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Marketing
Trends 202

Ten trends for CMO's and brand leaders who _
want to win attention, trust, and market share.

INSURANCE AGAINST IRRELEVANCE The Brietf.






The Brief. MARKETING TRENDS 2026

Once, small brands dreamed of havinc
the resources of Nike or Apple — teams
of analysts, copywriters, and designers
working around the clock. In 2026, you
don’t need 100 staffers. You need the
right stack. Al is the creative multiplier for
lean teams, turning solo marketers into
full-stack operators and giving SMBs the
firepower to act like multinationals —
without the overhead.
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Your Intern, Analyst, and
Copywriter Just Got

Automated.

Signal: What’s Happening?
88%0 of marketers already use Al daily — for content,
personalization, and analytics.

91% of SMBs adopting Al report revenue growth . T'’he average

small business Al budget 1s now under $1,500/year — a fraction of

one employee’s salary.

T'he trend 15 clear: Al 1s no longer experimental. It’s standard 1ssue.

Relevance: Why It Matters

Small teams, Big Output.

Smart, progressive marketers and entrepreneurs run lean. You don’t
have layers of departments. Every wasted hour hurts margins. Al 1s
your unfair advantage: it compresses tasks that used to take days into
minutes, giving you scale without headcount. Ignore 1t, and you're
not just mnethcient — you’re slow, generic, and beatable.

ORIGINAL MINDS®

Insight: What It Means

Al Does Not Replace Creativity. It Multiples It.
The tear 1s misplaced: Al won’t kill originality, 1t wall kall

administrivia. 'T'hink of 1t as clearing brush so your creative fire can

spread:

* Reports and analytics = summarized instantly.
* Drafts and captions — created at scale, refined by you.
* Customer 1nsights — pulled together in minutes, not weeks.

T'he winners will be the brands that let machines handle the grind

while humans tell the story:

Shift: What Is Changing?
From Grind To Glide.

* From endless reports — to live dashboards auto-summarized.

* From “blank page panic” — to drafts in seconds, edited by humans.

* From costly freelancers for every task — to Al copilots for design,
copy, and data.

Al moves marketing from labor-intensive craft to scalable system.

thebrief.media
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Al Won't Steal Your Job,
Only Your Excuses.

Opportunity: How You Can Win

Punch Above Your Weight Class.
For small brands, Al levels the field:

* More content across more channels with the same team.

* Sharper personalization that rivals enterprise players.

* Faster experimentation — test 10 campaigns 1n the time 1t used to
take for one.

T'his 1sn’t optional. It’s the ditference between leading the
conversation and chasing 1it.

Plays: What To Do Now

Quick Win: Batch-create social captions or ad headlines — Al
drafts, you edit.

Level Up: Automate reporting so you see what’s working weekly, not
quarterly.

Pro Move: Irain an Al model on your brand voice so drafts come
out 80% ready to publish.

91% of small & medium businesses (SMBs)
with Al say it boosts revenue.

Al gives SMB marketers about one extra
workday per week by automating routine
tasks.

/1% of customers expect personalized
experiences; majority are frustrated when
brands don’t deliver.

Companies investing in Al personalization
report ~40% more revenue compared to
those that don't.

Supporting Data

Who's Already Winning?

Ralph Lauren launched “Ask Ralph”, a conversational styling
assistant 1n 1ts app. Uses Al & 1ts own catalog to recommend full
outfits, trained on the brand’s catalog and 1mages. Gives a blueprint
for smaller brands: brand-voice + product data + recommendation
engine.

The Original Tamale Company (Los Angeles). A family-run tamale
shop made a viral social video 1in 10 minutes using Al (ChatGP1 to
script narration & voiceover). Golddust of creative + speed. A
family-run tamale shop made a viral social video 1in 10 minutes using
Al (ChatGPT to script narration & voiceover). Golddust of creative
+ speed.

The Bottom Line

Al 1s the muluplier that lets a five-person team act like fifty. Ignore 1t
and you’re paying the “old-school tax.” Embrace it, and you unlock
the bandwidth to focus on what humans do best: strategy, creativity,
and culture.

Key Sources:

Salesforce (2025). SMBs with Al report revenue uplift — 91% SMBs with Al say 1t boosts revenue.
Forbes (2025). Al cuts costs, adds ~13 hours/week for SMB marketers — time+cost savings data.
BrandXR / Microsoft (2025). Inclusive Al Personalization & expectation stats — ~71% expect
personalization; frustrations when brands don’t deliver.

