
IN 2026, AI WILL TRIGGER A SYSTEMATIC 
SHIFT IN MARKETING – redefining roles, tasks 
and realities for good

ADAPT – OR DIE!



The strongest brands are built at the intersection of technology and humanity.

Data and AI drive scale, precision and efficiency — but meaning drives preference.

In the years ahead, brands will be measured not only by the share of market they capture, but by 
the share of soul they earn.

That advantage belongs to brands that understand people deeply and engage them with  
intelligence and emotional accuracy.

Technology accelerates brands. Humanity secures their future.

L A U R E N T  G R A A S ,  
M A N AG I N G  PA R T N E R  L O L A  X  S E R V I C E P L A N  G R O U P  L U X E M B O U R G



M E T H O D

Online survey

Experience:

STUDY PROFILE

L O C AT I O N

Europe
(incl. Middle East)

S A M P L E  S I Z E  

N = 805
D E = 1 9 2  A T = 2 8  C H = 1 5 3  

B E & L U X = 4 2  N L = 1 0 7  E S = 3 8  

F R = 3 2  I T = 9 1  U K = 4 7  M E = 5 6  

N O R D I C S = 1 9

D U R AT I O N

9 min
median completion time

S A M P L E  

CMOs / 

Marketing 

decision makers

F I E L D  T I M E

September 3 – 25 

2025 

Q U E S T I O N :  Approximately how many years have you been working in marketing?  Base: N = 805

2%

9%

17%

30%

22%

14%

6%

less than 5

5-10

11-15

16-20

21-25

26-30

31 or more

Mean: 21 years



SAMPLE DESCRIPTION

COMPANY 

SIZE

INDUSTRY Q U E S T I O N :  What is your company’s primary business 
model?
Base: N = 805

Q U E S T I O N :  Please indicate how many employees work in your 
company.
Base: N = 805
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24%

12%

10%

7%
6% 6%

4% 4%
3%

2%
1%

21%

27%

30%

43%

B2B

B2C

Bo…

Q U E S T I O N :  In which industry is your company 
active? 
Base: N = 805

LESS THAN 250

37%

250 to 500

10%
500 to 1,000

10%
1,000 to 2,500

10% 2,500 to 5,000

8%
5,000 to 

10,000

6%
10,000 and more

19%



.ES .IT

.FR

.UK

.SE

.ME

.PL

.AT.CH

.DE.NL

.BE

Broad perspective: participants from 

15 markets on 2 continents

Austria

BeLux

Germany

France

Italy Spain

Middle East Netherlands

Switzerland

Spain
United 

KIngdom

Nordics*

.FI.NO

*Nordics= Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Finland



8 questions regarding trends, 
challenges and skills in Marketing 2026

What kind of inspiration 

do you expect from 

your agency partners in 

the future?

How important do you 

think the following 

marketing trends will be 

in 2026?

What’s your superpower? Which capabilities and 

skills does a CMO need to have these days to make 

their organisation fit for the future?

Which specialist skills 

should a successful 

marketing team have?

How will your marketing 

budget for 2026 

develop?

In your opinion, 

what is the hot topic 

for the marketing year 

of 2026?

How do you think the 

economic situation in 

your sector will develop 

in 2026? 

1 2 3 4

5 6 7

Which three sources of 

information have been 

most valuable to your 

professional work in the 

last 6 months?

8



1

How do you think the economic 
situation 
in your sector will develop in 2026?



Question: How do you think the economic situation in your industry will develop in 2026?  Base: N = 805

Industry outlook 2026 

Numbers in percent 

Industry outlook 2025 

Numbers in percent 

4%

21%

51%

23%

1%

Industry outlook 2024 

Numbers in percent 

5%

29%

46%

20%

1%

2%

18%

51%

27%

2%

It will significantly improve

It will improve

It will more or less stay the same

It will get worse

It will significantly get worse

Shift

Shift

OPTIMISM? OVER & OUT.

More and more CMOs are worried about the economic situation – still most expect stagnation.



Question: How do you think the economic situation in your industry will develop in 2026?  Base: N = 805

DE (n= 192) AT (n= 28) CH (n=153) BELUX (n= 42) NE (n =107) ES (n=38) FR (n= 32) IT (n=91) UK (n= 47) ME (n=56) NORD (n=19*) Overall (n=805)

Top 2 17% 17% 10% 12% 21% 11% 16% 25% 23% 52% 26% 20%

It will significantly improve 1% 0% 1% 0% 5% 0% 0% 1% 0% 14% 0% 2%

It will improve 16% 17% 10% 12% 17% 11% 16% 24% 23% 38% 26% 18%

It will more or less stay the same 58% 56% 54% 52% 51% 66% 53% 41% 43% 32% 42% 51%

It will get worse 22% 22% 33% 36% 25% 21% 31% 33% 34% 14% 32% 27%

It will significantly get worse 3% 6% 3% 0% 2% 3% 0% 1% 0% 2% 0% 2%

Bottom 2 25% 28% 36% 36% 27% 24% 31% 34% 34% 16% 32% 29%

Industry outlook 2026 (sorted by country) 

Numbers in percent 

Everywhere, bold forecasts remain rare. Most CMOs see steady conditions ahead, led by 

Spain’s two-thirds majority. Only the Middle East stands out: Optimism is surging, one in two 

CMOs is expecting improvement. 

