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Agents Denied

Agentic commerce is a thing. Muse and others advanced the timeline to
“agentic commerce is here right now—it was nice knowing you, old-school
ecomm” but then more recently, some big etailers (like Amazon)
responded, “not so fast—agent shoppers are officially instablocked.”

Now, the battle between what agents and bots can do vs. what the rest
of the internet will allow them to do has been going on for some time,
but the recent escalation does appear to show up in the data:
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Agents Getting 403 Forbidden

Distribution of HTTP response status codes returned to Al bots & crawlers

Nov 1 Jan 1 Mar 1 May 1 Jul 1 Sep 1
m— 000 (68.6%) === 403(9.2%) === 301(5.9%) === 302 (5.3%) === 404 (4.2%) 204 (1.4%) === 206 (1.3%)
— 400 (1.2%) === 304 (0.6%) === Other (2.5%)
Source: Cloudflare Radar (8.13.26)
More charts: al6z.news/subscribe A]@Z

According to data from Cloudflare, the share of 403 “Forbidden”
responses received by agents and bots has fattened considerably since
the summer (and is ~double what it once was).

Whether that’s a response specifically to “agentic commerce” is a
separate question, but presumably that’s at least some part of what’s
going on. Etailers understandably don’t want to be disintermediated,
and not only lose their customer relationships, but also lose those
customer eyeballs that are a substantial source of advertising revenue
for the large ecomm platforms.

There are likely other reasons why the Amazons of the world are
apprehensive about agentic commerce, beyond simply eroding their
platform advantages. First among those other concerns are likely fraud
and returns, both of which have been a rising plague for ecomm more
broadly:
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Returns Have Become A Big Problem For Merchants

Cost of online retail returns and annual return rates

1,200 17% 17% 17%
\16%
1,000
890
317 850
800 1% 761
8%
600
428
400
309
200

2019 2020 2021 2022 2024 2025

@ Total Cost of Online Retail Returns ($B)

Source: National Retail Federation, Goldman Sachs IR (8.28.26)

More charts: a16z.news/subscribe

=== Annual Online Return Rates

18%
18%
14%
12%
10%
8%
6%
4%
2%

0%

Al®L


https://www.a16z.news/i/219652760?img=https%3A%2F%2Fsubstack-post-media.s3.amazonaws.com%2Fpublic%2Fimages%2F302699c9-1fba-4681-97aa-3c23bb5dd41a_2000x1771.png
https://www.a16z.news/i/219652760?img=https%3A%2F%2Fsubstack-post-media.s3.amazonaws.com%2Fpublic%2Fimages%2F258aa1b9-a426-4c31-bff9-d756f889a15d_2000x1700.png

Retailers Already Have Charge Disputes To Worry About

Fraud attacks experienced, past 12 months, by MRC membership (20206)
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According to data from the NRF, return rates and the total cost of
returns have basically doubled and tripled, respectively, since 2019.
Likewise, reported fraud is pervasive, with the most common concern
being “dispute abuse,” i.e. customers buying something and then later
disputing the charge. If the card issuer takes the customer’s side, the
merchant is SOL.

It's not hard to understand why etailers would be concerned that
agentic commerce could make a worsening problem even worse. “Oh,
my agent bought that personalized varsity jacket with my name in sequins, not
me, I'd never do that” or “I told my agent to buy socks at the best price, but |
didn’t expect it would find the 10,000 pairs of argyles, wholesale special,” so
please send a return label and a forklift.”
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OK, so fraud, returns, customer relationships, and ad monetization are
all throwing sand in the gears of the agentic commerce wave, but
presumably those are solvable problems with better tech and
commercial ingenuity.

There’s another problem, however, that may be holding back the bot-
buying-spree: it's possible that consumers don’t actually want their bots
to do their shopping for them (yet).

