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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Consumer discovery has fundamentally shifted in the age of Al. Trust
now drives attention — and Al shapes which brands become visible.

This white paper provides a comprehensive analysis of these changes.
key insights

Influencer marketing sits at the intersection of:

e Scaled cultural distribution
e High-trust consumer connection
e Al-driven discoverability (GEO / LLM)

Integration of influencer content is:

® A lever to expand brand awareness and reach
e A multiplier for Al visibility and future search inclusion

e A mechanism to accelerate trust in high-
consideration categories

Our recommendations center on shifting from one-off social
campaigns to always-on creator systems that pair the efficiency
of Al with human authenticity. Consumers distrust Al-generated
content, but they appreciate Al discovery routing them to the
creators they do trust. Drawing on the strengths of each of these
forces makes influencer marketing the trust engine of modern
growth, powering awareness today and discoverability tomorrow.
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the role of influencer
marketing today

Influencer partnerships can achieve some of
the highest-impact goals in marketing:

50% 46% 30% 30%

Brand Brand Content Community

awareness trust creation engagement

(Sprout Social, 2026)

Yet only 24% of brands list direct sales and conversion as a primary
reason for using influencer marketing. The reluctance to view the
discipline as a strategy with the potential to evolve beyond top-of-
funnel awareness is precisely where untapped opportunities exist.

Two-thirds of consumers made a purchase based on an
influencer’s recommendation in the past year — and almost

a third did so ten times or more (Sprout Social, 2026).
Consumers already treat creators as a validation layer, so the
brands mastering influencer marketing are seeing it prove

value at the decision stage, bridging discovery and trust.

the convergence
of influence

The definition of “influence” has evolved as influencer marketing
has developed from an experimental engagement tactic to

an essential growth driver for brands. Today marketers view
influence as the intersection of discovery, attention, and trust.
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SHIFTING DISCOVERY

SEO is transforming into GEO, signaling a transition
from Google keywords to Al answers, creator
commentary, and community threads.

FRAGMENTED ATTENTION
Users are constantly clicking between channels, so

creators must expand their presence across digital
forums, blogs, niche platforms, and social feeds.

DECLINE IN TRUST
Buyers today are skeptical of traditional ads, instead seeking
real-world validation through peers and influencers they trust.

category authority
& reach

The glut of Al content flooding the market is posing a new challenge
for brands: How do you stand out in the slop? One solution

that’s gaining traction is moving money away from traditional

paid media toward creators. Influencer marketing budgets rose
171% last year, 71% increased their investments, and nearly %3

of that new spend reallocated away from traditional paid and

digital channels (CreatorlQ, 2025). Brands are realizing that
consumers are suspicious of content that looks too ad-like, and
that large language models can’t automate human credibility.

In 2026, 57% of brands now prioritize creator partnerships, up
from 48% just a year ago (IAB, 2026). Creators extend brand reach
into real consumer conversations and build persistent authority
across channels. People listen to the influencers they trust and act
on their advice in ways that Al seems incapable of replicating.
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“Creators who can prove
they influence real humans
will become premium
inventory. The rest will face

a reckoning.”
—TOM BURKE, CEO OF ATDATA

(AtData, 2026)

building trust &
competing for attention

Creators are effective in high-stakes decisions, cutting through
fragmentation and ad fatigue. Authentic product experiences
and “real use” demonstrations are critical for conversion, so
most consumers need to see a product 2-3 times from a
creator before they make a purchase (NeoReach, 2026).

THE TRUST LAYER AMONG GENERATIONS

Most consumers don’'t have a preference between creator
marketing and traditional ads — except Gen Z. Worn down by
polished advertising, younger consumers prefer influencers more
than traditional ads. They listen to creators who feel like peers
rather than companies that speak to them from on high, and they
reward brands that understand the difference (Clutch, 2026).
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GEN Z ON INFLUENCERS VS. TRADITIONAL ADS

Prefer influencers No preference Prefer ads

(Sprout Social, 2026)

MEGA VS. NICHE INFLUENCERS

Influencers range from celebrities with huge fan bases to creators
with a few thousand followers — and they’re all effective for different
campaigns. Work with mega-influencers on top-of-funnel content.
Use niche influencers to speak to esoteric subcultures. And don't let
the follower count fool you. Consumers are more likely to buy on a
niche creator’'s recommendation (21%) instead of a mega-influencer’s
(15%). People often act on the advice of people whose values and
interests they share, regardless of whether that person is famous.

(Sprout Social, 2026)

THE ATTENTION BATTLE
The linear funnel has collapsed. Discovery, consideration, and
purchase now happen within the same social session.

41%

of big-ticket shoppers check 4+ channels before buying.

(Salsify, 2026)

THE WINNING STRATEGY
Always-on creator programs help marketers maintain a consistent

presence and stay top-of-mind during rapid discovery cycles.
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the perspective
paradox

A gap is emerging between the high hopes that marketers
have for Al and the skepticism with which many consumers
view it. Optimizing for scale and cost with generative Al risks
widening a disconnect with the audiences marketers are trying
to reach, who want authentic advice from people they trust.

THE MARKETER PERSPECTIVE

Advertisers are increasing spend on Al-generated creator content to
raise output and slash costs. About 79% are increasing their generative
Al spend (Billion Dollar Boy, 2025), while 66.4% report improved
outcomes (Influencer Marketing Hub, 2026). The majority of marketers
believe that Al has enhanced their influencer marketing performance.

THE CONSUMER REALITY

Sentiment toward Al among consumers is souring as its usage grows,
with 32% viewing it negatively (Billion Dollar Boy, 2025). Only 26%
believe that Al-produced content performs better than traditional
creator content, down from 60% in 2023 (Billion Dollar Boy, 2025).