STUCK IN THE MIDDLE: CAUTION RULES



Very few CMOs believe 

that there will be a 

significant 

deterioration, 

with Austria having the 

highest percentage 

(6%).

The assessment in the 

DACH region is very 

similar, with only 

Switzerland being 

more pessimistic.

Following the Middle East, Italy, the UK, and the 

Nordics 

stand out as both the most optimistic and, at the 

same time, 

the most polarized – since they also include some 

of the most pessimistic respondents.

Almost no one 

believes that the 

economic situation 

will improve 

significantly, except 

the Middle East (14%) 

and the Netherlands 

(5%).

Every second CMO 

in the Middle East 

believes in an 

improved 

economic situation.

Nearly one-third of 

CMOs believe the 

situation will worsen, 

with Switzerland and 

BELUX being the most 

pessimistic.

The majority of CMOs 

assume that the 

situation will remain 

more or less 

unchanged, 

esp. in ES (66%), DE, 

AT, CH, BELUX, NE, 

and FR.

How do you think the economic 

situation in your sector will develop in 

2026?

CENTRAL 

FINDINGS ACROSS 

MARKETS



Question: How do you think the economic situation in your industry will develop in 2026?  Base: N = 805
*Evaluation is not representative due to the small number of responses.

Industry outlook 2026 (sorted by sector) 

Numbers in percent 

Automobile 

industry
N=23

Banking & 

insurances
N=59

Construction & 

building 

materials
N=29

Services
N=99

Energy
N=16*

Retail
N=78

IT & 

telecommunicatio

ns
N=47

Consumer goods 

& food products
N=192

Media
N=52

Pharmaceutical 

/ health
N=34

Other
N=170

Total
N=805

Top 2 22% 24% 17% 19% 38% 17% 36% 17% 8% 9% 23% 20%

It will significantly improve 4% 0% 0% 2% 0% 0% 11% 1% 0% 0% 5% 2%

It will improve 17% 24% 17% 17% 38% 17% 26% 16% 8% 9% 18% 18%

It will more or less stay the 

same
26% 54% 69% 45% 38% 58% 40% 50% 54% 68% 52% 51%

It will get worse 39% 20% 14% 33% 25% 23% 19% 32% 37% 24% 23% 27%

It will significantly get worse 13% 2% 0% 2% 0% 3% 4% 1% 2% 0% 2% 2%

Bottom 2 52% 22% 14% 35% 25% 26% 23% 33% 38% 24% 25% 29%

Same economy, different 

stories
The economic mood is steady on the surface. But beneath it, pessimism runs deeper than 

optimism – with automotive leading the downturn as more than half expect things to get worse.



The automotive 

industry is the most 

pessimistic. Half of all 

(CMOs) believe that 

the situation will 

worsen.

CMOs from the 

automotive sector are 

the most pessimistic, 

followed by services, 

consumer goods & 

food products, and 

media.

In the IT and 

telecommunications 

sector, more than one 

in ten CMOs believe 

that the economic 

situation will improve 

significantly.

CMOs remain most 

optimistic about the 

energy and IT and 

telecommunications 

industries.

CMOs anticipate that 

the situation will 

remain unchanged, 

particularly within the 

construction and 

healthcare sectors.

How do you think the economic 

situation in your sector will develop in 

2026?

CENTRAL 

FINDINGS ACROSS 

SECTORS



2

How will your marketing budget 
for 2026 develop?



7%

10%

14%

38%

13%

12%

5%

It will increase by more than 10%

It will increase by 5 to 10%

It will increase by max. 5%

It will remain roughly the same

It will decrease by max. 5%

It will decrease by 5 to 10%

It will decrease by more than 10%

Question: How will your marketing budget for 2026 (marketing investments and expenditure) develop? Base: N = 

805

Marketing budget projection 

2026

Numbers in percent 

Marketing budget projection 2025

Numbers in percent 

7%

13%

17%

36%

10%

12%

5%

Marketing budget projection 2024

Numbers in percent 

7%

17%

16%

38%

7%

8%

6%

CMOs are split, but the mood is shifting: Fewer believe in growth, and more expect marketing 

budgets to decline – mirroring the broader economic downturn. 

IN DOUBT WE TRUST?

Shift

Shift



Question: How will your marketing budget for 2026 (marketing investments and expenditure) develop? Base: N = 805
*Evaluation is not representative due to the small number of responses.

