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The New Paradigm

Zero-click search is being redefined by answers, not links

“Zero-click” used to mean Search Engine Results Page (SERP) features that reduced the
need to visit a site. In 2026, the higher-stakes version is this: people increasingly ask an
LLM (often outside of search entirely), get a synthesized answer, and make a decision
before they ever click. When they do click, the visit is frequently confirmation, not
discovery.

That changes the unit of competition. You're no longer only competing for rank. You're
competing for inclusion in the shortlist and the language of recommendation (“best for
good for
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hidden gem,” “right for you,
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families,” “worth the splurge,” “most iconic,

first-time buyers”).

This is not a small behavioral edge-case. McKinsey reports that
and that 44% of Al-

powered search users say it's their “primary and preferred source of insight,” ahead of
traditional search (31%).
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The Al-Native Decision Journey

In 2026, entire “funnels” can happen inside the answer layer

The Consumer

Patrick, 46 years old, married, 3
kids, neurologist in private practice,
Boston suburbs, HHI of $650k.

The Plan

He leaves with a confident brief: a premium cinema source (e.g.,
Kaleidescape), a reference processor (e.g., Trinnov), and a
professionally designed audio & projection package—plus two
recommended home theater experts in his area for next steps.
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The Ask

“Build me the best home theater
system if price is no issue.”

The Refinement

He adds taste and constraints:
“Elegant, invisible tech. Effortless
to use. Works for movies and
sports. Quiet room. Kid-proof. No
tinkering.”

The Click (optional)

The playing field has been set and the decision architecture
framed. If he clicks anywhere it is likely for confirmation. Brands/
products not curated during his research would have an uphill
battle to become his choice.
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W’ 71 WEST “GenAl solutions are becoming substitute
answer engines, replacing user queries that

previously may have been executed in

traditional search engines.”

YOu r Pa.l.h Dive rg es Alan Antin, VP Analyst, Gartner

Two futures for your brand

Future A: Recommendation Advantage Future B: Invisible Sameness

You publish more content, but it's generic, branding-only, and not
mapped to decision questions. The answer layer can't easily parse
your offerings, and so defaults to competitors, aggregators, and

Your category claims are repeated across credible sources, in the
exact contexts customers ask about. When someone asks, “best

luxury weekend escape for couples” or “best first class cabin for
flights to Europe,” your brand is named because the internet already community consensus.

says it, clearly and often.
or

* You might be an option, not the option

* You win shortlists before the click
* You speak only to people who already know about you

e You earn higher-intent visits, even if there are fewer of them
e You fight for attention after the decision frame is already set

* Your positioning compounds because it's corroborated by third

parties
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The Changing Landscape
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Five Significant Themes Shaping
Zero-Click Search

Luxury brands are still acting as if the click is the moment of truth. In an answer-first world,
the moment of truth often happens before the visit: an Al answer frames the criteria, narrows
the field, and tells the customer what to value. We see five themes that should guide senior

leaders in 2026 as they consider if and how their content strategies should evolve:

Answer engines are becoming the front door

Persuasion is shifting upstream

Authority is now a source game

Al referrals are small but growing fast

Publishers are the canary in the coal mine

www.7 Twest.com | © 71 WEST
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Theme 1: Answer Engines Are
Becoming the Front Door

Answer engines—inside Google and outside it—are increasingly designed to provide the
‘gist’ first, then links if needed. That design choice matters because it reduces the number of
situations where a brand gets a full pageview to do the persuasion work.

Separately, the clickstream data suggests a structural decline in open-web outcomes. In the
U.S., SparkToro/Datos estimates that

. The rest are split among no-click sessions and clicks that stay within Google
properties.

For luxury, this is bigger than SEO. The value exchange has shifted: customers are asking for

judgment, not just information. They want a curated answer: what's best, what's worth it,
what to avoid, what compares.

In an answer-first world, the challenge isn't building a robust digital footprint—savvy brands
have been doing that for decades. What's changed is the need to anticipate how Al will
increasingly filter, summarize, and interpret that footprint without your direct control.
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Theme 2: Persuasion Is Moving
Upstream

The biggest behavioral shift is not only that Al summaries reduce clicks inside search. It's that
many journeys now happen entirely inside the Al interface.