As of now (according to some data, at least), consumers seem broadly
open to the idea of Al helping them find what they’re looking for, and
especially helping them find the best price, but when it comes to
actually making the purchase, consumers appear to be somewhat
resistant:

Consumers Are Using Al To Help Them Shop

Share of US. respondents who agree with the following statements on Al and purchasing
decisions

Al helps me find better value for money 44%

| would consider buying products

0,
recommended by Al that | didn’t know before H%

Al recommendations make me
more likely to complete a purchase

39%

| would pay more for a product
if Al showed it was the best option for me

34%

Have you bought a product based on an Al recommendation in the past year?

Yes, once 16%

Yes, more than once 21%

Note: Consumer Insights (Jan-Sep 2026)
Source: Statista Consumer Reality Update 2026

More charts: al6z.news/subscribe A]Z


https://www.a16z.news/i/219652760?img=https%3A%2F%2Fsubstack-post-media.s3.amazonaws.com%2Fpublic%2Fimages%2Faaac6bee-408f-4160-9444-86943b0f2793_2000x1718.png

... But Consumers Still Don't Trust Al To Actually
Buy Things

lecting Al choose and purchase these things on their behalf
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~25% of respondents said they’'d be comfortable letting Al buy them a
variety of consumer goods (except for luxury goods), but 42% said
they would not trust Al at all to make purchases on their behalf. That's
less than half, but it's still more than one would expect.

It would seem, that for now, consumers—Ilike the etailers—are also
worried about mistaken purchases, annoying returns, and chargeback
disputes. That, and it may be the case that people just like to do their
own shopping, at least when it comes to the final purchase decision.

Along those lines, there is some clickstream data from Similarweb
(albeit a little stale) that seems to bear that out: Al is good for a
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consult, but buying is (for now) a human affair. There appears to be an
increasing share of “shopping journeys” that visit Al before hitting the
actual checkout page, but really the vast majority of Al shopping
sessions appear to be in the “middle phase” of the journey, i.e. between
discovery and purchase:

Shoppers Are Using Al Before Checkout

% of shopper journeys that visit Al before a transactional site US; Desktop
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Shoppers Really Use Al Most In The Middle Of The
Shopping Journey
Share of sessions, by touchpoint, Al and Search, US; Desktop 2026
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It's fair to take this data with a grain of salt (because that is the nature
of clickstream data), but the implications are otherwise pretty clear: for
now, consumers seem to be using Al predominantly to do their
homework on products they’ve already discovered, rather than either
(a) discovering them with Al or (b) using Al to make the final purchase
decision.

That makes the case for agentic commerce a bit less straightforward,
but it especially makes the question of Al advertising attribution even
less straightforward. If someone sees a recommendation in their Al-led
middle shopping journey, but then makes the final purchase decision in
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a different session, then who will know what moved the consumer spirit
to which outcome and when?

Again, the data appears to end in June, so whether that’s still true, let
alone will remain true, is an open question, but either way, the
relationship between shopper and bot is more complicated than it
seems.

Super-Pareto TikTok Shop

While on the subject of ecomm, and potential disruption (or not) from
agentic commerce, it turns out that social commerce on TikTok Shop
has an incredible right-tail skew, for both the social part and the
commerce part.
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A Small Group Of Sellers Pushes A Lot More
Content (And Captures The Majority Of Sales)

TikTok Shop, share of sellers and sales, by total video count
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According to data from Marketplace Pulse, 8.4% of TikTok Shop sellers
generate 1,000+ videos and capture ~60% of overall sales. Make a lot
more videos, sell a lot more stuff.

But the distribution of sales to sellers is actually even more extreme.
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Not Normal: Top 10% of TikTok Shop Sellers
Account For ~93% Of Sales

Share of TikTok Shop sales, by seller percentile
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price, capped at $300. Sellers without price data (16%) excluded. By units alone, the top 1% take 49%.
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Again, according to Marketplace Pulse, ~60% of sales are driven by the
top 1% of sellers, and ~93% of sales are driven by the top 10%.

It's hard to know what to make of this really, other than simply to
marvel at the persistence of (super) pareto distributions, but Charts will
try to, anyway.

e On the one hand, it seems that making a lot a lot of videos is a
good way to drive sales, which implies there’s something evidently
“personal” about the shopping experience that would be hard for
an agent to replicate (although perhaps if Muse live-streamed its
journey, that could change).
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e On the other hand, if agentic commerce really does take off, then
what would it mean for this small, but mighty cohort of prolific
content creators who drive sales through a medium that has no
relevance to an agent whatsoever?