Marketing budget projection 2026 (sorted by country)

Numbers in percent 

DE (n= 192) AT (n= 28) CH (n=153) BELUX (n= 42) NE (n =107) ES (n=38) FR (n= 32) IT (n=91) UK (n= 47) ME (n=56) NORD (n=19*)
Overall 

(n=805)

Top 3 30% 17% 22% 24% 41% 16% 19% 45% 43% 43% 32% 32%

It will increase by more than 10% 7% 0% 3% 5% 7% 0% 3% 8% 17% 20% 11% 7%

It will increase by 5 to 10% 10% 6% 7% 0% 21% 3% 6% 18% 11% 11% 5% 10%

It will increase by max. 5% 13% 11% 12% 19% 14% 13% 9% 20% 15% 13% 16% 14%

It will remain roughly the same 39% 33% 46% 38% 37% 55% 53% 23% 28% 30% 32% 38%

It will decrease by max. 5% 13% 17% 14% 21% 11% 11% 13% 14% 11% 2% 26% 13%

It will decrease by 5 to 10% 12% 28% 10% 12% 8% 13% 9% 14% 17% 14% 11% 12%

It will decrease by more than 10% 6% 6% 8% 5% 2% 5% 6% 3% 2% 11% 0% 5%

Bottom 3 31% 50% 32% 38% 21% 29% 28% 32% 30% 27% 37% 30%

OPTIMISM DEPENDS ON 
GEOGRAPHY
Mood by map: CMO sentiment varies widely by country. In the Netherlands, Italy, the UK and the 

Middle East, the outlook is far brighter than in Austria.



How will  your marketing budget 

for 2026 develop?

CENTRAL 

FINDINGS ACROSS 

MARKETS

The most pessimistic 

CMOs come from 

Austria: According to 

every second CMO, the 

marketing budget will 

decrease.

CMOs in Germany, 

BELUX and Nordics are 

nearly split in 

the middle – only in 

BELUX, optimists are 

slightly less numerous.

Dutch CMOs are not 

only among the most 

optimistic, but also the 

least pessimistic (21%).

In Middle East, one in 

five CMOs believes that 

the marketing budget 

will increase by more 

than 10%. The UK also 

plays a special role 

(17%).

Approximately half of all 

CMOs in Spain (highest 

value at 55%), France 

and Switzerland believe 

that marketing budgets 

will remain unchanged.

Italy is the most positive 

(45%), closely followed 

by 

the UK, the Middle East, 

and the Netherlands.



Question: How will your marketing budget for 2026 (marketing investments and expenditure) develop? Base: N = 805
*Evaluation is not representative due to the small number of responses.

Marketing budget projection 2026 (sorted by sector)

Numbers in percent 

Automobile 

industry
N=23

Banking & 

insurances
N=59

Construction & 

building 

materials
N=29

Services
N=99

Energy
N=16*

Retail
N=78

IT & 

telecommunicatio

ns
N=47

Consumer 

goods & food 

products
N=192

Media
N=52

Pharmaceutical 

/ health
N=34

Other
N=170

Total
N=805

Top 3 22% 42% 28% 27% 38% 27% 43% 33% 31% 18% 32% 32%

It will increase by more than 10% 4% 14% 3% 4% 31% 4% 13% 4% 4% 3% 10% 7%

It will increase by 5 to 10% 13% 14% 14% 10% 6% 8% 15% 8% 12% 9% 11% 10%

It will increase by max. 5% 4% 15% 10% 13% 0% 15% 15% 21% 15% 6% 10% 14%

It will remain roughly the same 30% 32% 52% 45% 19% 41% 36% 33% 37% 65% 37% 38%

It will decrease by max. 5% 13% 10% 7% 9% 13% 13% 11% 17% 19% 9% 12% 13%

It will decrease by 5 to 10% 4% 12% 14% 15% 25% 13% 9% 11% 13% 9% 11% 12%

It will decrease by more than 10% 30% 3% 0% 3% 6% 6% 2% 6% 0% 0% 8% 5%

Bottom 3 48% 25% 21% 27% 44% 32% 21% 34% 33% 18% 31% 30%

Budgets tell a different story

CMOs hold contrasting views on how marketing budgets are evolving – not only across 

industries, but also compared to their economic outlook. However, the automotive sector 

remains the most pessimistic.



How will  your marketing budget 

for 2026 develop?

CENTRAL 

FINDINGS ACROSS 

SECTORS

CMOs across consumer 

goods & food products, 

media or others are still 

sitting on the fence: One 

third see improvement, 

one third expect 

decline, and one third 

see no change.

Pharma and health stay 

calm: 65% expect no 

change, few see ups or 

downs.

The automotive industry 

is the most pessimistic. 

One in three CMOs 

believes that the budget 

will decrease by more 

than 10%.

The range at Energy 

sector is enormous:  its 

CMOs are among the 

most optimistic and the 

most pessimistic.

Almost one in three 

CMOs in the energy 

sector believes that 

their marketing budget 

will increase by more 

than 10%.

