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The Social Media

Reinvention

How the platforms rewrote their own definition in the first bhalf of 2026

Video became table stakes. Al became the operating system. Search and the storefront moved inside the feed. This is a

field guide to what changed, and what it means for the people who have to buy attention.



Name the app.

You can watch a show on it. Ask it a question and get an Al to answer. Discover a product,
then buy it, or book the trip, without ever leaving. You're not picturing one app. You're

picturing all of them.

> o Q ™

Video Al Search Commerce

Every platform now competes for An assistant lives in the feed and The query, and the answer, happen Discovery closes the loop to a
watch-time, even on the TV increasingly acts for you in-app, not on Google transaction without a tab change



THE SOCIAL MEDIA REINVENTION THE ARGUMENT

HOW THIS BRIEFING IS ORGANIZED

The four-capability lens

One throughline: social platforms absorbed four capabilities that used to live elsewhere. We take them one at a time, then translate each into implications.

I ° Video Every platform became a video platform, and moved to the living room
II ‘. Al From bolt-on feature to the operating system inside the feed
111 Q Search & Discovery The feed became the front door, and Google is absorbing social back
IV ! Commerce The transaction closed the loop in-app, plus new subscription revenue
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THE SOCIAL MEDIA REINVENTION THE LONG ARC

WHY 2026 IS NOT JUST ONE MORE STEP

Five eras, and the gaps are closing

Social media has added one new capability per era. What makes 2026 different: four of them are landing at once, and the time between leaps keeps shrinking.

1997-2005 2006-2010 2011-2015 2016-2022 2023-2026

The Profile The Feed The Camera The Algorithm The Everything-App

Identity + a friend graph Algorithmic distribution Mobile, visual, ephemeral Machine-chosen video Al . search - commerce -
discovery agents fuse

SixDegrees, Friendster, MySpace, FB News Feed, Twitter, the Instagram, Snapchat, Stories, TikTok 'For You', Reels, Shorts This briefing

Facebook stream Live

The pattern: ~9 years, then 5, then S, then ~6, and now four capabilities converging inside a single half-year. The cadence of reinvention is accelerating.

Wayne Street Consulting
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SETTING THE SCENE

o

The shiit in one picture



THE SOCIAL MEDIA REINVENTION

THE KEYSTONE

WHO SHIPPED WHAT, YTD

The capability land-grab

Video

Headline move
Headline move

Headline move

@ Reddit Active

m LinkedIn Active

. Headline move in H1 2026

Headline move

Headline move

Active

Headline move

Headline move

Active

Active / shipping

Active

Headline move

Active

Active

Active

Active

Quiet (so far)

THE SHIFT IN ONE PICTURE

Commerce

Headline move

Active

Headline move

Headline move

Stop planning by platform identity. Every major surface is converging on the same four capabilities, so the real question is which platform executes

each one best for your audience, not what each platform 'is.’

Wayne Street Consulting



THE SOCIAL MEDIA REINVENTION THE SHIFT IN ONE PICTURE

Utility changed, not just minutes

The clearest sign social media's job changed: it now does work that used to belong to search engines, T'V, and stores. A few markers of the behavioral shift:

Discovery left Google Attention consolidated Engagement over reach

Meta reports social apps are now primary sources 90% of 16-34s and 73% of 35+ turn to YouTube Instagram is openly coaching creators to optimize
of product discovery, pulling that behavior out of when they can't find anything else, a rare cross- for engagement signals, not raw reach, reshaping
traditional search generational habit what "performance’ means

Your audience increasingly starts the journey, search, discovery, decision, inside social. If your measurement still treats social as top-of-funnel

awareness only, it is mismeasuring where conversions now begin.




Every platiorm
became video



THE SOCIAL MEDIA REINVENTION I . VIDEO

PART I - VIDEO

Everyone is chasing long-form

The platforms built on short clips spent H1 2026 reaching for length, episodes, and series, the formats that hold attention and carry pre-roll.

o Meta Reintroduced 'Series' for Reels to link episodic content; Instagram is explicitly pivoting to long-form and a CTV app
@ Reddit Launched video replies inside comment threads, turning text discussions into video conversations
@ Threads Added music stickers and richer posting, courting the in-stream engagement TikTok proved out

u YouTube Reframed creator content as 'Creator Shows' and sold them like a TV network at Brandcast

Long—form social inventory is multiplying fast and is underpriced relative to its attention. There is an arbitrage window here before demand

catches up, especially for episodic, brand-safe creator series.




