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Letter from the Chair
Dear DCA-CardLinx Members,

I write this letter to the membership at a rare moment in time. We have all felt a powerful sea-change in the 
industry. A pivotal inflection moment like this is testing long-standing traditional conventions, but it is what 
DCA-CardLinx was created for: to gather market intelligence and convene industry-wide dialogues at times 
so challenging that no organization can navigate alone.

The DCA-CardLinx Industry Study gathered views and insights from a deep bench of senior executives, and 
our analysis quickly revealed a coherent picture – and in some areas, nearly a consensus. As the following 
pages show, three forces are rapidly reshaping the sector:

•	 Artificial Intelligence (AI) is rapidly fulfilling its promise, enabling unprecedented personalization, 
automation, and transactional efficiency. The impacts are huge.

•	 Agentic Payments may be the most powerful impact of AI, introducing a new paradigm where payments 
become intelligent, proactive, and deeply integrated into consumer experiences.

•	 The Convergence of Channels and Tools is dissolving traditional industry boundaries, forcing 
longstanding players to re-evaluate their roles. In the new environment, anything is possible.

This transformation is not just about technology—it is about the industry’s motivation to deliver convenience 
and value to consumers. Customers are already reaping the benefits of new technologies and industry 
practices, and every industry player must assess the value they create in a transformed ecosystem.

At DCA-CardLinx, we look forward to a year of rich dialogue on key areas of change: interoperability, 
applications, speed of adoption, new business models, and the trajectory of digital commerce. Most 
importantly, we will explore how to serve customers best. We invite you to join us in shaping this 
conversation. Together, we can define the future of digital commerce.

Sincerely,

Mladen Vladic 
Chairman, DCA-CardLinx
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Executive Summary
The digital commerce landscape is undergoing a metamorphosis. According to this study’s findings, the 
industry has moved beyond the initial hype of Artificial Intelligence (AI) and is now deeply engaged in making 
it happen. The cutting-edge trend of the year is the shift toward “Agentic Commerce” — a model where AI 
agents not only assist but actively negotiate, search, and transact on behalf of consumers. 

This report analyzes the data to reveal a dual-sided revolution: externally, the consumer journey is being 
disrupted by autonomous agents and hyper-personalized ecosystems; internally, businesses are achieving 
unprecedented velocity through AI-driven operational efficiencies. However, this rapid pace of innovation 
has created a critical friction point: a widening gap between technological capability and human adoption, 
compounded by unresolved challenges in data privacy and trust. 

While AI-driven innovation proceeds at a scorching pace, the card-linked loyalty and card-linked offer market 
continues to thrive, as DCA-CardLinx members run successful programs and create new tech to advance 
the CLO market. The report details the state of the CLO market and provides critical benchmarks for firms 
engaged in CLO. 

About DCA-CardLinx
DCA-CardLinx is an exclusive multi-industry association of leading companies. 

We are creating the next generation of consumer commerce experiences through collaboration, education, 
and industry standards. DCA-CardLinx members practice Trade for Good: commerce that elevates society 
and respects every consumer. 
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What is the DCA-CardLinx  
Industry Survey? 
The DCA-CardLinx Industry Survey is a 27-question poll gathering insights from industry leaders in digital 
commerce. It serves as the foundation for creating this study, one of the organization’s most frequently 
requested resources. 

Topics covered include:  

•	 Card-Linked Offer (CLO) program growth and characteristics 

•	 Impacts of AI 

•	 Ranking major business challenges  

•	 Primary changes in digital commerce 

•	 Promising technologies such as agentic commerce, peer-to-peer payments, and super apps 

•	 Data management practices 

•	 Use of different digital marketing tools
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Key Findings
The AI Era 
Artificial Intelligence has become the 
industry’s defining force, with leaders rating 
its impact on business decisions at the  
highest level.

Agentic Commerce 
“Agentic Commerce” is the year’s top trend, 
featuring AI agents that autonomously 
negotiate, search, and transact on behalf  
of consumers to disrupt traditional  
shopping journeys.

Internal Efficiency 
The most immediate ROI from AI is internal, 
where it acts as a “force multiplier” to 
drastically increase operational velocity.

CLO Growth 
The Card-Linked Offer market remains robust 
and mature, with most merchant budgets 
increasing to drive customer acquisition and 
repeat purchases.

Ecosystem Convergence 
Distinct industry silos are collapsing as 
payments, loyalty programs, and merchant 
applications merge into unified, AI-driven 
ecosystems that deliver proactive rather than 
reactive engagement.

Future Competition 
While currently stable, the CLO model faces 
existential future competition from recent and 
new entrants – evolutions of the digital wallet, 
open banking, AI platforms and more.

The Human Gap 
A critical friction point has emerged between 
rapid technological capability and slower 
human adoption, compounded by unresolved 
challenges in data privacy, trust, and  
identity resolution.