When it comes to 

marketing budgets, 

banking & insurance 

and IT & 

telecommunications are 

the most optimistic.



3

In your opinion, what is the hot 
topic of the marketing year 
2026? 



68%

17%

8%

8%

7%

7%

7%

6%

5%

4%

3%

3%

3%

AI & Automation

Brand Building

Personalization

Social Media & Community Building

Digital Transformation

Data & Analytics

Privacy & Trust

ROI & Performance

Sustainability & ESG

Customer Experience

Content Production

Creative Effectiveness

Other

Question: In your opinion, what is the hot topic for the marketing year of 2026? Base: N = 805

Hot Topic in Marketing 2026

Derived topic clusters, numbers in percent, multiple 

mentions possible

e.g., E-Commerce, Omnichannel, Video and Streaming

AI REWRITES THE RULES OF MARKETING

Most CMOs name more than one topic, indicating that AI must be fully integrated into all 

marketing tasks by 2026 – especially for Automation, but also for Brand Building.

Usage of Gen AI and Agentic Services for 
improvements on Efficiency and Productivity

AI challenges the marketing organizations: from silos to a new 
operating model in which end-to-end responsibility lies from 
strategy to performance, from experience to privacy to ROI.

AI/Automation in general

Implementation of AI and its

Expected/wanted outcomes

Organisational premises

Other aspects 

(not mentioned with AI context)



Question: In your opinion, what is the hot topic for the marketing year of 2026? Base: N = 805

Mostly to be 

achieved with the 

help of AI

2026

Mostly 

mentioned in 

the context of AI

compared to 2025

2025

2024

2023

Hot Topic in Marketing 2026

Derived topic clusters, numbers in percent, multiple 

mentions possible

48%

10%

9%

AI & Marketing 

Automation

Brand Building & 

Differentiation

Digital 

Transformation

22%

17%

13%

Inflation / 

recession

Sustainability

Uncertainty and 

crisis

More than just a trend, AI is redefining the industry’s focus – pushing softer topics to the 

sidelines and reshaping priorities like no trend before.

32%

11%

6%

AI

Sustainability

Digitalization

AI/Automation in general

Implementation of AI and its

Expected/wanted outcomes

Organisational premises

Other aspects 

(not mentioned with AI context)

SYSTEM UPDATE REQUIRED.

68%

17%

8%

AI & Automation

Brand Building

Personalization



4

How important do you think the 
following marketing trends will be in 
2026?



Question: In your opinion, what is the hot topic for the marketing year of 2026? Base: N = 805

Marketing trends 2026

Numbers in percent 

TOP 5 2026
Top2

(very important + 

important)

1 Use of AI in marketing processes 87%

2
Customer experience, personalization and improvement of the 

customer journey
83%

3 Data-based marketing 80%

4 Marketing ROI / marketing controlling / marketing analytics 78%

5 Emotional brand building 77%

TOP 5 2025 Top2

1 Use of artificial intelligence (AI) in marketing processes 81%

2 Customer journey management & personalization 80%

3 Content creation & optimisation, content marketing 78%

4 Marketing ROI / marketing controlling / marketing analytics 76%

5 Emotional brand building 74%

TOP 5 2024 Top2

1
Artificial Intelligence, Machine Learning & Marketing 

Automation
83%

2 Content Creation 82%

3 Emotional Branding 82%

4 Sustainability 78%

5 Omnichannel Marketing 77%

compared to 

2025

AI PUSHES THE PACE

What matters, matters even more: Marketing‘s next chapter is driven by AI – and with it, 

efficiency, effectiveness, and data. Despite the impact focus, emotional brand building still 

makes the Top 5.



Question: In your opinion, what is the hot topic for the marketing year of 2026? Base: N = 805
TOP 2: Summary of categories 1 - Very Important and 2 - Somewhat Important.

Marketing trends 2026

Numbers in percent (Values below 5% not labeled)

87%

83%

80%

78%

77%

65%

64%

63%

63%

50%

43%

44%

42%

25%

28%

25%

24%

33%

37%

35%

34%

39%

36%

39%

8%

12%

16%

15%

16%

26%

27%

26%

5%

5%

8%

8%

8%

Use of AI in marketing processes

Customer experience, personalisation and improvement of

the customer journey

Data-based marketing

Marketing ROI / marketing controlling / marketing analytics

Emotional brand building

Social media and influencer marketing

Performance marketing (search engine optimisation (SEO),

search engine advertising (SEA))

E-commerce / social commerce / connected commerce

very important important medium less important not at all important

TOP 2 2026

(very important + important)

compare

d to 

2025

No excuses: Marketing must deliver results – the more effective and efficient, the better. And 

success depends on implementing AI the right way.  

NAIL THE BASICS. PROVE THE IMPACT.



Question: In your opinion, what is the hot topic for the marketing year of 2026? Base: N = 805
TOP 2: Summary of categories 1 - Very Important and 2 - Somewhat Important.

