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Executive Summary
In 2026, every brand will be fighting the same problem: being visible, but not always believable. 
The thing is, anyone can buy attention. Algorithms will hand you reach, impressions, and noise for 
the right price. But relevance — the kind that earns belief, loyalty, and real advocacy — can’t be 
automated. It has to be built.

The communications playbook that once worked for brands across Southeast Asia (SEA) no longer 
applies. The funnel is gone, the media landscape has atomised, and influence has shifted from 
headlines to group chats. Your consumers are fluent in the difference between polish and proof, and 
they’ll waste no time calling you out on it.

This is where the next era of brand-building begins.

It’s no longer about being everywhere, but being  
worth listening to wherever you show up.

Inside this playbook, we explore what it takes to stay heard, trusted, and relevant in one of the most 
dynamic regions in the world. It covers:
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Why believability 
has replaced 
awareness as 

the new brand 
advantage.

How to navigate 
the chaos of 
social when 
algorithms 

shape discovery.

Why PR’s future 
lies in confidence 
and culture, not 
column inches.

How authentic 
communities 

are rewriting the 
rules of influence.

How to balance 
regional scale 

with local 
truth across 

Southeast Asia.
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REGIONALISATION

One Region, Many Realities:  
Cracking the Code of Southeast Asia

Singapore startup Grain entered Thailand in 2019, only to find their strategies that thrived at home did 
not automatically resonate with a new audience. Despite a Series B funding round led by a Thai venture 
capital fund as well as Grain’s efforts to translate marketing assets and adapt its menu to local tastes, 
consumer engagement was slower than expected and operational hurdles emerged. 

This is a prime example of the paradox Southeast Asia presents: it is a region united by ambition but 
divided by nuance, a single growth story stitched from different languages, time zones, and realities. 
And success in one market does not automatically transfer to another. For communicators, that’s both 
the challenge and the opportunity.

While scale across the region demands consistency in its approach, relevance requires fluency: a 
deep understanding of local cultures, consumer behaviours, and market nuances. Treating SEA as one 
homogeneous market is a shortcut to irrelevance. The real skill lies in holding both truths together, 
building narratives that travel and stories that translate.
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Designing for Difference:  
How to Communicate Across Many Markets
Mastering regional comms in Southeast Asia means 
embracing complexity and balancing a single brand truth 
with a thousand local realities.

And it isn’t just about localisation. Orchestration is critical 
to success, so communicators must build adaptable 
frameworks that can travel across borders 
so they feel as if they are born locally.

That balance can be tricky to pull off, but it isn’t 
impossible. Here’s a look at what the mindset, structure, 
and systems that make regional storytelling work:
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Social behaviours are not uniform across the region. One market 
may live on Facebook and TikTok while another is all about LINE 
or local forums. Channel strategy is a market-by-market map 
and not a one-size funnel, so allocating budget and creative 
energy requires knowing where attention actually is. Don’t make 
global assumptions about where communities form.

The best regional communications teams operate with a clear 
centre to define the brand (positioning, tone, non-negotiables), 
while local squads in each market hold the key to relevance. 
They know how to adapt creative, copy, and crisis responses 
to fit cultural context. This balance preserves brand integrity 
without strangling local creativity.

Local Nuance > 
Global Noise

Platform Preferences 
are Market-Specific

Central Vision,  
Local Ownership

A campaign that soars in Jakarta can flop in Hanoi.  
Product names, colour cues, humour, and imagery can vary 
wildly across the region. But it’s not just about transcreating 
copy; it’s reinterpreting intent through the lens of the  
local culture.

The brands that win get full local buy-in before a single asset 
goes live. Authenticity here is about cultural accuracy rather 
than just local aesthetics (but an agency with strong regional 
know-how will emphasise both).



Make it Make Sense: How Brands Can Stay Credible, Humble, and Heard in 2026 

5

Markets in SEA need frameworks, not templates. It’s about 
providing context — campaign windows, messaging pillars,  
and creative intent — while leaving room for local iteration.  
A good playbook should adapt easily while delivering the same 
narrative across every market.

