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Welcome to 2023! No matter what your personal 
experience was in 2022, I think we can agree that 
as we enter a new year, the vibe feels off. 

While economic indicators continue to offer a 
conflicting picture of what lies ahead, we are 
certainly in the midst of a VIBECESSION.1 

US consumer sentiment made small gains in 
December, but we still ended the year six points 
lower than where we started.2 As we head into a
new year, consumers are divided over whether to 
feel optimistic or pessimistic.3

The current vibe will impact the way people 
consume media in 2023. From an increased 
desire for dopamine hits and a need for simple 
solutions, to a rise in platforms that offer wellness 
and self-expression, the Vibecession is poised to 
impact the media landscape in both subtle and 
major ways. 

In this new landscape, it’s even more important 
that brands and marketers design media with 
consumers at the center. Media provides both 
enhancement and utility in consumers’ lives -
when we design media with emotional 
intelligence, we create experiences that make 
everyday life better for people. 

- Joanna Hawkes, Head of Strategy, Carat US



How the Vibecession will shape the media 
landscape in 2023

Dopamine chasing 
is changing consumption. 
As tensions rise, people are turning 
toward platforms and content that 
provide quick, positive uplifts during 
everyday life. Consumers are 
craving euphoric messaging from 
brands, dopamine hits from hyper-
casual gaming and shopping, and 
shifting content consumption as 
episodic viewing becomes the 
new tentpole.

Identity will shape more 
interactions.
As consumers’ moods shift on what 
feels like a daily basis, so too can 
their identities. The potential of 
digital spaces and the metaverse 
enable people the opportunity to 
show up exactly as they wish –
either as avatars, or authentically
themselves. Media platforms now 
enable identity to be expressed 
either URL or IRL.

Simplicity adoption in the face 
of complexity.
As the world increases in 
complexity, consumers are seeking 
practical solutions and adopting 
innovations that make life easier 
and simpler. Commerce innovation 
is here to stay and has paved the 
way for super app adoption in the 
future. AI is coming and will impact 
the ease of how we interact with 
brands and with each other. 
Progress in sustainability and social 
good will be driven by practical 
solutions that are easier to adopt.

Wellness as a non-negotiable.

As consumer sentiment trends 
downward, wellness is being 
prioritized at a far greater rate than 
in previous recessionary periods. 
Wellness is a currency and is one 
area that consumers are not willing 
to scale back spending on. Media 
has spurred the rise of wellness 
communities and opened up a
new world of access, giving every 
brand the opportunity to become 
a health brand.
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Dopamine chasing is changing 
consumption 
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In tense times, people turn toward platforms and content that can provide 
quick, positive uplifts during everyday life. 

Euphoric platforms and messaging
People are craving heartwarming and 
cheerier content and are coming to expect 
this even in their ad experiences.  According 
to Oracle’s ‘the Happiness Report’, 88% of 
respondents said they’re actively looking for 
new experiences that will make them 
happy.4 Beyond responding favorably to 
campaigns focusing on themes of love, 
optimism and humor, consumers are turning 
to the platforms that give them immediate 
hits of joy. According to a study by the 
Flamingo Group, 73% of TikTok users said they 
felt happier after logging into the app.5 

Community-centered, engaging platforms 
and formats will continue to see a rise as 
people turn to media to keep spirits high. 

Continued rise of hyper-casual gaming 
Hyper-casual games account for over one 
third of total game downloads among the 
top 100 globally.7 If you look at people’s 
phones on a subway, you'll see many filled 
with vibrant animations and game 
challenges. Games like Fruit Ninja and Candy 
Crush combine hyper-simple gameplay, 
hyper-short duration, and hyper-social 
features to create a new type of gaming 
experience built around instant gratification. 
Gen Z is the biggest and fastest adopter of 
these quick-hit, engaging games that are 
easy to learn, built for busy lifestyles, and 
socially based. Popularity will continue to rise 
as developers create even more innovative 
games that can be experienced and easily 
accessed on all screens, big and small.  



Dopamine chasing is changing 
consumption 
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Media made me buy it
According to YouGov, 42% of the US 
population is unhappy with the dull shopping 
experience.8 Online shopping formats will 
continue to evolve and become more 
engaging to enhance the ecstasy and rush 
one can feel while shopping (i.e., live, 
immersive, AR). On the backend, viral 
commerce will continue to prompt impulsive 
purchases and persuade people to buy 
things they didn’t even know they wanted 
for immediate gratification, demonstrating 
the power of content-based algorithms. 
Consumers will also continue to expand their 
browse and search beyond non-retail 
specific platforms as they adopt an always-
on discovery and inspiration mindset, 
signaling a shift from ‘need’ to ‘want’ 
shopping. 

