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AI is rewriting the rules of digital marketing. Zero-click searches, AI-generated answers, and algorithmic
recommendations are replacing traditional search results. This white paper breaks down what's happening,
what it means for your business, and exactly how to adapt.
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01 THE PROBLEM

The Problem Nobody's
Talking About

65%
of Google searches
end without a click

85%
of AI citations come
from third-party sources

0
clicks needed when AI
just answers the question

AI search is fundamentally different from traditional search. When someone asks ChatGPT, Perplexity, or
Google's AI Overview a question about your industry, the AI doesn't just check your website. It pulls from 15
to 30 different sources to construct its answer.

Your website is only 5-10% of the equation.

The other 90% is the third-party ecosystem — directories, reviews,
news sites, forums, and social platforms.

This isn't speculation. The shift is happening right now. Google's own AI Overviews are reducing
click-through rates across industries. AI assistants are becoming the first touchpoint for purchase
decisions. And businesses that aren't visible in the AI ecosystem are becoming invisible, period.

McKinsey projects $750 billion in US revenue will funnel
through AI search by 2028.

The question isn't whether AI will change how customers find you. It already has. The question is whether
you'll adapt before your competitors do.
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02 THE SHIFTS

The 7 Shifts You Need
to Make Now
1. Keywords Conversations

People ask questions, not type keywords. AI understands intent and context, not just exact-match phrases.

2. Your Site Everywhere
Your website is only 10% of the picture. Be present and optimized across 15+ platforms where AI looks.

3. Backlinks Citations
AI values third-party mentions and citations over traditional link profiles. Authority comes from being referenced.

4. Rankings Recommendations
AI doesn't rank pages 1 through 10. It recommends specific businesses. You're either the answer or you're not.

5. SEO Audits Visibility Audits
Stop checking where you rank on Google. Check where you appear in AI responses across every platform.

6. Monthly Reports Continuous Presence
65% of AI traffic targets the last 12 months of content. Your presence needs to be current and consistent.

7. Hoping Engineering
Stop hoping Google notices you. Engineer your presence strategically across every source where AI looks.
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03 THE STRATEGY

What Actually Works
in 2026
The businesses winning in AI search aren't doing more SEO. They're building presence across the entire
ecosystem that AI reads. Here are the four pillars that matter.

01 Multi-Platform Presence
AI pulls from directories, review sites, social platforms, news outlets, and forums. Your business needs to be
optimized and accurate across 15+ platforms that AI actively reads. This isn't about being everywhere
randomly — it's about strategic placement on the sources AI trusts most. Google Business Profile, Yelp,
industry directories, Apple Maps, Facebook, and dozens more all feed into AI responses.

02 Review Diversification
Google reviews aren't enough anymore. AI aggregates review sentiment across every platform — Yelp, BBB,
industry-specific review sites, Facebook, and social proof from forums and communities. A business with 200
Google reviews and nothing else looks thin to AI. Diversified review presence signals legitimate, verified
authority across the ecosystem.

03 Third-Party Content
This is the single biggest lever. AI trusts third-party mentions over self-promotion. HereCity spotlights, local
news features, industry publication mentions, directory citations — these are the sources AI weighs most
heavily. When multiple independent sources mention your business, AI treats you as a verified, trustworthy
recommendation.

04 Schema & Structured Data
Make your business speak AI's language. Proper schema markup (LocalBusiness, FAQ, Review, Product) gives
AI structured data it can directly parse. This isn't optional anymore — it's the difference between AI
understanding your business and AI guessing. Structured data is how you make yourself machine-readable in
an AI-first world.
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04 THE PLAYBOOK

The Fix
Seven practical steps you can take this week to start building AI visibility.

1 Ask AI about your business right now. Open ChatGPT, Perplexity, and Gemini. Search your business name and
your top services. What comes back? That's your AI baseline.

2 Audit where you appear across directories and review sites. Check Google Business Profile, Yelp, BBB, Apple
Maps, Facebook, and every industry directory. Inconsistent or missing listings mean AI can't find you.

3 Build review presence beyond Google. Actively collect reviews on Yelp, BBB, industry-specific platforms, and
social media. AI weighs review diversity, not just volume on one platform.

4 Get featured on trusted third-party sites. The HereCity Network covers 89+ cities with local business spotlights
that AI reads and cites. News features and directory listings on authoritative sites are the new backlinks.

5 Implement schema markup on your website. Add LocalBusiness, FAQ, Review, and Product schema. This
structured data helps AI parse your business information directly instead of guessing.

6 Create content that answers real customer questions. Write FAQ pages, how-to guides, and service descriptions
that match how people actually ask questions to AI assistants.

7 Work with agencies that understand AI visibility, not just SEO. Traditional SEO agencies optimize for Google
rankings. You need a partner that optimizes for the entire AI ecosystem.

Ready to see where you stand?
Get a free AI visibility audit from the bestSEO Network.
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Visit your local bestSEO site for a free review.
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