Public 
Survey 
Results
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1. The AI-Defined Era
The survey results are unequivocal: AI is no longer just a component of digital commerce strategy; it 
is the defining force. When survey respondents were asked to identify the most significant change in 
the industry, the consensus was overwhelming. The landscape is being reshaped “across the board,” 
with AI serving as the primary catalyst for innovation.

This is not merely a technological upgrade but a fundamental shift in market behavior. Respondents 
described the environment as a “rush to embrace” AI by consumers, fundamentally altering 
expectations for speed, relevance, and convenience. The static models of e-commerce—browsing 
catalogues, manually searching for coupons, and typing in credit card details—are rapidly becoming 
obsolete. In their place, a new paradigm is emerging where “new AI tools” and “AI tools and growth” 
are the central drivers of market shifts.

The data suggests that the industry is in a time of convergence. The silos between payments, loyalty 
programs, and merchant applications are collapsing into unified, data-rich ecosystems. AI is the engine 
driving this convergence, enabling brands to move from reactive marketing to predictive engagement. As 
one respondent noted, the industry is witnessing the “convergence of payments, apps, merchant offers, 
and loyalty programs into a unified, data-rich ecosystem.” This sets the stage for the most disruptive trend 
identified in the study: the rise of the AI Agent.

IMPACT OF AI

On a scale of 1 to 10, 
how much more impact 
is AI having on your 
business decisions in 
2025 than it had two 
years ago in 2023?
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2. Agentic Commerce and  
Hyper-Personalization:  
AI’s Power Tools
The Rise of Agentic Commerce

The most profound finding in this study is the emergence of “Agentic Commerce.” This term refers 
to the deployment of AI agents or bots capable of executing complex, multi-step tasks for human 
users, effectively taking over the “shopping” portion of digital commerce.

Survey respondents repeatedly highlighted this as a massive disruptor, noting that “Agentic AI is changing 
ecommerce massively.” Unlike traditional recommendation engines that suggest products, agentic AI 
creates a layer of automation that sits between the consumer and the retailer. These agents can “disrupt the 
key destinations where users start their shopping journeys,” fundamentally altering the marketing funnel.

The implications for brands are stark. If a consumer relies on an AI agent to find the best price, negotiate 
a discount, or select a product based on generic criteria, the traditional levers of brand loyalty and visual 
advertising may lose their efficacy. The survey data points to a future where “Retailer Agents” negotiate 
directly with “Consumer Agents,” automating the offer redemption and purchase process entirely. This shift 
moves the user experience from passive search to active, automated transaction execution, forcing brands 
to optimize their presence not just for human eyes, but for machine logic.

TECHNOLOGIES 
SHAPING THE FUTURE 
OF DIGITAL COMMERCE

In your view, what is the most 
promising technology for the 
future of digital commerce?
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Hyper-Personalization and the “Interaction Window”

Parallel to the rise of agents is the demand for hyper-personalization. The modern consumer, constrained 
by economic uncertainty and shorter and shorter attention spans, has zero tolerance for friction. The study 
reveals that consumers now expect platforms to “already know what they are looking for prior to arrival.” If a 
platform fails to anticipate intent, it loses the “interaction window” almost instantly.

To meet this demand, companies are leveraging AI to deliver “seamless, real-time rewards that not only 
anticipate customer intent but also shape it.” This goes beyond simple demographic targeting. It involves 
“next-level behavioral intelligence” that turns every transaction into a strategic engagement opportunity. 
The goal is to create a friction-free loop where payments, loyalty, and offers are indistinguishable, delivered 
proactively rather than reactively.

“What’s the biggest impact AI has had on your business so far?”
Survey responses show that the most immediate impact of AI has been a dramatic increase in 
operational speed and efficiency, allowing teams to accomplish key initiatives faster than ever 
before. Respondents highlight specific gains in “human capital leverage,” particularly within software 
development and data analytics, where turnaround times have shortened significantly. Beyond 
internal workflows, businesses are beginning to reshape their external products through agentic 
AI and improved customer engagement tools. While a few organizations remain in an experimental 
phase, determining the balance between staff productivity and new value propositions, the majority 
view AI as a critical accelerator. Ultimately, the technology is shifting from a novelty to a core 
infrastructure that drives both cost reduction and strategic innovation.

M
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3. The Internal Revolution: 
Operational Velocity and 
Efficiency
While the external changes are flashy, the survey indicates that the most immediate and tangible 
impact of AI is internal. AI has become a massive “force multiplier” for business operations, driving a 
dramatic increase in productivity and speed.

The Productivity Boom

When asked about the biggest impact of AI to date, business leaders overwhelmingly cited efficiency. The 
technology is enabling companies to “operate more efficiently, more effectively, and at a lower cost.” This 
is not abstract optimism; it is backed by quantifiable data. One respondent noted an “Over 50% increase in 
developer productivity when measured year over year.”

