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INTRODUCTION 
2026TRENDS GUIDE

Q1 2026 showed a clear shift in how brands grow. AI is changing how people discover,
consumers are choosing what is easy and immediate, and trust is being built through culture

and real relevance.

Everything is now connected. Payments, content and culture all live and evolve in the same
digital space, in real time.

Heading into Q2, this will accelerate. AI will shape discovery, social will demand consistency,
and audiences will expect more from brands in culture.

The takeaway is simple. Brands built for this environment will move ahead. The rest will
struggle to keep up.



TABLE OF
CONTENTS 

02 01 

04 

CONSUMER

BEHAVIOURS 

MARKETING

SHIFTS 

AI-LED INNOVATION

AND THE FUTURE OF

DIGITAL SYSTEMS 

SOCIAL CONTENT

FORMATS 

OPPORTUNITIES AND‌

IMPLICATIONS FOR‌

BRANDS 

CULTURAL

MOMENTS 

06 
POP CULTURE

TRENDS 

03 

05 

07 



1. MARKETING
SHIFTS 

TRENDS GUIDE 03 



1.
1 

F
R

O
M

 S
E

O
 R

A
N

K
IN

G
 T

O

A
I 

S
E

A
R

C
H

 V
IS

IB
IL

IT
Y

 

TRENDS GUIDE 

WHAT IT IS 

Search is shifting from a click economy to an answer economy. As AI-powered search tools and assistants

become more common, brands are no longer competing only to rank first on a traditional search engine

results page. They are now competing to be cited, summarised and surfaced inside AI-generated answers.

That changes the job of content. It is not just there to drive traffic. It is there to establish authority, clarity and

machine-readable trust. 

This matters because AI search compresses the discovery journey. Users increasingly get synthesis before

they get links. That means the old search goal of winning click-through rate is being challenged by a new

priority: answer visibility. The brand that gets referenced in the response may shape perception before the

user even reaches a website. 

WHAT IT MEANS 

For marketers, this is a structural shift in discoverability. Content strategy can no longer be treated as a

traffic game alone. It now needs to support credibility, topical authority and structured information design.

Brands need content that answers real questions cleanly, builds expertise over time and signals trust to both

algorithms and people. 

It also means performance and brand teams need to stop working in silos. In an AI search environment,

brand reputation, editorial depth, consistency and authority all influence whether a business gets surfaced.

Being useful becomes a media strategy. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS‌

Brands need to optimise for being referenced, not just clicked.‌

Authority, clarity and structured content matter more in AI search environments.‌

Search strategy is becoming a brand trust exercise as much as a performance exercise. 

Brand implications 

Brands should build content ecosystems rather than isolated keyword pages. That means expert-led articles,

clearly structured FAQs, founder or leadership commentary, category explainers and point of view content

that can be easily interpreted by AI systems. They should also review how their websites are organised, how

clearly they define products and services, and whether their content actually answers the questions users

are asking. The commercial upside is simple. The brands that become machine-readable and authority-rich

will take a disproportionate share of attention as discovery habits continue to shift. 

04 
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WHAT IT IS 

A growing number of brands are no longer starting with a product and then hunting for a market. They are

starting with a specific audience tension, unmet need or behavioural gap and building from there. This is the

shift from product-first thinking to audience-first planning. It is being driven by a market where consumers

have more choice, less patience and stronger expectations around relevance. 

Audience first thinking is not just a research principle. It is becoming a business model logic. Brands are

using community signals, creator ecosystems, cultural observation and social listening to identify where

demand already exists, what language people are using and what pain points are not being solved well

enough. The brief starts with people, not production.

WHAT IT MEANS 

This makes relevance more precise and innovation more grounded. Instead of pushing products into culture

and hoping they stick, brands can design around lived behaviour and actual usage contexts. It also reduces

the risk of making something polished but pointless, which is still a surprisingly common corporate hobby. 

It means audience intelligence now sits closer to product, creative and media strategy. Consumer insight is

no longer a nice pre-read for the workshop deck. It is becoming the central input into how offers are

developed, positioned and distributed. In practice, that leads to sharper segmentation, stronger brand fit and

better timing. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS‌

Brands are moving from making products for markets to solving needs for communities.‌

Audience intelligence is becoming an innovation input, not just a comms tool.‌

T‌he strongest offers increasingly come from behavioural insight, not internal assumptions. 

BRAND IMPLICATIONS 

Brands should strengthen their social listening, cultural intelligence and community mapping capabilities.

More importantly, they should actually use those signals in decision-making rather than collecting them for

decoration. Product teams, innovation leads and marketers need shared visibility on the same audience

tensions. That opens up better whitespace identification, more useful products and more resonant

campaigns. The opportunity is to build offerings that feel inevitable to the audience because they were

shaped around existing needs rather than manufactured demand. 
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1.3 FOUNDER AND

LEADERSHIP-DRIVEN

BRANDING 

WHAT IT IS 

Leadership is no longer operating behind the brand. It is increasingly operating as

the brand. 

In a trust-fragmented environment, audiences are placing greater value on

identifiable, credible individuals over abstract corporate messaging. Founders,

CEOs and executives are becoming visible carriers of brand narrative, shaping

how businesses are perceived across consumers, investors and culture.

