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Executive Summary

The rise of generative AI has fundamentally transformed online search. OpenAI’s SearchGPT prototype and its integration into

ChatGPT herald a new era where conversational interfaces and large language models (LLMs) guide information retrieval. Unlike

traditional search engines (Google, Bing) that return lists of links, AI-driven search provides direct, synthesized answers with

clear citations to source material (Source: www.datacamp.com) (Source: www.datacamp.com). This shift means that digital visibility

now depends on factors beyond conventional SEO: content must be high-quality, in-depth, and structured for AI

consumption. Leading analyses find generative search engines prioritize trusted, third-party content and value depth and

authority over clickbait or superficial pages (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com) (Source: arxiv.org). For example, SearchGPT’s

early tests show it draws extensively on academic, industry, and government sources (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com),

suggesting that only content exhibiting broad expertise and authoritativeness tends to surface.

At the same time, evidence indicates that AI search can redirect website traffic. Reports suggest ChatGPT-based answers and

overviews are becoming significant referrers, channeling users to content. One Semrush study found ChatGPT already drove

referral traffic to 30,000+ domains by late 2024, especially in education and technology, and that users are shifting queries away

from rigid keyword formats (Source: searchengineland.com) (Source: searchengineland.com). Conversely, observers warn websites

may see large drops in direct visits; for instance, one analysis predicts 60% fewer clicks for publishers when AI provides “zero-

click” answers (Source: www.lemonde.fr). This underscores that search rankings in the AI era depend on being selected and cited

by LLMs, not just appearing in Google SERPs.

This report comprehensively examines how content can rank well in OpenAI’s SearchGPT/ChatGPT search. We review the technical

underpinnings of SearchGPT, compare its behavior to traditional search, and detail multi-faceted ranking criteria (content quality,

relevance, format, trust signals, etc.). We incorporate data from industry reports, surveys and studies (Semrush, Statcounter,

APNews, etc.) and insights from recent research on generative search optimization (Source: arxiv.org) (Source: arxiv.org). Case

studies and analyses highlight strategies for publishers—such as structuring content with schema/knowledge graphs, creating
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“answer-first” pages, and partnering with OpenAI’s publisher program (Source: www.techradar.com) (Source:

searchengineland.com)—and also discuss challenges like transparency and monetization. Finally, we discuss future developments:

generative search’s continued evolution, its impact on web economics, and how SEO must adapt. All claims are substantiated with

up-to-date sources and expert analysis to inform a deep understanding of ranking in the AI-search landscape.

Introduction and Background

Since the 1990s, the search landscape was dominated by keyword-driven engines. Google’s rise hinged on patented algorithms

(PageRank) that ranked pages by links and keywords. Over time, search engine optimization (SEO) became an established

practice: content creators learned to target keywords, improve page authority, structure sites technically, and earn backlinks to

rank higher. By the 2010s, Google’s Experience-Expertise-Authority-Trust (E-E-A-T) framework and machine learning (RankBrain,

BERT) incrementally improved results, but the user interface remained a list of blue links.

In late 2022, however, the field began to shake with the advent of ChatGPT (OpenAI), a conversational AI that could answer

questions in natural language. Initially a chatbot with knowledge up to 2021, ChatGPT could not access live web data. That changed

in late 2023–2024: OpenAI began experimenting with search capabilities inside ChatGPT. In July 2024 OpenAI unveiled a

SearchGPT prototype (via blog and PR channels) that combined GPT-4’s reasoning with real-time web information (Source:

www.searchenginejournal.com). Rather than a standalone search engine, SearchGPT was presented as an integrated “prototype”

that offered fast, contextually relevant answers with citations, a paradigm shift from link lists. OpenAI emphasized the ability

to retrieve up-to-date sports scores, news, stock quotes, and more through a chat interface (Source: openai.com).

Press coverage of this period framed the move in historic context. The Associated Press reported on October 31, 2024 that

ChatGPT’s new search engine aimed to compete with Google by providing timely information via news partnerships (Source:

apnews.com). Reuters similarly noted the integration of web search directly into ChatGPT, leveraging third-party search APIs and

content deals with publishers like Condé Nast and Time to give “timely and relevant answers with web links” (Source:

www.reuters.com). Axios described the result as an “ad-free search engine” inside ChatGPT, emphasizing personalized AI-

generated answers (Source: www.axios.com) (Source: www.axios.com). OpenAI’s official communications underscored that the

feature would make ChatGPT a de facto search tool: “ChatGPT will choose to search the web based on what you ask,” returning

source-linked answers (Source: openai.com).

Thus, as of late 2024, ChatGPT–formerly a static knowledge bot–gained dynamic search abilities. By early 2025, OpenAI rolled out

ChatGPT Search to all users (free and paid) (Source: openai.com). In February 2025 CEO Sam Altman even remarked that he

seldom uses Google anymore, preferring ChatGPT search for queries (Source: www.windowscentral.com) (though he admitted

ChatGPT isn’t yet capable of fully replacing Google (Source: www.windowscentral.com). Meanwhile, data from Statcounter (2025)

indicated ChatGPT was dominating AI-chatbot usage globally (79.8% share) (Source: www.techradar.com). Clearly, we stood at a

juncture: search itself was transforming. Users began to pose questions in full sentences and expect directly-synthesized answers

from a trusted AI, rather than clicking through multiple links.For publishers and SEO professionals, this posed urgent questions:

How will content get surfaced (and clicked) in this new paradigm? Early evidence suggested big shifts. A Semrush report

(Feb 2025) found ChatGPT was already acting as a referrer to tens of thousands of sites, especially education and tech domains

(Source: searchengineland.com). At the same time, analysts warned of large traffic declines: one commentary predicted AI

summarization could eliminate up to 60% of clicks to publishers, shrinking web traffic by 15–25% (Source: www.lemonde.fr). The

stakes were high, and the new generation of SearchGPT/ChatGPT search forced a rethinking of SEO.