McKinsey (2025). Next frontier of personalized marketing — scale personalization via generative Al.

ORIGINAL MINDS®
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Authenticity is the new production value.
Scroll any feed in 2026 and you'll see the
same story: short-form video is the
internet’s front door. From Tiklok to
lnstagram Reels to YouTube Shorts, bite-
Sized clips are where discovery happens
where products go viral, and where
culture is shaped. For progressive, bold
marketers like vou, the play is clear: you
don’'t need a studio. You need a phone, an
idea, and the quts to let your customers

help tell your story.
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The 30-Second Clip Is

The New Super Bowl Ad.

Signal: What’s Actually Happening?

— (Culture Laves in 30 Seconds

*40% of Gen Z discover new products on 1ik'lok or Instagram

Reels.

e Short-form video drives the highest ROI of any social format for
SMB's

e User-Generated Content (UGG) -based ads see 4x higher click-
through rates than polished studio campaigns.

e Short clips + authentic voices = attention + trust.

Relevance: Why It Matters
— Stop Perfecting. Start Posting.

T'ime and polish are the enemy. Original Minds don’t have the
budget for Super Bowl ads — but you do have the agility to post
quick, raw, real content daily. That’s the edge: frequency and

relatability beat budget and gloss.

Insight: What It Means
— “Authenticity > Production Value”

Consumers don’t want to be “talked at” — they want to see people
like them using, reviewing, or ritfing on your product. A shaky
customer video with enthusiasm often sells more than your
cinematic brand film.

Shift: What Is Changing

— “From Broadcast to Participation”
* From ads you control — to content customers create.
* From weeks of production — to same-day 1dea-to-post.

* From corporate scripts — to real voices 1n real contexts.

Opportunity: How You Can Win

— ““lurn Gustomers into Creators”

* Reach: Short-form video 1s algorithm-friendly — 1t spreads taster
and further than text or images.

* Trust: People believe UGU 2x more than brand content.

* Scale: Every happy customer with a phone can be your marketing
department.

ORIGINAL MINDS®
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Your Fans Can Out-
Create Your Ad Agency.

Who Is Already Winning?
The Pink Stutt (UK cleaning brand): Leveraged Tik'lTok UGG —

everyday people cleaning grimy ovens — to generate hundreds of
millions of views and a massive sales spike. Proot: relatability sells.

Chipotle: 'T1k'Tok challenges (#GuacDance, #Boorito) invited fans

to create content. Result: millions of UGU posts, spiking app
downloads and sales.

Beis Iravel (SMB luggage brand, US): Grew rapidly by encouraging
UGG unboxing and packing videos. Customers became influencers;
short videos fueled viral reach and record sales.

Bottom Line SHER
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shipping clips, amplify your fans, and let authenticity drive discovery.

Plays: What To Do Now
— “Go Lo-F1 to Go Viral”

/ M.
i

Quick Win: Repost UGG on your own channels — show real
customers 1n action.

Level Up: Launch a 11k Tok/Reels series (behind the scenes, quick

how-tos, unboxings).

Pro Move: Run a challenge or contest to crowdsource content from
your audience — reward creativity, not polish.

.

Customers became mfluencers; short videos fueled viral reach and Key Sources

record sales. Statista (2025). Gen Z product discovery via TikTok/Instagram Reels.

HubSpot (2025). State of Marketing: Short-form video delivers highest ROL.
BusinessWire (2025). UGG ads outperform traditional creative by 4x C'TR.
Insider Intelligence (2025). Tik'Tok, Instagram Reels adoption and engagement rates.

Bottom Line

Short-form video and UGU are the new billboards. It you’re not on

people’s feeds daily, you're ivisible. Stop chasing perfection — start
shipping clips, amplify your fans, and let authenticity drive discovery.

ORIGINAL MINDS® thebrief.media
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‘Green” used to be a slogan — slapped
on packaqing, bolted onto campaigns.
That erais dead. In 2026, sustainability is
a strateqy, not a stunt. Customers —
especially Gen Z and Millennials —
demand proof, not promises. They want
receipts: measurable impact, transparent
oractices, and brands that treat
sustainability as core business, not
marketing theater. For challenger

marketers like vou, this isn’'t optional. It's
the fastest route to lovalty, premium
oricing, and cultural relevance
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Your Values Are Your

Value Proposition.

Signal: What Is Happening
— Receipts, Not Rhetoric

» 72% of consumers are willing to pay more for sustainable
products.

