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They Call It "Unified.”
It Only Scores the Short Game.

On Walmart, Vibe.co, and the race to build a marketing stack that grades its own
homework — then grades the wrong test.

Pam Zucker - Founder, Picasso Consulting - July 2026

A compelling argument is making the rounds: that "Unified Marketing Intelligence" — the full-stack fusion of
identity, measurement, optimization, and execution into one operating capability — is the new battleground, and
that Walmart's acquisition of Vibe.co is the proof.

They're right about the plumbing.

AT has collapsed the cost of building a full marketing stack. For the small and mid-sized advertiser, that's real and it's good: a
regional brand can now run connected TV at two cents a view, with no agency relationship and no seven-figure minimum.
That access didn't exist five years ago.

But I read the same facts and reach a different conclusion.

We are not watching the walled gardens come down. We are watching everyone
learn to build one.

"Unified" is doing PR work.

The stack unifies inside each silo and fragments across the market. A brand running Walmart, Kroger, Roku, and Amazon now
has four Ground Truths, four measurement systems, four private definitions of "worked," and no shared currency to compare
any of them. That isn't unified intelligence. It's the same intelligence, siloed four times, each grading its own paper. In a
market of all walled gardens, no one wins the long game — least of all the brand.



And each garden grades its own homework.

The argument is honest about this: closed-loop measurement is powerful precisely because one entity
owns the purchase data — which means, structurally, Walmart is evaluating Walmart's own media
performance. That conflict isn't a side effect of UMI. It's the product.

But there's a deeper problem, and it's the one no one is naming.

The stack doesn't just grade its own homework. It grades the wrong
tesl.

A closed loop can only reward what closes the loop — what converts now, in this channel, attributable to
this platform. Brand equity is the opposite of all three. Its payoff is delayed, diffuse, and cross-channel. It
shows up years later as pricing power and mental availability.

So a system built on closed-loop attribution is structurally incapable of valuing brand building. Not out of
malice — by design. It over-rewards the measurable short game and under-rewards the durable long game,
because one is legible to the loop and the other never will be.

We have the data on where that leads. Binet and Field's analysis of nearly a thousand IPA effectiveness
cases found that brands growing long-term share put roughly 60% of spend into brand building and
40% into activation — and that pushing past 70% activation buys short-term gains and long-term
decline. We are closing on that line, and accelerating: by 2024, 68.8% of marketing budgets flowed to
short-term performance tactics, up from 59.9% the year before. UMI doesn't correct that drift. It
hard-codes it.

Here's the irony. The argument invokes the Ehrenberg-Bass Institute and "mental availability" — and then
describes a machine that cannot measure either. At any given moment, only about 5% of category buyers
are in-market. Brand building is how you reach the other 95%. A closed loop can't see them, so it
optimizes as if they don't exist.

That 50% sales lift the stack brags about? That's an activation number. It tells you nothing about what the
campaign did to the brand — and the system that produced it is congenitally unable to tell you.

We've run this play before.

YouTube democratized content production and gave us the creator economy — the most significant shift
in media in a generation. It also externalized the cost: no shared source of truth, no standards, a decade of
consequences we're still paying down. That wasn't a flaw in democratization. It was democratization
without an independent verification layer.
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UMI is running the identical play on marketing. Democratize the
stack. Skip the auditor.

And consumers are already voting no on the output.

IAB's 2026 research found that just 45% of Gen Z and Millennial consumers feel positive about Al-
generated ads, while 82% of ad executives believe they do — a perception gap that widened from 32 points
in 2024 to 37 points in 2026. Merriam-Webster made "slop" its word of the year. iHeartMedia launched a
"guaranteed human" promise after finding 90% of its listeners want media made by humans. When
creative is optimized to a platform's own conversion metric, it drifts toward sameness — and sameness is
exactly what audiences are rejecting. The same closed loop that erodes brand equity manufactures the

creative that erodes brand trust. One root cause.

So what's the rebuild?

Not a rejection of Al or of self-serve, or of retail media. All three are real progress. The missing layer is

independence.

Every mature market that democratized production eventually had to build its verification infrastructure
— the critics, the auditors, the referees whose incentives sit outside the loop they're judging. Music did it.
Marketing hasn't. And the one party structurally positioned to play that role is the one UMI is busy

routing around: the independent advisor whose job is to protect the brand's long game precisely because

no one inside the stack ever will.

The referee cannot be on the payroll.

The studio is open to everyone now. That's the good news. The question — the only one that
matters for the next decade — is who audits the mix.

Strategy led, not tool led. That's the whole fight.

No Bull.
PICASSO CONSULTING
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