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ANSWER ENGINE OPTIMIZATION 

From Ranking to Being Chosen 

The LeadCoverage Point of View 

What Is AEO? 
Search behavior is shifting, as it always has. The history of search is really the history of how 
people ask questions. First came directories, then keyword boxes, then ranked blue links. Each 
evolution felt like an endpoint until the next one arrived. What we are living through now is not a 
tweak to the model. It is the model changing. 

Buyers are no longer just searching. They are asking. Full questions, in natural language, inside 
answer engines like ChatGPT, Claude, Gemini, and Perplexity. They are expecting direct 
answers, not ten links to evaluate. 

Answer Engine Optimization (AEO) is the practice of optimizing your content to be discoverable, 
extractable, and cite-worthy in AI-generated answers. The game is no longer just “how do we 
rank?” It is “how do we become the answer?” 

AEO is not a replacement for SEO. It is the natural evolution of it. SEO gets you found. AEO gets 
you chosen. 

What makes this moment different from prior search evolutions is the speed of behavioral change 
and the opacity of the new system. When search went mobile, you could still see where you 
ranked. When featured snippets arrived, you could see the zero-position. With AI-generated 
answers, the surface is partially hidden. Buyers get a synthesized response built from sources 
they never directly interact with. Your brand either has a seat at that table or it does not — and 
most companies do not yet know which one they are. 

The Data: Why This Matters Now 
LeadCoverage’s 2026 State of Analytics report, the most comprehensive GA4-based study ever 
conducted for the freight and logistics industry, analyzed nearly one million organic website 
sessions across 28 companies. The findings tell a clear story. 

 

1,615% 
YoY growth in AI referral traffic 

(enterprise TMS client) 

43% 
of freight companies showed YoY 

growth in organic engaged 
sessions 

70–87% 
of AI-driven sessions sourced 

from ChatGPT 

https://info.leadcoverage.com/state-of-analytics-2026?utm_source=prnewswire&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=state-of-analytics
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Meanwhile, a separate crisis is hiding beneath the surface of most analytics dashboards. More 
than 70% of freight and logistics companies show direct channel engagement rates below 40%, 
the threshold indicating meaningful invalid traffic. Bots, scrapers, and click fraud are artificially 
inflating session counts and corrupting the baselines that companies use to make multi-million-
dollar marketing decisions. Before any conversation about AI content strategy or SEO investment, 
companies need to know whether their measurement foundation is sound. 

“Most freight and logistics companies are making channel investment decisions on data 
they have not validated. Before any conversation about AI content strategy or SEO 
investment, companies need to know whether their measurement foundation is sound.” 
Courtney Herda, VP of Digital, LeadCoverage 

The Organic Search Signal You Cannot Ignore 
Google Search Console data from 11 LeadCoverage clients reveals a pattern that should stop 
anyone making SEO investment decisions in their tracks: average ranking position improved for 
every single client in the study period yet clicks declined for eight of eleven. 

Google is surfacing freight and logistics sites more prominently than ever. Users are choosing not 
to click. That gap between growing impressions and declining clicks is the clearest measurable 
signal of AI Overview capture in the dataset. Informational queries are being answered at the 
search result level before a user ever reaches an organic result. 

Organic traffic declines of 20–35% are common even among best-in-class SEO programs. We 
can no longer guarantee that the traditional SEO playbook alone will drive year-over-year traffic 
growth. That uncertainty is exactly why content strategies must evolve. 

Why Measurement Is So Hard Right Now 
The thing nobody in AEO wants to say plainly is this: measuring it is genuinely difficult, and anyone 
who tells you otherwise is selling you a dashboard. There are three structural problems with AEO 
measurement that every company needs to understand before investing in the discipline. 