* 76%0 say they’ll stop buying from brands with poor environmental
practices.

* 90% are more likely to buy from brands with sustainable
packaging,

Customers aren’t asking politely. They’re demanding proot.

Relevance: Why It Matters

— Values Are the New Value Proposition

Small brands can’t outspend multinationals. But they can out-trust
them. Making sustainability your calling card builds loyalty;

advocacy, and pricing power that ads alone can’t buy.

ORIGINAL MINDS"®

— Greenwashing Is Dead

Vague eco-claims are worse than silence. 1'’he winners embed
sustainability into operations — supply chain, packaging, product
design — and share data transparently. In 2026, credibility 1s
currency.

Shift: What Is Changing

— From Slogan to System
* From slogans — to metrics.
* From campaigns — to core operations.

 From rented relevance — to owned differentiation.

Opportunity: How You Can Win

— Prove It, Then Promote It

* Margins: Customers will pay for verified impact.

* PR: Authentic proot gets amplified organically.

* Loyalty: Sustainability builds tribes, not just transactions.

thebrief.media
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Just Prove It.

Plays: What To Do Now

Quick Win: Pick one measurable improvement (e.g. cut plastic use by
40%0) and spotlight it everywhere — homepage, packaging, ads.

Level Up: Document your sustainability journey publicly —
transparency builds trust and creates content.

Pro Move: Collaborate with an eco-innovator (materials, logistics,
packaging) for a limited drop, co-branded for impact.

Who Is Already Winning
Allbirds (US): Launched the MO.ONSHO'I" net-zero sneaker in 2025,

proving sustainability can drive hype, waitlists, and cultural buzz.

Every Man Jack (US personal care SMB): Cut waste 1n fulfillment by

using smarter segmentation — saving costs and reducing footprint

while growing revenue by 12% 1n 90 days.

ORIGINAL MINDS"®

Proof Is The New Persuasion.

Z.US Cottee (Singapore): Paired sustainable sourcing with Al-driven

personalization, delivering 107% e-commerce growth 1 2025.

Bottom Line

Sustainability in 2026 1sn’t virtue signaling — 1t’s value creation. Pick
one area, make 1t measurable, and own 1t. Customers will reward
proof, not promises.

Don't just say you care.
Don't just act like you care.
Really, care. And prove 1it.

Sources:
Arbor (2025). Sustainability Statistics: Consumer Willingness to Pay More.
Key ESG (2025). Consumer Behavior: Impact of ESG on Brand Loyalty.
Shorr Packaging (2025). Consumer Preferences on Sustainable Packaging.
Allbirds (2025). MO.ONSHOT Net-Zero Sneaker Launch.

Skywork Al (2025). SMB Growth via Sustainability & Al Campaigns.
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Once, social media was a billboard. Now
it's a checkout counter. In 2026, the feed
IS the storefront — discovery, persuasion
and purchase all collapse into a single
swipe. likKIoK, Instagram, and Youlube
aren’t just where customers hang out;
thevre where they shop. For you, this is a
chance to bypass bloated ecommerce
funnels and put your product where the

action is: directly in the scroll.
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The Feed s The
New Storefront.

Signal: What Is Happening
— T'he Feed Is the New Storefront

Global social commerce sales are expected to hit $2.1

2020.

trillion by

Insight: What It Means

— briction Kills. Social Commerce Wins.

T'he tewer clicks between discovery and purchase, the higher the
conversion. Social commerce collapses the funnel: awareness,

consideration, and conversion all happen 1n a single swipe.

37% ot US Gen Z already shop directly on social platforms like
Tik'Tok, Instagram, and You'lube.

Shift: What Is Changing
Tik'Tok Shop crossed $17.5B in GMV 1n 2024, doubling YoY. — From Ads to Aisles

From tratfic-driving ads — to m-app storefronts.

People no longer leave their feeds to shop. They buy where they From influencer shoutouts — to shoppable influencer content.

scroll. E-commerce 1s integrating into social media platforms.

From multi-step checkout — to one-click, in-feed purchases.

Relevance: Why It Matters
— It You’re Not Selling in the Feed, You’re Invisible

For smart marketers, social commerce 1s the ultimate leveler. You

Opportunity: How You Can Win

— "Turn Scrolls Into Sales

Speed: Reduce friction by making your products purchasable where

don’t need a tlagship store or a giant e-commerce budget — you just , .
. 5 5 yOu they’re discovered.

need to plug your product directly into the platforms your customers

already live on.

