


P H Y G I TA L  E X P E R I E N C E S  B I N D  E V E R Y  T O U C H P O I N T  I N T O 
A N  A LWAY S ‑ O N  C U S T O M E R  P AT H .  

People don’t experience brands in channels, but in 
moments. The challenge for marketers is to design 
experiences where the physical world creates emotion, 
trust, and memory while the digital world extends 
personalization, convenience, and continuity. 

That intersection has a name — “phygital” — and it’s rapidly 
becoming the defining approach of modern marketing.
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People aren’t finding brands 
through orderly funnels, but 
rather through social feeds, AI 
search results, creator content, 
a QR code on a package, a 
recommendation from someone 
they trust. One study found that 
consumers are four times more 
likely to buy when referred by a 
trusted friend. 
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Stores, campuses, packaging, 
events, pop-ups, mailers, branded 
environments are now expected 
to spark interaction and produce 
measurable engagement. When 
people are actively seeking 
authentic, tangible experience as 
relief from the relentless digital 
feed, physical space becomes 
a loyalty platform – and user-
generated content created there 
loops it back to the digital world.
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Every scan, tap, registration, 
and event interaction is 
customer intelligence that fuels 
personalization, retargeting, and 
community-building. The physical 
action stops being the end goal. 
Now, it’s just the start of the next 
digital action in an ongoing cycle.

THREE FORCES BRINGING IT ALL TOGETHER

The Collapse of the Traditional
Marketing Channel



WHAT PHYGITAL ACTUALLY 
LOOKS LIKE

Phygital isn’t sticking a QR code on something 
and calling it connected. It’s designing 
experiences where the physical and digital 
genuinely reinforce each other.

•	 A package unlocks exclusive content

•	 A retail display feeds  

loyalty enrollment

•	 A direct mail piece launches a personalized 

journey

•	 An event creates ongoing community 

participation

•	 A visit triggers tailored follow-up content

•	 Packaging becomes a reorder and 

engagement platform

•	 NFC turns merchandise into identity or 

access points

Physical  
Interaction

Digital  
Engagement 

First-Party  
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Personalization Stronger  
Experience 

More  
Engagement

P H Y G I TA L  I S N ' T  A  TA C T I C .  
I T ' S  A  M I N D S E T  T H AT  T R E AT S 

E V E R Y  T O U C H P O I N T  A S 
P A R T  O F  O N E  C O N N E C T E D 

E X P E R I E N C E .

A compounding cycle that gets more effective the longer it runs:

THE ROLE OF PRINT 
Within a phygital strategy, a well-designed print 
piece can identify or respond to intent, trigger 
or follow an action, launch content, and set a 
personalized journey in motion. Its tactile, physical 
nature gives it something digital struggles to 
replicate: the feeling of being seen as a person, not a 
data point. 

The next era of marketing won’t separate physical 
and digital experiences, but will treat them as a 
single, continuous system that generates momentum 
and builds meaning together. The brands that build 
for that reality now will have a structural advantage 
that compounds over time. The infrastructure for this 
kind of marketing already exists. The window to build 
it intentionally is open right now.

THE PHYGITAL ENGAGEMENT CYCLE



1“Delivering the business value of design.” McKinsey & Company, https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/tech-and-ai/our-insights/business-value-of-design/overview.

Why Taste Has Become 
a Key Marketing Skill.

In the context of marketing, taste can be a major differentiator. McKinsey’s research on the business value of 
design found that companies with strong design performance grew revenue and shareholder returns at nearly 
twice the rate of their industry peers.  

We've all seen it happen. A brand launches a 
new campaign. The image is polished, the copy is 
competent, and everything is technically correct.

And within seconds, you know AI made it.

Not because it's bad, but because it feels familiar, or 
predictable. It just has that feeling of something you've 
already scrolled past a hundred times.

AI has made content production dramatically easier: 
more images, more headlines, more videos, more… 
everything. When everyone can create “more,” the 
advantage shifts to judgment.

The marketers who stand out won't be the ones who 
can generate the most content. They'll be the ones 
who know what deserves to exist in the fi rst place. 
They'll know what feels original, what fi ts the brand, 
what earns attention, and what people will actually 
remember.

In other words: taste becomes the differentiator.

What Taste Really Means
Taste isn't about making things look prettier. It's the 
ability to make thousands of small decisions that 
separate work people notice from work they ignore.

AI can generate options. Taste is what chooses the 
right one.

◆ What feels premium versus generic

◆ What looks credible versus templated

◆ What is simple enough to understand

◆ What is distinctive enough to 
remember

◆ What  fi ts the audience, category, 
channel, and moment

◆ What should be edited out
◆ What deserves better paper, 

photography, typography, packaging, 
format, color, texture, or fi nish

When everyone can create more, 
the advantage shifts to judgment.



