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The brand relevance conundrum continues 
within a progressively messy media 
ecosystem. Brands are morphing to navigate 
radical fragmentation and hyper -
personalization that’s driven by the rise of 
diverse streaming platforms, niche social 
apps, retail media networks and interactive 
technology. But beware generational divides 
in audiences — they will scatter across 
countless digital spaces, as influence 
continues to shift from traditional mass media 
to trusted creators with authentic voices and 
their locked -in communities.

To win in this new environment, brands must 
deepen their understanding of their audience 
with smarter data analytics and social 
listening that looks beyond traditional 
demographics to uncover individualized 
passions and behaviors. Fostering long -term 
partnerships with influential creators and 
becoming embedded in communities will 
build brand trust and expand reach where 
audiences are most engaged. And these 
diversified, omnichannel approaches to 

maintaining a presence on streaming, retail 
media, social platforms, podcasts and 
experiential campaigns will help to ensure 
sustained relevance and continuity across 
audience journeys. AI -driven personalization 
will be de rigueur, fostering both micro -
targeted messaging and adaptive content 
that reflect individual interests. At last, 
measurement strategies will evolve to focus 
on long -term engagement and relationship -
building, rather than single- channel metrics. 

But wait —there’s more.

Brands must also adapt to stricter privacy 
standards, prioritizing first -party data and 
transparency to earn genuine trust. Creators 
and micro -influencers will continue to 
become core PR and marketing channels, 
and retail media investments will surge. 
Brands that move at the speed of culture will 
sustain relevance in a media ecosystem 
defined by rapid change and audience 
control, by staying flexible, creative and 
attuned to the heightened generational 
behaviors of their target audience. 
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“Authentic” is one of the most common words 
in brand books — honesty has become a 
differentiator. Which is ironic, of course, since 
in a brand book it could typically read as 
performative — an attempt to behave in a 
way that comes across as authentic. 

Over time, people may form authentic 
relationships with brands, but that has little to 
do with the brand and more to do with an 
individual’s personal history. If tragedy plus 
time equals comedy, commercialism plus 
time equals culture. 

In the 1960s, DDB shaped the modern era of 
marketing by introducing a rarely seen 
element — the truth. And I hope and believe 
that our industry will recommit to this element 
in the coming year. And not just because of 
ethical concerns, but because of commercial 
concerns. 

Experts predict that in 2026, around 90 
percent of all social media content will be AI-
generated. Depending on how you count, the 
number is already over 70 percent, so we are 
at a tipping point in terms of being able to 
differentiate how information is being 
manufactured.

Historically, branding and marketing were 
expected to be inflated, while facts, news 
and opinions were expected to be balanced. 
But in a time when opinions, facts, media and 
social content are inflated to the point of 
being artificial, brands have the opportunity 
to rewrite their books, redefining how we 
understand both authenticity and artifice, 
returning to their original meanings. 

We’re potentially entering an era of radical 
honesty in marketing, where brands will earn 
attention by telling their audiences the 
unfiltered truth about their products. And 
suddenly, the commercial break can serve as 
a refreshing oasis of honesty in a world of 
competing agendas. 

Tom 
Beckman
Global Chief Creative Officer

How can we expect the brand voice 
to evolve in 2026?

“Brands have the 
opportunity to rewrite their books, 
redefining how we understand 
both authenticity and artifice, 
returning to their original meanings.“
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Healthcare sits squarely at the muddled 
center of mainstream culture, shaping 
how we love, work, age, parent and 
understand ourselves. At the same time, 
it is more regulated, more scrutinized 
and more complex than any other 
industry, making creativity vital with 
every cultural shift.

Here are the evolutions we expect to see:

• A surge of wide-ranging new voices. 
Creator culture will move decisively into 
healthcare, inviting patients, advocates, 
healthcare professionals and 
caregivers to share their lived 
experiences and cultural perspectives 
to foster connection and 
empowerment. This opens the door to 
work that feels more in sync with the 
forces shaping health today. But it also 
means our work has to look different 
from what it has before in order to 
break through.

