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Abstract

As Al integration becomes transformation and CX is reshaped by Al, CDPs are becoming a key part for
CX, and organizations move to proactive engagement, considering both how customers’ interaction with
brands is redefined by the disruptive technologies, and better approaching performance measurement. We
are witnessing how ecosystems are animated by the platforms, networks, and marketplaces as supporting
and making marketing stronger. It is obvious that progress is being made at the confluence between
digital marketing, phygital CX and Al agents. We valorized the partnership with a voluntary working
group, ensuring an evidence-based foundation of the research necessary for an online store project design,
considering the importance of crafting a compelling online store value proposition, better understanding
project’s channel-specific KPI, ensuring strategy and sales’ alignment, a structured continuous approach
required by an effective e-commerce management, and a clear awareness of Al category agents’ power.
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As Al integration becomes transformation and CX is reshaped by Al, CDPs
are becoming a key part for CX, and organizations move to proactive engagement,
considering both how customers’ interaction with brands is redefined by the
disruptive technologies, and better approaching performance measurement

According to The State of Marketing 2026 created by HubSpot, marketing in 2026 “is all
about blending the efficiency and speed of Al with creativity and good taste. With humans and
Al in the loop, marketing has become an iterative process that gets smarter with every new
campaign and launch.” Al is more and more used to both clarify, and elevate marketers’
thinking. HubSpot CMO Kipp Bodnar stated: “Marketing is evolving faster than ever. Al didn’t



just change how we market, it changed where buyers decide. As Al disrupts search, the answer is
a compounding loop built for the Al era.”

As customer experience (CX) is reshaped by artificial intelligence (Al), improving
customer data strategies (with the help of customer data platforms — CDPs — powering Al agents)
is essential, these processes moving in a specific direction of Al at scale orchestration by
marketers who transform Marketing Al, ensuring complexity reduction and decision-making
acceleration (based on intelligent agents’ leveraging), as well as close alignment of business
strategy and execution (Uniphore, 2025). Marketing, sales, and service allow decisions-making
based on the same up-to-date information, preventing data silos and ensuring consistency and
efficiency, CDPs becoming a key part for CX.

According to Genesys (Conlon, 2025), modern experiences are made intelligent and
deeply human by the human-AlI partnership, employees taking advantage of less cognitive load
and meaningful interactions within the context of continuously evolving customer expectations,
technology maturation, and operational resilience, empathy being extended based on Al. Going
on this path, organizations move to proactive engagement, meeting these continuously evolving
customer expectations at the required speed and scale by improving intent understanding, needs’
anticipation, and providing a prompt reply.

More recently, Trendhunter showed how: (Kanesa, 2026) the platform Shoptelligence
provides forward-looking intelligence (replacing reactive decision-making) based on its new
VendorSense IQ Suite (having as first products ShopLab Al ensuring product ideation and
validation support and ShopLaunch Al ensuring optimize market rollout and dealer performance
support) that integrates into a single system not only demand signals and predictive insight, but
also performance measurement; there are significant industry implications such as, for example,
in retail industry, Al platforms transforming retail technology so as to improve product
development and market penetration based on data-backed solutions; (Hemsworth, 2026) an Al-
powered tool has been introduced by the pizza brand (in partnership with Google Cloud) for the
first time as Papa Johns Food Ordering agent, being ensured a large accessibility on the
omnichannel platform (Food Ordering agent being a part of the agentic solution Gemini
Enterprise for Customer Experience).

Indeed, as underlined by Wassel (2026), customers’ interaction with brands is redefined
by technology, but at a recent National Retail Federation (NRF) Big Show panel it was showed
that shopping will persist in part a human experience, the CIO of the home improvement retailer
Home Depot making reference to the focus on agentic Al applications in its operations while
taking heed to the way in which customers’ use and adaptation to the new features is happened.
Also, Home Depot’s CIO underlined their preoccupation to test the most effective possible way
in which technology’s strategic placement can improve CX without being an obstacle in the
shopper’s way.



On the other hand, as shown recently at the ICR (Investor Relations Company)
Conference by Walmart’s executive vice president of Al acceleration (Salpini, 2026),
improvement by making small changes to Al integration becomes transformation, customer
problems being deeply addressed by starting building necessary things, consequently improving
the Walmart shopping experience (better grocery items’ replenishment, customers’ scrolling
through Al-generated immersive photos with clothes to buy, recommendations based on what’s
already in customers’ closet etc.). For instance, what a specific shopper repeatedly buys can be
already recognized by Sparky (Walmart’s customer Al agent), then suggesting a new order when
customer enters the app. With regard to the long-term, this executive vice president of Al
acceleration sees the blending into one search system of the Sparky chat interface and Walmart’s
traditional search bar. Also, users can benefit from Walmart’s integration with Gemini, and big-
box retailer’s focus on price and speed will boost if shoppers are helped in making their
selections by Al agents.

