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1. Executive Summary 
 

The digital search landscape is undergoing its most dramatic transformation in three 
decades. Since the widespread deployment of AI-powered answer engines in 2023–2025, 
the rules that governed online visibility have been fundamentally rewritten. Where once a 
top-three Google ranking guaranteed sustainable organic traffic, today a page ranked first 
can still be invisible — because users increasingly receive their answers directly inside 
ChatGPT, Google AI Overviews, Perplexity, and Gemini without ever clicking a single link. 
This report provides a comprehensive, practitioner-focused analysis of five interconnected 
optimization disciplines — SEO, AEO, GEO, LLMO, and HEO — drawing on thought 
leadership reports, peer-reviewed research, and real-world data. It is designed as both a 
strategic primer and an actionable implementation guide for marketing professionals, brand 
managers, and digital strategists who need to future-proof their online presence. 
 

Key Statistics at a Glance (2025–2026) 

   •  ChatGPT: 900 million weekly active users (Feb 2026) — doubled from 400M in Feb 2025 

   •  Zero-click searches: ~65% globally; mobile users 66% more likely to exit without clicking 

   •  AI Overviews reduce Position-1 organic CTR by 58% (Ahrefs, 300,000 keywords analysed) 

   •  Perplexity: ~780 million queries/month, $20 billion valuation (2025) 

   •  GEO-optimised pages show up to 40% better AI visibility; Page-5 pages see 115% jump 

   •  Generative AI traffic grew 1,200% between July 2024 and February 2025 (Adobe Analytics) 

   •  Organic clicks dropped ~34% due to AI snippets providing direct answers (Ahrefs) 

 
The central conclusion of this report is that no single optimization strategy is sufficient in 
2026. Brands that cling exclusively to traditional SEO will see their visibility erode. Brands 
that understand and implement all five disciplines — unified under the Hybrid Engine 
Optimization (HEO) framework — will be positioned to capture high-intent traffic across 
every surface where their audiences search. 

 



2. The Evolution of Search: A Historical Perspective 
 

To understand why five separate optimization disciplines now exist, we must first trace the 
evolutionary path of search itself. Each new paradigm did not replace its predecessor — it 
layered on top of it, adding complexity while amplifying the underlying goal: connecting users 
with the best possible answer to their query. 

2.1 Era One: The Keyword Age (Mid-1990s – 2016) 
Search engine optimization emerged in the mid-1990s alongside the first commercial web 
search engines — Yahoo, AltaVista, Lycos, and eventually Google in 1998. The logic was 
straightforward: engines crawled pages, indexed content, and ranked results based primarily 
on keyword relevance and, later, link authority. 
Marketers discovered quickly that placement on Page 1 of Google translated directly into 
traffic and revenue. For roughly two decades, the SEO playbook was relatively stable: 
conduct keyword research, build quality backlinks, optimize on-page elements (title tags, 
meta descriptions, header hierarchy), and maintain technical site health. 

2.2 Era Two: The Answer Engine Age (2017 – 2022) 
Around 2017, Google began aggressively surfacing direct answers at the top of search 
results — featured snippets, People Also Ask (PAA) boxes, knowledge panels, and voice 
assistant responses via Google Home and later smart speakers. For the first time, ranking 
#1 in the blue links was no longer enough. If your content was not extracted as the chosen 
answer, you received no visibility at all. 
This shift gave birth to Answer Engine Optimization (AEO). Practitioners began structuring 
content in explicit Q&A formats, deploying FAQPage and HowTo schema markup, and 
writing concise 40–60-word answers at the top of every major section. Voice search — 
growing rapidly with the proliferation of smartphones — added a new dimension: content 
needed to be optimized for spoken, conversational queries as well as typed ones. 

2.3 Era Three: The Generative AI Age (2023 – Present) 
The release of ChatGPT in November 2022 triggered a seismic shift. Within 12 months, 
every major technology company had deployed or announced a competing generative AI 
product — Google Bard (later Gemini), Microsoft Copilot (Bing Chat), Perplexity, You.com, 
and dozens more. These systems did not merely retrieve and rank content: they synthesized 
original, natural-language answers by drawing on vast training datasets and, increasingly, 
real-time web retrieval. 
The academic foundation arrived in November 2023, when researchers from Princeton 
University, Georgia Tech, the Allen Institute for AI, and IIT Delhi published the landmark 
paper 'GEO: Generative Engine Optimization.' Their benchmark study of 10,000 diverse 
queries demonstrated that properly structured content could achieve up to 40% better 
visibility in AI-generated responses — and that lower-ranked pages benefited most from 
optimization, with a page at Position 5 seeing a 115% visibility improvement when citations 
were properly incorporated. 
 
 
 

 



2.4 Search Evolution Flowchart 
The diagram below shows the chronological layering of optimization disciplines: 

1990s–2016 SEO Era 2017–2022 AEO Era 2023–2024 GEO / 
LLMO Era 

2025–Present HEO 
Era 

Each era added new requirements without eliminating previous ones. HEO (2025) is the 
unified framework that covers all layers simultaneously. 
 
 

 



3. Search Engine Optimization (SEO) 
 

Search Engine Optimization remains the bedrock of all digital visibility strategies. While its 
relative importance has shifted as AI search tools have grown, the fundamental signals that 
Google uses to evaluate content quality — relevance, authority, and trustworthiness — are 
the same signals that AI systems use when deciding which sources to cite. 

