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Insight 1
Digital maturity signals the
arrival of the “core pillar” era

While H1 2026 was defined by renewed investment
across the board, heading into H2, marketers are
shifting from broad expansion to strategic maturation
and operational discipline. Marketers are no longer
simply adding to their digital spend; they are optimizing,
moving away from broad-stroke expansion toward a
precision-led approach that favors ROI and efficiency.
In mature digital channels, a move from “Increase” to
“Maintain” does not signal a retreat, but rather that
these platforms have become foundational to the
modern media mix.

Al Media emerged as the strongest growth area for H2,
with 60% of respondents planning to increase spend.
The category is being propelled by the rapid maturation
of generative platforms, most notably ChatGPT, which
has accelerated its ads program to capture high-intent,
conversational discovery. With OpenAl projecting $100
billion in ad spend on ChatGPT by 2030, we can expect
Al media to continue to show rocket-ship growth.

The surge in Al is supported by the foundational stability
of legacy digital giants, with 88% of respondents in Social
and 92% in Search planning to maintain or grow their
commitments. These platforms continue to serve as
reliable performance engines supporting broader
experimentation with Al-driven media.

While Al represents the new frontier, Connected TV
(CTV) has officially graduated to a permanent
powerhouse. The era of CTV as a “growth experiment
has concluded. Despite a slight cooling in “increase”
sentiment to 55%, a massive 89% of the market
remains committed to the channel. CTV has become
a non-negotiable reach vehicle, effectively absorbing
the premium video budgets that once belonged to linear.
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For each media channel below, do you expect to increase, decrease, or maintain your spend?

. Increase Maintain Decrease

May 2026 Nov 2025 May 2025 Nov 2024 Jul 2024

Al Media

(ads on Al agents) N/A N/A N/A

CTvV

Digital display /
video

Social platforms

Retail media influencer /
creator marketing

Search
OOH/DOOH
Radio / Audio

Local TV

National TV

Print

Source: Mediaocean 2026 H2 Market Report
Methodology: Five surveys of 3,015 total marketing professionals conducted between July 2024 and May 2026
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This shift toward “must-have” status is mirrored in
Digital Display and Video, where growth rates have
reached strategic saturation. A dominant 92% of
marketers are now either maintaining or increasing
their spend in these categories, signaling that they
are now considered essential media components.

In a surprising H2 rebound, Radio and Audio are defying
the cooling trends seen elsewhere, posting an almost 12%
jump in increase-intent. The continued rise of “must-listen”
podcasts and targeted digital audio environments is
attracting budgets looking for high-engagement,
“hands-free” consumer moments.

This stands in stark contrast to National TV,

which continues to face headwinds with a 31%
decrease in sentiment. However, Local TV has emerged
as a distinct bright spot, with “Increase” sentiment rising
to 20%. A key driver for US marketers is the “Home Turf”
effect of the 2026 World Cup. Mediaocean reports an
overall 331% surge in total World Cup TV ad spend
compared to 2022, with brands increasingly utilizing
local spot buys to dominate host-city environments
across the 16 North American metros.

Print continues to lose share, with 48% of the market
planning further cuts. Much of that investment is shifting
toward Al-driven and advanced digital channels.

The transition toward maturation is clarified through a

vertical lens, where industries are selecting specific “pillars”
to solve unique challenges. Al Media is the exclusive growth

driver for Education (100%) and the leader for Technology,
Telecommunications, and Travel. Retail Media Influencer/
Creator Marketing has become the primary expansion tool
for Retail and DTC, while OOH/DOOH stands out as the
sole growth priority for QSR (100%). In more traditional
sectors, Digital Display/Video leads for Automotive

and Financial Services, with Social as the anchor for
Entertainment. This confirms that the path to growth

in H2 2026 is increasingly industry dependent.
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Top media channels for planned spend increases by vertical

(Percent of respondents in each category that selected the item)

@ May 2026

Automotive
CPG/FMCG

DTC

Education
Entertainment
Financial services
Pharmaceutical
QSR

Retail

Technology
Telecommunications

Travel

Source: Mediaocean 2026 H2 Market Report
Methodology: Survey of 312 total marketing professionals conducted in May 2026
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Insight 2
Performance as the anchor,
testing as the lever
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Given current macroeconomic conditions, which advertising

capabilities and media investments are most critical?
(Select all that apply)

