


CITED  |  Chapter 1: The Zero-Click World Chris McCarron  ·  gogochimp.com

Chapter 1: The Zero-Click World
Why being found stopped meaning being clicked

In July 2025, Google launched AI Mode. It torched the SEO playbook and unleashed hell.

I wasn't ready. Nobody was. I was busy working for clients, running conversion tests, shipping content,

doing the same job I'd done for thirteen years at GoGoChimp and a good while before that. Google rankings

were fine. Traffic was fine. Everything was fine.

Then the update landed, and traffic fell off a cliff.

I remember the week it happened. A client I'd worked with for years sent me the kind of message that ruins a

morning. Their organic traffic was down by a third and still falling. Nothing had changed on their site.

No penalty, no redesign, no lost rankings. If anything, their rankings had held. And yet a third of their

visitors had simply evaporated.

I opened their analytics expecting to find the mistake. There wasn't one. Impressions were up. The site was

being shown to more people than ever. But click-through rate had collapsed. Google was putting them in

front of more searchers and sending fewer of them through.

It took me longer than I would like to admit to see it, because I was hunting for a problem on the site. The

problem was not on the site. It was on the results page. Google had started answering the questions itself, in

a block at the top, and most people were reading the answer and moving on.

My client had not lost their ranking. They had lost the click that used to come with it.

Then I saw the number that made no sense.

Conversion rate had gone up. Not held. Gone up, sharply. The smaller group of visitors who did make it

through were buying at a rate we had never seen from organic search. Fewer people, more sales.

That is the moment this book started. Two things were true at once, and they should not have been. Traffic

was down and revenue was up. The blue link was dying, and something behind it was paying better than the

blue link ever had.

Why?

That one question has obsessed me ever since. Why AI engines cite some businesses and ignore others. Why

the traffic they send converts at a rate the old blue link never touched. Why fewer clicks were suddenly

worth more.

This book is my answer, built from three years of running the discipline on our own site and our clients', and

from data most businesses have sitting in a free dashboard they have never opened.

But first I had to answer my client's question, the one I could not. "How many people are finding us through

ChatGPT?" I had no idea. I had spent twenty years measuring one thing, whether we ranked, and here was a

buyer telling me their customers were not ranking us or clicking us.

They were asking a machine about us. And I did not know what the machine was saying.
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So I went to find out. This chapter is what I found.

The question that stopped working
For twenty years, "are we visible?" meant one thing. Were we ranking? Page one, top three if you could get

there. You earned links, you tuned the page, you climbed the list, and the reward was a click. Everyone in

marketing measured visibility this way, because for two decades it was true.

It stopped being true in July 2025.

Here is what changed, in one line. Your buyer now gets the answer without visiting the page.

They ask a question. Not a keyword, a real question, the kind you would put to a knowledgeable friend.

ChatGPT, Perplexity, Copilot, Gemini, or Google's own AI Mode reads the web for them, weighs what it

finds, and writes back a finished answer in plain language.

Sometimes it names its sources in small print. Usually the buyer clicks none of them, because they already

have what they came for.

That is a zero-click search. The buyer is served, the question is closed, and nobody visited your site to make

it happen.

Look at what that does to the old model. Search used to be a directory. You typed a query, Google handed

you ten doors, and you picked one. The click was the whole point. The entire craft of SEO existed to make

your door the one people opened.

Now the machine walks through all ten doors for the searcher, reads what is behind each, and comes back

with a summary. The doors are still there. Almost nobody opens them.

The numbers behind this are not subtle. When Google's AI Overview appears on a search, publisher

click-throughs on desktop fall by 47.5% (Authoritas, 2025). Nearly half the clicks gone, the moment the

answer box appears. And it appears a lot.

How often, exactly, nobody can agree, because the measurement discipline is that new. Conductor put AI

Overview prevalence at 25% across 21.9 million queries. BrightEdge measured 48%. Xponent21 measured

60%. Google's own disclosure landed around 50%. The estimates range wildly.

The direction does not. It is up, on every tracker, every quarter.

My client's collapsed CTR was not a glitch. It was the new normal, arriving early.

This is not a forecast. It is already here.
The most dangerous sentence in marketing right now is "we will deal with AI search when it matters." It

already matters, and the proof is not on the supply side, where you publish. It is on the demand side, where

your buyers are.

Google confirmed at its 2026 developer conference that AI Mode has crossed one billion monthly users,

with queries more than doubling every quarter since launch (Google, 2026). One billion. That is not an

experiment. That is now a primary way the world asks questions.
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The traffic flowing out of these engines is climbing just as fast. Between October 2024 and May 2026,

AI-sourced visits to US retail sites rose 1,324%. To travel sites, 2,215% (Semrush, 2026). Those are not

typos. When a channel grows by more than a thousand per cent in eighteen months, it is not emerging.

It has emerged, and the businesses treating it as a someday problem are handing that growth to the ones who

did not.