THE SOCIAL MEDIA REINVENTION

PART I - VIDEO

Social moved to the living room

1 billion

111 min

35%
YouTube Netflix

Avg. daily viewing minutes per account, 2025, You Tube passed Netflix.

I . VIDEO

hours of YouTube streamed on TV screens
every day (Google, 2026)

average daily YouTube use among Gen Z, its
most engaged group (Digital i)

of YouTube viewing now happens on the TV
screen, up from 28% in early 2024

Social video is now a CTV buy. Treat creator and short-form inventory as part of your connected-TV plan, with the measurement rigor (reach,

frequency, outcomes) you would demand of any TV spend.

Wayne Street Consulting .6-



THE SOCIAL MEDIA REINVENTION I . VIDEO

PART I - VIDEO

The platiorm as TV network

YouTube is the clearest case: it now sells itself to advertisers the way a broadcast network does, with scheduled 'shows," upfront-style pitches, and data tools to back i.

'Creator Shows' — Digital talent rebranded as structured, scheduled

u programming for T'V-style ad buys

O / | M Creator Partnerships API — Programmatic creator evaluation, moving
/O decisions from influencer teams to media desks

channel, the basis for its pitch as the new prime time (Digiday, 2026). matchmaking beyond ad revenue

Buy creator content like network TV, not like a social add-on: negotiate against shows and audiences, demand the new performance data, and

hold it to outcome metrics rather than follower counts.




AAAAAAAAAAAAA

Al became the
operating system



THE SOCIAL MEDIA REINVENTION IT - AI

PART II . Al

Al moved into the feed

In six months, AI went from a labs demo to a default presence inside the core apps, helping make content, translate it, and decide what you see.

Meta YouTube
'al Al creator assistant on Facebook; Muse Spark chatbot reaches into Threads u Gemini Omni powers Shorts Remix; conversational, natural-language
via @meta.ai custom feeds
Meta translation
+*
4  Al-dubbed Reels with automatic lip-sync, collapsing the language barrier for Credits its Al 'taste graph' for 10 straight quarters of double-digit user
creators growth

The feed's ranking and creation tools are increasingly Al you can prompt. Optimizing for the algorithm now partly means optimizing for how

these models summarize and surface you, a new SEO is forming inside each app.




THE SOCIAL MEDIA REINVENTION IT - AI

PART II . Al

From assistant to agent

The bigger shift isn't Al that answers, it's Al that acts. Platforms are building agents that take actions on the user's behalf.

e You state a goal 0 a ) Anagentplansthesteps It transacts for you

Meta is building an Instagram shopping agent and 'Hatch’ to automate tasks. Meta added a Shopping Mode that searches Marketplace. Ads MCP servers from Meta,

TikTok and Google let agents run campaigns by prompt.

If an agent becomes the shopper, your brand has to win the agent, not just the human. That means machine-readable product data, reviews, and
proof points, and rethinking what 'creative’ means when the buyer is software.




THE SOCIAL MEDIA REINVENTION IT .

PART II . Al

The platforms' Al paradox

Every platform is pushing Al creation tools while simultancously policing the 'Al slop' those tools produce. They are competing with their own feature set.

Pushing Al

Q YouTube Gemini Omni remix of any Short LinkedIn limits reach of AI content + bots
Q Meta Al creator assistant + translations Instagram 'Al Creator' labels on profiles
Q Instagram teleprompter, Al editing tools YouTube auto-labels photorealistic AI video

Labeling and reach penalties are now real distribution risks. If you deploy Al-made content, disclose it and keep a human-quality bar, or the

platform itself may throttle you. Authenticity is becoming a ranking factor.

Al



THE SOCIAL MEDIA REINVENTION IT - AI

PART II . Al

Manufacturing realness'

As Al floods the feeds, platforms are racing to rebuild spaces that feel human, smaller, less algorithmic, more 'real people.’

Instagram 'Instants' Disappearing, unedited photos for close friends, borrowing from BeReal and Snapchat

*.. Meta 'Forum' A Reddit-style app for Facebook Groups, a non-algorithmic feed with an AI'Ask’ tab
Instagram interests Profile interests and 'real people’ signals to rebuild community against pure entertainment
Instagram 'Instants' camera In-app, casual capture to pull users back toward authentic, friend-to-friend sharing

There is fresh, lower-noise inventory in these 'authentic’ surfaces, and audiences primed to trust them. Early, genuinely human brand presence

here can outperform the saturated main feed.




PART III

CAPABILITY THREE

Q

Search moved
into the feed

The query and the answer migrated in-app, and Google started absorbing social to fight back.



