
Media
2026

Published by



               These aren't isolated trends – they're interconnected 
forces demanding advertisers rethink planning, measurement, 
and activation from the ground up.

               Three gatekeepers now control who succeeds in advertising:



AI decides who gets seen

Credibility determines who gets trusted

Premium channels dictate who drives measurable impact.

               Consider how quickly the ground has shifted: 47% of adults ages 18-35 
now watch video podcasts, 88% of U.S. households own at least one 
Connected TV device, and AI-generated search answers are reducing organic 
click-through rates by 34-64%. AI Search scaled to $1 billion faster than any 
channel in digital advertising history – reaching in 4 years what took CTV a 
decade. These aren't predictions. They're current realities reshaping visibility, 
measurement, and conversion paths.



               Yet most advertisers are optimizing for a world that no longer exists. 
Nearly 60% of marketing budgets now flow to performance marketing, with a 
quarter of marketers increasing that proportion year-over-year. This short-term 
focus has consequences: brands underinvesting in brand building see 30% 
lower long-term ROAS, diminished pricing power, and eroding customer loyalty. 
The industry is optimizing itself into irrelevance.



               A counter-movement is emerging. Sophisticated marketers are 
leveraging AI to revolutionize campaign efficiency, investing in retail media 
networks approaching $69B with full-funnel capabilities, and entering audio, 
voice, and CTV before saturation. The most effective strategies balance 
immediate performance with long-term brand building, using premium 
environments and first-party data to create lasting competitive moats. For 
marketers willing to move beyond cheap reach, 2026 offers a clear window to 
differentiate through quality, precision, and integration.

               This report – built on comprehensive analysis of industry 
shifts, consumer behavior signals, and media channel evolution – 
provides strategic guidance for capitalizing on 2026's 
transformation. From AI search redefining the zero-click future 
to CTV becoming the fastest-growing attribution-ready channel, 
each trend is grounded in data revealing both scale of change 
and business implications.

               In 2026, your competitors will ask:

“How much should we spend?”

               Winners will ask: “Where should we be that our 
competitors aren't”



Which question will define your strategy and your results?

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

               What defines success in 2026?

Advertisers who thrive do three things their competitors won't:



They optimize for AI, not algorithms.

They treat credibility as infrastructure, not messaging.

They enter emerging channels early.



               The smartest investments recognize that where you appear, how you 
close attribution loops, and whether you've created bandwidth for strategic 
thinking now determines competitive advantage for years ahead. 
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AI Search is 
Redefining the 
Digital Growth 
Curve

TREND 01



Redefining Where 
and  Consumers 
Convert

How

AI Search is scaling faster than any previous wave of digital advertising, 
surpassing retail media and connected TV within just four years of reaching


 At the same time, over half of internet users will be Gen-AI 
users by 2029.



As AI platforms deliver direct, answer-based results, traditional lower-funnel 
tactics like search and retargeting will face declining visibility, making upper-
funnel awareness and contextual strategies more essential than ever.

$1 billion spend.

Source

TREND 01:

AI Search is 
Redefining the 
Digital Growth 
Curve
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AI SEARCH IS 
ACCELERATING 

RAPID SPEND 
SHIFT TOWARD AI 
SEARCH

AI search spend set to grow 
from $1B in 2025 to $26B by 
2029, representing nearly 14% 
of all U.S. search advertising, a 
clear signal that budgets are 
beginning to follow changing 
consumer behavior.

Source: eMarketer, 2025

POWERED BY 
YOUNG EDUCATED 
COHORTS

Nearly 6 in 10 adults under 30 
have used ChatGPT, and post-
graduates interact with AI 
multiple times a day, making 
younger, educated users the 
primary drivers of early AI-
search adoption.

Source: Pew, 2025

HOWEVER TRUST 
REMAINS LIMITED

66% of U.S. adults worry about 
inaccurate information from 
AI, and fewer than 1 in 5 find AI 
summaries highly useful, 
showing that rapid adoption is 
still tempered by low trust. 

Source: Pew, 2025

TREND 01:

AI Search is Redefining the 
Digital Growth Curve
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DRIVEN BY YOUNGER USERS AND 
MARKED BY SKEPTICISM



CURRENT & 
FORMATS

EMERGING 

Experimental Phase with Expanding 
Opportunities

Sparse inventory, 
unclear pricing, 
limited attribution

PAID UNITS RISK 
BIASING AI ANSWERS, 
IMPACTING TRUST

PAID UNITS RISK 
BIASING AI ANSWERS, 
IMPACTING TRUST

Sponsored Answers

AI Overviews & Showroom Ads

ChatGPT Ads (Launching 2026)

Contextual brand mentions appear inside AI responses, 
labeled but designed to blend natively into the conversation.

Google is embedding shoppable units within AI Overviews; Microsoft 
is piloting Showroom Ads and DeepGen creative extensions.

OpenAI plans a large-scale rollout of ads within ChatGPT’s interface, 
enabling conversational product placements and affiliate integrations.

CHALLENGES FORMATS

TREND 01:

AI Search is Redefining the 
Digital Growth Curve
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shifting user 
behaviors are 

 how 
decisions are made
restructuring

From multi-touch nurturing to 
 inside one conversation

instant 
conversion

For marketers, this means:



No more funnel warm-up

If your brand isn’t surfaced in that AI response, you’re out of the consideration 
set.



Trust and structure win

Content credibility, data clarity, and contextual cues determine if and how your 
brand appears.



Speed matters

What used to take days now happens in minutes, requiring proactive visibility 
rather than reactive optimization.

Action

DESIRE

Interest

Awareness

TRADITIONAL FUNNEL

+10 TOUCHPOINTS IN MULTIPLE DAYS 1 CONVERSATION IN FEW MINUTES

AI SEARCH

TREND 01:

AI Search is Redefining 
the Digital Growth Curve
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potential

implications

for the open web

Decline in 
traditional web 
engagement

When AI-generated answers 
appear, organic CTRs drop 34–
64%, cutting publisher traffic 
dramatically.



Users increasingly complete 
their journeys within AI 
interfaces, never visiting original 
sites.



Publishers face an “answer-
layer” challenge, where visibility 
no longer guarantees web visits.

Source

The Zero-Click 
Future: Search 
Without 
Sessions

AI search engines increasingly 
deliver direct answers, 
bypassing referral links and ad 
units.



Discovery now happens inside 
conversation threads, making 
web sessions shorter and rarer.



“Share-of-Answer” replaces 
pageviews as a key performance 
metric for visibility tracking.

Source

emerging 

publisher &

brand 
responses

Structured data feeds (schema, 
product metadata, FAQs) ensure 
brands remain legible to AI 
crawlers.



Pay-per-crawl models are being 
tested to monetize AI’s use of 
publisher data (e.g., Reddit, 
Stack Overflow).



API access walls are rising. 
Major media outlets and 
platforms now restrict AI 
scraping without compensation.

Source

TREND 01:

AI Search is Redefining the 
Digital Growth Curve
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2026 ai search readiness: 
 &  brand 

visibility in an ai-first

discovery era

protecting expanding

Discovery is rapidly shifting from SEO ranking to AI-driven answers, 
and brands that do not adapt will lose visibility.

AI 

discovery 

framework

activate

monitor

optimize

What does it mean for marketers?



Monitor

Find where your brand is missing or misrepresented 
in AI engines and close those gaps early.



Optimize

Strengthen structured, verifiable brand signals that 
AI models rely on for ranking and recommendations.



Activate

Use attention-rich media to boost credibility and 
increase your chances of being surfaced in AI-
driven conversations.