3.1 What is SEO? 
SEO is the practice of structuring, writing, and promoting web content so that search engines 
rank it highly in organic (non-paid) search results for relevant queries. It encompasses three 
primary domains: 

Domain Focus Areas 

Technical SEO Site speed, crawlability, Core Web Vitals, mobile-first indexing, structured 
data, XML sitemaps, robots.txt, HTTPS 

On-Page SEO Keyword research & placement, title tags, meta descriptions, heading 
hierarchy (H1–H6), content depth, E-E-A-T signals, internal linking 

Off-Page SEO Backlink acquisition, brand mentions, digital PR, social signals, directory 
citations, guest authorship on authoritative domains 

 

3.2 Why SEO Still Matters in 2026 
Despite the rise of AI search, 95% of ChatGPT users still rely on Google for their searches, 
and AI-driven search currently accounts for less than 1% of total site traffic on most 
domains. SEO is not dead — it is evolving. The same E-E-A-T (Experience, Expertise, 
Authoritativeness, Trustworthiness) signals that Google rewards are the signals that AI 
systems reference when deciding which sources are credible enough to cite. 
Furthermore, the technical foundations that SEO demands — clean site architecture, 
accessible content, fast page loading, structured data — are prerequisites for AI crawlers 
(GPTBot, ClaudeBot, PerplexityBot) to index and understand your content at all. 

 



3.3 Core SEO Workflow 
A well-structured SEO process follows a repeatable cycle: 

Keyword 
Research 

Content 
Creation 

On-Page 
Optimization 

Technical 
Audit Link Building Track & 

Iterate 

 
1.​ Keyword Research: Use tools like Ahrefs, Semrush, or Google Search Console to 

identify high-value queries with strong intent alignment. Prioritize long-tail, 
conversational queries as these align with both voice search and AI retrieval. 

2.​ Content Creation: Produce comprehensive, original content that answers the user's 
query completely. Articles exceeding 3,000 words attract 77% more backlinks 
(Backlinko) and signal topic authority to both Google and LLMs. 

3.​ On-Page Optimization: Place primary keywords in H1, H2 tags, opening paragraph, 
meta title and description. Use semantic variations and related entities throughout — 
keyword stuffing is penalized and irrelevant to LLMs. 

4.​ Technical Audit: Conduct quarterly audits using Screaming Frog or Sitebulb. Fix 
broken links, improve Core Web Vitals scores (LCP < 2.5s, FID < 100ms, CLS < 0.1), 
and verify AI bots are not blocked in robots.txt. 

5.​ Link Building: Earn editorial backlinks through original research, data studies, 
infographics, and digital PR. Quality matters far more than quantity; a single link from 
an authority domain outweighs hundreds from low-authority sites. 

6.​ Track & Iterate: Monitor rankings, organic traffic, and click-through rates monthly. 
Use A/B testing for title tags and meta descriptions. Update content every 6–12 
months to maintain freshness signals. 

 

 



3.4 Real-World SEO Examples 

Example A: E-Commerce Product Category Page 

A fashion retailer targeting 'sustainable women's clothing' conducts keyword research and discovers 

users also search: 'eco-friendly dresses', 'ethical fashion brands UK', 'sustainable fabric clothing 
2026'. 

They create a comprehensive 3,500-word category landing page incorporating all semantic variants, 

add FAQ schema addressing the top 8 People Also Ask questions, and build internal links from 20+ 

supporting blog posts. Result: Position 1 for head term within 4 months; featured snippet captured for 

3 long-tail questions; page cited in Google AI Overview for 'sustainable fashion guide'. 

 

Example B: SaaS Company Blog Strategy 

A B2B project management software company identifies 'how to manage remote teams' as a 
high-intent 

cluster. They publish 12 interconnected articles forming a topic cluster, with a 5,000-word pillar page 

at the centre. Each article answers a specific sub-question with a 50-word direct answer at the top, 

followed by detailed context. Within 6 months: 340% increase in organic traffic; 8 featured snippets; 

brand mentioned in ChatGPT responses to 'best project management software for remote teams'. 

 
 
 

 



 



4. Answer Engine Optimization (AEO) 
 

Answer Engine Optimization (AEO) emerged around 2017 as search engines began 
prioritizing direct, extractable answers over ranked lists of links. It is the discipline of 
structuring content so that search engines and AI systems can extract and surface it as the 
definitive response to a specific user query — without the user needing to click through to 
the website. 

4.1 What is AEO? 
AEO is the practice of optimizing web content to be directly cited in AI-generated answers 
from answer engines (ChatGPT, Google AI Overviews, Perplexity, Alexa, Siri) rather than 
simply appearing in traditional search results. Its key metrics are not ranking positions or 
click-through rates — they are citation frequency in AI responses, featured snippet 
acquisition rate, and brand mentions in zero-click answers. 

Traditional SEO Goal AEO Goal 

Rank #1 in blue links Be the extracted answer (Position Zero) 

Maximize click-through rate Maximize citation frequency in AI responses 

Drive traffic to website Build brand visibility even without clicks 

Measure organic visits Measure featured snippets & AI mentions 

Optimize for keywords Optimize for questions & conversational queries 

 

4.2 Why AEO Matters 
Nearly 60% of all Google searches now end without a click. Voice assistants cite a single 
source in seconds. AI Overviews appear above organic results for an ever-growing share of 
queries. AEO is the discipline that positions your brand as that single source — the cited 
expert that millions of users encounter even when they never visit your website. 
The strategic implication is profound: visibility now decouples from traffic. A brand can 
become recognized and trusted across millions of AI-mediated conversations while 
generating zero direct page views. This makes AEO a brand-building tool as much as a 
traffic driver. 

4.3 AEO Tactics in Detail 
4.3.1 The 40–60-Word Direct Answer 
Every key section of an AEO-optimized page should open with a concise, complete 
40–60-word paragraph that directly answers the target question. This mirrors the format that 
Google uses for featured snippets and that AI systems extract for direct answers. The 
answer must be self-contained — a reader (or AI) should understand it fully without needing 
surrounding context. 



