
While everyone’s way of life has 
undoubtedly shifted this past year, 
the pandemic didn’t affect everyone 
the same way. It not only exposed 
existing inequalities, but accelerated 
them. People are turning to the 
internet for help: whether they’re 
existing internet users with fresh 
financial woes, or newcomers with 
more basic needs, consumers are 
searching for ways to overcome 
the challenges they face.

Dubbed the “ ,” the pandemic has exposed many 
societal fractures along the lines of wealth, race, and gender. 
While many of these inequalities existed before COVID-19, the 
pandemic has played a role in exacerbating them, and the most 
vulnerable in society have been disproportionately hit. 



Lower income households experienced a higher concentration of 
job losses  while their children missed twice as many days in a 
school year compared with those from high income families.  
Women too, suffered increased violence, with 83% in Indonesia 
reporting that domestic violence worsened due to COVID-19.

inequality virus
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To overcome these inequalities, people are searching online for 
solutions to help themselves and their communities. Their 
searches range from unemployment benefits and “buy now pay 
later” financing options to topics on discrimination and women’s 
rights, reflecting their growing interest in social issues. 



Unfortunately, not everyone has equal access to the support 
systems they need. The world’s growing reliance on technology 
means it’s crucial to equip the less privileged with access to 
digital solutions. Factors like unstable internet access, technical 
illiteracy, and language barriers can prevent people from joining 
the rest of the world online, and exacerbate the inequity they 
already experience. 


Indeed, rising searches for local translations, line speed tests, 
and even free internet services reflect a growing section of 
society struggling to keep up. When cities shut down during the 
pandemic, millions of migrants across APAC had to return to 
their homes, many in rural areas. Without access to the high-
speed internet of urban centers, these workers and their 
families lost jobs and learning opportunities.  Widespread 
digital migration on the other hand, has brought more users 
online from non-metropolitan areas in APAC, hastening the 
need for the digital ecosystem to evolve to address their 
specific needs through the acceleration of vernacular, voice, 
and video solutions.49



People recognize that these societal inequalities cannot be 
solved by governments and nonprofits alone. The expectation is 
now also on brands to help drive meaningful change.  
Perceived to be more ethical and competent,  businesses are 
uniquely positioned to boost customer loyalty and trust by 
driving social change. This means that consumers will embrace 
brands who not only reflect diversity in their campaigns, but 
take action to create equity in societies as well.
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Finding familiarity 
through local language

SEARCHES

Searches show the anxiety that consumers face when 
transacting in a foreign language. In fact, up to 40% of 
consumers won’t consider making a purchase unless they 
can access information in their local language.52 With more 
new users coming online from non-metropolitan areas, the 
demand for local translations is continuing to grow. 

Access to stable and 
affordable internet
As more needs are being fulfilled online, people are 
increasingly focused on ensuring that they have reliable 
and affordable internet access. 

The need for financial support
As APAC experiences high unemployment rates,53 consumers 
are searching for different ways to alleviate economic concerns. 
Whether it’s a business grant or a cash loan, people in APAC  
are looking for financial support to tide them over in an 
uncertain year.

Social inequalities
The general APAC region is still lagging behind the global 
average when it comes to the importance of equal rights,  but 
people are starting to become more 

 Continuing from 2020, searches reveal this nascent stage 
of exploration and awareness growing in APAC.
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curious about inclusion and 

equity.

Creating real change is not just about ensuring diversity and 
inclusion, it is about taking action towards ensuring equity as 
well. While the pandemic has impacted everyone’s lives, not 
everyone has been affected in the same way, and rising 
searches reflect the need for help. Now, reaching customers 
takes more than simply reflecting society. Brands are also 
expected to take actions to shape it.