AI Is Non-Deterministic 
The same prompt returns different answers across models, sessions, users, and geographies. 
You can query ChatGPT about “best freight brokers” ten times and get meaningfully different 
responses. This is not a bug — it is how these systems are designed. It means any single 
measurement is a sample, not a census. Snapshot scores need to be interpreted as directional 
signals, not absolute rankings, and a single tool’s score should never be treated as ground truth. 
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Discovery Is Increasingly Zero-Click 
Buyers see your brand inside an AI Overview or ChatGPT answer and never visit your site. Your 
brand gets cited, your expertise gets summarized, the buyer forms an opinion — and none of it 
shows up in your GA4 dashboard as a session. The old measurement infrastructure was built 
around a world where interest produced clicks. That world is not ending; it is already partially 
gone. 

Every AEO Tool Is a Sampling System 
All AEO tools cover a subset of prompts and models. They are all partial windows into a larger, 
non-deterministic system. Tools are only as good as the inputs you feed them: crawl a few 
prompts, get a few answers. Real visibility requires judgment, industry context, and the ability to 
triangulate across multiple data sources rather than trusting any single vendor’s score. 

The answer is not to abandon measurement. It is to build a measurement system that accounts 
for these limitations, one that combines multiple tool signals, maps to your actual ICP, tracks 
intent signals alongside visibility metrics, and connects upstream visibility to downstream pipeline. 
That is what we built. 

The LC AEO Visibility Index (LCAVI) 
Anyone claiming to have AEO figured out is selling a dashboard. The LCAVI is our proprietary 
model for scoring, tracking, and lifting presence inside AI-mediated discovery. It is not a tool. It is 
a framework that sits on top of tools and interprets what they are collectively telling you. We 
measure what you are — not what a tool thinks you should be. It is equal parts data, industry 
fluency, tools, and craft. 

The index runs on three pillars and 100 points. Each pillar addresses a distinct layer of AEO 
performance: whether AI is citing you, whether your site is built to be cited, and whether that 
visibility is producing real commercial outcomes. 

 

01  VISIBILITY 

40 PTS 
Are AI systems citing you where 
your ICP looks? 
› AI citation share and mention 
volume across ChatGPT, 
Perplexity, Gemini, and AI 
Overviews 
› Source-domain share vs. 
named competitors 
› ICP overlay — cited where 
buyers actually read? 
› Earned reach and coverage via 
wire and PR data 

02  READINESS 

30 PTS 
Is your site earning the right to 
be cited? 
› GSC zero-click data — 
impressions without visits 
› Answer-format coverage on 
priority URLs 
› Structured data and 
crawlability integrity 
› Topical cluster depth from cited 
to converted 

03  IMPACT 

30 PTS 
Is visibility driving real intent and 
pipeline? 
› Branded search lift in GA4 and 
GSC as primary intent signal 
› AI-referral sessions and 
assisted conversions tracked 
distinctly from organic 
› Pipeline and closed-won 
attributed to AI-visible URLs in 
HubSpot 
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How to Win in AEO: Substance, Structure, Signals 
At LeadCoverage, we approach AEO execution through three pillars that map to how AI systems 
discover, evaluate, and cite content. These are not separate workstreams — they compound. 
Substance without structure is noise. Structure without signals has no authority. All three working 
together is what produces durable AI visibility. 

Substance 
Create query-focused, direct-answer content: FAQs, semantic overviews, executive summaries, 
“what is” and “how does” explainers, and POVs that can be clearly quoted. Answer the question 
upfront, then support it with depth. AEO content needs to be concise, accurate, and authoritative, 
validated through media, independent sources, and expert corroboration. Have an opinion. Build 
a framework. Own a subject. AI systems are increasingly favoring content from sources that have 
established a clear, consistent point of view in their domain. 

Structure 
Build authority at scale through semantic clustering, pillar-and-cluster models, internal linking, and 
deep topical coverage. Clear headings, scannable formatting, and summaries are not just good 
UX — they are machine comprehension tools. The way you organize content determines whether 
AI systems can extract and synthesize it cleanly. Structure your most important pages around 
direct answers to the questions your ICP is actually asking. 