Leadership is no longer just responsible for strategy. It is now responsible for

signalling identity, values and direction in public. 

WHAT IT MEANS 

The rise of leadership branding reflects a wider shift in how trust is earned.

Audiences want a face, a voice and a perspective. They are looking for people

who can articulate direction, values and accountability. This is not about turning

every executive into a LinkedIn motivational speaker with a ring light and a dream.

It is about using real leadership presence to reinforce clarity, confidence and

belief. 

For brands, it means reputation increasingly sits at the intersection of corporate

narrative and personal narrative. Leadership comms, investor confidence,

employer brand and consumer trust are becoming more interlinked. When handled

well, visible leadership can humanise the brand. When handled badly, it can

expose a weak or inconsistent culture. 

SIGNAL IN THE MARKET 

Sam Ngumeni’s appointment as incoming Woolworths CEO is not just a corporate

update. It is a narrative signal. 

His nearly 30-year tenure with the business communicates continuity, internal

credibility and institutional knowledge. At a time when audiences are increasingly

sceptical of corporate leadership, this type of appointment reinforces trust and

stability. It tells a story about the kind of company Woolworths is and the kind of

leadership it values. 

This aligns with a broader pattern in the South African market, where recognisable

leaders such as Adrian Gore, Christo Wiese and Bonang Mohale have become

closely associated with the brands and institutions they represent. Their visibility,

track record and point of view contribute directly to how those organisations are

perceived. In this context, leadership is not operating behind the brand. It is

actively shaping how the brand is understood. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS‌

People trust identifiable leadership faster than abstract corporate messaging.‌

Leadership transitions now operate as cultural and brand signals, not just‌

‌internal business news.‌

Executive visibility is becoming part of modern brand architecture. 

BRAND IMPLICATIONS

Brands should identify which leaders can credibly represent the business in public

and where their voices can add value. That could include LinkedIn thought

leadership, interviews, keynote appearances, internal culture storytelling and

commentary on industry issues. The key is substance. Audiences can tell when

someone is speaking from actual perspective versus agency-issued cardboard

sincerity. The opportunity is significant. Visible, credible leadership can deepen

trust, increase narrative control and make the brand feel more accountable and

contemporary. 

TRENDS GUIDE 
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2.1 CONVENIENCE AS

CURRENCY IN DIGITAL

PAYMENTS 

 ‌WHAT IT MEANS 

Consumers are not adopting new systems because they are new.

They are adopting them because they remove friction from

existing behaviour. Payment is no longer a standalone action. It

is embedded into broader digital ecosystems shaped by mobile

usage, messaging platforms and real-time expectations. 

This is where interoperability becomes critical. Systems that

integrate with widely used platforms such as Apple Pay,

Samsung Pay and other digital wallets reduce friction even

further by meet‌ing users where they alre‌ady are. Convenience is

no longer defined by speed alone. It is defined by how

seamlessly systems connect across devices, platforms and

services. 

When payment feels invisible, adoption becomes inevitable. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS‌

Adoption scales when payment systems align with everyday‌

‌behaviour‌

Growth is driven by simplicity, speed and ecosystem‌

‌integration‌

Interoperability across platforms is now a core expectation,‌

‌not a feature‌

The fastest-growing‌ paym‌ent systems are the ones that‌

‌disappear into the digital ecosystem. 

BRAND IMPLICATIONS 

Brands need to move from building standalone payment

solutions to building connected ecosystems. This means

prioritising integration with dominant digital wallets, mobile

systems and commonly used platforms. 

The opportunity is to embed into existing behaviour and become

part of the user’s daily digital flow. The risk is creating closed

systems that require effort, which consumers are increasingly

unwilling to engage with. 

WHAT IT IS 

Consumer expectations around payments are being shaped by speed, ease and low friction. The strongest payment products now

succeed not simply because they are secure, but because they fit naturally into everyday routines. PayShap is a strong South African

example of this, positioned as an instant, easy and safe interbank payment service designed for real-time digital transactions. 

The growth story reinforces this shift. According to the supplied data, registered ShapIDs grew from 3.3 million in year one to 5.5‌

million in year three, while the total value processed increased from R11 billion to R709 billion over the same period. This level of‌

acceleration signals more than adoption. It reflects behavioural alignment. 

TRENDS GUIDE 08 
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WHAT IT IS 

Consumers often need more than utility to change

behaviour. They need momentum, reward and social

proof. This is why giveaways, rewards, limited offers

and public participation mechanics remain powerful

tools in driving awareness and adoption. In the case

of payment platforms, incentivised behaviour can

accelerate trial and reduce the hesitation that often

surrounds new systems. 

What matters here is not just the existence of

incentives, but how they are framed. The strongest

programmes make participation feel immediate,

attainable and culturally visible. Instead of marketing

the product in abstract terms, they market the

action. They give consumers a reason to try now

rather than later. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS‌

Behaviour change is often accelerated by incentives, not‌

‌just by improved functionality.‌

Consumers need practical and emotional reasons to adopt‌

‌new systems.‌

Participation mechanics can drive awareness, engagement‌

‌and conversion at the same time. 