Example: Before and After AEO Optimization 

BEFORE (traditional SEO):  'In this article we will explore the various factors that influence 

email marketing open rates, including subject line length, send time, list quality...' 

 

AFTER (AEO-optimized):  'Email marketing open rates average 21.3% across all industries, 

with subject lines under 50 characters achieving 12% higher open rates. The optimal send 

time is Tuesday or Thursday between 10am–11am local time. Personalized subject lines 

increase opens by up to 26% compared to generic alternatives.' 

 

4.3.2 Structured Data and Schema Markup 
Schema markup is the formal language through which websites communicate their content 
structure to search engines and AI systems. For AEO, the most valuable schema types are 
FAQPage (for question-and-answer content), HowTo (for process guides), Article (for 
editorial content), and Organization (for brand identity). Implementing JSON-LD schema 
correctly can directly contribute to featured snippet acquisition and AI citation. 

4.3.3 FAQ Sections 
Appending a dedicated FAQ section — answering the 5–8 most common follow-up 
questions on any given topic — is one of the highest-ROI AEO tactics. These sections 
directly map to Google's People Also Ask (PAA) boxes and provide clean, extractable Q&A 
pairs for AI systems to incorporate in their responses. 

4.3.4 Voice Search Optimization 
Voice search queries are longer, more conversational, and typically posed as questions 
rather than keyword phrases. Content optimized for voice search should be written at 
approximately an eighth-grade reading level, use natural sentence structures, and answer 
questions in under 30 words where possible. Local businesses should also maintain 
complete, accurate Google Business Profiles — a critical signal for voice-based local 
queries. 

4.4 AEO Process Flowchart 
The AEO content creation workflow: 

Identify 
Target 

Questions 
Write 50-Word 
Direct Answer 

Add 
Supporting 

Context 

Implement 
Schema 
Markup 

Add FAQ 
Section 

Monitor 
Snippet Wins 

 

 



4.5 Real-World AEO Examples 

Example A: Healthcare Information Site 

A medical information website targets the query 'What are the symptoms of type 2 diabetes?' 

They restructure their existing article: opening with a 55-word answer listing the 8 core symptoms, 

followed by detailed clinical context for each, and closing with a 10-question FAQ using FAQPage 

schema. Within 8 weeks: featured snippet captured; content cited in Google AI Overview for 

diabetes-related queries; voice assistant responses on 3 major platforms now cite the page. 

 

Example B: Legal Services Firm 

A UK employment law firm adds a 15-question FAQ section to each service page using HowTo and 

FAQPage schema. Questions are drawn directly from Google's People Also Ask boxes and from 

actual client enquiry forms. Results: 34% increase in featured snippet appearances; top ranking 

for 'how to claim unfair dismissal UK'; cited by ChatGPT and Perplexity in employment law queries. 

 
 
 

 



5. Generative Engine Optimization (GEO) 
 

Generative Engine Optimization (GEO) is the practice of structuring, writing, and promoting 
content so that generative AI systems are more likely to cite, use, or reference it in their 
synthesized answers. Formally introduced in the November 2023 Princeton research paper, 
GEO addresses the fundamental question of the AI age: how does a brand remain visible in 
a world where the answer is generated rather than retrieved? 

5.1 What is GEO? 
GEO differs from both SEO and AEO in its target environment. While SEO targets search 
engine result pages (SERPs) and AEO targets answer boxes and voice responses, GEO 
targets the AI-generated synthesis responses produced by ChatGPT, Google Gemini, 
Perplexity, Claude, and similar platforms. These systems do not simply return links or extract 
snippets — they generate entirely new paragraphs synthesizing information from multiple 
sources. 
Between 40% and 60% of cited sources change month-to-month across Google AI Mode 
and ChatGPT, making AI visibility inherently less stable than traditional organic rankings. 
Reddit, LinkedIn, and YouTube rank among the most-referenced domains by major LLMs, 
underscoring the importance of multi-platform brand presence. 

5.2 The GEO Research Foundation 

Princeton GEO Research Paper (November 2023) — Key Findings 

  •  Benchmark: GEO-bench, comprising 10,000 diverse user queries across 9 domains 

  •  Best single tactic: Adding citations led to a 115.1% visibility increase for Page-5 ranked content 

  •  Best combined tactic: Fluency Optimization + Statistics Addition outperformed any single method 
by 5.5%+ 

  •  Key insight: Lower-ranked pages benefit MORE from GEO than already top-ranked pages 

  •  Average visibility improvement across all tested GEO methods: up to 40% 

  •  Top GEO strategies tested: Authoritative Tone, Statistics Addition, Quotation Addition, Fluency 
Optimization 

 

 



5.3 Core GEO Strategies 
5.3.1 Entity-First Content Architecture 
AI systems organize knowledge around entities — people, places, organizations, products, 
and concepts. Each page should have a single clearly defined primary entity and 3–6 
supporting entities. Connecting these entities to Wikipedia entries, Wikidata, industry 
databases, and authoritative external sources through strategic linking accelerates the AI's 
ability to recognize and confidently cite your content. 

5.3.2 Statistics and Original Data 
Generative AI systems heavily prioritize citing original data, proprietary research, and 
verifiable statistics. Publishing original surveys, industry benchmarks, case study data, or 
data visualizations creates citation-worthy assets that AI systems reference across many 
queries. A single well-publicized data study can generate AI citations for months or years 
after publication. 