52%

49%

45%

44%

41%

38%

20%

18%

18%

13%

13%

13%

11%

34%

31%

33%

31%

28%

27%

16%

31%

32%

36%

33%

34%

32%

32%

14%

14%

15%

19%

20%

22%

34%

6%

5%

8%

13%

Employer branding

Internationalisation (e.g. country-specific adaptation of

assets)

Retail media and marketplace management

Live communication (sponsoring, events, trade shows)

Sustainable marketing / sustainability-related marketing /

social impact

Cultural marketing (gaming, music, pop culture)

Spatial computing (incl. virtual reality, augmented reality,

mixed reality)

very important important medium less important not at all important

Marketing trends 2026

Numbers in percent (Values below 5% not labeled)
TOP 2 2026

(very important + important)
compare

d to 

2025

BASICS BEFORE BUZZ.

Specific topics remain specific – the basics need to be done first. Once those are covered, 

CMOs can focus on the extras and niche themes, with sustainability now among them. 



Question: In your opinion, what is the hot topic for the marketing year of 2026? Base: N = 805
*Evaluation is not representative due to the small number of responses.

=Highest Top 2 value

=Second highest Top 2 

value

DE

(n= 192)

AT

(n= 28)

CH

(n=153)

BELUX 

(n= 42)

NE

(n =107)

ES

(n=38)

FR

(n= 32)

IT

(n=91)

UK

(n= 47)

ME

(n=56)

NORD 

(n=19*)

Overall 

(n=805)

Use of AI in marketing processes 91% 94% 84% 81% 91% 87% 84% 77% 85% 93% 89% 87%

Customer experience, personalization and 

improvement of the customer journey
84% 78% 86% 76% 82% 71% 88% 75% 87% 89% 89% 83%

Data-based marketing 82% 89% 80% 81% 77% 76% 84% 69% 79% 89% 79% 80%

Marketing ROI / marketing controlling / 

marketing analytics
83% 72% 70% 81% 79% 76% 72% 74% 89% 91% 74% 78%

Emotional brand building 86% 94% 70% 74% 70% 76% 81% 68% 79% 79% 74% 77%

Social media and influencer marketing 73% 83% 54% 52% 66% 61% 72% 49% 70% 77% 79% 65%

Performance marketing (search engine 

optimisation (SEO), search engine 

advertising (SEA))

59% 83% 67% 57% 64% 63% 69% 58% 66% 71% 74% 64%

E-commerce / social commerce / connected 

commerce
66% 83% 61% 64% 61% 63% 59% 49% 57% 86% 74% 63%

Marketing trends 2026: Hightest ranks sorted by the top 2 values 

(very important + important)

Numbers in percent (Values below 5% not labeled)

AI EVERYWHERE?

AI dominates across most markets or ranks among the top two priorities. The UK stands out for 

a different reason – AI seems to be already business as usual. 



Question: In your opinion, what is the hot topic for the marketing year of 2026? Base: N = 805
*Evaluation is not representative due to the small number of responses.

=Lowest Top 2 value

=Second lowest Top 2 value

DE

(n= 192)

AT

(n= 28)

CH

(n=153)

BELUX 

(n= 42)

NE

(n =107)

ES

(n=38)

FR

(n= 32)

IT

(n=91)

UK

(n= 47)

ME

(n=56)

NORD 

(n=19*)

Overall 

(n=805)

Employer branding 53% 61% 54% 36% 59% 39% 56% 55% 38% 59% 32% 52%

Internationalisation (e.g. country-specific 

adaptation of assets)
50% 39% 39% 50% 57% 50% 53% 40% 62% 63% 37% 49%

Retail media and marketplace management 49% 33% 33% 50% 50% 55% 50% 49% 34% 55% 42% 45%

Live communication (sponsoring, events, 

trade shows)
46% 56% 44% 29% 52% 39% 31% 46% 38% 48% 21% 44%

Sustainable marketing / sustainability-

related marketing / social impact
27% 44% 35% 43% 61% 53% 50% 47% 34% 45% 37% 41%

Cultural marketing (gaming, music, pop 

culture)
43% 33% 24% 33% 38% 34% 31% 41% 45% 57% 42% 38%

Spatial computing (incl. virtual reality, 

augmented reality, mixed reality)
15% 17% 20% 17% 28% 45% 19% 18% 11% 30% 16% 20%

NEARLY UNITED IN THE NICHE

Spatial computing? Not a top priority – the only point of agreement. Beyond that, views on 

specific topics split: 

e.g. sustainability ranks higher in the Netherlands, and cultural marketing gains attention in the 

Middle East.
Marketing trends 2026: Hightest ranks sorted by the top 2 values 

(very important + important)

Numbers in percent (Values below 5% not labeled)



The Middle East plays a 

special role in cultural 

marketing: more than 

half of all CMOs (57%) 

consider the topic to 

be relevant.