Episodic is the new tentpole
When streaming first emerged, it was all 
about the binge, but now there is a swing 
back to ‘episodic content’ or ‘demi-binge’ 
(2-3 episodes released at a time) to create 
watercooler moments for TV again. This 
release format stretches out the happiness 
people get from their favorite or most 
anticipated shows. Returning to this 
elongated cadence draws out the suspense, 
conversation, and experience for consumers. 
Of the 50 most popular new titles in 2021, 62% 
used some kind of weekly release, generating 
excitement and buzz.9 Community builds 
better over time as people seek to be 
relevant and join the conversation, which 
leads to more blockbuster success for 
platforms.



Dopamine chasing is changing consumption: 
how brands can get involved

• Create uplifting content and moments of positivity to drive a deeper 
connection with consumers. 

• Consider how your media experience needs to be customized (format/ 
placement/ message) to provide the dopamine hit consumers seek in 
different channels – i.e., hyper casual gaming vs. ecommerce vs. social.

• Re-imagine what a tentpole approach looks like by capitalizing on the 
extended excitement and hype of episodic content amongst fans.
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Adopting simplicity in the face 
of complexity
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As the world increases in complexity, consumers are seeking practical 
solutions, adopting innovations that make life easier and simpler. 

Commerce innovation here to stay
COVID accelerated brands to innovate 
new ways of doing business and the 
adoption from consumers. Ecommerce 
erupted and continues to grow. New 
technologies and services like curbside pick 
up, buy online pick up in store (BOPIS), and 
contactless payment, to name a few, have 
evolved to become table stakes within the 
industry. People are experimenting with new 
ways to shop, like livestream shopping and 
shoppable ads, and want services that 
make their lives easier. In fact, 76% of 
consumers are more likely to recommend a 
brand because it provides simpler 
experiences and communications.10

From going shopping to always shopping, 
platforms like Firework, TalkShopLive, and 
MikMak enable even more shoppable 
experiences and richer data sets, all the 
while offering an easy-to-use solution. 

Adoption of super apps
A super app is a multi-service platform that 
provides convenience for users and 
powerful presence, streamlined 
management, as well as scalability for 
businesses. Not just multifunctionality, but 
more importantly, integration with mini apps 
(usually from third-party developers or 
services) constitutes a true super app. In 
Europe and Asia, super apps are already 
widely adopted. In the US, the race to be 
the first super app is still underway with 67% 
of consumers saying they want an app that 
integrates at least 2 activities.11

As it stands, Walmart and Uber are poised to 
be the West’s first super apps. There is great 
opportunity for Walmart to integrate all of its 
financial, health, and commerce services 
into one, easy to use platform. Uber started 
as a ride hailing service and now offers 
much more under Uber One, allowing users 
to get deals on Uber rides, freight, food 
deliveries and even travel booking.12 

By 2024, the average streamer will have 
more than 5 services.13 To address 
complexity in the streaming wars, Verizon 
has launched early access to +play beta, a 
centralized place for users to search, save, 
subscribe, track and pay for their favorite 
subscription services.14



Adopting simplicity in the face 
of complexity
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AI is Here
AI is the biggest technology that is worth the 
hype, poised to gain even more traction. 
Consumers will see the power of AI and it will 
force change across every industry, making 
its impact even more profound and its 
unintended consequences vast. For 
example, Beautiful.AI creates professionally 
designed presentations, DALLE-2 generates 
realistic artistic images and ChatGPT writes 
essays and answers questions. As more 
people use these tools to simplify their lives, 
machine powered AI can – and will –
replace many human functions.

Practical sustainability & social good
People want brands to cut through the clutter 
and provide easy to understand, practical 
solutions. 62% of US consumers care about the 
impact of social justice issues.15 Companies 
that resonate with consumers will be those 
who connect their ambition to action. 

Yvon Chouinard’s (Patagonia’s founder) 
decision to not to sell or go public, but 
instead, donate his entire company in a 
pledge to fight climate change demonstrates 
how action leads to impact. Consumers 
respect and engage with brands that value 
purpose versus profits. 