THE SOCIAL MEDIA REINVENTION IIT - SEARCH & DISCOVERY

The feed is the new search bar

People increasingly ask the platform, not Google. And the platforms are building real answer engines to meet them.

o f

'Ask YouTube' Meta discovery TikTok Search Hubs

Conversational Al search across Shorts and long- Meta says social apps are now where product _
) . L . . i New on-platform search and discovery surfaces to
form, with follow-up questions, answering like a discovery starts, and is wiring Al search into the , -
keep query intent (and ad spend) inside the app
chatbot feed

Social search optimization is now its own discipline. Audit how your brand and products appear inside in-app search and Al answers on each

platform, the way you have audited Google SERPs for years.




THE SOCIAL MEDIA REINVENTION IIT - SEARCH & DISCOVERY

Google absorbs social back

The blur runs both ways. As social becomes search, Google is pulling social's content and creators into its own results.

G Al Overviews now quote Reddit Google Search profiles

Google's Al search now pulls quotes and 'perspectives’ from Reddit and Creators with large social followings can now build custom profiles inside
forums, surfacing community voices directly in the answer, with creator and Google Search, pinning TikTok and Instagram posts, a Linktree-style hub
g Y Y g p g gram p b

community attribution. living in the SERDP itself.

The line between 'social presence’ and 'search presence’ is gone. Community content (especially Reddit) now feeds AI answers, so showing u
g Y y

authentically in those discussions is becoming a search strategy.




THE SOCIAL MEDIA REINVENTION IIT - SEARCH & DISCOVERY

Reddit's intent moment

The community-data flywheel Reddit's human discussions are now prime
training and citation fuel for Al answer engines

Daily active user growth

Intent, not just reach Al-powered Max campaigns showed 17% lower CPA
and 27% more conversions, real lower-funnel value

Ad revenue growth

Q Discovery surface Increasingly where people (and Als) go for real opinions

on niche, high-consideration queries

Reddit deserves a line in the plan it rarely gets: it shapes what AT tells your customers. Showing up credibly in the right communities is now both a

discovery and an Al-answer strategy.




PART IV

CAPABILITY FOUR

-

Commerce closed
the loop in-app

Discovery now ends in a transaction without ever leaving, and subscriptions add a second revenue engine.



THE SOCIAL MEDIA REINVENTION IV. COMMERCE

The checkout moved in-app

The gap between 'saw it' and 'bought it' is closing to zero. Platforms are absorbing the transaction itself, even for travel.

d TikTok Shop +97% YoY sales for brands over $30M; now in agency RFPs beside Amazon and Walmart
TikTok Go Book hotels, tours and attractions in-app via Booking, Expedia, Viator, turning inspiration into bookings
o Meta Shoppmg Mode Al shopping that searches Facebook Marketplace; a dedicated Instagram shopping agent in build
Pinterest Positioning as an Al shopping assistant on its taste graph; new performance + CTV ad formats

In-app conversion finally gives social closed-loop attribution, the proof that was always missing. Push spend toward platforms that can tie

exposure to a transaction, and demand that data.




THE SOCIAL MEDIA REINVENTION IV. COMMERCE

A second revenue engine

Beyond ads and shopping, platforms are adding subscription revenue, hedging their ad dependence and funding Al investment.

$3.99/mo $2.99-$49.99

Instagram Plus add-on subscription, an 11-feature paid tier range of Meta's new paid tiers across FB, IG, WhatsApp, Meta Al

+22.3% $1.05B

TikTok US ad-revenue growth, 2025 to 2026, the scale commerce is layered onto Pinterest quarterly revenue, up 17% as it leans into shopping

Subscriptions create ad-free audience segments you can't reach with ads, and signal where each platform is steering. Factor paywalled reach into

planning, and watch which 'free’ features migrate behind them.




PART V

THE HARD PART

©,

What it does, and

how you measure it

New capabilities are only worth buying if you can prove they worked. Here is the framework.



THE SOCIAL MEDIA REINVENTION

What each capability actually does

V . MEASUREMENT

Cutting through the novelty: here is the concrete advertiser benefit of each shift, and the single question it forces you to answer.

o Video everywhel‘e Premium, TV-like attention at social scale and price
I ‘. Alin the feed Cheaper production, hyper-personalized creative, scaled translation
Search in-app Capture high-intent demand at the moment of discovery
Commerce in-app A closed loop from exposure to verified purchase

Forces: Is this incremental reach, or duplicating my CTV buy?

Forces: Does AI-made creative perform as well, and is it brand-

safe?

