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Authenticity
Paradox

As Al-generated content floods social, authenticity becomes
harder to fake —and more powerful than ever. Audiences are
growing skeptical of anything too polished, craving human-made
stories, real faces, and emotionally grounded perspectives they

can trust. Al isn’t disappearing, but it’s moving behind the scenes:

scaling creativity, enabling personalization, and fueling speed—
without stealing the spotlight. The paradox? The more automated
marketing becomes, the more brands must prove they’re human.
In a world of virtual voices and perfect outputs, trust has become
the only real differentiator.

athenetworkme



SOCIAL-FIRST TRENDS 2026

Karan Dang,
CEO & Founder,
DANG

#1 AUTHENTICITY PARADOX

Karan Dang,
CEO & Founder, DANG
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More than 20% of videos shown to new
YouTube users are ‘Al slop’, study finds

Low-quality Al-generated content is now saturating social
media - and generating about $117m a year, data shows

© The Super Cat League features human-like cats in (Al-generated) bizarre scenes. Illustration:
@SuperCatLeague/YouTube
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Al IS acce
productio

erating
N at

scale, while

simultaneously
eroding trust at

scale

#1 AUTHENTICITY PARADOX

40%

the average productivity
boost reported by
employees using Al

60%

of consumers doubt
online authenticity due
to the proliferation of Al
content

71%

of social media
images are now
generated by Al

52%

of consumers reduce
engagement when they
suspect content is Al-
generated

3h

time marketers save per
piece of content when
using Al tools

98%

of consumers say
authentic images are
essential for
establishing trust

Source: Al Content Creation Statistics 2026

(AutoFaceless, 2026)

PN



Experiment | -Study Design

GROUP ASSIGNMENT

Groups have been defined by the different intro text.
The text was presented to respondents randomly selected.

GROUP HUMAN

Please look at the online
advert for anew non-alco-
holic beverage below
showing a photo of people

GROUP Al

Please look at the online
advert for anew
non-alcoholic beverage
below showing a

STIMULI

The same stimuli were shown to both groups,

human and Al:

with the new beverage. We
would like to hear your
thoughts about the ad.

completely Al-generated
image of people with the

new beverage. We would
like to hear your thoughts
about the ad.

Emotional factors

The advertis...

e ass
.

4.96 473

4.9 469 48 4.61

..emotionally ..appeal- ..creative ~eYe .enter-  ..interest- .. credble .. memorable ..unique
touching ing catching taining ing

B Human B A

Figure 3: Comparison of the perception of ads labeled
as Al-generated vs. human-made

Rational factors

+44p<.001 *'p<.01 *p<.05

ns.

»

437 428

~innovative ..informative
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Nia @
0 2.5M 47.2M
Message v
Just a girl with a dark side... @/

1g: niabasic
@ https://www.instagram.com/niabasic

Nia Space @

Nia " ®Photo - 2025-12-29

what a view *#

that is basically ...

J3 Contains: Papaoutai - Afr...

#1 AUTHENTICITY PARADOX A
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#1 AUTHENTICITY PARADOX

“Audiences are already growing fatigued and hyper-
skeptical of anything too smooth and perfect. The work that
wins now Will have human-ness — be it scrappy, honest,
practically-shot content or even copy with intentional

errors. Al won't disappear, but it’ll move underground. | find
that it’s best used when it’s undetectable.”

Shraddha Panday, Director, Content and Founding Member, The New
Thing
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Proving they are
human: The new Apple
TV intro was built with
actual glass and shot
entirely on camera

#1 AUTHENTICITY PARADOX
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From Authority
to Affinity

Influence is no longer borrowed from institutions or big names. It’s
built through people who feel familiar, honest, and human. As trust
in traditional authority erodes, audiences gravitate toward
creators, experts, and communities that look and sound like them.
Flaws beat polish, real environments beat sets, and shared
identity beats reach. Brands that decentralize their voice and let
many humans speak won'’t lose control—they’ll gain relevance,
trust, and cultural gravity.