This “Productivity Boom” allows teams to accomplish key initiatives faster than ever before, shrinking 
the time-to-market for new products and features. The sentiment across the industry is that AI allows 
businesses to “move faster than ever before,” creating a competitive environment where speed is the  
primary currency.
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Reshaping Roles: Drafting, Analyzing, and Coding 

The study identifies three primary “personas” for AI within the corporate workflow

This internal transformation suggests that the competitive advantage of a digital commerce company 
is directly correlated to its “AI Readiness”—its ability to integrate these tools to reduce bottlenecks and 
maximize human output.

THE DRAFTING ASSISTANT
Professionals increasingly use AI to bypass the “blank page” problem. Whether “drafting 
emails,” “outlining content for presentations,” or generating “marketing assets,” AI is 
handling the heavy lifting of content creation.

THE ANALYST
AI is revolutionizing data consumption. It is being used for “research efficiency,” “data 
analytics in-house,” and “initial trend analyses,” allowing teams to process vast amounts of 
market intelligence without needing high-priced external consultants.

THE CODER
Perhaps the most significant value add is in technical development. AI is speeding up “code 
sharing and writing,” allowing for faster release cycles and enabling technical teams to focus 
on architecture rather than syntax.
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4. The Future of Card-Linked 
Offers (CLO): Evolution of Value
The study dedicates a significant section to the Card-Linked Offer (CLO) market, a staple of digital 
loyalty. While CLO programs remain robust—with budgets rising and growth rates healthy—the model 
faces an existential threat from the very technologies driving the industry forward.

CLO PROGRAM GROWTH

CLO MERCHANT 
CATEGORIES

How much has your CLO 
program grown in the 
last 12 months?

In your view, which merchant 
categories are the best fit for 
card-linking?

ANSWER FREQUENCY

Restaurants 26

Clothing 18

Grocery 14

Digital Goods (Music, Video Games) 12

Subscriptions 11

Travel (Hotel, Flights, Car Rental, Rideshare) 10

Food Delivery Services 10

Specialty Retail 9

Department Stores 8

Shopping Centers 7
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MERCHANT CLO 
BUDGETS

MOTIVATIONS FOR 
ADOPTING CLO

In your experience, in 2024 
the average merchant’s card-
linking budget?

In your experience, what are 
typical retailer motivations 
for adopting a CLO program?
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Market Maturity and Growth

The traditional CLO market is described as “Mature with a lot of growth potential.” Now, merchant budgets 
for card-linking largely increased, with many rising by “5% - 50%.” Retailers continue to value CLO for two 
primary outcomes: the “Acquisition of net new customers” and “Driving repeat purchases.” The model works, 
and it remains a reliable tool for driving specific, measurable commercial outcomes.

The Threat of Disintermediation

However, when asked about the primary competitors to CLO in the coming 2-3 years, respondents pointed 
away from traditional rivals and toward Platform Consolidation and AI.

DIGITAL WALLETS & OPEN BANKING
The “container” for loyalty is shifting. Respondents predict that “digital wallets and AI-driven loyalty 
platforms will become the main alternatives to card-linked offers.” With Open Banking gaining steam, 
marketing is shifting toward “accounts and wallets rather than cards,” bypassing the traditional card 
networks entirely.

MERCHANT INDEPENDENCE
Retailers are seeking to regain control. By 
utilizing direct-to-consumer apps and even 
blockchain-based “tokenized rewards,” 
merchants aim to own the customer 
relationship directly, cutting out the 
intermediaries that define the CLO space.

AGENTIC DISRUPTION
As noted earlier, if an AI agent is negotiating 
the purchase, a static card-linked offer 
may be invisible or irrelevant. The future 
competitor to a coupon is an AI that asks for 
a discount on your behalf.

CLO PROGRAM 
MATURITY

Is your company ’s  
CLO program...

2.4%
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5. Strategic Horizons: What 
Companies are Betting On
Looking ahead, the strategic focus for digital commerce companies in coalesces around four pillars: 
AI Innovation, Aggressive Growth, Customer Experience (CX), and Trust Infrastructure.

OPERATIONALIZING AI
The theoretical phase is over. Companies are now focused on “Helping our partners 
navigate the shift to AI enablement” and deploying consumer-facing AI applications. 
The goal is to be an “AI Ready Partner,” prepared for a market where customers demand 
automated interactions.

SCALING GROWTH
Despite economic headwinds, growth remains a priority. Companies are aiming for “Scaled 
Growth” and “Increase adoption in the market,” often by launching new publisher programs 
or expanding into new markets.

DEEPENING ENGAGEMENT
To differentiate in a crowded market, strategies are pivoting toward “Purpose driven 
shopping” and “micro-philanthropic giving,” alongside “modularity and personalization.”

MODERNIZING INFRASTRUCTURE
Underpinning all of this is a necessary focus on the back-end: “migration to the cloud,” 
“modernization of the tech stack,” and enhancing credit score models to manage risk in a 
faster, more automated world.
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6. Critical Headwinds:  
Human and Data Gaps
The speed of technological innovation is currently outpacing the industry’s ability to manage it, 
creating two distinct risks.