What does it mean for brands?



Audit

Assess how they appear across AI engines and 
identify early gaps in visibility or representation.



Reassess

Evaluate lower-funnel efficiency as AI shifts 
discovery paths and increases the importance of 
trust-building signals.



Measure

Adopt attention and brand-lift metrics that move 
beyond last-click to capture real visibility and 
impact in AI-driven journeys.

TREND 01:

AI Search is Redefining the 
Digital Growth Curve
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AI Media Moves from 
Manual to Self-
Optimizing

TREND 02



ai media moves from 
manual to self 
optimizing
Automation is now the operating system for main channels, and we are at the 
crossover. We are moving from humans with tools to AI with human oversight, 
and teams that do not adapt will be outpaced and undercut by AI native 
competitors.

Campaigns auto adjust budgets, 
audiences, and placements in 
real time using predictive 
signals.

peak 
conversion lift
35%

higher 

ROI
26%

higher 

performance2.9x

real time 
creative 
optimization

DCO personalizes and tests 
creative on the fly to lift 
engagement and conversions.

video 
completion
85%

lower 

CPA
50%

higher 

ROAS31%

predictive 
campaign 
intelligence

Models forecast demand and 
outcomes so spend moves 
proactively, not reactively.

more likely 
profitable
6x

less wasted 
spend
15%

higher 
engagement25%

hyper 
automation of 
workflows

End to end automation links 
data, orchestration, and 
reporting to cut manual work.

USD Monthly 
Value
$5k

hours Saved 
per week
14.8

lower operating 
costs30%

autonomous bid 
management

Algorithms set and reset bids to 
lower CPA and grow ROAS 
across channels.

of target 
ROAS hit
95%+

lower 
CPA
12%

more 
conversions18%

autonomous 
marketing 
agents

AI agents run multi step 
marketing tasks and make 
strategic tweaks with minimal 
oversight.

spend waste without 
full autonomy
34%

ROAS in case 
studies

187%

apps with 
agents by 202640%

self optimizing 
ecosystems

TREND 02:

AI Media Moves from 
Manual to Self-
Optimizing
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aI automation already drives 
superior outcomes

Platforms now optimize in real time, the edge comes from goals, signals, 
creative velocity, and decision speed.  

Predictive Analytics

Turns planning into a continuous loop and makes decisions faster, improving 
campaign effectiveness.



Real time optimizations and personalization

Dynamic budget shifts and tailored experiences increase conversions and keep 
customers engaged.



Agile, data driven operations

Teams that pivot quickly on live signals consistently outperform and generate 
stronger profitability.

faster decision making

73%

higher conversion rates 

during peak seasons

35%

higher ROI for teams

optimizing in real time

26%

higher performance 
with predictive 

analytics

2.9x

TREND 02:

AI Media Moves from 
Manual to Self-
Optimizing

Source: Forrester, RoboticMarketer
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big platforms are 
now ai first
AI runs the auctions, people set the rules. As platforms consolidate inventory 
and optimization, value shifts to goals, signals, and creative systems, not manual 
tweaks.

What Changed?



Search & Shopping

Unified automation for inventory and optimization using value based bidding, 
data driven attribution, and auto assets.



Social & Short Form Video

Automation standardizes audience, placement, and rotation while models test 
variants in flight and surface winners.



Retail Media Networks

AI bidding across sponsored and display with bid modifier APIs, commerce 
signals build audiences and enable closed loop reporting.



Open Web Programmatic

Goal based bidding and pacing across DSPs, supply path optimization and 
attention signals manage frequency and duplication.

consumer impact

video 
boosts recall3s+

viewable ads 

actually seen
30%

ignore 
irrelevant ads81%

expect 
personalization71%

scale & momentum

automation first social 
buying growth YoY70%+

ecommerce budgets in 
automation first formats
76%

advertisers use 
automated bidding80%+

display spend is 
programmatic90%

TREND 02:

AI Media Moves from 
Manual to Self-
Optimizing
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TREND 02:

AI Media Moves from 
Manual to Self-
Optimizing

Annual plans, fixed channel splits, 
one off tests with slow decisions

Rented third party segments, basic 
lookalikes, last click dashboards, 
lagging post mortems

Few assets built quarterly, manual 
swaps, one message for all, limited 
testing

Manual bids and line-item tweaks, 
hand pacing and checklist QA, 
Channel silos

planning & 
experimentation

data & 
measurement

creative

activation & 
operations

Continuous predictive planning.

Budget fluidity.

Always on experiments, fast time to decision, 
rollout rules that promote winners.

Template-driven DCO with weekly refresh.

Variants tied to product, audience, and context.

Clear rules to scale winners automatically.

First-party ID spine with clean events and feeds. 
Closed loop to revenue CLV and new to brand.

Incrementality and model lift tracked and 
refreshed regularly.

Humans set goals and guardrails, algorithms 
execute.

Cross-channel automation for bidding and pacing.

Automated QA with alerts and audit trail plus 
human override.

BEFORE NOW WITH AI AUTOMATION

ai media moves from 
manual to self 
optimizing
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The Next Frontier – 
Voice as the Core of 
the Multimodal 
Ecosystem

TREND 03



TREND 03:

The Next Frontier – Voice as the 
Core of the Multimodal 
Ecosystem

voice as the core of the 
multimodal ecosystem

In 2026, voice technology and Gen-AI are converging into a single, multimodal 
ecosystem, where discovery, dialogue, and decision-making happen in real 
time.

Voice assistants are becoming the primary gatekeepers of information, leading 
to a mandatory shift from passive, click-based interruption to active, consumer-
initiated conversation.

Voice adoption is scaling steadily, not fading. Each year adds millions of 
new users and more discovery moments for brands to capture.

U.S. voice-assistant users will reach over 157 million in 2026

Major platforms are embedding Gen-AI: Apple (Siri AI upgrade 2026), 
Amazon (Alexa + Gen-AI features), Google (Gemini voice mode)
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Voice assistant users in the U.S. (in millions) 

Source
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TREND 03:

The Next Frontier – 
Voice as the Core of the 
Multimodal Ecosystem

Trends and 
opportunities

U.S. mobile-users prefer a voice user interface for fast, hands-free interactions

Global consumers used a voice assistant in the past week

Use voice to find information

Use it to complete an action (play music, place an order, control device)

71%

32%

21%

20%

Source

Source

Voice and multimodal efficiency



Voice-led and conversational interfaces are 
reshaping how discovery and decision moments 
occur. 


As Gen-AI personalizes each touchpoint, voice 
becomes the connective tissue that keeps 
campaigns “always active” across devices. 


By 2026, a substantial share of brand–consumer 
interactions will run via voice or AI-agent surfaces.

What to prioritize for 2026



Current Voice Readiness: Assess content for voice 
search optimization and conversational query 
compatibility 


Multimodal Integration: Develop campaigns 
combining voice, visual, and text touchpoints 


AI Voice Partnerships: Co-develop brand agents or 
voice skills with major ecosystems (Google, 
Amazon).
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voice ads break out in 2026

driving  & roi
high engagement

Higher Conversions Lower Costs

Blueair’s Alexa audio ad campaign saw a 94% higher add-
to-cart rate and a 36% lower cost-per-conversion 
compared to its 2024 average, indicating voice ads drove 
substantially more efficient purchases.

Sony’s interactive voice ads delivered 5.8K+ voice-
activated add-to-carts and a 77% lower cost per add-to-
cart than their usual Amazon ad average, demonstrating 
strong ROI from voice engagement. 