What is my share of the answer, not just the feed?

What is the true incremental lift, not just attributed
ROAS?

Every one of these benefits is a measurement claim in disguise. If you can't answer the 'forces’ question on the right, you're buying the feature on

faith, not evidence.




THE SOCIAL MEDIA REINVENTION V . MEASUREMENT

The metrics are changing too

The old social KPIs don't capture these capabilities. A practical map of what to retire, keep, and start tracking.

Capability Yesterday's metric The metric that matters now

Video Views, completion rate Incremental reach vs. CTV; co-viewing; attention seconds

Al creative Volume of assets produced Performance parity vs. human; brand-safety pass rate; label-driven reach
Search / discovery Rank, organic clicks Share of Voice + Share of Answer; Al citation rate; prompt coverage
Commerce Attributed ROAS, last-click iROAS (incremental ROAS) via holdout; in-app conversion rate

Agents (did not exist) Agent-cited rate; machine-readable feed coverage; agent-assisted conversions

Authenticity Follower count Sentiment of brand mentions; engaged-community share; trust signals



THE SOCIAL MEDIA REINVENTION

A test-and-learn framework

How to evaluate any new platform capability without betting the budget. A repeatable, four-step loop grounded in incrementality.

01 02

Hypothesize Isolate Read incrementally

State the expected business outcome Run a holdout or matched-market test Judge on iROAS / incremental lift
and the one metric that proves it, before so you measure lift, not correlation. against the control, not platform-
spending. Geo-tests where pixels fail. attributed ROAS.

V . MEASUREMENT

Scale or kill

Redirect budget to proven incremental
drivers; cut the rest. Re-test as the
capability matures.

This is the work Wayne Street is built for: turning 'we tried the new thing’ into "'we proved the new thing moved the business. The capability is

only as valuable as your ability to measure it.




THE SOCIAL MEDIA REINVENTION IMPLICATIONS

BRINGING IT TOGETHER

The marketer's playbook
o Plan by capability Q Optimize for in-app answers ! Chase the closed loop

Map each platform against video, Al search, Build presence inside each platform’s search and Al Favor surfaces that tie discovery to a transaction, and

commerce. Buy the capability, not the logo. summaries, the new SERP is everywhere. finally hold social to outcomes.

. o@e . l .
lal Design for the agent r;‘ Earn authenticity A Re-measure social

Make products and proof machine-readable, the next Disclose Al keep a human bar, and show up real in the It's no longer just awareness. Instrument it as a full-
buyer may be an Al acting for a human. low-noise 'authentic’ surfaces. funnel, multi-capability channel.

Wayne Street Consulting .20 Vol. I



The reinvention

IV

Video became table stakes — Every platform now competes for watch-time, and won the living-room TV screen.

Al became the operating system — Itlives in the feed, makes and ranks content, and is starting to act on the user's behalf.

Search moved into the feed — People ask the platform, not Google, while Google absorbs Reddit and creators back into search.

Commerce closed the loop — Discovery ends in an in-app transaction, finally giving social the attribution it lacked.

The definition itself changed — 'Social media' is now an everything-app. Plan by capability, and re-measure it end to end.



FROM THE DESK OF WAYNE STREET CONSULTING

Measurement should help
somebody decide something.

If this landscape changes what you re trying to decide, that's the conversation worth having. Wayne Street builds the measurement
layer for exactly this kind of fragmented, fast-moving picture.

Adam Weiler - Principal

waynestreetconsulting.com - Chicago, Illinois - Est. MMXXVI



The scorecard, sources & terms



THE SOCIAL MEDIA REINVENTION APPENDIX . SCORECARD

Platiorm scorecard, H1 2026

Platform Signature video move Signature Al move Search / discovery Commerce

Meta /IG ‘Series' Reels, IG long-form + CTV Al creator assistant, Muse Spark, agents Discovery shifting off Google Shopping Mode, IG shopping agent
YouTube 'Creator Shows'; 1B daily hrs on TV Gemini Omni remix, custom feeds 'Ask YouTube' conversational search Creator commerce + matching
TikTok Mini-dramas, Search Hubs Symphony, Smart+, third-party agents On-app Search Hubs TikTok Shop, TikTok Go (travel)
Reddit Video replies in threads Data source for Al; Max campaigns Feeds Google AT Overviews Lower-funnel ad intent

Pinterest Visual discovery "Taste graph' Al personalization Al shopping assistant Performance+ ads, CTV debut

LinkedIn Document carousels AT tools + Al-reach limits In-network discovery insights Gated creator events