It’s proof that design is not decoration. 
Design, and the decisions that drive it, 
shapes how people understand, trust, 
remember, and value a brand.

Print Raises the Stakes
Perhaps surprisingly, the AI “revolution” is actually a 
major opportunity for printers to work with marketers 
on turning AI-assisted ideas into memorable physical 
experiences. After all, print makes taste visible. Paper, 
format, texture, scale, color, folds, packaging, and 
fi nishing all infl uence how the brand is perceived.

In physical form, design decisions become tangible. 
A weak design looks even worse when printed. A 
strong design, however, becomes even more powerful 
when you add all the nuances and dimensionality of a 
printed piece. 

Consider how excellent taste, paired with print, can 
make a difference for:

◆ B2C Marketers: Packaging, inserts, catalogs, 
retail displays, loyalty kits, event materials, 
direct mail, product launches, and unboxing 
experiences can all make the brand feel truly 
desirable, not just “visible.”

◆ B2B Marketers: Sales kits, ABM mailers, trade 
show materials, presentation folders, sample kits, 
leave-behinds, proposal design, and executive 
communications make complex value feel clear, 
credible, and worth a meeting.

◆ Higher Ed Marketers: Viewbooks, admitted-
student packages, campus event materials, 
parent communications, search mailers, signage, 
and yield campaigns work together to make 
the institution feel distinctive, confi dent, and 
emotionally right for the student.

No matter what the medium, the 
real challenge is no longer creating 
something. It's creating something worth 
noticing. And in a world fl ooded with 
content, that comes down to taste.



COMMUNITY 
BECOMES THE 
NEW GROWTH 
CHANNEL

In 2025, an eMarketer study projected Reddit's ad 
revenues to grow nearly 31%, outpacing many other 
platforms.1 Around the same time, another trend 
emerged: people adding "reddit.com" to their searches 
because they wanted answers from real people instead 
of polished content designed to rank well on Google.

That behavior says something important about where 
marketing is heading.

Axios reported that 51% of consumers value a 
sense of belonging to a brand community, and 53% 
say community recommendations influence their 
purchasing decisions.2 Among younger consumers, 
the preference for niche communities and peer-driven 
content is even stronger.

A strong community creates loyalty, content, and 
customer insight. It can reduce acquisition costs and 
increase retention. Most importantly, it transforms an 
audience from passive into active participants.

THE FIRST-PARTY DATA 
ADVANTAGE
The timing could not be better.

As privacy regulations expand and third-party data 
becomes harder to collect, marketers are looking for 
new ways to understand customers. Communities 
provide an answer because they reveal information 
that traditional analytics often miss.

Within a community, brands can see what people 
are asking about, what frustrates them, and 
which problems are beginning to emerge. Those 
conversations often provide more context than a 
clickstream ever could.

Customers expect brands to understand their 
needs and deliver experiences that feel personal. 
Communities help make that possible by creating 
a steady flow of insight directly from customers 
themselves.

1Smiley, Minda. “Reddit Marketing 2025.” eMarketer, 5 March 2025. https://www.emarketer.com/content/reddit-marketing-2025
2Hawkins, Eleanor. “Gen Z's drive toward niche pushes brands to change strategy.” Axios, 19 December 2024, https://www.axios.com/2024/12/19/gen-z-brands-niche-community-appeal



1 BELONGING
People feel seen and understood.

2 PARTICIPATION
They engage, share, and contribute.

3 INSIGHT
You learn what matters most.

4 PERSONALIZATION
You deliver more relevant experiences.

5 ADVOCACY
They recommend you to others.

6 GROWTH
More customers. Stronger brand.

7 MORE BELONGING
The community grows even stronger.

HOW IT LOOKS IN THE 
REAL WORLD
Community-building takes different forms depending 
on the audience.

In B2B markets, professionals are joining peer 
communities to exchange ideas, solve problems, and 
learn from others. The companies that host those 
conversations often become trusted sources of 
expertise.

Consumer brands are building communities around 
interests and identities. The brand becomes part of the 
experience rather than simply the product being sold.

Retail brands are applying similar principles through 
loyalty programs that feel more like clubs. Access, 
recognition, exclusive experiences, and personalization 
often matter as much as discounts.

In every case, people may join for information, but they 
stay because they feel connected to something larger.

FROM CONVERSATION TO 
GROWTH ENGINE
The most powerful aspect of community is that its 
value compounds over time. Every new member 
brings new questions, stories, recommendations, and 
experiences. Those contributions make the community 
more useful, which attracts more members and 
generates even more participation.