Trust: Social proof (reviews, influencer UGC) is built-in to the
shopping experience.

Scale: Platforms are prioritizing commerce — ride the algorithmic

boost.

ORIGINAL MINDS”® thebrief.media
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If They Can't Buy In-

Feed, They'll Buy It
From Someone Else.

Plays: What To Do Now Kylie Cosmetics: Uses Instagram’s shoppable posts and 11k’ Tok

drops to create instant sell-outs and sync product hype with direct

Quick Win: Set up shoppable posts on Instagram or '11k'lok Shop —

ink directly to your catalog. checkout.

Level Up: Partner with micro-influencers to create authentic

shoppable content in their own style. Bottom Line
T'he store has moved into the feed. It your products can’t be bought

Pro Move: Run live shopping events — demo products, answer inside Tik'lok, Instagram, or You'lube, you’re adding friction — and
questions, and sell in real time. bleeding conversions to competitors who can.
WhO |S Already Winning Sources:
. Statista (2025). Global Social Commerce Sales Forecast (2026: $2.1°7T).
T1k'Tok Shop SMB Sellers (US/UK): Small beauty and home eMarketer (2025). Gen Z Social Shopping Behavior in US.
: : : : Reuters (2025). TikTok Shop Doubles GMYV to $17.5B.
brands are scaling into 7-figure sales through 11k’ Tok’s integrated Insider Intelligence (2025). Social Commerce Growth & Trends.

shop, often outselling legacy retailers.

Shein: Pertected frictionless in-app shopping with live shows,
influencer collabs, and flash sales, setting the pace for Gen Z buying

behavior.

ORIGINAL MINDS® thebrief.media
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Celebrity endorsements are dead
currency. In 2026, influence lives in the
nhiches: micro-influencers and tight-Knit
communities. Customers don’t want to
hear from a global star with a million-
dollar contract — they want the unfiltered
opinion of someone who feels like them

talks like them, and shares their world.
For vou, the opportunity is clear: stor
renting fame, start building trust.
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Campaigns fade.
Communities compound.

Signal: What Is Happening
— [ rust Lives 1n the Niche

e 92% of consumers trust micro-influencers more than celebrities or Shift: What Is Changing
macro-influencers. — From Fame to Famiharity
* Micro-influencers deliver up to 60°% higher engagement rates than * From celebrity megaphones — to micro voices with loyal tribes.
big names. * From mass exposure — to highly targeted authenticity:
 Community-driven brands see 2x higher customer retention. * From passive audiences — to active, engaged communities.
Relevance: Why It Matters Opportunity: How You Can Win
— You Can’t Aftord a Kardashian — But You Don’t Need One — Build Your Tribe, Not Just Your Reach
Original Minds don’t have $1M for a campaign. What you do have:
the ability to partner with passionate creators who already own Trust: Customers believe peers more than polished campaigns.
credibility in your niche — and do 1t at a fraction of the cost. Cost: Micro-influencers deliver outsized ROI on smaller budgets.

Longevity: Gommunities compound — they don’t just campaign,
they sustain.

Insight: What It Means
— Influence Is Local, Not Global

Relevance beats reach. People trust “someone like me” more than
any billboard, celebrity, or ad. Micro-influencers act as community

conduits, giving your brand instant access to authentic conversations.
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Stop Renting
Reach. Start
Building Tribes.

Plays: What To Do Now

* Quick Win: Gaft products to 1020 micro-influencers and repost
their content.

* LLevel Up: Create a brand ambassador program with perks, early
access, and community recognition.

* Pro Move: Host events (virtual or IRL) where your micro-
influencers bring their community into your brand’s world.

Who Is Already Winning

* Glossier: Built a beauty empire by treating customers as
community influencers, not just buyers. '1'heir Slack groups and
ambassadors fuel constant teedback and advocacy.

* Gymshark: Leveraged fitness micro-influencers and communities

on You lube and Tik'lok to become a billion-dollar brand.

» Béis Iravel: Grew by encouraging small creators and everyday
customers to post packing and unboxing videos — now a cult D'T'C

brand.

Bottom Line

Mass influence 1s tading. Micro-influence 1s compounding. Build
trust 1n the niches, and you’ll unlock reach, retention, and relevance

that paid media can’t buy.

Sources:

eMarketer (2025). Micro-Influencer Trust & Effectiveness.