B‌RAND IMPLICATIONS 

Brands should think more deliberately about incentive design

as part of go-to-market planning. This is particularly relevant

for new digital services, fintech products, loyalty programmes

and behaviour-based campaigns. The goal is not to bribe the

market into temporary activity. It is to create enough

momentum for new behaviour to become normal. Done well,

incentives can lower barriers to entry, build trial at scale and

turn early adoption into social proof. 
WHAT IT ‌MEANS 

This reflects a wider behavioural truth. Convenience

gets people interested, but incentives often get

them moving. Consumers are surrounded by options

and rarely wake up desperate to test a new payment

function out of pure admiration for innovation. They

act when utility meets motivation. That motivation

can be savings, reward, social conversation or the

promise of a better everyday experience. 

For marketers, this means a growth strategy cannot

rely only on feature communication. It needs to

account for behavioural triggers. In a crowded, low-

attention environment, people need a reason to

break routine. Incentivised participation works

because it turns adoption into an event rather than a

quiet systems update. 
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WHAT IT MEANS 

This is bigger than one laptop launch. It points to a wider market

dynamic where accessibility is becoming a growth lever for premium

brands. Consumers still want design, ecosystem value and cultural

status, but they are increasingly price-conscious. That creates

demand for products that feel aspirational without feeling

unattainable. 

For brands, this is the sweet spot between desirability and reach.

Products like this work because they extend the brand universe to

new audiences without fully abandoning premium codes. The

challenge is managing the balance. If the product feels too stripped

back, it damages the premium story. If it feels too expensive, it

misses the access opportunity. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS‌

Consumers want premium experience cues at more accessible‌

‌price points.‌

Lower entry products can expand the audience without‌

‌necessarily diluting brand value.‌

Accessibility is increasingly a strategic growth move, not a‌

‌compromise. 

BRAND IMPLICATIONS 

Brands should think carefully about entry-level offers, lighter format

versions and gateway products. The objective is not to cheapen the

brand. It is to widen access in a way that still feels intentional and

aligned with the brand world. This applies well beyond tech. In

FMCG, finance, fashion, beauty and services, there is clear

commercial value in building accessible offers that still signal

quality and aspiration. The opportunity is to create future loyalists

by giving more people a credible first step into the ecosystem. 

WHAT IT IS 

Consumers continue to seek products that feel high

quality without feeling financially exclusionary. The

launch of Apple’s MacBook Neo is a strong signal

here. Apple describes it as an all-new laptop that

brings the Mac experience to a lower entry price,

starting at £599 (R13 395,29) in the UK, and positions

it around everyday productivity, learning and Apple

Intelligence-enabled tasks.‌  

That price point matters because Apple has

historically been associated with premium positioning

and high barriers to entry. Industry coverage has

framed the product as a meaningful play for students,

first-time Mac users and budget-conscious

consumers, while also raising the question of where

performance compromises begin.‌  

2.3 AFFORDABLE

PREMIUM AND ACCESS

DRIVEN TECH 

TRENDS GUIDE 
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3.1 LOCAL LANGUAGE,
AFFORDABILITY AND SOCIAL

NATIVE BRAND POSITIONING 

WHAT IT IS 

One of the clearest cultural signals in Q1 is the way brands are leaning into local language, price sensitivity and social native

storytelling at the same time. Coca-Cola’s Mashesha launch is a useful example. The company says the 250ml pack is designed to

offer a quick, convenient and pocket-friendly serving, with a recommended retail price of R6, and brand materials frame the name as

rooted in the Mzansi language and pace.‌  

What makes this interesting is not only the new pack size. It is the cultural packaging around it. The product is not positioned as a

smaller bottle because times are hard and vibes are low. It is positioned as fast, relevant, on the move and culturally legible. That

matters. 

WHAT IT MEANS 

This reflects a broader shift in South African marketing where affordability needs to be communicated without the brand feeling

cheap, apologetic or out of touch. Consumers want brands that understand economic reality, but they also want those brands to

speak with some style and local intelligence. That is where vernacular naming, cultural fluency and social first rollout help bridge

commercial need and emotional appeal. 

For marketers, the lesson is sharp. Value messaging performs better when it feels embedded in culture rather than stripped down into

purely rational pricing language. Affordability is still commercial. But if a brand can make it feel socially coded, mobile and native to

the audience, it becomes more than a price point. It becomes a signal of understanding. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS‌

Affordability messaging lands better when it is wrapped in cultural fluency.‌

Local language and social native storytelling can strengthen commercial relevance.‌

Consumers respond to brands that make accessible products feel current rather than compromised.‌

Digital platforms are driving global visibility, but they are not distributing value equally. 

BRAND IMPLICATIONS 

Brands should stop treating affordability as a flat pricing message and start treating it as a positioning exercise. That means thinking

about language, tone, naming, platform behaviour and the emotional texture of the rollout. Especially in South Africa, brands that can

blend access with cultural specificity have a stronger chance of earning both reach and relevance. The opportunity is to turn value

products into socially resonant products rather than hiding them in the corner like a corporate secret. 

