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A Paradigm Shift in How We Find Information
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Search as we know it is undergoing a seismic transformation.
For over two decades, Search Engine Optimization (SEO)
meant vying for the top spot on Google's results and driving
clicks to your website. But today, simply ranking #1 on a
search engine is no longer a guarantee of being seen. The rise
of Al powered discovery tools from ChatGPT and Bing Chat to
Google’'s new Al Search Generative Experience (SGE) is
fundamentally changing how users find information. Instead
of scrolling through links, users increasingly get direct
answers from Al without ever clicking through to a website. In
fact, Google's own data shows that by 2024 nearly 60% of
searches resulted in zero clicks. And since the rollout of Al
generated answers in Google's results, click through rates on
the top organic result have plunged by roughly 30%. Users
are finding what they need on the results page itself often via
an Al summary leaving traditional websites out of the loop.

This shift isn't limited to Google. A recent survey by Adobe
found that 77% of ChatGPT users treat it like a search engine,
and nearly 1in 4 now go to ChatGPT before Google when
looking for answers. Trust in Al provided answers is also
surging about 30% of people (and an even higher share of
Gen Z) say they trust ChatGPT's answers more than a Google
search’s results. Over one third of consumers have already
discovered a new product or brand through an Al
recommendation. This is a generational change in behavior,
as younger users default to conversational Al for information
and recommendations.

The implications for businesses are profound. If your content isn't being picked up and presented by Al platforms,
you risk losing visibility, even if you technically “rank” #1 in traditional search. As one SEO expert succinctly put it,
“Being ‘ranked’ doesn’t guarantee being ‘seen’ anymore... The new question is not just: ‘Are we ranking?’ It's: ‘Are we
being referenced by AlI?"". In an era where a user’s first touchpoint may be an Al generated answer, brands must
reimagine their digital strategy. This white paper serves as a strategy playbook to navigate the shift from traditional
SEO to an Al first discovery mindset, one that is both visionary in anticipating the future of search and actionable in

guiding what to do next.
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The Days Of Mediocre Content Ranking Through Clever SEO Are
Ending. Al First Discovery Rewards The Most Relevant, Clear, And

Trustworthy Content.
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The New Discovery Landscape: From Search Engine to Answer Engine

To understand why traditional SEO alone is no longer enough, consider how the typical search experience is
evolving. In the old model, a user enters a query and gets a list of blue links on a Search Engine Results Page (SERP).
In the emerging model, that same query might trigger an Al driven answer that synthesizes information from many
sources and displays it within the Al interface, with maybe a handful of citations or none. The table in Figure 1
contrasts the key differences between the two paradigms:

Aspect

Primary Goal

Traditional SEO (Search Engine Optimization)

Keyword research, on page SEO, link building,
technical fixes for crawlability (XML sitemaps,

AEO (Answer Engine Optimization)

Structured data markup (schema), content
formatted for Al consumption (concise Q&As,

etc.). tables), ensuring Al crawler access (e.g. allow
GPTBot), building external

Users receive direct, conversational answers
from Al, often without clicking through to a
website

User Experience Users see a list of ranked links and click
through to websites for answers.

Content Focus Long form content optimized around specific Modular, semantically structured content (e.g.
keywords; meta tags and backlinks to signal FAQs, snippets, schema tagged data) that Al
relevance. can easily parse and excerpt as answers.

Key Success Metric Organic traffic volume and click through rate Al citation frequency (how often your content
from search results; Google rankings. is quoted by Al), engagement and conversions
from Al referred visitors, brand mentions

across Al platforms.

Optimization Tactics Keyword research, on page SEO, link building, Structured data markup (schema), content
technical fixes for crawlability (XML sitemaps, formatted for Al consumption (concise Q&As,
etc.). tables), ensuring Al crawler access (e.g. allow

GPTBot), building externa

Figure 1. Traditional SEO vs. AEO (Summary View)

In essence, traditional SEO is about earning rank, climbing the ladder of search listings, whereas AEO is about
earning relevance and citation in the narratives that Al tools deliver to users. This requires a different mindset and
approach. Visibility is no longer solely about being on page one of Google; it's about being the source of the answer
when an Al assistant responds to a user’s question. Decision makers should grasp the stakes of this shift. Analysts
predict that by 2026, traditional search engine traffic could drop by 25% as users turn to Al assistants instead. Major
tech companies are investing heavily in Al search, over $200 billion since 2022 by some estimates, signaling that
this is not a passing fad but a long term paradigm change. Already in 2025, Google reports that roughly half of all
gueries display an Al generated overview at the top of the results. And Bain & Company found that about 80% of
consumers rely on Al summaries for a large share of their searches, reducing the need to scroll through traditional
results. Put simply, the front door of the internet is moving: from the search bar to the chat box, from the website to
the answer.