Influencer Marketing Hub (2025). Micro- vs. Macro-Influencer Engagement
Rates.

HubSpot (2025). Community-L.ed Growth Report.

Case studies: Glossier, Gymshark, Béis Travel (2025).
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Once, “personalization” meant dropping a
first name into an email. In 2026, that’s the
digital equivalent of “Dear Occupant.”
Customers now expect brands to know
their preferences, behaviors, and context
— without being creepy. With cookies

crumbling and privacy walls rising, the
edge goes to brands that own their first-

oarty data and use it to deliver

experiences that feel tailored, timely, and
relevant. For smart challenger marketers
personalization isn't a luxur
survival. Here too, Al is the secret to
unclocking hyper-personalization.

— jt’s
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One-size-fits-all
actually fits no one.

Signal: What Is Happening
e — (One-Size-Fits-All Fits No One

e 71% of consumers expect personalized interactions — and feel Shift: What Is Changing
frustrated when brands don’t deliver. — From Blast to Precision

* Personalized marketing lifts revenue by 5—15% and improves * From demographics — to behavioral and contextual triggers.
marketing spend ethciency by 10-30%. * From one-oftf campaigns — to ongoing, adaptive journeys.

* 'T'he death of third-party cookies in Chrome (2025) makes first- * From third-party cookies — to owned first-party relationships.

party data the only reliable path to personalization.
T'he shitt 1s happening from basic segmentation to hyper-

Relevance: Why It Matters personalization, leveraging Al and real-time data across all channels
— Your Data Is Your Moat to deliver highly tailored, individualized experiences that anticipate
For lean, entrepreneurial brands, personalization 1s the cheapest way customer needs.

to punch above your weight. With fewer resources, you can’t out-
shout competitors — but you can out-relevance them.

Opportunity: How You Can Win
— Know Them, Don’t Stalk Them

Insight: What It Means * Relevance: Meet customers with the right offer at the right time.
— Personalization Without Proof Is Just Spam * Efficiency: Spend less by targeting smarter.
Customers don’t care how much data you have. They care how well * Irust: Gustomers will trade data for value 1t you’re transparent.

you use 1t to make their experience better — more usetul, more

relevant, more human.

Ralph Lauren recently launched Ask Ralph - an Al-enabled

chat tool that invites consumers to experience its brand 1n a

more personal and immersive way

www.ralphlauren.com/ralph-lauren-app

ORIGINAL MINDS"® thebrief.media
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Generic isn't neutral,
it's invisible.

Plays: What To Do Now Bottom Line
* Quick Win: Start capturing zero-party data (quizzes, surveys) and Generic 1s invisible. Personalization 1s profit. Own your data, respect
use 1t to segment your email/SMS campaigns. your customers, and deliver experiences that feel custom — because

in 2026, one-size-fits-all means you fit no one.
* Level Up: Deploy predictive product recommendations on your
website to boost repeat purchases. Hyper-personalization = using Al + real-time + behavior + context
(not just names) to make each customer feel like the experience, offer,
* Pro Move: Create personalized post-purchase flows (e.g. “Based on content, and product path was built for them.
your last order, here’s what you’ll love next”).

Who Is Already Winning

o Sephora: Its Virtual Artist and Beauty Insider program personalize McKinsey (2025). Unlocking the Next Frontier of Personalized Marketing.
. . . . Shopity (2025). Personalization Trends and ROL.

product recommendations, boosting conversions and slashing return Google (2025). Chrome Third-Party Cookie Phaseout.

rates WSJ (2025). Etsy, eBay Pivot to Hyper-Personalized Shopping Feeds.

Skywork Al (2025). SMB Growth via Predictive Personalization.

* Eitsy: In 2025, revamped its marketplace with hyper-personalized
feeds, mimicking T1k' Tok-style discovery to match buyers with
products they didn’t know they needed.

* Jordan Craig (US SMB apparel): Used predictive Al for lifecycle

email campaigns, delivering a 54% YoY increase in email-driven

revenuc.

ORIGINAL MINDS”® thebrief.media
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The line between online and offline
commerce has officiall
20206, customers expect to discover
research, and buy seamlessly across
every touchpoint — from Google Maps to
TikTok to your pop-up store. For
challenger brands, this isn’'t about havinc
a “diqital strateqy” and a “retail strateqy.”
It's about one integrated customer
journey where local search, social
content, and in-store experience all
reinforce each other. If you're not findable
everywhere your customers ook, you
don’t exist.

vahishead. In
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Signal: What Is Happening

e — Livery Channel, Every Gustomer Journey
e 73% ot consumers use multiple channels during their shopping
journey

e 78% ot local mobile searches lead to a purchase within 24 hours.