TRENDS GUIDE 12 
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3.2 PUBLIC CULTURE

AS CONTENT

INFRASTRUCTURE 

WHAT IT IS 

Large-scale public events continue to function as powerful cultural

stages for both audiences and brands. The 2026 Cape Town Carnival,

held on 21 March under the theme “Follow Your HeART”, was positioned

as a celebration of creativity, culture and community, with more than 1

500 performers transforming the city into a live spectacle.‌  

What matters here is that events like this do not operate only as live

experiences anymore. They also operate as content ecosystems. They

generate visuals, identity signals, local pride, audience participation and

social amplification. The event exists in the street, on the feed and in the

cultural memory at the same time. 

WHAT IT MEANS 

This points to the continued strength of IRL culture in an environment

often dominated by digital discourse. Consumers still want physical

moments that feel communal, visually rich and emotionally charged. In

fact, the more screen-mediated culture becomes, the more valuable

these high-energy public experiences are. They offer something people

can attend, document and interpret in real time. 

For brands, the implication is that experiential presence needs to be

thought of beyond sponsorship. The real value lies in how well a brand

participates in the energy, the storytelling and the afterlife of the event.

Public culture creates a live content stream. The question is whether the

brand is merely present or actually adding to the moment. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS‌

Public events now function as both live experiences and digital‌

‌content engines.‌

In real-life culture remains highly valuable because it creates‌

‌belonging, spectacle and shareability.‌

Event relevance comes from participation and storytelling, not just‌

‌logo placement. 

BRAND IMPLICATIONS 

Brands should approach cultural events as multi-layer media

opportunities. That means planning for live content capture, creator

collaboration, audience interaction, post-event storytelling and localised

cultural relevance. The smartest plays will be the brands that understand

the event’s emotional language and contribute to it in a way that feels

additive. The opportunity is not just visibility on the day. It is a cultural

association that extends well beyond the event itself. 
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3.3 THE SOUTH AFRICAN IDENTITY

DEBATE AND THE POLITICS OF

CULTURAL OWNERSHIP 

WHAT IT IS 

Conversations around MaXhosa in Paris, iskhotane visual language,

local football style, township aesthetics and broader creative

authorship all sit inside a growing cultural tension. At the centre is a

recurring question. When brands, artists or outsiders borrow from

culture, who gets credited, who gets paid and who gets erased. 

These debates are not new, but they are becoming more visible,

more urgent and more contested. South African identity is not a

static reference point. It is a lived, layered and often unequal

system shaped by history, access and power. As cultural aesthetics

gain global traction, so does the scrutiny around how they are

used. 

WHAT IT MEANS 

What has changed is where and how this debate is happening.

Digital platforms have become the primary space where cultural

ownership is surfaced, challenged and negotiated in real time.

Instagram, TikTok and Twitter are not just distribution channels.

They are arenas where meaning is debated and reshaped. 

Moments like MaXhosa at Paris Fashion Week do not exist only as

fashion milestones. They trigger wider conversations around

representation, authorship and authenticity that play out publicly

online. Cultural references are no longer passively consumed. They

are actively interrogated by audiences who are increasingly aware

of context, history and power dynamics. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS‌

Cultural identity is actively contested in digital spaces, not‌

‌passively consumed‌

  Audiences are more aware of authorship, credit and cultural‌

‌power dynamics‌

  Cultural relevance now invites scrutiny, not just visibility‌

Culture is no longer just expressed online. It is debated,

‌challenged and reshaped in real time on digital platforms. 

BRAND IMPLICATIONS 

Brands need to move from cultural referencing to cultural

accountability. This means thinking beyond aesthetics and

considering who is involved, who benefits and how stories are told.

Campaigns now enter live digital conversations where audiences

will interpret, question and respond in real time. 

The opportunity is to build work that feels rooted, respectful and

collaborative. The risk is being called out publicly for extraction,

imitation or lack of context. 

TRENDS GUIDE 
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WHAT IT IS 

In January 2026, South African film and television workers

marched under the Save SA Film Jobs banner to protest the

industry’s decline and demand urgent intervention over stalled

incentives, unpaid rebates and delayed project approvals. Daily

Maverick reported that hundreds of workers gathered outside

Parliament in Cape Town, while other coverage described calls

for immediate adjudication and reform of the DTIC film and TV

incentive process.‌  

This matters because it reveals a structural tension in the wider

content economy. On one side, influencer and creator culture

appears vibrant, visible and brand-funded. On the other hand,

formal production ecosystems that employ actors, crew, writers

and technicians are under severe strain. Attention may be

flowing, but the underlying industry is uneven. 

WHAT IT MEANS 

This is not simply a film industry issue. It is a creative economy

issue. It forces brands and agencies to think about what kinds of

content ecosystems they are reinforcing. The rise of creators has

opened up speed, relatability and cost efficiency. But it has also

coincided with a broader shift away from traditional production

structures that still support large parts of the cultural workforce. 

For audiences, this tension also changes how talent is valued.

Visibility is increasingly platform-driven, but craft, longevity and

industry depth are still produced through institutions, training

and production systems. The question is not whether creators or

actors matter more. It is whether the ecosystem can sustain both.

Right now, that balance looks shaky. 

