among respondents
whose companies have targeted D&I initiatives in place, 68% said they had benefited

Exhibit 4 | Significant Variability in D&I Programs Globally and Across Southeast Asia

Companies
with programs
aimed at
women (%)

96
58

Companies with
D&I programs,
Southeast Asia
(%)

Companies with
D&I programs,
globally
(%)

Companies
with programs
aimed at ethnic
minorities (%)

Companies
with programs
aimed at LGBTQ
employees (%)

Ø 68
79

77

Indonesia

Thailand

77

70

Indonesia

Thailand

73

73

59

Vietnam Philippines Malaysia

48
Singapore

Ø 64

Ø 43
35
Indonesia

60
Thailand

69

66

57

Vietnam Philippines Malaysia

54

45
Singapore

62
28

Vietnam Philippines Malaysia

19
Singapore

Sources: BCG Southeast Asia diversity survey, January 2020; BCG analysis.
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Exhibit 5 | Relatively Few LGBTQ Initiatives in Southeast Asia, but All D&I Programs Are Beneficial
“Does your company have
D&I programs in place?”

"If yes, have you personally beneﬁted
from these programs?"

68
24

Program aimed
at women (%)

Program aimed
at ethnic
minorities (%)

Program aimed
at LGBTQ
employees (%)

68

8

25

7

64
27

43

72

9

23

6

42
15

63

Yes

No

30

5

Don't know

Source: BCG Southeast Asia diversity survey, January 2020.

from programs aimed at women; a similar
share of respondents said they had benefited
from programs aimed at ethnic minorities
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(72%) and from programs aimed at LGBTQ
employees (63%). These findings are heartening.

A THREE-PART AGENDA
FOR LEADERSHIP TEAMS

A

key issue for companies that want to
invest in D&I is where to start. Our
survey revealed effective interventions in
three main categories that should be at the
top of the agenda for leadership teams. (See
Exhibit 6.)

Basic Measures
All of our respondents, regardless of gender,
ethnicity, and sexuality, agreed on a set of
foundational measures that companies need
to have in place. One is a formal antidiscrimination policy, which states the company’s expectation that employees will treat each other equally. Antidiscrimination policies are
virtually standard at most large organizations—to the point that the challenge is enforcing rather than issuing them. However,
only about one-third of respondents in Southeast Asia said they were aware of such policies at the companies where they work.
Another basic measure is support during
“moments of truth.” These are key junctures
in an employee’s life—coming out, returning
to work after having a child, or becoming responsible for the care of aging parents—
when some form of assistance may be needed. A company’s response to such pivotal
moments can boost an employee’s loyalty
and commitment to the organization—or
fracture that relationship badly. Success requires proactively identifying the right em-

ployees and having appropriate support
mechanisms in place for them to take advantage of.
Our research also shows the importance of
regular employee surveys to gauge the company’s progress over time. Used effectively,
surveys can be a powerful tool to capture indirect feedback and ensure that all voices are
heard. (For more on the value of employee
surveys, see the sidebar “Caterpillar Capitalizes on a Strong Employee Resource Group.”)

Hidden Gems
The second set of D&I measures aim to support women, ethnic minorities, and LGBTQ
employees specifically. They are interventions
that the members of these groups say are important but that company leaders may overlook. For example, women and members of
ethnic minorities in our survey cited the effectiveness of nursing rooms for new mothers
and signs and notices in multiple languages
and dialects. These may seem like small measures, but they can send a meaningful signal
to employees that the company has considered their needs and taken steps to accommodate and make them feel welcome.
Another hidden gem is leadership commitment, which any large-scale initiative or cultural change requires. But it is especially important for LGBTQ employees in a region that
Boston Consulting Group | 15

Exhibit 6 | Top-Ranked Interventions for Each Demographic Group
RANK
Female employees

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15

Employee surveys
Antidiscrimination policies
Bias-free evaluation and promotion decisions
Training in areas like bias awareness
Moment-of-truth interventions by management
Bias-free day-to-day experience
Structural workplace interventions, such as nursing rooms
Flexible-work programs, part-time or ﬂextime
Appropriate health care coverage (for example, maternity beneﬁts)
Transparency about D&I gaps and progress
A leadership team or committee responsible for D&I
Executive coaching and professional development
Setting diversity goals and measuring results
Parental leave, including for adoption
Public commitment by CEO

Ethnic-minority employees
Antidiscrimination policies
Employee surveys
Balanced interview slates for open positions
Training in areas like bias awareness
Structural workplace interventions, such as nursing rooms
A speciﬁc diversity strategy
Sharing the case for change
Bias-free day-to-day experience
A leadership team or committee responsible for D&I
Bias-free evaluation and promotion decisions
Moment-of-truth interventions
Transparency about D&I gaps and progress
Appropriate health care coverage
Networking opportunities through employee resource groups or supportive peer communities
Formal or informal mentoring for diverse employees

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15

LGBTQ employees

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15

Antidiscrimination policies
Employee surveys
Moment-of-truth interventions by management
Transparency about D&I gaps and progress
A leadership team or committee responsible for D&I
Public commitment by the CEO
Bias-free evaluation and promotions
A speciﬁc diversity strategy
Training in areas like bias awareness
Structural workplace interventions
Bias-free day-to-day experience
Setting diversity goals and measuring results
Appropriate health care coverage (for example, for same-sex partners)
Sharing the case for change
Visible role models that represent diversity among company leadership
Xxx Hidden gems