Metrics matter, but in SEA, qualitative signals often matter 
more. Ethnographies, social listening in local dialects, small-
sample focus groups, and community interviews uncover why 
audiences behave as they do. These insights inform creative 
thinking, but also timing, tone, and trust. Rolling out a regional 
campaign without local insight is like flying blind. 

Regulatory red lines differ wildly, and what’s acceptable in 
Manila may breach law or decorum in Singapore. Legal, 
compliance, and comms must operate as a single front-line unit 
to pre-clear creative risks, draft localised holding statements, 
and identify local spokespeople long before a crisis hits. In SEA, 
speed and cultural accuracy determine whether reputation is 
defended or damaged.

Unity in Diversity Is An Intent,  
Not an Outcome
Navigating Southeast Asia is less about solving a single puzzle and 
more about learning to run many different races at once. Success 
is in designing structures and workflows that permit both cohesion 
and adaptation — a clear brand intent married to local craft. 

For communicators, that means listening harder, delegating 
smarter, and treating complexity as a competitive advantage rather 
than a headache. Do that, and brands won’t merely enter Southeast 
Asia — they’ll be invited to stay.

5

Local Insights 
Before Global KPIs

Playbooks, 
Not Scripts

Culture, Compliance, 
and Contingency
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PUBLIC RELATIONS

Rethinking PR in an ROI-Obsessed World

“What’s the ROI?” It’s the question that follows PR teams everywhere, chasing every idea before it’s 
even launched.

Over the years, the industry has built models to justify itself. There are scoring systems, media-value 
formulas, and engagement multipliers. But most of these miss a crucial point: public relations is far 
broader than media relations. 

PR today is the deliberate practice of shaping reputation and delivering the right messages to the 
audiences that matter, through channels those audiences actually use. Earned media is still part of the 
mix, but it’s shrinking. That means PR can no longer be measured by clipping counts and  
column inches.

Demanding a clean ROI number for every PR action is often futile. A better question is: what value  
does PR create that money can’t buy? The answer? Greater trust, closer alignment, and a positive shift 
in perception. 

Yes, accountability matters. But in today’s data-obsessed world, where PR now often sits under 
marketing, it’s often judged by the wrong scorecard. PR value can’t be measured by clicks, leads, and 
last-touch attributions. It delivers something else entirely: long-term credibility. And that cannot be 
bought, automated, or optimised through paid performance.



Make it Make Sense: How Brands Can Stay Credible, Humble, and Heard in 2026 

7

The Evolving Role of PR in 2026
From chasing coverage to commanding credibility, here’s what brands need to take note of in 2026.

Building Audience Affinity 

People don’t buy products; they buy relevance. As Gen Z and younger 
Millennials continue to gain purchasing power, cultural resonance is 
mattering more than brand awareness. Today’s consumers interrogate 
values: ESG, ethics, impact, and even political stances. PR’s role is to 
surface those truths, align brand action with audience expectations, and 
ensure the right people hear a brand’s story.

Shaping Culture, Not Just Coverage 

The most successful brands in recent years share one key trait: they don’t 
join culture — they shape it. Netflix changed how we watch television 
series and films, Formula 1 reimagined its fandom, and Pop Mart turned 
collectibles into ritual. Modern PR engineers moments that influence 
behaviour, embedding brands into cultural memory. The smartest teams 
now design ecosystems where campaigns become conversations, and 
conversations become culture.

Managing Issues Before They Become Crises 

We live in fragile times, where one offhand comment or internal email can 
spiral into outrage. Often, crises arise from confusion rather than malice, 
and that’s where PR’s steady hand matters. The goal isn’t spin; it’s speed, 
empathy, and clarity. The best organisations embed this mindset long 
before trouble hits so that when it does, they aren’t left blindsided and on 
the backfoot. 