Source Source

Strong User Reception Deeper engagement with voice ads

75% of Alexa smart-speaker users find interactive audio 
ads engaging and 81% find them helpful. 

A neuro-study found 25% higher brain activity during 
smart speaker ads vs. standard audio ads, making brand 
messages more memorable. 

Source Source

As smart speaker adoption nears saturation, brands are tapping into voice 
formats to convert passive listening into measurable results, driving stronger 
ROI through interactive, low-friction experiences.



Voice is gaining traction as a performance channel with measurable ROI. 
Agencies that integrate voice ads into cross-channel strategies, invest in voice-
responsive formats, and align media around real-time engagement will unlock 
lower acquisition costs and deliver stronger results for their clients in 2026.

TREND 03:

The Next Frontier – 
Voice as the Core of the 
Multimodal Ecosystem
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TREND 03:

The Next Frontier – 
Voice as the Core of the 
Multimodal Ecosystem

VOICE COMMERCE 
EMERGENCE

Contextual brand mentions appear 
inside AI responses, labeled but 
designed to blend natively into the 
conversation.

Contextual brand mentions appear 
inside AI responses, labeled but 
designed to blend natively into the 
conversation.

Contextual brand mentions appear 
inside AI responses, labeled but 
designed to blend natively into the 
conversation.

CTV, Audio (Digital/Streaming), and 
DOOH are uniquely positioned to 
prompt users to engage via voice

Long-Term 
Growth

Current 
Utility Focus

Actionable 
Completion

Actionable 
Completion

Secure Future Scale

Prioritize Utility 

Mandate Conversational Endpoints

Media Reallocation

Brands that establish control of their voice 
presence now will capitalize on future market 
expansion.

Replace high-friction landing pages/lead forms with 
direct conversational actions to leverage the 3-5X 
conversion uplift

Approach voice as a high-performing funnel 
accelerator for research and habitual transactions

Use voice-activated CTAs (e.g., “Ask Alexa about...”) 
in these ambient channels to initiate agentic 
campaigns and gain full-funnel attribution.

CHALLENGES User Behavior & Agentic Link Strategic POV for 2026

Voice commerce is a long-term growth driver, but for 2026, 
it must be viewed strategically as a funnel accelerator for 
research and habitual transactions.



Global voice-commerce market projected to grow to 
 by 2030 (CAGR 24.6%).186.3B
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the transparent 
media mandate
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The new price of 
adtech client 
loyalty is 
transparency

How has transparent ad buying evolved to driving ROI and client loyalty?

Source
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36%
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Effective Programmatic Ad Impressions

TREND 04:

The Transparent 
Media Mandate

Progress in U.S. Opaque Supply Chains

In  2025, participants in the Association of National Advertisers (ANA) Programmatic 
Transparency Benchmark directed 41% of their programmatic budgets to effective ad 
impressions—up from 36% in 2023.



Regulatory Pressures & Industry Shift in the U.S.

U.S. marketers are increasingly demanding impression‑level transparency and via third‑party 
verification tools.



Performance Gains Through Transparency

Reports indicate transparent inventory buying improves viewability, ROAS, and client 
retention — with brands adopting transparency seeing elevated performance.



Log-Level Transparency Becomes Standard

Annual log-level supply-path transparency dashboards will become standard for U.S. 
programmatic advertising in 2026, ensuring full visibility into media buys and spend.

Programmatic prioritizes transparency, improving media 
quality, efficiency, and performance
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Shift Towards a 
Zero-Tolerance 
Policy on Ad Fraud

Fraud-free campaigns have 
become essential to protecting 
ROI and brand trust

Digital advertising adopts zero-tolerance for fraud, using 
AI-driven detection and verification

The industry is moving away 
from  
toward 

“fraud is inevitable”
“fraud must be tackled” 

TREND 04:

The Transparent 
Media Mandate

impact on business metrics
Desktop & mobile web had an IVT rate of 21%, mobile 
apps 24%, and CTV 18%, underscoring that one‑fifth 
of spend across major channels may be invalid.

Source

ad fraud costs
The cost of ad fraud is estimated to exceed US $6.5B 
annually, while the presence of ad fraud reduces the 
ROI of digital campaigns by an average of 20–30%

Source

ai fraud detection 
Real‑time AI‑based invalid‑traffic detection becomes 
table‑stakes for U.S. programmatic by 2026.

Source

zero tolerance shift
The industry is moving away from “fraud is 
inevitable” toward “fraud must be tackled”.

Source
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TREND 05:

The Power 

of 1P Data 

The Power of 1st Party Data 
Shaping 2026 Advertising
The era of ‘data everywhere’ is over. New privacy rules are shifting power to 
brands, retailers, and publishers with direct consumer relationships — making 
owned data the only sustainable competitive advantage..



By 2026, the winners will be the brands who control their own data supply 
chain.



By 2026, marketers who rely on external data will be outpaced by 
those with robust first-party data infrastructures such as unified 
CRMs and Customer Data Platforms (CDPs).​

Clean, integrated first-party data enhances targeting accuracy, 
supports AI-driven campaign optimization, and enables dynamic 
personalization.​

Contextual advertising

Using machine learning (ML) and AI for advanced data analysis and predictions

Collaborating with cookieless platforms

31%

26%

20%

Server-side analytics

Leveraging first-party data

Leveraging zero-party data

Adopting privacy-focused technologies

Diversifying marketing strategies

48%

80%

31%

43%

35%

Strategies for Addressing Data Privacy and Cookie Deprecation

Source: Salesforce, Emarketer, Garner
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TREND 05:

The Power 

of 1P Data 

By 2027, more than 75% of targeted advertising will rely primarily on first-party 
data, identity cohorts, or authenticated audiences.



Why this shift is happening?

71% of brands, agencies and publishers are 
increasing their first-party datasets

First-party data

Customer insight data

Second-party data

Transactional data

Offline identities

Third-party data

Known digital identities

84%

Anonymized digital identities

Nontransactional data

84%

70%

69%

68%

61%

44%

84%

78%

Types of Data Used 

The Power of 1st Party Data 
Shaping 2026 Advertising

Source: Salesforce, Emarketer, Garner
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B2B companies using first-party 
data strategies experienced a 
2× conversion lift and 30% lower 
acquisition costs relative to 
third-party approaches

TREND 05:

The Power 

of 1P Data CRM + 1ST-PARTY DATA

THE ENGINE OF SMARTER GROWTH

Brands are increasingly leaning on CRM and owned data to drive retention, 
personalization, and measurable ROI in a privacy-first marketing era.


Privacy-driven shift 

As third-party cookies vanish, marketers are building new strategies 
around owned data. In a recent survey, 80% of marketers said first-party 
data would be their top asset for targeting and measurement in a 
cookieless future.



Data-Driven Growth

Brands are combining CRM, partner 1st-party, and public datasets (like 
UCC filings, NAICS codes, and CSM.gov) to refine audience insights, 
enabling smarter upselling, cross-selling, and retargeting strategies.



Retention is the new acquisition

As privacy tightens, CRM becomes the highest-ROI targeting channel—
powering loyalty, repeat purchase, and predictive personalization.

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

2023 2025

Example – PayPal Ads
Built entirely on first-party data, PayPal Ads (launched 
2024) taps into  and  to 
deliver precise cross-merchant targeting — proving CRM-
scale data drives real performance.