The result is a simple but powerful cycle:

For years, marketers focused on building audiences. 
Increasingly, they are building communities.

That distinction may prove to be one of the most 
important shifts in modern marketing. Advertising 
can create awareness, but community creates 
relationships. And relationships are what turn 
customers into advocates, advocates into contributors, 
and contributors into a sustainable engine for growth.

Communities create 
something advertising can't: 

relationships.



1 https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2025/07/22/google-users-are-less-likely-to-click-on-links-when-an-ai-summary-appears-in-the-results/
2 https://investors.sproutsocial.com/news/news-details/2025/New-Research-from-Sprout-Social-Finds-Social-Media-is-the-Top-Place-Gen-Z-Turns-to-for-Search-Surpassing-Traditional-Search-Engines/default.aspx

Seeking Signals in the Noise
Traditional SEO still matters, but it is no longer enough. 

Pew Research Center1 found that when Google users 
encountered an AI summary for their search, they 
clicked a traditional search result in only 8% of visits, 
compared with 15% when no AI summary appeared. 
Pair this with AI agents that can “shop” on behalf of 
users, and SEO becomes a secondary concern. Now, 
you’re aiming to produce content that machines can 
understand and people will trust.

At the same time, social platforms are becoming 
search engines. Sprout Social2 found that 41% of 
Gen Z now turn to social platforms first when looking 
for information, ahead of traditional search engines 
at 32%. 76% of consumers also reported that social 
content influenced a purchase in the past six months, 
pointing to the increasing role of community discovery 
and personal connection for brand discovery.

In other words, today's consumers rely more on a 
network of signals than on direct searches to  
discover brands.

The new challenge for marketers is shifting from 
“How do we get found?” or “How do we rank?” 
to “How do we create signals strong enough for 
people, platforms, and AI systems to recognize us 
as relevant?” And SEO is only one small part of that 
strategy.

Bridging Between Formats
Print gives marketers a physical touchpoint that can 
connect the physical world with digital behavior, or 
transform online discovery into real-world action. A QR 
code, personalized URL, offer, sample, event invitation, 
or dimensional piece can turn anonymous attention 
into measurable engagement.

B2C buyers may discover a product through 
TikTok, see a review on Reddit, ask an AI tool for 
recommendations, receive a personalized offer, scan a 
QR code from a mailer, and buy later.

Direct mail, catalogs, packaging, inserts, retail signage, 
and QR-enabled offers become action points that 
capture interest and feed first-party data.

AI AGENTS  
that summarize, recommend, compare, and 
eventually act for the buyer.

1
SCROLL-NATIVE PLATFORMS  
like TikTok, Instagram, YouTube Shorts, Reddit, 
and social feeds where discovery happens before 
someone searches.

2

From Search to Signals:
WHERE DISCOVERY IS MOVING

Discovery no longer starts with a search box. Today, people are finding brands through feeds, AI answers, 
peer networks, creators, communities, and automated recommendations. 

In particular, brand discovery has moved to two main places:



WHERE DISCOVERY IS MOVING

Sending Strong Signals
Which signals indicate relevance, authority, and 
trust? They include:

•	 Clear website 
content

•	 Structured 
product 
and service 
information

•	 Reviews and 
testimonials

•	 Social proof

•	 Video

•	 FAQ content

•	 Local listings

•	 Reddit/forum 
visibility

•	 Creator content

•	 Direct mail 
response

•	 QR scans

•	 Event 
engagement

•	 Store visits

•	 First-party data

B2B buyers might ask AI for vendor shortlists, search 
peer forums, watch a short video, attend a webinar, or 
respond to a highly relevant direct mail piece.

Dimensional mail, sales kits, event materials, QR-
enabled brochures, ABM mailers, and leave-behinds 
help companies create memorable signals in a buying 
process that is increasingly digital and crowded.

The new mode of discovery is even changing other 
forms of marketing, like higher education. Prospective 
students are discovering schools through social feeds, 
creators, AI answers, Reddit, YouTube, rankings, 
parent conversations, direct mail, and campus 
experiences.

From there, viewbooks, search mailers, admitted-
student kits, event signage, QR journeys, and 
personalized print can move students from passive 
discovery to active engagement and applications.

So… What Now?
In the new discovery environment, the winners will be 
the brands that create enough trusted signals across 
digital, social, physical, and human channels to be 
found, remembered, recommended, and chosen.

Build content for people, platforms, and AI systems. 
Make offers clear. Make proof easy to find. Connect 
every printed piece to a trackable digital action. Use 
engagement data to personalize the next touch. 

In all of it, treat brand discovery like something 
exciting, not a to-do list – and your customers will 
follow suit.



