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4 Key Trends 
from SXSW 2026



The VSP® Vision’s Global Innovation Center is proud to return to the world's largest innovation conference

Bringing Vision Innovation to

Back for a third year, the Global 
Innovation Center participated in a 
panel on 10 key vision trends 
transforming healthcare and hosted 
a fireside chat and happy hour for 
the healthcare innovation community 
at Capital Factory, Texas' largest 
startup incubator. Watch the the 
2024 recap here.

In our inaugural year, the VSP 
Global Innovation Center led two 
official SXSW panels – “Using an 
Innovation Mindset to Create 
Belonging” and another on “The 
Future of Vision Training” which 
were accompanied by an 
interactive performance vision 
experience. Watch the 2022 
recap here.

We returned to SXSW, 
moderating a panel in the Health 
Track on “Scaling Access to 
Care in Healthcare Deserts” as 
well as lending our voice to the 
Female Quotient Equality 
Lounge. In the expo hall 
attendees could take a 
personalized eye health quiz and 
demo devices. VSP also 
sponsored a networking hike. 
Watch the 2023 recap here.

2022 2023 2024 2025

VSP emersed itself in the SXSW 
2025 program and community, 
participating in various roundtables 
and dinners from industry leaders 
such as Social Innovation Summit, 
Silicon Foundry, and KITE Scouting. 
VSP also led panels hosted by 
Techonomy and Female Quotient 
and organized an ‘AI as a Benefit’ 
discussion and happy hour. 

2026

For 2026, the Global Innovation 
Center (GIC) transitioned to a "listen 
and learn" strategy, prioritizing high-
impact ecosystem touchpoints. The 
team utilized daily documentation 
and crowdsourced networking to 
deliver a strategic Insights Booklet 
on the conference's top learnings.

https://vimeo.com/936326691
https://vimeo.com/819951916
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South by Southwest (SXSW), one of the world’s largest tech and innovation conferences, 
attracts a diverse audience of entrepreneurs, influencers, policymakers, creatives, and 
business leaders, offering a first-look at the concepts and companies shaping the future.

The VSP Global Innovation Center (GIC) was on-the-ground at SXSW 2026 to source next-
gen perspectives and capabilities on behalf of VSP Vision. 

The team generated high-impact insights by attending programming focused on human-
centric AI, multisensory integration, and emotional outsourcing , while also canvassing 
the entire conference to decode the various shifts redefining the future of provider 
intuition and patient agency.

In addition, the GIC filtered these global megatrends through a healthcare-focused lens, 
synthesizing how breakthrough technologies will amplify vision care's evolving role in 
healthcare. 

4 Key Trends from SXSW 2026

Read on to dive into the conference’s top trends. 

https://vspvision.com/innovation/
https://vspvision.com/innovation/
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Notable Number: A study reports 82% of patients saying they trust humans more than AI to protect their health information.

SXSW Panel Recording to Check Out: The Rise of the Thinking Class, exploring how AI must be used to amplify human intelligence.

SXSW Indicator: IBM heavily sponsored the Tech & AI track, signaling a massive enterprise focus on software and hardware platforms 
that assist rather than systems that replace.

Insight: The conversation is shifting from artificial intelligence to augmented 
intelligence– a partnership model where AI and machine learning enhance 
human cognitive performance rather than replace it. 

Industry leaders emphasize that the most successful AI applications do not 
replace human expertise; they act as a co-pilot to amplify human craft, decision-
making, and critical thinking.

Why It Matters: Consumers desire unprecedented visibility and agency over 
their health data, but they want their final care decisions guided by a trusted 
human equipped with the best possible data—not an autonomous robot.

Podcast host Bob Safian & AI Scientist Dr. Rana el Kaliouby 
discuss what it means to keep humans at the center of the 

AI revolution. 