As marketers navigate continued economic uncertainty, investment . May 2026 Nov 2025

May 2025 @) Nov 2024 Jul 2024

priorities are increasingly centered around performance, measurement,
and operational efficiency. For 62% of marketers, Performance-

Driven Paid Media remains the undisputed #1 investment priority,
acting as the most dependable investment area in a volatile market.
This commitment is underpinned by a strict measurement mandate,
with 50% of respondents prioritizing Measurement & Attribution
Capabilities—a top-three pillar reflecting a market that refuses

to invest unless every dollar can be fully accounted for through

clear performance signals.

Fueling the ability to scale this performance anchor are Al and
Automation, which have officially moved into the top five investment
priorities for the first time. With 52% of marketers prioritizing Al and
36% focusing on automation, these technologies have transitioned
from experimental novelties to the essential productivity engines

of the marketing stack. They are now viewed as the primary
catalysts for driving the efficiency required to maintain

high-volume performance campaigns in an increasingly

complex digitized industry.

However, the true growth story of the second half of 2026 lies

in the creative layer. While performance provides the baseline,
Creative Testing & Personalization saw the highest year-over-year
jump at 42%, proving that marketers are now looking for better
assets, not just better algorithms, to differentiate their brands.

Supporting this creative push is a strategic hedge toward
First-Party Data Mastery. The 35% surge in data prioritization
indicates that brands are successfully fortifying their own
ecosystems, using proprietary insights to mitigate the impact
of external signal loss and ensure that their performance-led
strategies remain resilient against shifting privacy standards.
Of note, OpenAl recently announced Custom Audiences for

Performance-driven
paid media

Al

Measurement &
attribution capabilities

Brand
advertising

Automation

Creative testing
& personalization

Demand
generation

First-party
data mastery

Privacy

Experimental /
innovation budgets

Identity

N/A

Source: Mediaocean 2026 H2 Market Report

ChatGPT ads, which enable marketers to use their own
Methodology: Five surveys of 3,015 total marketing professionals conducted between July 2024 and May 2026

first-party data for targeting on the platform.
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Insight 3
The pragmatic shift t mediaocean
f room hype to ha nds-on What are the most important consumer trends you're watching for?

(Select all that apply)

Al implementation @ Moy 2026 @ Nov2025  May 2025 @ Nov2024 ( Jul 2024

Al remains the dominant industry focus, with 75% of
respondents citing it as the most important trend they
are watching. However, the conversation has shifted
from experimentation toward practical applications and Connected TV (CTV) /
operational value. This is especially evident with Data streaming
Analysis, where Al adoption rose more than 17% from
the previous survey, with 50% of respondents now
using it for reporting and performance insights.

Al

TikTok /
social video

This move toward active implementation is also visible
in the explosive growth of Creative Development and E-commerce everywhere
Personalization. Al usage in creative development surged
by more than 52%, as 43% of marketers now deploy the
technology to solve bottlenecks that have historically

Consumer privacy
limited omnichannel scale.

Simultaneously, brands are preparing for the Al-search era. Political &

Al usage for SEO jumped to almost 87%, representing the advocacy trends
highest specific task growth recorded in the survey. This

expansion is even reaching consumers directly, as Customer Sustainability / carbon
Service emerges as the next automation frontier. Adoption impact of media
. . L . L . and technology

in this space saw a significant 39% increase, indicating

that marketers are moving beyond internal efficiency tools

to deploy Al in direct, customer-facing interactions. Gaming

Metaverse

Source: Mediaocean 2026 H2 Market Report
Methodology: Five surveys of 3,015 total marketing professionals conducted between July 2024 and May 2026
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Despite these specific tactical wins, the broader sentiment regarding
daily operations has entered a more measured phase of adoption.
The belief that Al is causing a “major transformation” in workflows
fell from 28% to 19%, suggesting the industry is moving past peak
hype and into a more realistic assessment of the operational
challenges involved in connecting Al across fragmented systems
and teams.