THE SOCIAL MEDIA REINVENTION

APPENDIX - SELECTED SOURCES (1/2)

Sources (1 ot 2)

9 Instagram outlines add-on subscription offerings — Social Media Today, Jun 2026

9 Meta rolls out a new Al creator assistant on Facebook — TechCrunch, Jun 2026

9 YouTube's Al remix push exposes a looming reckoning — Digiday, Jun 2026

9 Report: YouTube overtakes Netflix in daily viewing time — Advanced Television, Jun 2026
9 Reddit launches video replies — Social Media Today, Jun 2026

9 Meta tests connected Series Reels option — Social Media Today, Jun 2026

Wayne Street Consulting

APPENDIX - SOURCES (1/2)

'Ask YouTube' brings conversational search to video — TechCrunch, May 2026

YouTube adds conversational custom feed generation — Social Media Today, May 2026

Social media drives consumer discovery, per Meta — Social Media Today, May 2026

Meta quietly launches a Reddit-like app called Forum — TechCrunch, May 2026

Instagram's new 'Instants’ feature — TechCrunch, May 2026

Meta expands Al chatbot access to Threads — Social Media Today, May 2026

Vol. I



THE SOCIAL MEDIA REINVENTION APPENDIX - SOURCES (2/2)

APPENDIX - SELECTED SOURCES (2/2)

Sources (2 0t R)

9 Meta is preparing to launch Al agents for users — Social Media Today, May 2026 9 Pinterest credits Al personalization for growth — CX Dive, May 2026

9 TikTok Go lets you book vacations through the app — CNET, May 2026 9 LinkedIn wants to limit the reach of Al content — Social Media Today, May 2026

9 TikTok Builds for the Al Future, third-party ad agents — Adweek, May 2026 9 Instagram Unveils 'Al Creator' Account Label — MediaPost, May 2026

9 Google updates Al search to quote Reddit — TechCrunch / The Verge, May 2026 9 YouTube Goes All-In on Creator Shows at Brandcast — Adweek, May 2026

9 Google is letting social stars customize search results — The Verge, Jun 2026 9 Report: YouTube leads cross-generational attention — Advanced Television, Apr 2026
9 Reddit posts strong Q1 results — Social Media Today, May 2026 9 Snapchat usage declined in the US and EU in Q1 — Social Media Today, May 2026

Wayne Street Consulting .23, Vol. I



THE SOCIAL MEDIA REINVENTION APPENDIX - EXTERNAL RESEARCH

APPENDIX - BEYOND THE CORPUS

Supplementary research

To strengthen the measurement framework and historical arc, this briefing also draws on reputable sources outside the core source set:

9 IAB / MRC Retail Media Measurement Guidelines — the canonical US closed-loop framework 9 BrandRadar / LLM Pulse — Share of Voice vs. Share of Answer; Al citation rate, prompt coverage
(2024, current 2026)

9 Skai - 2026 State of Retail Media Measurement — only ~15% of advertisers strongly trust their 9 HubSpot AEO Grader — brand recognition and share-of-voice inside Al answers
measurement

S5 eMarketer — US retail media to reach ~$71B in 2026; 36.9% plan more incrementality testing S5 Wikipedia / Statista / G2 — social media capability milestone timeline (1997-2026)

9 Forrester - State of Retail Media 2025 — 86% call stronger measurement a high or critical priority 9 Gartner — forecast ~25% decline in traditional search volume by 2026 as users shift to Al answers

9 Search Engine Land — Generative Engine Optimization (GEO): how to win AI mentions

These supplement, not replace, the ~2,200-source corpus bebind the rest of the briefing.

Wayne Street Consulting .24 Vol. I



THE SOCIAL MEDIA REINVENTION

APPENDIX

Terms for the room

Agentic Al

Al that takes actions for a user (booking, buying), not just answering questions.

Al Overviews

Google's Al-written answers atop search, now quoting Reddit and social 'perspectives.'

Conversational feed

A feed you build by describing it in natural language, e.g. "Ask YouTube.'

Taste graph

Pinterest's proprietary interest/ visual model powering Al personalization.

Wayne Street Consulting

APPENDIX - GLOSSARY

Ads MCP server

A protocol letting AI agents run ad campaigns across platforms by natural-language prompt.

Closed-loop attribution

Tying an ad exposure directly to a resulting purchase, now possible via in-app commerce.

Al'slop

Low-quality mass-produced Al content; platforms now penalize its reach.

Social search

Using a social platform's in-app search/Al as the primary query tool instead of Google.

Vol. I
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