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Evolving search strategy for
Multi-Location Brands in the
AI & Zero Click Era
Between August and October 2025, Google’s evolution of AI Mode, enhanced by Gemini 2.5, and the rollout 

of AI Max for Search accelerated a fundamental shift in how people discover, evaluate, and act on 

information. The search results page has become an interactive destination, not just a pathway to websites. 

Simultaneously, more than 60% of all searches now end without a click, ushering in the “zero-click era.”

For multi-location and franchise systems, this new landscape demands a transformation in how success is 

defined. Visibility must be earned within AI responses, not only on the traditional ten-blue-links page. Paid 

and organic search must converge into a unified system that values impression-level engagement, local 

authority, and conversion efficiency.

Drawing on more than two decades of experience helping enterprise and franchise brands navigate every 

major digital inflection point, our Location3 team published an extensive white paper on the fast-moving 

changes in search marketing in July 2025, which can be downloaded here. This white paper is intended to 

further assist multi-unit brands in continuing to build an enhanced framework for thriving in the AI-driven, 

“zero-click” era, where context replaces keywords, visibility begins inside AI answers, and local data integrity 

determines whether your brand is found, trusted, and chosen.

In the few short months since we published our first white paper on Google’s AI Overviews, Google’s AI Mode 

has evolved from experimental overlay to default search interface. With September 2025’s visual update, users 

can pair text and image prompts (“modern kitchen remodel ideas”) and instantly receive visual inspiration, 

AI-generated summaries, and shoppable results.

These multimodal experiences, powered by Gemini 2.5 Flash, let Google interpret context, tone, and intent 

simultaneously. AI Max for Search extends this ecosystem by embedding paid placements directly into 

AI-generated responses. Brands are no longer confined to the static SERP, ads, citations, and AI answers now 

coexist. In Location3 testing, we’ve observed that while click volume has seen areas of decline, conversion rate 

per click increases when AI-surface interactions represent deeper-funnel intent.

Success in this new environment depends on entity-level optimization, ensuring brand, category, and local data 

are consistent, structured, and authoritative. Schema markup, verified business profiles, and strong visual assets 

allow AI systems to “understand” a brand’s trustworthiness. The takeaway? Visibility is now even more 

contextual. To appear within AI results, brands must connect their structured data, creative assets, and local 

signals into a unified identity that machines can recognize and recommend confidently.

The Ongoing Evolution of Search: 
AI Mode & AI Max

http://https://marketing.localact.com/acton/attachment/45640/f-c3878a94-692d-41d0-a2d4-b8de2d1013f2/1/-/-/-/-/Location3_WhitePaper_Adapting%20to%20Google%20AI%20Overviews.pdf


The Zero-Click Era:
A Paradigm Shift in Search Behavior

Building for AI:  
From SEO to Answer Engine Optimization

Independent analyses show that most searches no longer end in a click. SparkToro’s 2024 study found 

roughly 58–59% of U.S. searches conclude without a site visit. Search Engine Land’s 2025 report shows 

organic click share dropping to ~40%. These “zero-click” experiences where AI Overviews, map packs, 

featured snippets, and knowledge panels deliver answers instantly, are redefining what success looks like. 

For multi-unit brands, the implication is clear: being mentioned is now as valuable as being clicked. A 

franchise cited within an AI Overview or local pack gains visibility and trust, even without traffic. The SERP 

itself functions as a digital storefront, where impressions can drive awareness, calls, and direction requests.

However, zero-click behaviors disrupt feedback loops. Traditional metrics like click-through rate, bounce rate, 

and time on site no longer reflect influence. Marketers must pivot toward in-SERP engagement: phone taps, 

bookings, reviews, and map interactions. So where should you start? Audit your brand’s presence across 

answer surfaces. Optimize descriptions, FAQs, and multimedia so AI Overviews consistently cite your 

locations. Treat impressions and citations as brand equity, not vanity metrics. The goal is to own visibility 

moments, not just website visits.

Traditional SEO targets ranking; Answer Engine Optimization (AEO) targets selection. AI systems now 

decide which snippets, entities, and businesses to include in synthesized answers. Success depends on 

clarity, structure, and credibility. In our previous white paper, we recommended implementing a dual-layer 

strategy. Brands and businesses should strongly consider developing the following:

   
•	 concise, structured responses (50–120 words) that directly answer specific queries. Use schema 

FAQPage, LocalBusiness, and Review markup so AI can parse data precisely. 

•	 narrative content that conveys expertise, human experience, and proof. Combine franchisee                 

testimonials, authentic photography, and data-backed insights to strengthen E-E-A-T (Experience,          

Expertise, Authoritativeness, Trustworthiness).

To operationalize this at scale, it’s also important to maintain consistent naming conventions, coordinates, 

and service taxonomies across locations. Interlink brand, regional, and local pages, so AI perceives relational 

context. Here are a few key testing opportunities to consider right now:

•	 Run A/B tests on FAQ phrasing to see which structures earn AI citations.

