WHITE PAPER

The 2026 Al Inflection Series - Chapter 14

Al Search Is Rewriting How
Brands Get Found.

Discovery still drives growth. The rules of discovery are changing fast. Search
used to send traffic. Now it often resolves the question first. This paper maps
what that shift means commercially, operationally, and strategically for every

leader responsible for revenue and market access.
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The Click Is No Longer the Center of
Discovery

For years, brands won by ranking, earning the click, and converting on-site. The
model was legible, measurable, and optimizable. You controlled the funnel because
the funnel started the moment a user landed on your page. That contract is breaking.

Now the interface often summarizes, compares, and narrows choices before the visit
ever happens. Al Overviews, Al Mode, ChatGPT shopping flows, and conversational
interfaces do evaluation work that brands used to do themselves. The user arrives
later in the decision cycle, or sometimes not at all.

That moves the commercial battleground upstream. The question is no longer only
how well you convert after the click. The question is whether your brand is retrieved,
represented accurately, and selected before the click begins.
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[J Therealrisk is not fewer visits alone. The real risk is losing control over where evaluation,
comparison, and shortlisting happen.



PART I: TRAFFIC MODEL

The Old Model Was Built on Traffic

The Classic Discovery Chain
01
Intent

User forms a question or need

(0)2
Rank

Brand earns position in search results

03
Click

User selects a result and visits

04
Visit
Brand controls the experience on-site

05

Retarget

Brand re-engages through paid channels

06
Convert

Transaction or lead captured

Why It Worked

The traffic model was built on a simple
premise: search engines route people to
websites. Growth teams optimized
sessions, click-through rate, funnel depth,
and attribution because every meaningful
commercial interaction started with a visit.

Platforms like Google, Bing, and social
discovery fed a predictable referral
economy. Brands invested in content,
technical SEO, and paid media to own more
of that referral surface. The more traffic
you captured, the more decisions you
influenced.

This model held for roughly two decades. It
created entire categories of tooling,
agency expertise, and organizational
design. CMOs structured their teams
around it. CFOs planned budgets around it.
That infrastructure is now under structural
pressure.

[J The traffic model described here reflects the dominant paradigm from approximately 2003-

2023. Paid search, programmatic display, and social referral all operated within this same

fundamental logic: platforms route intent to destinations, and brands compete for that routing.

The structural shift described in this paper does not invalidate that history - it reframes the

assumptions that governed it.



PART [l: ANSWER MODEL

The New Model Is Built on Answers

Ask Compare Choose
User submits Interface presents Decision made
query to Al structured options within the
interface interface
Summarize Shortlist
Al synthesizes User narrows to
insights from two to three
sources choices

The interface now does more of the discovery work before the brand earns the
session. Users increasingly receive synthesized answers, structured comparisons,
and ranked recommendations from Al systems that aggregate sources rather
than route to them. The visit, when it happens, arrives further downstream.

This is not a minor UX change. It is a structural shift in where commercial
evaluation occurs. Brands that built their entire growth architecture around the
click need to rethink which layer of discovery they actually control.
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Traffic Is Under Pressure. Visit Quality Is
Improving.

Volume is getting tougher because more of the early research journey is now being resolved inside Al
interfaces before a click ever reaches a brand site. Instead of sending users outward for every question, these
systems synthesize, summarize, and narrow the field on the user's behalf. That means a larger share of
discovery now happens upstream of the visit, compressing the pool of sessions available to traditional referral
channels.

Intent is getting sharper because the users who do arrive are increasingly later in the decision cycle and more
heavily pre-filtered by prior Al interaction. They are not coming in to browse broadly. They are coming in after
comparison, ranking, and recommendation have already reduced the option set. Commercially, that changes
the value of a visit: fewer sessions may be counted, but each one is more likely to reflect clearer needs, higher
purchase readiness, and stronger signal for conversion.