Enhancing Reputation 

Reputation isn’t a one-time campaign outcome: it’s a daily discipline. 
Effective PR strategies build confidence, spotlight capability, and 
humanise organisations. From positioning leaders as credible voices to 
demonstrating how teams learn and evolve, PR makes businesses feel real 
— and maintains brand reputation. By pulling back the curtain honestly and 
consistently, businesses can earn belief, trust, and loyalty. 
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The Audience is the New Media
Audiences no longer consume media — they are the media. They create, critique, and amplify in real 
time. That changes the brief for PR entirely.

Modern strategies must focus less on placements and more on relationships: winning attention, 
shaping culture, reinforcing credibility, and protecting reputation when it matters most. That’s why PR 
value can’t be quantified by budget lines or vanity metrics. Rather, it’s defined by outcomes that matter: 
awareness, affinity, and resilience.

For business leaders seeking leverage that outlasts market shifts, PR can’t be a “nice to have”. It’s the 
engine of long-term reputation — and it deserves a permanent seat at the table.

8
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CONTENT

The Return to Real: Why Your Content 
Strategy Needs a Reset in 2026

If there’s one question that sums up 2025, it’s this one: “Is this AI?”

With generative AI sweeping industries, apps, and news stories, people are extremely aware that every 
post, ad, and video that crosses their screens could have been generated by artificial intelligence. And 
despite the growing adoption of AI tools to learn routines, draft emails, and automate tedious tasks, 
people are wary of AI when it comes to creative endeavours. They don’t want to be duped. And they 
definitely don’t want to be fooled.

A recent Nielsen study showed that though 87% of people trust AI tools, that falls significantly when 
those tools are applied to the realm of content — 55% of respondents said they feel uncomfortable 
on websites with AI-generated articles and stories, and 48% said they do not trust brands advertising 
on those sites.

Meanwhile, brand blunders over AI-generated imagery and copy have been widely reported, 
impacting everyone from Coca-Cola and Google to Wired and Vogue.

The message is clear: people want content to be authentically human. And to audiences today,  
AI-generated content is the opposite of authentic.

https://www.forbes.com/sites/garydrenik/2025/01/14/55-of-audiences-are-uncomfortable-with-ai-are-brands-listening/
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The Rub for Brands
The content credibility crisis is a tough one to navigate, and many brands and creative teams are facing 
challenges that are impacting their daily work. Fast-changing algorithms, a collapsed marketing funnel, 
leaner teams, and shrinking budgets with sky-high expectations have become the norm in the wake of 
widespread corporate restructuring.

Today, more in-house comms teams are expected to produce a high cadence of content that keeps 
up with SEO needs, shows up in AI summaries, ensures brands stay top of mind with consumers, 
and drives ROI — but without the budgets necessary to work with experts. It’s a scenario that breeds 
burnout and can lead to brands suffering from paralysis when their content doesn’t garner results as 
quickly as expected.

It’s no wonder that more of them are reaching for the shiny new AI-driven tools they have at their 
fingertips. After all, they need to meet their deadlines while creating even more content to test 
algorithms and take the temperature of what audiences like so they can find the new key to  
content success. 
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The Way Forward
The good news for brands is that great content is not extinct, but executing it requires thoughtful 
planning and an intentional strategy.

When every post is suspect, brands need to return to the basics, adopting a newsroom mindset 
that prioritises subject-matter experts, human-led storytelling, authenticity in every asset, and 
transparency, always.

By embracing high editorial standards and true journalistic rigour, brands can produce content that 
stands out from the algorithmic noise.

By resetting your content strategy to focus on real content that delivers real impact, your brand 
won’t just rebuild audience trust: it will be credible in a sea of doubt. And in 2026, that will be the 
ultimate strategic edge.

Plan your content carefully:  
Revisit your key messaging, craft quarterly content pillars, build monthly 
calendars, and cut the “content for content’s sake.” If it doesn’t offer clear 
value or a real point of view, drop it.

Revive newsroom rigour: 
Bring back editorial standards! Fact-checking, expert sourcing, and 
transparency about your content not only protects your reputation, it 
builds credibility and wins trust.