While 44% of respondents still report “moderate change” from Al,

the number citing Minimal Impact more than doubled as organizations
encounter the complexity of scaling Al beyond isolated use cases.

This is especially apparent as projects move from pilots into production,
where integration becomes increasingly more difficult. As a result,

the number of respondents saying it is “too soon to tell” how Al

will ultimately impact workflows increased by 69%.
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How is Al impacting your media and creative workflows today?
@ May 2026 May 2025

Major
transformation

Moderate
change

Minimal
impact

Too soon
to tell

No impact

Source: Mediaocean 2026 H2 Market Report
Methodology: Two surveys of 776 total marketing professionals conducted between May 2025 and May 2026
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How are you currently using Al in your marketing?
(Select all that apply)

@ Moy 2026 Nov 2025 May 2025 @ Nov 2024 Jul 2024

Data analysis

Creative development
& personalization N/A

Market research

Performance insights
and reporting

N/A
Copywriting

Campaign optimization
N/A

Predictive analytics N/A

Image generation

Campaign orchestration
N/A

SEO
Customer service

Software coding

Campaign trafficking

&QA N/A

Taxonomies and
decision trees

Website development

Source: Mediaocean 2026 H2 Market Report
Methodology: Five surveys of 3,015 total marketing professionals conducted between July 2024 and May 2026
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Insight 4

Navigating the gap between
evaluation and autonomous

production for Al agents

As the industry begins exploring more autonomous marketing
workflows, sentiment reveals a market navigating a significant
gap between initial evaluation and true production. While exactly
half of the market remains in the Research and Evaluation phase,

roughly 28% of marketers report having agents in production.

For most of these early adopters, the transition has begun with

small-scale deployments, with 18% of respondents reporting
the use of between one and three agents.

A smaller group of respondents (6%) report operating more
mature multi-agent environments, managing ecosystems
of 10 or more agents across complex marketing workflows.
At the same time, skepticism remains, with 22% reporting
no current plans to adopt agents as many organizations
take a more cautious approach to broader deployment.

Current deployment strategies are primarily focused on
analytics and reporting, with Measurement serving as

the leading use case for agent integration. Real-time data
synthesis and cross-channel attribution emerged as the
most widely deployed application, with 53% of respondents
using agents to help analyze increasingly complex datasets.
By contrast, more advanced Orchestration across platforms
and execution remains relatively early, with only 16% of

the market deploying agents across end-to-end workflows.

This hesitation around broader orchestration is largely driven
by Governance concerns. Among respondents, 34% cite fears
of “hallucinations” or unapproved spending decisions as the

primary barrier to adoption, while 30% say they are struggling
to establish “human-in-the-loop” checkpoints within autonomous
workflows. Interoperability also remains a challenge, with 24%

citing difficulty connecting agents across fragmented tools
and platforms within the ad stack.
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Are you currently deploying autonomous Al agents (systems
that can take actions or make decisions with minimal human
intervention) within your marketing tech stack?

No, we have no plans to use agents
We are currently researching/evaluating agents

Yes, we have 1-3 agents in production

Yes, we have 4-10 agents in production

Yes, we have a “multi-agent” ecosystem
(10+ agents) actively managing workflows

Source: Mediaocean 2026 H2 Market Report
Methodology: Survey of 312 total marketing professionals conducted in May 2026
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In which areas are you deploying Al agents What is the primary hurdle in allowing Al agents
to handle end-to-end tasks? to orchestrate your cross-channel campaigns?
(Select all that apply)

@ May 2026

Measure: Real-time data
synthesis and cross-channel
attribution reporting

Create: Autonomous asset
generation, resizing,
and versioning

Optimize: Dynamic budget
reallocation and mid-flight
creative swapping

Deliver: Automated media
buying, bidding, and placement
across walled gardens

Orchestrate: Managing the
hand-off between different
platforms and tools (e.g., from
creative to DSP)

. Governance: Fear of “hallucinations”
or agents making unapproved spending
decisions

@ Human oversight: Difficulty in establishing
“human-in-the-loop” checkpoints for
autonomous agents

® Interoperability: Inability of agents to
“talk” to different tools in the ad tech stack

Data silos: Agents lack a unified view of
first-party data to make informed decisions

Source: Mediaocean 2026 H2 Market Report Source: Mediaocean 2026 H2 Market Report
Methodology: Survey of 312 total marketing professionals conducted in May 2026 Methodology: Survey of 312 total marketing professionals conducted in May 2026
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Insight 5

Bridging the CTV performance
gap through unified visibility

CTV remains one of the most influential reach vehicles,

yet it continues to grapple with a persistent performance
paradox. Despite massive viewership, CTV is still struggling
to be treated as a pure performance channel, with 26%

of marketers identifying Inconsistent Measurement
Methodologies as the primary structural hurdle.

