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1. Executive Summary

Generative Al is redefining how information is discovered, ranked, and
consumed.

Search-based discovery — long dominated by SEO — is giving way to
Al-driven “answer engines” embedded in assistants, productivity tools,
and enterprise systems. These models do not return a list of links; they
deliver synthesized, context-specific answers, often without exposing
underlying sources.

AEO is not replacing SEO — it's expanding the playbook.
Over the next several years, both disciplines will operate in parallel. In
enterprise platforms like SAP, this duality is already emerging — where
traditional search surfaces (e.g., SAP Enterprise Search) coexist with
Al-powered assistants embedded directly into workflows (e.g., Joule).
SEO continues to be critical for capturing intent through search engines,
while AEO positions brands to appear within the structured answer
frameworks of Al-driven assistants. A dual approach safeguards
discoverability across both traditional and emerging channels, ensuring
relevance regardless of whether users type queries, speak goals, or
integrate intent into workflow automations.

This marks a structural shift: AI is no longer a downstream channel.
It is the primary gatekeeper to digital discovery and decision-
making. Large language models (LLMs) and agentic systems compress
search, filtering, and recommendation into a single conversational surface
— curating what the user sees before any choice is made.

For enterprises, this creates a visibility paradox:

e« Relevance is no longer about ranking; it is about being selected,
trusted, and cited by Al models.

o Control over messaging declines as answers are mediated by
opaque, probabilistic systems.

o Competition intensifies as “"answerable” questions extend far
beyond traditional search queries.

The strategic discipline for competing in this environment is known as
Answer Engine Optimization (AEO) — the ability to shape, structure,
and surface enterprise knowledge so it becomes the default reference for
Al-driven interactions. In the AI-mediated economy, model preference is
the new market share.

Traditional SEO will remain relevant but insufficient; early AEO leaders will
secure disproportionate share of Al-mediated visibility.

Answer Engine Optimization, Dr. Denise Holtschulte,
dbeyond group, ai+ 08/2025, p. 4



Key Insights

e By 2027, Al's gatekeeper role will fundamentally reshape B2B and
B2C discovery economics.

e« The next competitive moat will be model preference — ensuring
your data, language, and authority are embedded in the model’s
“first answer.”

e AEO demands structured, machine-readable, trust-rich content
ecosystems — built for both human and AI consumption.

Call to Action

Executives, CMOs, and digital leaders must invest now in answer
readiness — aligning data strategy, content architecture, and governance
to the mechanics of Al retrieval and synthesis. Delay risks not just lower
traffic, but strategic invisibility.

2. From Search Engines to Answer Engines

For two decades, digital visibility has been governed by search engine
logic: rank high, drive clicks, convert. That architecture assumed a
multi-step journey — query, result page, website visit, decision.

Al-powered answer engines collapse that journey into one interaction.
Instead of listing ten blue links, they synthesize a single, context-rich
answer, often without exposing the underlying sources. In this model:

e The model, not the user, selects the narrative.
e Source transparency is optional, not guaranteed.

o The point of influence moves upstream — into the model’s
training data, prompt structures, and retrieval layers.

The change is profound: SEO tactics focused on keyword density,
backlinking, and page optimization do not transfer one-to-one into this
environment. What matters now is semantic authority — whether the Al
“knows” your content as a trusted reference and can retrieve it in the
right context.
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Enterprises that continue optimizing only for search will optimize for a
vanishing surface. The competitive arena has shifted. The prize is no
longer a top slot on a results page; it is persistent presence in the model’s
knowledge and retrieval pathways.

Evolution of Digital Discovery:
From SEO to Hybrid to Answer-First first

Q © A

SEO- Hybrid Discovery Answer-First
Dominated (SEO + AEO) Workflows
— 2024 2027 2030 —
» Keyword « Model inclusion « Direct Al agent
targeting emerges as KPI integration into
dominant decision flows

» Hybrid strategy
» Search ranking across search » Model preference
as primary KPI and answer ergines as competitive
moat
Figure 1: Evolution of Digital Discovery — illustrating the strategic progression from SEO-

dominated visibility to a hybrid discovery model (SEO + AEO), and ultimately to answer-first, Al-
native workflows. This timeline reflects the author’s synthesis based on industry research (Gartner
2025; Forrester 2024; McKinsey QuantumBlack 2025; Semrush 2025) and market observation. The
framework positions “model preference” as the emerging competitive moat by 2030.
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3. Why SEO Logic Breaks

Search engine optimization was built for an open-list environment: many
results, user choice, competition for attention. The mechanics rewarded
breadth — casting a wide net of content, cross-linking, and keyword
coverage to capture as many entry points as possible.

