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The Last Cheap
Weekend.

Labor Day is the last long weekend before media gets expensive.
Here is what to do with the five days you get.

Labor Day falls on Monday, September 7. The sale window runs about five days, every brand in your
category will run a markdown, and by the time the weekend is over the media market you are buying
into will have changed. A record political cycle is about to absorb inventory straight through to the first
week of November, and Q4 is stacked behind that. This report maps the squeeze, the numbers driving
it, and the creative decisions that hold up when you cannot buy your way out of a pricing spike.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Window Closes September 7.

@ LABOR DAY 2026 IN PREVIEW - AUGUST 2026

Labor Day has always been a discount weekend. In 2026 it is also a deadline. The date that ends the summer

sale calendar is the same date buyers need rates locked by, because the most expensive midterm cycle in

American history is about to land on top of Q4. Six figures frame this report.

Sep?7

Labor Day 2026. The peak promotional
window runs Friday September 4 to
Tuesday September 8.

5-DAY WINDOW

+21-.

Higher CTR when lifestyle scenes are
paired with promotional text, across
Alison's Labor Day creative set.

ALISON DATA

$1.6:

Projected 2026 political ad spend, the
most expensive midterm cycle on
record, per Adimpact.

RECORD

+18-.

Higher conversion rate when urgency
messaging such as "3 Days Only" is
included.

ALISON DATA

~50-

Share of political ad dollars that lands in
the final 30 days before the November
3 election.

TIMING RISK

+25-.

Higher engagement for creatives using
warm sunset-toned accents alongside
classic red, white and blue.

ALISON DATA



METHODOLOGY AND A NOTE ON DATA

What Is Measured, and What Is Forecast.

Scope The US Labor Day 2026 promotional window, Friday September 4 to Tuesday September 8, set against the Q3 and
Q4 media market running to the November 3 midterm elections.

Alison data First-party creative performance analysis across thousands of Labor Day creatives from prior cycles, spanning retail,
food and beverage, and travel, plus Alison's cross-platform creative fatigue benchmark corpus.

Third party Adimpact political ad spend projections, IAB 2026 Outlook Study, NRF and Oxford Economics retail forecast,
RetailMeNot consumer survey, US Office of Personnel Management holiday calendar.

Forecast

Political spend totals and CPM pressure are projections published ahead of the cycle, not settled counts. Read them

as direction and magnitude, not precision. Alison creative benchmarks are medians and vary by account, vertical, and

budget.

FINDING 00 - THE CALENDAR

Nine Weeks, Three Deadlines.

Most teams treat Labor Day as a sale and the election as somebody else's problem. In 2026 they are the same

planning question. The promotional window, the rate-lock deadline, and the start of political CPM inflation all sit

inside the same nine-day stretch. The demand side, for the record, is healthy: NRF and Oxford Economics

forecast US retail sales up 4.4 percent to $5.6 trillion in 2026, and RetailMeNot has found 43 percent of

consumers planning to shop summer clothing and shoes over the weekend, up from 29 percent in 2023. The

question is not whether people are buying. It is what it costs to reach them afterwards.

WHEN WHAT HAPPENS

Aug 24 to Sep 3 Early sale phase opens, one to two weeks
ahead of the holiday, as it did in prior cycles

Fri Sep 4 to Mon Sep 7 Peak Labor Day window. The holiday falls

Monday September 7

Sep 8 onward Post-holiday clearance phase on end-of-

season inventory

Sep toNov 3 Political spending concentrates. Roughly half
lands in the final 30 days, a quarter in the final

ten

Tue Nov 3 Election Day. Political dollars begin leaving the

market

Nov 27 and Nov 30 Black Friday and Cyber Monday

THE DEADLINE NOBODY CIRCLES

daily rather than weekly.

WHY IT MATTERS TO CREATIVE

Your first creative wave goes live here. The fatigue
clock starts now, not on the holiday

Four days of maximum category noise. Every
competitor is running the same markdown

The cheapest attention left in the quarter, and the
last of it

CPM inflation in contested markets. Premium CTV
inventory tightens sharply

Pricing pressure releases, historically favoring
November and December buys

Q4 retail demand replaces political demand. No
pricing holiday in between

Labor Day is the last weekend in 2026 when a weak creative only costs you a weak creative. After
it, the same mistake costs you a weak creative at a premium CPM, in a market where pricing moves



FINDING 01 - THE MARKET

Outbid by a Senator.

The 2026 midterms are on track to be the most expensive non-presidential cycle in American history. For
brands, the headline total is not the useful number. The concentration is. Political money does not spread
evenly across the calendar or the map, and where it lands, it lands hard enough to reprice the auction around it.