Human-Centric AI: Amplifying Provider 
Intuition and Patient Agency

https://www.managedhealthcareexecutive.com/view/ai-use-rises-in-health-systems-but-many-patients-still-struggle-to-access-care#:~:text=Data%20security%20is%20a%20key%20issue%2C%20with,than%20AI%20to%20protect%20their%20health%20information.
https://www.managedhealthcareexecutive.com/view/ai-use-rises-in-health-systems-but-many-patients-still-struggle-to-access-care#:~:text=Data%20security%20is%20a%20key%20issue%2C%20with,than%20AI%20to%20protect%20their%20health%20information.
https://www.proseonpixels.com/sxsw-2026-ai-is-reshaping-storytelling-with-human-craft-at-the-center/
https://www.managedhealthcareexecutive.com/view/ai-use-rises-in-health-systems-but-many-patients-still-struggle-to-access-care#:~:text=Data%20security%20is%20a%20key%20issue%2C%20with,than%20AI%20to%20protect%20their%20health%20information.
https://www.managedhealthcareexecutive.com/view/ai-use-rises-in-health-systems-but-many-patients-still-struggle-to-access-care#:~:text=Data%20security%20is%20a%20key%20issue%2C%20with,than%20AI%20to%20protect%20their%20health%20information.
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Notable Number: Nearly 25% of people globally now participate in the digital creative sector, making it the fastest-growing segment 
in small business.

SXSW Quote: "With the magic of AI meeting the cold reality of ad-blockers and streaming fatigue, the industry has realized that if you can't  
beat the skip button, you have to find a way to become part of the story." – Christa Conte, Leadership, SourceCode Communications

Sample Indicator: The Creator Economy Track at SXSW 2026, unpacking how digital creators shape real-world commerce.

Insight:  Traditional, top-down brand advertising is losing its efficacy in an 
era of algorithmic distrust. Consumer validation has decentralized into 
Invisible Influence – embedding products within highly engaged, niche digital 
micro-communities, where peer-to-peer recommendations drive action.

Why It Matters: Overwhelmed by health spam, consumers are seeking out 
trusted, localized "guides" (micro-influencers) to help them navigate complex 
healthcare decisions, finding comfort in shared, verifiable experiences. AI & The Creative Economy Panel

Invisible Influence: Micro-Communities 
as the New Acquisition Engine

https://news.adobe.com/news/news-details/2022/adobe-future-of-creativity-study-165m-creators-joined-creator-economy-since-2020#:~:text=The%20Creator%20Economy%20Is%20Diverse,%2C%20Gen%20Z%20represents%2014%25.
https://sxsw.com/conference/creator-economy-track/?utm_term=&utm_campaign=&utm_source=adwords&utm_medium=ppc&hsa_acc=5629257571&hsa_cam=23669621734&hsa_grp=&hsa_ad=&hsa_src=x&hsa_tgt=&hsa_kw=&hsa_mt=&hsa_net=adwords&hsa_ver=3&gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=23708975652&gbraid=0AAAAADhtvUVujqFNCI4P_x4ys57KXB5fz&gclid=Cj0KCQjwyr3OBhD0ARIsALlo-OniRJhLRoB1hFbrAyqiLZ0EzXxjMpfG-pJ9jeuKoSo_ppBf6o8gPycaAjdeEALw_wcB
https://sxsw.com/conference/creator-economy-track/?utm_term=&utm_campaign=&utm_source=adwords&utm_medium=ppc&hsa_acc=5629257571&hsa_cam=23669621734&hsa_grp=&hsa_ad=&hsa_src=x&hsa_tgt=&hsa_kw=&hsa_mt=&hsa_net=adwords&hsa_ver=3&gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=23708975652&gbraid=0AAAAADhtvUVujqFNCI4P_x4ys57KXB5fz&gclid=Cj0KCQjwyr3OBhD0ARIsALlo-OniRJhLRoB1hFbrAyqiLZ0EzXxjMpfG-pJ9jeuKoSo_ppBf6o8gPycaAjdeEALw_wcB
https://sxsw.com/conference/creator-economy-track/?utm_term=&utm_campaign=&utm_source=adwords&utm_medium=ppc&hsa_acc=5629257571&hsa_cam=23669621734&hsa_grp=&hsa_ad=&hsa_src=x&hsa_tgt=&hsa_kw=&hsa_mt=&hsa_net=adwords&hsa_ver=3&gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=23708975652&gbraid=0AAAAADhtvUVujqFNCI4P_x4ys57KXB5fz&gclid=Cj0KCQjwyr3OBhD0ARIsALlo-OniRJhLRoB1hFbrAyqiLZ0EzXxjMpfG-pJ9jeuKoSo_ppBf6o8gPycaAjdeEALw_wcB
https://gcihealth.com/2025/06/12/patient-influencers-reshaping-healthcare-across-a-fragmented-landscape/#:~:text=The%20heightened%20interest%20in%20patient,peers%20facing%20similar%20health%20challenges.