The topic of 

sustainability is 

shrouded in 

uncertainty: 

in the Netherlands, 61% 

consider it to be 

important or 

very important, 

compared to 27% in 

Germany.

How impor tant do you think the 

following marketing trends will  be in 

2026?

CENTRAL FINDINGS 

ACROSS MARKETS

In Austria (56%) and 

the Netherlands (52%), 

half of all CMOs 

consider 

live communication to 

be important or very 

important.

Internationalization is 

most important to 

CMOs in Middle East 

(63%) and UK (62%).

Of all the countries, 

Switzerland, France and 

the UK were the only 

ones where AI was not 

the most frequently 

mentioned topic.

In Austria, emotional 

brand building is as 

important as 

the use of AI in 

marketing processes 

(94%).

Italy’s figures are 

compara-tively low: E.g. 

a first-place response of 

77% would not even 

place in the top three in 

many other countries.

Spanish CMOs rate 

spatial computing 

higher than

those in any other 

country: Almost half of 

them consider 

it relevant.



4a

Which aspect of AI / the integration 
of AI will be particularly important 
and why?



Question: Which aspect of AI / the integration of AI will be particularly important and why? Base: N = 700 (AI is considered “very important” or “important”) 

Important aspects of AI

Numbers in percent

51%

33%

21%

20%

17%

13%

12%

10%

9%

8%

8%

8%

Efficiency & Integration

Content & Asset Production 

(Hyper)Personalisation

Human-AI Collaboration

Data Analysis & Insights

Marketing Performance & ROI

Change Management & Upskilling

AI Strategy & Governance

Ethics & Compliance

Agentic AI

Search Transformation

Customer Experience 

Moving away from experimentation towards clean 
implementation to generate efficiency in internal 
processes and reduction of operating costs

How to create faster, scalable creation of texts, images and 
videos – combined with human creativity. 

GEO replaces SEO
How do we create search optimization in GenAI search?

Clear benefits (where does AI really help and why) 
Get employees on board and empower them – as well as board!

Clear rules and 
transparency on goals

BALANCING CODING AND CARING

CMOs must now deliver on the promise of AI and, to do so, must master both the technical 

systems and the human needs of customers and colleagues.

Technology & execution

Organisational adoption



4b

Which aspect of social media will be 
particularly important and why?



Question: Which aspect of social media will be particularly important and why? Base: N = 523 (Social media and influencer marketing are considered “very important” or “important””) 

27%

19%

19%

18%

9%

8%

Authenticity

Creator Economy

Personalization

Community Building

Social Commerce

Short Video

Certification of information!

Credible influencers

Authenticity vs generic 
AI generated content

Partnering with creators and influencers who bring trust and distinct voices

We are not looking for a large community, but a committed one.

Building relevant connections with users and having a conversation

Live selling and real time marketing 
through content creators

Fake won’t work: Authenticity is key and more a survival factor than “nice to have”. But the main 

question remains: How, where and by which means tools will we be perceived as genuine by the 

right people?
Important aspects of Social Media

Numbers in percent

REACH IS OVER!



5

What’s your superpower? Which 
capabilities and skills does a CMO 
need to have these days to make 
their organisation fit for the future?



Key paradoxes to integrate:

• Living Tech × Showing the Human side

• Speed in Implementation × Stability in Strategy 

• Being Creative x Staying Analytical

• Deliver Efficiency × Push Innovation

45%

39%

38%

37%

30%

23%

20%

19%

8%

7%

6%

Digital & Tech Literacy

Customer Centricity

Leadership & Team …

Innovation Power

Vision & Strategy

Agility & Flexibility

Change Management

Brand Management

Execution Excellence

Budget & ROI

Courage

Question: What’s your superpower? Which capabilities and skills does a CMO need to have these days to make their organisation fit for the future? Base: N = 805

CMO Superpowers 2026

Derived topic clusters, numbers in percent, multiple 

mentions possible

Technical & Implementation Knowledge

Customer Knowledge & Brand Experience

Leadership Skills

Transformation Capabilities

Other

It’s not about specialization, but integration: The true CMO superpower lies in uniting diverse –

and often contradictory – skills. By 2026, they see themselves as Chief Transformation Officers.

AI IS THE BOSS‘S BUSINESS!



Question: What’s your superpower? Which capabilities and skills does a CMO need to have these days to make their organisation fit for the future? Base: N = 805

38%

32%

27%

27%

20%

Leadership & Team …

Innovation

Strategic Vision

Adaptability & Flexibility

Customer-Centric Approaches

29%

26%

21%

14%

8%

Open-mindness

Flexibility, Adaptability & Agility

Team(work), Leadership & …

Strategic/Analytic Thinking

Creativity & Innovation

45%

39%

38%

37%

30%

Digital & Tech Literacy

Customer Centricity

Leadership & Team Management

Innovation Power

Vision & Strategy

19%

19%

14%

14%

10%

Agility & Flexibility

Collaboration with and leading the …

Inspiring / visionary / motivating

Competent / pragmatic

Empathy

compared to 2025

NO TECH SKILLS? GAME OVER!
Open-mindedness and flexibility have taken a backseat, and even traditional leadership skills 

are falling victim to the new challenges posed by AI.

