THE CROSSCURRENT
CONSUMER

How Americans Are Navigating
Competing Realities In 2026
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THE EVOLVING CONSUMER

The American consumer is often described in extremes: either resilient or
struggling, optimistic or anxious, stable or overwhelmed. The reality is more
complex. In today's environment, consumers are navigating inflation,
uncertainty, constant information exposure and emotional fatigue
simultaneously, creating more fragmented and fluid consumer mindsets

Wired Research's Consumer Mindset Study shows that Americans are not
converging around a single mindset. Rather than moving together in one
direction, consumers are increasingly divided across competing emotional
and behavioral realities. While about half the population says they feel
energized, nearly as many report feeling burnt out. A slight majority say they
are staying on top of their finances, yet nearly as many admit they are
spending more than planned.

These are not contradictions, but competing realities unfolding
simultaneously across the population. Wired Research calls this the
CrossCurrent Consumer: a consumer landscape characterized by near-even
splits across opposing emotional and behavioral states. For brands, this
Mmeans the consumer story can no longer be reduced to one dominant
mood, need or narrative.
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THE CROSSCURRENT
CONSUMER, DEFINED

This crosscurrent dynamic becomes clear when we look at how
Americans describe their current reality. In Wired Research'’s
Consumer Mindset Study, they told us they are:

Anxious
44%

Feeling Stuck

46% Moving Forward

54%

Hopeful
56%

In Recovery Mode

47% In Survival Mode

53%

These are not marginal differences. emerges in the data are
near-even splits across opposing emotional and behavioral states.
Taken together, they reveal a consistent pattern: the market is not

moving in a single direction. Instead, competing consumer
realities are unfolding simultaneously at scale, creating a more
complex and less predictable landscape. This is what defines the
CrossCurrent Consumet.
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STABILITY UNDER STRAIN

Stability and strain are both strongly represented in today's market.
While 58% of Americans say they are able to focus on what matters
Most, 42% say they are constantly juggling too much. Similarly, 57%
say they are staying on top of their finances, while 43% admit they are
spending more than planned.

Rather than converging around a shared experience, consumers
remain divided between those who feel in control and those who feel
stretched thin.

This is the reality of the CrossCurrent Consumer. Stability is present in the
mMarket. So is strain. Brands that recognize both will be better equipped
to understand consumers and tell stories that reflect the complexity of
their lives.
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WHAT THE
CROSSCURRENT
CONSUMER MEANS
FOR BRANDS

The rise of the CrossCurrent Consumer fundamentally changes how brands
need to understand and communicate with consumers. We are dealing with a
Marketplace shaped by competing pressures, where different consumer
realities coexist at scale. Some consumers feel optimistic and are moving
forward. Others feel anxious and stuck. Together, these realities create a more
fragmented and less predictable marketplace.

For marketers and communicators, this means the consumer story can no
longer be built around one dominant emotional narrative. Messaging
rooted solely in optimism, resilience, aspiration or affordability may reflect
only part of what consumers are experiencing. The brands that resonate
will tell more nuanced stories. They will acknowledge the tensions
consumers are navigating, reduce friction, support realistic progress and
reflect the complexity of people’s real lives.

The goal is to understand how competing realities coexist and build brand
narratives that feel credible within that tension.




CROSSCURRENT
CONSUMER TOOLKIT

The rise of the CrossCurrent Consumer requires brands to rethink how they listen to,
understand and communicate with consumers. Traditional research approaches, static
consumer assumptions and one-dimensional brand narratives are becoming less effective.
For insight, marketing and communications teams, this means moving from static snapshots
of behavior toward a deeper understanding of the emotional context shaping consumer
decisions. The following five strategies can help brands navigate today’'s more fluid and
complex consumer reality, and translate that understanding into stories that resonate.

1. Stop Designing and Storytelling for a “Single-State” Consumer
Consumers are no longer neatly optimistic, struggling, confident or cautious. Move beyond
simplistic segmentation models and single-minded narratives by incorporating emotional-
state tracking into ongoing research and communications planning.

2. Measure Emotional Context, Not Just Behavior

Purchasing behavior alone does not tell the full story. Pair behavioral questions with mindset _.
Indicators to understand the emotional conditions driving decisions and develop messages ® @
that reflect why consumers are acting, not only what they are doing. -
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3. Track Trade-Offs in Real Time

Today's consumers are actively recalibrating priorities, making compromises and
shifting behaviors. Use more frequent pulse studies, trend trackers and
longitudinal research to identify emerging tensions and ensure brand narratives
continue to reflect consumers’ changing realities.

4. Replace Aspirational Perfection with Practical Progress

Consumers still want growth and improvement, but many are operating under
tighter constraints. Explore how consumers define progress today and tell stories
that celebrate realistic, achievable wins rather than idealized versions of success.

5. Treat Consumer Sentiment as Dynamic, Not Fixed

The same consumer may feel hopeful one week and overwhelmed the next. Shift
from static personas and fixed narratives toward adaptive audience models and
communications informed by ongoing research and behavioral monitoring.
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This is the first installment in the Wired Research Consumer
Mindset Series, where we create proprietary research that helps
brands understand emerging consumer shifts and turn insight
iNnto stories they can own. To discuss how your organization can
build a more meaningful, research-driven narrative, contact us at
iInfo@wiredresearch.com or visit www.wiredresearch.com.
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