


Executive summary

Search is not disappearing. Search is fragmenting.

Google remains by far the dominant search layer, with an
89.85% global market share in search in March 2026. At the
same time, ChatGPT leads the global Al chatbot market
with 78.16%, while Gemini sits at 8.65%. For brands, this
does not signal a simple shift from “Google to Al”, but a
hybrid landscape in which classic rankings, Al-generated
answers and new commerce interfaces exist side by side.
Google also explicitly positions Al Overviews and Al Mode

as part of Search, not as separate ecosystems.

This shift does, however, change the economics of visibility.
In an analysis of 300,000 keywords, Ahrefs found that the
presence of an Al Overview was associated with a 58%
lower average CTR for the result in position one. SparkToro
previously reported that in 2024, 59.7% of EU Google
searches and 58.5% of US searches ended without a click.
The precise impact differs by query type, but the direction
is clear: traffic remains important, but the click is losing its
monopoly as the primary success metric.

The new game is therefore less about ranking alone, and
more about selection. Google says that Al Overviews and Al
Mode can use “query fan-out” to combine multiple related
searches and data sources into a single answer. In parallel, a
recent Ahrefs study shows that only 38% of pages cited in
Al Overviews also rank in the top 10 of the same SERP. This
explains why classic SEO is still necessary, but no longer
sufficient: brands do not only need to be findable, they
need to be citable, summarizable

and contextually credible.

The implication for marketers and brands is strategic,

not cosmetic. Google explicitly states that the same SEO
fundamentals remain relevant for Al features, that there
are no additional technical requirements to appear as a
supporting link, and that no special Al markup or additional
machine-readable files are required. At the same time,
Princeton research and market studies show that
answer-ready content, with source references, statistics,
expertise signals and clear structure, performs measurably
better in generative environments.



Methodology
and scope

Introduction

This report combines four types of input: official platform
documentation from Google and OpenAl, market data from
Statcounter, clickstream and CTR research from third parties,
and the strategic pillars from our internal research. Because
Al search is evolving rapidly, individual figures should be read
as directional signals rather than universal benchmarks for
every sector or query set. The structural conclusion, however,
is stable: visibility is shifting from ranking alone to a mix of
ranking, citation eligibility and transaction readiness.

For years, search was a relatively simple game. A user entered
a query, Google showed a list of results, and brands competed
for the click. That model has not disappeared, but it has been
fundamentally expanded. Between the classic results layer
and the final transaction, a new answer layer has emerged: Al
systems that summarize, reorder, compare and increasingly
operationalize information. Google does this inside Search
through Al Overviews and Al Mode; ChatGPT, Gemini,
Perplexity and other interfaces do the same

within their own environments.

For marketers, this changes the central question. It is no
longer only: “How do | get my page to position one?” The
more important question becomes: “Why would a model
choose my brand or content as a source for the answer?”
That is the essence of GEO: not an alternative to SEO, but an
extension of it into answer engines and agentic interfaces.



1. Search in 2026: not replaced,
but split apart

The dominant misconception in many discussions about SEO and Al is that classic search is
about to disappear. The data does not support that. In March 2026, Google still accounts for
89.85% of the global search market.

At the same time, Statcounter shows that ChatGPT leads the Al chatbot category with 78.16%,
followed by Gemini, Perplexity, Copilot and Claude.

The market is therefore not moving towards one new winner, but towards

multiple overlapping discovery layers, each with its own use case.



Google confirms this hybrid logic itself.

In its Search Central documentation, the
company states that Al Overviews and Al
Mode are part of Google Search, and that
SEO best practices remain relevant for these
Al features. Al Overviews are also shown only
when Google expects them to add value to
classic Search; they do not trigger for every
query. This nuance matters: the SERP is

not disappearing, but it is being expanded
with answer layers that become especially
important for complex, informational and
comparative searches.

For brands, the practical consequence is clear.

Visibility now needs to be organized across
three levels: in the index, in the answer and
ultimately in the transaction. Brands that still
think only in rankings miss half of the new
landscape. Brands that write off classic SEO
misunderstand the landscape just as much.

The winner of 2026 is not the brand
that chooses between SEO or GEO,
but the brand that organizes both
disciplines under one search strategy.



2.The click is losing
its monopoly

The fact that classic search continues to exist does not
mean that the economic logic of search remains unchanged.
The rise of Al-generated answers is visibly putting pressure
on click-through behavior. In early 2026, Ahrefs found that
an Al Overview was associated with 58% less CTR for the
top result. The same study also found a negative effect for
positions two through ten, although less pronounced.

These studies are not a perfect reflection of every niche, but
they do confirm what many publishers and SEO teams have
been observing for some time:

A growing share of information needs
is being resolved before the click.

That trend aligns with broader zero-click data.

Based on clickstream analysis, SparkToro reported that

in 2024, 59.7% of EU searches and 58.5% of US searches
ended without a click. That figure emerged even before the
broad rollout of the most advanced Al search experiences.
The trend is therefore older than Al Overviews alone, but
generative answer layers are clearly accelerating it.