Signals 
Make your site machine-readable and build the trust signals AI systems use to decide what to 
cite. Schema markup — FAQPage, HowTo, Article, Organization — is rapidly becoming table 
stakes for brands that want to appear in AI overviews. Structured data helps systems understand, 
categorize, and extract your content correctly. Earned media is equally critical: the nearly 25% 
share of LLM citations attributable to editorial sources tells you that press, wire coverage, and 
third-party mentions are not a nice-to-have. They are an algorithmic input. 

Evolving Measurement, Evolving KPIs 
As answer engines grow, clicks become a less complete measure of value. Buyers are getting 
answers without clicking, which means “traffic” alone will not tell you if you are winning. The new 
KPI set must account for influence that happens before anyone arrives at your site. 

The metrics that matter now: share of voice in AI-generated answers, brand mentions in AI 
overviews, engagement quality from AI referral sources (those 60–75% engagement rates are 
meaningful), and pipeline attribution tied to LLM-sourced visits. What the traditional dashboard 
misses is the top-of-funnel influence that precedes all of it. 

The measurement challenge is also a competitive intelligence opportunity. Citation analysis — 
understanding which domains, content types, and source channels are influencing AI responses 
in your category — tells you exactly who AI is citing and why competitors may be getting 
mentioned instead of you. That intelligence drives the content and earned media roadmap. AEO 
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is not just about getting mentioned. It is about building a content system that earns trust, shows 
up in answers, and can be tied back to revenue. 

 

“Earned media accounts for nearly 25% of all LLM citations across the major 
AI platforms. The companies that have been building genuine credibility in their 
market are the ones showing up when a buyer asks an AI who the leaders are. 
There is now a number in GA4 that confirms it.” 
— Will Haraway, Co-Founder & Chief Strategy Officer, LeadCoverage 

 

HubSpot and AEO: Platform Infrastructure for the 
Strategy 
We are a HubSpot partner, and HubSpot has moved decisively into the AEO space with purpose-
built tooling. That combination matters: we bring the content strategy, earned media, and 
measurement expertise, and HubSpot provides the platform infrastructure to track, score, and act 
on your AI visibility in one place. 

HubSpot’s AEO product (currently in beta) gives you four capabilities: a brand visibility score, 
prompt tracking, citation analysis, and prioritized recommendations. The main dashboard shows 
how your brand visibility score trends over time across ChatGPT, Gemini, and Perplexity, with 
competitive share of voice built in. Prompt tracking shows you the exact responses those engines 
returned for the queries that matter to your buyers. Citation analysis breaks down which domains 
and content types are driving AI mentions for your brand and competitors. Recommendations turn 
all of that into a prioritized action list, no interpretation required. 

 

01 

Check your AI visibility score 
See where your brand stands across ChatGPT, Gemini, and Perplexity and how you 
compare to competitors. Get a baseline in minutes to understand your AI visibility gaps 
before investing further in content or earned media. 

02 

Understand what is driving AI answers 
Use citation analysis to see which domains, content types, and source channels are 
influencing AI responses in your category. Find out exactly who AI is citing and why 
competitors may be getting mentioned instead of you. 

03 

Get prioritized recommendations 
Go from data to action plan automatically. HubSpot’s Recommendations feature 
generates a specific, prioritized list of what to create or optimize, so your team knows 
what to do next rather than guessing. 

04 

Track your score as it improves 
As you act on recommendations, monitor your Brand Visibility score week over week to 
see what is moving the needle. Watch competitor comparisons in real time and refine 
your strategy based on actual performance data. 
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HubSpot offers a free 28-day trial that includes 10 prompts in ChatGPT so you can see how your 
brand shows up before committing. The full product is available at $50 per month, with an annual 
billing option at a reduced rate. 

Where We Come In 
HubSpot’s AEO tool surfaces the score and the gaps. We close them. As both AEO practitioners 
and a HubSpot partner, we sit at the intersection of content strategy and platform execution in a 
way most agencies cannot. 