400M+ users 225B+ transactions

Source: Emarketer, Neilsen. CDP Institute
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1P Data Is Evolving:

New Models, New 
Partners, New 
Infrastructure

TREND 05:

The Power 

of 1P Data 

NEW DATA 
PARTNERSHIPS

Retail media isn’t limited to 
grocery. Instacart, DoorDash, 
and Gopuff are monetizing their 
1P order data, while financial and 
travel brands are adopting 
“retail-media-style” models to 
unlock CRM data value.



Delta, United, and Marriott 
expanded their media networks
—bringing travel CRM data into 
retail-media-style targeting.

M&A AND 
TECHNOLOGY

The race for 1P data is 
accelerating consolidation. Zeta 
Global’s acquisition of LiveIntent 
and LiveRamp’s purchase of 
Habu enable scaled, privacy-
safe audience matching — 
improving targeting precision 
and data interoperability.



Snowflake expanded Native 
Clean Rooms, accelerating 
privacy-safe audience matching 
across brands + publishers.



ORGANIZATIONAL 
ALIGNMENT

Roughly 30% of firms now invest 
in Customer Data Platforms 
(CDPs) and unify CRM, loyalty, 
and transactional data to 
connect offline and online 
measurement — a crucial step 
toward omni-channel activation.



Over 40% of enterprises 
integrated loyalty data into CDPs 
to support privacy-compliant 
personalization.


Source: Salesforce, IAB, Skift, Snowflake
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1P Data Is 
New Models, New 
Partners, New 
Infrastructure

Evolving:
TREND 05:

The Power 

of 1P Data 

Adopt privacy-by-design tools Activate loyalty data

Invest in clean rooms and consented data systems to 
future-proof campaign measurement.

Use transactional and behavioral insights for retention, 
upsell, and personalized engagement opportunities.

Leverage CRM + CDP integration Explore new data partnerships

Unify customer data across touchpoints to build richer, 
privacy-safe audience segments.

Tap into retail media networks or vertical data alliances 
(e.g., travel, finance) to enhance targeting.

Ways to Leverage These Trends

Customer
Interactions across 

touchpoints

Data Sources
Web, mobile, CRM 
point of sale, Email

Clean room / cdp
Data unification


Privacy-safe processing

Activation channels
Advertising platforms

Marketing automation

84% of marketers use 1P data — but 
only 31% can unify it. 

The gap is the opportunity.

Source: Salesforce, IAB, Skift, Snowflake
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TREND 06:

The Push 

for Privacy Privacy Isn’t a 

Speed Bump— It’s the 
Permanent End of 
Surveillance 
Advertising

In 2026, compliant data frameworks aren’t a legal requirement—they’re a competitive strategy.



2025 Privacy Laws Taking Effect




Maryland Location Privacy Act

Washington MyHealthMyData Expansion

New Jersey Data Protection Act

EU AI Transparency Requirements

CONSUMER 
BACKLASH 
Privacy is a top concern for 
users. 78% of U.S./Canadian 
consumers said they support 
laws forcing full transparency 
about how ads use personal 
data.

Emphasizing campaigns around 
CRM/email targeting, loyalty 
audiences, and publisher data 
partnerships, and less on 
anonymous third-party 
segments.


MEDIA SHIFTS

Reflecting consumer sentiment, 
brands are realigning spend and 
are explicitly prioritizing ad buys 
that tap their own data.

For example, 54% of advertisers 
are increasing publisher-direct 
deals (PMP/PD deals) and 52% 
are boosting programmatic 
direct buys to leverage 
authenticated first-party 
audiences. 

STRATEGY PIVOT

Many marketers (~85%) say 
they’re adjusting the mix of 
first-, second-, and third-party 
data to maximize scale while 
staying compliant.

Emphasizing campaigns around 
CRM/email targeting, loyalty 
audiences, and publisher data 
partnerships, and less on 
anonymous third-party 
segments.


Source: IAB, gumgum, & One Trust
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advertising 
prioritization

privacy 

Measurement & Validation

Audience Targeting

Creative Personalization

Planning & Forecasting

23%

61%

9%

6%

The digital ad component most impacted by upcoming privacy laws

In 2026, privacy-first marketing is not optional — brands must communicate 
transparency, consent, and ethical data practices as consumer awareness 
increases.​


of ad buyers have adjusted personalization 
tactics, media mix, and data strategies to 
align with privacy rules

90%
of U.S. marketing and data leaders expect 
ongoing privacy laws and signal loss 
beyond 2024

95%
of U.S. marketing and data leaders expect 
ongoing privacy laws and signal loss beyond 
2024

64%

Brands using first-party identity 
saw 25–35% lower CPA vs. third-
party lookalike audiences

TREND 06:

The Push 

for Privacy 

Source: IAB, Liveramp
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Legislative momentum
Organizational changes

MAJOR PRIVACY SHIFTS

DATA PRIVACY LAWS’ CURRENT IMPACT
When asked if data privacy laws are currently impacting 
advertising efforts, most respondents indicated that they’ve 
already adjusted their overall digital ad strategy, with 
targeting requiring the largest strategy adjustments to-date. 


9%

10%

8%

31%

44%

40%

41%

32%

38%

19%

15%

14%

Targeting strategy

Digital advertising strategy overall

Number of data partners used

Measurements strategy

9%35%41%15%

Made some adjustments, but 
minimal impact overall

No noticeable 
impact yet

Not sureSignificantly changed 
our approach

Shifting budgets
Consumer trust

advertising 

prioritization
privacy 
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The Push 
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Source: IAB, Kantar, AWS
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contextual 
targeting

Ads based on page content (not 
user IDs) are surging. In 2024, 
66% of contextual ad buyers 
planned to increase their spend 
on contextual campaigns, since 
these placements aren’t affected 
by cookie loss. Creative context 
is now seen as more “natural” 
and builds trust.

emerging 
channels

Advertising in trusted, non-
tracking spaces is rising. Retail 
media is among the fastest-
growing channels—consumers 
trust ads on retailer sites using 
first-party data. Premium 
publisher inventory is regaining 
favor as safe, contextual ad 
space. Blending first-party and 
contextual data is now standard.

clean rooms & 
ids


2025 marks the shift from 
testing to scaling — clean rooms 
are now becoming core to cross-
channel measurement. Brands 
are testing privacy-safe tools 
like hashed email matching and 
data clean rooms; 28% have 
invested so far. Awareness of 
Google’s Privacy Sandbox is 
high, though adoption is still 
limited.


privacy-safe 
advertising 
methods
As identifiers disappear, privacy-safe activation is becoming the core of media 
planning—not the workaround.



Ad budgets are moving into privacy-safe channels, allocating more spend to 
ctv, retail media and social, which use first-party data, and reducing reliance 
on cookie-based channels.


Nearly 90% of ad buyers have already modified 
their personalization tactics, media mix, and 
data strategies to align with privacy changes


TREND 06:

The Push 

for Privacy 

Source: IAB, Kantar, AWS
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A Resurgent M&A 
Landscape in 
AdTech

The M&A trend has continued into 2025, with 
Q1 and Q2 M&A deals increasing by 33% and  
16% YoY respectively

83 total AdTech M&A deals occurred in 2024, the highest number since 
2021, which saw 90 M&A deals in the sector.



2024 represented the first year of truly natural M&A growth, as the 2021 
explosion came off the heels of post-COVID optimism in the industry. 



The resurgence of M&A in AdTech reflects the sector entering a 
consolidation phase in which large players are evolving their offering by 
acquiring smaller players to develop a more favorable market position. 