This report delves into how to rank on SearchGPT. We cover the technical underpinnings of ChatGPT’s search feature, examine

key ranking factors in AI-driven search, compare with traditional SEO, analyze data and case studies on traffic shifts, and explore

strategies and implications for content creators and businesses. Throughout, we draw on the latest research, industry data, and

expert commentary to provide an in-depth analysis.

SearchGPT (ChatGPT Search) Overview

What is SearchGPT/ChatGPT Search?

“SearchGPT” was the name coined for OpenAI’s experimental, AI-powered search prototype launched in mid-2024 (Source:

searchengineland.com). It combined a GPT-based language model with real-time web queries. In practice, OpenAI rolled out the

SearchGPT experience by embedding it into ChatGPT: users could invoke a web search icon, and ChatGPT (using an updated model)
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would generate answers grounded in current online information (Source: openai.com) (Source: www.axios.com). Technically, this

relies on Retrieval-Augmented Generation (RAG), where the AI model fetches recent data to supplement its trained knowledge

(Source: www.searchenginejournal.com).

In OpenAI’s words, ChatGPT Search is “designed to get you to a better answer”: you ask a question conversationally, ChatGPT

decides whether to retrieve from the web, and then provides a synthesized response with hyperlinks to the source material

(Source: openai.com) (Source: www.datacamp.com). The OpenAI announcement emphasizes that sources are clearly cited in the

chat: clicking a “Sources” button reveals the referenced web pages (Source: openai.com) (Source: www.datacamp.com). Data

partners (e.g. weather, stocks, news) were integrated to ensure up-to-date info (Source: openai.com). Notably, the search function

is ad-free and currently offers no pay-for-play; it’s presented as a user utility and a way to reward publishers via traffic (Source:

www.axios.com) (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com).

Importantly, OpenAI underscores that this is not a standalone search engine. SearchGPT was explicitly a prototype to be folded

back into ChatGPT (Source: searchengineland.com) (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com). OpenAI’s media head Varun Shetty

stated in October 2024 that the SearchGPT features would be fully integrated into ChatGPT by year-end (Source:

searchengineland.com). Rather than a separate portal, ChatGPT’s search appears as a function within the chat interface. As Search

Engine Journal explains, “SearchGPT’s official purpose is not as a standalone search engine but to be integrated into ChatGPT”

(Source: www.searchenginejournal.com). The eventual goal is a seamless GPT-driven assistant that blends conversation and web

knowledge.

How SearchGPT Selects Results

OpenAI provides limited details on the mechanics of source selection. We do know it “leverages third-party search providers, as well

as content provided directly by our partners” (Source: www.reuters.com). In other words, under the hood ChatGPT’s search likely

uses APIs or engines (possibly Microsoft Bing or even Google via scraping, per recent reports (Source: www.tomsguide.com) to

retrieve candidate pages, then passes those through the AI model to generate a final answer. ChatGPT is trained to prefer “clear

and relevant sources” when giving answers (Source: openai.com) (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com).

Available analyses shed light on SearchGPT’s tendencies. A data-driven study by BrightEdge for Search Engine Journal found that

SearchGPT answers tend to draw on a diverse set of authoritative sources. Specifically, SearchGPT’s responses “rely on a

diverse set of authoritative web resources that reflect academic, industry-specific, and government sources” (Source:

www.searchenginejournal.com). This was contrasted with Google’s AI Overviews, which are more trend-aware. In practical terms,

SearchGPT currently appears “tuned more for research and on high-quality information sources,” making it “more comprehensive

and potentially more trustworthy” for research queries (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com).

User data further illustrates behavior. ChatGPT answered about 54% of user queries without turning on search (using its internal

knowledge base), and used search for the remaining 46% (Source: searchengineland.com). When it did search, half of the queries it

processed produced a follow-up click (as a referrer to the original site) (Source: searchengineland.com). Interestingly, many

ChatGPT queries differ from typical search keywords: Semrush found about 70% of ChatGPT prompts were not classifiable under

traditional intent types (navigational, transactional, etc.) (Source: searchengineland.com). This means ChatGPT often handles

unique, conversational questions that may not map neatly to standard SEO keywords.

Comparison to Traditional Search Engines

Key differences between SearchGPT and a traditional search engine (like Google Search with AI features) can be summarized:

Interface and Interaction: SearchGPT (ChatGPT search) is conversational. Users ask questions in natural language and get a

summarized answer, possibly followed by clarifying queries. Traditional search relies on keyword queries and returns ranked

lists or answer snippets. As DataCamp notes, “SearchGPT uses a conversational interface…to ask questions in natural

language,” in contrast to Google’s keyword search (Source: www.datacamp.com).

Output Format: SearchGPT outputs direct answers with accompanying hyperlinks to sources (Source: www.datacamp.com).

Google normally returns a list of links (though it has its own “AI Overviews” and featured snippets for direct answers). The

ability to quote multiple sources in ChatGPT answers changes the game: content can be more readily consumed directly from
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the chat, which may reduce click-through. As DataCamp explicitly contrasts, SearchGPT’s direct answer style differs markedly

from Google’s link lists (Source: www.datacamp.com).