For marketers, this means that traffic reporting alone tells
an incomplete story. A brand can become more visible in the
answer layer while receiving fewer clicks on informational
content. That is not a paradox;

it is the result of an interface shift.

To understand the impact of GEO, teams therefore need

to look beyond traffic and include citation share, brand
mentions in Al answers, branded search lift, assisted
conversions and the quality of sessions that do click through.



3. How answer engines choose sources
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One prompt
The user asks one question.

The system splits one
question into multiple
related searches.

This immediately makes it clear
that one prompt does not equal
one search term.
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Multiple sources and
perspectives

The model searches across
subtopics, contexts
and data sources.
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One synthesized answer

The information found is
combined into a single answer,
often with citations.

+

Zero-click search statistics in Europe
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from pages that also ranked in the top 10 of the sa
the rest ranked in positions 11-100 or even beyond.
In other words, answer engines are not only looking fo
best-ranking source, but for the source that best
supports the answer.

At the same time, the baseline requirement remains
surprisingly classic. According to Google, a page must

be indexed and eligible for a regular snippet to appear

as a supporting link in Al Overviews or Al Mode. There are
no additional technical requirements on top of existing
Search requirements. That matters, because it removes
much of the hype: Al visibility still starts with crawlability;

indexability and content quality.
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Around GEQ, a new layer of tactical hype is emerging. lIms.txt is a good example. The official
lIms.txt site describes it as a proposal: an /lims.txt file that can provide LLM-friendly context
and links. As an experiment, that is interesting, especially for documentation-heavy or
technically complex sites. But it is not a broadly accepted baseline standard, and certainly
not a replacement for classic SEO work.

Google is notably clear on this. In its Search Central documentation, the company states
that you do not need to create new machine-readable files, Al text files or special markup
to appear in Al features. Brands that want to test lims.txt can do so as an additional
experiment. Brands that use it as an excuse not to fix information architecture, content
quality and indexability are starting at the wrong end of the problem.

The lesson is simple: structured data remains useful where it genuinely adds structure;
new file proposals can be interesting; but the biggest gains still come from well-executed
fundamentals.

In 2026, the winning brand is rarely the one

with the most tactics. It is the brand with
the most consistent information.




Where SEO revolved around discovery for years, and GEO today is strongly centered on
answerability, commerce is gradually moving toward execution. OpenAl positions ACP, the
Agentic Commerce Protocol, as the infrastructure layer between merchants and shoppers in
ChatGPT. Its documentation states that ACP enables ChatGPT to process structured catalog
data, understand merchant inventory and show relevant products in context. The related
product feed specification emphasizes current pricing, availability and seller context.

Google is moving in the same direction. In the UCP documentation, Google describes the
Universal Commerce Protocol as an open standard for the future of commerce, designed to
enable agentic actions in Al Mode and Gemini, starting with direct buying.

Google explicitly connects this to existing Merchant Center feeds and checkout integrations

within its Al surfaces.

For many brands, this is not yet a channel with immediate scale. But the strategic direction is
now official and public: structured product data is becoming more than an SEO or shopping
optimization. It is becoming a condition for being buyable inside Al interfaces. For retailers and
catalog-driven brands, commerce readiness therefore belongs on the roadmap already, even if
the revenue impact is still limited today.



10. What this
means for
brands and
Marketeers
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The biggest strategic mistake of 2026
is to think that GEO is only a content
adjustment. In reality, this shift touches
the entire go-to-market layer.

SEO teams need to work more closely
with brand, PR, social and commerce.
Content strategies need to shift from
isolated articles to thematic knowledge
clusters. SMEs and founders become
more important, because expertise
needs to be visible and citable.

And measurement needs to move
beyond a purely traffic-first logic.

For Marketeers, this also means a
different proposition. The client
question is no longer only: “"How do we
rank higher in Google?” It becomes:
“How do we make sure our brand is
chosen, cited and trusted in a landscape
where answers increasingly appear
before the click?” That requires a

model that brings technology, editorial
strategy, distribution and data together
under one visibility strategy.

In that sense, GEO is not a new trick,
but a maturity test for marketing
organizations. Brands that already had
their knowledge, category position

and proof points in order now gain an
additional advantage. Brands that relied
for years on thin landing pages, generic
copy and isolated channel execution
will see the new interfaces expose their
weaknesses faster.
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Conclusion

The central trend of 2026 is not the end of SEO. It is the end
of SEO as a ranking-only discipline. Search is being split
into three layers: the index layer where pages are found, the
answer layer where models select and summarize sources,
and the transaction layer where agents increasingly act on
behalf of users. Google confirms that the fundamentals of
SEO remain relevant for Al features; OpenAl and Google
show that structured commerce data is becoming more
important in buying flows; and external studies show that
click behavior and citation logic are structurally changing.

For brands, the task is therefore clear. Do not optimize only
for findability, but for answerability. Do not publish only
content, but proof. Do not build only pages, but knowledge
structures. And do not measure only traffic, but influence.

In the answer economy, the winning brand is
ultimately not the one that shouts the loudest.
It is the one the model can most easily trust.

Andras Vandersteen

managing partner
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