Adobe's January 2026 data from the 2025 holiday season should be read in that context. The fact that Al-
driven traffic is growing rapidly from a smaller base is not just a snapshot of scale. It is evidence of trajectory.
A channel that is outpacing conventional referral growth across every major vertical is moving from novelty to
durable infrastructure, and the speed of that shift suggests Al is beginning to reshape referral economics
before it becomes the dominant source of volume.
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The headline numbers are striking, but the more important insight is directional. Al-referred traffic is not a
niche signal. It is an accelerating referral channel reshaping top-of-funnel economics across retail, travel,
financial services, and media simultaneously. The growth rates here reflect a channel moving from experiment
to infrastructure.


https://news.adobe.com/news/2026/01/adobe-holiday-shopping-season
https://news.adobe.com/news/2026/01/adobe-holiday-shopping-season

Quality Matters More Than Raw Volume

Al-referred visits often arrive further down the path to action. Adobe's 2025
holiday season retail data reveals that users arriving via generative Al sources
behave fundamentally differently from average web visitors. They have already
done comparative research inside the Al interface. They arrive with intent
sharpened.

Behavioral Metric

Higher Conversion Rate -

gy _
i

More Pages Per Visit -

Less Likely to Leave Immediately -

Lift vs. Average Visitor (%)

A 254% lift in revenue per visit is not a small optimization. It suggests that users
arriving through Al-mediated discovery have already completed a significant
portion of their evaluation journey. The brand that gets included in the Al answer
wins a higher-value visitor. The brand that gets excluded loses a buyer it never
had the chance to influence. This reframes the entire traffic quality
conversation.


https://blog.adobe.com/en/publish/2025/03/17/adobe-analytics-traffic-to-us-retail-websites-from-generative-ai-sources-jumps-1200-percent
https://blog.adobe.com/en/publish/2025/03/17/adobe-analytics-traffic-to-us-retail-websites-from-generative-ai-sources-jumps-1200-percent

PART Il1: VISIBILITY MODEL

This Is Not an SEO Story. It Is a Market
Access Story.

The real loss is not fewer visits alone. The real loss is control over where evaluation
happens. When Al interfaces answer questions, they do not just reduce clicks. They
relocate the decision-making environment to a space the brand does not own,
cannot track easily, and may not be represented in at all.

The Reuters Institute's

report found that publishers expect search traffic to fall 43%
over the next three years. That figure was cited specifically in the context of Al-
generated answers reducing the need to visit original sources. The implication
extends far beyond media. Any business that depends heavily on open-web referral
economics faces structural exposure.

This is not a search engine optimization challenge. It is a market access challenge.
The question for every CMO, growth leader, and digital executive is whether your
brand gets evaluated inside the new discovery layer or whether it gets bypassed
entirely while a competitor earns the summary position you used to occupy on
page one.

In the traffic era, you competed for the click. In the Al era, you compete to be
retrieved, trusted, and chosen before the click begins.

Traffic Era Trust
Competed for the Earn credibility before
click interaction
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Retrieval Choice

Be surfaced by Al Be selected before the
systems click


https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/journalism-media-and-technology-trends-and-predictions-2026
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/journalism-media-and-technology-trends-and-predictions-2026

Case Study 1: Chegg Shows the Downside of

Referral Dependence

Cheqgq is a useful early case study because it shows how quickly Al-generated answers

can compress referral traffic for businesses built on informational demand capture. It

was selected because the company made the dynamics unusually visible in public

communications, turning an abstract risk into a concrete warning for any brand

dependent on open-web discovery.

What Happened

Chegg, the education technology company,
publicly attributed a significant decline in traffic
and engagement to the impact of Google Al
Overviews. In its investor communications,
Chegg stated that Google had effectively
transformed from a search engine into an
answer engine, reducing the incentive for users
to click through to educational content
providers.

Chegg reported that non-subscriber traffic fell
49% in January 2025 compared to the same
period a year prior, against an 8% decline in Q2
2024. The acceleration of that decline across a
short window pointed directly at the impact of
Al-generated summaries removing the reason
to visit. Chegg later announced restructuring
and cited the continuing impact of Al
Overviews on its traffic base.