Key takeaways‌

The creator economy is growing while formal screen‌

‌production structures face deep pressure.‌

Visibility and monetisation are not evenly distributed‌

‌across the cultural workforce.‌

Brand budgets increasingly influence which creative‌

‌systems survive. 

Brand implications 

Brands should rethink production choices through a

broader creative economy lens. That does not mean

abandoning creators. It means being more intentional

about where money goes, what kinds of talent are being

developed and which parts of the content ecosystem are

being strengthened. There is room for creator

partnerships, actor-led work and traditional production

craft. The opportunity is to build more balanced, culturally

sustainable content models rather than optimising only for

short-term efficiency and reach. 
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4.1 AGENTIC AI AND THE

MOVE FROM

ASSISTANCE TO ACTION 

WHAT IT IS 

AI is evolving from a tool that generates outputs on request into

systems that can interpret goals, make decisions and execute

multi-step tasks with minimal human intervention. This is the rise of

agentic AI. Instead of merely helping users draft, search or

summarise, these systems are increasingly being designed to act

across workflows. In practical terms, that means booking, sorting,

routing, researching, updating or coordinating in ways that feel

closer to delegated work than one-off assistance.

This is a major shift because it changes the value proposition of AI.

The first wave of public excitement focused on content generation.

The next wave is about operational execution. The question is no

longer only whether AI can make something. It is whether AI can

move a process forward on its own.

WHAT IT MEANS 

For businesses, this opens up a new layer of efficiency and

experimentation. Teams can automate more of the messy middle of

work, not just the presentation layer. That includes customer

service flows, internal knowledge retrieval, reporting, campaign

operations and low complexity administrative processes. The result

is not just more output. It is a different operating model. 

But it also introduces governance pressure. The more AI systems

make decisions or trigger actions, the more questions arise around

oversight, accountability and quality control. Brands and

organisations will need to think carefully about where autonomy is

appropriate, where human review remains essential and how trust

is built around these systems. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS‌

AI is moving from helping with tasks to completing workflows.‌

The comm‌ercial value of AI is shifting from output generation‌

‌to operational execution.‌

Autonomy creates efficiency, but it also increases the need for‌

‌governance. 

BRAND IMPLICATIONS 

Brands should begin identifying workflows where agentic systems

can remove friction without introducing reputational risk. Marketing

operations, customer service triage, reporting and internal

knowledge tasks are obvious starting points. The goal should not

be to automate for the sake of saying the brand is innovative. It

should be to improve speed, accuracy and decision support in

places where teams are currently over-stretched. The opportunity

is real, but it needs strong governance and clear boundaries. 

TRENDS GUIDE 
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WHWHAT IT IS 

AI‌ native development platforms are making it easier for

smaller teams to build tools, prototypes and software

experiences faster than before. Instead of requiring full-

scale coding capability from the first step, these systems

allow teams to describe what they want, generate

working structures and iterate more quickly. This lowers

the barrier to experimentation and gives non-traditional

builders a more active role in product development. 

For brands, this matters because innovation cycles are

becoming shorter. It is increasingly possible to test an

idea, launch a lightweight utility or prototype a digital

service without the long lead times that used to block

experimentation. That changes the pace of product

thinking. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS‌

AI‌ native tools are reducing the cost and complexity‌

‌of early-stage digital experimentation.‌

Smaller teams can prototype and test faster.‌

Innov‌ation is becoming more collaborative across‌

‌strategy, marketing and product functions. 

B‌RAND IMPLICATIONS 

Brands should create room for rapid prototyping and

lightweight utility development inside their innovation

process. That could include internal tools, campaign

microsites, chatbot experiences, service prototypes or

insight dashboards. The commercial opportunity is not

only speed. It is learning faster than its competitors.

Brands that can test and refine ideas in the market with

less friction will have a sharper advantage in identifying

what actually resonates. 

WHAT IT ‌MEANS 

This shift makes speed a more accessible advantage.

Teams that previously needed heavy development

support to validate an idea can now move earlier and

more independently. That means more test and learn

culture, quicker proof of concept building and a lower

cost of trying something new. 

It also changes who gets to participate in innovation.

Marketers, strategists and product thinkers can become

more directly involved in making and refining digital

ideas. That does not eliminate the need for engineering

depth. It simply means early-stage building is becoming

more fluid and collaborative. 
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WHAT IT MEANS 

This points to a more mature AI market. Businesses are moving

beyond novelty and asking harder questions about fit, performance

and risk. Rather than using one general tool for everything, they are

exploring more targeted systems that reflect the realities of their

category. That is a sign that AI is becoming infrastructure rather

than theatre. 

For marketers, the implication is that domain specificity can also

apply to brand intelligence. The best AI use cases may come from

systems trained on internal brand tone, category language, product

detail and customer data structures. The future is not just more AI. It

is more relevant to AI. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS‌

General AI tools are not sufficient for every business context.‌

Specialised models offer stronger accuracy and relevance in‌

‌regulated or complex sectors.‌

The AI market is maturing from broad experimentation to fit-for-‌

‌purpose deployment. 

BRAND IMPLICATIONS 

Brands should evaluate where specialised AI systems would create

better value than general tools. This could mean knowledge

systems built on internal product data, customer service tools

trained on brand-specific queries or insight tools shaped around

category language. The opportunity is to move from generic

automation to meaningful precision. Brands that invest in relevance,

not just scale, will get stronger long-term value from AI. 

