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AEO (Answer Engine
Optimization): A
Primer for Marketing
Leaders

Search has become an answer engine. The brands cited inside AI-generated

responses win the modern organic surface — and the rules for getting cited

are not the rules of traditional SEO. This is the foundational primer.
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AEO is the discipline of optimizing brand presence to be cited inside AI-

generated answers, not just to rank in search results. It is the new

foundation of organic discovery and requires a different investment

portfolio than traditional SEO.

The thesis

Why the shift from search results to synthesized answers changes the win

condition for organic discovery

The AEO Trinity — Mentions, Context, Volume — as the central mental model for

getting cited by AI engines

The actual composition of AI citations and what it implies for where marketing

budget should flow

How to run a 30-minute self-assessment to see whether your brand is currently

cited in the queries that matter

The three-step sequenced path to building AEO presence if you are starting from

zero
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The AEO Trinity: Mentions, Context, Volume

Every brand that wins citations in AI-generated answers does three things in concert.

The AEO Trinity is the simplest mental model for understanding what an answer

engine is actually evaluating when it decides whether to mention you.

1 Mentions

The raw count and breadth of times your brand name appears across the web

— particularly across editorial publications, encyclopedic sources, and

authoritative third-party properties. Mentions are the entry ticket. If your brand

is not referenced in enough trusted places, the model has no reason to surface

it. Mention density across the editorial network (responsible for ~40% of AI

citations) is the single highest-leverage AEO investment most brands can make.

2 Context

The semantic environment in which your brand is mentioned. A mention that

positions you correctly inside a category — "the leading platform for X,"

"founded by Y," "used by Z" — teaches the model what you are and when to

cite you. Context is built through structured data on your own properties

(FAQPage, Article, Organization schema), Wikipedia and Wikidata entries, and

the editorial framing of third-party mentions. Without context, mentions are

noise. With context, they become citations.

3 Volume

The downstream demand signal — branded search volume, direct traffic, social

mentions, and engagement that signals to both search and AI systems that your

brand is a real entity people care about. Volume is the reinforcement layer. It

validates that the mentions and context are anchored to a real market presence,

which makes models more confident in citing you. Volume is built through

sustained awareness work and is the slowest of the three to move, but the most

defensible once established.

01 — The framework: The AEO Trinity
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4 How they compound

The Trinity is multiplicative, not additive. A brand with high mentions but no

context gets cited inconsistently or incorrectly. A brand with strong context but

low mention density is invisible. A brand with mentions and context but no

volume is fragile — the model may cite you today and forget you tomorrow.

Brands that build all three in parallel produce citation share that compounds

quarter over quarter.

40%+
US Google queries now show AI Overviews

SEMRUSH

200M+
Weekly active users of ChatGPT

OPENAI

100M+
Monthly active users of Perplexity

PERPLEXITY

60%
Of Google queries are now zero-click

SPARKTORO

30%+
Rise in brand search volume since AI

Overviews launched

SISTRIX

40%
Of AI citations come from editorial network

properties

PILLAR  AI  LABS  INTERNAL  ANALYSIS

02 — The data.
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Why AEO emerged, and why it isn't "SEO 2.0"

or two decades, the marketing playbook for organic discovery was stable: produce

relevant content, earn authoritative links, optimize the page, and wait for Google to rank it.

The user clicked a blue link. The brand owned the destination. The funnel was legible. That

model is now under structural pressure. According to SemRush (https://www.semrush.com/), AI

Overviews appear on more than 40% of US queries, and Sparktoro (https://sparktoro.com/) reports

that roughly 60% of Google queries now end without a click. The user is increasingly asking a

question and reading an answer — not browsing a list of websites.

AEO (Answer Engine Optimization) is the discipline that responds to this shift. Instead of

competing for ten blue links, brands compete to be cited inside the synthesized answer itself —

inside ChatGPT, Perplexity, Google AI Overviews, Claude, and the dozens of vertical answer

engines emerging in legal, medical, financial, and B2B research workflows. The unit of victory is

no longer rank position. It is whether your brand name appears in the answer, and whether the

surrounding context positions you correctly. AEO is not a tactical update to SEO. It is a reframing

of what "being found" means when the search engine becomes the reader, not the user.

Where AI engines actually source their citations

ophisticated marketers benefit from understanding the raw composition of AI citations,

because it dictates where investment should flow. Based on our internal analysis at Pillar AI

Labs (/institute/ai-labs/) and corroborated by public research, citations in AI-generated answers

skew heavily toward editorial network properties (~40%), with brand-owned .com domains

contributing roughly 25%, Wikipedia ~15%, government and education domains ~10%, and a

long tail accounting for the remaining 10%. This distribution has profound strategic implications.

The single largest source of citations is not your website. It is third-party publications that

mention your brand in context.

https://www.semrush.com/
https://sparktoro.com/
https://pillarme.com/institute/ai-labs/
https://pillarme.com/institute/ai-labs/
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This is why traditional SEO investment — even when executed well — produces diminishing

returns in an AEO environment. A brand that has only optimized its own domain is competing for

one-quarter of the citation surface. The other three-quarters are won through editorial presence,

encyclopedic coverage, and authoritative third-party validation. The brands winning AI citations

today are the ones whose names appear repeatedly across trusted publications, structured

reference works, and category-defining editorial properties. This is the mechanism the Pillar

Authority (/authority/) model is built around.