Why It Matters

Chegg's situation is an early and unusually
transparent data point on what happens when an Al
interface learns to answer the questions your content
was built to answer. The user need did not disappear.
The visit to address that need did.

For brands whose value proposition is primarily
informational, the risk is direct and immediate. For
brands whose content strategy functions as top-of-
funnel demand capture, the risk is structural. When
the interface becomes the answer, the referral loses
its commercial purpose before it is ever made.

Strategic Lesson

[ Referral dependence became strategy risk.
The moment the interface could answer the
question, Cheqggq's traffic model stopped
working. Content that exists to answer
guestions is now competing with systems
designed specifically to answer questions
without routing users elsewhere.


https://investor.chegg.com/Press-Releases/press-release-details/2025/Chegg-Reports-2024-Fourth-Quarter-and-Full-Year-Financial-Results/default.aspx
https://investor.chegg.com/Press-Releases/press-release-details/2025/Chegg-Reports-2024-Fourth-Quarter-and-Full-Year-Financial-Results/default.aspx

Case Study 2: Walmart Is Redesigning
Discovery for Machine-Led Shopping

Walmart's launch of Sparky shows a deliberate move to control how discovery

happens inside its own ecosystem as shopping becomes more Al-mediated. The

case study illustrates how a major retailer can respond to the rise of machine-

led journeys by owning the interface rather than relying on third-party platforms

to shape demand.

What Happened

Walmart launched Sparky, its generative Al
shopping assistant, as a direct investment in Al-
native discovery inside the Walmart ecosystem.
Sparky is designed to help users search for
products using natural language, compare
options, synthesize reviews, and complete
purchases with more confidence and less friction.

Walmart framed Sparky explicitly within an
agentic shopping context, describing
infrastructure built to support machine-led
shopping journeys where Al systems take on more
of the decision and transaction work on behalf of
the user.

Find the perfect headphones for the gym
and work travel.

REFERRALS

Why It Matters and Strategic Lesson

Walmart's investment reflects a clear
strategic read: if Al systems are going to
mediate discovery and purchasing, it is
better to build and own that layer than to
depend on third-party Al surfaces that may
or may not favor your brand. A retailer of
Walmart's scale building a proprietary Al
discovery surface is a signal about where
the commercial battleground is moving.

Leading retailers are not waiting for traffic.
They are building Al-native discovery
closer to the brand. This is not defensive
positioning. It is an aggressive play to hold
demand inside the brand's ecosystem
before it reaches an Al interface that might
redirect it elsewhere.

[J Strong brands will build
discovery surfaces that hold
demand closer to the brand
rather than ceding the discovery
layer to neutral Al platforms.


https://corporate.walmart.com/news/2025/06/06/walmart-the-future-of-shopping-is-agentic-meet-sparky
https://corporate.walmart.com/news/2025/06/06/walmart-the-future-of-shopping-is-agentic-meet-sparky

Case Study 3: Tripadvisor and Best Western
Show the Partnership Model

Tripadvisor and Best Western demonstrate how Al-powered trip planning can

function as a distribution layer, not just a planning tool. By combining trusted

travel data with partner inventory, they shape discovery upstream of booking and

influence decisions before the user reaches a checkout flow.

What Happened

Tripadvisor built an Al-powered trip planning
experience using OpenAl technology, drawing on
its extensive base of reviews and travel opinions to
power conversational travel planning. The platform
enables users to plan multi-destination itineraries,
receive personalized recommendations, and
surface relevant properties and experiences
through a quided Al interface.

Tripadvisor and Best Western partnered to launch
an Al-powered trip planning experience focused on
soccer travel, using Tripadvisor's data and
reviewing infrastructure alongside BWH Hotels
properties near host stadiums to create a
structured discovery experience ahead of major
travel demand periods.

—

—
Tripadvisor 5 ,L):&Q -
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How would you like to plan your trip?

