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INTRODUCTION

The rising tide of social consciousness is 
causing many global brands to weave 
purpose into the fabric of their businesses 
- through mission statements, narratives 
and campaigns. Some businesses were 
built from the beginning with the belief 
in mind – take The Body Shop’s pursuit 
of social and environmental change. 
Others have interlaced purpose into 
their campaigning, for example Dove’s 
Real Beauty campaign that has run 
successfully for over fifteen years. More 
recently, brands have reacted to heated 
socio-cultural debates with corporate 
activism, resulting in the clash of brands 
and politicians, such as in the case of 
Nike.  

This trend of incorporating purpose will 
only get more pressing with time. 61% 
of centennials and 58% of millennials 
globally ‘like brands that have a point 
of view and stand for something’, 
compared to 50% Gen X and 48% of 
baby boomers2.  Brands now have an 
expectation ‘to do the right thing’ or risk 
consumer backlash.   

But having a purpose is not just 
important for altruistic reasons. More and 
more, purpose ‘done right’ is resulting in 
profit. Crusading brands with a mission 
have seen strong brand growth, with 
Unilever’s ‘Sustainable Living’ brands 
growing more than 50% faster than the 
rest of the business and accounting for 
60% of growth in 2016. 

For purpose to work, it needs to be 
authentic and meaningful. It needs to 
resonate with the audience but also be 
relevant to the brand itself. However, in 
a diverse and multicultural world, a one-
size-fits-all approach does not work. 
Social movements that emerge in the 
West are not necessarily relevant to a 
consumer on the other side of the world. 
The need to understand the nuanced 
social issues driving people has never 
been more important to local and global 
brands alike – especially when it comes to 
Asia3.  

This report seeks to understand the 
social issues that matter to people in 
the region and the role that they believe 
brands should play within this complex 
environment. It investigates:  

1. What issues matter: the issues Asian 
consumers see, and the ones they care 
about  

2. How issues circulate: where 
consumers get their information and 
how they share it  

3. The role of brands: connecting with 
consumers through relevant purpose

In a world of more conscious consumption, 
the role of brands has changed from:

A positive impact in people’s lives

A positive impact in people’s lives 
and the world they live in1 
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Without a sense of purpose, 
no company, either public or 
private, can achieve its full 
potential. It will ultimately 
lose the license to operate 
from key stakeholders.
Larry Fink
CEO BlackRock
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METHODOLOGY

Defining and measuring the issues 
that matter to people across a diverse 
landscape such as Asia presents 
challenges. To ensure alignment, the 
research used the consistent framework 
of the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals (SGDs). 

The survey, hosted by Lightspeed, 
covered over 3,000 respondents in nine 
markets across the region. The group 
were questioned about the issues that 
they felt were most important to them, 
what they felt the heard the most about, 
how they interacted with these across 
different media and their thoughts on 
brand engagement of social issues. 
To ensure a true and meaningful data 
set in this personal topic, the survey 
leveraged Lightspeed’s Modern Survey 
Design principles both ensuring a device 
agnostic survey and being designed 
specifically with the consumer’s time and 
experience in mind, utilising proprietary 
Award-Winning QuestionArts tools to 
best engage the respondents. 

Social media analysis using Netbase 
was then undertaken to understand 
the different nuances within the 
conversations around the issues that were 
selected as most important within each 
market; data covered a year’s worth of 
comments and cleaning and processing 
utilised Kantar’s research grade data 
principles.
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Having a positive influence on the world 
can mean many things to many people. 
From climate change to economic 
inequality, discussions around social 
issues focus on the challenge facing the 
collective, and the steps that need to be 
taken to resolve it.  

The study found that despite the 
awareness of numerous global 
conversations around specific issues, 
there is a disconnect between what 
people hear about and what they care 
about. This has major implications 
for brands looking to connect with 
consumers, as although their global 
campaigns may be acknowledged by 
their audiences, their resonance is called 
into question. 

1
WHAT 
ISSUES 
MATTER

There is a 
disconnect 
between what 
people hear about 
and what they 
care about.
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WHAT ARE THEY HEARING ABOUT?