CONSUMER OPINION OF BRANDS PARTNERING WITH Al INFLUENCERS

Not comfortable with it It depends Comfortable with it

(Sprout Social, 2026)
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the winning formula:
al + human creators

A strategic balance of Al adoption and human talent optimizes for
efficiency while also protecting the authenticity that draws people
toward influencers. Let Al handle partner discovery, performance
forecasting, editing and asset variants, and sentiment analytics. Let
creators build trust, tell stories, and broaden community relationships.

CASE STUDY: UNILEVER

Unilever put the winning formula to work at scale. After making
creators central to its marketing plan, the company grew its
creator program from 10,000 to 300,000 across more than 190
countries where its products are sold. To manage that volume,
it relied on Al to vet qualified creators and handle operational
tasks like scanning social video to find people already telling
positive stories about the brand. But Unilever made sure to
keep creative decisions in human hands to make imaginative
content that establishes relationships with its consumer base.

“In most of the places where
we are using technology,
technology is used for us to

)

augment the human choices.

—LEANDRO BARRETO, CMO
UNILEVER’S BEAUTY & WELLNESS BUSINESS GROUP

(Digiday, 2026)
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al IS the new
gatekeeper
of discovery

Search behavior is shifting rapidly from traditional search
engines to Al and social platforms. Daily usage of Al models
surged from 14% of the US population in February 2025 to
nearly 30% by August 2025 (HigherVisibility, 2025), outpacing
traditional adoption curves. Social platforms now rank among
consumers’ top discovery channels: third overall (52%), and
first for Gen Z (73%) and millennials (67%) (Salsify, 2026).

WHERE Al GETS ITS ANSWERS

Al synthesizes answers from a wide range of websites, forums,
videos, and community threads. Evertune’s analysis of 200 million
prompts found that even the most-referenced domain rarely exceeds
5% of citations (Evertune, 2026). The rest are scattered across many
sources, a break from the winner-take-all world of SEO, where the
top 3 results accounted for over half of all clicks (Backlinko, 2025).

SEO REWARDS RANKING. Al REWARDS PRESENCE.

Traditional SEO strategies barely register in Al answers. Brands
must win credible creator and community conversations

to appear in Al answers. And they have to rethink their

place in the digital landscape. Focus on being trusted

across sources rather than dominating a single list.

INFLUENCER CONTENT FUELS Al DISCOVERABILITY

LLMs like OpenAl's ChatGPT, Google Gemini, and Microsoft
Copilot source information from earned media, high-authority
websites, forums and community discussions, and structured
content with strong engagement signals. Influencer content
contributes to this visibility by generating third-party
validation, creating keyword-rich contextual discussions, and
increasing the probability of brand inclusion in Al answers.
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from awareness to
authority to al Inclusion

Here are some of the results of influencers building strategic value for brands:

EXPAND BRAND AWARENESS
Extend reach across key segments beyond traditional channels,
tapping into existing communities that are already engaged.

BUILD CULTURAL CREDIBILITY
Establish authentic authority in niche groups and conversations through
people who are already accepted in a group, region, or community.

INCREASE Al DISCOVERABILITY
Creators who win citations and reviews across channels help
brands show up in more Al-powered search results.

DRIVE DOWNSTREAM IMPACT
Support customer conversion to a product, service, or brand
through improved consideration metrics and retailer search lift.

future trends to watch

Key developments shaping brand discovery and purchase decisions include:

INFLUENCES ON GEO

Brands must understand how to structure data for Al
extraction. Adjusting their content strategy to include
the channels that influence LLMs/GEOQ is critical.

RELATIONSHIPS OVER TRENDS

Consumers reward value-driven content with their attention,
so brands are shifting their focus from chasing viral moments
to developing sustained product education.

LIVE SHOPPING & INSTALLS
Brand experts can build trust with their audience and answer
questions in real time with live streams and Q&A sessions.
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INFRASTRUCTURE INVESTMENTS

Brands are outgrowing the ad hoc way they’ve managed influencer
content, centralizing purpose-built platforms for first-party

creator data, measurement, and relationship management.

recommendations

Success in 2026 means trading experimental, social-only influencer
campaigns for systems that are structured and scalable, and that
balance Al efficiency with human connection. Future-proof your
influencer marketing in the Al era with these strategies:

BALANCE Al AND HUMAN

Use Al for creator discovery, but make real human voices
prominent. Disclose your Al use transparently and track
consumer sentiment toward Al-generated content.

BUILD CREATOR INFRASTRUCTURE

Centralize first-party creator data and standardize your discovery, CRM,
and measurement stacks around incrementality. Assess every market
according to the same performance benchmarks and partnership protocols.

INVEST IN LONG-TERM PARTNERSHIPS

Replace one-off engagements with always-on relationships
with influencers whose opinions are trusted in their digital
community. Consistent advocacy will help more people discover
your brand and convert once they’re inside your funnel.

OPTIMIZE FOR Al & SOCIAL DISCOVERY

Adopt GEO (generative engine optimization) practices. Build an
authoritative presence in communities where Al models source answers,
such as Reddit, YouTube, and Discord. And prepare for agentic discovery,
where Al assistants compare and recommend products directly.
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conclusion

As discovery migrates from search bars to Al answers and community
threads, the credible voices that a brand invests in become the sources
those systems cite. Build that trust now so your visibility compounds later.

about mindgruve

Mindgruve is a modern media, commerce, and data technology
partner that helps brands use influencer marketing to turn fragmented
consumer journeys into measurable growth. We connect data

through advanced analytics, creative outcomes, and commerce

to drive demand, optimize performance, and accelerate revenue

at every stage of the funnel. Contact us at mindgruve.com.
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