* Brands with strong omnichannel strategies retain 89% of their
customers, compared to 33% tor weak strategies

Relevance: Why It Matters

— Every Channel, Every Customer Journey
* 73%0 ot consumers use multiple channels during their shopping
journey.

* 78%0 ot local mobile searches lead to a purchase within 24 hours.

* Brands with strong omnichannel strategies retain 89% of their
customers, compared to 33% tor weak strategies

Omnichannel isn't
optional. It's oxygen.

Insight: What It Means

— Presence = Credibility

Customers assume that 1f they can’t find you easily, you’re not

legitimate. Omnichannel presence 1s no longer optional — 1t’s the

baseline for trust.

Shift: What Is Changing

— From Fragmented to Fluid

* l'rom 1solated channels — to connected journeys.

* From retail vs. digital — to blended experiences.

* From one-time transactions — to ongoing, omnichannel

relationships.

Opportunity: How You Can Win

— "lurn Discovery Into Conversion

* Be Local: Optimize Google Business, Maps, and reviews.

* Be Seamless: Sync inventory across channels — no out-of-stock
SUTPrises.

* Be Everywhere: Let customers start on 'T1k'lok and finish in-store
(or vice versa).

Getty Images for Unsplash

ORIGINAL MINDS"®
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Credibility is built
from presence.

Plays: What To Do Now

* Quick Win: Claim and optimize your Google Business Profile —
photos, reviews, hours.

* Level Up: Sync your ecommerce plattorm with local SEO
(inventory + location-based search).

* Pro Move: Launch geo-targeted campaigns on lik'lok/Instagram
to drive 1mn-store or pop-up tratfic.

Who Is Already Winning

* Warby Parker: Blends online try-ons with local store visits, creating
a seamless omnichannel buying experience.

 Starbucks: Mobile ordering + local SEO ensures “cottee near me”
always leads back to their stores.

* Allbirds: Uses local campaigns and integrated inventory so

customers can seamlessly move between digital browsing and
physical purchase.

Bottom Line

Discovery 1s omnichannel. Loyalty 1s omnichannel. Commerce 1s
omnichannel. It you’re not connecting the dots across search,
social, and store, you're leaving money — and credibility — on the
table.

Sources: | | e '
A.C for Unsplash
Salesforce (2025). State of the Connected Customer. or Unsplas

Think with Google (2025). Local Search & Purchase Behavior.
Omnisend (2025). Omnichannel Marketing Benchmarks.
Case studies: Warby Parker, Starbucks, Allbirds (2025).
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Every few vears, someone declares email
and SMS dead. In 2026, thev're not just
alive — thevy're thriving. Direct channels

are the antidote to algorithm chaos. While
social platforms throttle reach and ads get
more expensive, email and SMS deliver
messages straight into the customer'’s
oocket. For challenger brands and
marketers, they're the cheapest, highest-

ROI marketing levers you have — and the
best wayv to own vour audience instead of

renting It.
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Email is the highest ROI
channel in marketing. Still.

Signal: What Is Happening

— The Old Guard Strikes Back Shift: What Is Changing
 Email delivers a median ROI of 36:1 — the highest of any digital — From Blast to Dialogue
channel. * From generic newsletters — to segmented, behavior-driven Hows.
* SMS campaigns see open rates above 90% and G'I'Rs of 19%0+, * From one-off promotions — to ongoing customer journeys.
dwarfing social media averages. * From “owned channel” — to personal, two-way communication.

* 49% ot consumers say they’ve purchased after receiving a
branded text message.

* Direct lines still outperform the algorithmic lottery. Opportunity: How You Can Win

— Inbox and Pocket as Your Power Plays

* High ROI: Lowest cost, highest return.
Relevance: Why It Matters

* [rust: CGustomers who opt 1n are already warm leads.
— Own the Relationship, Not the Rent * Retention: Regular, useful contact compounds over time.

Social plattorms can ban you, mute you, or bury your posts. Email

and SMS are assets you control. For resource-limited brands, they’re
the most predictable way to drive sales and loyalty.

Insight: What It Means

— Direct Is the New Premium

Customers crave relevance and clarity. A smartly timed text or |

personalized email feels like service, not spam. '1'he brands that win
don’t just “send blasts” — they engineer conversations.
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Direct beats algorithm every
time. The inbox is yours. The
feed is rented.