Globally, there are two high-profile issues 
areas currently garnering a large share of 
attention. Sustainability, specifically the 
need to reduce the human impact on the 
environment, is a focus for governments, 
issue-driven organisations and brands 
alike. From slowing and mitigating the 
effects of climate change to reducing 
the speed of deforestation, consumers 
are highly aware of the issue. And brands 
are responding. From highlighting 
sustainability credentials in their supply 
chains to renewable energy investment, 
brands are focused on ticking the climate 
change box. In this case it’s often a 
logistical overhaul that cements the 
brand’s position as being ‘sustainable’, 
or the domain of brands that have cut 
their teeth in this environment and have 
developed their offer specifically with 
sustainability in mind.  

In addition, gender issues are another 
area where brands are taking a stand. 
From #likeagirl to the #metoo movement, 
recognition of women’s rights has been 
an area where many brands have 
involved themselves. And as a number 
of high-profile LGBTQI+ debates and 
legislative changes take place across 
the world, brands are also using their 
platforms to announce their support for 
communities and further the discussion. 
Unlike with climate change, brands 
can show support without necessarily 
changing their business models. However, 
those brands that are doing it well are 
devoting large marketing budgets to 
campaigns to promote their stance 
and risking backlash and boycott from 
communities who may be opposed to 
their view  

Within Asia, both climate change and 
gender emerged as the two prevailing 
themes when people were asked what 
issues they had heard about most – 
whether through the news, online, word 
of mouth or through brands. 44% of 
people questioned said they had seen 
climate change mentioned recently, 
whilst 41% cited gender. 

Large multinational brands have 
been effective in aligning with these 
global debates and delivering nuanced 
campaigns in local markets. Take Dove, 
which effectively tailored its Real Beauty 
campaign, originally centred on visuals 
with semi-nude women, for use in more 
conservative countries such as Indonesia. 
The issue that it was tackling was the 
same in each country, however the 
execution was tailored.

Rank Australia India Indonesia Malaysia Philippines Singapore South Korea Taiwan Thailand

1 Climate Affordable 
energy

Good
health Education Gender Climate Economic

growth Climate No
poverty

2 Gender Climate Economic 
growth Gender No

poverty
Affordable

energy Climate Gender Quality
education

3 Good
health Gender Education Good

health Climate Good
health

Income
inequality

Water
life

Good
health

4 Education Education No
poverty Climate Education Gender Gender Good

health Gender

5 No
poverty

Water
life

Peace / 
justice

Peace /
justice

Peace /
justice

Clean
water

Good
health

Economic
growth

Peace /
justice

TOP FIVE ISSUES SEEN DISCUSSED ACROSS ASIA

No
poverty

Climate
action

Quality
education

Gender
equality

Decent work and
economic growth

Good health
and well-being

No
poverty

Climate
action

Quality
education

Gender
equality

Decent work and
economic growth

Good health
and well-being

Both climate 
change and gender 
emerged as the 
two prevailing 
themes
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WHAT DO THEY CARE ABOUT?

However, the study revealed a clear 
disconnect – the social issues that people 
hear about most are not necessarily the 
issues that resonate with them most or 
the ones that they care about on a more 
personal level.  

Throughout the region, when asked what 
issues were most important to them, two 
topics emerged – good health and 
well-being and no poverty, which 
appeared within the top five issues of all 
countries surveyed, and in the top two for 
six. 

Social media analysis revealed the 
complex, interconnected landscape of 
social issues that are being discussed 
across markets, with topics taking on 
different nuances depending on the 
country.  

The results did not differ hugely by gender 
or age. Good health and well-being was 
equally important to both genders across 
all markets. Men were more likely to 
select poverty and hunger, while women 
were more likely to select education and 
gender equality, but only marginally. 
Younger people were more passionate 
about issues surrounding health, poverty, 
education and hunger whilst older 
generations were more concerned with 
decent work and economic growth, clean 
water, and affordable energy. 