Of course, agentic commerce and social commerce do not have to be
mutually exclusive. Retail is really big, and there’s plenty of room for
more than one model. But, it does seem broadly true that the way we
shop now is optimized for a human interface to a degree that “just add
agents” may be underestimating.

Cure To High Prices Is High Prices

Charts has no intention of weighing in one way or another on the
“inflation: will it, won't it” debate, but it will take a moment to reflect on
the old saying that “the cure to high prices is high prices,” because it
certainly seems worthy of some consideration.

The basic premise is straightforward: if prices get high enough, they
suppress demand—either for that thing, or some other thing(s) that
demand can no longer afford because demand is paying so much for
the now more expensive thing. As everyone knows, when demand falls,
prices tend to follow ... so if high prices eventually suppress demand,
and suppressed demand leads to falling prices, then the cure to high
prices is ... high prices.

Simple enough.

In this case, most everyone knows by now that Al capex has led to a
surge in demand for chips and electrical components that is causing the
price of those components to rise substantially:
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Cost Of Chips And Other Device Parts Goes Vertical
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According to the BLS, the prices paid for semis etc., by manufacturers
of computers and computer-like things have skyrocketed over 25%
YoY.

Now, those high prices do not appear to be dampening hyperscaler
demand for chips—if anything, capex forecasts have gone higher, in
part because the components have gotten more expensive.

But that doesn't mean high prices are having no effect on demand.
Hyperscalers may still be on a chip-buying spree, but everyone else
appears to be saving their hardware upgrades for another day:


https://www.a16z.news/i/219652760?img=https%3A%2F%2Fsubstack-post-media.s3.amazonaws.com%2Fpublic%2Fimages%2F3022325c-6590-49b8-8002-be3fc2d8eec6_2000x1641.png
https://www.a16z.news/i/219652760?img=https%3A%2F%2Fsubstack-post-media.s3.amazonaws.com%2Fpublic%2Fimages%2F30466558-e606-4f88-86e2-8ed8e066ca5a_2000x1349.png

Expensive Parts Means Expensive PCs, And No One
Wants Those

PC Shipments
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Just taking PCs as an example, according to IDC, PC shipments have
dropped substantially since the beginning of the year.

It's not just PCs that are facing some demand headwinds, but iPhones,
as well, all of which have gotten more expensive, partly as a result of
the Al buildout. Now, is it definitely the case that high prices are the
reason that fewer PCs and iPhones are shipping? No, but it seems like a
pretty good guess. And if that’s true, then the old adage appears to be
working its way through the system (and will perhaps be reflected in
softer prices, soon enough).

Consider, perhaps, another example of high prices being the cure to
high prices.

Many, including the State of Markets, have observed the rising
prominence of debt, when it comes to financing the buildout. Increased
demand for borrowing (among other things) has, unsurprisingly, led to
rising prices on that debt:
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Price Of Tech Debt Has Increased As Well

Additional rates paid by tech and gen. corporate over equivalent gov't bonds (pp, by
indices, 15-years plus”)
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Rates for bonds linked to the tech sector have meaningfully diverged
from the broader universe of corporate issuance, beginning roughly in
September of ‘25, when capex borrowing began to take off.

More demand generally means higher prices, so it all checks out. And if
higher prices eventually mean less demand, well, that too also appears
to check out:


https://www.a16z.news/i/219652760?img=https%3A%2F%2Fsubstack-post-media.s3.amazonaws.com%2Fpublic%2Fimages%2F56c06a6e-3e06-4241-b339-a4f967f959c4_2000x1612.png
https://www.a16z.news/i/219652760?img=https%3A%2F%2Fsubstack-post-media.s3.amazonaws.com%2Fpublic%2Fimages%2Fc50ce8f5-0aef-4541-9d98-4bad4cb92c06_2000x1645.png

Al-Linked Debt Issuance Drops By Half

Al-linked borrowing across global credit markets ($B)
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After growing substantially throughout the first half of the year, Al-
linked debt issuance has fallen off since its June peak, with September
issuance checking in at barely half of what was issued in August (which
was already less than what was issued in July).