5.3.3 Content Structure for AI Extraction 
•​ Use clear H2/H3 heading hierarchy aligned with likely AI query structures 
•​ Limit body paragraphs to 120 words or fewer — AI systems prefer extractable, 

discrete chunks 
•​ Use numbered processes and bulleted fact lists for how-to and list-type content 
•​ Build comparison tables that AI systems can directly incorporate 
•​ Write authoritative, citation-backed statements rather than hedged, speculative 

language 
 

5.3.4 Multi-Platform Brand Presence 
LLMs draw from a diverse range of sources including Reddit threads, YouTube video 
transcripts, LinkedIn posts, GitHub repositories, Quora answers, and academic papers — 
not just formal websites. A comprehensive GEO strategy includes active presence across 
these platforms with consistent brand messaging and factually accurate information. 

5.4 GEO Process Flowchart 

Define Brand 
Entities 

Create Citable 
Original Data 

Structure for 
AI Extraction 

Multi-Platform 
Presence 

Monitor AI 
Citations 

Iterate & 
Amplify 

 

 



5.5 GEO vs AEO vs SEO: Quick Reference 

Dimension SEO AEO GEO 

Primary Target Google/Bing SERPs Featured Snippets / 
Voice 

AI-Generated Answers 

Key Metric Organic ranking 
position 

Snippet acquisition rate AI citation frequency 

Content Format Long-form, 
keyword-rich 

Concise Q&A, 
structured 

Entity-rich, data-heavy 

Born Mid-1990s 2017 November 2023 

 
 

5.6 Real-World GEO Examples 

Example A: Financial Services Brand 

An investment platform publishes an original annual study: 'UK Retail Investor Sentiment Report 
2026' 

covering 2,400 respondents. The report is structured with entity-rich headings ('Generation Z 
investors', 

'ESG investment preferences'), includes 38 data points, and is published with structured data and a 

dedicated press release distributed to 50+ financial publications. 

Result: ChatGPT cites the report in responses to 'UK investment trends 2026'; Perplexity surfaces 

the platform's data in financial planning queries; 12 high-authority backlinks earned in 30 days. 

 

Example B: Technology Company 

A cybersecurity company identifies that AI tools frequently misrepresent their product category. 

They conduct an AI brand audit across ChatGPT, Perplexity, and Gemini, identify 3 inaccurate 

descriptions, update their own content to explicitly correct these, and distribute corrected information 

through LinkedIn thought leadership posts and press releases to industry publications. 

Result: Accurate brand representation in AI responses within 60 days; 22% increase in qualified 

inbound leads from AI-cited discovery within one quarter. 

 



6. Large Language Model Optimization (LLMO) 
 

Large Language Model Optimization (LLMO) is the most brand-centric of the five 
optimization disciplines. Where GEO focuses on content visibility within AI responses, LLMO 
focuses on how the LLM understands, represents, and recommends your brand — not just 
whether it cites you, but what it says when it does. 

6.1 What is LLMO? 
LLMO is the practice of improving a brand's visibility, clarity, and influence within 
AI-generated responses across tools like ChatGPT, Claude, Gemini, and Perplexity. It 
addresses a new and critical problem in brand management: when a user asks an AI 'Who is 
the best [category] provider?' or 'Tell me about [Brand Name]', the AI's response can make 
or break a purchase decision — and the brand had no direct input into that response. 
Generative AI traffic grew by 1,200% between July 2024 and February 2025 (Adobe 
Analytics). LLMs are rapidly becoming the primary interface for product research, vendor 
evaluation, and purchasing decisions. Being absent, inaccurately represented, or 
unfavorably positioned in these systems is a significant and growing commercial risk. 

6.2 Key LLMO Concepts 
6.2.1 The Training Data Foundation 
LLMs are trained on massive corpora of internet text. Their baseline knowledge of any given 
brand comes from that training data — articles, reviews, Wikipedia entries, forum 
discussions, social media posts, and press coverage accumulated before the model's 
knowledge cutoff. Brands that generate consistent, high-quality, accurate information across 
authoritative internet sources are far better represented in LLM training data than brands 
with sparse or inconsistent online presence. 

6.2.2 Real-Time Web Retrieval 
Modern LLM deployments increasingly use real-time web retrieval to supplement their 
training knowledge. ChatGPT's browsing capability, Perplexity's real-time search, and 
Google's AI Overviews all retrieve current web content to inform their answers. This means 
that LLMO is not solely about influencing training data — it also requires maintaining current, 
accurate, and well-structured web presence that retrieval-augmented AI systems can 
access. 

6.2.3 Model-Specific Behavior 
Different LLMs exhibit meaningfully different citation behavior. Some brands appear more 
frequently in Claude than GPT-4o due to differences in training corpus composition. 
Perplexity tends to surface brands with consistently structured support documentation. An 
effective LLMO strategy audits brand representation across all major models and responds 
to model-specific gaps. 
 
 
 

 



6.3 LLMO Strategy Framework 
6.3.1 Step 1: Conduct a Brand Audit Across LLMs 
Begin by systematically querying ChatGPT, Claude, Gemini, and Perplexity with questions 
about your brand, your category, and your competitors. Document: How is your brand 
described? What benefits are attributed to you? Are there inaccuracies? Are competitors 
mentioned more prominently? This audit provides the baseline against which all LLMO 
efforts are measured. 

6.3.2 Step 2: Correct and Enrich External Sources 
LLMO is more effective when executed through external sources that LLMs reference than 
through direct attempts to influence model behavior. Priority targets include Wikipedia 
entries, Wikidata records, Crunchbase company profiles, Google Business Profile, industry 
analyst reports, and G2/Capterra reviews. Ensuring these sources are accurate, complete, 
and up-to-date significantly improves how LLMs represent your brand. 