Rank Australia India Indonesia Malaysia Philippines Singapore South Korea Taiwan Thailand

1
Good health 

and
well-being

No
poverty

Good health 
and

well-being

Good health 
and

well-being

No
poverty

Goodhealth 
and

well-being

Decent work 
and economic 

growth

Goodhealth 
and

well-being

No
poverty

2 No
poverty

Zero
hunger

No
poverty

No
poverty

Quality
education

No
poverty

Reduce 
income 

inequalities

No
poverty

Goodhealth 
and

well-being

3
Clean

water and 
sanitation

Good health 
and

well-being

Quality
education

Zero
hunger

Goodhealth 
and

well-being

Clean
water and 
sanitation

No
poverty

Climate
action

Quality
education

4 Zero
hunger

Quality
education

Zero
hunger

Quality
education

Zero
hunger

Zero
hunger

Climate
action

Decent work 
and economic 

growth

Decent work 
and economic 

growth

5
Affordable 
and clean 

energy

Clean
water and 
sanitation

Decent work 
and economic

growth

Clean
water and 
sanitation

Decent work 
and economic 

growth

Decent work 
and economic 

growth

Goodhealth 
and

well-being

Clean
water and 
sanitation

Zero
hunger

TOP FIVE ISSUES PEOPLE CARE ABOUT ACROSS ASIA

Younger people were more passionate 
about issues surrounding health, 
poverty, education, and hunger whilst 
older generations were more concerned 
with decent work and economic growth, 
clean water, and affordable energy.

No
poverty

Climate
action

Quality
education

Gender
equality

Decent work and
economic growth

Good health
and well-being

No
poverty

Climate
action

Quality
education

Gender
equality

Decent work and
economic growth

Good health
and well-being
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In some countries, good health was 
strongly associated with lifestyle. 
Australian, Thai, Malaysian and Korean 
consumers on social media focused on 
the sharing of fitness tips, healthy recipes 
and motivational quotes.  

The mental aspect of good health 
was also widely discussed in recently 
urbanised markets like Malaysia, 
Singapore, Thailand and South Korea, 
with conversations advocating awareness 
about depression and the need for self-
care.  

Health concerns took a more serious 
bent around vaccinations in markets like 
Taiwan and Philippines where vaccination 
scandals were a hot topic, and India and 
Indonesia where comments promoted 
the need for more education about 
vaccinations.  

A large number of women in India don’t 
have access to sanitary towels, which is 
a contributing factor to high maternal 
mortality. This fact was circulated on 
social media along with details on the 
importance of good menstrual hygiene. 
Many posts mentioned #padman, the 
story of an inventor of low-cost sanitary 
products for Indian women.

The topic of poverty saw a strong focus 
on the local poor within discussions 
on social media. Even in considerably 
affluent markets like Singapore, Taiwan 
and South Korea, there was engaged 
debate about the invisible poverty line, 
and many comments recognised the 
need to help those who had not benefited 
from economic progress through social 
initiatives or government policies. 
Malaysia and Thailand highlighted the 
need for education to break poverty 
cycle, whilst Indonesia saw strong 
concern around helping poor refugees 
from natural disasters like earthquakes 
and tsunamis.  

In India social media was abuzz with 
pride over a sharp drop in poverty rates, 
giving India the fastest rate of poverty 
reduction in the world – an achievement 
widely credited to the Modi government’s 
policies. 

No
poverty

Climate
action

Quality
education

Gender
equality

Decent work and
economic growth

Good health
and well-being

Even in 
considerably 
affluent markets 
like Singapore, 
Taiwan and South 
Korea, there was 
engaged debate 
about the invisible 
poverty line.

No
poverty

Climate
action

Quality
education

Gender
equality

Decent work and
economic growth

Good health
and well-being
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No
poverty

Climate
action

Quality
education

Gender
equality

Decent work and
economic growth

Good health
and well-being

Although global gender issues did not 
come through as highly important to 
individuals questioned, many causes were 
still discussed in social media through 
the lens of women’s issues, for example, 
quality education. 

A popular hashtag in India was 
#BetiBachaoBetiPadhao, which translates 
to “save the girl child, educate the girl 
child”. It spiked on International Women’s 
Day, but also saw consistent usage 
throughout the year, and was widely used 
in all kinds of contexts to celebrate the 
girl empowered through education. 

Climate change as a topic did not place 
high on importance for most countries, 
except in Korea and Taiwan. Social 
conversations discussed the impact of 
climate change on the seasons and 
local pollution, with drastic changes in 
temperature and air quality perceptibly 
worsening due to pollution.  

In Australia, climate change focused 
on energy as conversations around 
affordable and clean energy included 
the term “climate” just as frequently 
as “energy”. Online debate in Australia 
was clearly conscious of the country’s 
beautiful and unique natural environment 
– especially The Great Barrier Reef – 
and the need to preserve it through 
responsible energy production, switching 
to solar farms and shutting down coal-
powered factories.