Humanise every touchpoint:  
Authenticity is the name of the game. Your audience wants real stories 
from real people, whether it’s an unglamorous day in the life of your intern 
or a Q&A with the CEO during lunch. Prioritise formats where real voices 
shine: weekly updates, educational explainers, and reactive pieces that 
show expertise always work.

Align to business impact:  
Measure your content against outcomes that truly matter — conversion, 
retention, reputation — not just virality and vanity metrics.

11
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SOCIAL

The Social Funnel is Dead.  
Welcome to the Orbit.

Once upon a time, brand discovery 
followed a script: See ad → Click Link → 
Visit Site → Maybe buy.

That path is no longer linear. Now, someone 
might see a Reel, forget about it, stumble on the 
same topic in a meme, then get lost in a YouTube 
comment thread, and finally search the brand on 
TikTok. That discovery journey never once lands 
on the brand’s page.

With this nuanced, fragmented ecosystem shaped 
by algorithms and behaviours, brand discovery 
is no longer a funnel — it’s an orbit where users 
enter and exit as they please.

The Algorithm Has Taken the Wheel
How people discover brands is made up of billions of algorithmic entry points, most of which brands 
don’t control. 

In GWI’s “Social Media Habits in SEA” report, “filling up spare time” ranks as the top reason Gen Z and 
Millennials use social media — a behaviour that reinforces their trust in the feed to show them what to 
consume. Following closely behind is researching products and keeping up with trends, proving that 
the algorithm isn’t one-dimensional — it powers both passive and active discovery.

12

https://www.gwi.com/blog/social-media-south-east-asia
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Brands are Losing Narrative Control More than Ever
In this new reality, it’s not just discovery that is a challenge — it’s control over your brand story, too.  
These are the three forces to keep in mind when crafting your brand strategy for 2026:

The Power of the Unserious 

Algorithms today are driven by engagement and shareability. You may 
not like it, but posts that are humorous and snackable are often what get 
boosted organically. That means a user’s first touchpoint with your brand 
could be a meme, a Reddit thread, or a “brain-rot” post. If you’re absent 
from the conversation, you have no say in it — and then the internet 
decides who your brand is, rather than hearing it from you directly.

The Rise of Edutainment 

Clients always talk about "educating the audience", but the audience also 
demands entertainment. Even if your content is educational, it's invisible if 
it isn’t also useful, funny, or insightful. Forget tease-and-convert funnels. 
You have one second (maybe two) to capture interest before your audience 
moves on. An immediate entertainment factor isn’t optional. It’s survival.

The Contagion that is Misinformation 

When algorithms thrive on engagement, misinformation spreads fast — so 
when the wrong impression of your brand goes viral, you’re already behind. 
Winning attention is hard, but winning back trust is exponentially harder 
when people react more strongly to negative headlines and a single fake 
claim can overshadow dozens of good brand moments. Brands need to 
consistently seed accurate, authentic content to build trust, acting as a 
safeguard when false narratives emerge.
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Train the Algorithm, Don’t Chase It
The solution to proactively telling your brand story and with connecting your audience isn’t 
necessarily more content; it’s more relevant content that is posted consistently. At Mutant, we define 
brand relevance using the The Relevance Grid: Collective vs Individual.

Rather than focusing on 
hacking the algorithm 
or chasing virality, build 
a strategy that trains the 
algorithm using relevant, 
consistent content so 
that it helps people 
discover your brand.

Make it Make Sense: How Brands Can Stay Credible, Humble, and Heard in 2026 

Topical relevance: Join conversations already 
happening. Add value with the moment, not  
after it.

Example: Starbucks Singapore riding the blind 
box trend with their own free coffee charm 
blind bag.

Interest relevance: Speak your audience’s 
cultural language. F1 analogies in a 
whitepaper? Memes in a B2B post? Yes, if it’s 
how your audience already thinks.

Example: Skechers hosting and sponsoring 
pickleball tournaments in Thailand.

Utility relevance: Teach me. Entertain me. 
Inspire me. Every post should leave the 
viewer with something.