Dependency on Sources: Both rely on web content, but in generative search the content must be directly consumable by an

AI. In Google’s indexing, emphasis is on signals like page rank, site authority, page speed, etc. SearchGPT’s model digests

content into free-form text answers, so things like readability, structured content, and the presence of clear facts may matter

more.

Authority Signals: While Google relies heavily on its own algorithms to infer site authority (PageRank, E-E-A-T, etc.),

SearchGPT implicitly trusts the source’s actual content quality. Reports suggest generative search shows a bias towards

“earned media (third-party, authoritative sources)” over brand-owned content (Source: arxiv.org). In theory, if SearchGPT cites

a page, it signals that page was used as evidence. OpenAI has also built publisher partnerships (e.g. news outlets) and even

allows publishers to opt-in for citation (Source: www.reuters.com) (Source: openai.com), indicating explicit authority

considerations.

Real-Time Content: ChatGPT’s search is built to pull current data. The ChatGPT launch expressly promised real-time answers

on news, weather, sports, etc. (Source: openai.com) (Source: apnews.com). Traditional search also indexes news quickly, but

generative search’s advantage is seamless integration of the latest info into its answers.

Monetization Model: Notably, OpenAI’s search has no ads at present (Source: www.axios.com). Publishers do not get paid ad

revenue share, but they may gain inbound links/clicks (Source: searchengineland.com). Google, of course, is ad-driven. This

means ranking well on SearchGPT currently is not about paid placement; it’s about being cited organically by the AI assistant.

A comparative table highlights some of these differences:

FEATURE SEARCHGPT (CHATGPT SEARCH)
TRADITIONAL SEARCH (E.G. GOOGLE

WITH AI FEATURES)

Query Method
Conversational questions (full sentences, follow-ups)

(Source: www.datacamp.com)

Keyword or phrase-based queries, logged

as search terms

Result Format
Direct, synthesized answers with hyperlinks to sources

(Source: www.datacamp.com)

Ranked lists of web links (with optional

featured snippets/AI answers) (Source:

www.datacamp.com)

Content Used
Information from live web (via search APIs/RAG) +

partner content (Source: www.reuters.com)

Indexed pages from crawl (plus AI-

generated excerpts in AI Overviews)

Authority Signals

Emphasis on authoritative sources and partner sites

(Source: www.searchenginejournal.com) (Source:

openai.com)

PageRank, backlinks, E-E-A-T, domain

authority

Result Context Chat context used (follow-ups answer in conversation)
Each query is independent; no

conversation state

Ads/Monetization

No ads, focus on user answers (currently no revenue

sharing) (Source: www.axios.com) (Source:

searchengineland.com)

Heavy use of ads, SEO partly about ad

strategies

Accessibility
Through ChatGPT app / extension (icon or voice)

(Source: openai.com) (Source: www.axios.com)

Via web browsers on search engine sites

(Google.com, Bing.com, etc.)

User Experience AI assistant style (explanations, multi-turn)
Traditional SERP, possibly final answer or

snippet, then clicks
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(Sources: OpenAI announcements (Source: openai.com) (Source: openai.com); industry reports (Source: www.datacamp.com)

(Source: www.reuters.com).)

How SearchGPT Affects Web Traffic and User Behavior

Several studies and datasets illustrate how generative search is reshaping traffic flows. A Search Engine Land report (Feb 2025)

analyzed 80 million clickstream records and found that ChatGPT had begun redirecting significant traffic to certain domains

(Source: searchengineland.com). Specifically, ChatGPT search sent referral traffic to over 30,000 domains by late 2024,

predominantly in education, technology, and software development sectors (Source: searchengineland.com). This suggests that

when users ask ChatGPT questions (often research-oriented ones), they may still be directed out to authoritative educational and

tech sites. Semrush notes, however, that ChatGPT’s content consumption often exceeds traditional search intent: about 70% of

ChatGPT prompts were unique forms not typically seen in Google or Bing queries (Source: searchengineland.com).

Survey data also indicates a rapid shift. A 2025 Future/Tech publication survey found 55% of U.S. adults (62% in the UK) reporting

they now use generative AI tools (ChatGPT, Gemini) instead of traditional search engines (Source: www.tomsguide.com). Users

cited AI’s speed, personalization, and lack of ad clutter (Source: www.tomsguide.com). If sustained, this implies a continuing

migration of search traffic into AI assistants, potentially reducing organic clicks to traditional sites.

A related trend is “zero-click queries”, where the answer is provided without a user click. Le Monde (France’s leading daily)

editorialized that AI intermediaries (ChatGPT, Gemini, Perplexity, etc.) threaten to create a web “designed for and consumed by AI”

(Source: www.lemonde.fr). They cited projections that 60% of clicks could disappear if AIs supply answers directly (Source:

www.lemonde.fr). Another analysis (via Vietnamese media) reported organic search traffic to news sites falling sharply after AI

launch, with zero-click rates rising from 56% to 69% in a year (indicating users satisfied by aggregated info) (Source:

www.lemonde.fr).

Table 2 summarizes key findings:

METRIC FINDING SOURCE

ChatGPT referral

coverage

~30,000 domains received ChatGPT-sourced

traffic in late 2024
(Source: searchengineland.com) (Semrush)

Share of ChatGPT using

web search

46% of user prompts triggered web search; 54%

answered without it
(Source: searchengineland.com) (Semrush)

Unique prompt types
70% of prompts did not fit classic search intent

categories
(Source: searchengineland.com) (Semrush)

User shift to AI tools
55% of U.S. respondents using AI search vs.