Tech vs. Behavior Misalignment

There is a significant “misalignment between rapid technological innovation and the slower evolution of 
human behavior.” While companies rush to deploy agents and AI tools, there is a risk of “overpromising 
revolutionary impact” that fails to deliver actual business outcomes. Consumers, battered by inflation and 
economic uncertainty, are looking for value, not just novelty. If the AI tools do not result in tangible savings or 
convenience, adoption will stall.

The Data Trust Deficit

The fuel for AI is data, but the infrastructure for handling that data is lagging. Respondents noted that 
“Identity Resolution” — the ability to match disparate data sets to a single consumer — remains a major 
challenge. The study suggests that the sector needs improvement in critical areas like getting consumer 
permission to share data and giving consumers control over how their data is used. Without solving these 
transparency challenges, the seamless ecosystem promised by AI could quickly become a privacy nightmare, 
leading to regulatory backlash and consumer distrust.
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7. Digital Marketing Tools

PREVALENCE 
OF DIGITAL 
MARKETING 
TOOLS

What digital 
marketing tools did 
your company use in 
the last 12 months?
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Conclusion
The study, Distruption at Maximum Speed, paints a picture of an industry 
in high gear. The engine of Artificial Intelligence is driving the sector 
forward at unprecedented speeds, opening up new routes through Agentic 
Commerce and dramatically increased operational efficiency. AI requires 
data infrastructure, consumer trust, and human adaptation, which are 
being developed in real-time.

For digital commerce leaders, the mandate is clear: adopt AI while 
anchoring innovation in consumer value and robust data governance.  
The winners will not just be those with the best AI agents, but those 
who can build a trusted ecosystem where those agents can safely and 
effectively operate.



Members-
Only 
Addendum
The following material, available only to DCA-CardLinx members, consists of detailed data and 
verbatim survey responses. Identifying information has been removed, but as much detail as possible 
has been preserved in order to present the original thoughts and views of DCA-CardLinx Industry 
Survey respondents.

Italicized material in this Addendum represents lightly edited (for confidentiality, lack of duplication 
and simplicity) verbatim responses to open-field questions on the survey.
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Change and Challenge

RANKING 
MAJOR 
CHALLENGES 
TO DIGITAL 
COMMERCE 
BUSINESSES

Rank these five 
challenges to your 
business in 2025.
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The most significant changes in digital commerce right now.

The digital commerce landscape is currently defined by a massive shift toward “Agentic AI,” where 
automated assistants are beginning to intercept and manage the shopping journey on behalf 
of consumers. Parallel to this, the industry is seeing a rapid convergence of payments, loyalty, 
and embedded finance, creating a unified ecosystem where transactions and rewards happen 
simultaneously and seamlessly. However, a critical tension remains between this high-speed 
technological innovation and the economic reality of consumers, who are constrained by inflation 
and shorter attention spans. Consequently, businesses are scrambling to solve “identity resolution” 
challenges to maintain visibility on these fragmented, privacy-conscious shoppers. Ultimately, 
success in this new era depends on bridging the gap between AI-driven efficiency and the human 
need for value and relevance.

1. The Rise of AI & Agentic Commerce

The most cited change is the shift from human-led search to AI-led discovery. Respondents highlight 
“Agentic AI”—where software agents act on behalf of consumers to find and buy goods—as a massive 
disruptor to the traditional marketing funnel. Verbatim responses included:

•	 AI for consumers and the rush to embrace it

•	 Agentic AI is changing e-commerce massively

•	 Agentic commerce, speed and optionality in terms of payments

•	 AI commerce … payment alternatives … loyalty program consolidation

•	 New market developments, as more users use ChatGPT or equivalent, the landscape of finding  
users is changing

•	 AEO [Answer Engine Optimization], enhanced ability to analyze data, without high-priced consultants

•	 Consumer adoption of AI and the second order effects on the commerce funnel and consumer experience

•	 New technologies. Not to sound like a broken record, but AI is disruptive across the board.

•	 New and changing technologies
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2. Ecosystem Convergence (Payments + Loyalty + Offers)

Respondents observe that distinct silos (payments, rewards, merchant apps) are collapsing into a single, 
unified ecosystem. This “convergence” allows for real-time, seamless transactions where crypto, points, and 
payments mix fluidly. Verbatim responses included:

•	 One of the most profound changes in digital commerce is the convergence of payments, apps, merchant 
offers, and loyalty programs into a unified, data-rich ecosystem...

•	 One of the most significant changes... is the convergence of AI-driven personalization, embedded financial 
services, and regulatory shifts...

•	 Increasing use alternative payment solutions include p2p payments, digital currencies, etc. Ability to 
facilitate transactions quickly and seamlessly

•	 AI driven personalization, Integration of cryptocurrency rewards into traditional payment networks and 
real-time micro redemptions

•	 Shifting to relevant offers driven by publisher vs advertiser

3. Consumer Behavior, Economics & The “Human” Gap

A skeptical or cautious theme that highlights the disconnect between tech hype and consumer reality. 
Inflation/economy is forcing consumers to hunt for value, and there is a sense that technology is outpacing 
human behavioral adaptation. Verbatim responses included:

•	 The misalignment between rapid technological innovation and the slower evolution of human behavior, 
with many technologies overpromising revolutionary impact...