A consumer can ask ChatGPT or Claude: “what is the best luxury SUV for harsh winters,” get
a shortlist, then spend the next 10 minutes refining preferences, comparing two finalists,
asking about trade-offs, and even getting a recommended pick—without ever opening a
browser. In that flow, the “visit” (if it happens at all) is frequently confirmation: checking a
spec, finding a dealer, or seeking visuals.

We can see the same upstream persuasion effect inside Google. Pew found that when an Al
summary appeared on Google, users clicked a traditional result 8% of the time vs 15%
when no Al summary appeared, and they clicked a link in the summary itself just 1% of the
time.

The executive implication is the same across both environments: the answer layer is doing

more of the selling. Your content strategy must evolve to account for ensuring you are
shortlisted and described correctly before any owned channel ever enters the story.
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Theme 3: Authority Is Now a
Source Game

The biggest misconception we hear is: “We just need more content.”

More content helps when it increases clarity in decision contexts. It fails at educating LLMs
when it's generic. Remember, LLMs don't form independent brand/product opinions the way
humans do. They synthesize patterns from what’s already out there. If you want to be
recommended for “best luxury resort in Thailand for families,” the internet needs to contain
clear, credible statements that connect your brand to that exact framing.

Pew’s analysis also gives a clue to where those patterns come from. Among the sources they
saw most often in Al summaries were Wikipedia, YouTube, and Reddit—and together
in the summaries they examined.

As 71 West Partner Matt Peters explains: “Al can’t sip your 40-year single malt, feel the hush
of a private first-class cabin to Abu Dhabi, or be moved by an unexpected moment of
exceptional service. Al doesn’t have taste. It has sources.”

Translation: in 2026, brand authority is built through corroboration across the web’s reference

layer—creators, communities, editorial, and structured knowledge—not only through owned
channels.
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Theme 4: Al Referrals Are Small,
But the Behavior Shift Is Real

If you only look at traffic volume, you'll underestimate what's happening. Google still sends
an enormous amount of referral traffic.

Similarweb estimates that in June 2025, Al platforms generated over 1.13 billion referral
visits, compared with 191 billion from Google search. In that same analysis,

So yes, Al is not “bigger than Google.” But it is becoming a meaningful discovery layer, and
the answer-first behavior is already impacting clicks in traditional search.
For luxury brands, the more important insight is this: Al doesn’t need to dominate traffic to

dominate influence. If Al creates a shortlist (or outright gives a recommendation based on
desired superlatives), then traffic becomes a lagging indicator of brand preference.
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Theme 5: Publishers Are the Canary
in the Coal Mine

Publishers are often first to feel platform shifts because their economics depend heavily on
referrals.

The Reuters Institute’s 2026 trends report, using data across 2,500+ news sites, reports
Google search referrals down 33% globally from November 2024 to November 2025.
Media leaders surveyed expect search referrals to almost halve (-43%) over the next three
years.

Luxury brands aren’t publishers—but the dynamic is instructive. When the interface answers
the question, fewer users feel the need to click. And once that behavior becomes normal in
one category, it rarely stays contained.

The takeaway for senior leaders is not “panic,” but “prepare.” Brands that use their content

(and other vectors like creators, PR, and communities) to start shaping their answer footprint
now will look prescient in 18 months.
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But Don’t Misunderstand Us

When we say “not all content moves the needle in answer-first discovery,” we are not saying brand content should
be deprioritized.

The brand film you made for your site, the campaign vignettes on TikTok, the seasonal storytelling on Instagram—
those assets can still be extremely effective at what they were designed to do: build desire, communicate taste, and

reinforce a point of view for audiences who already know you, already follow you, or discover you through those
channels.

But that type of content often does little or nothing to improve your “LLM SEOQ" (now known as AEO and GEO) and
increase your likelihood of appearing when a customer asks Al direct research and discovery questions tied to a
specific upcoming need:

e “Based on what you know about me, should | get a Bentley Bentayga or a Lamborghini Urus?”

e "“Build my husband and | an ideal 14-day itinerary in ltaly, with at least four days at Passalacqua on Lake
Como.”

e "What is the best watch for around $20k that isn't just another Rolex?”
For most brands today, some content is optimized for brand storytelling and some is optimized for specific tactical
uses (e.g., ecomm product shots or corporate communications). In 2026, leading brands will need to add in content

that is optimized for decision inclusion inside Al, because the answer layer is now doing more of the selling before
the click. If you aren’t doing this already, target 10-20% of new content production this year with AEO in mind.
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| Three Mistakes Luxury Brands Are Making