6.3.3 Step 3: Publish High-Authority Content 
•​ Contribute articles to recognized industry publications that LLMs are trained on 
•​ Publish original research with verifiable data and clear methodology 
•​ Secure speaking opportunities at conferences and ensure transcripts are published 
•​ Earn positive coverage in news outlets with strong LLM training data representation 
•​ Maintain active, authoritative LinkedIn presence — LinkedIn is among the most-cited 

domains by major LLMs 
 

6.3.4 Step 4: Entity Optimization and NAP Consistency 
LLMs resolve brand identity through entity recognition. Consistent Name, Address, and 
Phone (NAP) information across all digital properties, combined with explicit schema markup 
identifying your organization, its products, and its key people, improves the confidence with 
which LLMs recognize and represent your brand. Inconsistent information causes LLMs to 
merge or confuse entities, resulting in inaccurate descriptions. 

6.4 LLMO Process Flowchart 

LLM Brand Audit Identify 
Gaps/Errors 

Enrich External 
Sources 

Publish 
Authority 
Content 

Monitor & 
Re-Audit 

 

 



6.5 Real-World LLMO Examples 

Example A: SaaS Startup — Correcting Misrepresentation 

An enterprise project management SaaS discovers that ChatGPT describes it as a 'freelancer tool' 

rather than an 'enterprise collaboration platform'. They identify 3 source articles driving the 

mischaracterization, update their own content with explicit enterprise positioning, contribute a 

corrective article to a recognized B2B SaaS publication, and update their Crunchbase and G2 
profiles. 

Within 60 days: ChatGPT correctly describes the platform as enterprise-grade; a 17% increase in 

enterprise inbound leads attributed to AI-source discovery. 

 

Example B: Professional Services Firm — Building LLM Presence from Scratch 

A mid-size management consultancy has no significant LLM presence. They execute a 6-month 
LLMO 

programme: creating a Wikipedia article (verified with citations), publishing a quarterly research 
report, 

securing 4 articles in recognized management publications (McKinsey Insights, HBR contributors 
page), 

and systematically building LinkedIn thought leadership with 3 weekly partner posts. 

Result: Firm mentioned in Perplexity responses to 'best management consultancies for digital 
transformation'; 

Gemini surfaces the firm's research in organizational change queries. 

 
 
 

 



7. Hybrid Engine Optimization (HEO): The Unified 
Framework 
 

Hybrid Engine Optimization (HEO) is the synthesis framework that unifies SEO, AEO, GEO, 
and LLMO into a single, coherent strategy. Coined by Jori Ford, Chief Marketing and Product 
Officer at FoodBoss, during her landmark presentation at SEO Week 2025 in New York City 
(April 28 – May 1, 2025), HEO was created to solve a specific problem: the fragmentation of 
digital marketing into an overwhelming number of overlapping acronyms — each real, each 
valid, but collectively making the marketer's task unnecessarily complex. 

7.1 Why HEO Was Created 
In Ford's own words: 'Hybrid just means it doesn't have to be that hard. We can figure out 
how to create balance.' Rather than running four separate strategies with separate teams, 
budgets, and tools, HEO provides a single optimization workflow that satisfies all four 
disciplines simultaneously. The word 'hybrid' was chosen deliberately — HEO acknowledges 
that the search ecosystem of 2026 is hybrid: partly traditional (Google SERPs), partly 
AI-generated (ChatGPT, Perplexity), partly voice-first (Alexa, Siri), and partly real-time 
retrieval-augmented. 

7.2 The HEO Framework 
HEO brings three optimization disciplines together within one unified workflow: 

SEO 
Google / Bing Rankings 

Keywords, Backlinks, Technical 
Health 

AEO 
Snippets / Voice 

Q&A Format, Schema Markup 

GEO + LLMO 
AI Generated Answers 

Entities, Data, Brand Authority 

HEO: ONE UNIFIED STRATEGY — Be visible everywhere people search 

 

 



7.3 The 7 Pillars of HEO 
These seven pillars form the foundation of a working HEO strategy: 

# Pillar Description 

1 Crawl Accessibility Both Google crawlers and AI bots (GPTBot, ClaudeBot, 
PerplexityBot) must be able to access and read your site. Do not 
block AI crawlers in robots.txt unless there is a specific legal 
reason. Verify access via server log analysis. 

2 Content Authority AI tools evaluate your entire domain — not just individual pages. 
A strong entity-based content strategy covering your topic 
comprehensively demonstrates domain authority to both Google 
and LLMs. 

3 Answer-First 
Structure 

Every key section begins with a direct, complete 40–60-word 
answer. This satisfies AEO requirements for featured snippets 
and GEO requirements for AI citation. 

4 Structured Data Implement FAQPage, HowTo, Article, Organization, and Product 
schema across all relevant pages. Structured data is the universal 
language that communicates content purpose to both search 
algorithms and AI systems. 

5 Multi-Platform 
Presence 

Build brand presence on LinkedIn, Reddit, YouTube, Crunchbase, 
Wikipedia, G2, and other platforms that LLMs heavily reference. 
Consistent, accurate brand messaging across these platforms is a 
core LLMO signal. 

6 Original Data Assets Publish research, surveys, and proprietary data that serves as 
citation-worthy content for AI systems. Original data is among the 
most powerful signals for both GEO visibility and LLMO brand 
authority. 

7 Continuous 
Monitoring 

Track AI mentions across ChatGPT, Perplexity, Claude, and 
Gemini monthly. Track featured snippets, People Also Ask 
rankings, and AI Overview appearances. Treat AI brand audits as 
standard marketing analytics. 