Of course, there are other reasons beyond supply and demand that
would cause debt pricing to rise and fall, but supply and demand surely
matter. And in this case, it appears as though the high price of
borrowing has indeed put a damper on the inclination to borrow.

If demand falls, does that mean the cost of borrowing will fall in turn,
and score another win for the old saying? We don’t know yet, but we'll
probably know soon enough.
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Zoomers Living Large?

How'’s this for a narrative violation?

According to some data and analysis from PNC Bank, Zoomers are
actually doing pretty well, from a financial standpoint. Not only are they
doing well, but Gen Z is doing considerably better in 2025 than
Millennials were doing 10 years ago (when Millennials were Zoomer-
aged):

Zoomers Are Doing Better Now Than Millennials
Did Then

Annual real incomes by percentiles, Gen-Z v. Millennials
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Zoomers enjoy real incomes that are 20-40% higher than what their
Millennial elders suffered at every part of the income distribution. Point-
in-time generational comps are imperfect, but it’s still not the result
most would expect to find.
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It's also not just higher incomes where Zoomers are winning. There's
also data that suggests Zoomers face lower unemployment, have higher
net worths, more liquid assets, and bigger retirement accounts, then the
previous generation did at an equivalent stage of life.

Indeed, with all that extra cheddar, it would appear as though Zoomers
are living relatively large:

Zoomers Living Large? Spend More, Save Less

Spending and savings buffer, Gen-Z v. Millennials (at equivalent ages)

Avg. Spending As A % Of Income Savings Buffer Days

Millennials Millennials

Gen-Z 66% Gen-Z 26 days

C Economics (10.13.26), PNC internal data. Note: Gen-Z = Sep 2025-Aug 2026; Millennials = Sep 2015-Aug 2016,
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According to PNC'’s internal data, Zoomers spend more of their income
than Millennials and leave less in the rainy-day fund, as well.

In terms of what Zoomers are spending their money on, they allocate
more to retirement, shelter, and transportation, and substantially less to
education and energy:
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Z.oomers Allocate More To Retirement, Shelter,
And . .. Gambling?

Shift in household spend share, Gen Z v. Millennials (pp)
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At the category level, Zoomers also allocate relatively more to gambling
and devices, but relatively less to clothing and sustenance.

Save more for retirement (but keep less in the rainy-day fund), while
also hitting the tables and the money line, but sparing the booze. It’'s an
odd combination, but it's Zoomer money, and they can spend it how
they please.

Well, perhaps, “please” is the wrong word, because whatever their
material advantages over generations prior, the Zoomer mood is
decidedly dour:
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Why So Serious, Gen-Z?

Difference between 18-34yo consumer sentiment and overall consumer sentiment

20 Gen-Z starts turning 18
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Since 2017 (with a partial reprieve during pandemania), the traditional
“sentiment” advantage that 18-34 year-olds typically enjoy relative to
the broader population has all but evaporated. The Zoomers are not as
cheerful as young folks of yore.

Now, consumer confidence is a very noisy series that has lost even
more signal since the pandemic, likely because of falling response rates
(among other things), but even if it's noisier, it's strange (but possible)
that the noise would be isolated to 18-34 year-olds. In other words,
even if the headline “confidence” figure is less reliable, one would think
the ratios within ought to stay relatively stable ... and in this case, it
appears they haven't: Zoomers are no more confident than anyone else,
which makes them unlike all the young people of generations prior (at
least through the 70s).

Taking this at face value, it would appear that the data does validate
the vibe . .. but however bad the vibes may be, it's hard to blame
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finances. That doesn't mean Zoomers are without other reasons to feel
relatively less optimistic, but certainly when it comes to making and
spending money, they seem to be doing just fine.

Why so serious, Young Zoomer?
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