ﬁthenetworkone
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Phoebe Keogh, Head of media &
connections; and Payton Ivancic,
Strategist, The Hallway

#2 FROM AUTHORITY TO AFFINITY
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2025 Edelman Trust Barometer

Fear That Leaders Lie to Us at All-Time High

Percent who worry

GLOBAL26 | @ () (* Change, 2021 to 2025 Significant change

Government leaders Business leaders Journalists and reporters

69 68 70

ﬁ/\//. +11 ;/\//. +12 i/\//. iy

2021 2025 2021 2025 2021 2025

purposely mislead people
by saying things they know are false or gross exaggerations

v

Source: Edelman Trust Barometer (2025)

#2 FROM AUTHORITY TO AFFINITY A
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Brands that decentralize their voice will centralize
their influence. By empowering multiple humans
to speak, create, react, and show behind-the-
scenes truths, brands will feel more alive. More
trustworthy. More culturally relevant.

Karan Dang, CEO & Founder, DANG

#2 FROM AUTHORITY TO AFFINITY
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People trust
people, not titles

#2 FROM AUTHORITY TO AFFINITY

Top Factors Driving Consumer Trust in Influencers (2025)

39%

Authenticity

Transparency

Consistency

Relatability

Expertise

Engagement

Non-celebrity status

0 10 20 30 20 50
Percentage of Consumers (%)

Source: Best Consumer Trust In Influencers
Statistics 2025 (Amra & EIma)

cx&endworkme
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Even Cannes
Lions’ influencer-
first winners show
that the share of
celebrity influencers
IS diminshing

#2 FROM AUTHORITY TO AFFINITY

Cannes Lions 2024 Cannes Lions 2025

Source: World-Class Lessons On Social Media Marketing 2025 (Cannes Lions & SAMY)
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System|

Touchpoint choices impact outcomes

Better at

CREATIVE
DIVIDEND

@
converting On Pack
demand
Super Touchpoints
; Touchpoints that manage to create
Direct (Online & Physical) X A :
° iImmediate and lasting effects well.
In-Store (Online & Physical)
¢ o Radio & Podcast
Contests, Promos @ semsed®

2.0

@ e

Events
) Public Relations
e
< - Brsdsa Contaat e ®QOH e TV(National or Local)
Digital Display @ Paid Social ol
Digital (Organic/Owned) @
) o Creators
Sponsorship @ ) ) L
Online Video &CTV @ ®
Print ®
Cinema ®
Better at
building future
emand
2.2 2.4 26 2.8 3.0 3.2 4 3.6

Brand Building (Average Brand Effects 6month+)

1265 US, Europe, UK & Ireland campaigns between 2007-2023 from the Effie Case Library (2018-2023 awards)
Impact of including touchpoint in campaign’s top 3 touchpoints

#2 FROM AUTHORITY TO AFFINITY

Source: The Creative Dividend (System 1 & Effie, 2025)
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Niche,
Nicher,
Nichest

As platform fatigue sets in, attention is splintering into smaller, more
intentional spaces. Culture no longer forms in one dominant feed but
across dozens of micro-worlds —private communities, niche servers,
and tightly defined subcultures where credibility runs deep. Influence
now favors specificity over scale: experts over celebrities, relevance
over reach. The real impact won’t come from broadcasting louder, but
from showing up consistently in the rooms where a few hundred
people truly care.

&thenetworkone
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Origbo Nena,
Associate Brand Strategist,
TIMA

#3 NICHE, NICHER, NICHEST A
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#3 NICHE, NICHER, NICHEST

“As consumers experience 'platform fatigue' and distrust of broad,
algorithmic feeds, marketers will prioritize investing in creating or
engaging with smaller, highly focused groups (e.g., via Discord,
private subreddits, or even niche WhatsApp groups). - - This means
winning requires developing Al-assisted creative processes that can
generate dozens of hyper-specific, lo-fi video assets targeted to
Mmicro-segments, ensuring the content feels organic and user-
generated rather than polished and branded.”