• We configure HubSpot’s AEO tracking so your Brand Visibility score is tied to real 
pipeline activity, not just impressions 

• We interpret citation analysis to build content and earned media plans that target the 
exact gaps HubSpot identifies 

• We connect HubSpot’s AEO data to your GA4 channel groups and closed-won reporting 
so visibility improvements translate directly to revenue attribution 

• We use HubSpot’s recommendation output as a living content brief, updated as your 
score moves and the competitive landscape shifts 

• We have run this process for freight and logistics companies and have the LLM referral 
data, the pipeline attribution, and the week-over-week score improvements to show for it 

 
HubSpot tells you your score. We tell you what to do about it, execute the work, and prove it in 
your pipeline. 

How LeadCoverage Gets You Found 

For LeadCoverage 
We practice what we preach. LeadCoverage has built its own AEO and earned media strategy 
around the same framework we deliver to clients: consistent publishing of substantive, structured 
thought leadership that AI systems can cite; earned media investment, because nearly 25% of all 
LLM citations come from editorial sources and that share is growing; HubSpot attribution 
workflows that connect LLM-sourced traffic directly to pipeline and closed-won deals; and a 
validated measurement foundation, because decisions built on bot-inflated data are worse than 
no data at all. 

The result is that our clients see us showing up when buyers ask AI systems who the leaders are 
in supply chain go-to-market. 

For Our Clients 
We bring the same end-to-end AEO capability to the freight and logistics companies we work with 
across four integrated workstreams. 
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• Substance: Content strategy and production — FAQs, explainers, POVs, and pillar 
pages structured to be cited by AI 

• Structure: Pillar-and-cluster models, internal linking, and schema markup that make 
your expertise machine-readable 

• Signals: Building the backlinks, brand mentions, and editorial citations that LLMs use as 
trust signals 

• Analytics: GA4 and HubSpot measurement setup, custom channel groups to track AI 
referral traffic, bot filtering to validate your baseline, and pipeline attribution to close the 
loop from content to revenue 

 
Frequently Asked Questions 

What is AEO? 
AEO is the practice of structuring and optimizing content so it can be easily understood, extracted, 
and cited by AI-powered answer engines like ChatGPT, Gemini, and Perplexity. Unlike traditional 
SEO, which focuses on ranking to drive clicks, AEO focuses on becoming the direct answer to a 
user’s question. The goal is visibility, credibility, and trust within AI-generated responses. You 
may also see it called generative engine optimization (GEO), AI visibility optimization, or LLM 
optimization — all the same discipline. 

How is AEO different from SEO? 
SEO is designed to improve rankings, organic traffic, and long-term authority. AEO builds on that 
foundation but optimizes for concision, clarity, and structure so content can be quoted or 
summarized by AI systems. SEO helps you get found; AEO helps you get chosen as the answer. 
The two strategies reinforce each other, strong SEO fundamentals create the content quality and 
technical health that AEO relies on. 

Is AEO replacing SEO? 
No. AEO is the natural evolution of SEO, not a replacement. Search engines remain a major traffic 
driver, and SEO fundamentals — technical health, content quality, authority — are still essential. 
Brands that ignore AEO will miss future demand; brands that abandon SEO will lose ground they 
have already built. 

How do answer engines decide what to cite? 
Answer engines prioritize content that clearly answers a question, demonstrates strong E-E-A-T 
signals (Experience, Expertise, Authoritativeness, Trustworthiness), and is structured for machine 
parsing. Clean headings, concise summaries, internal consistency, and schema markup all help. 
Reddit and other user-generated sources are declining as citation sources; authoritative, 
structured content is winning. 

How can I measure AEO impact if users do not always click? 
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Measuring AEO requires moving beyond click-based metrics. Key indicators include brand 
mentions in AI-generated answers, share of voice in AI overviews, and the quality of traffic from 
AI referral sources. At LeadCoverage, we track LLM-driven visits in HubSpot and connect them 
to pipeline and closed-won deals, so we can attribute revenue to both SEO and AEO content.  

 
Ready to bring the LeadCoverage AEO Visibility Index to your content strategy?   

 
Contact our team at leadcoverage.com 


