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meets the market

Now here's a development worth following: The
world has graduated from ‘complaining about Al
chatbots” to "actually being terrified of them.’

In late February, Citrini Research decided to play
a fun game of What If? and hallucinated o
scenario just two years away where millions of
white-collar workers are replaced by Al agents.
The result? A delightful collapse of consumer
spending and a global economy sliding into a
deflationary abyss.

Oh, happy day.

4-6%
And that's not all. Because the stock market is (o)
essentially a giant, high-stakes mood ring, valuation dr
companies like Uber, DoorDash, Mastercard, ) .

and Visa saw their valuations drop by 4% to 6% Ina Smgle d
the very next day. Critics immediately pounced

to point out that the "economic logic” of the blog r :

post was basically held together by Scotch tape | '
and wishful thinking. i

But hey, the facts don't really matter when you
have a good story, right? This little episode
proves that Al fan fiction now officially has the
power to move markets.

Buckle up, friends... And read on to find out more. e

¥

This is not an isolated episode.

It signals a structural shift in how Al risk and
legitimacy are priced into markets.

' The Guardian, “Feedback loop, no brake: how Al doomsday report rattled
markets”, 24 February 2026.
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The Recalibration of Trust in the Al Economy

Al scrutiny is shifting from episodic criticism to structural expectation. The current
phase is not defined by rejection of Al progress, but by rising standards of proof
around governance, accountability and economic concentration.

In Q4 2025, we identified escalation and narrative hardening across the Al economy.
In Q1 2026, those signals have consolidated into a more durable operating condition
— where scrutiny is no longer episodic, but embedded.

Key shifts this quarter

+ Scepticism is normalising. Critical commentary is increasingly treated as baseline
assumption rather than contrarian opinion. Rebuttal is losing force as anticipation
lbecomes essential.

« Governance language is hardening. Media and policy discourse is moving from
ethical principles to enforcement, oversight and constraint. Symbolic commitments
carry diminishing credibility.

« Concentration concerns are widening. Scrutiny is extending beyond major
platforms to infrastructure providers, model developers and intermediaries across
the Al value chain.

« Enterprise risk is becoming structural. Reputational pressure, regulatory escalation
and governance scrutiny are converging into sustained operating conditions rather
than isolated events.

In this next phase of the Al economy, influence will accrue to organisations that can
demonstrate — consistently and credibly — how power is governed, how limits are
enforced, and where accountability resides.

This does not signal retreat from Al adoption. It signals institutionalisation: where
legitimacy becomes as critical as capability.

p
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The recalibration of trust

How scrutiny is reshaping credibility in the Al economy

Sustained scrutiny, not Controversy Index — The Al Economy (2025)
epISOdIC splkes Tracking the sustained normalisation of scepticism in Al coverage
Coverage intensity and contrarian

framing have become more sustained 100

rather than episodic. The data indicates

that scepticism is no longer confined to "

isolated product controversies but
increasingly embedded in structural
debates about governance,
concentration and accountability.

60

40

From product risk to structural
accountability 2

Compared with Q4 2025, scrutiny has
shifted from product-level risk toward
broader structural accountability

greater polarisation.

2025-01 2025-02 2025-03 2025-04 2025-05 2025-06 2025-07 2025-08 2025-09 2025-10 2025-11 2025-12

Source: \'N/NteHigence Tracker by New Narrative.
concerns. Combines sentiment dispersion, neutrality balance and contrarian framing. Higher scores indicate

Principle: This phase reflects a recalibration of trust — higher standards of proof and accountability —
not a blanket anti-Al turn. Scrutiny is escalating, but so are expectations for responsible leadership.

The Al debate has moved from anticipation to evaluation

From anticipation to evaluation

Coverage over the final quarter of 2025 reflects a clear shift in
emphasis. Al is increasingly treated not as an emerging
technology story, but as an organising force — one that
concentrates power, reallocates risk, and exposes gaps between
technical capability and institutional readiness. Progress is no
longer taken at face value.

Expectations have changed

What has shifted most is not sentiment, but expectation. Media
scrutiny now operates on the assumption that Al systems are
already influential  enough to warrant accountability.
Commentary focuses less on potential and more on proof: who
controls infrastructure and data, how value is distributed, and
whether governance is keeping pace with deployment.

Scepticism as a condition, not a reaction

What's changed

Al is now treated as
power, not hype

Norms of accountability
have hardened

Al positioning is judged
on credibility, not
ambition

Scepticism is structural,
not episodic

Scepticism is no longer episodic. It has become structural. A substantial share of mainstream
commentary now challenges the assumptions behind optimistic Al narratives — not to reject progress,
but to test its legitimacy. This marks a shift from isolated doubt to structural scrutiny, resetting the

standards by which the Al economy is assessed.
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The chqnglng terms of the Al d\BuLe

How mainstream coverage is reshaping the Al narratlve

b
| 4

From optimism to normalised scepticism

From capability From growth to

to consequence concentration risk

What matters now is not what Al can Scale remains admired, but

do, but what its deployment concentration of power is increasingly
produces. treated as a systemic risk.

