
SXSW 2026: What the Crowd Wants to See on
Stage in 2030

VisuAIse Futures Interactive Workshop — Thematic Analysis

At the SXSW 2026 Featured Session, attendees were asked: "Imagine a startup that you want to see on
stage at South by Southwest 2030." 183 ideas were submitted and analyzed using the VisuAIse Futures
methodology. Each idea was coded across multiple theme categories — reflecting the integrated,
systems-level thinking of participants.

Where Creative Energy Concentrates

Theme % of

Ideas

Strategic Significance

Creative & Social
Connection

57.4% The dominant signal: people want tech that brings humans
closer, not further apart.

Specialized Intelligence 51.9% AI as co-pilot, not replacement — augmenting human judgment
in complex decisions.

Living Spaces &
Environment

42.1% Smart habitats and sustainability are intertwined — the home as
health platform.

Health, Wellness &
Longevity

39.3% From reactive treatment to proactive optimisation — health as a
lifestyle layer.

Automation & Robotics 39.3% Robots that liberate, not replace — freeing humans for
higher-value work.

Cognitive & Sensory
Enhancement

31.7% Wearables and interfaces that expand what the body can
perceive and express.

Cognitive & Neural
Augmentation

25.7% The brain as interface — thought-to-action without screens or
keyboards.

Transportation &
Infrastructure

16.9% Urban mobility reimagined through autonomous, electric, and
aerial systems.

Health & Longevity 13.7% Deep science bets: biotech, regenerative medicine, and
precision health at scale.

Aerospace &
Transportation

8.2% The space economy as frontier — from lunar logistics to
intergalactic exploration.

Total exceeds 100% — ideas span multiple themes, reflecting the integrated, systems-level thinking of participants.



What the SXSW Crowd Is Really Saying

The Future Is Relational, Not Transactional
The single strongest signal from 183 startup pitches? People are hungry for connection. At 57%, Creative &
Social Connection dominates the landscape — and these aren't social media apps. They're empathy
engines, matchmaking platforms, loneliness interventions, and tools that make human relationships richer. In
a room full of technologists, the loudest demand was for tech that brings people together.

AI as Amplifier, Not Overlord
Specialized Intelligence (52%) reveals a sophisticated view of AI's role. These aren't ideas for
general-purpose superintelligence — they're narrow, purposeful applications: AI that helps executives make
better decisions, platforms that translate sketches into strategy, sentiment engines for events. The crowd
wants AI as a co-pilot with domain expertise, not a replacement for human judgment.

The Body Becomes the Interface
Combine Cognitive & Sensory Enhancement (32%) with Cognitive & Neural Augmentation (26%) and you get
a striking picture: over half the room imagined startups that blur the line between human biology and digital
capability. Neural links, thought-to-action interfaces, wearables that expand perception — the SXSW crowd
sees the body itself as the next platform.

Health as an Always-On Layer
Health, Wellness & Longevity (39%) reflects a shift from reactive medicine to proactive optimisation. These
ideas aren't hospitals and clinics — they're sleep systems, stress regulators, biometric wearables, and
psychedelic therapy platforms woven into daily life. Health is becoming ambient, continuous, and
personalised.

Robots as Liberators
Automation & Robotics (39%) is notable for its framing. The startups imagined here aren't about replacing
humans — they're about freeing them. Domestic robots that handle childcare drudgery, humanoid event
staff, smart homes that self-operate. The vision is liberation from the mundane, not elimination of the
meaningful.

Tensions Worth Exploring

Digital Intimacy vs. Embodied Connection

The data pulls in two directions simultaneously. Creative & Social Connection ideas overwhelmingly seek to
deepen human relationships — yet many do so through neural links, AI intermediaries, and digital platforms.
The design challenge: how do you use technology to create genuine intimacy without it becoming a
substitute for the real thing?

Augmentation vs. Authenticity

The strong showing across cognitive and sensory enhancement categories suggests a generation
comfortable with extending human capability. But when does augmentation cross into artificiality? Several
ideas explicitly grappled with this — platforms that value 'essence over productivity' sitting alongside
brain-computer interfaces. The tension between becoming more and remaining ourselves is the philosophical
question underneath the data.

Planetary Ambition vs. Local Impact

Aerospace & Transportation (8%) is small but fierce — intergalactic spacecraft, lunar construction,
deep-space logistics. Meanwhile, Living Spaces & Environment (42%) focuses on earthbound urgency:
homelessness, urban density, pollution, clean energy. The crowd is split between solving problems on this
planet and dreaming of the next one.



What to Do With This

Design for connection first, features second. The dominant theme isn't a technology category — it's a
human need. Any startup, product, or initiative that doesn't ask 'how does this bring people closer
together?' is swimming against the current of what this audience wants.

Bet on the body-as-platform thesis. The convergence of cognitive augmentation, sensory
enhancement, and health wearables points to a category that barely has a name yet. The startups that
bridge neuroscience, health tech, and human-computer interaction will define the next decade.

Position AI as the amplifier, not the answer. This crowd has moved past AI hype. They want AI that's
purposeful, narrow, and designed to make humans better at what they already do — not AI that does it for
them. That's a profound signal for anyone building in this space.

Take the health-everywhere trend seriously. Health is no longer a sector — it's a layer. The ideas here
embed wellness into homes, workplaces, wearables, and daily routines. If your product or service touches
people's lives, it should probably also touch their health data.

Watch the space economy quietly. At 8%, aerospace is a minority interest — but the ideas are big, bold,
and infrastructure-level. This is the long bet in the dataset, and the one most likely to surprise in a decade.

Analysis by VisuAIse Futures™ — henrycoutinho-mason.com/visuaise-futures-experience