These measurement challenges are especially apparent with
frequency management, where 63% of respondents cite a Lack
of Unified Measurement as their biggest challenge; a concern
that has surged by 22% since our last report. As audiences
continue to fragment across a sea of apps and devices,

the industry is reaching a breaking point regarding its

ability to manage reach effectively.

This lack of visibility has become a critical strategic priority for
the 57% of marketers who currently feel hindered by Limited
Cross-Channel Transparency. The “walled garden” nature

of CTV apps is increasingly viewed as a major operational
bottleneck, making the Deduplication of Reach a frustrating
manual struggle for 25% of the market.

These logistical headaches are compounded by the fact that
data silos persist; the challenge of Data Silos Across Platforms
increased by 5% this cycle, proving that even as more capital
flows into the big screen, the backend infrastructure has failed
to fully integrate. However, the market’s perspective on value
remains clear: while 21% of respondents cite high CPMs

as a challenge, the overall maintaining of CTV ad budget
proves that the premium impact and attention of CTV

still far outweighs the current technical friction. Marketers are
choosing quality over efficiency, betting that the high-impact
environment is worth the measurement tax while they wait
for the tech stack to catch up to the scale of the investment.
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Which structural challenge most prevents you from treating CTV

as

a performance channel?

Inconsistent measurement
methodologies (e.g., GRP
vs. digital metrics)

Complexity of deduplicating reach
across multiple apps and devices

High cost of inventory (CPMs) relative
to conversion rates and ROAS goals

Lack of common identifiers
across fragmented platforms

Prevalence of CTV-specific fraud
(e.g., bot traffic and fake apps)

Source: Mediaocean 2026 H2 Market Report
Methodology: Survey of 312 total marketing professionals conducted in May 2026

te

What are the biggest challenges you face with frequency management today?

mediaocean

(Select all that apply)
@ May 2026 May 2025

Lack of unified measurement

Limited cross-channel visibility

Data silos across platforms

Overlapping audiences

Difficulty setting frequency caps

Source: Mediaocean 2026 H2 Market Report

Methodology: Two surveys of 776 total marketing professionals conducted between May 2025 and May 2026
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Insight 6
Modernizing transactions
for strategic scale

In the persistent push for greater operational agility, the industry
is witnessing a significant “spreadsheet exodus” as organizations
prioritize API-driven automation to modernize their direct-to-
publisher transactions. Currently, 35% of organizations are
moving away from the manual work and spreadsheets

that once defined legacy media buying, aiming instead

for the Faster Activation required to keep pace with

today'’s high-velocity market and achieve strategic scale.

This shift is not merely a technical upgrade; it's a fundamental
strategy for human talent reallocation. By automating tedious
administrative tasks, specifically the manual rekeying of
orders, 17% of marketers are successfully reclaiming the

time necessary to refocus their teams on high-impact
sponsorships and Strategic Growth that require human
creativity rather than manual data entry.

Beyond immediate time savings, workflow automation is
increasingly viewed as a critical margin protector and a

primary lever for Improved Economics. 22% of respondents
identify automation as an essential tool for lowering operational
costs, specifically targeting the reduction of intermediary tech
fees and the prevention of revenue leakage that often occurs

in fragmented manual chains.

This drive for efficiency is also fostering a new era of Operational
Trust; 14% of respondents are leveraging automated workflows
to improve the accuracy of financial operations through a single,
unified system of record. And, for a forward-thinking 12% of the
market, the ultimate benefit of automation is Modernized
Transparency as a default; a direct, real-time connection
between buyers and sellers that eliminates the “black box”

of legacy transaction workflows and builds a more

accountable foundation for the industry.
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What is the most significant benefit your organization expects to
gain by automating the “direct-to-publisher” transaction workflow?