Source

250%

200%

150%

100%

50%

0%

-50%

-100%

-46%

200%

-38% -14%

73%

2020 2021 2022 2023 2024
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Yoy adtech mergers and acquisitions volume

Source: Luma Partners
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THE  ARE 
GETTING  , AND 
THE ARE 
GETTING 

GIANTS
BIGGER

WALLS 
TALLER

Amazon + Microsoft

Following Microsoft’s decision to sunset their ad products, Amazon 
announced that it would be inheriting Microsoft ads users, and bringing 
the Microsoft Invest supply platform into its tech stack.



MediaOcean + Innovid

MediaOcean’s acquisition of Innovid, creates a full-stack omni-channel 
advertising platform that manages ad serving, buying and measurement 
across all key programmatic channels – ultimately delivering a possible 
alternative to Google’s suite of advertising tools.



Equativ + ShareThrough

Long a leading supply source in Europe, Equativ completed its 
acquisition of Montreal based SSP Sharethrough, giving Equativ true 
global presence that competes with Magnite, Index Exchange  and 
PubMatic.



Publicis + Lotame

Publicis’ 2025 acquisition of Lotame adds to their 2019 Epsilon purchase, 
creating an ID graph that reaches 91% of internet users, while powering 
their CoreAI platform. 

When services are consolidated under one roof, advertisers run the risk of being locked into 
closed ecosystems, reducing leverage for rate negotiation and transparency. 



Supply consolidation limits overall competition in the market, raising floor rates and increasing 
overall CPMs.



Data consolidation can create procedural headaches for advertisers, as data companies may 
no longer be able to work with competitors of their holding company. 

EFFECTs OF 
CONSOLIDATION ON 
ADVERTISERS

TREND 07:
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ACCELERATING TOWARDS 
CONSOLIDATION IN ADTECH

Programmatic Ad spend is increasingly trending towards a 
few key players, making it difficult for smaller, independent 
platforms to remain afloat.  

It will be important for 
advertisers to ensure 
partnerships are
as we head further down the road 
towards industry 

 future-proofed 

consolidation

2016 2026
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SELLER BUYER

SELLER BUYER SELLER BUYER

DEMAND CONSOLIDATION

SUPPLY CONSOLIDATION DATA CONSOLIDATION

CONSOLIDATION TRENDS POINT 
TOWARDS A FIGHT FOR AUDIENCE 
DATA OWNERSHIP

TREND 07:

Entering the 
Consolidation Era of 
AdTech 
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CONSOLIDATION’S 
IMPACT ON  AND RATES
EFFICIENCY

Consolidation in AdTech can have varied impacts on 
CPMs.  In some cases, consolidation may bring about 
lower CPMs, as consolidation can remove unnecessary 
parties from the bitstream.

As the number of SSPs decrease (see Equativ’s 
Sharethrough acquisition), competition will also decrease.



Additionally, as SPO has consolidated the bid stream, 
publishers have implemented higher deal floors, frequently 
negating the efficiency benefits that supply path 
consolidation can provide.

From an advertising perspective, we see vertical 
integration when both a DSP and SSP are under one roof.  
This type of organization allows companies to increase the 
amount an advertiser pays and decrease the amount a 
publisher receives. 



As a real-world example, Google, through ownership of 
both a DSP and SSP, was caught increasing advertiser 
fees by an estimated 20% above auction price.

However, in most cases, 
consolidation will raise CPMs for 
advertisers via 

 and 
vertical 

integration higher deal floors

vertical integration higher data floors

Source: Naag.org, Publift.com  
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DATA 
CONSOLIDATION’S 
IMPACT ON CONSUMER 
PRIVACY


Data is no longer a targeting tool; it is a modeling tool that 
let’s holding companies predict the market before it 
moves. 

EROSION OF OPT-OUT RIGHTS

Data consolidation transfers ownership of data from 
true third-parties, to large advertising conglomerates. 

With less data being sold, consumers have less control 
over ”opting-out”, as it is difficult to opt-out from data 
when it is being leveraged internally.

END OF ANONYMITY

When companies like Experian and Audigent come 
together, they are bridging two distinct data sets that 
when connected, form a much fuller picture of an 
individual.  

AI modeling

The next era of advertising will not rely on behavior, 
but rather it will lie in prediction. Following the Lotame 
acquisition, Publicis has over 4 billion user profiles at 
their disposal, and they will use that information to 
figure out what you will buy, before you even know you 
want to buy it.

TREND 07:

Entering the 
Consolidation Era of 
AdTech 
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HOW ADVERTISERS 
ENSURE  IN A 
CONSOLIDATED 
ADTECH LANDSCAPE

SUCCESS

Supply Path 
Optimization

Vertical integration encourages 
companies to funnel media 
dollars through owned & 
operated platforms, regardless 
of campaign goals. Supply Path 
Optimization gets rid of 
unnecessary intermediaries, 
ensuring that inventory is 
reached as efficiently as 
possible, allowing more dollars 
to go to media, and less to fees.

Leverage AI The 
Right Way

Many AI based optimization 
models are inherently biased to 
maximize a DSP’s bottom line, 
and not campaign performance.  
Multiple AI bidding algorithms 
should be at an advertiser's 
disposal to ensure they are 
leveraging AI in a way that 
serves their best interests.

Diversified 
Demand 
Partnerships

Single ecosystem buying means 
reduced reach, reduced 
inventory, reduced optimization 
and singular attribution 
methodologies.  Diversified 
buying maximizes reach and 
inventory while tapping into 
multiple attribution models to 
give a holistic view of campaign 
performance.
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12-17

0-11

25-34

35-44

55-64

18-24

77.1%

56+

45-54

Total

44.6%

86.6%

87.5%

53.1%

86.2%

71.1%

70.7%

71.5%

Types of Data Used 
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CTV is the 

New Black CTV is the 


New Black
CTV is no longer a niche channel—
growing consumer adoption has made 
it one of the most widely consumed 
media platforms.

88% 118M
Broad Penetration

number of U.S. households with at 
least one Connected TV device

households 
watching CTV1

Source
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CTV is the 

New Black

Connected TV (CTV) and over-the-top (OTT) advertising remain the fastest-
growing segments in local media. 



Several key industries are fueling the local ad market in 2025. The real estate 
sector is forecast to grow by 9.3%, while restaurants and retail are expected to 
rise by 9.2% and 6.8%, respectively. Education and automotive advertising are 
also experiencing notable increases, both projected to grow by 5.0%.



$2.31
$2.56

$2.79
$3.04 $3.19 $3.20

% Change

0

2023 2024 2025 2026 2027 2028

10.6% 9.1% 8.9% 5.0% 0.4%

real estate sector
9.3%+

retail advertising
6.8%+

restaurants
9.2%+

education, automotive
5.0%+

Sustainable growth for local CTV6


U.S. local CTV/Ott video ad spending (in billions)
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CTV is the 

New Black

Digital live sports viewers (in millions)

140

120

100

90

80

60

20

0

114.5
121.1 127.1 132.4 137.1

2025 2026 2027 2028 2029

33.9% 35.7% 37.3% 38.7% 39.9%% of population

Source

Live Sports keep growing


Several channels and platforms saw viewing hikes in August, largely driven by 
live sports, per Nielsen’s August 2025 Media Distributor Index.

Fox and Disney led the pack among legacy and linear networks, with Fox 
growing 10% YoY to a 6.7% total day viewing share and Disney growing 
2% to a 9.5% total share. 


YouTube showed continued growth, up 24% YoY to a 13.1% share, while 
Netflix grew 10% to an 8.7% share and Amazon grew 22% to a 3.9% 
share. 