Engage your global audience with a full language experience that 
conveys your brand, reputation and trustworthiness. This might 
entail having , or adopting 

 to make interactions easier for your customers, 
regardless of literacy levels.

translation options for your web content
voice assistance

Google’s  (MUM) has the potential to 
break down language barriers by transferring knowledge across 
languages. MUM can learn from sources in a foreign language 
and use those insights to find the most relevant results in your 
preferred language.



Google Meet has launched  to help video 
calls be more global and inclusive. This equalizes information 
sharing, learning, and collaboration.


Multitask Unified Model

live translated captions

Keep in mind that your quest for operational efficiency and digital 
transformation isn’t leaving some of your customers behind. Not 
all users will have the same level of digital savvy, especially as 
more new users come online. In fact, many new internet users 
still struggle with basic tasks. For example, in South Korea, 
elderly people  because they did not know 
how to do so through an unmanned kiosk. In India, 73% of users 
ask for help in getting their phones set up,55 and 40% in Pakistan 
have installed finance apps but never used them due to factors 
like requiring help or complicated processes.

Look at your engagement metrics as indications of how your 
online platforms or services are used. By paying attention to 
potential drop-off points, you can get insights on how to improve 
not least the onboarding experience for customers, but also 
create ongoing learning moments.


gave up ordering food
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Consumers are drawn to brands that focus on the “we” over the 
“me.” While 63% of consumers surveyed were more attracted to 
“brands that focus on making the world a better place,” only 37% 
said they preferred “brands that focus on making me a better 
person.”  The same survey found that 86% of respondents 
expect brands to act beyond their product or business,  
suggesting that people are increasingly looking for brands that 
focus on contributing to society and the rest of the world.
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Honda, the Japan-based automaker, is creating an 
designed to help people with blindness or low 

vision. This is an extension of their usual products, but in line 
with their vision to bring joy by expanding life’s potential, 
advancing mobility, and improving people’s daily lives. 

in-shoe 
navigation system 

Consumers are 4.5X more likely to buy from a brand if it 
addresses human rights, and 3.5X more likely to do so if it 
takes on economic inequality.59  As marketers, we are in a 
unique position to drive authentic and meaningful change, and 
it starts with the teams we build and the stories we tell. Get 
inspired by tips for .
inclusive marketing best practices

Singapore-based digital telco  has unveiled a data 
plan which enables customers to choose their family, 
acknowledging non-traditional families such as LGBTQ+,  
single-parent, and divorced families.



In April 2021,  announced it would stop using the words 
“whitening,” “lightening,” and “bihaku” (beautiful white) in its 
product marketing.

Circles.Life

Kao

Sources:

All Google Search data points included in this report are from Google Trends, Sep 2019 - Aug 2020 vs. Sep 
2020 - Aug 2021, unless otherwise indicated.



45. IMFBlog, “The Future of Asia: What a Difference a Year Can Make,” March 17, 2021. 
46. UNESCO, UNICEF and The World Bank, “What have we learnt? Overview of findings from a survey of 
ministries of education on national responses to COVID-19,” 2020. 
47. The World Bank, “Uneven Recovery Drives Growing Inequality Across East Asia and the Pacific,” March 
25, 2021. 
48. UN News, “Bridging Asia-Pacific ‘digital divide’ vital to realize tech benefits,” Aug. 18, 2020. 
49. IAMAI/Kantar, ICUBE 2020 Report, 2020. 
50. Edelman, Trust Barometer Special Report, 2021. 
51. Edelman, Trust Barometer Special Report, 2021. 
52. CSA Research/Kantar, Can’t Read, Won’t Buy, 2020. 
53. Asian Development Bank, Basic Statistics, 2021 
54. GWI Q2, 2021. 
55. Google commissioned Ipsos Research Private Limited (India), IN, n=1981, 18-45 years, Dec. 2020–Jan. 
2021. 
56. Google/Kantar, Apps: How to realize their full value research, PK, n=374, online/offline respondents 
aged 18 to 64, 2021. 
57. Edelman, Trust Barometer Special Report, 2021. 
58. Edelman, Trust Barometer Special Report, 2021. 
59. Edelman, Trust Barometer Special Report, 2021. 