In United Airlines’ Good Leads the Way 
campaign, media is used to bring to life 
United’s commitment to using 100% 
sustainable aviation fuel. Trash cans spread 
the message to consumers that the trash they 
recycle today can become the fuel that flies 
them tomorrow.16 Similarly, Kiehl’s involves 
consumers in their sustainability mission by 
rewarding them for bringing their empty 
bottles back. Both brands demonstrate the 
actions they are taking in simple, practical 
ways. 



Simplicity adoption in the face of complexity:
How brands can get involved

• Leverage media to provide more utility and simplicity for consumers by 
offering innovations that make their lives easier or consolidating more 
activities and services into a singular platform.

• Invest and test AI technology that will improve and streamline the customer 
experience. 

• Demonstrate your sustainability or social good impact in simple, easy-to-
understand ways; give consumers practical ways to get involved. 
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Wellness as a non-negotiable
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Wellness is being prioritized at a far greater rate than in previous recessionary 
periods. Battling both COVID and a mental health crisis in the face of cutting 
costs and rising living expenses, wellness has never been more top of mind. 

Wellness as currency
Recessionary periods are often a time of 
need-to-haves and want-to-haves. In 
previous periods, a gym membership or a 
vacation may have been a want-to-have, 
but now, we’re seeing the opposite occur.

62% of Americans said preventative health 
and wellness activities would be the last 
thing they cut back on in a recession.17

• 80% are planning to maintain or increase 
spend in health and wellness.18

• 33% say they’re more focused on self-care 
than a year ago.18

• 51% are planning to maintain or increase 
spend in leisure travel.18

The rise of communities
As we similarly saw in the 2008/09 recession, 
people turn to smaller communities during 
times of economic or social distress. We’re 
seeing this come to fruition within the 
continuous growth of communities within the 
health and wellness space.

As people invest in health & wellness, they’re 
looking for advice and support from others on 
the same journey to wellness.

On platforms such as TikTok and Reddit, 
people are flocking to micro-communities 
with content accrued via hashtags like: 
#FitnessJourney (1.7B views on TikTok), 
#MentalHealthAwareness (10.5B views), and 
#GirlsWhoLift (5.8B views).19

This need to connect is also seen in how 
people are spending. Global consumer 
spending on mental wellness apps has grown 
by 83% between 2020 and 2022.20



A new world of access
This plethora of content has taken wellness, 
which is often a privilege vs. a given, to a 
much more mass audience. 

Social and video platforms, like TikTok and 
YouTube, show wellness through the lens of 
realness and authenticity at a time when 
we need it most – making audiences feel 
empowered that wellness is possible and 
accessible to all. Influencers, like dietician 
Steph Grasso, who has over 2 million 
followers on TikTok, are able to provide 
broader advice that educates those who 
may not have had access to these services 
previously. 

Traditional notions of wellbeing are also 
being challenged and co-opted into new 
spaces. As noted by Pinterest, alternatives 
to talk therapy are on the rise – like 
expressive art and music therapy, and art 
therapy (up x37 YOY).21

Every brand is a health brand
In line with this expansion of what health or 
wellbeing is, we now have an expanded 
sense of the roles that brands can play in 
this space.

Travel is a core example of this, with the 
global wellness tourism market expected to 
exceed $1trillion by 2030. Luxury hotels are 
getting in on the growing market with high 
tech health services (i.e., IV drips, on-site 
psychologists, treatments, stem-cell therapy) 
increasingly popping up in line with 
consumer demand.22

Even brands like LEGO have gotten in on 
the trend, with campaigns like, ’Adults 
Welcome’, which focused on the stress-
reliving qualities of LEGO building. 

Wellness as a non-negotiable
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Wellness as a non-negotiable:
How brands can get involved

• Consider how your brand can contribute to people’s wellbeing; whether that 
be a product attribute, a campaign idea, or a corporate initiative that 
betters peoples’ lives.

• Help consumers take control in this new world of wellness by providing 
greater access to wellness content, resources, and/or by encouraging 
healthy lifestyle habits.

o Women, in particular, are hungry for brands that can look out for their 
needs in the wake of decisions like Roe vs. Wade.

• Tap into influencers who are authorities in the health and wellness space to 
gain credibility (wide range of expertise – fitness, dieticians, therapists, life 
coaches, dermatologists, etc.).
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Age of the avatar
As we near closer to a realized metaverse/ 
virtual spaces, digital avatars will increasingly 
offer opportunities for people to decide who 
they want to be online and how they want 
to show up. 