$1.6: $2.5: 49,

Projected total 2026 political ad spend, per Projected political connected TV spend, Broadcast television's share of total
AdImpact, up more than 20 percent on the the fastest-growing political media type political ad spend, still the largest single
$8.9B spent in 2022 this cycle, per Adimpact channel

The timing is what creates the damage. Roughly half of political ad dollars run in the final 30 days before
Election Day, and about a quarter in the final ten. That compresses enormous demand into a short, volatile
window where pricing shifts daily rather than weekly. Layered on top, football inventory gets used as a
targeting proxy for battleground voters, which means the opening of Q4 is not a gentle ramp for anyone buying
video. This is also arriving on top of growth rather than instead of it: IAB's 2026 Outlook Study puts US ad
spend up 9.5 percent for the year, with connected TV up 13.8 percent and social up 14.6 percent.

Where the pressure actually lands
MARKET OR CHANNEL 2026 EXPOSURE READ FOR NON-POLITICAL ADVERTISERS

California $1.1B, the heaviest of any state The single highest CPM inflation risk of any US
market this cycle

Michigan, Georgia, The next four heaviest states Expect persistent rather than occasional CPM

North Carolina, Texas spikes across Q3 and Q4

Hulu, Roku, YouTube Platforms that accept political The sharpest CPM increases in premium connected
advertising TV inventory

Netflix, Amazon Do not accept political advertising Comparatively sheltered inventory, and an obvious

Prime Video pressure valve

House and Senate races About $5B combined, Senate Nearly half the cycle, concentrated into a shrinking
$2.8B and House $2.2B set of contests

THE ALISON.AI VIEW

You cannot outbid a Senate race. You can stop paying inflated CPMs to serve creative that
was already fatiguing in August.

Every lever on the media side is about buying earlier or buying elsewhere, and both are finite. Creative is the only place where
the same budget produces a different result after the rates are already set, which is where most teams will be by October.

Political projections and channel splits per Adimpact 2025 to 2026 political projections and published cycle analysis of state-level and platform-level spending
concentration.



FINDING 02 - THE DIFFERENTIATOR

Everyone Has the Same Discount.

Price cuts dominate every Labor Day campaign. Shoppers expect them and rarely register who is offering what.
When every brand in the feed is shouting the same markdown, creative is the only variable left that separates
them. Alison's analysis of thousands of past Labor Day creatives found the gap between an average seasonal
ad and a top performer is almost never the offer. It is the execution.

+21. +18-. +25¢,

Higher CTR when lifestyle scenes are Higher conversion rate when urgency Higher engagement using warm sunset
paired with promotional text messaging is included in the frame tones alongside red, white and blue

Creative patterns by CTR lift - Alison benchmark corpus, versus vertical baseline

Punch-Hook Motion, under 0.5s +27%
Facing-Forward UGC C— +23%
Contrast-Pop Color Palette D +19%
Text-in-Frame Benefits, 8 words or fewer N +17%
Micro-Narrative, problem to fix to proof G +15%
Dynamic End-Frame CTA G +12%
4 N N

v DO THIS x NOT THIS

A lifestyle scene with the product genuinely in use. A discount-first layout. Full red, white and blue field,

Promotional text held to eight words or fewer. A dated oversized percentage, stock countdown language,

urgency line rather than a vague one. Warm sunset nobody in frame. Technically on theme, and

tones carrying the patriotic palette instead of shouting indistinguishable from every competitor in the same

it. auction.

- +21% CTR and +18% conversion rate - Blends into the category and pays full price to do it
(N 2N J

Alison.ai first-party creative analysis. The three figures above are from the Labor Day creative set. The chart covers structural and motion patterns across the wider
benchmark corpus. Each is measured independently against its vertical baseline, so the lifts do not sum. Structural patterns move CTR hardest; the copy signals on the
playbook page layer on top of them at a smaller scale. All figures are medians and vary by account, budget, and placement mix.



FINDING 03 - THE WINDOW

Your Creative Will Fatigue
Before the Sale Ends.

This is the structural problem with Labor Day, and almost nobody plans around it. The buying window is about
five days. Alison's benchmark corpus puts the median time to creative fatigue at ten. Fatigue does not wait for
a holiday to be convenient. If your first wave launches in the early sale phase one to two weeks ahead of the

weekend, it is decaying by the time the peak window actually opens.

10 days -24, $124«

Median time to creative fatigue across the Average CTR drop once fatigue onset Spend wasted per $1M by delaying a
Alison corpus begins refresh by one week

Platform fatigue, mapped onto a five-day sale

PLATFORM EARLY SURGE DECAY WINDOW REFRESH LABOR DAY READ

Meta +23% days 1to 3 -19% days 8 to 14 Weekly An early-phase launch decays exactly across
the peak weekend

TikTok +31% days 1to 3 -26% days 8to 14 Twice weekly Fastest surge and fastest collapse. Build two
waves, not one

YouTube +15% -1% days 15 to 21 Bi-weekly The one channel where a single wave can
carry the full window

Amazon Flat surge -18% days 18 to 28 Every 3 weeks Slow burn. Set it early in the phase and leave it
alone

CASE: THE WAVE THAT FADES BEFORE THE WEEKEND

Vertical fatigue is not uniform. Alison's corpus puts CPG at 14 days to fatigue and fashion at 10, while gaming fatigues
in 8. Run the arithmetic on a fashion brand launching its early Labor Day wave on TikTok on August 26. The vertical
median puts decay onset around September 5. TikTok's own day-eight curve pulls it forward to roughly September 3.
Either way the asset is fading into the peak weekend rather than through it. The creative did not fail. It ran out of days
on the days that mattered.