 

 



7.4 HEO Full Workflow Flowchart 
The complete HEO content lifecycle: 

Technical 
Foundation 

Entity 
Mapping 

Content 
Creation 

Multi-Format 
Publishing AI Monitoring Iteration 

 

Fix crawl 
issues, 
robots.txt, 
Core Web 
Vitals 

Define 
primary & 
supporting 
entities per 
page 

40-60 word 
answers, 
FAQ, data 
sections 

Website, 
LinkedIn, 
Reddit, 
YouTube, PR 

Monthly AI 
citation audit 
across 4 
major LLMs 

Update based 
on AI audit 
findings 

 

7.5 HEO Real-World Examples 

Example A: B2B Software Company — Full HEO Implementation 

A marketing automation platform implements a full HEO programme over 6 months: 

  • Technical: Verified GPTBot and PerplexityBot access in server logs; fixed 3 crawl blocks 

  • Content: Rebuilt 24 core pages with entity-first structure and 50-word direct answers 

  • Schema: Deployed FAQPage schema on 18 pages; HowTo schema on 6 tutorial pages 

  • Data: Published 'Email Marketing Benchmark Report 2026' with 2,800 respondents 

  • Multi-platform: 3x weekly LinkedIn posts; contributed 2 articles to Martech publications 

Results at 6 months: 12 AI citations in ChatGPT responses; 8 featured snippets; 47% increase 

in branded search volume; AI-source attributed leads account for 19% of new pipeline. 

 

Example B: Local Business Chain — HEO for SME 

A 14-location physiotherapy clinic group implements HEO on a limited budget: 

  • Technical: Created individual location pages with LocalBusiness schema for all 14 locations 

  • AEO: Added FAQ sections (8 questions each) to all condition-specific service pages 

  • GEO: Published '2026 Guide to Lower Back Pain Management' — 4,200 words with original data 

  • LLMO: Updated Google Business Profiles, Healthgrades listings, and added staff bio pages 

Results: Voice search citations for '[condition] physiotherapy near me'; Perplexity mentions the 

group in 'best physiotherapy London' queries; Google AI Overviews surface specific clinic advice. 

 



 
 



8. Measurement, Tools & KPIs 
 

Measuring success across five optimization disciplines requires a fundamentally expanded 
metrics framework. Traditional SEO dashboards tracking only rankings and organic traffic 
are insufficient for evaluating HEO performance. A comprehensive measurement strategy 
must track visibility across search engines, answer boxes, voice systems, and AI-generated 
responses simultaneously. 

8.1 KPI Framework by Discipline 

Discipline Primary KPIs Secondary KPIs Tools 

SEO Organic ranking, CTR, 
organic traffic 

Backlinks, Core Web 
Vitals, domain authority 

Ahrefs, Semrush, Google 
Search Console 

AEO Featured snippets won, 
PAA appearances 

Zero-click impressions, 
voice citations 

Semrush, Ahrefs, manual 
testing 

GEO AI citation frequency, AI 
Overview appearances 

Source diversity, 
citation source quality 

OmniSEO, Brandwatch, 
manual AI queries 

LLMO Brand accuracy score 
in LLMs, mention share 

Competitor mention 
rate, sentiment in AI 

Manual LLM audits, 
Brandwatch, Semrush AI 

HEO Combined AI + SERP 
presence score 

Branded search 
volume, pipeline from 
AI sources 

All above tools + CRM 
attribution 

 

8.2 Setting Up an HEO Dashboard 
An effective HEO measurement dashboard consolidates metrics from multiple platforms into 
a single weekly review. The recommended structure: 

7.​ Weekly: Check AI Overview appearances for priority queries; run spot checks on 5 
key brand queries across ChatGPT, Perplexity, and Gemini; review featured snippet 
wins/losses. 

8.​ Monthly: Full featured snippet audit (Ahrefs/Semrush); voice search testing across 
Alexa, Siri, and Google Assistant for 20 priority queries; review organic traffic trends 
versus previous period. 

9.​ Quarterly: Full LLM brand audit — 50 brand and category queries across all 4 major 
AI tools; backlink profile analysis; content freshness review and update schedule; 
competitor AI visibility comparison. 

 
 

 



 
 



9. Industry-Specific HEO Applications 
 

While the HEO framework applies universally, the relative weighting of its components varies 
significantly by industry. The following sections provide tailored implementation guidance for 
five major sectors, with specific tactic prioritization and real-world application examples. 

9.1 Healthcare and Medical Information 
Healthcare is among the highest-stakes verticals for HEO. Users asking AI systems about 
symptoms, medications, or treatment options place significant trust in the responses. 
Google's YMYL (Your Money or Your Life) guidelines, which apply the highest E-E-A-T 
standards to health content, directly map to what AI systems look for when deciding which 
medical sources to cite. 

•​ AEO Priority: Symptom descriptions and treatment questions demand precise, 
medically accurate 50-word direct answers with professional credentials explicitly 
stated 

•​ GEO Priority: Publish original clinical data, case studies, and outcomes research — 
AI systems heavily cite peer-reviewed or clinically grounded sources in medical 
queries 

•​ LLMO Priority: Ensure all medical professional staff have complete, accurate profiles 
on LinkedIn, Healthgrades, Zocdoc, and medical board directories 

•​ Technical: Implement MedicalCondition, Drug, and MedicalProcedure schema on 
relevant pages 

 

9.2 Financial Services 
Financial services face both regulatory constraints and intense competition in AI responses. 
AI systems frequently cited in investment research, insurance comparison, and financial 
planning queries — making GEO and LLMO critically important for financial brands. 