NFL pre-season content and college football led to a 4% gain for ABC 
affiliates, a 14% gain for Fox affiliates, and 25% gain for ESPN. 


Paramount+ remained flat at 7.1%, while NBCUniversal saw a drastic 
downgrade, falling to a 7.6% share from 13.4% in August 2024. 


Warner Bros. Discovery also declined 16% to a 5.8% share.
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CTV is the 

New Black

streaming usage since 2021
71%+

of total TV Usage in May
44.8%

Streaming Usage is Up 71% Since 2021, with YouTube, Netflix, and Other 
Platforms Showing Dramatic Growth Over Four Years.

Streaming Notches a Record 44.8% of Total TV Usage in May.




CTV time spent will overtake time with TV this year.



Recording consumption


Adults will spend more time with ctv than with 
traditional tv for the first time this year

2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 2026 2027

3:33
3:18

3:08

2:52

2:29
2:20

2:39

2:12

2:35
2:44

2:53

2:10
2:24

1:55

1:40
1:23

average hrs:mins spent per day with CTV vs traditional tv
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<50% of consumers "churn and burn," 
making it harder to reach audiences59%

SourceSource

of marketers cite fragmentation 

and limited visibility as top pain points

Rapidly evolving 
CTV advertising 
environment
The evolving advertising landscape presents both challenges and opportunities 
for advertisers.


Rise of AD-SUPPORTED Models

46% of premium SVOD subscriptions by Q1 2025. 

86% subscriber acceptance.



Programmatic Dominates BIG SCREEN

90% of CTV spend transacted programmatically.

$27B projected in 2025.



Interactive & shoppable formats growth

45% of advertisers now integrating shoppable formats. 

7.5M U.S. households purchased via CTV.

The Challenge: CTV Market Fragmentation

Key opportunities 


44.3%
Streaming

10.3%
Other

22.5%
Cable

22.3%
Broadcast

September 2025

Open Garden Approach

Programmatic Excellence

Partnership Flexibility

Advanced Measurement

Real-time optimization across the ecosystem.

Platform-agnostic strategy for unified reach.

Rapid integration from SMB to enterprise.

MMM, path to conversion, cross-device 
tracking, solving fragmented measurement.

AI Digital Response
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60

50

40

30

20

10

0

$23.55
$28.65

$33.48
$38.36

$42.73
$48.12

$53.42

2023 2024 2025 2026 2027 2028 2029

17.9% 21.7% 16.8% 14.6% 11.4% 12.6% 11.0%

8.8% 9.2% 9.7% 10.0% 10.1% 10.5% 10.8%

% Change

% of  digital ad spending

U.S. CTV ad spending

Source

SourceSource

Source

68% 66%

Driven by consumer demand and an actively developing 
programmatic landscape, 

advertiser interest in CTV will continue to grow. We haven't 
reached the peak yet.



Consumers love Connected TV for flexibility (70%), 
premium and exclusive content (47%), and less ads 
clutter  (41%) compared to Linear TV. 
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of US marketers said that CTV 
is essential part of Video mix

marketers in North America plan to 
increase their CTV / OTT spends

CTV is a “must-buy” tactic 
in digital media plans
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CTV is a “must-buy” tactic

in digital media plans

CTV has everything needed to be a must-buy channel—
combining traditional advertising benefits with digital 
precision for reach at scale. However, traditional TV 
remains strong with older audiences, making a hybrid TV + 
CTV approach the optimal strategy today. As CTV 
adoption grows, it will likely become the leading video 
channel.




mass reach

High tRust

Big screen

precise targeting

interactive formats

better measurement

Linear tv Digital

Hybrid video 
approach is essential 
now,  but CTV is the 
future
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The Walled Garden 
Era Shifts from 
Programmatic to 
Retail Media

An AI Digital Retail Neutral Approach enables brands to leverage AI-powered 
advertising across multiple retail media networks without vendor lock-in, 
delivering unified measurement, reduced complexity, and outstanding 
outcomes. 

Just as we provide DSP-agnostic programmatic advertising, 

we apply the same agnostic approach to retail media navigating Amazon, 
Walmart, Target, and emerging platforms with consistent efficiency.



% of us retail media digital ad spending

78.9%
Amazon

13.1%
Others

8.0%
Walmart

Source

AI Digital Retail Neutral Approach 

$69B65%
expected volume of investments in 
Retail Media Advertising (RMN) in 
2026

of marketers say retail‑media networks (built 
on retailer 1P data) will play a bigger role in 
their mix this year

Source
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The Rise of FULL-
FUNNEL Retail Media

TREND 08:

The Walled Garden Era 
Shifts From Programmatic 
to Retail Media

CTV EXPLOSIVE 
GROWTH

Source

faster growth than search

3x

of total CTV spend

15%

U.S. digital ad spend from 
retail CTV

$33B+

OFFSITE 
EXPANSION

Source

going to offsite channels 

in 2025

growth on 3rd-party 
publisher sites

20%+

41%+

SEARCH 

DOMINANCE

Source

U.S. retail media search in 
2025 (more than CTV or 
programmatic combined)

of retail search controls 
Amazon

$38B+

80%

Full-Funnel Strategy

Leverage for both conversion and awareness via premium 
CTV/video



Omnichannel Integration

Unite CTV, audio, In-Store, social, and on-site ads with 
first-party data



Amazon-First Approach

75% of retail media spend. It provides full-funnel 
capabilities from awareness to purchase
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The Invisible 

Shopping Revolution

The  Problem: Led by Chief AI Officer 
David Mainiero, Labs moves beyond presentations to align 
leaders, coach teams, and ship solutions that stick, helping 
agencies forge and lock in their competitive edge in the 
generative era. 

"48% Won't Survive"

AI Agents Will Shop for Us

By 2030, autonomous AI will perceive needs, make 
decisions, and fulfill orders—context becomes 
command



Winners Out-Listen, Not Outspend 

Lean brands (<300 employees) win by detecting 
signals in real-time vs. focus groups



Categories Are Converging

Consumers think in outcomes (sleep, energy, 
confidence), not products—brands must build 
ecosystems


AI Digital Labs 

Operationalizing AI  for the 
Agentic Commerce Era

Companies resetting for consumer 
intimacy and agentic AI now will dominate
— traditional models becoming irrelevant
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Accelerated innovation (Top 5%)

Relative Valuation Index
0 40 80 120 160

Traditional CPG Approach

115

145

100

Source

Valuation performance by innovation strategy

https://www.pwc.com/us/en/industries/consumer-markets/library/future-of-cpg.html
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Audio + Podcasts: From 
Background Noise to 
Untapped Prime Media

AUDIO + PODCASTs

Video podcasts are fueling a new wave of high-intent engagement. 87% of 
consumers now spend 2+ hours a day with audio, yet advertiser investment still 
trails behind, creating a rare white space for brands ready to move first.

Momentum &  Opportunity

Podcasts will comprise of 1/3rd of digital audio ad spending in 2025 and 
will surpass $2.5 billion in overall ad revenues.



Video is accelerating discovery

53% prefer watching podcasts over just listening on YouTube and 3 in 10 
listeners on Spotify watch rather than listen. 



Reach the “ad-free” generation

Among listeners under 25, podcasts account for 32% of time spent with 
ad-supported audio compared with 20% of ad-supported streaming 
audio.