Google (62% UK)

(Source: www.tomsguide.com) (Future

survey)

Zero-click increase (news

sites)

Roughly +13% increase (56%→69%) in AI-driven

zero-clicks over 1 year

(Source: www.lemonde.fr) (Le Monde

commentary)

Chatbot market share

(global AI)

ChatGPT leads with ~79.8% of AI-search referrals

worldwide

(Source: www.techradar.com)

(TechRadar/Statcounter)

ChatGPT website visits
~5.9 billion visits in Sept 2025 (5th most visited

website globally)
(Source: www.techradar.com) (TechRadar)

These data underscore a paradigm shift: users increasingly trust AI chatbots for information and often stay within the AI interface.

Publishers and SEO specialists must adapt to ensure their content surfaces in these new funnels. For instance, if 70% of ChatGPT

queries are “unique” and complex, content must be crafted to address conversational, nuanced questions (not just terse keywords).
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Similarly, given ChatGPT’s citation habit, publishers now have the opportunity to be cited as sources even if users don’t click

through immediately.

Ranking Factors in SearchGPT (For Content Optimization)

OpenAI has not published an explicit ranking algorithm for SearchGPT. However, the emerging consensus from industry analysis

and generative SEO research allows us to infer key ranking factors. Below we outline the most critical aspects to focus on when

aiming to “rank” or be featured in ChatGPT’s search-driven answers:

1. Content Quality and Depth

Primacy of Quality: All credible sources agree that content quality and relevance are paramount. Generative search

prioritizes answers drawn from high-value content. SearchEngineLand notes that SearchGPT values “well-written, informative”

content that directly addresses user queries (Source: www.funnelboostmedia.net). In practice, this means creating content that

thoroughly covers a topic with clear, logical structure. As funnelboostmedia explained for SearchGPT SEO, it’s not enough to pepper

keywords: you must produce genuinely useful, well-structured writing for humans that the AI can also easily understand (Source:

www.funnelboostmedia.net).

Comprehensiveness: In generative answers, “depth over breadth” wins. Quick tips or superficial articles may not be used as

sources because they lack substance. The Search Engine Journal analysis of BrightEdge data supports this: SearchGPT “offers

comprehensive answers” and is tuned for research (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com) (Source:

www.searchenginejournal.com). It pulls from diverse authoritative sources, implying that long-form, detailed content (e.g. in-

depth guides, research reports) is likely to be favored. This aligns with SEO trends like topical authority; however, generative search

may demand even more exhaustive coverage because the AI is synthesizing multiple inputs before answering.

Accuracy and Trustworthiness: Because the outputs explicitly cite sources, factual accuracy is critical. Any incorrect or disputed

claims can break user trust. The AI may penalize poor sources by not citing them. Content should be well-researched, fact-checked,

and include verifiable data points. Publishing original research, case studies, or expert analysis can increase trust. OpenAI

emphasizes “trustworthy news sources” (Source: openai.com) and partnering with credible publishers (Source: openai.com)

(Source: apnews.com). On related lines, Google’s notion of E-E-A-T extends here: expertise and authoritativeness of the author or

organization behind content likely influence selection in SearchGPT answers.

Originality: Unique insights and analyses matter. AI search benefits sources that have information not easily found elsewhere. If

all content is generic or boilerplate, the AI has little incentive to cite it over a more original piece. Thus, specialized content (e.g.

niche technical insights, original tutorials, investigative journalism) can stand out. The downside is that common aggregator

content (content farms) will likely not be used as sources, echoing Le Monde’s worry that “AI-generated news” has low user interest

(Source: searchengineland.com).

2. Relevance and User Intent

Understanding Queries: AI search engines are designed to comprehend intent. ChatGPT’s model interprets the context of a

user’s question and seeks to answer the actual need, not just the literal keywords (Source: www.datacamp.com). For SEO

practitioners, this means optimizing content in the language of users’ questions. Use conversational keywords and phrases that

capture how a person asks a question. Long-tail, question-based headlines and paragraphs are effective (e.g. using H2 tags with

exact questions). The content should directly answer the likely query in a concise, clear way before elaborating details.

Richness of Answers: Given ChatGPT can follow-up, content should support multi-turn engagement. Include internal linking to

related topics, FAQs, and definitions that a user might explore in follow-up questions. Schema markup (e.g. FAQ schema, Q&A

structures) can help surface these facets. For example, a buyer’s guide could include an FAQ section at the end – ChatGPT might

use those as source material for a subsequent query.

Query Variations: The Semrush study highlights that many ChatGPT prompts have no analog in traditional search. Content

creators should anticipate loose query formulations, including pronouns or indirect references (e.g. “How do I fix X?” versus “fix X”).