There is a second half to that story, and a new dataset nails it. Fractl analysed 1,010,848 high-volume search

terms, every one with at least ten thousand monthly searches, across 379 brands (Fractl, 2026). Over the past

year, demand for those terms fell 29%.

That is not a rounding error. That is more than a quarter of the biggest queries in search, drying up in twelve

months.

But here is the twist that matters. The demand did not vanish. It moved. The study counted 285,489 terms in

decline and 140,835 terms growing, and when you add up the volume behind each group, the losses and the

gains almost exactly cancel out.

Search did not shrink. It relocated. People are still asking the same questions. They are just asking a different

machine.

And it relocated along a clean line. Where a chatbot can finish the job on its own, the search dried up.

Informational categories took the worst of it, with FinTech search demand down nearly 38%. Where people

still have to compare, choose, and buy, the search held or grew, with transactional categories like SaaS

gaining volume (Fractl, 2026).

Read that against everything above and it should land hard. The queries that are surviving are the ones with a

buyer on the end of them. Be honest about the cost, though. When an AI answer removes clicks, research

finds they are much the same quality as the ones it leaves, not just tyre-kickers (Agarwal and Sen, 2026).

You do lose good visits. The reason it still favours you is the balance: the informational, low-intent traffic is

drying up fastest, the buyer-intent traffic is holding, and being the cited answer claws back more than the

raw click was ever worth.
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The demand shift. As AI answers the informational questions itself, that search dries up, while transactional search holds or grows.
FinTech's fall of about 38% is the anchored figure (Fractl, 2026); the rest is directional, showing the pattern.

Here is the part that should make you sit up. Most companies cannot even see it happening to them. Semrush

surveyed marketing leaders and found that 45% cannot measure their brand's visibility in AI answers at all,

and only 9% have the tools to track it across platforms (Semrush, 2026).

Nearly half the market is being cited, or ignored, inside AI answers every day, and has no idea which.

One more piece of evidence settles it. When researchers widened people's access to ChatGPT, their weekly

traditional searches fell 9.4%, and by twenty weeks in, 17% (Bocconi and Comscore, 2026). That is not

people predicting they will switch.

It is a measured drop in real behaviour. And they are not so much abandoning search as stacking tools on top

of it: 70% say they use AI more than a year ago, but only 17% say they use traditional search less (Fractl,

2026).

The old channel is not dead. It is being quietly drained.

That is the situation. A billion people asking machines instead of scrolling links. Traffic from those

machines growing at triple-digit rates. And most businesses flying blind through the whole thing. If that

reads like a threat, keep going. The next section is the opposite.

The clicks got fewer. Then they got better.
Now back to the number that made no sense. When our clicks fell, our conversion rate climbed. The same

thing had happened to my client. Fewer visitors, more buyers. I have since seen it often enough to stop being

surprised, but I still had to understand it, because it is the single most important idea in this book.

It made no sense until I worked out where those visitors had been first.

They had been inside the AI answer. Think about what that means. A buyer asks Copilot, "who are the best

CRO agencies in the UK?" The machine does not fire back a link and wish them luck. It reads a dozen

sources, compares them, and produces a shortlist, naming a few agencies as the answer.
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The buyer reads that. They have just been handed a recommendation, by a tool they trust, that did the

research for them.

By the time that person reaches your website, they are not browsing. They are not weighing you against ten

open tabs. They have been pre-sold by the machine, and they are on your site to confirm a decision they have

mostly already made.

Of course they convert better. The hardest part of the sale, earning trust and making the shortlist, happened

before they ever arrived.

This is why the blue link was always weaker than it looked. A top-ten ranking dropped you into a list of ten

roughly equal options and left the buyer to sort you out. A citation inside an AI answer puts you on a

shortlist of two or three, chosen and endorsed by the tool the buyer asked.

One is a lead. The other is a lead with a reference already attached.

The data backs the pattern. Being cited inside an AI Overview lifts downstream organic click-through by

35%, and cited brands earn 120% more organic clicks per impression than uncited ones (Seer, 2026). The

citation does not just win the answer.

It makes everything else you do work harder, because the buyer now recognises your name when they see it

again.

So yes, fewer people click. But the ones who do arrive warmer, further down the funnel, and readier to buy

than any traffic the old search page produced. Fewer clicks, better clicks. For anyone who actually sells

something, that is not a loss. It is an upgrade.

The citation slot is the new front page
If the answer is the new battleground, the target has changed shape, and it is worth being precise about the

new one.

Think about what a search result used to be. Ten blue links and a race to be one of them. Ten slots. Room to

spare. You could be the eighth-best page on the internet for a topic and still make the first page.

Now look at an AI answer. A few sentences, and if you are lucky, two or three sources named inside them.

The ten-slot list has shrunk to one answer with a tiny handful of citations. Eighth place no longer exists.

There is the answer, and there is everything the answer left out.
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The collapse. Ten blue links, each a chance to be clicked, become one answer with two or three cited sources. The list did not get
shorter. It became a single slot, and your only way in is to be cited.