Confusing content volume Treating Al visibility as an Ignoring Reddit because it
with coverage owned-media problem feels “below” the brand
Publishing more content about the The sources that shape answers are Luxury marketers often avoid Reddit,
brand/product does not automatically often third-party: creators, communities, but it's part of the source layer Al pulls
increase Al “recommendability.” If the editorial, and reference layers. Pew’s from. If you're absent from the
internet doesn’t clearly connect you to source mix is a warning: you can’t out- conversations where people compare
the specific decision questions people publish your way around weak third- and recommend, you're letting

ask, you won't appear on the shortlist. party corroboration. consensus form without you.

13 THE END OF THE CLICK - THE ROLE OF LUXURY CONTENT IN ZERO-CICK SEARCH | www./ Twest.com | © 71 WEST



http://www.71west.com

W 71 WEST

Future-Proofing Brand Content
in the Age of Answer Engines
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Step 1: Build An “Answer Strategy”

In 2026, the most valuable search intents are increasingly phrased as questions that demand
judgment: best-for use cases, comparisons, shortlists, and “what would you choose”

prompts.
Pew found that
in their dataset, and longer queries produced summaries more
often than short ones.
An Answer Strategy starts at the executive level, not the keyword level:
* What are the 3-5 category questions we must win?

* What's the exact language we want repeated when we're recommended?

 What proof must exist publicly for that recommendation to feel credible?
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Step 2: Engineer Corroboration
Across the Reference Layer

If you want to be recommended, you need the right kind of “internet evidence.”

Owned content matters, but it rarely creates authority alone. Your goal is to make sure
credible third parties say the thing you want said, in the contexts that match real customer
questions.

In practice, for luxury brands, that means:

e Creators explicitly framing you in specific, intent-centric language (not just aesthetic
coverage)

e Communities discussing you in decision threads (“worth it?"” “best for families?” “for
this summer?”)

e Editorial and awards reinforcing category leadership (not just brand storytelling)
e Consistent facts and attributes anchoring claims across owned and third-party sources
Pew’s findings on commonly cited sources—especially Wikipedia, YouTube, and Reddit—are

a signal of where answer engines often learn “consensus” language. This is not about
flooding channels. It's about strategic repetition in the places that shape answers.

16 THE END OF THE CLICK - THE ROLE OF LUXURY CONTENT IN ZERO-CICK SEARCH | www./ Twest.com | © 71 WEST



http://www.71west.com

W 71 WEST

Step 3: Measure and Manage Your
“Answer Footprint”

The failure mode in 2026 is flying blind: you only measure traffic, while the decision is
increasingly shaped upstream.

Google notes that Al features are part of search and that performance is reflected within
Search Console reporting (it also emphasizes there are no special optimizations required
beyond strong, helpful content). Use that—but don’t stop there.
Senior teams should add a lightweight second layer:

e A priority prompt set (the questions that define your category position)

e Regular monitoring of how answers describe you—and who gets cited

e A “language audit” (are you being described the way you intend?)

* Aresponse plan for misinformation, mis-positioning, or competitor capture

This is reputation management for the answer era. The best brands will treat Al answers the
way they treat press: not fully controllable, but absolutely influenceable.
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Conclusion

Zero-click search, as driven by LLM answers and Al Overviews, is not simply a traffic problem. It is an influence
problem.

This shift matters more in luxury because if a brand hasn’t already won over a consumer, purchase decisions can be
complex and nuanced. They are often not one-dimensional (e.g., “best sheets under $100"). They're comparative,
taste-driven, and shaped by what trusted voices repeat.
Affluent consumers are already primed for curated decision-making: a Vogue Business/Capital One study found that
55% of U.S. luxury consumers have used concierge services to source luxury goods or access exclusive experiences.
Al doesn’t replace that behavior. It extends it by making the first round of curation instant and frictionless—often
before a brand ever earns a visit.
The brands that win in 2026 will not be the ones who publish the most. They will be the ones who:

* Decide which questions define their category leadership

e Create the right kind of public proof, across the sources that shape answers

* Measure success by presence on shortlists and within recommendation language, not only by sessions

Al referrals may still be small relative to Google’s scale. But the behavioral shift is already visible: Al summaries
correlate with fewer clicks, and more decision-work happens before the visit.
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