But beyond the value delivered by Al agents, it is important to take into account that the
hard part is measuring Al agents, CB Insights (2026) showing that early Al agent measurement
efforts are dominated by cost savings and time tracking (see figure below). Recent research
findings by CB Insights revealed leading key performance indicators (KPIs) used to track Al
agent success, highlighting how difficult to quantify remains the revenue impact..
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Figure 1: Cost savings and time tracking dominate early Al agent measurement efforts

Source: CB Insights, 2026. Tech Trends 2026: 14 emerging trends to watch closely this year, Research, January 15
(work cited)



Seeing ecosystems animated by the platforms, networks, and marketplaces as supporting
and making marketing stronger

The report Martech 2030 published by Scott Brinker and Jason Baldwin in 2020
predicted five major trends that would shape marketing and marketing technology (martech)
through the so-called (by them) augmented marketer decade (Brinker, S., 2026). One of these
trends referred to platforms, networks, and marketplaces (see figure below) through which
businesses structure and strategy were going to be driven more and more by graphs and
ecosystems’ interconnection, as an expression of evolution from linear chains’ optimization
(value chains, supply chains, distribution chains). And while advancing into 2026 Brinker see the
major Al engines (with Model Context Protocol/ MCP connectors enabling Al agents’
interaction with external data sources, applications, and tools and ChatGPT Apps performing
tasks, triggering interactions, or accessing data) as the most intriguing platforms probably,
hyperscalers (AWS Marketplace, Google Cloud Marketplace, and Microsoft Marketplace) being
the outstanding ones in marketing technology. Also, Brinker is strengthening his commitment to
see ecosystems animated by the platforms, networks, and marketplaces as supporting and making
marketing stronger by the close of the decade.

Platform Network Marketplace
oroducers CONSUMEars

. @ -~

== - e @ @ )
= — ) & o & h \ o
_ ® _ z
=== O - Do ( 4 Y
g o o o

Marketplaces match producers and
consumers in a particular market,

Networks facilitate connections,
interactions, and asset sharing —

Platforms enable specialization, innovation,
and variation of apps, campaigns, creative,

workflow, etc., on a coherent, common
foundation.

content, data, knowledge, etc. —
amang participants in a community.

Examples: Facebook, Linkedin, Slack,

brokering discovery, evaluation,
transactions, and service delivery.

Examples: Airbnb, AdWords, App

Examples: iO5, HubSpot, Salesforce,

Shopify, Xero Twitter Xero Store, Etsy, Fiverr
Key dynamics: supply &

demand, "GDP"

Key dynamics: network effects,
Metcalfe's Law

Key dynamics: extensibility, remixability,
governance
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Source: Brinker, S., 2026. In 2020, I made 5 predictions about marketing and martech for this decade. Here’s how
they 're going..., CustomerThink, January 10 (work cited)

It is interesting to also remember that Brinker made reference in the above-mentioned
article to Databricks and Snowflake as two of the remarkable platforms today integrating across
varied technology stacks (acting as universal data layers).



In a new book published in 2026 by Wiley, the authors Denise Persson (chief marketing officer)
and Chris Degnan (chief revenue officer) explained how Snowflake scaled its go-to-market (GTM)
organization (Persson and Degnan, 2026). They highlighted their committing to absolute alignment of
marketing, sales, and product (at any level of their business growth or size), strategizing for it, and then
deliver on it, so as to ensure customers’ attraction and revenue driving, creating awareness (based on
campaigns’ building to shift perception) and being part of every Al conversation, driving pipeline to make
sales successful.

Research findings by Mogno, Nuccio and Bellio (2025) underlined digital platforms’ role
in building a CX strategy in phygital retail, revealing key elements (a core digital platform, a
shared brand purpose, experience customization, strong brand positioning, and a dynamic
partnership ecosystem) integrated by a digital platform (as the central enabler) to deliver
effective CX. Consequently, ensuring relationships’ mediation by brands, the digital platform
can deliver well integrated customer-centric phygital journey.

According to Broitman et al. (2025), organizations can be empowered to reimagine
marketing technology nature so as deliver rapid responses to their customers, by: focusing on
shaping full CX based on marketing technology within Al revolution as strategic enterprise asset
backed by the C-suite (better understanding martech implications in an Al-driven future) and
implanted in organizations’ long-term vision; anticipating their customer needs and behaviors
based on strong data strategy (ensuring interactions’ combination across phygital touchpoints
and updating customers’ profile continuously); encouraging the development of collaboration
between technology teams, marketing, product, and data science by embracing digital-first ways
of working, investing continually in talent (martech skills’ development being treated as a
continuous journey); envision martech as an integrated marketing operating model ensuring E2E
journey orchestration (stack simplification being accelerated by Al-powered agents,
understanding Al role as a capability enabler across not only data and decisioning, but also
across design and distribution), and marketing outcomes’ driving (including delivering Al-driven
CX), seeing martech as a growth engine. Also, McKinsey’s representatives highlighted the
importance of redefining with the help of Al how organizations measure marketing technology’s
impact around revenue generation (as well around operational efficiency and total cost of
ownership), and empowering brands to approach the customer.