) Faster activation: Moving from manual spreadsheets
and PDFs to API-driven automation for faster
execution and greater scale

() Improved economics: Lowering operational costs,
minimizing intermediary tech fees, and reducing
revenue leakage

o Strategic growth: Reclaiming time spent on
administrative tasks (like rekeying orders) to
focus on high-impact sponsorships and IP

Operational trust: Improving the accuracy of
financial operations and billing reconciliation
through a single system of record

Modernized transparency: Gaining real-time
insights across a unified workflow that connects
buyers and sellers directly

Source: Mediaocean 2026 H2 Market Report
Methodology: Survey of 312 total marketing professionals conducted in May 2026
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Insight 7

Transparency and actionability
define the new standard for
ad verification

(¢ mediaocean

Aspects of ad verification that are critical when selecting partners and evaluating

return on investment.
(Select all that apply)

@ Moy 2026
Heading into the second half of the year, the industry

has fundamentally revalued ad verification, moving away
from passive oversight toward a standard defined by
transparency and actionability. For 43% of respondents,
Transparency into methodologies and data sources has
emerged as the single most critical factor, signaling a

Transparency: Clarity into
methodologies and data sources

Actionability: Ability to use

definitive end to the era of “black box” verification models. data for real-time decisioning

This demand for transparency is nearly tied with a need
for immediate utility; 42% of marketers now prioritize
Actionability and the ability to use verification data for
real-time decisioning. In this new paradigm, data that
only serves for passive post-campaign reporting is

no longer sufficient; instead, it must be an active,
integrated component of the live optimization

process to be considered truly valuable.

Comprehensive channel
coverage: Walled gardens,
open web, CTV

Measurement: MRC-accreditation
and robust reporting

Cost: Low incremental

This shift is further amplified by an omnichannel fees on top of media

mandate, as 41% of the market requires partners
capable of bridging the gap across walled gardens,

open web, and CTV through Comprehensive Channel
Coverage. While the fragmentation of the media mix
has intensified, the standards for credibility remain
high; 38% of respondents view MRC-accreditation

Integrations: Connectivity to
media buying applications

Source: Mediaocean 2026 H2 Market Report

and robust reporting as essential foundations, treating Methodology: Survey of 312 total marketing professionals conducted in May 2026
these traditional Measurement benchmarks as the non-

negotiable “entry price” for any credible ROI evaluation.

Perhaps most telling of this maturation is the industry’s However, for 32% of the industry, the final mile of value
remains Integrations. In a high-velocity digital ecosystem,
verification data is only as good as its ability to flow
seamlessly into existing media buying applications,
ensuring that protection and performance are baked

directly into the execution of the strategy.

clear preference for integrity over price. Low incremental
fees are a lower priority for only 35% of the market,
suggesting a widespread willingness to pay a premium
for high-quality data that effectively protects both
brand equity and budget.
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» mediaocean

Mediaocean is the foundational software and Al partner for omnichannel
advertising. With over $200 billion in annualized ad spend running
through its platforms and more than 100,000 users worldwide.
Mediaocean deploys Al and automation to optimize investments and
outcomes. Through innovations such as NIVO Al, Mediaocean is helping
marketers turn intelligence into action across the campaign lifecycle.
Mediaocean owns and operates Prisma, the industry’s trusted system

of record for media management and finance, Innovid, the leading
independent ad tech platform for creative, delivery, measurement,

and optimization, and Protected, an integrated solution for ad verification
and brand safety. Visit www.mediaocean.com for more information.



https://www.innovid.com/nivo
https://go.prisma.mediaocean.com/
https://www.innovid.com/?utm_campaign=pm_nws_2026-04-14%20basis%20partnership_protected%20customers&utm_medium=press&utm_source=mediaocean&utm_content=homepage+1_body_text
https://www.protected.media/?utm_campaign=pm_nws_2026-04-14%20basis%20partnership_protected%20customers&utm_medium=press&utm_source=mediaocean&utm_content=homepage+1_body_text
https://www.mediaocean.com/

