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AD Week Al Advertising Trends

Advertising Week’s “Al Forecasts & Predictions for 2026 in the Marketing
Industry” argues that Al has moved beyond discrete productivity tools into an
“operating layer” that increasingly executes marketing - running campaigns,
shaping discovery, optimizing creative, and recalibrating measurement in real
time - while connecting creative, media, commerce, identity, and analytics into
a continuously learning system. The report frames 2026 as the first truly “Al-
native” year, where advantage comes not from adopting Al superficially, but
from operationalizing it responsibly with faster learning loops, stronger
measurement, privacy-first data practices, and human creativity and judgment
at the center.

Core thesis: a structural reset, not incremental change

Across its forecasts, the report describes a structural reset in marketing: Al
collapses silos (creative and media, brand and performance, privacy and
growth,automationand governance) while raising the importance of trust, data
quality, governance, and strategic oversight. As execution accelerates and
scales, differentiation shifts “up the stack” toward strategy, systems design,
creativity, and credibility - changing what leadersoptimizefor and how
organizations are built to compete.

1) Agentic Al becomes the new media buyer

The report predicts that agentic Al systems - tools that can plan, execute,
learn, and adjust across multiple steps - becomethe default operating model
for media execution. Rather than removing humanexpertise, this shifts human
value toward scenario planning, ethical guardrails, and escalation paths, with
Al handling real-time bid strategy, creative rotation, and budget decisions
within pre-approved constraints. A key workforce implication is that entry-level
execution roles compress while strategists evolve into “systemsarchitects” who
design and govern automated media operations.

“The next frontier for advertising is not generative Al but agentic Al — systems
that increasingly make optimisation decisions autonomously. As transparency
obligations approach, the industry has a unique window to develop practical
governance standards before these systems scale further. At the same time, we
still know surprisingly little about how audiences perceive Al-assisted
communication. Building an evidence-based ‘Al acceptance index’ could help
align innovation, transparency and public trust.”

Mdnika Magyar, EACA
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2) Search shifts from query to answer - and brands must adapt

Search is described as moving from a navigational list of links to an interpretive “answer
layer” that infers intent, synthesizes information, and provides direct recommendations -
reshaping how brands are discovered, evaluated, and trusted. The reportanticipatesdeclining
organic visibility in many categories and the rise of “Al-surface optimization” as a new
discipline, alongside the growing importance of retail media search interfaces (e.g., major
commerce platforms) as discoverychannelscomparable in strategic weight to traditional
search. In this model, brands win by supplying rich structured data, clean product feeds, and
strong identity graphs that help Al systems confidently represent and recommend their
offerings.

3) Creative effectiveness becomes the #1 ROl lever

A major prediction is that creative effectiveness becomes the most measurable and
scalable driver of marketing ROI, moving from subjective debate or post-campaign
reflection into a quantifiable performance variable. Advances in Al-driven creative analytics
and measurement frameworks are positioned as making it possible to benchmark creative
quality and connect it directly to business outcomes, reframing priorities: media efficiency
and targeting still matter, but creativedetermineswhether those investments generate
incremental value. The report expects “creative quality data” to become as central as reach
andfrequency, andforecasts the emergence of Creative Intelligence Centers plus Al-tagged
assets benchmarked across platforms to reduce waste.

4) Retail media + Al becomesclosed-loop everything

Retail media networks are forecast to evolve from sponsored placement engines into closed-
loop marketing systems that unify exposure, engagement, transaction, and loyalty inside a
continuously learning environment. Al is expected to power predictive commerce capabilities
such as autonomous product recommendation clusters, Al-optimized product detail pages,
real-time store-level dynamic promotions, and synthetic shopper cohorts that replace third-
party segments. The report positions RMNs as the fastest-growing Al-powered advertising
format - especially relevant for categories like CPG, grocery, home improvement, and QSR -
because of their operational sophistication and commercial accountability.
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The Measurement Paradox

If Al both creates and measures marketing effectiveness, who validates
the validator? In retail media's closed-loop environments especially, the
platform selling the media also measures its effectiveness. Independent
verification is essential; and agencies have a role as the party capable of
interrogating methodologies and challenging convenient narratives.