I call that handful of named sources the citation slot: the space inside an AI answer where a brand gets

named as the source. It is the most valuable piece of real estate in search today, and it is far smaller and far

more contested than the old top ten ever was.

Getting into it is a different job from ranking, and most of what decides it is invisible from where you are

standing. Two facts frame the whole challenge.

Only about 16% of ChatGPT responses cite any source at all, and just 0.59% name a specific brand

(QuickSEO, 2026). The slot is not merely small. Most of the time it is empty. The machine answers and

names nobody.

And when it does name someone, it often reaches past the top of Google to do it. Most of the pages cited in

AI Overviews come from outside Google's top ten, about 83% of them (Seer, 2026). The best-ranked page

and the cited page are frequently not the same page.

Put those together and you have this whole book in miniature. The citation slot is tiny, it is usually empty,

and when it fills, rank is not what fills it. Something else decides. Learning to be that something is the entire

job, and the rest of these pages are how you do it.
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The citation curve. From a handful a day in early May to a sustained three hundred-plus by mid-July, with a single-day peak of 464 on
11 June. This is the same curve the receipts describe, drawn straight from the Bing report.

Why this is the best news your business has had in years
If your gut reaction to all of this is "wonderful, another fire to fight," I understand it. But this shift is the best

thing to happen to challenger brands since search began, and it is worth being clear about why.

The ranked list rewarded incumbency. The businesses at the top were mostly the ones who got there years

ago and had the domain authority, the backlink pile, and the budget to defend the position. If you were

smaller or newer, "just rank higher" was cruel advice, because the seats were taken and the people in them

could outspend you.

The citation slot does not work that way. The machine is not loyal to the biggest brand in the category. It has

no memory of who bought the most links. It is loyal to the clearest, most trustworthy, most quotable answer

to the exact question in front of it, right now.

That is a more meritocratic gate, and it opens for whoever answers the question best.

I can prove it with our own site. We are a thirteen-person agency in Glasgow. We do not outrank the global

consultancies, and we never will. But on the question "best Shopify CRO agencies UK", Microsoft Copilot

cites us more than any other source in its report, a 62.75% share of that answer.

Not because we are the biggest. Because on that specific question we are the most citable. A company a

hundred times our size is losing that answer to us, every day, and most of them do not know it is happening.

That is the opportunity. Not a level playing field exactly, but a new one, where the old advantages count for

less and being genuinely useful counts for more. The gate did not shut on you. It changed locks, and this

book is the key.
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THE RECEIPTS

Three views of the same shift, all first-party, verified July 2026.

Bing Webmaster Tools, AI Performance (Microsoft Copilot), first 90 days:

• 9,273 citations in under 90 days, across 27 cited pages

• 24.44% citation share on "best A/B testing platforms 2026"

• 62.75% citation share on "best Shopify CRO agencies UK", the highest single-query share in our whole report

Google Search Console, last 3 months:

• 29K impressions, 118 clicks, 0.4% click-through

The growth curve:

• Early May 2026: a handful of citations a day

• Early June: over 100 a day, peaking at 464 on 11 June

• Mid-July: a sustained 300-plus a day (14-day average 317)

From a trickle in early May to more than three hundred a day by mid-July, and still climbing. The Google numbers

look like a wipeout. They are not. They are the zero-click world, and the visitors who still arrive convert better than

any traffic we have ever measured.

DO THIS NOW

Two reports, ten minutes, before you read another chapter.

1. Open Bing Webmaster Tools, AI Performance (bing.com/webmasters). Write down your total citations for the

last 3 months, and your top grounding query with its citation share. This is Microsoft Copilot telling you, first-party

and for free, exactly where it already quotes you.

2. Open Google Search Console, Performance, last 3 months. Write down your impressions and your

click-through rate.

Now compare them. If your impressions are high and your CTR is low, you already live in the zero-click world.

That is not bad news. It means AI is putting you in front of people. The only question left is whether it is putting

your name in the answer, and that is what the rest of this book fixes.

KEY TAKEAWAY

Being found no longer means being clicked. Buyers get their answers inside AI, so the prize is no longer a ranking.

It is being named in the citation slot inside the answer.

• Search is now largely zero-click. AI Overviews cut publisher click-through by 47.5% when they appear, and
they appear on up to half of all searches.

• This is not a forecast. AI Mode has passed a billion users, and AI-sourced traffic is up more than 1,300% in
eighteen months.

• Fewer people click, but the ones who do arrive pre-sold by the machine, so they convert far better. Fewer clicks,
better clicks.

• The ten blue links have collapsed into one answer with a few cited sources, and that citation slot is usually
empty.

• Ranking and being cited are different jobs. The new game rewards being citable, not being incumbent, which is
why smaller brands can win it.

Fewer clicks. Better clicks. That is the trade, and it is a good one.

Next: if ranking is no longer the win, what is? In Chapter 2 I take the most expensive belief in search, that you have

to rank to be seen, and put it down for good. Then I hand you the only scoreboard that counts now.
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