Example: McDonald’s Malaysia creating short 
drama series with product integrations.

Story relevance: Use human stories. Root 
your brand narrative in real pain points your 
audience actually lives. Goal? “That’s so me”.

Example: Gojek Indonesia spotlighting 
customer stories to showcase positive social 
impact for drivers, merchants, and users.

For the 
Collective

For the 
Individuals

TOPICAL 
Join conversations 

we’re already 
having. Add value 

in the moment, not 
after it.

UTILITY 
Teach me. 

Entertain me. 
Inspire me. Let me 

walk away with 
something useful.

INTEREST 
It feels made for 

people like us, like 
the brand speaks 

our language.

STORY 
Human stories that 
show the struggle. 
Real moments, just 

like mine.

COLLECTIVE INDIVIDUAL

Relevance
Grid

Matters to

US
Matters to

ME

Rational

Emotional

https://www.facebook.com/StarbucksSingapore/posts/-from-keys-to-bags-how-are-you-styling-your-coffee-charms-show-us-your-style-and/1162082069280890/
https://pickleballnewsasia.com/highlights-from-the-siam-skechers-pickleball-tournament/
https://www.marketing-interactive.com/mcdonalds-malaysia-serves-up-smiles-with-new-mini-series
https://www.instagram.com/reel/DNNJjGdzE7s/
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Being Specific Doesn’t Cage You, 
It Makes You Memorable
It’s easy to get lost in the grind of an algorithm, or to look 
at competitors’ campaigns and think “Why don’t we switch 
things up and do that?” But there’s a difference between 
jumping on trends and succumbing to content chaos.

At Mutant, we encourage our clients to define one clear 
social mission: an elevator pitch for what your page 
stands for. 

For example, with Logitech G the mission was 
simple: “Make every gaming experience epic.” 
That translated into content dramatising 
gaming, competition, and play — all the nuances 
of gaming culture, not just product specs.

This mission also allows you to build a foundation that focuses your strategy. We know social media 
marketers face pressure from multiple stakeholders to cover every product and vertical equally; 
but the result is often a diluted feed that resonates with no one. We’re not saying to ignore those 
stakeholders, but you can build a content strategy shaped by an array of business verticals that is also 
centred around one clear social mission. 

Don’t fear repetition or creative fatigue. When you’re clear on what social is supposed to do for your 
brand, the ideas will follow. The more focused you are, the faster the algorithm learns what you’re 
about and who to show it to.

Not sure where to start? 

We help brands design 
a sustainable content 
ecosystem that is anchored 
on relevance and clear social 
mission to help you show up 
on social with a purpose.

15
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INFLUENCE

Want to Drive Influence? Look to Authentic Communities.

Influence once looked like a glossy magazine spread — curated faces, perfect lighting, 
and millions of likes.

That era is ending. People now crave content that feels real — messy, niche, and rooted in genuine 
connection. With this comes a desire to find community, friendships, and shared interests. We’re seeing 
a quiet shift from public broadcasting to private belonging. Platforms like Discord, Facebook Groups, 
and Telegram are thriving as audiences seek intimacy and identity over virality. Algorithms now reward 
shareability over reach, signalling a shift from performative engagement to meaningful participation.

These communities gather in small, fervent corners of the internet (and real life), such as Reddit 
skincare junkies, sneakerhead Discord servers, or Telegram chats for retail investors. These often spill 
offline into K-pop fan meetups, running clubs, or vinyl swap circles, too. Influence now thrives where 
people belong: hobby forums, private groups, fan channels, WhatsApp chats. No polished ads, just peer 
validation — and a kind of trust glossy influencer posts can’t replicate.

For brands, the takeaway is clear: communities run on trust built through consistent, genuine 
interaction. It’s the moderator answering DMs at midnight, the product team fixing issues shared on 
Discord, the brand learning openly from test-fails.

