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| THE 2026 PLAYBOOK

CPG's growth engine moved from
media spend to creator seeding.
Most brands are still mispricing it.

Six shifts, three case studies, an interactive readiness assessment, and a seven-step 90-

day plan — for CMOs, founders, and brand leaders of consumer packaged goods,

food & beverage, beauty, and wellness brands building creator-led discovery at scale.
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$15B+

TIKTOK SHOP U.S. GMV IN 2025 —
EMARKETER

$65B+

PROJECTED U.S. RETAIL MEDIA AD SPEND
2026 — INDUSTRY ESTIMATES

~3X

TYPICAL CREATOR SEEDING ROI WITHIN 90
DAYS — INDUSTRY BENCHMARKS

76%

TIKTOK SHOP USERS WHO LEARN ABOUT
BRANDS THROUGH CREATORS




EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

T he cost of attention in consumer packaged goods has inverted. A decade ago, a

CPG brand bought reach and hoped for trial. Today, a CPG brand seeds trial and
watches it compound into reach. The fastest-growing brands in every category —
beverage, beauty, personal care, wellness, snack — are running creator seeding
operations at a scale most legacy CPG marketing teams have not yet organized

around.

This playbook is built for the CPG leader who knows creator content is working
somewhere in the business, suspects it is structurally underfunded, and needs a
realistic 90-day plan to turn it from a program into an operating system — one that
connects directly to TikTok Shop, to retail media, and to the shelf conversation with

Walmart, Target, and Whole Foods buyers.

§ 01 / TRENDS

Six shifts reshaping CPG growth in 2026.

01

Creator seeding has overtaken paid social as the
primary CPG discovery engine.




TikTok Shop crossed $15 billion in U.S. GMV in 2025 with beauty, personal care, health, and
food & beverage as the leading categories. The platform's roughly 4.7% conversion rate runs
two to three times higher than Instagram Shopping and Facebook Shops, and 76% of TikTok

users report learning about brands directly through creator content.

The implication is structural, not tactical: for CPG, the creator feed has replaced the paid
social feed as the first touch in discovery. Paid social still has a role — amplifying what

creators have proven — but it is no longer the primary acquisition channel.

WHAT TO DO NOW

Audit your current spend mix. If less than 25% of marketing budget sits behind creator-led activity, you

are structurally underweight for 2026.

02

The TikTok-to-retail path has collapsed to eighteen
months.

Brands that built meaningful velocity on TikTok Shop are converting that traction into retail
distribution faster than at any prior point in CPG history. EZ Bombs parlayed $19 million in
TikTok Shop revenue in a single year into shelf space at Walmart and Albertsons. Poppi and

Waterboy followed comparable paths into Target and Whole Foods.

Retail buyers at Target, Walmart, Whole Foods, Sprouts, and Costco now actively track
TikTok velocity, hashtag traction, and Amazon review momentum as demand signals
before taking a category meeting. The creator channel is no longer parallel to retail. It is the on-

ramp.




WHAT TO DO NOW

Build a monthly "creator velocity" one-pager for your retail buyer meetings. Lead with TikTok Shop GMV

trend, hashtag volume, and Amazon review count — in that order.

03

Retail media networks are now the largest growth
channel in advertising — and they reward upstream
earned content.

The U.S. retail media market is projected to exceed $65 billion in 2026, growing faster than
connected TV and on pace to surpass linear television by 2028. Walmart Connect alone
generated $6.4 billion in advertising revenue — up 46% year over year. Amazon Ads, Kroger
Precision, Target Roundel, and Instacart Ads round out an addressable ecosystem where the five

largest networks account for roughly 90% of spend.

The strategic point is not to choose between creator content and retail media. The winning
operating model runs them on the same rhythm: creator content generates the upper-funnel
demand, and retail media captures the intent at the point of purchase. Brands running only one

give away yield.

WHAT TO DO NOW

Integrate your creator team and your retail media team under one weekly review. If they report to different

leaders and meet quarterly, that is the fix.




Z

The creator stack has consolidated into three tiers —
and volume beats prestige.

Performance data from TikTok Shop and creator platforms has converged on a three-tier stack:
roughly 70% of productive seeding budget goes to micro creators (10K to 250K followers) for
category saturation and authentic velocity; 20% to mid-tier creators (250K to 1M) for breakout

content; and 10% to celebrity or mega partnerships for cultural moments.

The most common mistake in CPG creator programs is inverting this ratio — spending heavily
on one celebrity deal and starving the micro layer. The algorithm rewards volume of
authentic use, not singular high-reach moments, and the math of 500 micro creators

consistently beats the math of one celebrity partner on both cost and compounding effect.

WHAT TO DO NOW

Look at the last four quarters of creator spend as a pie chart. If celebrity takes more than 20%, rebalance

toward volume.

05

Amazon's review ecosystem is a parallel content
channel most CPG brands still underweight.

For CPG, Amazon's review system functions as the second-largest earned content engine in the
category — and the reviews that show up in the first twenty results materially determine

conversion. Yet most CPG brands run reviews as a compliance afterthought rather than a




content operation: no seeding program for first-90-day review generation, no monitoring of

negative review clusters, no process to surface customer language back into creator briefs.