For enterprises, this means that digital discovery is no longer confined to your SEO team'’s remit alone. It intersects
with content strategy, PR, product knowledge bases, and even customer support content. The Al that “discovers”
your content could be a chatbot citing your whitepaper, a voice assistant recommending your product, or a
generative search result summarizing your blog post. The following sections outline a comprehensive playbook to
succeed in this new landscape, built around five strategic pillars. This playbook is meant to be visionary, preparing
your organization for where search is headed and actionable, providing concrete steps to implement right now.
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The Al First Discovery Playbook: Five Pillars for Success

Shifting to an Al first discovery strategy requires a holistic approach. It's not as simple as adding a few new
keywords; it's a fundamental rethinking of how you structure information and engage with digital audiences. The
following five pillars form a strategic framework for enterprises to thrive in Al mediated search. Each pillar is
accompanied by specific tactics and considerations, ensuring that this guide doesn't stay theoretical but translates
into action steps.

Pillar 1: Fortify Your Technical Foundations

Ironically, succeeding in Al driven discovery begins with
getting the basics right. Al systems still heavily rely on many
traditional SEO signals to evaluate content quality and
authority. Google has stated that its best practices for SEO

Top Reasons for Using ChatGPT as a Search Engine

- - - Summarizes complex topics well 54%
remain relevant for Al features like SGE, and that no special o -
tricks are required beyond fundamental SEO best practices. -

. . . . Feels less cluttered than traditional search 29%

In practice, this means your site's technical health must be

. . . . Feels more personal or conversational 26%
solid: ensure fast load times, mobile responsiveness, clean
HTML code, and proper indexing. These factors not only O TREEE SREBRE PSS o
influence Google's ranking, but also affect whether Al Faster tham Congee -
crawlers like OpenAl's GPTBot can successfully fetch and CERETIIRE TN G0 Bn e
interpret your content. An Al assistant can't cite what it can't Feels more trustworthy or unbiased 7%
crawl, if your site’'s content is buried behind poor
performance or blocked resources, you'll be absent in Al
results by default. 77% of people in the US agreed 5

that ChatGPT answers feel more
. L

Implement structured data (schema markup) everywhere. I —— — 3in10
Schema tags for things like FAQs, how tos, products, reviews, creative; open-ended questions. trust it more than

search engines.

and definitions give machines explicit context about your
content. This is how you “tell” Al systems what each piece of
content means. For instance, marking up an FAQ page with

' . have discovered a new product or brand
the proper FAQ Page schema could help Google's Al overview 36 Yo throush ChatGPT. Gen Z (475) and Gen X
confidently pull a question answer pair directly from your site. (37%) were the most likely to have done so.

"‘ Adobe Source: Adobe Study

In an Al first world, schema is no longer optional it's increasingly table stakes for making your content machine
understandable. Likewise, provide clear XML sitemaps and consider creating an lims.txt file (an emerging best
practice) that specifically highlights the pages you consider authoritative and want Al models to ingest. This
concept, akin to robots.txt but for Al, can signal to Al crawlers which content is most relevant on your site for
potential citation. Another technical foundation is ensuring API or data access for Al platforms if applicable. Some
advanced enterprises are exploring offering content via APIs or data feeds that Al services can subscribe to,
ensuring the most up to date information is available for answers (for example, stock prices, product inventory, or
knowledge base articles). While this may not be necessary for every business, forward thinking organizations are
experimenting with direct Al integration points beyond just web crawling.