•	 Track “AI citation share” (frequency of brand mentions in overviews).

•	 Analyze whether local content with firsthand photos ranks higher in generative panels.

It’s also critical to reinforce with your search marketing teams and partners that AEO is less about gaming 

algorithms and more about teaching AI how to trust your data.



AI Max integrates paid messages within AI-generated answers, effectively merging organic context with ad 

delivery. Early adopters see fewer clicks, but stronger conversion value per impression. Because users within AI 

responses have clarified intent, each engagement carries greater revenue potential. To adapt to this shift, we 

recommend testing a few key, dedicated AI Max pilot programs. You could consider beginning in flagship 

markets to control variables, or markets where prior tactics and strategies have underperformed historically as 

a means for innovating to drive growth. Don’t forget about the human elements either. During testing, leverage 

human-written, location-specific creative (i.e., “Denver’s trusted kitchen remodel experts”) to maintain authenticity.

Feed offline signals (calls, form fills, store visits) into Google Ads to enhance Smart Bidding precision. Evaluate 

campaigns by impression-level conversions, not just CPC.

Optimization experiments:
•	 Compare AI Max-enabled vs. standard search campaigns across identical geos.

•	 Rotate creative styles to incorporate question-based, benefit-driven, emotional-based messages to identify 

engagement drivers.

•	 Layer branded and non-branded queries to test incremental revenue impact. The goal should not be to    

simply chase clicks, but to amplify visibility where buying intent peaks during an AI-driven decision moment.

Organic and paid search can no longer operate in silos. In the AI ecosystem, signals overlap and semantic 

patterns that drive AI citations also influence AI Max targeting. To date, we’ve taken the approach of merging 

these insights through a cross-discipline feedback loop:

•	 Identify high-performing AI Max queries and feed them into organic content plans.

•	 Audit AI citation data to inform ad copy themes.

•	 Use shared dashboards where SEO and PPC teams view identical location-level metrics.

When AI Overviews frequently cite certain pages, they replicate their phrasing within ad extensions. When paid 

creative converts well, adapt the tone into meta descriptions and FAQ answers. With that in mind, there is an 

opportunity for brands and businesses to strategically eliminate redundancy. One option to consider testing is 

making budget shifts from duplicated keywords to a more coordinated search influence, where paid reinforces 

organic and organic informs paid. By integrating campaign data, brands unlock a holistic “search share-of-voice” 

metric spanning both AI and traditional SERPs. The results should produce a higher ROI through unified 

storytelling and data synergy.

Paid Search Reinvented: 
The Rise of AI Max

Integrating SEO and SEM: 
Unified Strategy for 2026



In a zero-click world, measuring only web traffic misrepresents reality. Visibility and engagement happen inside 
the search interface itself. If you’re not doing so currently, consider benchmarking success through these four 
modern KPIs:

1.	 AI Visibility Share related to frequency of brand citations within AI Overviews, snippets, and panels.
2.	 SERP Engagement Rate that aggregates calls, direction requests, map taps, and on-SERP conversions.
3.	 Conversion Value Efficiency related to revenue or lead value generated per thousand impressions.
4.	 Brand Authority Index that is a composite score of structured data health, review strength, backlinks, and 

cross-entity mentions.

Your success measurement methodology will also likely need to expand to include impression-based lift. 
Consider using incremental-value modeling (geo-split tests, holdout markets) to isolate AI Max contributions, 
while integrating CRM and POS data to connect online visibility to offline sales. Even if your website traffic 
plateaus, increasing your AI visibility share often signals higher market influence. By aligning KPIs to 
engagement rather than clicks, your brand can more accurately evaluate performance in an AI-mediated 
landscape.

The next phase of search evolution has the potential to be even more ambient, where key answers are surfaced 
before users ask a question or write a prompt. Voice agents and predictive recommendations will further blur 
lines between discovery and decision. AI Overviews will become transactional, allowing users to book or buy 
directly within results. 

With that in mind, here are some emerging trends to watch and monitor:
•	 Generative Engine Optimization (GEO) and optimizing for AI assistants beyond Google.
•	 Citation-based monetization with paid prioritization within AI summaries.
•	 First-party signal enrichment that leverages CRM, location, and POS data to strengthen contextual targeting.
•	 Multi-modal brand presence where images, video, and structured data coexist as AI’s reference material.

For multi-location brands, leadership in these key areas will require investing in data integrity, content 
authenticity, and cross-team orchestration. Franchise systems that double down on synchronizing brand 
storytelling and local customer activation in a seamless online customer experience and continuously refine 
and improve measurement across the full search journey, will lead the way in maximizing market share and 
revenue growth in the AI era.

Measuring Success
Beyond the Click

Looking Ahead: 
Future Implications & Priorities
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