•​ Content must balance regulatory compliance with AI-friendly directness — 'plain 
English' financial explanations are more likely to be cited than compliance-heavy 
jargon 

•​ Publish original market research reports and economic data that position the brand 
as an authoritative data source 

•​ Actively monitor AI responses for regulatory inaccuracies in product descriptions and 
interest rate quotes 

•​ Build Wikipedia presence for the organization, key executives, and proprietary 
financial products or methodologies 

 

 



9.3 E-Commerce and Retail 
E-commerce brands face the specific challenge that product-level AI citations drive purchase 
intent without generating an immediate click. AI systems are increasingly consulted early in 
the purchase journey — often before the user visits any retailer's website — making 
early-funnel AI visibility critical. 

•​ Optimize product descriptions for AI extraction: specific technical specifications, 
comparison data, and clear differentiators are more citable than marketing language 

•​ Publish category-level buying guides and comparison articles — these types of 
content are heavily cited in AI responses to purchase intent queries 

•​ Maintain consistent product data across all comparison platforms (Google Shopping, 
PriceRunner, Trustpilot) that AI systems reference 

•​ Encourage authentic reviews — AI systems use review sentiment as a trust signal for 
brand recommendations 

 

9.4 Professional Services and B2B 
Professional services firms (consultancies, law firms, accounting practices, agencies) benefit 
disproportionately from LLMO because their purchase cycle is long and research-intensive. 
Buyers asking AI systems 'Which consultancy should I use for digital transformation?' 
represent high-value, intent-rich prospects. 
 

B2B HEO Priority Matrix 

  HIGH PRIORITY: 

  • Thought leadership: Partner/senior staff LinkedIn articles and research publications 

  • Case studies: Publish detailed, outcome-focused case studies with specific metrics 

  • Awards and recognition: AI systems often cite award wins as credibility signals 

 

  MEDIUM PRIORITY: 

  • Technical SEO and on-site optimization for service-specific keyword clusters 

  • FAQ pages answering the 10 most common buyer questions per service line 

 

  ONGOING: 

  • Monthly AI audits across ChatGPT and Perplexity for 'best [service] firm' queries 

 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 



10. 90-Day HEO Implementation Roadmap 
 

Transitioning from a traditional SEO strategy to a full HEO implementation requires 
systematic, phased execution. The following 90-day roadmap provides a practical starting 
point for organizations at any stage of maturity, from those starting from scratch to those 
looking to layer AI optimization onto an existing SEO programme. 

10.1 Phase 1: Foundation (Days 1–30) 

Phase 1 Objectives: Establish the technical and measurement foundation 

Week 1: Technical Audit 

   • Run full crawl audit with Screaming Frog — identify and fix critical technical errors 

   • Verify GPTBot, ClaudeBot, PerplexityBot, and Gemini-GPTBot access in robots.txt and server 
logs 

   • Check Core Web Vitals scores — prioritize LCP and CLS fixes on top 10 landing pages 

   • Verify all priority pages are indexable and render correctly 

 

Week 2: Brand & AI Audit 

   • Conduct baseline brand audit across ChatGPT, Perplexity, Claude, and Gemini (50 queries) 

   • Document current featured snippet and AI Overview presence for priority keywords 

   • Audit all external brand citations: Wikipedia, Crunchbase, Google Business Profile, industry 
directories 

   • Benchmark competitor AI visibility for the same query set 

 

Week 3-4: Strategy & Planning 

   • Prioritize the top 30 target queries for HEO optimization 

   • Map entity structure for primary and supporting entities across the site 

   • Create a schema implementation plan for FAQ, HowTo, and Organization schema 

   • Build a content calendar combining SEO-targeted articles with GEO data assets 

 
 

 



10.2 Phase 2: Core Optimization (Days 31–60) 

Phase 2 Objectives: Optimize existing content and launch first GEO data asset 

Week 5-6: Content Restructuring 

   • Restructure the top 15 priority pages with HEO content format: 50-word direct answers + FAQ 
sections 

   • Implement FAQPage schema on all restructured pages 

   • Update all service/product pages with explicit entity descriptions and Organization schema 

   • Correct any brand inaccuracies identified in AI audit on external sources 

 

Week 7-8: Authority and Data Assets 

   • Publish first original data asset (survey, benchmark report, or original research — minimum 2,000 
words) 

   • Distribute data asset via press release to 10+ relevant publications with explicit data points in 
release 

   • Launch or refresh LinkedIn thought leadership programme — 3 posts per week from key 
executives 

   • Begin guest contribution programme — submit 2 articles to recognized industry publications 

 

 



10.3 Phase 3: Amplification and Monitoring (Days 61–90) 

Phase 3 Objectives: Scale successful tactics and establish ongoing monitoring 
routine 

Week 9-10: Scale and Expand 

   • Extend HEO content restructuring to remaining priority pages (pages 16–30) 

   • Create YouTube and/or podcast content aligned with top-performing written content topics 

   • Actively seek Reddit and Quora answer opportunities for top 20 priority queries 

   • Initiate link building outreach targeting citations from the top 10 AI-cited domains in your niche 

 

Week 11-12: Review and Iterate 

   • Conduct full 90-day progress review: compare AI citation baseline vs. current state 

   • Identify the 3 highest-performing tactics and double down in Month 4 

   • Identify the 3 lowest-performing areas and develop remediation plans 

   • Establish ongoing monthly monitoring schedule and reporting templates 

   • Present findings and 6-month strategic plan to leadership 

 

 



10.4 90-Day Roadmap Flowchart 

PHASE 1 Days 1–30 
Foundation 

PHASE 2 Days 31–60 
Optimization 

PHASE 3 Days 61–90 
Amplification 

 

Technical audit 
Brand & AI baseline audit 
Strategy & entity mapping 
Schema plan 

Content restructuring (top 15 
pages) 
FAQ + schema deployment 
First data asset published 
LinkedIn & PR programme launch 

Scale to remaining pages 
Video + podcast content 
Reddit / Quora presence 
90-day review & 6-month plan 

 

 
 



11. The Future of Search Optimization 
 

The optimization landscape of 2030 will look as different from 2026 as 2026 looks from 
2016. Several converging trends will shape the next generation of search visibility strategies, 
and forward-thinking practitioners are already positioning for them today. 