David Towers, WPP Media

5) Privacy-first marketing becomes a competitive
advantage

Privacy is reframed from constraint to performance advantage: a core
determinant of trust, data access, and responsible Al deployment at scale. The
reportanticipatesstructural drivers - full cookie deprecation andlikely
U.S.federal privacy regulation by 2026 - pushing models toward first-party
identity “spines,” privacy-preserving measurement approaches (clean rooms,
federated learning, cryptographic attribution), and “model-ready” consent as a
prerequisite for data value. It argues that organizations investing in proprietary
data systems will materially outperform laggards in attributable ROI, presenting
privacy readiness as a differentiator rather than compliance overhead.

6) Synthetic data becomes the lifeblood of Al training

As access to real consumer data becomes constrained by regulation, platform
limits, and ethical expectations, the report predictssynthetic databecomes a
foundational, privacy-safe alternative enabling Al innovation without eroding
trust. Synthetic data is expected to become standard in marketing workflows -
training ad-creative models, simulating consumer behavior, and filling gaps in
restricted datasets - changing how models are trained, tested, and deployed.
The report also forecasts agencies building synthetic research labs that replace
some panelsurveys and traditional research methods, signaling a shift in how
“insight” is produced under tighter data constraints.

"Privacy-safe" isn't the same as "insight-rich." Synthetic data may
satisfy regulators, but current methods risk homogenised datasets that
reflect algorithmic assumptions rather than genuine human diversity. If
these inform personalisation strategies, advertisers may achieve
compliance whilst sacrificing relevance.

Jessica Chapplow, Heartifical Intelligence & Flywheel Digital

7) Multimodal Al creative production goes mainstream

Creative production is expected to scale dramatically as brands adopt multimodal Al that
understands text, images, audio, and video together. The report forecasts end-to-end video
production cycles shrinking to hours, Al-generated “virtual ambassadors” becoming
normalized, and hyper-localized creative variations expanding into thousands or millions of
versions. In this environment, human creatives shift from execution to concept development,
direction, and curation, with Al handling volume production and variation generation.

8) Al trust, safety, and provenance become board-level priorities

Al is positioned as an enterprise-wide risk and value driver that elevates trust, safety, and
provenance into the boardroom. As Al increasingly influences creative output, media
investment, pricing, personalization, and customer experience, governance shifts from
operational detail to strategic mandate - boards asking not whether Al is being used, but
whether its actions can be trusted and proven. The report points to threats such as
deepfakes, misinformation, and hallucinated placements, predicting adoption of provenance
standards (including C2PA), “brand governance clouds,” and mandatory disclosure for Al-
generated creative, with platforms labeling Al-powered ads in a manner analogous to
ingredient labeling.

9) Measurement breaks through the “attribution ceiling”

The report argues measurement is nearing an inflection point after years of diminishing
returns from last-click attribution, platform-reported metrics, and fragmented dashboards. Al-
enabled marketing mix models (MMMs) and causal inference are expected to shift
measurement from counting interactions to understanding causality, making always-on
incrementality experimentsfeasible, enabling near-real-time MMM updates, and unifying
creative, placement, and audience effects into single decision frameworks. Performance
teams are predicted to rely less on in-platform metrics and more on model-derived “truth” that
better captures incremental impact.

10) Premium publishers surge as the antidote to Al-flooded
inventory

Generative Al is predicted to flood the open web with low-quality, duplicative, or synthetic
content, creating “signal dilution” that undermines the usefulness of abundant inventory. In
response, the report forecasts a resurgence of premium publishers as advertisers seek trust,
context, and differentiation - making quality scarce and therefore more valuable. It
anticipates “human-made inventory” emerging as a premium category and contextual
intelligence returning (now Al-powered rather than keyword-based), with trust becoming a
primary targeting currency.
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11) Al reshapes the client-agency relationship

The report predicts Al rewires client-agency dynamics away from labor-based
execution, headcount, and time-based compensation toward systems,
proprietary IP, and strategic orchestration. Agencies are expected to be
judged increasingly on their Al stack, data governance maturity, creative
intelligence capabilities, and ability to operationalize brand-safe automation. As
Al reduces production effort, production fees shrink while strategic Al
orchestration fees rise, forcing a redefinition of whatclientsvalue and how
agencyexpertiseis differentiated and priced.