Why It Matters and Strategic Lesson

The Tripadvisor model demonstrates
something important. Trusted data
combined with Al-guided planning creates a
discovery layer that sits upstream of
booking. Users who plan through an Al
interface informed by Tripadvisor's data
arrive at booking decisions shaped by that
platform's content and partners. That is a
powerful distribution position.

Best Western's willingness to tie its
inventory and properties into that Al
planning layer reflects an understanding
that discovery increasingly happens inside
structured, trusted Al environments rather
than through open search. The brand that
gets included in the planning conversation
holds an advantage before the booking
page is ever loaded.

() Brands with trusted data and
strong category context can turn
Al discovery into a distribution
layer. The planning conversation
is now part of the commercial
funnel.


https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/best-western-hotels--resorts-and-tripadvisor-launch-ai-powered-trip-planning-experience-to-help-soccer-fans-navigate-2026-travel-302673239.html
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/best-western-hotels--resorts-and-tripadvisor-launch-ai-powered-trip-planning-experience-to-help-soccer-fans-navigate-2026-travel-302673239.html

PART IV: OPERATING MODEL

Who Wins First

Not every brand faces equal exposure. The degree of risk and the path to
advantage depend on the nature of the brand's demand, the distinctiveness of
its content and proof, and the depth of its direct audience relationships.

More exposed & More protected

According to Insight Research:

The most exposed players are generic content producers, affiliate-heavy
models, and businesses that rely on interchangeable informational traffic. These
models were built on the assumption that ranking well for broadly searched
questions would always generate visits. That assumption is now directly
challenged by Al systems that answer those questions without routing traffic.

The more protected players are those with branded demand, proprietary proof,
expert trust, and owned audience relationships. When a user asks an Al for a
recommendation and specifies a brand by name, or when a brand's original
research is cited as a source inside an Al answer, that is a different kind of
market position. It cannot be easily replicated by content volume alone.



The New Visibility Stack

Winning in Al-mediated discovery requires a different operating architecture. This
is the chapter's signature framework: seven layers that determine whether a
brand is retrieved, trusted, and chosen in an Al-first discovery environment.

1. Brand Memory

[=]=]
[=]=]

The brand carries enough recognition that users specify it by name in Al queries. Branded
demand is the most defensible signal in any discovery model.

2. Source Authority

><

The brand's content and data are recognized as credible, citable sources. Al systems learn
from what is trusted, not just what ranks.

0 3. Entity Clarity

The brand, its products, and its category are clearly defined and consistently
structured across every surface where Al systems read about it.

E] 4. Decision-Ready Content

Content is built around decisions, not just awareness. It answers the specific
questions buyers ask at the moment of comparison and shortlisting.

5. Machine Readability

Structured data, clean schema, and accessible information architecture make it easier
for Al systems to extract and represent the brand accurately.

@% 6. Distribution Density

The brand's information, proof, and positioning appear across a wide range of trusted
sources, not just the owned website.

=~ 7. Conversion Readiness
®

When a user does arrive via Al referral, the on-site experience is calibrated for high-intent
visitors who arrive later in the decision cycle.



From SEO to Discovery Engineering

The Old Job

— Rank pages

Optimize for position in ten blue
links

— Chase keywords

Map content to search volume at
scale

% Win clicks

Optimize title tags and meta
descriptions for CTR

—>  Build links

Accumulate authority through
inbound references

The New Job

Shape retrieval

Influence which sources Al systems draw
from and how

Earn inclusion

Get cited, referenced, and represented
inside Al answers

Build trust signals
Establish authority that Al systems
recognize as credible

Measure decision influence

Track brand presence at moments of
evaluation, not just clicks

The job now spans owned content, structured information, merchant and business profile accuracy,

expert mentions, proprietary proof, and conversion readiness. It is not a narrower role. It is a broader

one that requires more cross-functional coordination between content, product, data, and

commercial teams. The search team that only manages keyword rankings is already operating a

version of this role that is too small for the environment it faces.

Discovery engineering means treating visibility as an infrastructure problem, not a content volume

problem. It means understanding that Al systems retrieve from trusted, well-structured, widely

distributed information ecosystems. Brands that invest in being retrievable, not just rankable, will

hold discovery positions that purely content-volume competitors cannot easily replicate.