Answer engines operate differently. They compress the discovery phase
into a single, model-mediated output. The implications are structural:

1.

No multi-result buffer

In search, being third or fourth still generated traffic. In an answer
engine, there is usually one synthesized response — and you are
either in it or invisible.

. Retrieval is selective, not exhaustive

Models do not “crawl the web” at query time in the way search
engines do. They rely on pre-indexed corpora and curated retrieval
systems. If your content is not in the model’s trusted source graph,
it is out of play.

. Context beats keyword density

LLM retrieval favors semantically coherent, authoritative content
over keyword repetition. Over-engineered keyword tactics risk
being ignored entirely if they degrade clarity or trustworthiness.

Citation is inconsistent

Even when your data influences an answer, you may not be
credited. Invisibility to the user does not mean invisibility to the
model — but it does mean loss of direct brand touchpoints unless
mitigated.

Model updates change the game overnight
Search ranking algorithms evolve incrementally; model retraining
can redefine what'’s “visible” in a single release cycle. The half-life
of visibility is shorter, and the volatility higher.

Bottom line: Traditional SEO thinking assumes a transparent competition
for ranking. AEO requires designing for a black-box curator that integrates
— and sometimes rewrites — your narrative before it reaches the
audience.
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4. The New Playbook: Answer Engine Optimization (AEO)

If search was about visibility, answer engines are about inclusion. The
strategic objective shifts from ranking high to becoming part of the
answer set a model trusts and retrieves.

Winning in this environment requires coordinated action across three
dimensions:

4.1 Curate the Source Graph You Control

o« Authoritative domains - Consolidate critical content on trusted,
high-authority properties (corporate site, verified publications,
industry bodies). Fragmented content dilutes signal strength.

e Structured data - Use schema markup, knowledge graphs, and
API-accessible datasets to make content machine-readable. Models
ingest structure faster than prose.

« Reference discipline - Ensure your content is cited in other
authoritative works. LLM retrieval heavily weights interlinked,
credible sources.

4.2 Build Model-Aware Content

o« Answer-first narratives - Craft assets that directly respond to
the questions your market will ask — in the form, terminology, and
granularity models use.

o Contextual completeness - Provide enough surrounding detail
for the model to place your data in context. Over-fragmented
content risks being excluded from retrieval.

o Temporal relevance - Maintain update cycles aligned with model
retraining schedules to avoid decay in inclusion probability.

4.3 Engineer Persistent Presence

o Proactive ingestion - Where possible, supply content directly to
platforms and model providers via partnerships, APIs, or open
datasets.

o Multi-modal footprint - Distribute in text, structured data, and
transcripted video/audio to ensure cross-modal ingestion.

« Brand as meta-data - Embed brand and authorship in ways that
survive paraphrasing (terminology, unique metrics, proprietary
frameworks).
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Execution note:

AEO is not an add-on to SEO — it is an operating model change. Treat it
as an ongoing capability with dedicated ownership, KPIs, and feedback
loops tied to model retrieval behavior, not just web analytics.

5. Risk and Governance in Answer Engine Optimization

Shifting from search-driven visibility to model-mediated inclusion creates
a new class of strategic risks. These risks are not purely technical — they
touch brand integrity, regulatory exposure, and competitive positioning.

5.1 Platform Dependency Risk

Nature: Once inclusion in a model’s answer set becomes a major driver of
inbound demand, control shifts to a small set of platform providers.
Impact: Content can be deprioritized, misrepresented, or excluded
without notice.

Mitigation:

o Diversify across multiple answer engines and Al platforms.
e Maintain direct channels (email lists, proprietary apps) as hedges.
o Negotiate data-sharing agreements where possible.

5.2 Retrieval Bias and Misrepresentation

Nature: Models compress and paraphrase content; nuance can be lost.
Misinterpretations can carry your brand’s name but not its intended
meaning.

Impact: Brand erosion, legal liability if advice is misconstrued.
Mitigation:

e Embed attribution-friendly phrases and proprietary terminology that
resist distortion.

e Regularly audit model outputs that cite your brand.

o« Implement a structured response process for corrections.
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5.3 Regulatory and Compliance Exposure

Nature: Inclusion in certain contexts (e.g., financial advice, healthcare
guidance) may trigger regulatory scrutiny, especially if content is seen as
“endorsed” by the model.

Impact: Compliance breaches, fines, reputational damage.

Mitigation:

e Add clear disclaimers to sensitive content.
e Track and document content provenance.

e Align with jurisdiction-specific guidelines for AI-mediated
information delivery.