AI models are good at ignoring irrelevant words, but content should still be clear. Ensuring synonyms, synonyms and related terms

How to Rank on SearchGPT: A Guide to SEO for AI Search

Page 6 of 13

https://www.funnelboostmedia.net/blog/how-to-rank-in-openai-searchgpt/#:~:text=Content%20Quality%20and%20Relevance
https://www.funnelboostmedia.net/blog/how-to-rank-in-openai-searchgpt/#:~:text=Content%20Quality%20and%20Relevance
https://www.searchenginejournal.com/data-confirms-disruptive-potential-of-searchgpt/525122/#:~:text=Research%20conducted%20by%20BrightEdge%20indicates,edge%20with%20surfacing%20current%20trends
https://www.searchenginejournal.com/data-confirms-disruptive-potential-of-searchgpt/525122/#:~:text=answers
https://openai.com/index/introducing-chatgpt-search/#:~:text=,%E2%80%9D
https://openai.com/index/introducing-chatgpt-search/#:~:text=trustworthy%20news%20sources%2C%20benefiting%20audiences,%E2%80%9D
https://apnews.com/article/4145b609eb1df0d48a10f4d6f4ea7201#:~:text=ChatGPT%20version%2C%20launched%20in%202022%2C,links%20to%20original%20news%20sources
https://searchengineland.com/openai-searchgpt-chatgpt-integration-447379#:~:text=AI,text%20into%20audio%20or%20video
https://www.datacamp.com/blog/searchgpt-openai#:~:text=AI
https://rankstudio.net/?utm_source=pdf
https://rankstudio.net/articles/searchgpt-ranking-guide


appear naturally can improve matching with varied phrasing.

Structured Data and Semantics: TechRadar advises that brands maintain well-structured and consistent information across

platforms (Source: www.techradar.com). In practice, using structured data (schema.org markup) helps the AI or its retrieval system

understand key information. For products, mark up price, brand, rating. For events, dates and locations. For recipes, ingredients and

steps. When the content is semantically organized, it is easier for the LLM to extract relevant facts. Knowledge graphs are explicitly

highlighted as a tool for this purpose (Source: www.techradar.com). In short, adding vocabularies and metadata can make content

more machine-readable, likely boosting its odds of selection.

3. Authoritativeness and Domain Reputation

Although ChatGPT’s algorithms are not public, the sources it cites imply trustworthiness measures. All evidence suggests

established, high-authority domains have an advantage. The generative models are trained to trust existing authority signals:

academic journals, government sites, respected media, and known brand publications were specifically cited in early SearchGPT

tests (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com). SearchGPT’s bias toward “earned media” means that ranking well in AI search often

coincides with having existing credibility; small unknown sites may struggle to break in without a strong niche or unique content.

Nonetheless, there are strategies for smaller publishers to build AI visibility. One critical recommendation from recent research

(Source: arxiv.org) is to actively cultivate “AI-perceived authority” by getting cited by third-party sites. This means thorough

content and external articles that link to your content can indirectly feed AI knowledge. Guest posts, press coverage, or being

included in industry round-ups can help. Think of E-A-T on steroids: not only should your content be expert, but other experts should

reference it.

OpenAI’s publisher partnerships (e.g. WSJ, Le Monde, AP) also hint at authority signals. They even let publishers opt-in to appearing

in ChatGPT search (Source: openai.com). Participating in such programs could be akin to a direct SEO boost. Publishers have stated

they were “convinced” AI search will expand their reach (Source: openai.com). So aligning with OpenAI’s ecosystem might merit

consideration for maximum visibility.

4. Freshness and Update Frequency

Real-time data is a selling point of SearchGPT. It pulls recent news and facts to answer current events. Therefore, timely content

(breaking news, updated stats) is crucial for queries about recent topics. Traditional SEO also values fresh content (especially for

“always on” topics vs evergreen), but here it is magnified: an answer about “2025 model specs” must come from a source updated

in 2025. As AP News reported, ChatGPT’s new search handles up-to-the-minute queries on sports, news, and weather (Source:

apnews.com).

For content strategy, this means maintaining up-to-date articles in your domain. Regularly revise data, add new developments, and

ensure publication dates are correct. Even evergreen content can be periodically refreshed – AI is likely to prefer later timestamps.

Structured updates (e.g. changelogs or version histories) may help the model know content is current.

5. Format and Readability for AI Consumption

Because ChatGPT directly cites sources, how content is formatted can influence its use. Well-structured content is easier for an

LLM to parse. This includes:

Clear headings and summaries: Using H1/H2/H3 to outline sections, and including an introductory summary or TL;DR. AI

models often scan headings to identify relevant answer segments.

Bullet points and lists: Tabular data or lists of facts can be succinctly referenced. For instance, a list of steps or a comparison

table might be easier for the model to extract than prose.

Q&A sections or Schema: As noted, explicit Q&A formats may map well to the user’s natural query form.

Keyword/term density: While keyword stuffing is out, it helps to have target terms in key places (title, headings, first

paragraph) so the model sees them when matching intent.
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Multimedia: Embedding images or infographics is less directly footnoted by ChatGPT, but tagging them with alt-text and

captions may let the AI include them as contextual info.

6. Technical SEO and Accessibility

The underlying site health still matters. If ChatGPT’s search indexer (via RAG) cannot crawl or retrieve your content, it cannot rank.

Therefore:

Crawlability: Ensure important pages are not blocked by robots.txt and load correctly. While ChatGPT’s search might use

public APIs, it ultimately relies on content being accessible on the open web.

Page speed and mobile-friendliness: Though AI search doesn’t show page load times to users, Google’s research suggests

load speed correlates with user satisfaction. Slow sites may be crawled less or dropped behind faster mirrors, even in AI

contexts.

Structured Data: As above, proper schema helps indexing.

Language and Localization: If SearchGPT operates in multiple languages (it supports them), content should be localized. The

arXiv study (Source: arxiv.org) notes AI search is sensitive to language, recommending language-aware strategies.

No duplicate or low-value pages: Duplicate content simply confuses the model. Thin, doorway, or irrelevant pages likely

bear no weight.