Plays: What To Do Now

* Quick Win: Set up abandoned cart and welcome series emails —
automated, high-converting basics.

* Level Up: Launch SMS campaigns for promotions, events, or limited
drops.

* Pro Move: Personalize flows using customer behavior (purchase

frequency, browsing habits) to keep relevance high.

Who Is Already Winning

* Beis Iravel: Scales sales with abandoned cart SMS nudges and

segmented email Hows — low-cost, high-conversion tactics that drive
repeat buyers.

 Allbirds: Uses personalized post-purchase emails (care tips, style guides)
to keep customers engaged between purchases.

* Livery Man Jack: Leveraged predictive email segmentation to grow
revenue by 12% in 90 days while cutting waste.

Bottom Line

Email and SMS are the cockroaches of marketing — 1mpossible to kill,

always delivering. For Original Minds, they’re the cheapest, most
controllable way to drive revenue and loyalty in 2026.

Sources:

Litmus (2025). Email Marketing ROI Benchmarks.

Omnisend (2025). SMS Campaign Open Rates and C'TRs.
Attentive (2025). SMS Commerce Trends.

Skywork Al (2025). SMB Growth with Predictive Segmentation.
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Once, “customer service chat” meant
waiting in a queue for a human. In 2026
it's become a sales engine.
Conversational commerce — chatbots
messaging apps, and Al-powered
assistants — turns guestions into
conversions in real time. \Whether it's a

WhatsApp messaqge, an Instagram DM, or
a chatbot on vour site, customers expect
answers now and purchases instantly. For
challengers wantingn to grow, chatisn't a
cost center anymore — it's a cash

reqister.
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Every question is a buying signal.
Fast answers = Fast revenue.

Signal: What Is Happening Insight: What It Means

— QQuestions Are the New Carts — (Ghat Is the New Checkout

* 74% of consumers say they’re more likely to buy from brands Messaging 1s no longer support. It’s sales. T'he brands winning are
oftering conversational support. those who see conversations not as tickets to close, but as revenue

opportunities to open.
* Chatbots can handle 70% of routine inquiries while driving upsells

and cross-sells. Shift: What Is Changing

— From Blast to Dialogue

* WhatsApp Business now has over 400M active monthly users,  From generic newsletters — to segmented, behavior-driven flows.

many using 1t to shop directly. * From one-oft promotions — to ongoing customer journeys.

e lrom “owned channel” — to personal, two-way communication.

Relevance: Why It Matters
— (ustomers Don’t Wait. 'They Chat.

For progressive, challenger brands and marketers, conversational

commerce 18 the easiest way to shorten the buying journey. A Opportunity: How You Can Win
customer who asks a question in chat is already at the edge of

People want speed. 'T'hey want answers to their problems, pronto.

— Inbox and Pocket as Your Power Plays

purchase — answer 1nstantly, and you close faster.

* High ROI: Lowest cost, highest return.
* [rust: Customers who opt 1n are already warm leads.
* Retention: Regular, usetul contact compounds over time.
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Conversations close deals.
Chat isn't support. It's revenue.

Plays: What To Do Now

* Quick Win: Add live chat or WhatsApp Business to your ecommerce
site.

* Level Up: Automate FAQ)s and order tracking while routing complex
queries to a human.

* Pro Move: lIrain an Al assistant on your product catalog to ofter \ D @ )
personalized recommendations in real time. '

Who Is Already Winning
 H&M: Uses chatbots on WhatsApp to help customers browse outfits,

check stock, and purchase instantly.

* Sephora: Messenger bots handle bookings, product recs, and upsells,
driving repeat sales.

* Kiehl’s (APAC): Runs personalized LINE chat campaigns that boosted

repeat purchases by over 30%o.

Bottom Line

Every question 1s a buying signal. Brands that answer 1nstantly turn chat

into their most profitable sales channel. Brands that don’t? 'T'hey leave
money sitting in the inbox.

Sources:
Salestorce (2025). State of Service: Conversational Commerce Adoption.