It is obvious that progress is being made at the confluence between digital marketing,
phygital CX and AI agents

There is always need of encouraging a relevant continual relationship to productively
engage customers based on using data-driven personalized interactions, consequently building
not only trust and loyalty, but also advocacy. According to Doherty, Torres and Gaylard (2026),
critical in better understanding productively ensuring customers’ engagement is the creative
process of ideation (both conventional, and contemporary) in reconsidering experiential
marketing as a dynamic capability focused on interactions’ mediation, automation, and
personalization (beyond touchpoints’ orchestration), rigorously investigating technological



adoption (including the extended reality technology — ERT, being demonstrated that ERT
framework has a large-scale effect on the phygital experience).

Suh (2026), who investigated in the last five years and in various sectors over 30 global
cases, developed a typology (by outlining 4 experiential domains charted alongside the
dimensions of digitalization and physicalization: escapist, esthetic, educational, and
entertainment) of phygital CX business models to enhance both value creation and stakeholder
engagement based on phygital interactions. And for this he conceptualized experiential modules
as recombinatory elements, prioritizing human needs and values in linking enterprise strategy
with CX and societal experience within technology adoption. Research findings by Klaczek-
Suchecki et al. (2026), who conducted in 2025 a bibliometric analysis (papers published in WoS
and Scopus from 2015 to 2024) revealed the key role played by emotions in the perception of
phygital experiences and identified 3 types of consumers (solution skeptics —48.1%, cautious
explorers — 20.1%, and tool enthusiasts — 31.9%). Luan, Zhang and Chen (2026), who analyzed
AR try-on effectiveness in supporting the five-stage cognitive process of buyer journey within
phygital retail environments, showed how purchase intention regarding mainstream products is
directly influenced by telepresence (its effect being mediated by confidence in fit for narrower-
appeal products).

A recent conceptual paper by the reputed Batat (2025), starting from the novel paradigm
so-called phygital service research (PSR, a new introduced paradigm extending, toward human-
first experience design within phygital service ecosystems, both foundational service
research/FSR, and transformative service research/TSR) highlighted the existing paradigms’
limitations in capturing the complexity of phygital service realities and proposed (by integrating
technology without compromising experiential authenticity) a human-first logic grounded in the
so-called phygital phenomenology. This innovative framework contributes among other aspects
to the design of (prioritizing human needs and for positive impact) phygitally mediated service
ecosystems, sector-specific applications needing, of course, to be explored further.

In our last HMM issue we took into consideration (Negricea and Purcarea, 2025) the
significant relationship between consumer phygital experience and operational efficiency within
the context of the E2E digital supply chain transformation, the new CX roles’ and Al
capabilities’ alignment, and the challenge of consumer phygital experience enhancement while
leveraging mutually beneficial synergies between humans and machines. And as previously
mentioned it’s time: to accelerate the progress of sales and marketing teams’ process to benefit
from Al agents, and increase marketers’ focus on building an Al digital marketing department
advancing towards an easy-to-use system (Purcarea a, 2025); to improve human and digital
workforce synergy, keeping up with the evolving enterprise agents, and reimagining the end-to-
end phygital marketing process, reshaping sales-marketing relationship within Al-driven
workflows’ orchestration while advancing on the path to Agentic Economy, and in perspective of
Agentic Society (Purcarea b, 2025).



Known as the largest independent full-funnel marketing agency across the media, Tinuiti
(2026) declared that Al is already a utility, and marketing is dealing with a whole new dimension
within the movement from surfaces (one-dimensional placements) to interfaces (systems inviting
interaction and continuously learning), the governing algorithms being the infrastructure. Also,
Tinuiti introduced the concept of “The Everything Interface: one intelligent layer interpreting
every signal, mediating every move, and quietly deciding who wins” (reflecting “the
convergence between search and commerce, ads and answers, creative and data’). Consequently,
for CMOs it’s a moment for reprogramming, starting designing accordingly. On the other hand, a
well-known leading cloud-based customer engagement platform, Braze (Nasdaq: BRZE),
underlined the importance for marketers to “seamlessly incorporate Al into their daily tasks.
Marketers should master Al-assisted content creation, campaign optimization, churn prediction,
and upsell opportunities” (Team Braze, 2025).