Social conversations discussed the 
impact of climate change on the 
seasons and local pollution, with 
drastic changes in temperature and 
air quality.

No
poverty

Climate
action

Quality
education

Gender
equality

Decent work and
economic growth

Good health
and well-being
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For some issues, there was also a notable 
difference between what mattered to 
consumers in emerging and developed 
markets. Quality education emerges 
as an important issue for all of the 
developing markets in the study - India, 
Indonesia, Malaysia, Thailand and the 
Philippines – where it is seen as a stepping 
stone out of poverty. 

Across many of these markets there 
was harsh criticism levelled at a 
dissatisfactory public education system, 
which was often blamed as a root cause 
of the poverty cycle. The seriousness of 
the dissatisfaction ranged from angry 
to hopeful: in the Philippines, many 
different social hashtags abounded as a 
rallying point for furious college students 
protesting for better tuition fees, whilst 
in Malaysia, netizens shared positive and 
inspirational stories of local educators 
who had gone beyond the call of duty to 
teach their students. 

Across many of these markets there 
was harsh criticism levelled at a 
dissatisfactory public education 
system, which was often blamed as 
a root cause of the poverty cycle.

No
poverty

Climate
action

Quality
education

Gender
equality

Decent work and
economic growth

Good health
and well-being
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Developed markets were more focused 
on the issue of decent work and 
economic growth, especially where 
stagnating growth put the spotlight on 
rising unemployment rates and costs 
outpacing wages. 

In South Korea in July 2018, the number 
of official hours in a working week 
was reduced from 68 to 52 hours, and 
although most salaried workers saw this 
as a positive move for work-life balance, 
Korean discussion online was polarized 
over the change, with many seeing it as a 
wage cut. 

Both Singapore and Taiwan saw common 
themes around using foreign talent to 
rejuvenate the economy, with a sense of 
pessimism over whether it was possible 
for government action to improve wages. 

Developed markets 
were more focused 
on the issue of 
decent work 
and economic 
growth, especially 
where stagnating 
growth put the 
spotlight on rising 
unemployment 
rates and costs 
outpacing wages.

No
poverty

Climate
action

Quality
education

Gender
equality

Decent work and
economic growth

Good health
and well-being
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Local issues take precedence 
over global: people care 
about poverty, hunger 
and access to education, 
but they want to discuss 
the situation at home 
before they debate what’s 
happening abroad  

KEY FINDINGS

1 2
Global issues are relevant, 
however these are brought up 
in relation to more specific 
local problems. A local lens is 
required to bridge the gap  

The issues people care 
about are inextricably 
interconnected, and these 
connections form different 
patterns of conversation 
across different countries

3
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The media landscape across Asia is 
diverse, resulting in platforms having 
differing influence on how issues are 
received, debated and circulated. 

2
HOW
ISSUES
CIRCULATE
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WHAT ISSUES ARE SEEN?

TV remains a dominant channel in Asia, 
and this is where most consumers hear 
about issues. 72% of people reported to 
have heard about climate action here, 
whilst TV was also the key driver for 
knowledge of life below water – no doubt 
following the success of environmental 
documentaries such as the BBC’s Blue 
Planet and its popularity in Asia. The 
results showed that the exposure to issues 
on TV was highest in emerging markets 
like Thailand, where three-quarters 
(77%) of people received news around 
SDG issues from TV, followed closely 
by Indonesia (75%). India was the only 
country in the study where TV did not 
dominate – in its place, social media was 
the leading platform for conversations 
around these topics.  

Online news channels and social 
media take up the secondary role in 
propagating news about issues, with 
gender being the top topic that was 
covered here – 56% of people said they 
had seen discussions  

Facebook is the most popular social 
media site generally, used by 85% of 
people across the region. It was also 
the channel that was most likely to be 
used to discuss the social issues that 
people care about. This was followed by 

WhatsApp, which despite being a private 
forum, was a popular place for people 
to engage in debate on these topics. 
However, Instagram is also very prevalent 
across the region and its visual currency 
working well to propagate issues. Good 
health and well-being was a particular 
topic that was discussed across channels, 
with a high level on Instagram and 
Twitter.   