Finally, don't block Al crawlers unless you have a specific reason. Many websites in 2023 2024 reflexively blocked
GPTBot and others out of fear of content scraping. But if you want to be part of Al answers, your content must be
accessible to these models. Each Al system has its own crawler: for example, OpenAl's GPTBot, Anthropic’'s Claude
crawler, Microsoft’'s Bingbot, which feeds Bing Chat and Copilot, etc. All of them favor well structured, text readable,
and trustworthy pages. Treat these bots as an important new audience: feed them clean, structured content and
they will be more likely to include your information when generating answers.
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Pillar 2: Create Al Optimized Content (“Snippetable” and Semantic)

Content is still king but how you craft and organize content needs to evolve for the Al context. Traditional SEO
encouraged comprehensive, long form content targeting specific high value keywords. In contrast, Al first content
strategy focuses on structuring information into easily extractable pieces. Think of your content as a set of “LEGO
bricks”: each piece, a paragraph, a list item, a data table, should be valuable on its own, because an Al might lift it
out of context to answer a question.

To achieve this, embrace a modular content architecture:  Break up long content into clear sections with
descriptive headings, which many Als use to navigate content. Use bullet points, step by step lists, and concise
summaries that distill key facts. For example, a blog post might include a “Key Takeaways” box at the top or a clearly
labeled Q&A section elements that an Al can directly quote to answer a specific user query. Use semantic HTML
elements (like <h2>, <h3>, <ul> for lists, <table> for data) to structure your content. Al models are trained on web text
and often look for these patterns a question in a heading followed by a concise answer paragraph is more likely to be
extracted as an answer to a similar question. In fact, Google's passage based indexing (introduced in 2021) was a
precursor to this, enabling specific paragraphs to rank for queries. Now Al takes it further: a single well written
sentence in your page could become the answer a user hears from an Al assistant. Focus on clarity and context.
Generative Al understands content beyond keyword matching it looks at semantics. Ensure each piece of content
clearly addresses who/what/when/why/how, as relevant. Avoid fluff; use concrete facts or definitions in your
answers. If you mention an entity or concept, provide a brief explanation if it's not commonly known the Al might
then use that explanation when users ask about that concept.

One tactical example: if you have a product page, consider adding a short FAQ section to it. Each FAQ pair is a self
contained Q&A that an Al might serve up to a user. If you run a financial services site, publish a glossary of terms or
a knowledge base properly structured so that an Al looking to explain “what is compound interest?” finds your
defined term easily.

4

Are We Present In The Critical Moments When Our Customers Ask Al
Assistants About Topics We Can Help With?
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It's also critical to ensure accuracy and depth. Al systems, when deciding which source to trust for an answer, often
look for authoritative detail and originality. Thin or derivative content won't make the cut. If you're answering a
guestion, provide unique insights or data if possible, not just a generic answer. Companies that have embraced E E A
T (Experience, Expertise, Authoritativeness, Trustworthiness) principles in content are reaping rewards. For
example, one direct to consumer brand in the wellness space (Viv) focused on extremely detailed, expert written
blog content in its niche as a result, Google's SGE and ChatGPT began citing their pages as authoritative answers,
leading to a 400% increase in traffic from Al and a 436% jump in sales from those Al driven visitors. The takeaway:
depth and quality pay off. Al would rather quote the best answer than the most keyword stuffed one.

In practice, to execute this pillar: Audit your existing high value content. Can it be broken into smaller pieces or
supplemented with summary sections? Could you add a quick “At a Glance” summary to long articles? Identify
common questions in your domain and create a resource center or FAQ section that explicitly answers them (with
schema markup on those Q&As). Use content optimization tools (like Frase, Surfer, or Clearscope) that now offer Al
focused suggestions for instance, Frase can help ensure you cover entities and questions that Al might look for.
These tools can guide you to structure content in a way that’s more digestible to Al, not just to humans.

By making your content Al friendly, you increase the chances that when an Al tool is generating an answer, your
content is the one it picks. And unlike in the classic SEO world where many users might click multiple links in an Al
answer scenario, being the featured source can be a winner takes all outcome for that query. You either get the
referral or you don’t. So aim to be the most succinct, clear, and informative source on the topics that matter in your
industry.
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Pillar 3: Expand Your Digital Authority Beyond Your Website

In the Al first discovery era, your website is not the only venue where your content matters. Al systems comb a vast
swath of the internet and even proprietary databases to synthesize answers. This means that to be truly visible, your
brand’s digital footprint should extend across trusted sources and formats. In traditional SEO, you could focus on on
site optimization and a bit of link building. In Al discovery, you need to think more broadly about being present
wherever the Al might look.

