MANATECH

RESEARCH REPORT

The Future of Visibility: Navigating AEO, GEO, and
Al-Powered Search

Executive Summary

The search landscape is undergoing its most significant shift since the mid-2000s. Traditional Search
Engine Optimization (SEO) is being augmented—and in some cases replaced—by Answer Engine
Optimization (AEO) and Generative Engine Optimization (GEO). Users are increasingly moving away
from clicking blue links to asking Al models (ChatGPT, Claude, Gemini, Perplexity) for direct answers
and recommendations.

Analysis of current trends indicates that while traditional search traffic may plateau or decrease, Al-
driven traffic offers significantly higher conversion rates—up to six times higher in some B2B sectors.
To remain visible, brands must shift their focus from keyword density to topical authority, structured
data, and "brand mentions" across the wider web. Success in 2026 and beyond requires becoming the
"cited authority" that Al models trust to summarize and recommend.

Detailed Analysis of Key Themes

1. The Definitions of New Search: AEO, GEO, and Al Search

The industry is currently using several terms to describe the same phenomenon: the optimization of

content for Al-powered response engines.

e Answer Engine Optimization (AEO): Focuses on structuring content to directly answer user
questions, allowing it to be featured by chatbots and voice assistants.

e Generative Engine Optimization (GEO): A strategy designed to increase brand visibility
specifically within generative Al results (like Google Al Overviews), focusing on how Al models
synthesize multiple sources.

e Al Search: A broader term encompassing the transition of platforms like Google into conversational
interfaces.

2. The Shift from Links to Citations

In traditional SEO, the primary goal was to rank #1 to receive the click. In Al search, the goal is to be the
primary citation in a summarized response.



3.

The Consensus Model: Al models summarize many citations. To "win" an answer, a brand needs to
be mentioned as many times as possible across different trusted sources.

Source Preference: LLMs (Large Language Models) prioritize information from Reddit, YouTube,

niche blogs, and major media conglomerates (e.g., Dotdash Meredith).

Citations vs. Backlinks: Traditional SEO relies on links; GEO relies on brand mentions and citations,
even if they are unlinked.

Authority and the "Parrot" Effect

Al models function like "parrots" that mimic the information they are fed through Retrieval-Augmented
Generation (RAG).

4.

E-E-A-T for Al: Experience, Expertise, Authoritativeness, and Trustworthiness are more critical than
ever. Al models analyze author bios, credentials, and firsthand stories to reduce "risk" for the
platform.

The Trust Gap: Only 9% of the world has used ChatGPT, but usage is converging with Google.
Brands that establish themselves early as Al-trusted entities gain a first-mover advantage.

Sentiment Analysis: Unlike traditional SEO, Al search models analyze the sentiment of reviews and
mentions. Positive peer-to-peer validation (like Google Reviews) is a primary signal for
trustworthiness.

Content Structure and "Atomic Answers"

Al models prefer content that is easy to parse, digest, and summarize.

5.

The BLUF Method: "Bottom Line Up Front." Frontloading the most important information at the top
of paragraphs.

Atomic Content: Content that can stand on its own and deliver a comprehensive answer to a
specific question.

Question-Based Headings: Using H1 and H2 tags that mirror the exact questions users ask Al
(e.g., "What is the best SEO tool for beginners?" instead of just "SEO Tools").

Multimodal Data: Including videos, charts, and tables. Al models are increasingly multimodal and

prefer "nutrition labels" for content, such as Schema markup.

The Risks of Al-Generated Content

While Al helps in content creation, 100% automated content (spam) is viewed as a long-term failure.

Model Collapse: Feeding Al-generated derivatives back into models leads to "model collapse,"
where the wisdom of the crowd shrinks into a single, potentially incorrect opinion.

Detectability: Research shows that purely Al-generated content is easily detectable by search
algorithms, which are being tuned to prioritize original research and "Information Gain."

Important Quotes with Context



Quote

"A winning strategy in 2026 is to use question-
based headings... Al models don't just look at
keywords. They're looking for clear trustworthy

answers they can summarize."

"Traditional SEO cares about links. GEO cares
about citations. If you're not getting those

citations, you're not going to do as well."

"Brand is what people talk and search about
when you're not there... done right, brand
awareness can decrease your cost of acquisition
across all channels."

"Webflow saw a 6x conversion rate difference
between LLM traffic and Google search traffic."

"Google's slice of the pie stays the same; the pie
gets bigger."

Context

Discussing the tactical shift from
keyword stuffing to answering the

"atomic" user query.

Explaining why the metric for
success is moving away from the
backlink profile to the "mention"
profile.

Emphasizing that brand recognition
is the ultimate "moat" against Al

algorithm changes.

Highlighting that while Al search
might drive less volume, the intent
and quality of those users are
significantly higher.

Addressing the fear that Al is killing
Google search, suggesting instead
that these are additive channels.

Comparative Analysis: SEO vs. Al Search (AEO/GEO)
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Feature Traditional SEO Al Search (AEO/GEO)

Primary Goal Rank #1 for clicks Be the cited authority in answers
Content Focus Keyword density and thoroughness Atomic answers and topical depth
Key Signal Backlinks and domain age Mentions, citations, and freshness
User Intent Information retrieval via links Conversational problem solving
Success Metric Click-Through Rate (CTR) Share of Voice / Citation Count
Conversion Variable High (Primed by conversation)

Actionable Insights and Recommendations

Immediate Tactical Steps

e Claim and Optimize Entity Data: Ensure Google Business Profiles, Apple Maps, and Yelp listings

are claimed and identical. Inconsistent name, address, or phone number (NAP) data confuses Al



models.

¢ Implement "Question" Research: Instead of just keywords, mine sales calls, customer support
tickets, and Reddit threads for the exact questions customers ask. Use these as headings on service

pages.
e The Review Blast: Al tools use reviews as a proxy for trust. Regularly request reviews from
customer databases to maintain "review velocity" and positive sentiment.

Content Strategy

o Prioritize Freshness: Al models frequently use Retrieval-Augmented Generation (RAG) for complex
queries. Content needs to be approximately 27.5% "fresher" than competitors to be prioritized for
real-time retrieval.

e Structure for Scanners: Use short paragraphs, bullet points, and explicit data (tables/stats). If a
human can skim it, an Al can summarize it.

e Adopt the BLUF Method: Ensure the answer to a user's potential question is in the first sentence of

the relevant section.

Off-Site Optimization

¢ Reddit and YouTube Strategy: Create helpful, non-promotional content on Reddit and video
tutorials with clear timestamps on YouTube. These platforms are the most cited third-party domains
in Al overviews.

e Seek Mention Gaps: Identify where competitors are being cited in Al summaries but your brand is
not. Target those specific third-party blogs, listicles (e.g., "Best [Product] 2025"), and news outlets
for PR outreach.

o Affiliate and PR Mentions: For B2B and Commerce, being mentioned in tier-one affiliates (e.g.,
Forbes, Dotdash Meredith sites) is a primary way to appear in Al "shopping" or "best-of" carousels.

Reporting and Measurement
e Track Al Visibility Metrics: Move beyond tracking just rankings. Use tools (e.g., UberSuggest or
Ahrefs Brand Radar) to track how often the brand is cited in Al summaries.

e Monitor Branded Search Volume: If the brand awareness strategy is working, the number of
people searching for the brand name directly in Google should increase, creating a "pipeline" that

bypasses generic Al summaries.

Want to explore this topic further?

Book a free discovery call to discuss how ManaTech can help
your business implement these ideas.

Book a Discovery Call
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