12) Workforce transformation: junior roles decline, hybrid
roles rise

The marketing workforce is forecast to undergo its most disruptive shift in
decades as Al restructures career paths, compresses hierarchies, and changes
what “entry-level” means. The reportanticipatesdeclining junior execution roles
in creative, account, and media functions, alongside rapid growth in hybrid
roles that blend creativity, technology, and strategic judgment - such as
creative technologists, prompt engineers, Al QA testers, and data-literate brand
strategists. This polarization is presented as structural, reflecting a market
where execution scales via automation and human value concentrates in
oversight, design, and judgment.

Human-Made Premium

If human-made content commands a premium, purely human creative
capability becomes a scarce asset - and scarcity commands value. The
risk is that efficiency-driven restructuring depletes the very resource
that will command the highest margins in an Al-saturated landscape.

loan Ungureanu, Pastel
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Consolidated takeaways and closing message

The report’s “key takeaways” reinforce the same arc:

Al moves from optimization to control; marketing becomes systems-driven;
creativity becomes the primary growth lever; discovery is rewritten by Al
interfaces; retail media becomes the most accountable channel; privacy and
trust become performance advantages; synthetic data fills signal gaps;
governance and provenance move to the boardroom; measurement breaks free
from attribution limits; quality media regains value; agencies are valued for IP
over labor; and talent polarizes around hybrid skillsets.

The closing summary emphasizes that competitive advantage will come from better ideas,
responsible governance, and faster learning loops - not simply from buying more media,
collecting more data, or producing more content - pushing leaders to focus on how to lead
with Al without losing trust, creativity, or control.

Further Comments

to break down silos and integrate creative, media, production, and brand teams
into a unified operating model. At the same time, Al will transform the client-
agency relationship, with agencies evolving from execution partners into
providers of specialized Al systems, expertise, and strategic orchestration.

Matthieu Vercryusse, Publicis Groupe Belgium

As Al accelerates content production, creative quality and strong brand
expertise become critical to maintaining effectiveness and trust. Agency
partnerships are simultaneously evolving toward more flexible, on-demand
models that combine strategic leadership with scalable talent and technology.

Michal Dunin, WebTalk Agency

#
Consumer Acceptance i

Consumer attitudes toward Al-generated content remain uncertain and
potentially volatile. The strategic risk is an industry moving faster than consumer
acceptance. The pace of technological possibility shouldn't be confused with the
pace of cultural readiness.

Jessica Chapplow, Heartifical Intelligence & Flywheel Digital

Al will shift marketing ROl toward creative effectiveness, requiring organizations ( ’
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Further Comments

In a landscape of autonomous systems and synthetic content, who
guarantees the integrity of the connection between brands and people?
This report rightly identifies trust as a primary currency; however, trust
isn't just a consumer sentiment to optimise - it's an institutional
responsibility spanning the entire value chain. Agencies can position
themselves as the accountable human layer, but this requires honest
conversations about legacy revenue models and a willingness to be
compensated for what was always most valuable but hardest to price:
judgement, risk mitigation, and the orchestration of complexity on
behalf of clients.

Andie Garford-Tull, Dentsu International

About EACA

The European Association of Communications Agencies (EACA) represents more than
2500 communications agencies and agency associations from nearly 30 European
countries which directly employ more than 120.000 people working in advertising,
media, digital, branding and PR agencies. EACA promotes honest, effective
advertising, high professional standards, and awareness of the contribution of
advertising in a free-market economy, encouraging close co-operation between
agencies, advertisers and media in European advertising bodies. EACA works closely
with EU institutions to ensure freedom to advertise responsibly and creatively. For
more information, visit www.eaca.eu.

Rue Defacqz 78
1060 Brussels
Belgium

Any questions?
Please don’t hesitate to contact

'

Modnika Magyar
EACA Senior Public Affairs and Legal Advisor
monika.magyar@eaca.eu

Elena Wind
EACA EU Public Affairs Officer
elena.wind@eaca.eu
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