Brands that treat communities as broadcast channels will be tuned out. But those that serve and co-
create — like Sephora, which empowers fans to share looks, or ASOS, which builds trends with its 
community — earn something rarer than attention: an invitation in.
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From Followers to Members:  
How Communities Will Shape Influence in 2026
Influence is evolving from audiences that watch to communities that participate. Imagine this:  
instead of passively liking a campaign video, a local running group on Telegram rallies around Hoka’s 
latest shoe drop, sharing real reviews, organising group runs, and co-creating content that feels 
genuinely theirs.

The most powerful influence today doesn’t come from being seen, but from being part of something 
shared and built together:

Relevance Over Reach 

The old playbook chased reach. The new one asks: does this community 
care? A 1,000-person niche group with deep trust can drive more 
conversions and advocacy than 100K passive followers. Relevance is the 
currency — and it’s grounded in shared values and lived experience.

Co-Creation Beats Broadcasting 

Communities want to be heard, not talked at. Brands that invite their 
audience to participate in design sprints, beta groups, and feedback 
channels are building better products and forging deeper, more  
authentic relationships that foster advocacy. Ownership fuels loyalty, and 
when communities shape what you make, they won’t just buy it — they’ll 
defend it.

Long-Term Value, Not Viral Moments 

Virality spikes but communities compound. A well-served micro-
community brings repeat purchases, reliable referrals, and better insights. 
It’s the difference between short-term fame and sustained influence. 
And that’s ROI you can actually bank on.

Referrals Surpass Shout-Outs 

Communities outperform influencer campaigns because they operate 
through trust, not transaction. A recommendation from a respected 
community member carries more weight and longevity than a paid post 
ever could. It’s peer validation at scale.
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Insights from the Inside 

Niche groups are goldmines of real-time insights. Their conversations 
reveal priorities, frustrations, and unmet needs that rarely surface on 
mainstream feeds. They’re early-warning systems for brands — fast, direct, 
and deeply human.

Advocacy That Outlasts Cancel Culture 

In times of reputational stress, communities can act as stabilisers. Members 
who feel seen and valued often defend brands, correct misinformation, and 
contextualise missteps before a crisis spirals. That kind of advocacy can’t 
be bought; it’s earned over time.

Authenticity is Operational, Not Accidental 

Realness must be a company habit rather than a campaign style.  
Being authentic isn’t about unfiltered photos or chatty captions; it’s a 
discipline that requires consistent presence, two-way dialogue, operational 
follow-through, and the humility to admit mistakes. 

18

Brands that embrace authenticity structurally and culturally,and 
embed it into everyday operations, will own the next wave of 
influence. Look at TTRacing: the Malaysian gaming chair brand 
built its success through community collaboration. Instead of 
relying on ads, it invited fans to co-design products, hosted 
grassroots tournaments, and celebrated gamer setups online.  
In doing so, TTRacing didn’t just sell chairs, it built a tribe.

Authentic communities don’t just amplify your message; they 
adopt it, live it, and carry it forward through participation. The 
best brands listen, co-create, and give their communities real 
ownership, from spotlighting user stories to letting feedback 
shape what’s next.
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BRAND

The Believability Blueprint: Building a Brand 
People Can Trust in 2026

In Southeast Asia’s hyper-connected markets, attention is easy to buy. Media spend can deliver reach, 
algorithms can manufacture visibility, and platforms can flood consumers with content. But none 
of this guarantees belief. The widening gap between visibility and credibility has created one of the 
biggest challenges for brands today: mistrust.

Across Asia Pacific, repeated failures to align words with actions 
have chipped away at corporate trust. A PwC survey across 11 APAC 
markets found 61% of respondents ranked affordability as their 
top concern — but beneath that, many expressed a deeper need 
for “reassurance and reliability” from brands they engage with. 
Similarly, NielsenIQ found 54% of APAC consumers are now more 
likely to trust private-label products, not for their logos, but for 
perceived reliability, transparency, and value. In short, consumers 
are rethinking what “brand” really means. 

Within Southeast Asia, backlash can be harsh and swift. A delivery 
app in the Philippines faced public outrage after driver-welfare 
stories went viral. In Malaysia, FMCG companies touting “green” 
credentials were called out for opaque supply chains. Polished 
campaigns no longer protect brands from scrutiny — they often 
accelerate it.