From price to

legitimacy

Coverage increasingly questions Deployment is advancing faster than
whether dominant players deserve institutional frameworks designed to
their position, margins, and structural constrain it.

advantage.

What this means

Taken together, these shifts signal a narrative environment no longer impressed
by ambition alone. Scrutiny has become the default setting, reshaping how
authority and credibility are established in the Al economy.

4
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The Al economy under review

Outlook for enterprise risk and regulatory escalation

Backlash Risk Outlook Top Al risks driving backlash

Scrutiny signals are now translating into sustained

enterprise-level operating risk. 280/0 Economic

Enterprise backlash refers to sustained regulatory SRR
escalation, reputational scrutiny and governance
pressure over the next 12 months — driven by
converging signals rather than a single trigger
event.

Security & misuse

Displacement
anxiety

Al model failures

60%

Source: iN/NteIIigence Tracker by New Narrative.
Derived from the distribution of risk drivers, intensity of contrarian
coverage, and decision-maker priority signals (see methodology).

Perceived risk vs. accountability

Where scrutiny is highest — and where
responsibility is most clearly assigned

Regulatory
10% ambiguity

Source: iN/NteIIigence Tracker by New Narrative.

Priorities of Al decision-makers

Controlling security risks
L High Perceived Risk
o8 Economic

concentration

Security

& misuse
0.6

Active risk-mitigation

0 Al model failures

02 Addressing concentration

concerns

Employee displacement

0.0
High Perceived Risk

00 03 06 0.8 1.0 1.0 Respondlng to reQUIatory
Perception Gap Index pressure

Source: iN/Ntelligence Tracker by New Narrative.

Source: iN/Ntelligence Tracker by New Narrative.

As risks, scepticism, and accountability gaps
converge, expectations of enterprise-level Al
backlash are becoming normalised.

Decision-makers face tighter scrutiny over security,

economic concentration, and whether

self-regulation reflects genuine constraint or simple

convenience.

Derived from media narrative intensity, contrarian coverage
weighting, and decision-maker priority signals (see
methodology).

Top drivers shown; remaining share distributed across
smaller factors.
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The credibility test for Al leaders

06

Reputational blowback

Organisations deploying Al face heightened scrutiny and faster public accountability.
Reputational risk is no longer episodic. It is sustained, measurable, and expectation-driven.

6 30/0 Erosion of public trust

Sustained scepticism is increasing pressure for demonstrable accountability and
oversight.

Transparency demands
58%

Stakeholders expect clear disclosure of governance structures, safeguards and system
limits.

580/0 Content offence scrutiny

Heightened sensitivity to bias, misinformation and harmful or misused outputs.

500/o Bias [ misuse vigilance

Closer examination of data governance, model controls and ethical risk mitigation.

Percentages reflect prevalence across media narrative signals and executive priority weighting.
Source: iN/NteIIigence Tracker by New Narrative.

Regulatory risks
Al policy momentum is accelerating at both national and corporate levels.

New national rules Costly compliance

Major regional Al
regulations expanded

Rising compliance
process costs

High perceived

Litigation activity regulatory risk

Strategic dilemmas

Stakeholders are demanding clarity on internal safety, governance, and accountability.

Pressure to disclose 61% Self-policing dilemma 49%

Scrutiny over data
practices & safety
commitments

Perception that
self-regulation is
insufficient or
self-interested

4
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Communicating in a structurally
sceptical Al economy

Scrutiny is no longer episodic. It is ambient, institutional and persistent.

Credibility test Implication for communicators

Proof of control, not just
capability

Scrutiny increasingly distinguishes
between technical capability and
organisational control.

Control must be made legible.

Explain who governs Al systems, how limits are enforced,
and where accountability ultimately sits — in language
non-technical audiences can interrogate.

Legitimacy of scale, not just

Scale now requires justification.
growth

Articulate why expansion is warranted, who benefits beyond
the organisation, and where clear boundaries lie — rather
than assuming scale speaks for itself.

Scale is no longer taken for granted.
Its legitimacy is increasingly
questioned.

Governance under real-world

ore Governance must be demonstrated under pressure.
conditions

Show how safeguards hold up under commercial
incentives, rapid deployment, and geopolitical exposure —
not merely how they are designed on paper.

Governance is now judged under
conditions of commercial pressure,
speed, and geopolitical exposure.