Key strategies to build authority and presence: Cultivate high quality backlinks and mentions from reputable
publications. This isn't just for classic SEO juice, but because Al models incorporate signals of authority that
resemble a human notion of credibility. If your company is frequently mentioned alongside certain expertise in news
articles, journals, or industry reports, the Al's training data will reflect that. One study found that Al systems
evaluate “domain expertise and consistency of information across sources” as a signal for which content to trust.
Getting your data or quotes into multiple credible sources can reinforce that consistency signal. Leverage the
knowledge graph. Ensure that your organization, key people, and products have robust entries in sources like
Wikipedia, Wikidata, Google’'s Knowledge Panels, etc. Many Al assistants tap into these kinds of structured
knowledge bases for authoritative information. For business leaders, this might mean working with your
communications team to update Wikipedia pages (with neutral, verifiable information) or making sure schema on
your site identifies your CEO, organization founding date, awards, etc., which can be pulled into knowledge panels.
Digital PR for Al: Consider that any well ranked informational content about your industry could become training
data or be fetched by Al. So, seek opportunities to contribute guest articles, be quoted in expert roundup posts, or
publish thought leadership in forums that are likely to be scraped. This gets your perspective and possibly your
wording into the textual universe the Al draws from. As an example, if your CTO writes a column on Forbes about an
emerging trend and provides unique data, that content might later be cited by an Al summarizing that trend. Multi
platform content: It's not just web text. Al models can draw from transcripts of videos, podcasts, and more. If your
company has webinars or talks, ensure transcripts are available and SEO friendly. If you publish research reports or
white papers, consider also publishing an HTML summary or key findings page (PDFs may be harder for crawlers to
parse). The more touchpoints you have, the more likely an Al will stumble upon your content when formulating an
answer.
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A Strategy That Centers On Quality, Authority, And User Satisfaction.
That Is A Future Proof Approach No Matter How The Technology
Shifts.
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Another aspect of authority is user generated signals. While Al models don't directly see social media in real time
(most aren’t actively browsing Twitter or LinkedIn posts unless specifically integrated), they have likely been trained
on some content from those platforms up to a point. Public discourse about your brand (e.g., Reddit threads, Q&A
sites like Stack Exchange, product review sites) can indirectly influence Al responses. Enterprise reputation
management in the Al era means that misinformation or lack of information about your brand online can surface in
Al answers. Proactively publish clarifications, FAQs, and official statements on your site or press releases to ensure
the correct narrative is what the Al finds.

It's instructive to see how some large brands approached this. Salesforce, for instance, recognized that its vast
library of documentation and Trailhead articles could be a goldmine for Al answers. They reorganized content into
semantic clusters (grouping content by topic and intent rather than by product only) and saw significant gains: a
40% increase in organic content engagement and 25% improvement in lead gen quality as users coming from Al
referrals were better informed. Netflix invested in personalized content tagging and recommendations; while much
of that was internal (for their algorithm), it also improved how their content is described externally, leading to a 75%
improvement in content discovery efficiency and contributing to higher engagement and lower churn. These
examples underscore that building authority isn't just about external SEO, but also about structuring your own
content and data in ways that establish your expertise clearly to any Al or algorithm.

In summary, think beyond your site. Aim to be omnipresent in the digital sources that Als respect: from well
regarded publications to structured knowledge repositories. This broad authority will increase the probability that
when an Al assembles an answer, your brand'’s voice is included either explicitly cited or embedded in the knowledge
that informs that answer.

sohaara.com
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Pillar 4: Embrace Al Specific Tools and Analytics

Just as the SEO era gave rise to tools like Google Analytics, Moz, and Semrush to track search performance, the Al
driven discovery era is yielding its own suite of Al search optimization tools. To stay ahead, enterprises should
incorporate these tools and new metrics into their strategy. In short, you need to measure and optimize what
matters for Al, just as rigorously as you have for traditional SEO.