• Turning complexity into clarity. 
Creativity is the best way to translate 
overwhelming scientific and systemic 
complexity into accessible and 
actionable understanding. It’s never 
been more critical to look at things from 
different perspectives and try to break 
the patterns society has been stuck in.

• Using regulation as a creative 
superpower. The constraints inherent 
to healthcare have always been a 
crutch, but this year, they’ll force 
sharper thinking and more meaningful 
expression. A tighter box can produce 
stronger creative ideas that do more 
with less, turning regulations into our 
2026 advantage. 

While some may shy away, this is what 
makes us at Weber Shandwick excited. 
That pressure creates an opportunity to 
open the door to a new generation of 
never-before-seen ideas that move the 
industry forward. 

Jamie 
Dowd
President, New York and 
Health Americas

How will creative evolve in the 
healthcare industry in 2026?

Turning complexity into clarity. 
Creativity is the best way to translate 
overwhelming scientific and systemic 
complexity into accessible and 
actionable understanding. It’s never 
been more critical to look at things from 
different perspectives and try to break 
the patterns society has been stuck in.

Using regulation as a creative 
The constraints inherent 

to healthcare have always been a 
crutch, but this year, they’ll force 
sharper thinking and more meaningful 

Jamie 
Dowd
President, New York and 
Health Americas

creative evolve in the 
in 2026?
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Our digital landscape is being defined by the 
adoption of AI — how we use it to make 
ourselves a more efficient agency for our 
clients, and how we develop their content, 
platforms and campaigns that can adapt in 
real-time.

Generative AI tooling dominated 2025. Next 
year will be defined by agentic AI that acts 
autonomously within established workflows 
and is empowered to make decisions with or 
without human input. 

Despite the widespread adoption of AI tools 
and investment in robust technical 
infrastructure, most organizations haven’t fully 
realized their full agentic power to achieve 
significant systemic value.

The competitive advantage won't come from 
having access to AI — everyone will have that. 
It’s in how elegantly we integrate our people’s 
institutional knowledge and capabilities with 
multiple distinct systems and data sources to 
power our creative process. Agentic AI will 
fundamentally become the way we do 
business. But to realize that ambition, we need 
to focus on:

• Evolving creation into orchestration.. We'll 
shift from using AI as a content generator to 
deploying AI agents that manage entire 
campaign workflows. From initial research 
and strategy development through to 
execution and optimization, this will enable 
our people to focus on higher-value strategic 
work that truly moves audiences.

• Transforming talent.. The agency role is 
evolving from content creation to "agent 
management" — molding professionals who 
can elegantly train, direct and quality-control 
AI systems while focusing on human-
developed strategy and relationship building.

• Establishing governance and 
transparency. As agents become more 
autonomous, agencies face new questions 
about disclosure, creative ownership and 
maintaining human oversight. Early movers 
are developing "AI governance frameworks" 
as a competitive differentiator.

Embracing this transformation with gusto and 
thoughtful implementation will define what 
modern marketing excellence looks like 
for years to come.

Phil 
Hakim
CEO, Flipside Group London

How will the digital landscape 
continue to evolve in 2026?

Flipside is TWSC’s entity focused on 
digital transformation.
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Chanel 
Lake
Senior Vice President, 
Influencer Strategy

How will the role of influencers 
continue to evolve in 2026?
Where creators craft and communities 
engage, culture thrives. Creator-led 
communities that are “opt-in” channels will 
pop off in 2026. Influencers will reinforce that 
culture is supercharged when you hone in on 
a dialed-in community, building resonance via 
shared values and interests. And by culture, 
I’m not talking about “pop culture” or 
“mainstream” — those who know culture 
understand that the definition runs deeper 
than surface-level hype.

“Brand first,” who? We will see more brands 
try to flock to creator-curated channels, 
community experiences and novel IP 
(especially in the written word). When those 
brands slap on a logo or thoughtlessly wedge 
their reasons to believe into the community 
ethos (above the fold), it will have an adverse 
impact. Where’s the storytelling? I want to 
experience an emotional connection to 
something that is relevant to me, and 
creators will reinforce that storytelling tactic 
across media. 