FROM BACKGROUND NOISE TO UNTAPPED 
 PRIME MEDIA

Podcasts will carve out almost 
 of the ad-supported audio mix20%

64%
Streaming

22.5%
Ad-supported 

streaming audio

3% Ad-supported 

satellite radio channels

19%
Podcasts

% of daily time spent listening to ad-supported audio 
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Programmatic accounted for 3 in 10 digital audio services ad dollars in 2025, crossing the $2B 
milestone.



Podcasts will comprise of 1/3rd of digital audio ad spending in 2025 and will surpass $2.5 billion in 
overall ad revenues.



Pandora, Spotify, and iHeartMedia control about 50% of U.S. digital audio market and are 
expanding programmatic and PMP capabilities to capture omnichannel demand. 



As programmatic automates reach and efficiency, podcasts add premium depth delivering high 
engagement and contextual alignment for brands.



Podcast monetization is evolving toward hybrid models blending direct host-read ads with dynamic 
and programmatic delivery to balance authenticity with scalability.

AUDIO + PODCASTs

In the U.S.,  overall and 

 have listened to digital 

audio at least once a month in 2025


67% of consumers
75% of internet users

$7.55

$10.31

$7.96

$10.12

$8.36

$9.88

$8.74

$9.64

$9.10

$9.35

2025 2026 2027 2028 2029

1.4% 1.2% 0.9% 0.7% 0.5%

$17.86 $18.08 $18.24 $18.37 $18.46

% Change

Total

Total 0.8%

4.8%

-2.4%

4-year 
CAGR

Source: eMarketer

Radio+ Digital audio services ad spending

TREND 10:

Audio + Podcasts: From 
Background Noise to 
Untapped Prime Media
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FROM BACKGROUND NOISE TO UNTAPPED 
PRIME MEDIA 



AUDIO ISN'T DISAPPEARING - IT'S 
EVOLVING INTO VIDEO PODCASTS

Podcasts are redefining how people engage with audio 
and transforming passive listening into premium, visual-
first media.

U.S. adults continue to spend 2 hr 45 mins daily with 
audio, with digital audio alone accounting for 1 hr 25 mins; 
nearly matching time spent on social media. But accounts 
for >5% of ad budgets.


50+35-4918-34

26%

40%

26%

36%

47%

24%

Video you actively watch

Video you minimize/listen to in the background

Audio without any video

18%26%56%

Source: eMarketer

us  weekly podcast users

Younger audiences expect 
video

Adults under 35 prefer podcasts 
with video-even if they  
watch it

don’t

47% of 18-34s actively watch video podcasts, making 
video capability essential for reaching Gen Z and 
millennials.

TREND 10:

Audio + Podcasts: From 
Background Noise to 
Untapped Prime Media
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listeners exposed to 
podcast ads recall the 
brand

trust host-read 
recommendations

70%

52%

respond positively to 
brand engaged in 
community

say ads feel interesting 
and authentic

79%

37%

YouTube's audio dominance 

53% of podcast consumers prefer YouTube and captures 13% of all audio 
listening time, forcing pure-play audio platforms to adapt to video-first. 



Netflix enters the game 

2026 partnership with Spotify to host video podcasts signals mainstream 
adoption beyond audio platforms

AUDIO ISN'T 
DISAPPEARING - IT'S 
EVOLVING INTO VIDEO 
PODCASTS


TREND 10:

Audio + Podcasts: From 
Background Noise to 
Untapped Prime Media

6.3h
weekly podcast consumption 
per listener

vs. 2024 and 44% are 
spending even more time

20m.+

42%
of U.S. adults prefer watching 
podcasts over just listening

less than two years ago

33%

88%
of podcast listeners have 
taken action after hearing an 
ad

made an immediate purchase

22%
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Brand awareness

+10 pts
Action rate

88%
Brand recall

70%

THE  IS CATCHING UP 
AND BRANDS MUST MOVE FAST


TECH STACK

AI, measurement, and retail innovation are transforming 
audio and podcasts from engagement channels into 
performance drivers.

Prioritize Video Podcasts 

Activate Programmatic Audio

Test Shoppable Audio

Integrate video podcast sponsorships with host-reads and 
cross-screen storytelling. Use trackable formats to test 
attribution and view-through performance across Spotify, 
YouTube, and CTV.

Launch programmatic pilots using AI sentiment and 
contextual data for precision targeting. Integrate audio 
data into MMM models to quantify its role in full-funnel lift.

Pilot with shoppable podcast formats (QR, “add-to-cart,” 
“buy-now” audio tags). Leverage retail data to bridge 
awareness with conversion and close attribution loops.

Streaming Is Now Trackable

AI-Powered Brand Safety

Retail Media Enters Audio

30% programmatic penetration expected in 2025 (up from 
15% in 2019). Platforms like Spotify and Pandora now enable 
CTV-style attribution and QR/UTM tracking for unified cross-
device measurement.

AI tools now do sentiment scoring, topic exclusion, and 
contextual alignment to prevent ads from appearing in 
unsafe content without limiting reach. IAS and Spotify’s 
AI classify content across 90+ languages, enabling real-
time, brand-safe personalization.

Retail media networks (Walmart, Lowe’s, CVS) are 
expanding into programmatic audio, connecting first-
party shopper data with dynamic audio formats.

What Brands Must Do NowNew Capabilities Are Unlocking Scale

what success looks like

TREND 10:

Audio + Podcasts: From 
Background Noise to 
Untapped Prime Media

Source:  eMarketer, WARC, IAS/Spotify announcement (May 6, 2025)
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How To Be 

‘On Trend’ in 2026

Key takeaways



AI-driven campaigns now run on input quality, not 
manual optimization. Success requires clear 
objectives, clean signals, fast creative refresh, and 
smart guardrails. Performance depends on variant 
velocity, winner scale, and context-fit creative that 
reduces fatigue while sustaining attention and 
recall.

Voice is the primary interface for an always-on 
multimodal ecosystem where discovery and action 
happen in real time. As Gen-AI personalizes 
touchpoints, voice connects devices and surfaces. 
Brands securing voice presence now through 
conversational endpoints and voice-activated CTAs 
will control future customer access as the voice 
commerce market accelerates.

AI Search collapses multi-touch journeys into 
single conversations where only credible, visible 
brands make the recommendation set. Marketers 
must evolve beyond traditional SEO and last-click 
metrics to stay findable.

AI Digital defines objectives and guardrails, 
audits signal quality, stands up DCO systems 
with weekly refresh cadences – scaling winners 
automatically, and setting frequency policies 
that platforms execute. Tracking winner share 
of spend and attention quality to ensure 
campaigns stay fresh, relevant, and effective 
without manual intervention.

AI Digital provides agnostic access to voice-
triggering channels across CTV, audio, and 
DOOH. We deploy test-and-learn strategies to 
identify where voice drives the highest impact, 
implement voice-prompt CTAs that accelerate 
conversions, and build awareness campaigns 
that keep your brand present in AI-driven 
conversations and voice assistant responses.

AI Digital strengthens upper-funnel visibility 
and brand authority so consumers initiate 
branded conversations instead of generic 
queries. We measure impact through attention 
scores, branded search lift, and brand-lift 
studies – keeping brands visible as conversions 
shift to AI-driven conversations.

How To Be  ‘On Trend’ in 
2026 AI - From Tool to 

Operating 
System

key takeaways AI DIGITAL SOLUTIONS
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Privacy is fundamentally redefining how digital 
advertising works – shifting the industry from 
pervasive tracking to permissioned, context-driven 
experiences. The brands who win in 2026 will be 
those who deliver personalization without intrusion. 
Privacy-first design is no longer table stakes—it’s a 
performance driver.