Start by monitoring your Al visibility. Today, your web analytics likely lump in any Al driven referral traffic under
“organic” or “direct.” Configure them to track it separately. For example, in Google Analytics 4 (GA4), you can set up
custom segments or channel groupings for known Al referrer domains. ChatGPT's referrals often show as coming
from chat.openai.com. Bing's Al chat might appear with bing.com with certain query parameters. If users copy
answers from Al and paste links, you might see unusual UTM parameters. By filtering for these, one company
discovered that only 0.07% of their organic traffic in early 2025 was clearly from Al, but within months it quadrupled.
That growth was invisible until they carved out Al as its own category. Many organizations are flying blind on this;
don't be one of them. Track Al referral traffic, engagement, and conversion as a distinct segment.

4

There Is Talk Of Al Native Ads Or Sponsored Answers In The Future.
Being An Early Mover There Could Yield Advantage.

There are also emerging platforms that specialize in Al first visibility tracking. For instance, BrightEdge, a traditional
enterprise SEO platform, now offers features to monitor your content’'s presence in Al summaries. Tools like
seoClarity are integrating entity analysis and multi platform optimization suggestions that go beyond Google,
helping you optimize content for discovery on, say, voice assistants or Amazon'’s Alexa answers. Some newer tools
even simulate Al queries for example, you can input prompts into platforms that report whether your content was
cited by the Al, kind of like a rank checker but for Al answers. Keep an eye on this space and invest early in analytics
that let you benchmark progress in Al discovery.

Another key step is using Al to optimize for Al. That means leveraging Al tools to improve your content and site for
better Al consumption. Many organizations are now using GPT based assistants to audit their content: e.g., asking
ChatGPT “If you were an expert assistant, which parts of this article are most useful?” the answers can highlight
content to feature or restructure. Al can also help generate schema markup or suggest questions users might ask,
which you should then answer. Embracing these Al driven optimization workflows can accelerate your adaptation.
Companies are even creating internal Al tools to parse through their knowledge bases and flag content that is not Al
friendly, such as overly lengthy sentences or lack of schema.

On the paid advertising side, monitor how ad spend and Al interplay. If you rely on PPC for traffic that might decline
with Al answers, shift some budget to content that feeds the Al or invest in sponsored placements in Al, once those
become available; for instance, there is talk of Al native ads or sponsored answers in the future. Being an early
mover there could yield advantage.

Finally, institute a practice of continuous testing and learning. Just as SEO teams continually experiment (A/B
testing title tags, etc.), your team should test prompts on Al platforms to see what answers come up and whether
your brand is present. For example, periodically ask ChatGPT or Bing Chat industry questions related to your
business, see which sources it mentions or links. If competitors show up and you don't, analyze why. This can be as
important as tracking Google rankings. One proactive measure is to create a list of target queries that are important
to your domain and monitor your “Al share of voice” for those queries over time.

In summary, new game, new scoreboard. Define KPIs for Al discovery success: e.g., number of times your content is
cited in Al outputs per month, traffic and conversions from Al referrals, and improvements in those engagement
metrics. Some early data is encouraging: although Al driven traffic might be smaller in volume, it often comes with
higher intent. In one analysis by Seer Interactive, visitors referred by ChatGPT converted at 15.9%, compared to just
1.8% for those coming from a traditional Google search. That is a staggering difference in quality. Similarly, Al
referred users viewed about 2x more pages per session than Google referred users, indicating deeper engagement.
By tracking these metrics, you can make a strong business case that Al discovery isn't just a buzzword, it delivers
real value in the form of highly qualified leads and customers.
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Pillar 5: Transform Your Mindset from Keywords to Conversations

The final pillar is more philosophical but just as important: evolve your mindset or that of your business about search
and content. You need to champion a shift in focus from pure traffic volume to value, and from keyword centric
thinking to user centric conversations.

In practical terms, this means success is no longer “Did we get 100,000 visits from Google this month?” but rather
“Are we present in the critical moments when our customers ask Al assistants about topics we can help with?” It
means not just counting clicks, but looking at whether the right customers are finding us via Al and whether we're
satisfying their needs when they do. The nature of discovery is moving from users pulling info via search to Al
pushing a synthesized answer. We must adapt by ensuring our content truly answers the questions users have,
rather than just ranking for the questions.