Source: BCG Southeast Asia diversity survey, January 2020.
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00 Top ﬁve

Male employees

2
1
4
3
6
7
13
11
8
13
9
11
10
23
5
Ethnic-majority employees

1
2
15
7
9
11
24
5
16
3
4
9
6
21
18
Heterosexual employees

1
2
4
3
9
5
6
10
7
12
11
8
15
14
17

CATERPILLAR CAPITALIZES ON A STRONG EMPLOYEE
RESOURCE GROUP
As part of its commitment to diversity and
inclusion, industrial manufacturer Caterpillar wanted to fully embed diversity into its
daily routines (rather than having it be
perceived as a one-time project). In
particular, the company wanted to increase
resources and support for its Women’s
Initiative Network (WIN) employee resource group, which forges connections
among female employees worldwide and
encourages them to act as catalysts for
local and global change. Created in 2006,
WIN has more than 3,000 members in 50
chapters around the world.
In Singapore, the WIN group conducted a
survey to gain a better understanding of
female employees. The results showed that
they needed more male allies and leaders
to champion D&I and make concrete
progress, and the company took action
based on these findings. A cornerstone of
the strategy was organizing an annual
Women in Leadership conference, where
company leaders, dealers, customers, and

has historically been fairly conservative when
it comes to their inclusion.

Potential Measures to Implement
Several measures not yet in place at companies in Southeast Asia were cited as particularly effective by minority respondents to our
survey.
One is blind screening for applicants. At most
companies in the region, it is common practice for applicants to state their ethnicity and
include a photo with their job application.
This perpetuates biases in recruiting and hiring decisions and therefore constrains a company’s access to the best talent. Blind screening requires hiring managers to assess
applicants on the basis of their qualifications
alone.

suppliers share their experiences and learn
from each other about increasing support
for women. Vice presidents and C-level
executives, and men in particular, have
been very active in these conferences,
bringing much-needed leadership visibility
to the topic and support for implementing
followup programs.
The Singapore network has also collaborated with other corporations to develop a
cross-company mentorship program.
Caterpillar employees can sign up to
mentor women at other companies,
providing advice as well as access to a
powerful network for advancement.
Finally, the company recently launched an
internal awareness campaign called Power
of Everyone, which highlights images of its
diverse workforce, from women wearing
hijabs to LGBTQ employees. For its efforts,
Caterpillar was named one of America’s
Best Employers for Diversity by Forbes
in 2019.

pany is falling short in terms of diversity. This
may seem counterintuitive, but addressing
the issue openly can actually increase an organization’s credibility. Employees are likely
aware of the diversity challenges that a company faces, and trying to mask the issue or
hide basic facts and data will only signal a
lack of seriousness about addressing them.
Finally, companies should have a specific and
documented diversity strategy, with concrete
measures to boost inclusion, a roadmap for
implementing them, and a plan to gauge
progress over time. This kind of systematic
approach is becoming more common in other
regions, where diversity and inclusion are increasingly treated as a business imperative
rather than a nice-to-have option. Companies
in Southeast Asia should treat D&I in the
same way and apply the same structured approach to fostering it.

In addition, management teams should become more transparent about where the comBoston Consulting Group | 17

IMPLEMENTING
D&I INITIATIVES IN
SOUTHEAST ASIA

I

mplementing D&I interventions in
Southeast Asia requires a nuanced understanding of the region. However, a few
globally recognized best practices always
apply.
Even at companies that have yet to launch
programs to ensure basic protections to all
employees regardless of identity, antidiscrimination policies can unlock significant value.
Companies that already have basic measures
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in place can consider expanding their programs to include “hidden minorities,” such as
disabled employees. And no matter what
type of initiative a company undertakes, leadership commitment is critical to successful
change. Leaders need to demonstrate their
support for D&I by speaking about it publicly
and by establishing company policies that
foster inclusion. Finally, the most successful
programs are outcome-focused, with specific
targets for which leaders are accountable.

APPENDIX

METHODOLOGY

Our survey drew responses from approximately 6,100 people in six countries (Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore,
Thailand, and Vietnam) across a range of industries. Key demographic facts about our respondents:

••

80% work in companies with revenue of
more than $200 million.

••

50% are women.

••

12% self-identify as LGBTQ.

••

Respondents from Singapore were 93%
Chinese; respondents from Malaysia were
55% Chinese and 39% Malay; respondents
from Thailand were 99% Thai (respondents from Indonesia, the Philippines, and
Vietnam were not asked about their
ethnicity).

••

The number of respondents was roughly
equal across the six countries surveyed.

As in previous BCG surveys related to diversity and inclusion, we asked respondents to
rank the relative effectiveness of 30 diversity
initiatives. We compared the rankings of
women, ethnic minorities, and LGBTQ respondents with those of respondents who did
not fall into those categories. (That is, we
compared the rankings of women with those
of men, the rankings of LGBTQ respondents
with those of heterosexual men, and the
rankings of ethnic-minority employees with
those of white men.) We considered the initiatives with the biggest disparities between
the two groups—a difference of at least four
places in rank—to be the most important
“hidden gems.”
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FOR FURTHER READING
Boston Consulting Group has published other articles and reports on
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