[ The term 'discovery engineering' is used here to describe the emerging discipline of

optimising for retrieval and representation inside Al-mediated environments. It is distinct

from traditional SEO in scope, method, and measurement - though it builds on many of the

same foundational principles of authority, structure, and relevance.



What Brands Need to Do Now

Audit Al Answers

Run systematic queries
across Google Al
Overviews, Al Mode,
ChatGPT, Perplexity, and
Copilot for your category's
key decision questions.
Document whether your
brand appears, how it is
represented, and what
competitors are being
surfaced. This is your
current discovery footprint,
and most brands have not
measured it.

4

Design for Extraction

Structure content so Al
systems can accurately
extract and represent your
brand's positioning. Clean
schema markup, consistent
entity definitions, well-
structured FAQ and
comparison content, and
accessible product and
service information all
improve machine
readability without
compromising human
readability.

2

Rebuild Content
Around Decisions

Stop producing content
built around search volume
alone. Map the questions
buyers ask at the moment
of comparison and
shortlisting. Build content
that directly addresses
those decision points with
specificity, original proof,
and clear positioning.
Decision-ready content
earns retrieval in ways that
awareness content does

not.

5
Strengthen Direct
Demand

Referral traffic is

increasingly intermediated.

Direct demand, meaning
users who seek your brand
specifically, is the most
resilient position in any
discovery model. Brand
investment, community
building, email lists, and
loyalty programs all create
demand that does not
depend on being retrieved
by a neutral Al interface.

3

Publish Original Proof

Original data, proprietary
research, and first-party
studies are among the
most citable assets a brand
can produce. Al systems
trained on the web learn to
recognize and reference
credible, unique findings. A
brand that publishes
original proof becomes a
source, not just a subject.

6

Reset Measurement

Redesign your visibility
dashboard to include Al
presence metrics alongside
traditional traffic data.
Track citation frequency,
branded query volume, Al-
assisted pipeline
contribution, and direct
demand ratios. Traffic that
does not appear in your
attribution model is not
traffic that does not exist.
Itis influence you are not
measuring.



What to Measure Now

Traffic still matters, but it no longer deserves to stand alone at the top of the
dashboard. The new measurement architecture spans four groups. Each group
captures a different layer of performance in an Al-mediated discovery environment.

Quality ——

o=l

. T -

= Commercial

The visibility group measures whether your brand is present and accurately

represented inside Al answers across the platforms where your buyers research. The
quality group measures how Al-referred visitors behave once they arrive. The
commercial group measures the revenue and pipeline impact of Al-mediated
discovery. The relationship group measures the strength of direct audience bonds
that make you less dependent on any referral system.

Brands that track all four groups will have a materially better understanding of their
true discovery position than brands that track traffic and conversion alone. The goal
is not to abandon existing metrics. The goal is to build a dashboard that reflects the
full discovery environment as it actually operates today.

Sources: guidance on Al features and website visibility.


https://developers.google.com/search
https://news.adobe.com/news/2026/01/adobe-holiday-shopping-season
https://news.adobe.com/news/2026/01/adobe-holiday-shopping-season

The Leadership Takeaway

Discovery is no longer a channel question. It is a strategic control question.

In the traffic era, brands fought to be clicked. In the Al era, brands will fight to be
retrieved, trusted, and chosen before the click begins. The leaders who
understand this earliest will redesign their content architecture, their
measurement systems, and their direct demand investments ahead of the curve.
Those who treat Al search as a search engine optimization variant will find

themselves solving for a model that is already shifting beneath them.

The brands that will hold the strongest discovery positions in the next three
years share common traits. They produce original proof. They maintain entity
clarity across every surface. They build direct demand that does not depend on
referral. They treat visibility as infrastructure, not a campaign. And they measure
influence at the moment of decision, not only at the moment of the click.