Encourage your teams to treat Al platforms as new

marketing and customer engagement channels. Just as

& 76% of marketers and business owners said social media compglled new ways of brand _interaction a

c@‘ =" it's important for their brand to appear in decade ago, Al assistants might become a direct channel
_ ChatGPT answers in 2025. to customers. Some forward looking companies are
exploring how to train custom Al chatbots on their own

content, effectively creating branded answer engines for

Top Strategies Used To Boost Visibility in Al Tools their customers. While that's an internal tool, it reflects an
outward reality: if you don’t provide a great answer, the Al

Publishing data-driven content 54% will gladly find someone else’s content to answer for you.
Using Al tools to test and iterate prompts 48% Revisit your metrics and incentives. SEO teams were often

rewarded for increasing website traffic and search

Structuring content with clear Q&A formats 42%
T e - ranlungs. Consider gdjustlng KPIs ’Fo include things I.|ke Al
citation count, or improvements in customer sentiment
Focusing on long-tail, conversational keywords 33% . . . .
from Al interactions. For instance, if more people are
Adding schema markup 15%

finding answers via your content and not opening support
tickets. Train your content and SEO teams in the nuances
of Al discovery. This might involve cross functional efforts,
with product documentation teams working with SEO
teams to ensure help center articles are optimized for Al.
It's also worth nurturing a culture of experimentation and
staying informed. The Al landscape is rapidly evolving;
18% what's true today might shift next year with new
algorithms or platforms. Allocate time and budget for your
teams to keep learning. Whether that's attending industry
Data-driven ~ How-to  Q&A-style FAQs Blogposts Listicles conferences on Al in search, reading the latest case
content S content studies, or even collaborating with tech partners.

Which Content Types Perform Best in Al Search?

57%

r“ Adobe Source: Adobe Study

One more mindset shift: embrace a user first ethos more than ever. Al systems are ultimately trying to deliver what
users find most helpful. They are incredibly adept at sensing content that is genuinely useful versus content that
exists just to game the system. In the past, one might create mediocre content and still rank through clever SEO;
those days are ending. Al first discovery rewards the most relevant, clear, and trustworthy content. So put yourself in
your audience’s shoes relentlessly. What questions are they asking? What problems are they trying to solve when
they turn to an Al assistant? Ensure your digital content, across all channels, is aligned to answer those questions in
an authentic, informative way. If you do that, you're aligning your strategy with the very goal of the Al systems: to
give users the best answer.

By internalizing this pillar, your organization won't just be reacting to algorithm changes, it will be proactively leading
with a strategy that centers on quality, authority, and user satisfaction. That is a future proof approach no matter
how the technology shifts.
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Case Studies: Early Adopters Gaining an Edge

It's helpful to look at how some organizations have already started to capitalize on Al first discovery. Their
experiences serve as proof points and inspiration for what's possible:

« Rocky Brands (Retail Footwear): This mid sized enterprise partnered with an Al driven SEO platform to
overhaul its content for Al. They implemented semantic topic clustering (grouping content by themes like hiking,
work boots, etc.), added Q&A sections to product pages, and used BrightEdge's Al recommendations to fill
content gaps. The result: their content began appearing in Google's Al overviews for dozens of relevant queries.
Within a few months, they saw a 30% increase in search driven revenue and a 13% rise in new users, much of it
attributed to Al referrals[35][36]. The takeaway: even in e commerce, where Al answers don't directly sell a
product, being part of the conversation drives more qualified shoppers to your site.

- Salesforce (B2B SaaS): As mentioned earlier, Salesforce applied Al first principles to its enormous library of help
articles and whitepapers. By structuring content into semantic clusters and optimizing for direct answers, they
achieved measurable gains: a 40% jump in content engagement and 25% better lead qualification from organic
channels. Interestingly, they also noted a 30% reduction in support ticket volume, as more users were able to find
answers via self service some of them likely through Al assistants referencing Salesforce’s own documentation.
This case underscores a secondary benefit: Al first content can improve customer experience and reduce costs
by deflecting queries that would have otherwise hit your support team.