The shift toward owned data is structural, not 
cyclical. By 2026, brands that control, unify, and 
activate their first-party data ecosystems will be 
the only ones able to deliver performance at scale. 
The competitive advantage is no longer volume of 
data—it's ownership of it.

Transparency has shifted from competitive 
advantage to mandatory standard. As log-level 
verification becomes required, marketers must 
adopt zero-tolerance fraud policies or face 
significant waste. Brands embracing transparency 
see improved viewability, ROAS, and client retention 
while protecting investments.

AI Digital enables clients to thrive in a privacy-
first landscape by designing compliant identity 
frameworks, activating first-party audiences, 
and deploying contextual and clean-room-
powered strategies. Our measurement, 
modeling, and optimization systems are built to 
perform without reliance on third-party 
identifiers.

AI Digital operationalizes first-party data by 
connecting CRM, CDP, clean rooms, and 
activation platforms into a unified performance 
engine. We maximize owned and partner data 
value through precision modeling, predictive 
targeting, and privacy-safe optimization across 
programmatic, measurement, and data science.

AI Digital deploys AI-driven fraud detection and 
third-party verification to ensure a zero-
tolerance IVT policy. We are able to provide log-
level data dashboards for full visibility into 
media buys and spend to protect ROI through 
verified, brand-safe media.

key takeaways AI DIGITAL SOLUTIONS

THE CREDIBILITY 
ECONOMY

How To Be  ‘On Trend’ in 
2026
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How To Be 

‘On Trend’ in 2026 The Next-Gen 

Media Mix

Audio has evolved into a high-intent, video-driven 
ecosystem where consumer attention far outpaces 
ad spend. With podcasts surging and video 
reshaping discovery, this creates a rare 
underinvested white space. Marketers treating 
audio as a premium, multi-format channel will gain 
disproportionate advantage.

Retail Media Networks have evolved into essential 
full-funnel ecosystems, yet fragmentation persists 
as Amazon dominates 80% of retail search. As 
agentic AI revolutionizes commerce, autonomous 
agents will shop for consumers by 2030. Success 
requires shifting from product-centric to outcome-
based thinking and preparing for AI-driven purchase 
dynamics.

AdTech consolidation is reshaping media as 
platforms merge to control demand, supply, and 
data. Single-ecosystem buying reduces reach, 
limits attribution, and raises costs. As walls rise, 
advertisers face reduced leverage and fewer 
optimization pathways. Success requires diversified 
partnerships, multi-platform AI optimization, and 
supply path efficiency.


CTV has evolved from emerging channel to 
essential media pillar, with live sports and local 
advertising driving unprecedented growth. Yet 
fragmentation creates challenges as marketers 
struggle to achieve adequate visibility while 
consumers churn across platforms. Success 
requires shifting from siloed platform tactics to 
unified, cross-platform orchestration that delivers 
simultaneous scale and precision.

AI Digital activates programmatic audio with 
smarter signals, brand-safe placements, and 
adaptive creative. We target high-attention 
moments across streaming, podcasts, and 
video formats, then connect exposure to cross-
device actions for confident scale.

AI Digital's retailer neutral approach leverages 
AI-powered advertising across multiple retail 
networks without vendor lock-in. Our full-funnel 
strategy combines retail CTV for awareness 
with optimized on-site and off-site channels, 
unified through omnichannel integration of in-
store, social, and first-party retail data.

AI Digital's Open Garden framework diversifies 
demand partnerships to maximize reach and 
attribution flexibility, deploys AI-driven bidding 
across multiple platforms to preserve control 
and performance visibility, and optimizes 
supply paths to eliminate intermediaries and 
reduce fees. Our platform-agnostic approach 
preserves negotiating leverage and strategic 
flexibility as consolidation accelerates.

AI Digital's Open Garden Approach unifies 
fragmented CTV through platform-agnostic 
strategy, programmatic excellence, and 
advanced measurement including MMM and 
cross-device tracking. We deploy interactive 
formats, optimize for live sports and local 
opportunities, and bridge traditional TV's mass 
reach with digital's precision targeting.

key takeaways AI DIGITAL SOLUTIONS
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CONCLUSION
Key takeaways



CONCLUSION

               In 2026, accepting that the governing rules of advertising are changing 
and mastering the new gatekeepers to success are the combination. AI has 
moved from enhancement tool to operating system. Credibility has replaced 
reach as the currency of brand value. Premium channels – once considered 
expensive insurance – now deliver the only measurable, scalable impact that 
matters.

               The opening of this report asked a defining question: "Where should 
we be that our competitors aren't?" The answer determines everything. Brands 
still asking, “How much should we spend?” will continue optimizing budgets 
around saturated channels, fighting over the same audiences with 
incrementally better tactics. Brands asking “Where should we be?” are already 
moving.

Unlocking Success in 2026

Moving at the Speed of Opportunity

Three Imperatives Will Separate Winners from the Rest:

AI Digital's Role in 2026 and Beyond

The question isn't whether 2026 will redefine advertising.

It already has.

The question is: will your strategy reflect that reality – or 
react to it after your competitors have moved?

               Optimize for AI, not algorithms

If your brand isn't surfaced in AI-generated responses, you don't exist in the 
consideration set. If you aren’t leveraging AI automation, you’re wasting

               Treat credibility as infrastructure, not messaging

Transparency, fraud prevention, and first-party data aren't compliance 
checkboxes. They're the foundation of sustainable competitive advantage. 
Brands that build these systems in 2026 will compound their gains in 2027. 
Those that don’t will struggle to catch up.

               Enter emerging channels early

CTV, retail media, audio, and voice are no longer "test budgets." They're where 
attention is flowing, attribution is closing, and competitors are still 
underinvested. Early movers secure inventory, build institutional knowledge, 
and capture disproportionate returns before saturation.

               History shows that media channel advantages compress quickly. AI 
Search reached $1B in four years – faster than any channel in digital advertising 
history. Retail media is approaching $69B with full-funnel capabilities most 
brands haven't activated. CTV time spent will overtake linear TV this year, yet 
many advertisers still treat it as experimental.

               The opportunity isn't permanent. It's provisional. And it rewards speed.

               Our mission has always been to help brands see around corners before 
the industry shifts beneath them. This report isn't a prediction – it's a strategic 
map for navigating transformation that's already underway.

               Through platform-agnostic programmatic excellence, retail-neutral 
media strategies, and AI-powered automation that serves your outcomes, we 
help you move faster than consensus, smarter than competition, and earlier 
than saturation. 
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ABOUT AI DIGITAL
AI Digital is an AI-native media 

consultancy helping agencies and 
brands  ,  , and 

media with speed and precision.
plan optimize measure 

Through our Open Garden approach and AI Digital Labs - our innovation and 
consulting arm, we fuse AI with human expertise to unlock smarter, faster, and 

more accountable outcomes.



We meet clients where they are and help them move fast, whether they’re 
navigating fragmented platforms, breaking free from walled gardens, or 

operationalizing AI for real-world results. 

No bias. No Black Boxes. Just performance.

WHY CLIENTS CHOOSE AI DIGITAL

AI-enhanced planning and forecasting in under 30 seconds

Custom KPI engine + proprietary metrics like Attention Score and Accountability Score


99.9% premium supply access, no DSP bias

Real-time optimization powered by machine learning and expert oversight


Dedicated consulting to future-proof your AI readiness

We don’t just promise 
AI transformation

We don’t replace 
expertise

we deliver it

WE AMPLIFY IT



for more information contact us 
at aidigital.com/get-in-touch

http://aidigital.com/get-in-touch