The Exposed Position The Protected Position The Winning Position

Generic content, referral Branded demand, original Retrieved inside Al

dependence, no branded data, entity clarity, answers, trusted as a

demand, no proprietary decision-ready content, source, chosen before the

proof, traffic as the direct audience click, built for the answer

primary success metric relationships, Al presence model not just the traffic
measured model

The discovery layer is being rebuilt. The brands that help build it will be the
brands that get found inside it.

(). Current signals from Google, OpenAl, Adobe, and Reuters Institute point to the same shift.
Discovery is moving from traffic capture to decision-stage influence, where retrieval, trust,
and direct demand matter more than the click alone.



Appendix: 10 Downloadable Tools for Al
Discovery Strategy

This white paper is supported by a suite of practical tools designed for immediate use by CMOs, growth
leaders, and digital teams. Each tool translates a framework from this paper into a working document your

team can apply directly.

A structured tracker for logging
your brand's presence,
representation quality, and
competitor inclusion across
Google Al Overviews, ChatGPT,
Perplexity, and Copilot.

A scored framework for evaluating
your brand's maturity across all
seven layers of the New Visibility

Stack introduced in this paper.

A briefing template for
commissioning original research,
proprietary studies, and first-party
data reports that earn citation in
Al-generated answers.

A self-assessment scorecard that
identifies your brand's current
exposure level across the four risk
dimensions: referral dependence,
content genericism, entity clarity
gaps, and direct demand
weakness.

A practical audit checklist
covering schema markup, business
profile consistency, product and
service taxonomy, and cross-
platform entity alignment.

A strategic one-pager outlining
eight channels and tactics for
building branded demand that

reduces dependence on Al referral
intermediation.

A template for mapping existing
content against the decision
moments buyers face at
comparison and shortlisting
stages, with a gap analysis output.

A ready-to-populate measurement
template covering all four
guadrants: Visibility, Quality,
Commercial, and Relationship
metrics.

A comparative benchmarking
template for tracking Al-referred
traffic quality metrics against your
category peers using Adobe's
published data as a baseline
reference.

A cross-functional roles and responsibilities template for establishing a discovery engineering function that

spans content, data, product, and commercial teams.

[J These tools are referenced as accompanying resources to this white paper. Contact your strategy

team or request access through the series distribution channel.


https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Td7y5cM2atILLohJR809fTFlbM01lVnM/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=112026257986833778525&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1glqyceqyShhhSyM11WKU-Yf2iURz5-mC/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=112026257986833778525&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1glqyceqyShhhSyM11WKU-Yf2iURz5-mC/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=112026257986833778525&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1WN5FoyqCqDeIFmAnJ7DPfJDCgn7kAoWF/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=112026257986833778525&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1WN5FoyqCqDeIFmAnJ7DPfJDCgn7kAoWF/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=112026257986833778525&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1mwFlHkHjvLURAaWxkl9LpOHQqFZnisEG/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=112026257986833778525&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1mwFlHkHjvLURAaWxkl9LpOHQqFZnisEG/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=112026257986833778525&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1wvKzQS4UNNuylH4IHkkbu1Ab_f8Ibi9v/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=112026257986833778525&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1AVxkRM1szjuhgDhi8lAvpk3-BxQW8r6v/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=112026257986833778525&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1AVxkRM1szjuhgDhi8lAvpk3-BxQW8r6v/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=112026257986833778525&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1pFoX0aBf7UJ7jxfUmqFCES7corKomRd3/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=112026257986833778525&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Auzpbb5lwY-nZTqOdG6EgkCx0yhcy0o4/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Auzpbb5lwY-nZTqOdG6EgkCx0yhcy0o4/view?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1HTF53aJQb6Dr9-9iQSiSQDsKEzFxt5gN/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=112026257986833778525&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1HTF53aJQb6Dr9-9iQSiSQDsKEzFxt5gN/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=112026257986833778525&rtpof=true&sd=true
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1IrqWJXn3F14fRMjMWRdQ-Yd9-kbdZmEO/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=112026257986833778525&rtpof=true&sd=true
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