5.4 Content Decay and Visibility Loss

Nature: Unlike search indexes, which crawl continuously, models may
update slowly, leading to lag between content changes and model
inclusion.

Impact: Outdated information circulates, undermining trust.
Mitigation:

e Align publishing cycles with known model retraining windows.
e Use high-change-frequency indicators (RSS, sitemap signals).
e Reissue critical updates as fresh, standalone content.

Strategic takeaway:

AEO is not just an optimization tactic; it's a governance challenge. Treat it
as part of the enterprise risk register, with board-level visibility and clear
accountability for inclusion, accuracy, and brand integrity across AI-driven
channels.
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6. Strategic Play for the C-Suite

The rise of answer engines shifts discovery, trust, and influence into
Al-mediated channels.

Winning in this environment is not a marketing department’s problem
alone — it is an executive agenda item with implications for revenue,
brand control, and long-term competitiveness.

Hybrid Discovery Strategic Matrix

High
/ Legacy Search Hybrid Leaders
Leaders Masdiriive il
i aximize discoverability
> Atrisk as Albecomes | o traditional and
= the primary discovery Al-mediated channels
2 channel
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>
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&’.:, s Al-native
= Invisible Challengers
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3 in discovery domains, low traditional
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Low
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Model Inclusion

Figure 2: The Hybrid Discovery Strategic Matrix — This framework reflects the author’s synthesis
of current market research and strategic foresight (based on sources including Gartner 2025,
McKinsey QuantumBlack 2025, and Semrush 2025). It positions organizations along two dimensions
of discoverability: search ranking visibility and Al model inclusion. The strategic imperative is clear:
leaders in both dimensions (“Hybrid Leaders”) will dominate discovery ecosystems, whether queries
originate from traditional search engines or Al-driven assistants.

CEO - Shape the Enterprise Narrative

The CEQ's role is to ensure the company’s core positioning is resilient in a
world where models synthesize, rather than display, sources.

e Action: Define and codify the enterprise’s “canonical answers” to
critical industry questions.

e Goal: Ensure that every public statement, investor deck, and
flagship content asset reinforces these core narratives so models
learn and reproduce them consistently.
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CFO - Link Visibility to Enterprise Value
For the CFO, inclusion in model outputs is a measurable asset.

e Action: Establish KPIs that link AI-mediated visibility to inbound
leads, conversion, and customer lifetime value.

e Goal: Justify sustained investment in AEO (Answer Engine
Optimization) as a driver of tangible revenue, not an experimental
spend.

CMO - Engineer for Inclusion

The CMO must redesign content strategy for model ingestion, not just
search ranking.

e Action: Audit and re-format high-value content into machine-
parsable structures with embedded authority signals (citations,
proprietary data, terminology).

e Goal: Become the de-facto source the model retrieves when asked
core questions in your domain.

CIO / CDO - Own the Technical Integration
The CIO/CDO bridges marketing intent with technical execution.

e Action: Deploy monitoring tools, including integration with
enterprise Al assistants, to sample and analyze model outputs at
scale; feed back insights into the content and knowledge base.

e Goal: Build a continuous loop where enterprise data and content
are retrievable, verifiable, and optimized for model consumption.

Strategic Imperative:

AEO is no longer an SEO sub-discipline — it is the operating system for
relevance in an AI-mediated market. C-level alignment is non-negotiable.
Leaders who treat model inclusion as a controllable asset will compound
reach and authority; those who leave it to chance will vanish from the
conversation without warning.
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7. AEO Operating Model Blueprint

Objective:

To systematize how an enterprise maintains visibility and authority within
Al-driven answer engines — integrating brand, data, and governance into
a single loop.

Note: Operational KPIs should be defined based on industry benchmarks
and enterprise-specific goals; see References for further reading.

Core Components
1. Narrative Authority Layer (CEO/CMO)

o Purpose: Define and maintain the enterprise’s authoritative
answers to core market questions.

o Key Tools: Executive narratives, thought-leadership content,
flagship data sets.

o Output: Consistent, retrievable brand positioning in model
outputs.

2. Content Engineering Layer (CMO/CIO)
o Purpose: Structure content for Al ingestion and retrieval.

o Key Tools: Schema markup, proprietary data tagging,
citation embedding — and structured exposure of domain
knowledge into enterprise LLM integrations (e.g., SAP
Datasphere, SAP Al Core).

o Output: Machine-readable assets favored by LLM retrieval
and synthesis.