Pancho Gonzalez, Chief Creative Officer, Inbrax



SOCIAL-FIRST TRENDS 2026

#3 NICHE, NICHER, NICHEST

Cinema

Commercial BVoD
Commercial Live Radio
Commercial Live/Recorded TV

Commercial Online News

Share of total commercial media time broken down
by buyable media types for All Adults*4

ommercial RoD/Podcasts
ommercial Streamed Music

&
C

ommercial SVoD
Functional Intemet

Magazines (Online)

ft

Magazines (Print)
Newsbrands (Online)
Newsbrand int)
Other Online Video
Social Media

Source: Making sense: The commercial media
landscape (IPA, 2025)

athenetworkcne
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“In 2020, the real influence won't
happen on the big stage. It will happen
iIn rooms with 500 people who care, not
500,000 people who scroll.”

Karan Dang, CEO & Founder, DANG

#3 NICHE, NICHER, NICHEST
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#3 NICHE, NICHER, NICHEST

“A best-in-class counter example is Barbie’s Match Day
commenting strategy. They took the risk of treating the
comment section like its own marketing moment,
commenting congratulations and messages on
doctors’ TikTok videos for Match Day. Instead of
chasing trends, they acted like a publisher, showing up
in a specific moment for a specific audience. It was
personal and all rooted in their brand values. Barbie
showed up meaningfully for the right people at the right
time. As the comment section becomes a space for
community and content creation—-users now post
photos and spark discussion threads—Barbie leaned
directly into that platform behavior. It’s a perfect
example of how brands win when they take risks, dial
into a unigue moment, and listen to their audience.”

Jordan Alperin, Senior Communications Strategist, Zulu Alpha Kilo
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Scrollers Become
Contributors

Audiences aren’t just watching—they’re shaping the story. Social-first lets brands
listen, respond, and co-create in real time, turning viewers into active collaborators.
The winners experiment openly, iterate on what resonates, and use audience insight
as a launchpad for culture and creativity. In this new model, the smartest brands don’t
just speak—they build alongside the people who matter most.
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THE
ONE CLUB
CRERTIVITY

Source: The One Show 2025

#4 SCROLLERS BECOME CONTRIBUTORS A
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“[The second set of] winners will be brands that
understand that they’re not the primary source of
truth about their business anymore. With the rise
of decentralised discovery, what people say about
your brand will matter more than what you say
about it.”

Shraddha Panday, Director, Content and Founding Member, The New
Thing

#4 SCROLLERS BECOME CONTRIBUTORS



SOCIAL-FIRST TRENDS 2026

“Social is now the lightest, most natural form of
dialogue between a brand and its consumer.
Social-first is not just a media tactic but the
opening line of the relationship—a way to spark
curiosity and open the door before delivering the
core message.”

Jin Jun, Campaign Director, Brand New Agency

#4 SCROLLERS BECOME CONTRIBUTORS
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Audiences
trust and act
on content
from real
neople

#4 SCROLLERS BECOME CONTRIBUTORS

#thenetworkcne

88%

of people trust peer
recommendations

79%

of individuals are
influenced by content
created by real people

8X

how much more
effective UGC is in
driving purchase
decisions compared to
influencer content

82%

of people have bought
or considered buying
something after seeing
it posted by
connections

70%

of Gen Z say UGC
impacts their buying
choices

56%

of consumers are more
likely to purchase after
seeing relatable UGC

Source: 50 UGC Statistics + Strategic Implications

for Your Brand in 2025 (Inbeat Agency, 2025)

PN
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“A local case is Becker’s campaign in Chile, where
the brand invited people to generate Al images
using Meta Al. Thousands of playful, user-made
visuals flooded social media, proving that when
brands give audiences simple tools and permission
to create, participation grows organically and
authentically. The learning is clear for 2026: People
are creative, willing to create, and now fully
equipped to do so. Brands that open the door to
collaborative storytelling will lead; those that don’t
will be left behind.”

Pedro Rojas, Social Media Manager, Inbrax

#4 SCROLLERS BECOME CONTRIBUTORS

ADVERTENCI. 2
El consumo de alcohol
en menores de 18 afios
se encuentra prohibido.

Ministerio de Salud

ADVERTENCIA

El consumo de alcohol
en menores de 18 al

se encuentra prohibido.

ﬁthenetworkme

ADVERTENCIA [t
El consumo de alcohol
en menores de 18 afios
se encuentra prohibido.