 Viv (Direct to Consumer Health Brand): Viv, a smaller enterprise in the feminine care space, punched above its
weight by focusing intensely on content depth. They produced comprehensive guides and research backed
articles about topics in women’s health, aiming to be the best answer on the internet for their niche. Their
reward: Al platforms started favoring their content. Google's SGE began citing Viv’'s blog in answer boxes, and
ChatGPT often referenced their guides. Over a year, Viv's organic traffic from Al sources skyrocketed (up 400%),
and importantly, those visitors converted to sales at a high rate, leading to a 436% increase in revenue from Al
driven visits. Viv's marketing director credited the win to “extremely detailed and granular content” that
established the brand as the go to authority on those topics. This example shows even a newer brand can beat
larger competitors in Al answers by being unequivocally the most informative source.

- Stack Media (Digital Publishing): Stack, a content platform for athletes, discovered that optimizing for Al
improved their overall engagement. They reorganized content into listicles and FAQ formats and made sure every
article had a short summary. As Al began pulling their content, Stack saw a 61% increase in website visits and a
73% reduction in bounce rate from those visits. Essentially, visitors coming via Al were finding what they needed,
which kept them on the site longer. This points to a virtuous cycle: if an Al sends you a user who already has
some info from the Al summary, they are more likely to engage deeply for details or next steps.

These case studies highlight a few common themes worth noting: Early movers benefit significantly from relatively
modest investments. Many of these organizations started experimenting with Al focused optimizations in 2024 or
early 2025, well before it was a mainstream concern. Their head start yielded disproportionate gains (e.g., the
2300% traffic boost seen in one case that cracked into numerous Al results). This suggests that right now is a
golden window for experimentation, before every competitor catches on. Conversions and engagement often
improve, even if raw traffic from Al is smaller than traditional search. This again ties to the idea of quality over
quantity. Users coming from an Al answer often have higher intent. They've effectively been pre qualified by the Al's
recommendation. As a leader, you should value these interactions highly; they may represent your most educated
and motivated potential customers. Cross functional effort is key. The successful examples involved SEO experts,
content creators, data analysts, and often outside partners or tools. Al first discovery isn't siloed in the “SEO
department.” It requires executive buy in to invest in new tools or content, coordination across content, PR, web
development, and analytics teams, and sometimes new talent such as hiring an “Al SEO specialist” or upskilling a
search marketer to understand Al. Business leaders should be prepared to break down silos and encourage
collaboration focused on this new goal: ensure our brand is present wherever Al is delivering answers.
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Investment and ROl Considerations

Adapting to Al first discovery does require investment, but it's an investment in staying visible and relevant as the
market shifts. Let’s talk numbers and resources:

Technology & Tools: Depending on the scale of your enterprise, you might invest in an Al content intelligence
platform or augment your SEO suite with Al capabilities. Enterprise level platforms, the kind that integrate with your
content management system and provide Al specific insights, can range from $50,000 to $200,000 per year. Mid
market tools or add ons might be in the $10,000 to $50,000 range annually. For example, upgrading to BrightEdge's
Al module or licensing a tool like MarketBrew or Diib that specializes in Al ranking predictions. Additionally, budget
for content optimization tools like Frase or Surfer, which are relatively small subscriptions, and possibly API costs if
you start using GPT 4 or other models in house for content auditing.

People & Skills: You may need to train your existing SEO/content team on Al or even hire new expertise. Some
agencies and consultants now brand themselves as “Al SEQ” specialists or GEO (Generative Engine Optimization)
experts. Typical agency retainers for this kind of work can range widely. Some small businesses pay $1,500-$5,000/
month for an agency to implement Al focused optimizations, while larger enterprises might engage consultants at
$10,000+/month for strategic guidance. Alternatively, investing in training your team could be highly cost effective:
many online resources such as webinars and courses are available often for free or a few thousand dollars. The key
is ensuring someone on your team is keeping abreast of Al search developments and can translate that into
strategy. In terms of manpower, you might allocate at least one full time equivalent (FTE) to concentrate on Al
discovery. In a large organization, this could be a new role; in a smaller team, it's a hat someone wears.

Content Creation: Budget for creating or reworking content in the new formats. This could mean allocating writing
hours to produce FAQ sections, hiring subject matter experts to write authoritative pieces. You may bring on a
contractor who's a known expert to pen a definitive guide that Als would love to cite. You may design infographics
and charts that encapsulate data. It is true that Als can’t “see” images directly yet, but they often index the alt text/
captions, and visuals enhance human engagement. If you have thousands of pages to update with schema or
summaries, there’s a non trivial cost, whether internal time or outsourcing. However, many companies find they can
do this gradually. Start with your top 50 or 100 pages that drive the most business value and optimize those for Al
first.