Creator-led and community-first experiences 
will be the name of the game. It’s all about 
intentionality, paying attention to the small 
details and pouring care and respect back 
into the digital followers who’ve given them a 
platform. Creators will dominate storytelling in 
ways we haven’t seen before. We’ve been 
wading in the creator age, but now we are 
surfing the curator wave. 
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In 2026, creativity and technology will finally 
merge into one operating system that 
amplifies imagination instead of replacing it. 
AI will no longer be the story, it will be as 
omnipresent as air: invisible, essential and 
often painfully average.

AI’s default setting is mediocrity; the real 
creative edge will come from curation, taste 
and intention. From the human ability to 
choose, connect and give meaning, we will 
shift from production to building living 
systems where stories evolve through data, 
co-creation and cultural resonance.

Generative creativity will challenge ideas and 
bring back the cognitive power of ingenuity, 
allowing us to prototype more, fail more, learn 
more and create better campaigns.

The most innovative brands won’t just tell 
stories; they’ll build adaptive worlds that 
evolve through people — user-generated 
content and collective communities —
redefining what a brand can be. But the 
biggest transformation won’t be 
technological; it will be cultural. Organizations 
must evolve from the inside out, learning to 
use AI with intention: from interns to the C-
suite, from users to builders. 

Automation without changing our culture will 
only accelerate the chaos. The next 
revolution will rise from the collaboration 
between human sensibility and artificial 
intelligence. Real progress won’t be about 
how fast we create, but about how our 
people move us forward and how deeply our 
creations can move culture. 

Vitor 
Elman
Chief Creative Officer, 
Cappuccino Sao Paulo

How do you see creative technology 
reshaping the way organizations tell 
their stories in 2026?

“ Generative creativity 
will challenge ideas and 
bring back the cognitive 
power of ingenuity, allowing 
us to prototype.” 

Cappuccino is TWSC’s entity focused 
on digital marketing and technology.
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Gen Z came of age amid the “TikTokification” 
of culture, where fleeting micro-trends pass 
faster than you can say “Tomato Girl 
Summer.” They lead us through everything 
from aesthetic cores (“Coastal Grandma” 
anyone?) to trending pickle combinations. 
You didn’t have to like it all, but there was 
certainty in the air — a consensus over 
what’s hot and what’s not — and to some 
that was comforting.

Then the “Vibeless Summer of 2025” 
dismantled the dominant mood into a 
fragmented trend outlook. Brands should 
pay attention to three dichotomies that will 
persist in 2026:

• Nihilism vs. optimism.. Gen Zers
proliferated doomscrolling and adopted 
nihilistic humour to cope with the out-of-
their-control omnicrisis. At the same time, 
they also embraced “hope core” and are 
intentionally fostering optimism, even 
calling for a “meme reset” to resurrect 
simpler times and cleanse our collective 
palettes. Brands can tap into both by 
knowing the right time and place to do it.

• Digital first vs. IRL.. Gen Zers grew up to 
expect hyper convenience, but they are 
also nostalgic for the analog era. The 
duality here is that they sometimes desire 
a seamless digital experience, but also 
want to be reminded of the humanity and 
connection that can spark from 
inconvenience. Brands that can execute 
the real-life experiences they crave with 
expediency will be on a winning streak in 
2026.

• Cautious vs. emotional spending.. Gen 
Zers haven’t experienced a period of 
financial stability in their lifetime, so they 
may be more frugal than previous 
generations. However, they are also 
sentimental spenders, investing in little 
luxuries that bring them joy (one word: 
Labubu). Brands that demonstrate value 
and help Gen Z feel good about their 
choices will earn their admiration.

As we emerge from this paradigm shift, 
brands that can harness this duality for Gen 
Z will capture their attention in 2026.

Rachel 
Hughes
Head of Cultural Strategy, UK

What can we expect from the Gen Z 
consumer in 2026?
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Let’s 
connect!

For more information, please visit 
www.webershandwick.com or email 
wsconnect@webershandwick.com


