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Against that backdrop, one theme kept 
surfacing across stages: The consumer has 
fundamentally changed. And nowhere was 
that shift more clearly articulated than 
in how brands are rethinking engagement 
for a new, more self-directed consumer.

This year’s Shoptalk Spring in Las Vegas made one 
thing clear from the moment you walked in: AI was 
embedded across the experience itself. The 
attendee experience signaled that shift, with a 
redesigned app that extended the value of each 
session beyond the room, making it easier to revisit 
content, capture insights, and engage with 
sessions that may have otherwise been missed.

Session formats also evolved, with more dynamic 
structures, debate-style discussions, and sharper 
exchanges that replaced passive listening with 
active participation.



The Consumer 
Journey Has Fully 
Fragmented

The traditional marketing funnel is no longer a useful 
framework. Consumers move fluidly across channels, formats, 
and moments, discovering through creators, validating 
through peers, researching across commerce environments, 
and often delaying decisions until the timing feels right. 
What used to be a linear path has become a series 
of interactions shaped by behaviour, not brand design.

This shift is especially pronounced among younger 
consumers, who can spend up to 80 days researching 
a major purchase, often arriving with a deeper 
understanding of the category than brands anticipate.

For marketers, this requires a shift from guiding 
the journey to participating in it. The objective is 
no longer to drive a clean path to conversion, 
but to show up consistently across a fragmented, 
self-directed experience.
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Discovery Is Replacing 
Search as the Front Door

4

This is playing out across ecosystems. 
Social platforms function as both 
entertainment and commerce 
engines. Retail platforms like Amazon 
are shaping brand perception at the 
earliest stages of research. Physical 
environments are being reimagined to 
spark curiosity and interaction rather 
than simply facilitate transactions.

Brands are no longer competing at the point of 
purchase. They are competing to be discovered 
earlier, more organically, and more meaningfully.

“Serendipity isn’t magic. It’s 
engineered,” said Amanda Bailey, 
Chief Client Officer, VML. If the funnel 
is breaking down, discovery is taking 
its place as the new starting point. 
Commerce is becoming less about 
intent and more about inspiration. 
Consumers are encountering 
products through culture, content, 
and community long before they 
actively search for them.
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“
Consumers actually enjoy 
shopping more than 
we give them credit for.

”

— 
Sarah Marzano
Principal Analyst, Retail & Ecommerce, eMarketer



AI Is Advancing Faster 
Than Consumer Behaviour
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It’s no surprise AI dominated the conversation, but the most 
important takeaway was the tension between rapid 
technological advancement and slower shifts in consumer 
behaviour. The industry narrative around AI in commerce is 
moving faster than real-world adoption, creating a growing 
disconnect between expectation and how consumers are 
actually using it today.

“Consumers actually enjoy shopping more than we give 
them credit for,” said Sarah Marzano, Principal Analyst, Retail 
& Ecommerce, eMarketer. They still enjoy browsing, still 
value discovery, and still seek human input, particularly in 
higher-consideration or emotionally driven categories.

AI is already delivering value, but much of it is 
happening behind the scenes. Brands are using it 
to accelerate insights, improve discovery, and 
streamline operations. Its impact is real, but not 
always visible to the consumer. The future is not 
yet fully automated. It is selectively enhanced.



Human Experience 
Is Becoming 
the Differentiator
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As technology scales, human connection becomes more 
important than ever. Physical retail is evolving into a space 
for identity, community, and experience. Stores are no 
longer just points of sale. They are environments where 
brands express who they are and how they want to be felt. 
“The goal is to make every interaction easy, inspiring, and 
friendly,” said Cephas Williams Jr., SVP of Stores, Target, 
describing what defines a strong brand experience today.

Across channels, the brands that are winning are those 
that create meaning, not just messaging. Emotional 
resonance, storytelling, and shared values are driving 
deeper engagement and long-term loyalty.

In one example shared, 

, reinforcing 
the role of cultural relevance and 
brand affinity in driving growth.

It is no longer just driven by reach 
alone but earned through connection.
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“
What we’re seeing is a shift 
from product love to emotional 
connection and alignment 
with brand values.

”

— 
Jennifer Yue
SVP, Tapestry & Coach Strategy & Consumer Insights, Coach 



From Messaging 
to Participation
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The most fundamental shift is how brands show up. Consumers 
are not waiting to be told what to buy. They are actively shaping 
the narrative through content, conversation, and peer influence. 
“Don’t try to get your next customer. Try to become their first 
brand,” said Sidharth Malhotra, EVP, Snap. That shift is playing 
out in smaller, more private, and more trust-driven environments.

People are not looking to be interrupted; 
they are looking to engage on their own terms. 
Brands that understand how to show up in 
those spaces, without forcing their way in, 
are the ones that ultimately earn attention.
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The shift underway is structural. Marketers need to design 
for a world where consumers control the journey. 
This means investing in presence across ecosystems, not just 
optimizing for conversion points. It requires building brands 
that connect emotionally and culturally, not just functionally.

AI should be approached with balance. It offers clear 
advantages in discovery, personalization, and efficiency. 
But overreliance on automation risks stripping out the 
elements that drive connection and loyalty.

Measurement must evolve. Traditional attribution models 
are no longer sufficient in a fragmented environment. 
Understanding influence across time and channels is critical 
to identifying what actually drives growth. 

What This Means 
for Marketers

The brands that win will be those that embrace 
complexity, participating in the consumer’s 
world rather than trying to control it.
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“
Entertainment is what keeps 
consumers coming back. 
Product is just part of the story.

”

— 
Carly Gomez
Chief Marketing Officer, Crocs



Key Takeaways
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01 The marketing funnel has broken down. Consumer 
journeys are fluid, multi-platform, and self-directed.

02 Discovery is replacing search as the primary entry 
point for commerce.

03 AI is advancing quickly, but consumer behaviour 
is evolving more slowly.

04 AI is already improving how consumers discover products 
and how businesses operate, but it is not yet replacing 
the human elements of decision-making and experience.

05 Human connection, storytelling, and emotion are 
becoming stronger differentiators as technology scales.

06
Physical retail is evolving into a space for identity, 
community, and experience.

07
Brands must shift from messaging to participation, 
showing up where conversations are already happening.

08
Measurement models need to account for the full range 
of influences on a purchase, not just final interactions.

09
Brands that show up in culture and earn attention 
can drive growth beyond paid media.

10
The future of commerce is not fully automated 
but selectively enhanced.



Let’s continue the conversation.

Reach out to your WPP Media client lead 
to discuss how we can drive growth through 
innovation in retail and commerce.
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