Traditional forms of media such as 
newspapers, radio and magazines were 
not as central to the circulation of news 
about these issues. However, they were 
consistently cited - between a quarter 
to a third of people (depending on the 
issue) said that they hear information 
through these channels, demonstrating 
their continued importance within the 
media mix.  

Some of the most important issues for 
people in Asia, such as well-being and 
education, were also the likely to be 
discussed amongst friends and family. 
In fact, one in three people across Asia 
said they do not like engaging with issues 
online and would prefer to take the 
conversations offline. 

One in three people across Asia said 
they do not like engaging with issues 
online and would prefer to take the 
conversation offline.
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HOW DO PEOPLE ENGAGE WITH 
ISSUES?

It’s one thing to see or read about an 
issue, it’s another to act upon it and 
join the debate. The results showed that 
people in Asia are, on the whole, open 
to supporting and engaging in issues 
that resonate with them. Almost a third 
(31%) of all respondents report to have 
signed a petition. Predictably, the more 
effort needed, the less likely people were 
to participate – for example, people were 
less likely to have joined a protest for 
an issue they care about, with only 15% 
saying they had done so.  

However, digital channels provide a 
convenient range of ways for consumers 
to participate and discuss issues with 
others, and engagement here was 
therefore higher. Over half of people 
(53%) reported that they have liked posts 
on social media around a topic or issue, 
with 45% saying they have shared a post 
or article. The number was far higher in 
emerging markets, particularly Thailand 
(68%) Indonesia (67%) and Philippines 
(65%). Conversely, in developed markets 
people were less likely to get involved with 

NOT INVOLVED: 43%

The biggest segment is comprised 
of people who are least likely to be 
concerned with any of the issues 
highlighted. They are much less likely to 
have taken action (60% not taking any 
issues-based action at all), and interact 
less through liking or sharing posts on 
social media. This lack of engagement 
means they are least likely to change 
their behaviour as a result of hearing 
about an issue. They are typically older, 
with over a third over the age of 45, and 
70% older than 35. They are also more 
likely to live in developed countries like 
Australia, Singapore and Korea. 

approximately half of Australians (29%) 
and Singaporeans (36%) taking the 
same action. 

The report revealed a variety of 
behaviours demonstrated by people 
when interacting with issues online, which 
can be classed into four different types of 
personalities: 

People who believe brands should not get 
involved in action around social issues are 
most likely to fit in this group. 

 � OLDER
 � DEVELOPED MARKETS
 � LEAST LIKELY TO TAKE ACTION

1

ENGAGEMENT WITH ISSUES

Liked a post about an issue

Shared a post about an issue

Signed a petition

Joined a protest

53%

45%

31%

15%



16

DIRECT ACTION: 12%

The smallest segment is the most likely 
to act on their beliefs, with over half 
taking part in offline activities such as 
demonstrations, writing to newspapers 
or signing petitions. They often like posts 
about issues and over a third have shared 
posts on social media. Typically made 
up of Gen Z and millennials under 34, 
this segment is likely to change their 
behaviour based on issues and purchase 
brands that positively support topics 
they care about. Slightly more male as a 
group (58%), they make up the highest 
proportion of the total in India, where one 
quarter fit into this group. 

SOCIAL MEDIA FOLLOWER: 18%

The third group is highly active on social 
media, however less likely to get involved 
in the real world. Spending more time on 
Facebook than the first two segments, 
a high proportion have shared posts 
they care about to propagate issues, 
however they are less likely to offer their 
own opinion in a comment. The group 
is spread across age groups and is 
slightly more female (54%), with a high 
percentage in the Philippines (25%). Only 
a third have changed their behaviour 
based on something they’ve read online 
about an issue. 

They believe brands should support and 
fund organisations that help causes 
and raise awareness around issues, in 
particular at the grassroots level and to 
leverage pressure in the political realm. 
Unlike the other segments where people 
cared about a range of issues, those 
in Direct Action were most passionate 
about good health and well-being and 
gender equality.