WHAT IT IS 

As AI adoption matures, more organisations are

recognising that general-purpose models are not always

enough. Domain-specific language models trained on

industry data, operational contexts or compliance

requirements are becoming more attractive because

they can produce more relevant and reliable outputs in

specialised environments. In short, broad intelligence is

useful, but context-rich intelligence is often more

commercially valuable. 

This is especially important in sectors where precision

matters. Finance, healthcare, legal, telecoms, education

and enterprise operations all require greater control over

data, terminology and output quality. A generic model

may be impressive, but it may still be wrong in the exact

place where accuracy matters most. 

4.3 DOMAIN-SPECIFIC AI AND

THE END OF ONE SIZE FITS

ALL INTELLIGENCE
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5. POP CULTURE
TRENDS 
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WHAT IT IS 

African music continues to scale globally, driven largely by streaming platforms and social media distribution. Sub-Saharan

Africa’s recorded music revenues grew by 15.2 per cent in 2025, with South Africa contributing over 78 per cent of the

region's total revenue. Streaming now accounts for the vast majority of consumption, making digital platforms the primary

gateway for discovery, growth and audience reach. 

What makes this moment significant is not just the growth itself, but how it is happening. Music is no longer distributed

solely through traditional gatekeepers. It is circulating through TikTok, Instagram, playlists and creator ecosystems, where

virality, remix culture and audience participation drive visibility. 

WHAT IT MEANS 

For culture watchers, the story is not simply that African music is rising. It is that the business infrastructure behind that rise

is still uneven. This signals a platform-driven cultural economy. Attention is being generated and scaled digitally, often at

speed and across borders. However, monetisation is not keeping pace with visibility. While artists and sounds can reach

global audiences, revenue remains concentrated in markets with stronger infrastructure, with South Africa leading. 

This creates a structural imbalance. Culture is decentralised, but value is still centralised. The platforms enable reach, but

they do not guarantee equitable return. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS‌

Digital platforms are driving the global reach of African music‌

  Visib‌ility is scaling faster than monetisation‌

  South Africa’s dominance reflects a stronger digital and commercial infrastructure‌

Music is scaling globally through platforms, but value is not scaling at the same rate. 

Brand implications 

Brands should treat music as both a cultural and a distribution channel. The opportunity lies in tapping into how music

moves across platforms, from short-form video to streaming ecosystems. However, brands need to be market aware. Not all

regions convert attention into revenue equally. Strategic investment in music should balance cultural relevance with

platform understanding and commercial viability. 

5.1 AFRICAN MUSIC GROWTH, UNEVEN

MONETISATION AND SOUTH AFRICA’S

DOMINANCE
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WHAT IT IS 

As digital consumption continues to accelerate, a counter movement toward analogue experiences, lo-fi

aesthetics and real-world connection is gaining traction. Audiences are gravitating toward content and

experiences that feel less produced, less filtered and more human. This includes everything from film

textures and DIY visuals to intimate dining, offline experiences and slower forms of storytelling. 

This is not a rejection of digital. It is a response to digital saturation. 

WHAT IT MEANS 

Digital be‌haviour has reached a point where optimisation and polish are no longer inherently desirable.

Audiences are increasingly drawn to content that feels immediate, imperfect and emotionally legible. In a

landscape dominated by algorithms and hyper production, rawness becomes a differentiator. 

This shift is also being amplified digitally. Ironically, the “return to analogue” is being discovered, shared

and scaled through the same platforms it reacts against. Lo-fi becomes a format within a high-

performance system. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS‌

Co‌nsumers are seeking more human, less polished digital experiences‌

Lo-fi aesthetics are becoming a response to digital fatigue‌

Aut‌henticity is increasingly defined by texture, not perfection‌

In a saturated digital environment, imperfection is becoming a performance advantage. 

BRAND IMPLICATIONS 

Brands should rethink production in favour of content that feels more immediate and emotionally

grounded. This does not mean lowering standards. It means shifting creative choices to align with how

audiences want to feel. The opportunity is to create work that feels culturally in sync rather than overly

engineered. 
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WHAT IT IS 

Sport has evolved into a digitally amplified lifestyle ecosystem.

Moments are no longer confined to live events or broadcasts.

They are extended across social media, creator content, fan

communities and real-time conversation. The build-up to the

2026 FIFA World Cup and the momentum around properties like

LIV Golf are being shaped as much by digital participation as by

the events themselves. 

Fans are active participants, not passive viewers. They engage

through posting, reacting, remixing and community interaction

across platforms. 

WHAT IT MEANS 

Sport now operates as always on culture rather than event-based

entertainment. Digital platforms extend the lifecycle of sporting

moments, turning anticipation, reaction and fandom into

continuous engagement loops. 

This also means that cultural relevance in sport is increasingly

driven by what is shared, clipped and discussed online. The

digital layer is not secondary. It is the primary driver of how sport

is experienced and remembered. 

Key takeaways‌

Sport is now a digitally driven lifestyle ecosystem‌

Fan engagement is shaped through content, creators

‌and platforms‌

The lifecycle of sport extends far beyond the live event‌

Sport is no longer just watched. It is continuously‌

‌experienced and amplified through digital platforms. 