Leveraging the partnership with a voluntary working group, ensuring an evidence-
based foundation of the research necessary for an online store project design, considering
the importance of crafting a compelling online store value proposition, better
understanding project’s channel-specific KPI, ensuring strategy and sales’ alignment, a
structured continuous approach required by an effective e-commerce management, and a
clear awareness of Al category agents’ power

As revealed by Panas and Karlsson (2025), within the Al at work increasing use, among
the ways Gen Z can align with Al trends to prepare in advance for job market changes are also
upskilling with Al in mind. And that while the roles organizations hire for work are reshaped by
Al On the other hand, with regard to Gen Z as consumers within the new business model,
Hootsuite CEO Irina Novoselsky (Santiago, 2025) stated: “They complete 60% of their buying
journey before ever actually engaging with the sales representative because they want to discover
and evaluate their business on their own terms.”

We identified the challenging opportunity of a partnership with a voluntary collaborative
team of students sharing passion for online stores, and eager to surpass themselves by bridging
theoretical knowledge with practical application, dedicated to addressing identified research
goals and create, innovate, and produce tangible outcomes based on high engagement over a
defined period. Centered on this initiative, we have established that this voluntary working group
to meet regularly to brainstorm, coordinate, plan, and execute this project significantly
improving undergraduate research experience. There was also an advantage in being able to
benefit from ensuring visibility into this team’s work, being taken into consideration the so-
called visibility grid (Wilding, 2025), consequently both adjusting, and iterating as needed.

From the very beginning, in order to consolidate arguments and decisions, our
partnership focused on building an evidence-based foundation of the research necessary for the



design of our voluntary project, by critically analyzing multiple sources, including (beyond the
above-mentioned verified information) those regarding the importance of:

e Crafting a compelling online store value proposition (beyond just the product, and being
trustworthy and memorable) to effectively meet customer needs, knowing that for this value
proposition it is necessary to have an integrated digital marketing strategy defining segmentation,
targeting and position, and focus the SMART marketing objectives on CX by applying the so-
called RACE Framework (Chaffey a, 2025; Take Action, 2025);

e The value delivered by Al and consumer acceptance of Al and his trust in Al, as well as Al
features’ rising adoption (analysis based on the well-known Technology Acceptance Model:
Nagy and Hajdu, 2022; Frank et al., 2024; Musa et al., 2024; Sharabati et al., 2024;
Ruangkanjanases et al., 2024; Frank, Folwarczny and Otterbring, 2025; Kumari and Gupta,
2025; Mennekes, T., 2025);

e Better understanding project’s channel-specific KPIs such as: online store customer acquisition
cost (CAC), mainly organic search/SEQO, and organic social as online store CAC by channel;
online store customer lifetime value (CLV); online store conversion rate by channel; online store
average order value (AOV), that needs, for instance, to be monitored, analyzed, and increased in
order to maximize the profitability of the online store, knowing that online shoppers are
expecting tailored CX (Bishop, C., 2025; Tanner, 2025; Bose, 2025; Gare, 2025; Chaffey b,
2025; Haynes, 2025; Llewellyn, 2025; Odom, 2025);

e Ensuring strategy and sales’ alignment, including by creating market penetration strategy for
each product or segment, so as to achieve specific relevant market goals based on this blueprint
for aligning marketing, sales, and product teams, as well on a clear ideal customer profile (ICP)
for precision targeting, considering its firmographics, technographics, and behavioral attributes
(B2C), plus — regarding the most essential prospects in B2B marketing — psychographics,
business situation, business and operating model, and resources (Harvard Business School, 2026;
MacKay, 2025; Jain, 2024);

e A structured continuous approach required by an effective e-commerce management as the
process of maintaining and operating the online store, so as to overcome and promptly respond to
challenges (such as inventory management, shipping and fulfillment, and customer acquisition),
leveraging the potential benefits (such as efficiency, compliance and security, and data-driven
decision-making), including considering the role of e-commerce product categorization in
improving online shopping process streamlining and CX optimization (Shopify Staff, 2024;
Keenan, 2025; Miller, 2025; Ideson, 2025; Scarpa, 2025);

e A clear awareness of Al category agents’ power, taking into account that both the
organization’s procurement performance in its entirety, and a category manager’s typical day can



be transformed (through not only substantial cost savings and enhanced analytics, but also
automation) by quickly embracing Al category agents, as well as preparing for the new reality of
Agentic Commerce (D’Avino and Chawla, 2025; Stryker, 2025; Google Cloud, 2025; Snowman,
2026).

Instead of conclusions

The first stages of the above-mentioned partnership with the voluntary working group
mapped out the project’s operational infrastructure, and recorded notable results that will be
highlighted in the next issue. A significant number of established tasks are currently in the
process of being completed, confirming powerful strengths combinations to achieve more
together. It is also worth mentioning that from the very beginning a thorough analysis of the
present Romanian e-commerce landscape has been provided (MerchantPro, 2025; Mordor
Intelligence, 2025; NORBTr, 2024; DataReportal, 2025).
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