CMO Superpowers Top 5

Derived topic clusters, numbers in percent, multiple 

mentions possible

2026

2025

2024

2023

Technical & Implementation Knowledge

Customer Knowledge & Brand Experience

Leadership Skills

Transformation Capabilities

Other



6

Which specialist skills should a 
successful marketing team have?



5%

11%

15%

21%

38%

42%

43%

46%

76%

Other

Market research know-how

Marketing controlling

Content creation and optimisation

(Data) analytics

AI expertise

Creativity

Digital marketing, digital expertise

Strategic marketing, brand management

Question: Which specialist skills should a successful marketing team have? Base: N = 805

Specialist skills 2026

Numbers in percent

e.g., leadership, social skills, market 
know how and customer centricity

5%

16%

18%

31%

41%

50%

65%

74%

Other

Marketing controlling

Market research know-how

Content creation and optimisation

(Data) analytics

Creativity

Digital marketing, digital and AI …

Strategic marketing, brand …

e.g., emotional intelligence, 
operational excellence, social 
skills, customer knowledge

TALK LESS, THINK LONG-TERM!
Strategy and brand now dominate – digital, creativity, and AI skills follow. CMOs are steering 

away from buzzwords toward real business impact, proving that real transformation begins with 

substance.

Specialist skills 2026

Numbers in percent 



17%

60%

22%

1%

Very confident

Somewhat confident

Not very confident

Not at all confident

Question: How confident are you that your marketing team has the right skills to be successful in the next two to three years? Base: N = 805

Confidence in the team skills in the next three years

Numbers in percent

FUTURE‘S HERE. SO IS THE TEAM?

The majority of CMOs are satisfied with their team – more or less. Only 17% are confident that 

they are prepared for the next three years, and one in five are even concerned.



7

What kind of inspiration do you 
expect from your agency partners in 
the future?



69%

61%

54%

44%

33%

31%

12%

7%

Creativity / out-of-the-box thinking

Innovation and new ideas

Proactivity

Trends on the market and in the target groups

Support with transformation processes

Knowledge sharing

Specialist skills including: 

Other: 

Question: What kind of inspiration do you expect from your agency partners in the future? Base: N = 805

Agency inspiration 2026

Numbers in percent 

most frequently mentioned: AI skills
less mentioned: media and channel 
knowledge; special expertise, advertising

71%

63%

54%

48%

38%

11%

5%

Creativity / out-of-the-box thinking

Innovation and new ideas

Proactivity

Trends in the market and target groups

Recognising trends

Specialist skills like AI, socials Skills, …

Other: 

ORIGINALIT Y NEVER GETS OLD!

The brief hasn’t changed: be bolder, think fresher, act first. CMOs still expect agencies to lead 

that way – maybe because AI doesn‘t think out-of-the-box? But now, one in three CMOs expects 

transformation support on top.

Agency inspiration 2025

Numbers in percent 

Business and market knowledge, strategic partnership, 
performance accountability, tech savviness (in declining order)



Question: What kind of inspiration do you expect from your agency partners in the future? Base: N = 805
*Evaluation is not representative due to the small number of responses.

DE

(n= 192)

AT

(n= 28)

CH

(n=153)

BELUX 

(n= 42)

NE

(n =107)

ES

(n=38)

FR

(n= 32)

IT

(n=91)

UK

(n= 47)

ME

(n=56)

NORD 

(n=19*)

Overall 

(n=805)

Creativity / out-of-the-box thinking 71% 61% 71% 69% 58% 63% 84% 70% 64% 73% 58% 69%

Innovation and new ideas 62% 78% 63% 57% 56% 61% 63% 51% 72% 68% 63% 61%

Proactivity 56% 61% 40% 57% 46% 63% 75% 58% 62% 68% 42% 54%

Trends on the market and in the target 

groups
48% 56% 48% 31% 35% 21% 41% 46% 55% 52% 37% 44%

Support with transformation processes 35% 22% 27% 43% 23% 47% 38% 35% 36% 34% 37% 33%

Knowledge sharing 25% 28% 29% 36% 33% 18% 38% 23% 57% 43% 32% 31%

Specialist skills 11% 11% 7% 17% 12% 5% 19% 19% 15% 14% 16% 12%

Other 8% 11% 8% 2% 7% 8% 0% 3% 4% 9% 11% 7%

=Highest Top 2 value

=Second highest Top 2 

value

Despite all the challenges posed by AI, CMOs across markets speak with one voice: out-of-the-

box thinking, innovation, and proactivity remain the universal must-haves – or are these the very 

things AI can‘t do?Agency inspiration 2025: Hightest ranks sorted by the top 2 values 

(very important + important)

Numbers in percent

UNITED BY CREATIVIT Y.