What recovery is worth

Read these against the 24 percent drop above. Fatigue leaves you at roughly three quarters of peak CTR. A micro-iteration
claws back about 39 percent of what was lost, landing near 85 percent of peak. A full refresh inside 48 hours reaches 87.
Neither recovers all of it, which is the argument for not losing the ground in the first place.

39 87-. -31

of the lost CTR recovered by micro- of prior peak CTR restored when the less media waste when creative is
iteration alone, without a full rebuild asset is refreshed inside 48 hours tested before it ships, not after

Alison.ai cross-platform fatigue benchmark corpus. Surge and decay figures are medians and vary by account, spend level, and audience size.



THE PLAYBOOK

What to Run, by Vertical.

Alison's competitive intelligence work across Labor Day cycles produced a consistent set of recommendations

by category. None of it is complicated. Most of it is simply not what the rest of the category will be running that

weekend.

Retail

Copy

"Labor Day Savings You Can't Miss"

- "Celebrate with Style" - "3 Days
Only"

Design

Food & Beverage

Copy

"Grill. Chill. Celebrate." - "The Taste

of Labor Day"

Design

BBQ spreads, refreshing drinks,

Travel

Copy
"Escape This Labor Day" - "One Last
Summer Adventure"

Design

Beach chairs, open roads, sunset

Bold promotional overlays, clean
product shots, minimal but striking

summer produce, warm directional
lighting

horizons, dynamic travel imagery

patriotic accents

Five themes that consistently rose to the top

THEME WHAT IT LOOKS LIKE IN PRACTICE

Patriotic meets work-inspired Red, white and blue stays iconic, but subtle nods to professions, tools, gear or teamwork

motifs add depth without overwhelming the frame

Limited-time and flash Three-day-only and last-chance framing consistently outperformed evergreen

messaging on both CTR and conversion

Lifestyle storytelling Barbecues, road trips, sunset gatherings. Product integrated into the moment rather than

presented against a backdrop

Inclusive representation Diverse portrayals of families, friends and coworkers expanded reach and built

resonance across demographics

Evolved color palettes Traditional patriotic hues paired with golden yellows and warm oranges to carry a last-

days-of-summer mood

Copy signals that move CTR Three messaging angles that work

Numbers and specificity +1% Celebrate the worker. Effort, contribution, community spirit.
Second-person "you" +9%  Embrace the break. The holiday as a well-earned reset.
Social proof +8% Mark the season's end. Make the most of summer's final
Urgency hooks +7% days.

Alison.ai competitive intelligence and first-party creative analysis. Copy signals are measured independently against vertical baselines, so they do not sum, and they layer on
top of the structural patterns on the earlier finding page rather than replacing them. Urgency is the one signal that behaves differently by metric: it lifts CTR modestly at 7
percent but conversion by 18 percent. Urgency does not win the click, it closes the sale.



KEY TAKEAWAYS

Five Numbers to Remember.

1 Five days is shorter than ten.

The Labor Day window runs about five days. Median time to creative fatigue across the Alison corpus is ten. A
single wave launched in the early sale phase will be decaying across the peak weekend, so plan two waves and
hold the second one back.

2 $1M.6 billion is not your budget, but it is your problem.

The most expensive midterm cycle on record concentrates through November 3, with roughly half of it in the
final 30 days. Rates locked before Labor Day are rates you keep. Everything after that is bought in a rising
market.

3 +21% came from the scene, not the sale.

Lifestyle scenes paired with promotional text outperformed discount-first layouts on CTR, and urgency
messaging added 18 percent on conversion. The markdown is identical across your category. The setting, the
tone and the pacing are not.

4  -24% is what waiting costs.

That is the average CTR drop after fatigue onset, and it works out to roughly $124K wasted per $1M in spend
for every week a refresh is delayed. In a five-day window there is no spare week. A refresh inside 48 hours
recovers up to 87 percent of peak CTR.

5  September 8 is the cheapest attention left in 2026.

The post-holiday clearance phase runs into a market that gets more expensive every week until Election Day,
and then straight into Black Friday on November 27. If you have one piece of creative you genuinely believe in,
this is the window to spend it in.

THE ONE-LINE VERSION

Labor Day is not the last sale of the summer. It is the last cheap weekend of the year,
and the creative you take into it is the creative you are stuck with when the price of
attention goes up.



BEFORE THE SQUEEZE

Your Last Affordable
Impressions.

Labor Day gives you five days, one offer that everybody else also has, and a media
market that gets more expensive the moment it ends. Alison.ai reads how your creative
is performing in real time, flags fatigue before it costs you, and keeps your strongest
work in front of the audience while the window is still open. So when CPMs climb
through October, you are not paying premium rates to serve an ad that stopped

working in August.

See How Your Creative Is Performing

Aliseon Al
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