• 61% of gamers say personalizing their 
game character or avatar helps them 
express themselves.23

• More than 40% of people 18-54 describe 
their online clothing style as “surreal,” 
meaning not the same as their in-person 
identities. This is especially heightened 
with Gen Z.24

While there is a way to go before avatars 
reach their full potential and are replicated 
across platforms, there are a lot of 
opportunities for brands to get involved in 
the space. 

With so much focus on self-expression, 
fashion/retail and beauty brands have 
naturally had a significant in. Prada, 
Balenciaga, and Thom Browne have 
collaborated with Meta to release clothing 
items for Meta’s avatar;  NYX Cosmetics 
launched their latest collection on Roblox, 
where users can collect limited-edition 
make-up looks for their Roblox avatars; and 
adidas have created a digital product line 
for Snap Bitmojis based on its NFT wearables 
collection.

These tactics have been so successful that 
we’re even seeing some brands replicate 
their avatar efforts IRL. After launching a 
partnership with Roblox in 2021, Forever 21 
recently expanded its affiliation by launching 
the F21 Metaverse Collection on its 
ecommerce and in store. 

Identity will shape more interactions
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As consumers’ moods shift on what feels like a daily basis, so too can their 
identities. The potential of digital spaces and the metaverse are reshaping what 
the “real” version of someone is, leaving identity to the discretion of the user.



Vs. the age of authenticity
While Americans are increasingly interested 
in forming the ‘best’ depiction of themselves 
online, conversely, there’s also the 
continued want for more ‘authentic’ 
representation. 

This is being established with the significant 
growth of social networks like BeReal in 2022,  
a photo-sharing app in which users have two 
minutes to capture and share a real-time 
photo with a network of friends. It’s no-filter, 
in the moment, and has been the platform 
to watch with 53M downloads this year 
alone, 25 with the US contributing 40% of its 
new users.26

Brands have flocked to tap into this trending 
space. Chipotle and e.l.f Cosmetics were 
early adopters, offering promotions and 
discount codes, and endorsing their brand’s 
transparency in a fun way.

This want for authenticity is also 
demonstrated in the continued rise of TikTok 
and the changing face of influencer culture.

In the wake of the pandemic, with
heightened misinformation and discrepancy 
between the lives of the very wealthy and 
the middle class, people have turned away 
from more glossy, polished content (hence 
Instagram’s struggles with relevancy) and 
are seeking a less filtered and biased type of 
content.

This is particularly pronounced with Gen Z, 
who are more likely than other age groups 
to agree that people should show more of 

their ”real” selves on social media. This is 
likely correlated with the fact that they are 
also more likely than others to say they care 
less about impressing others on social media 
than they used to, and that they are more 
open about how they feel online.27

Identity will shape more interactions

Designing for the Now and Next: 2023 14

Source: GWI, Sep 2021
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Identity will shape more interactions:
How brands can get involved

• Think about how your audience wants to show up in online spaces (i.e., their 
actual life or a heightened version) and what role your brand can play in 
facilitating or encouraging self-expression.

• Give consumers greater flexibility to experience your brand in different ways 
across different platforms (URL vs. IRL).

• Ensure your brand is showing up authentically and meaningfully in spaces 
where consumers express their identity.

• I.e., if you’re looking into BeReal, what kind of ‘real’ are you looking to 
create and why? Conversely, what elements of your business can be 
replicated in the metaverse? 
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A call to action to approach media with 
greater emotional intelligence in 2023 
In today’s landscape, people are fully immersed in a rich ecosystem of media-led 
experiences. Media not only has the power to shape and influence culture, it’s
where daily life happens. From dating and cooking to learning and wellness, 
media satisfies more need states than ever before.

We know that brands who use media to create more value for consumers grow 
faster. 28 As we enter 2023 in the midst of a Vibecession, brands have a real 
opportunity to win consumers by approaching media with greater emotional 
intelligence. 
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Contact us 

Alex Brezzi, Sr. Director, Strategy | Alex.Brezzi@carat.com

Amanda Pinto, VP, Strategy | Amanda.Pinto@carat.com

Christina Lu, SVP, Strategy |Christina.Lu@carat.com

Joanna Hawkes, Head of Strategy | Joanna.Hawkes@dentsu.com
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