Ministerio de Salud
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The
FPost- [rend Era

Virality is losing its shine. In an oversaturated feed culture, chasing
every meme now signals short-term thinking, not relevance. The
brands that win are building ownable worlds—repeating ideas,
recognizable voices, and coherent content systems that feel
familiar rather than opportunistic. Social-first no longer means
posting more; it means standing for something and showing up
consistently. In a post-trend era, confidence beats speed.

G& thenetworkone
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ﬁthenﬂworkone

Abi Bennetts,
Digital PR Director,
Launch

#5 THE POST-TREND ERA
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“One of the most interesting trends in 2026 is actually the rise
of non-trends. We are in a post-trend era where audiences are
oversaturated with short-term relevant formats, so brands that
create ownable concepts can stand out by creating something
that feels more real. Repetitive content series built around a big
idea, together with strong hooks, will gain traction because
they create familiarity without feeling opportunistic.”

Oana Oprea, Head of International Strategy & Digital Lead, Jam Session
Agency

#5 THE POST-TREND ERA
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Consumer reactions to brands jumping on
viral trends

“I think it’s
embarrassing”

“I think
33% it’'s cool”

40%

“It’s only effective in
the first 24-48 hours
of a trend’s lifespan”

27%

Source: The 2025 Sprout Social Index

#5 THE POST-TREND ERA A
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#5 THE POST-TREND ERA

“In 2026, the most successful creators and brands will stop chasing
viral moments and start designing connected ones. They will blend
commerce, culture, and community into the same experience. The
real advantage will belong to those who think in systems rather than
posts — people who can see how social, retail, and storytelling
connect. The best work will not scream for attention, it will sit
confidently inside the everyday flow of how people live and buy.”

Sam Gormley, Founder, Two Points Technologies
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#5 THE POST-TREND ERA

What consumers say makes their favorite
brands stand out on social

° Quality of their product or service

2 Originality of their content

3 How they engage with their followers

4  How quickly they respond to customers

5 Content their employees post

Source: The 2025 Sprout Social Index

ﬁthenetworkme
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#5 THE POST-TREND ERA

“For the launch of Squid Game Season 2 on Netflix, we
created an intentionally heavy, slow-burning content that
blended the series’ elimination games with the fierce
Christmas traditions of Eastern Europe, all under the
watchful eye of the “toughest guardian”: the Balkan granny.
The long-form approach turned out to be a real win. It
didn’t go viral in a millions-of-views way, but it created a
powerful brand and cultural moment, with high-quality
engagement. So, the lesson is simple: feed your
communities depth, and they’ll reward you big.”

Oana Oprea, Head of International Strategy & Digital Lead, Jam Session
Agency
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The Death
of the Funnel

The funnel didn’t just shrink—it collapsed. Social is no longer
awareness at the top and conversion at the bottom; it’s where
discovery, validation, and purchase happen in one continuous
scroll. Platforms now answer intent, create demand, and close the
sale without ever sending users elsewhere. Brand and
performance have merged, and influence happens in real time. If
you'’re not present when curiosity sparks, you’re not in the journey
at all.

ﬁthenetworkme
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Shraddha Panday, Director,
Content and Founding Member,
The New Thing

#6 THE DEATH OF THE FUNNEL
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#6 THE DEATH OF THE FUNNEL

“Social isn’t just awareness anymore; it’s a hub for
conversion, entertainment, and connection.
Platforms like TikTok let users act instantly: a video
can inspire sign-ups, app downloads, or course
enrollments in just a few clicks, collapsing the gap
between discovery and action.”

Origbo Nena, Associate Brand Strategist, TIMA
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From The Traditional Path to Purchase

#6 THE DEATH OF THE FUNNEL

To the Social Commerce Path: An Infinite Loop

Discovery Review

Purchase

Consideration Participation

Source: Marketing Trends 2026 (SAMY)

&thenetworkone
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#6 THE DEATH OF THE FUNNEL

“If a brand isn’t social-first, it's invisible at the exact
moment that curiosity is sparked. In addition,
algorithms are no longer waiting for intent like
search does - they’re actively creating intent by
putting products and services in front of the right
people before they even know they want them.”

Abi Bennetts, Digital PR Director, Launch
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TikTok Shop Is Now the Size
of eBay

TikTok’s ecommerce arm has kept
growing steadily, despite tariffs and
never-ending debates over whether
the platform should be banned.