Brands running a coordinated review program — Amazon Vine enrollment, early-buyer
outreach, creator-to-review handoffs — out-convert peers in the same category by wide

margins on the same search terms. It is the cheapest and most durable content channel left in

("D(
WHAT TO DO NOW

Pull the top 50 reviews for your top 5 SKUs. If you cannot trace which were driven by program, you do
not have a program yet.

06

Al-generated search is now surfacing creator content in
product recommendations.

ChatGPT, Perplexity, Gemini, and Claude increasingly cite creator reviews, TikTok content,
and Amazon reviews when answering "best X in 2026" queries. A consumer asking an LLM to
recommend a probiotic, a protein bar, a face serum, or a non-alcoholic beer will receive an

answer shaped by the creator and review content ecosystem, not the brand's paid media.

This is Generative Engine Optimization (GEO) for CPG, and it rewards the same inputs as
TikTok Shop: authentic, consistent creator content that references specific benefits, use
cases, and ingredients. Generic brand copy does not show up in LLM answers. Specific

creator content does.

WHAT TO DO NOW




Query ChatGPT and Perplexity for "best [your category] brands 2026." If you are absent or behind a

competitor, your creator roadmap is also your GEO roadmap.

§ 02 / CASE STUDIES

Three brand patterns every CPG CMO should study.

BEVERAGE / CATEGORY CREATION

TikTok

Poppi: how a prebiotic soda became a category through
creator velocity

Poppi used TikTok creator content to turn a prebiotic functional soda into a retail category —
driving organic demand that converted into shelf space at Whole Foods, Target, and Walmart
before pulling large-scale paid media. The creator content did the category-definition work that a
traditional CPG would have spent two years and a Super Bowl ad on. PepsiCo's roughly $1.95

billion acquisition of Poppi in 2025 reflected the value of that category position.

THE LESSON

For emerging CPG, creator content is not marketing. It is category-creation infrastructure. Build the

category first; the retail meeting and the acquisition offer follow.




WATER / DISTINCTIVE BRAND

Brand

Liquid Death: creator amplification on top of a contrarian
brand system

Liquid Death built one of the most valuable independent beverage brands in the U.S. by pairing a
deliberately contrarian brand system — heavy-metal aesthetic, "murder your thirst" voice — with
relentless creator partnerships and earned-content output. The creator machine did not create the
brand. The brand created the permission structure inside which creators produced more

interesting content than any other water brand's paid media could buy.

THE LESSON

Creator seeding does not substitute for a brand. It compounds a brand. If your brand is interchangeable

with five competitors, no amount of seeding fixes that — fix the brand first.

BATH & BODY / SEEDING-TO-SHELF

$19M

EZ Bombs: $19 million on TikTok Shop, then Walmart and
Albertsons

EZ Bombs built a TikTok Shop business that generated roughly $19 million in sales within a year
through a high-volume creator seeding operation — and then converted that velocity into
national retail distribution at Walmart and Albertsons. The brand did not start with retail

ambitions. The creator engine produced the demand signal that retail buyers acted on.

THE LESSON

For brands with retail ambition, TikTok Shop is now the lowest-cost route to a Walmart meeting. The

creator report is your pitch deck.




§ 03 / INTERACTIVE

Assess your creator-seeding readiness in 2 minutes.

Eight yes/no diagnostics that separate CPG brands with compounding creator
engines from ones still running one-off influencer deals. Answer honestly. Your score

is private to this session.

Q.01

Do you seed product to at least 100 creators per quarter across micro, mid-tier, and
anchor partnerships?

YES NO NOT SURE

Q.02

Can you state in one sentence the product thesis every creator brief references?

YES NO NOT SURE

Q.03

Do you have an FTC disclosure compliance system that flags missing #ad or
#sponsored tags automatically?




NOT SURE

Q.04

Does your TikTok Shop creator content feed into amplified spend on Amazon Ads,
Walmart Connect, or Instacart Ads?

YES NO NOT SURE

Q.05

Do you brief retail buyers monthly with TikTok Shop GMYV, hashtag traction, and
Amazon review data?

NOT SURE

Q.00

Have you queried ChatGPT, Perplexity, Gemini, and Claude for "best [your
category] 2026" in the last 90 days?

YES NO NOT SURE

Q.07

Do you track attributable GMYV, retail sell-through velocity, and CAC from creator-
sourced traffic — not just impressions?

YES NO NOT SURE




Are your creator team and your retail media team in the same weekly operating
review?

NOT SURE

§ 04 / PLAYBOOK

The seven-step 90-day plan to stand up a creator seeding
operation.

01

Audit your current creator footprint.

Pull your organic mentions, hashtag volume, and seeded-creator output from the last 12 months.
Count actual posts generated per product sent, attributable GMV or revenue, and creator retention
rate. Most CPG brands discover they have no baseline — they have anecdotes. Replace the anecdotes

with numbers this week.

02

Define your seeding thesis.




