
If you’ve been scraping the surface of search marketing lately, linkedin.com you’ve probably bumped into the term
AEO. It’s being thrown around like the next big thing in SEO, but what does it actually mean, and how is it
different from traditional SEO that we all know and (sometimes) love? Spoiler: it’s not a rebrand or just another
acronym to add to your pitch deck.

In this post, we’re breaking down AEO vs SEO, touching on Google AI Overviews, featured snippets, and what
it really means for marketers in 2026. Plus, how agencies can deliver programs that move the needle—not just
vanity metrics or vague “visibility improvements.”

What Is AEO and Why It Matters in 2026
AEO stands for Answer Engine Optimization. At its core, it’s about optimizing content so that it doesn’t just rank
in traditional search results, but performs well within what Google calls “answer engines.” These are the layers of
search where users get immediate answers, summaries, and overviews—think featured snippets, knowledge
panels, and most importantly in 2026, AI-generated summaries like Google AI Overviews.

With the rise of AI-powered search interfaces, AEO is about structuring content to become the *source* that AI
systems rely on when synthesizing answers. This isn't just about being on page one anymore—it’s about being the
data source that powers the very answer Google provides directly.

Why does this matter now? Because search has evolved from list-based results to dynamic, conversational, and
answer-oriented interactions. People want quick, concise answers. AI Overviews on Google Search, for example,
now provide users with synthesized summaries based on multiple sources. Optimizing for this means you’re not
just chasing keywords—you’re crafting content that feeds AI's appetite for clear, credible, and structured
information.

AEO vs SEO vs GEO - Cutting Through the Jargon
Term Definition Focus Typical Deliverables Why It Matters SEO (Search Engine Optimization) Traditional practice of
optimizing web content to rank higher in search engine results pages (SERPs) Keywords, backlinks, on-page SEO,
technical SEO Keyword targeting, link building, site audits Drives organic traffic and visibility on search engines
AEO (Answer Engine Optimization) Optimizing content to be used by AI-driven answer engines for direct answers
and snippets Structured data, content clarity, authoritative sourcing Schema markup, FAQ optimization, snippet
targeting, authoritative content creation Gets content chosen as the direct answer in AI-driven search experiences
GEO (Google Experience Optimization)* Less common term; sometimes used to refer to optimizing UX/UI and
engagement signals on Google platforms User experience, engagement metrics, mobile friendliness Speed
optimization, UI improvements, content readability Improves user satisfaction and indirectly boosts rankings

*Heads up: GEO isn’t widely standardized. Watch out for agencies throwing it around without clarification.

How Answer Engines Choose Sources
This is where the rubber meets the road. The difference between AEO and traditional SEO boils down to how
Google and other AI-powered engines pick their answers.

Google's AI Overviews and featured snippets are selected through complex algorithms that prioritize:

Relevance: Does your content directly answer the query in a clear and concise way?
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Authority: Is the source trustworthy, well-cited, and domain authoritative?

Structure: Is your content formatted with proper headers, lists, and schema markup to make it easy for AI to
extract meaningful answers?

Freshness: Is the content up-to-date, accurately reflecting current information?

Google’s AI models synthesize information from multiple sources to create Overviews. If your content is structured
and authoritative enough, it becomes part of that synthesis.

One big mistake agencies make is focusing purely on keywords and backlinks without ensuring the content can be
“read” properly by AI systems. AI doesn’t love jargon-heavy paragraphs or overly complex content structures. It
wants plain English, clear sections, and factually solid information.

Examples of AEO in Action

Well-structured FAQ pages that directly answer common user questions with proper schema markup.

Concise blog posts that break down complex topics into bullet points and tables.

Authoritative guides that get cited in Google AI Overviews and featured snippets.



Agency Deliverables That Actually Move the Needle in AEO & SEO
Let’s call out what you should *really* expect from agencies pitching AEO or SEO services in 2026. If they avoid
vague promises like “improved visibility” or “better rankings” without specifics, that’s your first green flag.

1. Content Optimization for AI and Humans

This means delivering:

Content repurposed into clear, structured formats (FAQs, tables, bulleted lists).

Updated on-page SEO with a focus on directly answering user intents.

Schema markup implementation, especially FAQ and Q&A schema.

2. Targeted Snippet Opportunity Research

A simple keyword report won’t cut it anymore. Agencies need to identify queries that are ripe for featured snippets
and AI Overviews, then craft content designed to win those specific spots.

3. Authoritative Link Building, Not Spammy Backlinks

Authority still matters. Agencies should focus on earning links from trusted sites and relevant sources to build
credibility, which AI engines favor when choosing answer sources.

4. Transparent Reporting with Real Impact Metrics

Forget “visibility improvements.” Ask for:

Changes in featured snippet ownership.

Increases in implied answer box impressions and clicks.

Usage metrics on AI-generated answers where measurable.

5. Continual Optimization Based on Search Evolution

Google’s AI Overviews and featured snippet algorithms evolve monthly. The agency should have a plan to monitor
these changes and update strategies accordingly—no one-and-done content dumps.

Wrapping Up: Cutting Through the Noise
If your vendor is still promising “#1 rankings” or “better visibility” without a plan for how your content can become
the go-to source in AI Overviews or answer engines, it’s time to ask tougher questions. The real difference
between AEO vs SEO is the mindset shift needed in 2026:

Optimize for answers, not just rankings.

Structure content for AI readability and authority.

Demand clear deliverables that focus on snippet wins and AI overview presence.

The future of search marketing is no longer just competitive positioning on 10 blue links but owning the single
source of truth Google trusts to answer real user questions instantly. Embrace AEO alongside SEO, or get left
behind.