•	 ...The economic uncertainty consumers are facing (and how they’re spending or not spending dollars as a 
result) is by far the most strenuous impact on our clients’ and business outlook.

•	 New Technologies and their impact on consumer shopping behavior

•	 Change in consumer behavior... Consumers have shorter and shorter attention spans... This places a 
premium on data capture and optimization.

•	 Competition/tariffs

4. Data Identity & Resolution

With increased restrictions on consumer tracking from privacy laws and cookie deprecation, the digital 
commerce sector industry is focused on “Identity Resolution” – the ability to figure out, without necessarily 
identifying them by name, a consistent user across different devices and platforms. Verbatim responses 
included:

•	 The ability to match and link disparate data sets about the consumer and drive meaningful action from the 
outcome.

•	 The need for identity resolution

•	 Higher Affiliate Tracking Restrictions increases the interest in CLO
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The main themes companies are focused on right now.

The dominant strategic priority for the present moment is the operationalization of Artificial 
Intelligence, moving from theoretical exploration to the deployment of “Agentic” commerce and 
internal automation to reduce overhead. Simultaneously, businesses are aggressively pursuing 
scale, with a dual focus on acquiring new users in new markets while strictly managing acquisition 
costs. To differentiate in a crowded market, companies are doubling down on hyper-personalization 
and purpose-driven rewards to deepen consumer engagement. Underpinning these innovations is a 
critical need to modernize infrastructure (cloud migration) and bolster trust through advanced fraud 
detection and predictive credit modeling. Ultimately, this is viewed as a convergence point where 
rapid technological disruption must be balanced with predictable, sustainable growth.

A. AI Integration, Agentic Commerce & Automation

This is the most prevalent theme. Companies are moving beyond general AI interest to specific applications: 
Agentic AI (autonomous shopping/negotiating), internal workflow automation (reducing bottlenecks and 
costs), and preparing for the job market shifts AI will cause. Verbatim responses included:

Helping our partners navigate the shift to AI enablement and consumer interactions.

•	 Product innovation using AI and personalization tools...

•	 Using data and insights powered by advanced AI/ML to deliver more relevant, personalized incentives that 
drive lasting customer engagement.

•	 At the forefront of our business is an emphasis to continue to streamline our team’s responsibilities via the 
seamless use of AI to reduce bottlenecks and maximize output.

•	 Agentic commerce, using data to innovate and improve experiences...

•	 Customer value, consumer facing ai application

•	 The emergence of AI and the impact it will have on the job market in the coming months and years.

•	 The convergence of payments, loyalty, and AI where real-time transaction data... combine to deliver highly 
personalized, frictionless experiences...

•	 Using AI to reduce jobs, and reduce errors - settling trades etc.

•	 Agentic AI, evolution of customer engagement

•	 Being AI Ready Partner- ready for customers leaning into AI

•	 Competition, AI

•	 Introducing AI agents
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B. Aggressive Growth, Scale & Acquisition

A strong focus on “scaling up,” entering new markets, and increasing adoption. There is a specific emphasis 
on balancing this growth with cost management and efficiency. Verbatim responses included:

•	 Accelerate growth

•	 User acquisition growth and managing costs

•	 Growth; providing clients with better ROAS

•	 Increase adoption in the market

•	 Sustaining and Scaling Growth

•	 Scaled Growth

•	 Launching new programs/initiatives with existing publishers / launching new publishers

•	 Increase market adoption

•	 New markets...

C. Customer Experience, Personalization & Content

Responses here focus on deepening the relationship with the consumer through better content, “purpose-
driven” rewards, and smoother user experiences (UX). Verbatim responses included:

•	 Purpose driven shopping paired with micro-philanthropic giving of rewards

•	 Driving consumer value in terms of more meaningful cost savings... through integrated offer experiences.

•	 Developing stronger content so that our clients understand how we can solve their business issues.

•	 Modularity and personalization.

•	 Cardholder Engagement

•	 Improving consumer experiences and market efficiency

•	 ...Improved UX

D. Data, Trust, Risk & Infrastructure

This category covers the “back-end” necessities: upgrading tech stacks (cloud migration), improving credit 
scoring models, and ensuring trust/fraud prevention in a complex ecosystem. Verbatim responses included:

•	 Trust & fraud in the ecosystem

•	 Continue to be most innovative and most predictive credit scoring model in the Industry

•	 Data analytics, campaign ROI

•	 Growth through consulting and advice surrounding major areas of concern (fraud, financial risk, economic 
uncertainty)

•	 Migration to the cloud, moderation of tech stack, product innovations

•	 Alignment and Trust

•	 Credit Score model enhancement and Digital tools development

•	 Innovation and Predictability
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Artificial Intelligence

Biggest AI impacts on businesses in digital commerce.