Why brand search volume became an AEO signal

ne of the more counterintuitive findings of the AI Overviews era is that brand search

volume has risen, not fallen. Sistrix (https://www.sistrix.com/) data shows brand search volume

up more than 30% since AI Overviews launched. The mechanism is straightforward: when

a user reads an AI-generated answer that mentions a brand, they often follow up by searching

that brand directly to verify, compare, or transact. The AI answer becomes a discovery surface

that drives navigational queries. In effect, being cited inside an answer creates downstream

branded search demand.

This creates a self-reinforcing loop. Branded search volume is itself a signal that large language

models and search algorithms use to gauge entity prominence. A brand that is cited more often

gets searched more often, which strengthens its entity profile, which makes it more citable in the

next round of answers. The asymmetry compounds. For marketing leaders, the strategic

conclusion is that awareness work — PR, podcasts, op-eds, thought leadership — is no longer a

separate budget line from organic discovery. It is the discovery strategy.

The new self-assessment: are you in the answer?

he most useful diagnostic a CMO can run in 2026 is also the simplest: open ChatGPT and

Perplexity, type the ten highest-intent questions your prospective customers ask in your

category, and see whether your brand appears in the answer. Not whether you rank in

Google. Whether you are cited in the synthesized response. Most brands — including well-

known incumbents with strong traditional SEO — fail this test on six or seven of the ten queries.

The reason is rarely a quality issue. It is a presence issue: the brand is not mentioned in enough

places that the model has indexed.

https://pillarme.com/authority/
https://pillarme.com/authority/
https://www.sistrix.com/
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If you are absent, the path forward is three-fold and sequential. First, build mention density

across editorial network properties — this is the highest-leverage move because it addresses the

largest segment of the citation surface. Second, strengthen on-domain signals through FAQPage

schema, Article schema, original data, and clearly structured authoritative content. Third, drive

brand search volume through sustained awareness work, which feeds the reinforcement loop

described above. Brands that execute all three in concert begin appearing in AI answers within a

quarter. Brands that only execute on-domain optimization rarely move at all.

self-assessment any marketing leader can run in an afternoon, followed by a sequenced

path forward if the assessment surfaces gaps.

03 — Watch: a real walkthrough

04 — Apply this to your work this quarter
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1. Write down the 10 highest-intent questions your prospective customers ask in your

category — the ones that precede a real buying decision.

2. Test each of the 10 queries in ChatGPT and Perplexity. Note whether your brand is

cited, whether competitors are cited, and how you are framed when mentioned.

3. Audit your current citation surface composition: count mentions on editorial network

properties, your own .com, Wikipedia, and government/education sources. Identify

your weakest segment.

4. If editorial mentions are your weakest layer (most common gap), build a 12-month

editorial placement plan with a target of 8-15 high-authority mentions per quarter.

5. Implement FAQPage, Article, and Organization schema across your highest-intent on-

domain pages. Add original data or proprietary research to at least three flagship

pages.

6. Audit your Wikipedia and Wikidata presence. If you have no entry or a weak entry, plan

a sourced, neutral expansion using third-party citations.

7. Establish a baseline AEO measurement cadence: track citation rate, citation share of

voice, AI referral traffic, and branded search volume monthly.

Frequently asked questions.

Is AEO just SEO rebranded?

No. SEO optimizes for ranking position on a results page where the user chooses the link. AEO

optimizes for inclusion inside a synthesized answer where the model chooses the citation. The

optimization surfaces overlap (structured data, authoritative content, link signals), but the win

condition is fundamentally different. SEO produces a click. AEO produces a mention. Treating

them as the same discipline leads brands to underinvest in the editorial and PR layers that drive

the majority of AI citations.
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How quickly do AI engines pick up new mentions?

Faster than traditional search, but unevenly. Perplexity and ChatGPT with browsing can surface

a new mention within hours of publication if the source is authoritative. Foundation model

training cycles are slower — a mention in a well-indexed publication may take weeks to months

to influence base model responses. The practical implication is that AEO investment should be

continuous, not campaign-based. One-time pushes fade. Sustained mention density

compounds.

Do I need to abandon traditional SEO?

No. Traditional SEO still drives meaningful traffic for transactional and navigational queries, and

on-domain signals remain part of the AEO surface (roughly 25% of citations come from brand-

owned .com properties). The shift is one of portfolio allocation. Most enterprise marketing teams

are over-indexed on technical SEO and under-indexed on editorial presence, original data, and

PR. A balanced 2026 organic discovery strategy invests across all three layers rather than

abandoning any of them.

Can small brands compete in AEO?

Yes, often more effectively than they could in traditional SEO. AI engines weigh contextual

relevance and entity clarity heavily, which means a small brand with deep specialization and

clear category positioning can outcite a large generalist incumbent in narrow query sets. The

strategic move for smaller brands is to identify the 20-50 questions where they have a legitimate

point of view and concentrate mention density there, rather than trying to be cited across a

broad category.

How do I measure AEO performance?

The honest answer is that measurement is still maturing. The most useful current metrics are:

citation rate (percentage of target queries where your brand appears in the AI answer), citation

share of voice (your citations versus competitors on the same query set), referral traffic from AI

engines (now trackable in most analytics platforms), and downstream branded search lift. Tools

from Profound, Otterly, and emerging AEO platforms are codifying these metrics. Expect

measurement standards to consolidate over the next 12-18 months.