Brand implications 

Brands should build for the full digital lifecycle of sport,

not just event day visibility. This includes content for

anticipation, live engagement and post event storytelling,

as well as partnerships with creators embedded in fan

communities. The opportunity is to integrate into everyday

fan behaviour, not just peak moments. 



5.4 BRAINROT, FORMAT

CULTURE AND THE NEW

LOGIC OF ENTERTAINMENT 

 ‌WHAT IT MEANS 

This signals a shift from content quality as defined by

production value to content performance as defined by

engagement mechanics. The most successful formats are

not necessarily the most polished. They are the most

repeatable, remixable and adaptable. 

It also reflects a shorten‌ing feedback loop between‌

cre‌ation and consumption. Content evolves in real time,

shaped by audience response, platform behaviour and

cultural momentum. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS‌

Entertainment is increasingly driven by format, not‌

‌just storytelling‌

  R‌epeatability and remixability are key drivers of‌

‌performance‌

  Audience participation shapes how content evolves‌

Content that wins‌ is ‌not just creative. It is structurally‌

‌designed for platform performance. 

BRAND IMPLICATIONS 

Brands should focus on understanding format mechanics

before attempting to participate. Jumping into trends

without understanding how they work leads to inauthentic

and ineffective content. The opportunity is to adapt brand

storytelling into formats that align with platform behaviour

while maintaining relevance. 

WHAT IT IS 

A growing category of content often described as “brainrot” is gaining traction across platforms. This includes absurd

edits, AI-generated visuals, low logic humour and highly repeatable, remixable formats. While it may appear chaotic or

meaningless, this content reflects a deeper shift in how entertainment is structured and consumed. 

These formats are designed for speed, shareability and algorithmic performance. They prioritise recognisable patterns,‌

immediate engagement and cultural in-jokes over traditional narrative coherence. 
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6. SOCIAL
CONTENT
FORMATS 
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6.3 CO-CREATION AND

COMMUNITY-DRIVEN

FORMATS 

WHAT IT IS 

Some of the most successful social formats today are not built in

isolation. They are built with the audience. Shows like Brooklyn

Coffee Shop and The Ick demonstrate how co-creation drives

engagement. These formats use internet native talent and actively

involve audiences in shaping content, whether through

submissions, prompts or participation mechanics.

This approach transforms content from a broadcast model into a

collaborative model. The audience is no longer just consuming.

They are contributing. Their ideas, humour and perspectives

become part of the format itself.

WHAT IT MEANS 

This represents a shift in power dynamics. Audiences now expect

to be involved, not just targeted. Co-creation increases emotional

investment because people see themselves reflected in the

content. It also creates a feedback loop where content becomes

more aligned with audience interests over time. 

For brands, this means letting go of some control. The most

engaging formats are often the ones that allow space for audience

input, unpredictability and evolution. That can feel uncomfortable

for traditional marketing structures, but it is where relevance is

being built. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS‌

Audiences want to participate, not just consume‌

Co-creation strengt‌hens ‌engagement and community‌

Content formats that evolve with audience input outperform‌

‌static ideas‌

Audiences now shape content in real time through participation‌

‌and feedback loops. 

BRAND IMPLICATIONS 

Brands should explore ways to integrate audience participation

into content formats. This could include user submissions,

prompts, challenges or collaborative storytelling. The goal is to

create formats that feel alive and responsive rather than fixed and

controlled. The opportunity is deeper engagement and stronger

community building. The risk is over-controlling the narrative and

losing relevance. 

TRENDS GUIDE 
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WHAT IT IS 

Employees‌ are increasingly becoming visible participants in brand storytelling. Whether through LinkedIn

thought leadership, in-store content creation or appearing in brand campaigns, staff are no longer operating

purely behind the scenes. This has led to the rise of what can be described as Employee Generated Content,

where employees act as on-camera personalities, storytellers and brand representatives. 

This reflects a broader shift in how companies operate. Businesses are becoming content producers, and

content needs faces. Employees often become those faces because they offer proximity, authenticity and

internal perspective that traditional talent cannot replicate. 

WHAT IT MEANS 

This trend sits at the intersection of opportunity and tension. On one hand, employee-led content can

humanise brands, build trust and create more relatable storytelling. On the other hand, it raises questions

around labour, compensation, visibility and ownership. Employees are contributing to brand equity in ways

that extend beyond their formal job descriptions. 

It also highlights how the definition of work is evolving. Being an employee increasingly includes being a

content participant, whether explicitly or implicitly. That changes expectations, boundaries and value

exchange between employer and employee. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS‌

Employee‌s are becoming visible contributors to brand storytelling‌

Content creation is increasingly embedded into job roles‌

This trend raises questions around ownership, compensation and boundaries‌

Brands are turning internal people into external media assets within the digital ecosystem. 