The most immediate impact of AI has been a dramatic increase in operational speed and efficiency, 
allowing teams to accomplish key initiatives faster than ever before. Respondents highlight specific 
gains in “human capital leverage,” particularly within software development and data analytics, 
where turnaround times have shortened significantly. Beyond internal workflows, businesses 
are beginning to reshape their external products through agentic AI and improved customer 
engagement tools. While a few organizations remain in an experimental phase, determining the 
balance between staff productivity and new value propositions, the majority view AI as a critical 
accelerator. Ultimately, the technology is shifting from a novelty to a core infrastructure that drives 
both cost reduction and strategic innovation.

A. Operational Efficiency, Speed & Productivity

The dominant theme is “acceleration.” Respondents consistently cite general productivity gains, faster 
execution of daily tasks, and the ability to do more with the same resources (leverage). Verbatim  
responses included:

•	 Efficiency; we are able to move faster than ever before

•	 Productivity when used as a tool not a substitute

•	 Enabling us to operate more efficiently, more effectively, and at a lower cost.

•	 Increased Productivity

•	 It allows us to accomplish our key initiatives faster than ever before

•	 Improvement of time to response/market

•	 Speed

•	 Financial & Human Capital Leverage

•	 Efficiency with repetitive tasks (implied from “digital assistance”)

•	 It impacts everything we do
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B. Software Development & Technical Velocity

A specific and high-impact sub-category of efficiency focused on engineering. Teams are seeing quantifiable 
jumps (e.g., >50%) in developer output. Verbatim responses included:

•	 Efficiency of code sharing and writing is speeding up our ability to write and release code.

•	 Over 50% increase in developer productivity when measured year over year.

•	 Shortened turnaround time on analytics and initial investigations. Supporting associates in writing code.

•	 Different technical development areas.

C. Data Analytics & Research

AI is being used as a “force multiplier” for processing information, allowing for faster insights and the 
inclusion of alternative data sources. Verbatim responses included:

•	 Data analysis

•	 Data and Analytics

•	 Faster and Better Analytics

•	 AI has made me faster in analyzing data regarding the company

•	 Research efficiency

•	 Greater Inclusion via Alternative Data and Explainable AI

D. Product Innovation, Marketing & Customer Experience

This section covers external impacts—how AI is changing what the company sells (Agentic AI, Chatbots) or 
how they communicate (Marketing, Content). Verbatim responses included:

•	 The shift from search (google) to ChatGPT by consumers, and the introduction of AI results has had a 
profound effect on shopping.

•	 Agentic AI

•	 Our new agentic AI chatbot

•	 AI is underneath a core product feature for [company]

•	 Call centers, marketing, analytics

•	 Making it more efficient and productive on our marketing assets.

•	 Marketing materials

•	 Faster and better Business write ups

•	 Engagement
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E. Strategy & Future Outlook

Responses focusing on the “big picture” — how AI is shaping business strategy, competitive landscapes, 
 and ideation. Verbatim responses included:

•	 It drove new idea/inspiration in developing digital strategy.

•	 Insight to the possible for our clients, and a focus on the future opportunities for us to capture

•	 Improving productivity, disrupting the space

•	 Increased competition

F. Early Stage & Uncertainty

A minority of respondents who feel the impact is not yet fully realized or understood. Verbatim  
responses included:

•	 It’s early days. We are still working out what the key opportunities are for us i.e. staff productivity vs 
improving propositions

•	 Not fully educated on how being used across the whole organization, particularly tech
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What digital commerce leaders are using AI for right now.

Respondents are primarily using AI for Content/Marketing efficiency, Data Analytics, and Technical 
Development (coding). There is also a strong trend toward using AI for operational tasks like 
responding to RFPs and drafting contracts.

Three AI Usage Trends

A. Content Creation, Marketing & Communications

Focuses on drafting text, emails, creative assets, and external messaging. Verbatim responses included:

•	 Streamlining & optimizing email marketing services; drafting emails, outlining content for presentations, etc.

•	 Content creation including copywriting and image generation, SEO optimization, sharing industry reports 
in a more snackable form...

•	 Content marketing ideation

•	 Generating marketing, answering rfp’s, help in writing PR, blogs, etc

•	 Voice to text, content creation, graphic creation, data analysis

•	 Communications and research

•	 Software developers, recruitment, email

THE DRAFTING 
ASSISTANT
A vast majority of users 
are leveraging AI to bypass 
the “blank page” problem—
whether for code, emails, or 
marketing copy.

THE ANALYST 
ASSISTANT
There is significant usage 
for summarizing research, 
analyzing data trends, and 
market intelligence.

THE OPS ASSISTANT
A distinct group is using 
AI specifically for heavy 
administrative lifting, 
such as legal reviews, RFP 
answers, and contract 
generation.
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B. Data Analytics, Research & Strategy

Focuses on processing information, market research, and predictive modeling. Verbatim responses included:

•	 Research and Analytics

•	 I have used AI to analyze data which were used for decision making.