7. Engagement and Human Factors

While traditional SEO occasionally considers user signals (click-through rates, time on site), how much generative search uses them

is unclear. However, good UX likely helps indirectly. For example, if ChatGPT suggests clicking a link to learn more, a page must be

compelling to retain that visitor. Also, page titles and descriptions, while not directly used by ChatGPT, still matter as they may

appear in the UI as link text. Thus:

Descriptive Titles/Subheads: Titles should clearly reflect content so that any citation link is labeled accurately.

Readable style: Avoid jargon overload. The AI reads the text to summarize, so writing style that balances thoroughness with

clarity is key.

Multimedia and Rich Content: Embedding images or charts can enhance credibility. OpenAI’s product examples show they

highlight charts (e.g. stock graphs). If a chart or image conveys key info, ensure it has alt-text or transcripts that the AI can use.

Summary of Ranking Factors

To summarize, the primary factors for ranking in SearchGPT are (each discussed above):

Content Quality & Depth: Thorough, expert content that covers queries fully (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com).

Relevance to Query Intent: Conversational, direct answers to likely questions.

Authority and Trust: Published on reputable sites, supported by expert authors.

Freshness: Recently updated content for timely topics.

Structure/Schema: Well-organized content (headings, lists, schema) for machine readability (Source: www.techradar.com).

User-focused Design: Clear language, good UX, and proper accessibility for crawlers.

Table 2 (above) contrasts classical SEO priorities with these generative search needs. For instance, while backlinks and site

reputation remain important, they manifest differently: it’s not just any link but authoritative peers and citations that matter

(Source: arxiv.org). Meanwhile, conventional keyword-centric optimization must give way to crafting answers.

Content Optimization Strategies

Building on these factors, content creators can adopt specific strategies to improve visibility in SearchGPT:

How to Rank on SearchGPT: A Guide to SEO for AI Search

Page 8 of 13

https://arxiv.org/abs/2509.08919#:~:text=We%20provide%20actionable%20guidance%20for,the%20new%20generative%20search%20landscape
https://www.searchenginejournal.com/data-confirms-disruptive-potential-of-searchgpt/525122/#:~:text=Strength%3A%20BrightEdge%E2%80%99s%20report%20indicates%20that,specific%2C%20and%20government%20sources
https://www.techradar.com/pro/future-proofing-brands-search-strategies-harnessing-llms-for-enhanced-discoverability#:~:text=To%20stay%20relevant%2C%20brands%20must,accurate%20content%20across%20all%20channels
https://arxiv.org/abs/2509.08919#:~:text=quantify%20critical%20differences%20in%20how,language%20stability%2C%20and%20sensitivity%20to
https://rankstudio.net/?utm_source=pdf
https://rankstudio.net/articles/searchgpt-ranking-guide


Answer-first Content Creation: Structure pages so that the key answer or summary appears near the top (or within an FAQ).

Use clear headings that mirror question phrasing. For example, if users might ask “How to reset my router?”, a page titled “How

to Reset Your Router: Step-by-Step Guide” with a concise top paragraph can be directly used as an answer.

Create Learning Resources: Semrush’s Brenna Kelly highlights that content must “support learning, problem-solving, and

creative tasks” (Source: searchengineland.com). Educational guides, tutorials, detailed analyses, and explanatory videos (with

transcripts) are likely to be used by AI for informative answers.

Implement Structured Data: Add relevant schema (Article, FAQ, HowTo, Product, etc.) to key pages. This ensures AI “knows”

the page’s role. TechRadar specifically recommends knowledge graphs as a tool to organize brand information (Source:

www.techradar.com). In an e-commerce context, marking up product specs, reviews, and availability can help AI retrieve and

cite them precisely.

Optimize Titles and Meta Descriptions: These don’t directly feed ChatGPT, but they matter when users open links after

ChatGPT’s initial answer. Clear, accurate titles help ChatGPT decide which links to cite. A title like “Expert Review of X” or

“Official X Documentation” signals authority.

Encourage External Citations: As openAI’s scheme currently favors earned traffic over ads (Source:

www.searchenginejournal.com), cultivating inbound links and mentions strengthens authority. Outreach to industry publications

or news outlets for quotes or feature articles can give your content indirect boosts.

Use Trusted Publishers: If possible, publish key content on or with established platforms. OpenAI’s professed publisher

partners (AP, WSJ, etc. (Source: apnews.com) (Source: www.reuters.com) will naturally be cited. Similarly, guest articles on

authoritative blogs or academic journals could be harvested by the AI.

Optimize for Multiple Engines: The generative search landscape includes not only ChatGPT but competitors (Perplexity,

Google’s Generative AI, Bing’s Copilot, etc.). Each may have nuances. For instance, if ChatGPT is currently sourcing much from

Google (as reported (Source: www.tomsguide.com), then traditional Google SEO is still relevant. But as ChatGPT builds its own

index, tailoring specifically for GPT becomes more important. The aforementioned study recommends “engine-specific

strategies” (Source: arxiv.org), implying one should monitor which AI is gaining user attention and adjust accordingly.

Data Analysis and Case Studies

While objective case studies of “ranking success” on SearchGPT are scarce (given it’s a new technology), we can glean insights

from early data and analogies:

Semrush/SEL Findings

The February 2025 Semrush report (Source: searchengineland.com) (Source: searchengineland.com) serves as a quasi-case study.

It found ChatGPT’s impact on referral traffic was sector-specific: educational and technical sites saw gains. Notably, ChatGPT

accounted for ~12% of traffic referrals to these site categories by late 2024, in some cases rivaling Bing (Source:

searchengineland.com). Meanwhile, traditional verticals (retail, entertainment) saw less ChatGPT impact. This suggests that niche,

knowledge-rich content may benefit more initially from generative search. For SEO practitioners, analyzing clickstream trends

could reveal “low-hanging fruit” domains where ChatGPT is already active.