In 2020, opened a store in South Korea that focused 
on inclusive design, such as contactless speech-to-text voice 
recognition at the till, a braille menu, and digital signage to help 
consumers keep track of their orders. Staff members also 
received customized training and a basic course in Korean 
Sign Language. 

Starbucks

Take a bigger stand2

Don’t let language be a barrier. 

Help close technical, financial, and accessibility gaps.

Stand for something bigger than profits.

It’s time to redefine success in business and build for a more 
inclusive and sustainable economy. Brands need to speak up 
and act beyond their traditional business boundaries, for both 
consumers and employees. 


In April 2021, Kao announced it would stop using the 
words “whitening,” “lightening,” and “bihaku” (beautiful 
white) in its product marketing going forward. 


more likely to buy if a brand 
addresses human rights

4.5x
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From

reflecting society 
to changing it 5

MARKETING IMPLICATIONS

+60%

In India, Japan, the Philippines, 
and Indonesia, searches related to    
discrimination    grew by up to  

with searches like    what is discrimination    in India    コロナ 差別    
(Corona discrimination) in Japan,    gender discrimination    in the 
Philippines, and diskriminasi sosial adalah (social discrimination 
meaning) in Indonesia. The latter also saw a 40% rise in searches 
for women’s rights and 90% growth in search interest in bantuan 

sosial (social support).

Three of the top five countries with the highest concentration of 
searches related to    unemployment benefits    are in APAC: 
South Korea, the Philippines, and India. YouTube searches 
related to unemployment in Australia grew by 170%, and in 
Vietnam, they grew by over 2000%. 

+170%

+175%
Rising economic pressures and unemployment 
have forced many people to look for ways to 
make money or start their own businesses,  
with entrepreneurship-related searches like 
start own business      micro business grant     
and    earn money    seeing up to 175% growth  
in the Philippines, Indonesia, and Hong Kong.

270%+
Australia, Singapore, and India have the highest 

concentration of searches in the world for    bnpl    (buy 
now, pay later). In Singapore and Malaysia, search interest 

in    pay later    increased by up to 270%.


 In Thailand, YouTube 
search interest in    เนต็ ฟร ี   
(free internet) grew by 35%.

+35%

This year, we have seen continued momentum in searches testing 
internet speed and connectivity as more people come online. 
Search interest in    internet speed check    or    line speed test 
grew by up to 60% in countries like Malaysia, India, Philippines, 

Taiwan, Vietnam, South Korea, Indonesia, Singapore, and Japan.

+60%

Across multiple countries in APAC, we see up to 155% growth 
in searches for translations and assistance in comprehending 
words that are not in users’ mother tongue. The highest growth 
this year came from India, the Philippines, Vietnam, and 
Malaysia, with searches like    english to malayalam       
in tagalog        in malay    and    dịch tiếng anh thành tiếng việt    
(translate English to Vietnamese).

+155%

5
Growing

inequalities

“With four converging global crises over the last year - COVID-19, 
economic insecurity, financial/health inequities and systemic 
racism - brands that take a stand get a giant boost in trust. This 
evolved role for brands offers a new opportunity for brand 
marketers and real risk if they fail to recognize consumers’  
call for brand action.” 

Build inclusive marketing strategies that benefit people and 
your bottom line. 

Wagely

financial 
inclusion

 is a financial wellness app that aims to reduce financial 
stress for low- and middle-income employees in Indonesia by 
providing access to earned wages before payday. 



In 2021, Grab started a grassroots strategy to realize 
 in Indonesia by empowering sellers and the unbanked 

with access to financial products and services.

Cater to consumers’ basic 
needs to enable them to 
participate and engage1

In Hong Kong, we see greater interest in modes of future 
payment, rather than immediate payment. For instance, credit 

cards are searched 170% more often than debit cards.

+170%
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