Pick the single product insight or use-case that creators can authentically demonstrate on camera. A
CPG brand without a one-sentence thesis becomes noise in creator feeds. The brands winning on
TikTok Shop have a visual, demonstrable, repeatable hook — and every creator brief references it. If

you cannot name the hook in one sentence, that is the first project, not an assumed input.

03

Stand up the three-tier creator stack.

Build a pipeline of 500-plus micro creators (10K-250K), 100-plus mid-tier (250K-1M), and 5 to 10
anchor partnerships per quarter. Use creator discovery platforms like Growi, Grin, Modash, or
Impact.com to filter by category, audience demographics, and TikTok Shop GMV history. Volume

creates the probability of breakout content — one viral clip pays for the entire micro layer.

VZ

Install an FTC-compliant operating system.

Standardize seeding agreements. Automate disclosure-language reminders in every brief (#ad or
#sponsored, first line, not buried). Deploy monitoring software to flag posts missing required
disclosure. Train legal once on the system and then run at cadence. The FTC has signaled increased

enforcement on creator disclosure — the brand, not the creator, carries the liability.

05

Pair creator seeding with retail media.

Once a creator piece is working organically, amplify it through TikTok Shop's GMV Max and match

the lift with Amazon Ads, Walmart Connect, Target Roundel, Instacart, or Kroger Precision




campaigns targeting the same audience signals. Creator content is the upper funnel. Retail media is

the close. The teams should meet weekly, not quarterly.

06

Build the earned-to-shelf pipeline.

Brief retail buyers monthly with a one-page creator velocity report: TikTok Shop GMV trend,
hashtag traction, Amazon review count and star trend, creator-to-purchase conversion data. Buyers at
Target, Walmart, Whole Foods, and Sprouts increasingly use these signals to evaluate new brands

before the formal category review. The creator report is the wedge.

07

Measure what actually moves the business.

Stop reporting impressions. Report attributable TikTok Shop GMYV, retail sell-through velocity in
markets with concentrated creator activity, cost per new customer acquired via creator-sourced
traffic, Amazon review growth rate, and share of voice when LLMs are asked to recommend

products in your category. Tie each to a dollar figure the CFO and the retail team already track.




§ 05 / FAQ

Questions CPG marketers and founders are asking in
2026.

What is creator seeding and why has it overtaken paid social for CPG
discovery?

How much of a CPG marketing budget should go to creator seeding
versus paid media in 20267

Does creator content actually drive retail distribution, or only direct-to-
consumer sales?

How does retail media network spending integrate with a creator seeding
strategy?

What's the right creator mix — micro, mid-tier, or celebrity?

How do CPG brands stay FTC-compliant at creator seeding scale?




| WORK WITH US

Ready to build a creator engine that compounds
into retail ?

5W's Consumer Brands Practice builds and runs creator seeding operations for CPG,
beauty, food & beverage, and wellness brands — integrated with PR, retail media,
influencer strategy, and earned content at scale. The operating system that turns a

brand into a category.

TALK TO THE CONSUMER BRANDS TEAM EXPLORE 5W RESEARCH

CONTINUE READING ON THE 5W BLOG

The LinkedIn Founder Voice Playbook for Health Tech 2026

The Financial Services Corporate Communications Playbook 2026



https://www.5wpr.com/new/linkedin-founder-voice-playbook-health-tech-2026/
https://www.5wpr.com/new/financial-services-corporate-communications-playbook-2026/
https://www.5wpr.com/practice/
https://www.5wpr.com/new/research/

5W Consumer Brands & CPG Practice

SOURCES & FURTHER READING

01

eMarketer — TikTok Shop U.S. GMV surpassed $15 billion in 2025; forecast $100.99 billion U.S. social commerce
in 2026.

Pattern & BeautyMatter — 30,000+ beauty brands on TikTok Shop; beauty category growing 26% YoY; 50% of

social shoppers purchased beauty product after seeing a creator.

Beauty Independent — Creator seeding via TikTok Shop typically generates approximately 3x ROI within 90 days
(Rhodes / Pattern).

Charm.io — Beauty, womenswear, and health account for 40%+ of TikTok Shop GMV; U.S. TikTok Shop monthly
GMV grew from $15.1M (July 2023) to $1.1B (July 2025).

Interactive Advertising Bureau (IAB) — 2025 Creator Economy Ad Spend & Strategy Report: U.S. creator ad spend
projected at $37 billion in 2025, up 26% YoY.

ModernRetail — EZ Bombs generated $19M TikTok Shop revenue in a year and parlayed traction into Walmart and
Albertsons distribution.

McKinsey / eMarketer — Global retail media ad spend projected to exceed $145 billion in 2026; U.S. projected to
exceed $65 billion.

Walmart / Q4 FY26 earnings — Walmart Connect generated $6.4 billion in global advertising revenue, up 46% YoY.

FTC Endorsement Guides (updated 2023) — requirements for clear and conspicuous disclosure of material

connections between creators and brands.

5W — Consumer Culture Report series and ongoing Consumer Brands Practice engagements.



https://www.5wpr.com/practice/
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