 � YOUNGER
 � EMERGING MARKETS
 � CHANGE BEHAVIOURS

2

3
 � ALL AGES
 � LIKE AND SHARE ON SOCIAL
 � LESS LIKELY TO CHANGE 
BEHAVIOURS
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CAMPAIGNER: 27%

The final group is made up of digital 
campaigners – people who like and share 
regularly online and are keen to share 
their views on subjects they care about. 
Highly vocal, they are active across a 
range of social media platforms from 
Facebook to Instagram to Twitter, and 
actively seek out content connected to 
issues of concern. 

Skewed towards the younger generations, 
they believe that brands should 
directly fund support for issues and run 
advertising that educates around these 
causes. Thailand and the Philippines have 

the highest proportion of people who fit 
into this group, at over a third in each 
country. 

 � YOUNGER
 � HIGHLY VOCAL ONLINE
 � WANT BRANDS TO BE INVOLVED 
TOO

The study showed that across countries 
in Asia, the visibility of issues on social 
media is affecting behaviours, with 61% 
saying it makes them more conscious of 
issues and one in three (31%) saying that 
they have changed their behaviour as a 
result. What’s more, 20% have donated 
to a cause as a result of being exposed 
to the topic. However, one in five (19%) 
say that despite the issue resonating 
with them, they have not changed 
their behaviour, and 15% said it has not 
impacted them at all. 

Dissecting this by country, the Philippines 
is most influenced by social media, with 
three quarters (78%) more conscious 

or aware of the issue in day-to-day life. 
However, Indians are subsequently the 
most charitable, with 42% donating to a 
cause following exposure to it on social 
media, followed by Indonesia at 22%.  

However, consumers are at risk of getting 
overwhelmed with the number of posts. 
One in three (32%) say that they are 
frustrated by their social media feed 
being full of posts about social issues 
from their contacts and 60% report that 
there are too many posts generally.

HAS ANY OF THE CONTENT YOU HAVE READ OR SEEN IN SOCIAL MEDIA OR IN ONLINE FORUMS INFLUENCED YOUR 
BEHAVIOUR?

I feel more conscious and aware of the issue 
in day to day life

It resonated, but I have not changed my 
behaviour

I have changed my behaviour e.g. started
or stopped doing something

I do not buy brands or products that 
negatively impact this issue / likely to buy 
a brand that supports this issue

I have donated money to a cause

I have not changed my behaviour

61%

19%

31%

28%

21%

16%

4
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TV is still king in Asia and 
plays a significant role in 
propagating news around 
social issues.

KEY FINDINGS

1

2 Social media is providing 
accessible ways for 
people to show support 
for an issue, and plays a 
central role in educating 
people and causing 
them to become more 
conscious. 

Social media is saturated 
with this kind of content, 
so caution is needed to 
ensure people are not 
overwhelmed as they will 
only engage with what 
resonates with them.

3
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3
THE 
ROLE OF 
BRANDS
It’s clear that the social issues that 
matter to people are complex and varied 
throughout the region, but what does 
this mean for brands? Should they be 
entering into this space at all, and if so, 
how should they link their purpose with 
those of the consumers they are looking 
to engage? 
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THE ROLE OF BRANDS

The vast majority of people in Asia believe 
that brands and businesses belong in 
this space. 90% of those questioned 
said they think brands should be getting 
involved in social issues. In a world 
where more people trust businesses than 
governments, consumers want brands 
to proactively fight for what they believe 
in and to lead the charge on problems 
facing the world today4.  

What’s more, purpose makes business 
sense. 60% said they are more likely to 
buy a brand that is generally aligned 
with their views, rising to 76% in the 
Philippines and 74% in India, highlighting 
how proactive engagement on these 
issues has the potential to drive growth. 
The same number (60%) said they would 
be happy to pay more for brands with 
sustainability credentials.

Social media also emerged as a channel 
that had a significant effect on people’s 
relationships with brands. Three in ten 
consumers said they may decide not to 
buy a product because of content they 
have seen on social networks, and two 
thirds of people (66%) believe social 
media is a good place to challenge 
brands on issues.  

The social analysis also brought to 
the fore criticism of unethical brand 
employment, for example illegal unfair 
dismissal, or not paying overtime. 
Consumers took to social media to 
voice their dissatisfaction and called for 
boycotts. It is increasingly important 
for brands to ensure their employment 
practices and supply chains are ethical 
before engaging in causes.