BRAND IMPLICATIONS 

Brands need to approach employee content with more intention and fairness. This includes setting clear

expectations, providing support and considering how value is shared when employees contribute to brand

visibility. The opportunity is powerful. Employee-led content can drive authenticity and trust. The risk is

exploitation, burnout or reputational issues if boundaries are unclear or unfair. 
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6.5 THE RISE OF

THE CREATIVE

CORRESPONDENT 

WHAT IT IS 

Traditional media formats are fragmenting, and creators are stepping

into roles that were once reserved for journalists and broadcasters. From

red carpet interviews to cultural commentary, creators are becoming the

new faces of entertainment coverage. Vanity Fair has referred to these

figures as a new form of late-night personality, but the shift is broader.

This is the rise of the creative correspondent. 

These individuals bring their own audiences, tones and perspectives into

spaces that formal media institutions have historically controlled. They

are not just reporting on culture. They are shaping how it is experienced

and discussed. 

WHAT IT MEANS 

This reflects a decentralisation of media power. Gatekeepers are not

disappearing entirely, but their influence is being challenged by creators

who have direct relationships with audiences. This creates new

opportunities for representation, but it also raises questions around

standards, access and new forms of gatekeeping. 

For brands, this changes how cultural moments are covered and

amplified. The voice capturing the moment may not be a traditional

journalist. It may be a creator whose credibility comes from audience

trust rather than institutional backing. 

KEY TAKEAWAYS‌

Creators are becoming the new faces of cultural reporting and‌

‌commentary‌

Media power is shifting from institutions to individuals with audiences‌

This shift introduces both opportunity and new forms of gatekeeping‌

Media power is shifting from institutions to creators with direct‌

‌audience access. 

BRAND IMPLICATIONS 

Brands should rethink who they partner with for cultural coverage and

storytelling. Creators can offer access, relatability and reach that

traditional media cannot. However, brands should also consider

credibility, preparation and alignment with brand values. The opportunity

is to engage with culture in more immediate and relevant ways. The

challenge is maintaining quality and integrity in more decentralised

media environments. 



7. OPPORTUNITIES
AND
IMPLICATIONS
FOR BRANDS 
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WHAT THIS
ALL ADDS
U‌P TO 

Q1 2026 presents a market where

relevance is being built through

behaviour, identity and utility rather than

broad awareness alone. Across search,

payments, leadership, culture and tech,

the same strategic logic keeps surfacing.

Audiences respond to brands that are

easier to find, easier to use, easier to

trust and easier to recognise as culturally

aware. The winners will not necessarily be

the loudest brands. They will be the

brands that feel closest to how people

actually live. 

At the same time, culture is becoming a

sharper test of brand intelligence. Local

identity cannot be borrowed lazily. Music

growth cannot be understood without a

revenue context. Public events cannot be

treated as sponsorship wallpaper. Value

products cannot be marketed without

emotional nuance.‌  

There is a lot of upside here, but only for

brands willing to move beyond generic

positioning and into more precise,

accountable and audience led work. 
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STRATEGIC

OPPORTUNITIES FOR

BRANDS 

1. BUILD‌ FOR DISCOVERABILITY IN AI ENVIRONMENTS 

Brands should shift from traffic-only thinking to authority building. That means creating structured, useful,

trustworthy content that can show up inside AI-generated answers as well as traditional search. 

2. DESIGN AROUND FRICTIONLESS EVERYDAY BEHAVIOUR 

Whether in payments, service or commerce, brands should remove effort wherever possible. The easier something

is to use, the faster it becomes a habit. 

3. USE ACCESSIBILITY AS A GROWTH LEVER.‌  

More consumers want aspirational brands at reachable price points. Gateway products, lighter offers and lower

barrier formats can expand the audience without necessarily weakening the brand. 

4. TREAT CULTURE AS A SYSTEM, NOT A SURFACE.‌  

Brands need deeper accountability when referencing local identity, scenes or creative language. Participation

without context will increasingly be called out.

5. INVEST IN PEOPLE AS TRUST ASSETS 

Visible leadership, credible experts and carefully selected talent all matter more in a trust-fragmented market.

People now carry more narrative weight than logos alone. 

6. THINK BEYOND CAMPAIGN BURSTS 

Public events, music ecosystems and sports culture all reward longer-term participation. Brands should move from

isolated moments to sustained cultural presence. 
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Q1 2026 TRENDS
GUIDE SUMMARY 

Q1 2026 revealed a market where digital discovery, cultural credibility, behavioural convenience and

accessible aspiration became core to brand growth. Marketing moved beyond traditional metrics, with AI

visibility gaining ground on search rankings, audience-first thinking replacing product-first logic, and

leadership visibility emerging as a driver of trust. 

Consumer behaviour reinforced a clear demand for immediacy and ease. The rise of low-friction digital

payments and more accessible premium products showed that value is now defined by how seamlessly

brands fit into everyday life, not just by price. 

Culturally, the quarter exposed a tension between participation and extraction. Local identity, public

moments, film industry pressures and music economics made it clear that culture is not just content. It

carries real social and commercial weight, and brands engaging without context risk losing credibility. 

Ultimately, Q1 showed that growth is no longer driven by visibility alone, but by how well brands interpret

and respond to connected shifts across technology, behaviour and culture. 

Q1 did not just highlight change. It revealed which brands are equipped to move with it. The digital

landscape is no longer just where brands show up. It is where culture is created, distributed and

contested in real time. 
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