Opportunity Cost: Perhaps the biggest cost is the opportunity cost of inaction. If your competitors move first, they
will reap the benefits of early visibility. Picture the FAQs in your industry. If a rival writes the best Al optimized FAQ on
“Enterprise data security best practices” and your content is still a generic page, guess whose snippet an Al will use
in its answer? Missing out could mean losing a share of the market mindshare that is hard to claw back later.
Gartner’s prediction of a 25% search volume decline by 2026[8] implies that the pie of traditional search traffic is
shrinking. You want to claim as much as possible of the new Al driven discovery pie before others do.

Fortunately, early evidence suggests the ROI can be strong. Traffic gains from Al referrals can offset the costs within
months in some cases. If Al now accounts for, say, 5% of your organic traffic but those visitors convert 5 10x better,
the revenue impact is significant. Many organizations that invested in schema and content restructuring are already
seeing double digit percentage increases in overall organic conversion rates, attributing it to better “pre qualified”
traffic from Al channels. And these improvements often have spillover benefits: structured, concise content is also
appreciated by regular users leading to improved usability, and even traditional search algorithms such as Google
still rewards clear and organized content.

It's also worth noting that not everything needs a budget line item. Some of the most important steps such as
adding schema, writing better content, or monitoring analytics, are more about strategy and execution than cash
outlay. In that sense, Al first discovery can be viewed as an evolution of SEO that leverages many of the same
investments you've already made, just in new ways.

Decision makers should plan for a rebalancing of marketing spend. You might shift a portion of your SEO budget
into Al focused content and tools. You might also consider reallocating some paid search budget if those volumes
decline, towards content marketing or data partnerships that boost Al visibility. High level, ensure your next year
roadmaps have a line for “Al discovery initiative” with dedicated resources. The companies that treat this proactively
are the ones likely to leapfrog competitors in the coming years.


https://searchengineland.com/search-engine-traffic-2026-prediction-437650#:~:text=marketing%20%20strategies%2C%20both%20paid,Gartner%20predicts

Conclusion: Embracing the Al First Future

Generative Al is actively reshaping how people find information and make decisions. For business leaders, the
mandate is clear: adapt and lead, or risk being left behind. This is a moment akin to the early 2000s when search
engines first rose to prominence, or the late 2000s with the shift to mobile. We are once again witnessing a
fundamental change in user behavior. Those who recognize the magnitude of this shift and act decisively will
secure their place in the new landscape; those who dismiss it may find their digital presence fading in relevance.
Adopting an Al first discovery strategy is about a holistic transformation of your digital strategy to become truly user
centric and future proof. It asks you to break down internal silos among content, SEO, PR, and data, and foster
innovation across teams. It challenges you to re define success not just as traffic, but as influence and engagement
in the conversations happening between humans and intelligent machines.
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This Suggests That Right Now Is A Golden Window For
Experimentation, Before Every Competitor Catches On.
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The good news is that by reading this playbook, you've taken a critical first step. You understand that an Al first
approach involves fortifying your technical foundation, crafting content that's ready to be quoted by an Al
amplifying your authority across the web, leveraging new tools and metrics, and nurturing a forward looking
mindset in your organization. The next step is execution. Start with quick wins, add schema to that high traffic page,
talk with your analytics team about setting up Al traffic tracking, convene a brainstorming session with your content
team about what questions customers are asking ChatGPT this week. Small moves can build momentum.
Remember that we are still in the early innings of this transformation. Al models and search experiences will
continue to evolve. Today it might be ChatGPT and Google SGE; tomorrow it could be new Al integrated in every app.
or smarter voice assistants that circumvent traditional search entirely. By embedding the principles outlined here,
you're building an agile capability to remain visible no matter how discovery happens.

The shift from SEO to Al first discovery is a challenge, but within it lies an unprecedented opportunity to literally be
present in the exact moment they pose a question or express a need. By positioning your content and brand to
serve in those moments, you not only ensure continued relevance, you build trust and authority that can carry over
into every other channel. The future belongs to those who answer, make sure that when the questions are asked,
your company is the one answering.
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