3. Monitoring & Feedback Layer (CIO/CDO)

o Purpose: Sample model outputs to detect visibility gaps and
inaccuracies.

o Key Tools: Model probing tools, output analytics dashboards,
competitor benchmarking.

o Output: Data-driven insights to adjust narrative and content.
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4. Governance & Compliance Layer (CFO/CDO)

o Purpose: Ensure accuracy, brand safety, and regulatory
alignment.

o Key Tools: Approval workflows, traceability protocols,
compliance checklists.

o Output: Verified content pipelines and defensible Al
presence.

5. ROI & Value Capture Layer (CFO/CEO)
o Purpose: Quantify business impact of AEO efforts.

o Key Tools: Attribution models, inbound lead tracking,
revenue correlation.

o Output: Board-ready reporting that links Al visibility to
enterprise value.

Narrative
Authority
ROI & Value Content
Capture Engineering
Governance Monitoring &
& Compliance Feedback

\_/

Figure 3: The AEO Operating Model Loop — embedding authority, precision, and oversight in
AI-mediated visibility — The AEO Operating Model Loop — embedding authority, precision, and
oversight in AI-mediated visibility. This framework is the author’s synthesis, drawing on multiple
strategic sources including McKinsey QuantumBlack 2025, Gartner 2025, and Semrush 2025 (see
References for details). It integrates five reinforcing capabilities — Narrative Authority, Content
Engineering, Monitoring & Feedback, Governance & Compliance, and ROI & Value Capture — into a
closed loop that secures and sustains relevance in Al-driven discovery.

Key Principle:

AEO is not a marketing campaign — it is a continuous operating cycle.
Enterprises that treat it as an ongoing capability, not a one-off initiative,
will sustain presence and influence as Al becomes the gatekeeper of
market narratives.
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8. Conclusion & Leadership Imperative
8.1. Conclusion

Al-driven answer engines are no longer peripheral features — they are
becoming the default interface between enterprise content and decision-
making. As large language models increasingly act as the first point of
contact, the visibility of your brand, product, or expertise depends less on
traditional search ranking and more on whether these systems recognize,
trust, and surface your content as the best possible answer.

For enterprises, this marks a structural pivot: winning in an answer-
engine-first world is not about chasing algorithm changes, but about
embedding clarity, authority, and verifiable context directly into the way
information is created and maintained.

The AEO Operating Model Loop, outlined in Figure 3, forms the bedrock of
this new discovery capability — integrating narrative authority, content
engineering, monitoring, governance, and value capture into a continuous
system.

This is not a campaign asset; it is the structural core on which hybrid
discovery advantage is built.

8.2. Leadership Imperative
For senior leaders, the shift demands both urgency and discipline:

o Redefine discoverability — Ensure your most valuable insights
are machine-readable, semantically rich, and aligned with answer
engine retrieval patterns.

e« Govern trust signals — Establish governance over data
provenance, factual accuracy, and bias mitigation in all public-
facing and internal content.

o Integrate AEO into operating models — Treat answer engine
optimization as a cross-functional capability, not a marketing silo.

e Measure impact in decision flows — Track visibility not only in
search results, but in how often your organization’s perspective is
cited, recommended, or actioned by Al systems.

Leaders should not view SEO and AEO as competing investments but as
complementary capabilities. Maintaining strong search visibility while
building answer visibility establishes a hybrid discovery strategy —
one that adapts as user behavior shifts from keyword-driven queries to
goal-based interactions with AI-first systems. Organizations that master
both will shape the discovery landscape, rather than be shaped by it.
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The leaders who act now will define the knowledge boundaries these
systems operate within — and by extension, the competitive boundaries of
their markets. Those who delay will find their relevance mediated by
someone else’s model.

Winning in this environment requires a meta-channel mindset —
not abandoning SEO, but overlaying it with AEO. This “Hybrid Discovery”
approach secures relevance across both the legacy search layer and the
emerging Al-mediated answer layer, ensuring discoverability regardless of
user interface or interaction mode.

The organizations that move now will not only shape the AI discovery
landscape — they will own it. The rest will find their relevance decided in
someone else’s model.
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Licensing Note

This report was authored by Dr. Denise Holtschulte, Senior Partner at
dbeyond group and Head of ai+, where she advises senior executives and
decision-makers on Al strategy, operating model transformation, and the
integration of agentic systems into enterprise workflows. Her work bridges
technology, governance, and organizational design — with a focus on
helping leadership teams navigate the shift from process automation to
intent-based execution.

The views expressed reflect the author’s independent strategic research
and advisory experience. This report is part of a broader effort to shape
how organizations responsibly adopt and govern next-generation Al
architectures, with a focus on agentic systems and enterprise
transformation. The content may be cited, shared, or discussed with
proper attribution to the author.
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