Gartner (2025). AI & Chatbot Trends in Gommerce.
Meta (2025). WhatsApp Business Monthly Active Users Report.
Case studies: H&M, Sephora, Kiehl’s (2025).
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In 2026, audiences trust people more
than logos. Creator-led marketing —
oartnering with everyday creators, not
jJust influencers — is how brands break
through algorithm noise. \\Whether it's a
oroduct review on TikTok, a day-in-the-life
vioq on Youlube, or a stor

posted to a
niche audience, creators bring
authenticity that brands can't fake. For
Original Minds, tapping into creator
ecosystems is the fastest way to scale
awareness without scaling budget.
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Signal: What Is Happening

— (reators Are the New Media Companies

e 9% of consumers trust recommendations from creators over
brand content.

* Creator-led ads deliver up to 50% lower CPAs compared to brand-
produced creative.

* Platforms like '11k'lok and Instagram are prioritizing creator-brand

partnerships in their algorithms.

Relevance: Why It Matters
— You Don’t Need Millions. You Need Relevance.

For lean brands, creators are the shortcut to attention. Instead ot

burning budget on polished ads, you can harness content from
people who already own the trust of the audience you want.

Insight: What It Means
— People Follow People, Not Brands

People follow people more
than they follow brands.

Audiences engage with personalities, not logos. Partnering with
creators lets you borrow their credibility and authenticity — and 1t
often works better than your own ads.

Shift: What Is Changing

— From Brand Voice to Borrowed Voice
* From polished campaigns — to creator-led storytelling.
* From renting attention with ads — to co-creating trust with

personalities.
* From big celebrity deals — to micro and nano creators with deeper

loyalty.

Opportunity: How You Can Win

— 'lurn Creators Into Your Distribution Engine

* Trust: Creators deliver relatability you can’t manufacture.

* Lifhiciency: Creator content doubles as ads and organic posts.
* Scale: "Tap multiple small creators instead of one big name.
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Creators are the new media
companies. Your best ad might
come from someone else's
phone.

Plays: What To Do Now Bottom Line
* Quick Win: Gitt products to nano-creators (under 10K followers) Logos don’t sell. People do. In 2026, the smartest brands hand the
and repost their authentic content. mic to creators — because customers would rather hear from

someone they trust than from you
* Level Up: Run paid ads using creator content (UGC-style ads often

Sources:
Influencer Marketing Hub (2025). Consumer Trust in Creators vs. Brands.
HubSpot (2025). Creator-Led Ads vs. Brand Ads Performance.

: B . Meta (2025). Tik'Tok & Instagram Prioritize Creator Partnerships.
* Pro Move: Build long-term creator partnerships — recurring Case studies: Beis, Duolingo, Gymshark (2025),

beat branded ones).

collabs, content series, or brand ambassadorships.

Who Is Already Winning

* Beis Iravel: Fueled explosive growth with creator-generated
packing videos and lifestyle vlogs.

* Duolingo: Went viral on 'lik'lok by letting creators co-own 1its
quirky brand personality.

* Gymshark: Built its brand by leveraging everyday fitness creators

long betore Nike or Adidas caught on.
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Summary

For consumer-facing challenger brands, 2026 isn’t
about outspending bigger players — it’s about
outthinking them. The most ambitious and creative
leaders win by moving faster, being more authentic,
and using smarter plays to turn constraints into
advantages. Here are ten trends shaping how bold
consumer brands will grow, market, and win in 2026:

1. Al as Force Multiplier

One marketer with Al 1s worth ten without it — free your team to focus on 6. Hyper-Personalization with First-Party Data
strategy and creativity. Generic 18 1nvisible — own your data, own your customer.
2. Short-Form Video & UGC 7. Omnichannel & Local SEO
The 30-second clip 1s the new Super Bowl ad — authenticity beats polish 1n Presence equals credibility — 1t they can’t find you, they can’t buy you.
the feed.
8. Email & SMS Resurgence
3. Sustainability as Strategy The inbox is yours, the feed is rented — direct beats algorithm every time.
Greenwashing 1s dead; proot wins. Sustainability 1sn’t virtue signaling, 1t’s
value creation. 9. Conversational Commerce

Every question 1s a buying signal — chat 1sn’t support, 1t’s sales.
4. Social Commerce

T'he teed 1s the new storetront — scrolls are the new tootsteps. 10. Creator-Led Marketing

Logos don’t sell, people do — creators are the new media companies.
5. Micro-Influencers & Communities

Fame doesn’t sell, tamiliarity does — build tribes, not just reach.
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inbox and make better, smarter decisions.

Tobias Dahlberg
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Original Minds provides intelligence and consulting for progressive, bold Progressive leaders don't need more noise — they need
minds in strategy, marketing, branding, design, and innovation. sharper signals. The Brief™ is our free publication for curious,
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