BhaE i

A4
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TikTok Shop Retail Ecommerce Sales
US, 2023-2027

2025 2026 2027

@ % of total social commerce sales

2023 2024

M billions

Note: includes products or services ordered via TikTok Shop, regardless of the method of
payment or fulfillment; includes purchases via any device
Source: EMARKETER Forecast, November 2025

=W EMARKETER

#6 THE DEATH OF THE FUNNEL

TikTok Social Buyers
US, 2023-2027

2023 2024 2025 2026 2027

M millions

Note: ages 14+; social network users who have made at least one purchase via the TikTok
platform, including links and transactions on the platform itself, during the calendar

year; including online, mobile and tablet purchases

Source: EMARKETER Forecast, November 2025

@ % of social buyers

=Wl EMARKETER

&rhenetworkme

Retail Social Commerce Sales

US, 2023-2027
$118.59

2023 2024 2025 2026 2027

M billions

Note: Includes products or services ordered via social networks and messaging apps, such
as Facebook, Instagram, Pinterest, WeChat, Line, VK and others, regardless of the method
of payment or fulfiliment; excludes YouTube and Twitch; excludes cash transactions, travel
and event tickets, tips, subscriptions, payments, such as bill pay, taxes or money

transfers, food services and drinking place sales, gambling and other vice goods sales
Source: EMARKETER Forecast, November 2025

@ % of total retail ecommerce sales

SV EMARKETER

Source: eMarketer (12/2025)
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Social as
the Big Bang

Social is no longer the destination—it’s the ignition. What starts in
the feed now spills into events, retail, OOH, culture, and real-world
experiences. The strongest brands design for social first, then let
what resonates travel everywhere else. Social-first doesn’t mean
just social; it means using the feed as the trigger for worlds people
can step into and keep coming back to.

&thenetworkone
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ﬁ " “Social has simply evolved past being a place where people
- spend time to being the nucleus around how we all live. Look
at where Timothee Chalamet is solely promoting his new
movie. Look at who the new rock stars in 2026 are; they’re
creators on social. Look at where sports clips are first seen
around the world. In 2026, social doesn’t just mean the big
platforms; it’s everything. Spotify. Strava. Vinted. You name it.”

Dylan Newe, Director, Social & Digital Innovation, THINKHOUSE

#7 SOCIAL AS THE BIG BANG



Fitness tracking
platform Strava eyes IPO
as Gen Z swaps dating
apps for running clubs

‘ BY ABHINAYA PRABHU - OCTOBER 14, 2025
- ® 2 MINUTE READ

—“

Image credits: Strava

Strava, a fitness tracking platform, is preparing
for an IPO. CEO Michael Martin has confirmed
that the San Francisco-based company plans to
go public at some point, aiming to raise funds
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#7 SOCIAL AS THE BIG BANG

“Social-first doesn’t mean “social only.” It means
designing for the most demanding environment — the
feed — and then extending what resonates into podcasts,
TV, OOH, retail, events, and experiences. At dconnection,
this approach consistently leads to stronger storytelling,
faster learning, and better business results.”

Vanessa Touboul, Head of Digital, Content, Trading & Innovation, GCONNECTION
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#7 SOCIAL AS THE BIG BANG

“Our breakout of 2025 was Tinder’s Ex-press Disposal Truck. It
proves that people trust organic conversations about the

category far more than branded conversations about their
products. Instead of forcing a message about the app, the
campaign picked up an insight that already thrives on the

internet. That’s why it travelled across 41 countries, earning over 9
million organic impressions without a single rupee spent on media.
Instead of trying to own the conversation, Tinder became

the facilitator. They gave people a big, visual, talkable moment
(literally a truck for dumping your exes’ things), so that users could
continue a conversation they were already having. And the
touchpoints felt native: meme pages riffed on it, creators built their
own bits around it, publications picked it up, and people shared it
because it felt like culture. The learning is clear: social-first ideas
join existing conversations and meet people where they’re at.”

Shraddha Panday, Director, Content and Founding Member, The New Thing

ﬁthenetworkone

Tinder's got a heartbreak
truck now??
But when it's done are YOU
keeping the gifts or giving
them back? § &
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