•	 Data analytics in-house and marketing communication externally

•	 Market research, collation of answers for audits / RFPs

•	 Research, presentation support, commerce

•	 Research and rapid ideation

•	 Industry Research

•	 Research, gaining a better understanding of tech

•	 Research, business case intel, commerce

•	 Enhanced Predictive Power Through Machine Learning

•	 Content generation, data analysis

C. Coding, Development & Technical Models

Focuses on engineering tasks, writing code, and building technical infrastructure. Verbatim  
responses included:

•	 Coding

•	 We use AI mostly for data modeling and generative AI for code sharing and code writing.

•	 Writing code, building new products, powering new products we offer

•	 Coding, Testing, Research, Documentation, Summary Write-ups

•	 Federated learning models

•	 Presentation preparation, software development, email review.

D. Operational Productivity, Legal & Admin

Focuses on workflow speed, legal reviews, contracts, and general office tasks. Verbatim responses included:

•	 Internally: coding, contracts, research, marketing. Externally: product innovation, agentic shopping.

•	 Prototyping, research, policy and legal reviews and analysis

•	 Research, slide design/excel formatting, initial trend analyses.

•	 Efficiency with repetitive tasks

•	 Used it on weekly basis for productivity

•	 Increased individual output, turbo charged workflows, and improved consumer experiences.

•	 Writing, presentation outlines, data analytics/projections



32

DCA-CARDLINX |  DISRUPTION AT MAXIMUM SPEED [MEMBERS ONLY]

E. Product Innovation & Customer Experience (CX)

Focuses on building new features, personalization, and user-facing tools. Verbatim responses included:

•	 Product builds, emails, meetings, internal communications, creative generation

•	 For my work specifically, AI is being used for help in research, development and creative.

•	 Personalization

•	 Client inquiry (digital bot)

•	 SEO and Digital User Experience
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GIVING 
CONSUMERS 
CONTROL OVER 
HOW THEIR DATA 
IS USED

CHART SERIES

How effective is the digital 
commerce industry at data-
related practices?

PERMISSION TO 
SHARE DATA

In your view, how 
effective is the digital 
commerce industry 
overall at getting 
consumer permission 
to share data?

In your view, how 
effective is the digital 
commerce industry 
overall at giving 
consumers control over 
how their data is used?



34

DCA-CARDLINX |  DISRUPTION AT MAXIMUM SPEED [MEMBERS ONLY]

LETTING 
CONSUMERS 
KNOW WHAT DATA 
IS DISCLOSED TO 
THIRD PARTIES

SECURING 
CONSUMER 
DATA AGAINST 
BREACHES

In your view, how 
effective is the digital 
commerce industry 
overall at letting 
consumers know what 
data is disclosed to 
third parties?

In your view, how 
effective is the digital 
commerce industry 
overall at securing 
consumer data 
against breaches?
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CHART SERIES

Digital marketing, media 
network and CLO program 
participation.

PREVALENCE 
OF DIGITAL 
MARKETING 
TOOLS

What digital 
marketing tools did 
your company use in 
the last 12 months?
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MEDIA NETWORKS

CLO MARKET 
PARTICIPATION

Does your company 
operate a media 
network?

Does your company 
participate in the  
CLO market?
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CHART SERIES

CLO Program Growth, Maturity, 
and Trajectory.

CLO PROGRAM 
GROWTH

CLO PROGRAM 
MATURITY

How much has your 
CLO program grown in 
the last 12 months?

Our CLO program is...

2.4%
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ANSWER FREQUENCY

Restaurants 26

Clothing 18

Grocery 14

Digital Goods (Music, Video Games) 12

Subscriptions 11

Travel (Hotel, Flights, Car Rental, Rideshare) 10

Food Delivery Services 10

Specialty Retail 9

Department Stores 8

Shopping Centers 7

MERCHANT CLO 
BUDGETS

In your experience, 
in 2024 the average 
merchant’s card-
linking budget...

CLO MERCHANT 
CATEGORIES

In your view, which 
merchant categories 
are the best fit for 
card-linking?
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CHART SERIES

CLO Offer Values, Activation, 
Redemption, Consumer 
Demographics etc.

CLO OFFER 
DOLLAR VALUES

CLO OFFER 
ACTIVATION

In your experience, 
what is the approximate 
dollar value of a typical 
CLO offer?

In your experience, 
what is the approximate 
number of CLO offers 
activated per  
cardholder per month?

2.5%
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CLO CONSUMER 
DEMOGRAPHICS

In your experience, 
what are the top 
demographic groups 
that use CLO?

CLO REDEMPTION 
PATTERNS

In your experience, 
what is the 
approximate percent 
of activated CLO 
offers that are 
ultimately redeemed?
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CLO MARKETING 
FEES

CLO RETAILER 
MOTIVATIONS

In your experience, 
what is the average 
marketing fee per 
redeemed CLO offer?