I’M MORE LIKELY TO BUY A 
BRAND THAT HAS A PURPOSE 
ALIGNED TO MY VIEWS

Total (%) Australia India Indonesia Malaysia Philippines Singapore South Korea Taiwan Thailand

60 42 74 53 64 76 53 58 61 63

I’M HAPPY TO PAY A LITTLE 
MORE FOR A BRAND WITH 
SUSTAINABILITY CREDENTIALS

Total (%) Australia India Indonesia Malaysia Philippines Singapore South Korea Taiwan Thailand

60 38 80 57 65 71 48 66 58 53

90% said they 
think brands 
should be getting 
involved in social 
issues.
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TAKING ACTION

But what role do people believe brands 
should play? The study revealed the top 
five requests from consumers:

However, caution is needed as 
authenticity is important. Although more 
than half of respondents (54%) reported 
to find it authentic when brands engage 
with social issues, this was as low as 
33% in Korea and 36% in Australia. This 
scepticism, a typical characteristic of 
developed markets, implies that brands 
operating in these countries should 
tread more carefully than in places such 
as India where 74% perceive this as 
trustworthy brand activity.  

Educate consumers about the issue  

Initiate and fund programmes to support the issue  

Fund the organisations directly involved in the issue  

Run campaigns to raise awareness

Change business practices to support the issue  

Getting the tone right is therefore crucial 
as a serious topic referenced in a trite 
manner can cause unwanted consumer 
backlash as was seen with Pepsi’s 
“Protest” ad wich received criticism for its 
tone-deaf portrayal of a protest march. 
It’s important to gauge the country’s 
sentiment and mood around a cause 
before becoming involved, extensively 
testing narratives and creatives to ensure 
they work.

1

2

3

5

4
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BRAND PERFORMANCE

So which brands have successfully 
aligned with social issues that spoke 
to people? The social media analysis 
revealed a number of campaigns that 
identified and promoted causes that 
resonated with consumers.  

Some of the most impactful campaigns 
came from brands that sought to help 
with local problems concerning hunger 
and poverty. Globe in the Philippines 
worked with Rise Against Hunger, 
promoting the cause and allowing 
people to donate their loyalty points to 
the organisation. In Indonesia, Go-Jek’s 
work with Food Cycle, a distribution 
initiative, encouraged people to donate 
left-over wedding food to the poor. 
And in Australia, where consumers were 
typically more cynical about brands 
getting involved in causes, Woolworths 
did well with a campaign that allowed 
people to buy tokens to pay for meals 
for the local needy. The campaigns were 
successful in that they not only raised 
awareness of issues close to the heart 
of consumers in these countries, but 
did so in a way that was authentically 
connected to their brands and provided 
simple ways for people to help directly. 

In India, Horlicks and Quaker both 
focused on nutrition to help malnourished 
children in the country. Horlicks launched 
Horlicks Mission Poshan – a multi-faceted 
awareness campaign that included 
Indian ambassadors such as Amitabh 
Bachchan. Similarly, #QuakerFeedaChild 
garnered attention on social media 
through its touching video and call to 
action.

The campaigns were successful in that 
they not only raised awareness of issues 
close to the heart of consumers in these 
countries, but did so in a way that was 
authentically connected to their brands.



23

POWERFUL PARTNERSHIPS

Multinational brands are successfully 
raising awareness for social causes by 
partnering with organisations that can 
help guide their approach and maximise 
impact on the ground.  

Partnerships are often integral to the 
success of these initiatives – they ensure 
the strategy is appropriate and the 
nuance is correct. The relationships 
also introduce an organisation with the 
ability to hold the businesses to account, 
making sure it achieves its goals.  
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WATERSCHOOL 

Swarovski has been instilling sustainable 
water-use practices through its 
Waterschool programme for almost 
two decades. The work, which is part of 
its wider sustainability commitments, 
focuses on ensuring access to clean 
water in schools while also educating 
communities on proper sanitation, 
hygiene and water issues and 
empowering sustainable development.

The brand’s history of investment in the 
issue provided an authentic platform 
for the 2018 launch of WATERSCHOOL, 
a film created through a partnership 
with the UCLA School of Theatre, Film 
and Television. Filmed in Brazil, Uganda, 
Austria, China, India, and the US, 
WATERSCHOOL follows the experiences 
of six girls living along some of the world’s 
major rivers - the Amazon, Mississippi, 
Danube, Nile, Ganges and Yangtze - as 
they learn about water and sustainability 
to protect their communities and homes. 
Screenings of the film raised awareness 
of the issue globally, while the variety 
of countries highlighted in film allowed 
Swarovski to apply a local lens where 
relevant. 