The takeaway?  
In 2026, credibility — not just 
visibility — is the real currency 
of brand equity.

https://www.pwc.com/id/en/pwc-publications/industries-publications/consumer-and-industrial-products-and-services/consumer-survey-2024-asia-pacific.html?utm
https://nielseniq.com/global/en/news-center/2025/niq-apac-consumers-embrace-private-labels-while-name-brands-sustain-their-strength/
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The Trust Recalibration
For decades, visibility was enough, but in 2026 audiences are asking: “Do I believe this?  
Do I believe you?”

And this is already playing out in markets across Southeast Asia. Employees are seen as more credible 
than corporate spokespeople, and micro-influencers and local communities often sway purchase 
decisions more than celebrity endorsements. In markets like Indonesia and the Philippines, where 
social media uptake is high and backlash spreads within hours, credibility gaps don’t just hurt 
performance, they spark reputational crises.

For CMOs and brand leaders, the implications are clear:

This is why credibility is not a “nice-to-have.” It is the foundation upon which growth, 
loyalty, and long-term relevance will rest.

The Risk  
if Ignored 

Campaigns built on polish 
and scale can now backfire, 
amplifying scepticism and 

eroding trust. The cost isn’t  
just wasted spend —  

it’s lost credibility.

The Opportunity 
if Embraced 

Brands that empower 
employees, partner with 

communities, and show proof 
instead of promises can build 
resilience that carries them 

through volatility.

The SEA  
Reality 

In diverse markets, credibility 
isn’t just protection, it’s a 
competitive advantage.  

With loyalty fluid  
and consumer choice 

abundant, belief becomes the 
ultimate differentiator.

20



Make it Make Sense: How Brands Can Stay Credible, Humble, and Heard in 2026 

21

How Brands Can Respond in 2026 

Three Anchors of Believability

Earning trust isn’t about cosmetic tweaks (although sometimes this can help!). It demands a reset in 
how brands operate, communicate, and show up in the region. Here’s how to start:

Getting this balance right i​​s difficult to do alone. It means knowing when to lean on employees, when 
to activate external advocates, and how to stay transparent without losing confidence. Brands that 
master this balance will not only capture attention, but sustain belief — and earn long-term loyalty.
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Audiences want to hear 
from people, not just 

logos. Structured advocacy 
programmes can equip 

employees to share authentic 
stories about culture, expertise, 

and purpose. These voices 
carry weight, but only if 

people are given the tools and 
encouragement to use them. 

In SEA’s fragmented landscape, 
niche networks carry outsized 

influence. From parenting 
forums in Singapore to 

entrepreneurial circles in 
Vietnam, partnering with the 

right communities creates trust 
that no ad buy can replicate.

Audiences are quick to 
challenge unsubstantiated 

claims. Whether in sustainability, 
inclusion, or digital ethics, 
measurable outcomes and 
progress reports build trust 

faster than glossy messaging.

Empower employees as 
credible ambassadors.

Engage with 
communities, not  

just audiences.

Anchor transparency in 
proof, not promise.

People Power
Employee advocacy, 
authentic voices

Transparent Proof
Data, outcomes,  
case studies

Community Validation
Communities,  
credible advocates

BELIEVABILITY
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The Future Belongs to Believable Brands
As we move into 2026, the winners in Southeast Asia won’t be those who shout the loudest, but those 
who are the most trusted. Attention can be bought, but belief must be earned. 

The trust crisis is a turning point. It’s a chance for brands to reset: to put people and communities at the 
centre, to treat transparency as a competitive advantage, and to invest in proof over polish. Those that 
act now will define relevance in one of the world’s most dynamic regions.

Believability isn’t just the next frontier of branding.  
It’s what will decide who endures.

Looking for an agency that can help your business 
craft and execute a solid integrated comms plan 

that gets results? Drop us a line at

hello@mutant.co.th
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