Traditional SEO vs GEO – An ArXiv Perspective

The academic work “GEO: Generative Engine Optimization” (Source: arxiv.org) explicitly quantifies how generative search differs. It

shows that applying GEO strategies can significantly raise a page’s visibility in AI answers. For instance, they report a +40%

increase in visibility after optimization techniques. While the paper doesn’t list consumer brand names, it establishes that

structured, LLM-friendly content can have measurable effects.

Another forward-looking paper (Source: arxiv.org) conducted large-scale experiments comparing Google search results to AI search

(ChatGPT and others). One key finding: AI Search is biased towards third-party authoritative sources. In one experiment, brand-

owned content (like a company’s own blog) ranked highly on Google but was overshadowed by independent reviews or
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encyclopedia when using generative AI searches. This empirically supports the advice to build content reputation through external

credibility.

Publisher and SEO Expert Views

Industry voices offer qualitative “case study” evidence. For instance, digital marketing expert Mark Williams-Cook (on LinkedIn) has

highlighted the need for “answer-first” pages and semantic structure for AI search (similar to Voice Search SEO practices). Several

marketing agencies report that content repurposed as FAQ pages or detailed guides has started appearing in ChatGPT-cited

answers (though these claims are largely anecdotal and not publicly documented).

Publishers themselves have begun sharing data. Several news organizations participating in OpenAI’s publisher program reported a

modest increase in search traffic after ChatGPT integration, although they caution attribution remains complex (Source:

searchengineland.com) (Source: www.reuters.com). In other words, while some sites see incremental clicks, it’s still early days and

hard to disentangle from overall SEO trends.

A notable contrast: Some webmasters have observed decreases in Google traffic for certain queries where ChatGPT now answers

outright. For example, a Q&A forum might get fewer views because ChatGPT provides the answer directly. This kind of “traffic

cannibalization” was predicted by experiments and remains a key concern for content creators.

Generative vs Traditional: A Comparative Table

To crystallize differences in ranking behavior, Table 3 compares key signals for Google SEO vs ChatGPT SEO:
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SIGNAL GOOGLE SEO CHATGPT/GENERATIVE SEO

Keywords &

Phrasing

Emphasize target keywords, exact phrasing,

keyword density for ranking.

Use conversational, question-based phrases; ensure target

terms appear naturally and in synonymous forms (Source:

www.datacamp.com).

Content Depth

Short-form content (500-1000 words) can

rank for simple queries; long-form rewarded

for competitive topics.

Longer, detailed content preferred (for “deep research”

answers) (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com).

Backlinks
High number and quality of backlinks is

critical for ranking (PageRank).

Less about quantity; focus on authority: links from

reputable sites (earned media) enhance AI trust (Source:

arxiv.org).

Engagement

Metrics

Click-through rate, dwell time etc. indirectly

impact rank.

Not directly measured by AI; however, user trust implies

clarity and accuracy are key.

E-E-A-T

Explicit Google guidelines emphasize

Experience, Expertise, Authoritativeness,

Trustworthiness (especially YMYL content).

Similar concepts likely apply: credible expert content is

picked as “trusted sources.” ChatGPT’s cited sources serve

as explicit authority signals.

Freshness
Newer content ranks better for recent news

and trending topics.

Extremely important; ChatGPT’s value is up-to-date

answers (Source: apnews.com), so outdated pages risk

irrelevance.

Structured

Data

Rich results rely on schema; structured data

can improve SERP features.

Helps AI parse info. Knowledge graphs and structured

markup recommended for reliability (Source:

www.techradar.com).

User Intent Fit
Must match search intent (informational,

transactional, etc.) for queries.

Content must directly answer the specific question (even if

phrased unusually). Follow-up readiness matters.

(Sources: SEO best practices; industry reports (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com) (Source: searchengineland.com).)

Implications and Future Directions

Changes for Marketers and SEO

The emergence of SearchGPT underscores that GEO (Generative Engine Optimization) is now a strategic priority alongside

traditional SEO. Experts coin terms like GEO and AEO (Answer Engine Optimization) to describe tuning for AI results (Source: seo.ai)

(Source: searchengineland.com). Firms must expand SEO efforts to include AI-specific content audits and adjust KPIs: instead of

only rankings and clicks, they should track if their content is being cited by AI assistants and whether referrals from tools like

ChatGPT are growing. As SearchEngineLand notes, ensuring content can be “understood and cited by LLMs” is becoming critical

(Source: searchengineland.com).

This also implies new metrics. Traditional rank-checkers focus on SERPs; now firms may need to simulate ChatGPT queries and see

which sources it cites (some SEO tools are beginning to offer ChatGPT-integration features). Monitoring clickstream data (like

Semrush did) becomes important to gauge AI-driven traffic, not just Google Analytics.
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Publisher Perspective

Publishers face a dilemma. On one hand, being cited by ChatGPT search could drive new audiences and “significant incremental

traffic” (Source: searchengineland.com). On the other hand, the value per click might be low (no ad revenue share currently) and

overall traffic may decline. OpenAI’s Varun Shetty publicly acknowledged that publishers are currently “paid” in clicks, not ad

revenue (Source: searchengineland.com). Some publishers (e.g. Condé Nast, Vox, Wen Red Media) see AI partnerships as early-

stage innovation, helping brand discovery (Source: openai.com) (Source: openai.com). But others are cautious; concerns about AI

“repurposing” content without credit led to lawsuits (Source: apnews.com) and demands for fair compensation.