11.1 AI Advertising in Search Responses 
Perplexity has already begun experimenting with sponsored results, introducing paid brand 
placements within its AI-generated answers. As AI search platforms seek commercial 
sustainability, advertising integrated directly into AI responses is inevitable. Brands that have 
already established organic AI visibility through HEO will have a significant advantage in any 
sponsored AI placement market — strong organic presence typically translates into more 
efficient paid visibility. 

11.2 In-Platform AI Commerce 
In October 2025, ChatGPT underwent an entity update that changed how the model 
recognizes and recommends brands, widely interpreted as groundwork for in-platform 
shopping — a transaction occurring directly within an AI response without visiting a retailer's 
website. Brands with strong entity recognition in LLMs will be positioned to participate in this 
emerging commerce channel. 

11.3 Multimodal Search 
As AI systems become increasingly capable of processing images, voice, and video 
alongside text, optimization will expand beyond written content. Visual search optimization 
(making product images and infographics AI-readable), audio SEO (podcast and voice 
content optimization), and video transcript optimization will all become elements of a 
comprehensive HEO strategy. 

11.4 The Rise of Agent-Based Search 
AI agents — autonomous systems that perform multi-step tasks on behalf of users — are 
increasingly capable of conducting research, comparing vendors, and making purchase 
recommendations without direct human involvement at each step. Optimizing for AI agent 
discovery requires the same HEO foundations, but with particular emphasis on structured 
data, clear pricing and availability information, and machine-readable product specifications. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 



12. Glossary of Terms 
 

Term Definition 

SEO Search Engine Optimization: the practice of improving a website's visibility 
in traditional search engine results pages (Google, Bing) through keyword 
targeting, technical optimization, and link building. 

AEO Answer Engine Optimization: structuring content to be extracted and 
surfaced as the direct answer in featured snippets, People Also Ask boxes, 
voice search responses, and AI Overviews. 

GEO Generative Engine Optimization: optimizing content to be cited or 
referenced in AI-generated responses produced by ChatGPT, Perplexity, 
Gemini, and similar generative AI systems. 

LLMO Large Language Model Optimization: improving a brand's visibility, 
accuracy, and authority within the responses generated by LLMs — 
addressing not just whether a brand is cited but what the AI says about it. 

HEO Hybrid Engine Optimization: a unified framework created by Jori Ford (SEO 
Week 2025) that combines SEO, AEO, GEO, and LLMO into a single, 
coherent optimization strategy for multi-surface search visibility. 

E-E-A-T Experience, Expertise, Authoritativeness, Trustworthiness: Google's quality 
evaluation framework for content, which also reflects how AI systems 
assess source credibility. 

Featured Snippet A highlighted answer box appearing at the top of Google search results 
(Position Zero) that directly answers a user's query — the primary AEO 
target. 

AI Overview Google's AI-generated summary box that appears above organic results 
for many queries, synthesizing information from multiple sources and 
significantly reducing click-through rates for those below it. 

Zero-Click Search A search query that is resolved directly on the SERP — via featured 
snippet, AI Overview, knowledge panel, or similar — without the user 
clicking through to any website. 

Entity A distinct, identifiable concept (person, organization, product, location, 
event) that AI systems and knowledge graphs use to organize and 
understand information. 

Schema Markup Structured data code (typically JSON-LD format) added to web pages that 
communicates content purpose and structure to search engines and AI 
systems in a standardized, machine-readable format. 



GEO-Bench The benchmark dataset of 10,000 queries created by Princeton 
researchers in November 2023 to test and validate Generative Engine 
Optimization strategies. 

NAP Consistency Name, Address, Phone: the consistent representation of basic business 
information across all digital platforms, a foundational signal for both local 
SEO and LLM entity recognition. 

CTR Click-Through Rate: the percentage of users who click on a link after 
seeing it in search results. AI Overviews have significantly reduced CTR for 
organic results appearing below them. 

GPTBot OpenAI's web crawler that indexes content for ChatGPT's browsing and 
training systems. Blocking GPTBot in robots.txt prevents content from 
appearing in ChatGPT responses. 

 
 



Closing Thoughts 
 
 
The practitioners who will lead digital marketing in 2030 are the ones who understand a 
fundamental truth: the goal has never changed. From the earliest days of search engine 
optimization to the sophisticated Hybrid Engine Optimization frameworks of today, the 
underlying mission has always been the same — connect people with the best possible 
answer to their question. 
What has changed is the number of surfaces on which that connection happens, the 
sophistication of the systems mediating it, and the expectations of the people seeking it. 
Users in 2026 expect complete, accurate answers delivered instantly, in natural language, 
across every device and platform they use. Meeting that expectation is no longer optional — 
it is the baseline requirement for remaining relevant. 
The five disciplines covered in this report — SEO, AEO, GEO, LLMO, and HEO — are not 
competitors or contradictions. They are chapters in a continuous story of how human beings 
and the technologies they build have collaborated to make knowledge more accessible. The 
marketer's role in that story is to ensure that their brand's knowledge — its expertise, its 
data, its insight, its humanity — is part of every answer. 
 

 

"The best marketing doesn't feel like marketing — it feels like the 
answer." 

— The Principle Behind HEO, SEO Week 2025 
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