What kind of inspiration do you 

expect from your agency par tners in 

the future?

CENTRAL FINDINGS 

ACROSS MARKETS

More than half of CMOs 

in Austria, the UK, and 

the Middle East 

consider identifying 

trends to be an 

important or very 

important task for 

agencies.

Unlike other countries, 

knowledge sharing 

ranks quite highly in the 

UK (57%).

Proactivity is as 

important 

as creativity in Spain, 

and therefore ranks top 

(63%).

In Spain in particular,

almost half of all CMOs 

expect agencies to 

support them in the 

transformation process 

(47%).

In France, creativity is 

especially important 

(84%) compared to 

other countries like the 

Netherlands (58%) 

and Nordics (58%).



8

Which three sources of information 
have been most valuable to your 
professional work in the last 6 
months?



60%

48%

47%

39%

32%

24%

19%

14%

10%

LinkedIn / social-media posts by relevant individuals or companies

Consulting or agency insights (e.g. reports, white papers)

Industry conferences & trade events

Marketing / business podcasts

Trade journals / business press

YouTube / expert video content (e.g. webinars, talks, lectures, interviews)

Books / popular management literature

Academic journals (e.g. Journal of Marketing, Journal of Consumer Behaviour)

Other

Question: Which three sources of information have been most valuable to your professional work in the last 6 months? Base: N = 805

Information sources

Numbers in percent 

e.g., Chat GPT, GenAI, network exchange and peer group meetups, 
internal research data,  mentoring, own  executive education

IS AI ONLY ON THEIR AGENDA?

AI could help – if anyone asked. But when it comes to inspiration, CMOs turn to LinkedIn and 

Social Media first, followed by consulting or agency insights and real-world events.



S E R V I C E P L A N  G R O U P

The Serviceplan Group is the 

largest independent, partner 

managed agency group in 

Europe. Established in 1970 

as a classic advertising 

agency, Serviceplan soon 

developed its House of 

Communication concept to 

date, the only completely 

integrated agency model in 

Europe to unite all modern 

communication disciplines 

under one roof: Creative & 

Content, Media & Data and 

Experience & Commerce. 

With 43 of its own office 

locations and a number of 

other partnerships, the 

Serviceplan Group is 

represented in a total of 24 

countries worldwide and all 

the important economic 

regions.

ABOUT

C O U N T R I E S  &  

R E G I O N S

15
C M O s

805
U N I V E R S I T Y  O F  

S T .  G A L L E N  ( H S G )

The Institute of Marketing & 

Customer Insight at the 

University 

of St.Gallen (HSG) is a world-

leading academic institution 

that enjoys 

he highest recognition of 

their contributions to 

academia, practice, politics, 

and society in the field of 

marketing and customer 

insight.

C M O  B A R O M E T E R

The CMO Barometer is an 

annual study that surveys top 

marketers from the most 

important companies in the 

D A CH region and another 

eight countries. This is the 

sixth 

time it has been conducted 

by the Serviceplan Group, 

the second time together 

with the University 

of St.Gallen (HSG) and in 

this year also in cooperation 

with UNI and, in Belgium, 

with Solvay Brussels School 

of Economics & 

Management

H e i d r i c k  &  S t r u g g l e s

Heidrick & Struggles is the 

world’s foremost advisor on 

executive leadership, driving 

superior client performance 

through premier human 

capital leadership advisory 

services. For more than 70 

years, we’ve delivered value 

for our clients by leveraging 

unrivaled expertise 

to help organizations 

discover

and enable outstanding 

leaders

and teams. 

Learn more 

at www.heidrick.com.

S O L V A Y  B R U S S E L S  

S C H O O L  O F  

E C O N O M I C S  &  

M A N A G E M E N T

A leading European business 

school renowned for its 

excellence in economics, 

management education, and 

its strong connection to the 

business world.

L O L A   x  S e r v i c e p l a n G r o u p

LOLA  x Serviceplan Group is the largest 

independent, partner managed agency 

group in Europe. Established in 1970 

as a classic advertising agency, 

Serviceplan soon developed its House 

of Communication concept to date, the 

only completely integrated agency 

model in Europe to unite all modern 

communication disciplines under one 

roof: Creative & Content, Media & Data 

and Experience & Commerce.

With 33 of its own office locations and 

a number of other partnerships, the 

Serviceplan Group is represented in a 

total of 20 countries worldwide and all 

the important economic regions.

Learn more at https://www.lola.lu/

https://eur02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http://www.heidrick.com/&data=05|02|a.brinkmann@house-of-communication.com|512fb8c705db438b10f308de0fe4af69|816ef078e1e24e49b26568b9d2a9ae92|0|0|638965672059674563|Unknown|TWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D|0|||&sdata=iKsEmAwehTL0FD157g3fgP%2Bns7IP9yXAIgVcwUi3ZYA%3D&reserved=0
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