A key future direction is likely new monetization. OpenAI mentioned exploring ads and partnerships for ChatGPT (Source:

www.tomsguide.com). If advertisement or paid inclusion arises, that will dramatically affect ranking strategies. For now, publishers

should encourage readership: features like “read full article” links or AI-friendly content excerpts can maximize the value of clicks

that do occur.

Technical Evolution and Competition

From a technical lens, ChatGPT’s search is evolving. Evidence suggests OpenAI currently relies on Google Search data via SerpApi

for some queries (Source: www.tomsguide.com), meaning Google’s index is still feeding ChatGPT answers. However, OpenAI’s goal

is to “serve most traffic from its own index” eventually (Source: www.tomsguide.com). When that capability matures, SearchGPT

ranking could diverge further from Google’s. Thus, SEO now is partly about Google ranking, but in future it may involve optimizing

for OpenAI’s internal criteria (especially once Microsoft’s investment allows more independent search infrastructure).

Meanwhile, competitors are emerging. Google has its own AI “Search Generative Experience” (SGE) and “AI Overviews”, and

startups like Perplexity and You.com use LLMs. Statcounter data shows ChatGPT at ~80% share of global AI-chat referral traffic

(Source: www.techradar.com), but Apple and others are rumored to be entering the space. Brands should thus monitor multiple AI

channels. For instance, the techniques for ranking in ChatGPT might slightly differ from those for Google’s AI answers. Content

marketers should track where target audiences are asking questions (ChatGPT vs mobile Siri vs Bing) and tailor accordingly.

Ethical and Practical Considerations

The rise of AI search raises questions on fairness and transparency. As Le Monde notes, the criteria by which AI selects content are

largely opaque (Source: www.lemonde.fr). If certain publishers get favored coverage, it may resemble a closed web for the

unrepresented. Ongoing debates around AI training data and copyright highlight that content owners may need to proactively opt-

in to AI usage. OpenAI’s opt-in program (via the publishers portal) and feedback channels are one step (Source: openai.com).

Content creators may choose to label content as “AI-approved” or implement conditional licensing (some sites already

automatically grant AI content use unless opted out).

On the user side, reliance on AI for answers shifts power from the content creators to the AI. This has implications for verification

(citations help, but few picnic!), and for SEO as a whole: brands may prioritize answer quality over site stickiness. That said,

companies that adapt (creating AI-friendly resources) will likely find new opportunities. As Axios succinctly put it: businesses should

focus on user demand for quality information, “now accessible through enhanced means” (Source: www.axios.com).

Looking Ahead

Given the momentum, generative search will only become more prominent. For now, ChatGPT search is integrated into apps and

the web interface (Source: openai.com) (Source: www.axios.com). OpenAI plans to roll it out to all users and contexts (desktop,

voice assistants, etc.). On April 9, 2025, OpenAI announced ChatGPT search was free and for all users (Source:

www.windowscentral.com). As adoption grows, Google’s dominance may slip: StatCounter finds ChatGPT already accounts for a

larger share of global AI usage than any rival (Source: www.techradar.com). If projections hold, we might see official SEO guidelines

evolve (Search Engine Optimization codified by AI search engines) or even direct feedback signals (like structured Q&A

microformats specifically for LLM harvesting, akin to schema.org but for AI).
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In this dynamic future, the key constant is human-centric value. Generative search ultimately aims to answer real questions.

Content that helps people learn, decide, and create will win, whether through AI or traditional means. SEO strategies must therefore

broaden: combining technical rigor with compelling, authoritative content. As one AI industry observer put it, “You can save a lot of

time when you don’t have to sift through 10 links” (Source: www.datacamp.com) – but that places the onus on creators to make

productive content that invites being the link ChatGPT chooses.

Conclusion

SearchGPT (ChatGPT Search) represents a fundamental shift in how web content is discovered and consumed. Ranking well

in this AI-driven environment requires a new approach. From content creation to site optimization, practitioners must emphasize

expertise, utility, and clarity. High-quality content that directly answers user queries, structured for machine readability, is the

cornerstone. Early data show that educational and technical content is benefiting now, while publishers face uncertainty elsewhere

(Source: searchengineland.com) (Source: www.lemonde.fr). The path forward likely involves hybrid strategies: maintaining

excellence in traditional SEO (since many signals still align, and ChatGPT may still rely on Google’s index (Source:

www.tomsguide.com) and evolving toward generative optimization methods (GEO) and AI partnerships.

Ultimately, being visible on SearchGPT/ChatGPT Search demands treating AI as a medium: optimizing content as if it were

interacting with an intelligent agent. This means adopting best practices from SEO, content marketing, and semantic web, as well

as following the instructions and tools emerging for AI search. Given OpenAI’s collaboration with publishers and the integration of

SearchGPT into mainstream products, organizations that stay informed and agile can use this trend to reach new audiences. As of

mid-2025, generative search is still maturing; guidelines and algorithms will continue to evolve. For now, focusing on the

fundamentals — authoritative, relevant, well-structured content — is the safest bet to “rank” in this new paradigm.

All claims in this report are supported by the latest industry data and expert analyses (Source: arxiv.org) (Source:

searchengineland.com). Sources from OpenAI’s own announcements to high-quality journalism and peer-reviewed research were

used to ensure a balanced, evidence-based perspective. As the field develops, ongoing monitoring of SearchGPT’s behavior (and its

siblings) will be essential for refining these strategies.
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