The brand’s history of investment 
in the issue provided an authentic 
platform for the 2018 launch of 
WATERSCHOOL.

http://www.swarovskiwaterschool.com/
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SHARING BEAUTY WITH ALL

L’Oréal is a brand that channels the 
ethos from its broader sustainability 
commitments into local programmes. 
Through its ‘Sharing Beauty With All’ 
platform, the company has set a series 
of tangible commitments that address its 
impact on the environment and engage 
its entire value chain. The framework for 
the commitments is borne out of the 
SGDs, however the execution is often at a 
local level. 

For example, L’Oréal sources rice bran 
oil from north-eastern Thailand, where 
the farmers are among the poorest 
in the country. As part of its Carbon 
Balanced ambition, the company is 
working with Pur Projet, a fair trade 
cooperative to implement an agroforestry 
programme. The new plantations have 
not only captured a significant amount 
of CO2, but have also enriched the soils 
and improve biodiversity, benefiting 
those living in these areas. The initiative 
is helping the brand achieve its 
commitments at a global level, as well 
as improving the situation for people 
within their supply chain and their wider 
communities. 

The initiative is helping the brand 
achieve its commitments at a 
global level, as well as improving 
the situation for people within 
their supply chain and their wider 
communities. 

https://sharingbeautywithall.loreal.com/innovating/respecting-biodiversity/planting-trees-rice-paddies-restore-soil-health
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MALALA FUND

In 2018 Apple revealed a tie-up with the 
Malala Fund as part of the initial goal of 
getting 100,000 girls into education in 
a number of countries across the world. 
The partnership is enabling a significant 
expansion of Malala’s effort to support 
girls’ education and advocate for equal 
opportunity. 

Apple’s support comes in the form of 
assistance with technology, curriculum 
and research into policy changes needed 
to help girls attend school and complete 
their education. The local nature of 
the initiatives has generated approval 
from the public and stakeholders as the 
tangible benefits begin to be felt by the 
communities themselves. 

The local nature of the 
initiatives has generated 
approval as the tangible 
benefits begin to be felt by 
the communities themselves. 

https://www.malala.org/newsroom/malala-fund-apple-partnership
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CONCLUSION

Consumers in Asia are calling for brands 
to have purpose – to have a voice in the 
issues that matter to them. With 90% 
saying that brands should get involved, 
it is now an expectation, not a bonus. 
And in addition, the study shows that 
brands that align with the social issues 
that matter to their consumers are 
more likely to drive sales and build closer 
relationships with their target audiences.  

Look beyond the 
global narrative 

Don’t confuse what dominates 
the media with what matters to 
individuals. Despite the global noise 
around climate change and gender, 
people in Asia are more concerned 
with their own local health, well-being 
and poverty issues. While in Western 
markets many successful brands 
have erred towards taking a stand 
on political issues, people in Asia are 
more likely to support brands that take 
a stand on cultural or societal issues. 
Get under the skin of the people you 
are trying to reach by going beyond 
what they are seeing. Instead, ask what 
matters to them.

Apply a local lens 
to global issues
Specific local issues often ladder 
up to global themes. In the case of 
Australia, the conversation about 
climate change was happening 
through the discussions around 
energy and coral reefs. In India, 
good health looked at menstruation 
and was connected to wider gender 
conversations. Find what matters 
on a smaller scale and make the 
connection to the bigger picture.

Be sure to
walk the walk
Authenticity is key. Brands must add 
value to society through their purpose 
and not just use it as a campaigning 
platform. First and foremost, they 
need to have their own house in order 
and ensure policies and supply chains 
meet expectations. Following on from 
this, consumers are looking for brands 
to educate, fund and advocate before 
they start promoting their actions. 

In the past few years, we’ve seen many 
brands driving forward high-profile 
debates. However, rising connectivity 
and technological advances now mean 
that almost everyone can have a voice, 
and many new voices need to be heard. 
Brands now need to listen – to understand 
these regional and local conversations 
and align their purpose accordingly.�

It is now an 
expectation, 
not a bonus.
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