The Rise of Hyper-Local 
Digital Friendships

Trend 3: 
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Notable Partnership: L'Oréal's strategic deployment of Brazilian beauty consultants directly on WhatsApp to bypass traditional 
marketing and build decentralized consumer trust.

SXSW Indicator: SXSW Staff Picks 2026 – Nicole Krause, Sr. Director of Marketing, highlighting the shift from broad brand building 
to direct digital friendship.

Sample SXSW Conversation: Discussions across the festival underscored that brands must pivot to converting "accidental virality" 
into sustainable, community-anchored narratives.

Creators share how they used platforms like TikTok, 
Instagram, and YouTube to launch lasting IP.

Insight: The era of building massive, faceless digital "fandoms" is over. The 
new shift involves building actual "friendships" with audiences by localizing 
sales and outreach teams into hyper-local community anchors on 
decentralized messaging platforms.

Why It Matters: Patients receive highly personalized, continuous 
engagement through the familiar, low-friction digital channels they already 
use to talk to friends and family. Imagine equipping front-desk staff with 
compliant tools to act as community anchors on platforms like WhatsApp 
to deepen patient retention at the hyper-local level.

https://www.machadocolon.com/blog/lorealparismobile
https://sxsw.com/staff-picks-2026/


Insight: Startups are pushing beyond traditional visual and audio 
interfaces to create spatialized, haptic, and robot-assisted devices. 
Technology is now enabling independence for individuals with severe 
physical or visual disabilities in unprecedented ways.

Why It Matters: Visually impaired individuals are gaining the ability to 
experience the world—from navigating daily life to intuitively enjoying 
live entertainment—through advanced tactile and spatial feedback.

Multisensory Integration Goes 
Beyond Visual Interfaces

Trend 4: 
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SXSW Indicator: OneCourt won the Entertainment, Media & Creator Pitch category with a haptic tablet that allows visually disabled fans to 
"watch" sports using their fingertips.

SXSW Panel Recording to Check Out: “From Pitch to Pilots: How Corporates Partner & Build” offers an excellent framework for how 
enterprise innovation teams can organically cultivate relationships with these emerging hardware and applied AI startups, even when there 
isn't a specific, formalized ask for a pilot currently in place. 

Corporate Innovation Panel presented by Catalyst by Wellstar, 
Chick-fil-a, Arca Continental and Microsoft for Startups

https://sxsw.com/news/2026/sxsw-pitch-winners-announced/
https://sxsw.com/news/2026/sxsw-pitch-winners-announced/
https://sxsw.com/news/2026/sxsw-pitch-winners-announced/
https://sxsw.com/news/2026/sxsw-pitch-winners-announced/
https://sxsw.com/news/2026/sxsw-pitch-winners-announced/
https://schedule.sxsw.com/events/PP1162843


8SXSW is also an annual opportunity to bring the VSP Global Innovation Center together, enabling a 
diverse, cross-discipline, and distributed team the chance to engage, share insights, and build in person.
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Our Call to Innovators

At VSP Vision , we are constantly reimagining the way eye care and 
eyewear are delivered to the world.  

To fulfill this promise, the VSP Global Innovation Center is actively 
seeking new startups and technologies to collaborate with on forward-
looking innovations, especially around access to eye care.  

Interested in connecting? Let’s talk. 

GET IN TOUCH WITH US AT: globalinnovationcenter@vsp.com 

At VSP Vision, our purpose is to empower human potential through 
sight. As the first and only national not-for-profit vision benefits 
company, VSP has been the leader in health-focused vision care, 
providing affordable access to eye care and eyewear million of 
members through a network of more than 41,000 providers.

The VSP Global Innovation Center (GIC) is VSP’s lens into the future.

Through emerging technologies, new business exploration, and 
strategic connections within the innovation ecosystem, the GIC is a hub 
for reimagining the way eye care and eyewear are delivered to the 
world.

To learn more, please visit www.vspglobal.com/innovation

About VSP Global Innovation Center

http://www.vspglobal.com/innovation
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