In your experience, 
what are typical 
retailer motivations 
for adopting a CLO 
program?
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Primary competitors to CLO

Respondents predict that the primary threat to Card-Linked Offers (CLO) is the fragmentation 
of the traditional “card-centric” model, driven by three dominant forces: Artificial Intelligence, 
Platform Consolidation, and Merchant Independence. A significant portion of the feedback 
envisions a shift toward Agentic Commerce, where AI assistants automatically negotiate or retrieve 
offers, rendering static CLO models obsolete. Simultaneously, the “container” for loyalty is moving 
from the physical card to Digital Wallets and Open Banking ecosystems, which offer more seamless, 
account-level integration. Finally, merchants are expected to leverage direct-to-consumer apps 
and blockchain technology to bypass intermediaries entirely, regaining control over customer data 
and loyalty economics.

1. Artificial Intelligence & Agentic Commerce

This was a dominant theme, focusing on AI assistants negotiating or finding deals on behalf of the consumer, 
bypassing traditional static offers. Verbatim responses incuded:

•	 AI [Many respondents wrote this]

•	 Being able to ask AI for discounts for whatever you are trying to purchase

•	 While not a direct competitor, agentic will reshape how CLO will be published and viewed by consumers

•	 AI-driven, account-linked “agentic” rewards and embedded commerce experiences

•	 (Retailer) Agent to (Consumer) Agent offers: 1) BNPL 2) BOPIS 3) POS card linked loyalty enrollment and 
redemption independently from specific CLO’s

2. Digital Wallets & Open Banking

Respondents predict a shift away from card-specific offers toward offers embedded in mobile operating 
systems (Apple/Google) or linked directly to bank accounts via Open Banking. Verbatim responses incuded:

•	 Digital wallets

•	 Google and Apple Mobile Wallets

•	 Mobile Wallets and Better merchant Apps with offers embedded in them

•	 With open banking gaining steam, marketing tied to payment methods might shift toward accounts and 
wallets rather than cards.

•	 Super App
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•	 I believe digital wallets and AI-driven loyalty platforms will become the main alternatives to card-linked 
offers, as they provide more seamless, personalized, and data-rich customer experiences.

•	 In the next 2–3 years, the primary competitors or alternatives to card-linked offers are likely to be 
real-time, app-based cashback and loyalty platforms (including digital wallets), as well as AI-driven 
personalized promotions delivered via mobile apps and e-commerce ecosystems...

3. Direct-to-Consumer & Merchant-Led Loyalty

This category suggests merchants will take back control, bypassing intermediaries to offer rewards directly 
through their own apps or affiliate models. Verbatim responses incuded:

•	 Merchant Loyalty Programs

•	 Retailer-specific loyalty programs / direct marketing

•	 Direct-to-consumer loyalty programs bypassing traditional card links.

•	 Direct partnerships (e.g. between bank or loyalty company & merchant)

•	 Merchant fulfilled

•	 Merchant-funded affiliate is a better alternative for DIGITAL commerce. I think CLO is good for driving 
categorical spend at mostly brick and mortar merchants like gas and grocery.

•	 New offer types with more value for cardholders and stickier customer acquisition for merchants.

4. Embedded Finance & Unified Platforms

These responses focus on rewards being integrated into lifestyle apps, banking apps, or unified shopping 
portals rather than just being attached to a card transaction. Verbatim responses incuded:

•	 Embedded financial services offering rewards within lifestyle or banking apps.

•	 Behavioral rewards enabled by consumer data where the bank or program serves up offers to members to 
incentivize them to take specific actions.

•	 Retail apps integrating instant rewards and gamified offers.

•	 Shopping Portals and Loyalty Platforms

•	 Unified loyalty platforms that combine in-store and online incentives.

•	 Blockchain & Tokenization

A distinct group of respondents believes Web3 and decentralized assets will replace traditional points/
cashback.

•	 Blockchain technology

•	 Tokenized Rewards

•	 Decentralized blockchain-based loyalty programs. - Tokenized assets that users truly own and can trade, 
stake, or redeem across ecosystems.
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5. Evolution of CLO (Internal Competition)

Some respondents believe the competition is not an external technology, but rather a better version of the 
current CLO landscape. One such response wrote:

•	 Rather than an alternative, competition within the CLO space for who can deliver more value more 
seamlessly

6. Point-of-Sale & Instant Savings

Focusing on the timing of the reward (instant vs. statement credit). Verbatim responses incuded:

•	 Instant Savings at POS

•	 Niche / Emerging Tech

•	 Genetic shopping
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Conclusion
The digital commerce industry is undergoing a profound and rapid 
transformation, fundamentally driven by the accelerated development 
and integration of Artificial Intelligence (AI). This era of innovation is 
characterized by the emergence of new technologies, shifts in consumer 
behavior, and a strategic pivot within companies toward leveraging AI for 
both customer-facing products and internal operational efficiency. The 
study highlights several key areas where innovation is most impactful, 
presenting both immense opportunities and significant challenges for 
businesses operating in this dynamic field.