It’s not a surprise anymore: today’s audiences expect personalization, and 
if their expectations aren’t met, they may not stick around. 

1“Unlocking the next frontier of personalized marketing.” McKinsey & Company, 30 January 2025, https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/growth-marketing-and-sales/our-insights/unlocking-the-next-frontier-of-personalized-marketing.
2 “What Is Ecommerce Personalization?” Salesforce, https://www.salesforce.com/commerce/ecommerce-personalization/.

The End of the “Average” Customer 
When Personalization Becomes the Norm

71% 
of consumers 

expect personalized 
interactions,  

and 76% get frustrated 
when they do not  

receive them

73%

of customers expect 
better personalization as 

technology advances

61%

say most companies still  
treat them like a number

70%

of consumers reportedly 
spend more with brands 

they perceive to be 
“authentic"

The data backs it up. McKinsey reports that 71% of 
consumers expect personalized interactions, and 
76% get frustrated when they do not receive them.1 
Salesforce, meanwhile, reports that 73% of customers 
expect better personalization as technology 
advances, while 61% say most companies still treat 
them like a number. In an era where personalized 
content has become so common, failing to adapt 
can spell disaster.2 

That’s why brands are finding new ways to connect. 
First-party data gathering is becoming more 
common, especially opt-in solutions like customer 
profiles, surveys, preferences, and communities. 



The Rise of the Micro-Audience

3 Hamilton, Emily. “Axios Event: Micro-influencers, "internet lore" and authenticity are driving audience engagement, brand leaders say.” Axios, 18 June 2025, https://www.axios.com/2025/06/18/axios-cannes-event-influencers-audience-brand-
authenticity.
4 Jansson-Boyd, Cathrine V. “Consumers Want Brands to Be Authentic.” Psychology Today, 30 May 2023, https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/consumer-psychology/202305/consumers-want-brands-to-be-authentic.
5 Lavell, Scott. “Why an audience craves truth and authenticity on social media.” MediaCat, 17 July 2023, https://mediacat.uk/why-an-audience-craves-truth-and-authenticity-on-social-media/.

The Future of Marketing Is Here

Triggered mailings tied  
to a specific action  

(i.e., an abandoned cart  
or a sign-up)

Working with  
micro-influencers  
in relevant niches

Swapping out images,  
not just copy, in segmented 

communications

Sending specific  
offers tied to  

previous behaviors

Alongside individual-level personalization, marketers 
are turning to micro-audiences as a way to more 
effectively segment and tailor messaging. At an 
Axios panel, brand leaders across industries shared 
how they’re leaning harder into micro-influencers, 
niche audiences, and authenticity because digital 
audiences are fragmented.3 Segments are getting 
smaller — by behavior, life stage, location, interest, 
purchase trigger, culture, community, or account-
level opportunity — and each requires a slightly 
different touch to truly connect.

“Micro” does not, however, mean “random.” The 
best micro-audiences are built around a meaningful 
signal: intent, pain point, timing, identity, relationship, 
or need. 

At the center of it all is a sense of authenticity. 70% 
of consumers reportedly spend more with brands 
they perceive to be “authentic,”4 while 86% say brand 
authenticity is important in their decision-making 
overall.5 They’re not looking for brands to shoehorn 
themselves into the internet trend of the moment; 
they want a genuine sense of connection and 
understanding how that brand could matter to their 
specific needs, priorities, and wants.

That’s where the micro-audience comes in. These 
segments aren’t defined by traditional demographic 
markers, but rather by behaviors, preferences, and 
values. They want to see brand content that feels real 
and treats them as individuals. 

Our attention is torn in countless directions right now. 
Against that backdrop, generic campaigns feel invisible. 
Specific campaigns, on the other hand, feel useful. 

The brands that succeed will be the ones that build 
better data and define sharper segments. They’re the 
ones who leverage both high-tech tools and human 
creativity to create modular content, personalize by 
moment, and measure response by audience cluster. 

The winning message is no longer the one that works 
for everyone or aims for a “middle ground.” It’s the 
one that feels tailor-made for the right person at 
exactly the right moment.

What might that look like?
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R E V O L V I N G  A R O U N D  Y O U

YOU
DREAM IT UP. 
WE
MAKE IT HAPPEN.

Whether you need a short 
run, a variable data project, 
or want to add a “WOW” 
special eff ect, digital 
printing at World Press 
delivers for you.

• Cost-eff ective digital print solutions
• State-of-the-art Xerox Iridesse press
• Variable data and print-on-demand 
• Gold and silver metallic ink 
• Clear and white ink eff ects 
• Prints big sheets—up to 12” x 38”

It’s exactly what you need for short and medium projects 
including booklets, mailers, inserts, postcards,  and brochures. 