Consistency across moments of
truth Narrative alignment is now a credibility requirement

Discrepancies across media - hota hygiene factor.

commentary, leadership statements, | Such discrepancies are increasingly read as tell-tale signals
earnings calls, and policy — making narrative coherence strategic, not cosmetic.
engagement are no longer neutral.

In a narrative environment shaped by normalised scepticism, communications has
shifted from amplification to accountability. Credibility is earned through explanation,
alignment, and disciplined ownership of risk. Influence will increasingly belong to
those who can demonstrate control — not merely declare intent.

4
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Early signals of
structural shift

How governance expectations are hardening — and where scrutiny may

intensify

From opinion to expectation

Sceptical commentary is increasingly
treated not as contrarian opinion, but
as a reasonable baseline assumption.
Positions once framed as “critical” are
bbecoming mainstream.

Consequence: When scepticism
becomes assumed, rebuttal loses
effectiveness. Credibility will depend on
anticipation rather than response.

Concentration narratives widening
beyond Big Tech

Scrutiny of economic concentration is
broadening beyond major platforms to
include infrastructure providers, model
developers and intermediaries across
the Al value chain.

+ This widening lens now extends to
chipmakers, cloud infrastructure,
model developers, data providers
and distribution intermediaries across
the Al stack.

Consequence: As concentration
narratives widen, more organisations
will be drawn into accountability
debates — regardless of visibility or
intent.

08 new-narrative.com

Governance language moving from
ethics to enforcement

Media and policy discourse is moving
from high-level ethical commitments
toward enforceable safeguards, oversight
mechanisms and constraint.

Consequence: Symbolic governance will
carry diminishing credibility. Audiences will
expect evidence that systems are
meaningfully shaped by constraint in
practice.

Failures reframed as system tests

Isolated incidents are increasingly
interpreted as stress tests of the broader
Al ecosystem rather than discrete errors.
The question shifts from “what went
wrong?” to “what does this reveal?”

Consequence: Individual failures may
now trigger wider narrative
reassessment, raising the stakes for
preparedness, transparency and
governance resilience.

As scepticism normalises and scrutiny
becomes structural, governance
resilience — not innovation velocity — will
increasingly determine influence in the Al
economy.
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The iN/Ntelligence Bandwagon Backlash Tracker is a quarterly
intelligence brief designed to help marketing and communications
leaders understand how dominant narratives evolve — particularly
when enthusiasm begins to fragment and scepticism builds.

Rather than chasing hype, the Tracker identifies where attention
concentrates, where doubt accelerates, and how those shifts reshape
brand, investor and policy conversations across industries.

Each edition focuses on a distinct storyline emerging from global
media coverage, analysing how narratives rise, consolidate or turn into
backlash. The objective is not simply to describe debate, but to clarify
where communicators must lead, defend or recalibrate.

Our recommendations are concise, targeted and grounded in
data-driven analysis.

To learn more about iN/NteIIigence, click here.

This report draws on a dataset of more than 1,000 global news and commentary articles collected
between January and December 2025. Articles were enriched with metadata including named entities
(organisations, people and geographies), sentiment scores and topic classifications.

To identify dominant narratives, we applied non-negative matrix factorisation (NMF) topic modelling
to English-language content (or English translations of non-English sources), using combined fields of
title, description and body text. Each resulting cluster was reviewed and labelled according to its
prevailing themes.

Narrative intensity was assessed through sentiment dispersion, the balance between neutral and
critical coverage, and the prevalence of sceptical or contrarian framing. These measures underpin
the Controversy Index, which reflects how contested Al coverage has become over time.

Enterprise risk probability and priority signals are derived from patterns within the same media
dataset, including coverage of executive commentary, earnings disclosures and regulatory
developments. These indicators reflect narrative convergence rather than independent survey input.

Each quarterly edition tracks changes against a prior baseline using the same framework to assess
whether scrutiny is intensifying, consolidating or fragmenting.

This analysis reflects directional narrative signals rather than forecast certainty.

In this report, “Al backlash” refers to sustained increases in regulatory scrutiny, reputational pressure,
concentration debate and governance expectation — not episodic criticism or public rejection of Al
innovation.
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New Narrative, iN/Ntelligence, AcumeN/N, and Bandwagon Backlash Tracker are copyrighted
trademarks and owned by the New Narrative Group. Unauthorised citation, copying, or distribution is
prohibited.

The data and information in this report are provided for informational purposes only. Users rely on this
information at their own risk. New Narrative and its affiliates do not warrant the accuracy,
completeness, or timeliness of the data, and assume no obligation to update it. To the fullest extent
permitted by law, New Narrative and its affiliates are not liable for any loss, damage, or expenses
arising from the use of, or reliance on, the information in this report.
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