
Why Startups Should Rethink SEO for AI
Assistants in Their First 90 Days
When I started my first SaaS company back in 2019, the advice was simple: build a blog, target
long-tail keywords, and wait six months for traffic to trickle in. Two years later, that playbook
feels almost quaint. Today, a growing share of search traffic never lands on a website at all.
Instead, people ask questions directly to AI assistants like ChatGPT, Perplexity, or Google's
SGE. For a startup with limited runway, this shift changes everything about how you prioritize
your early marketing efforts.

If you are a founder or marketer in the first 90 days of a new venture, you face a tough choice.
Do you keep investing in traditional SEO, pivot to answer engine optimization (AEO), or bet on
generative engine optimization (GEO)? The honest answer is that you need a hybrid approach,
but the foundation still rests on something many people are calling SEO for AI assistants. It is
not a separate discipline. It is a smarter way to do what we already do, adapted for how
machines now consume and surface content.

The Real Shift in How People Find Answers
Let me give you a concrete example from my own consulting work. A few months ago, I helped
a B2B analytics startup rewrite their product documentation. They had spent months ranking
for "real-time dashboard tools" and getting decent traffic. But when we checked their analytics,
the bounce rate was over 80 percent. Visitors came, scanned the page, and left. Why? Because
the page answered a query, but not the question the visitor actually typed. The visitor wanted to
know "which dashboard tool works best for a team of five with no engineering support." The
page talked about features, not context.

This is where the gap between traditional SEO and SEO for AI assistants shows up. A
traditional approach optimizes for keywords and backlinks. An AI-aware approach optimizes
for completeness, clarity, and conversational structure. AI assistants pull from multiple
sources and synthesize an answer. If your content is not structured to be the best possible
answer, the AI will cite someone else's summary, and you lose the referral traffic entirely.

How AI Assistants Actually Consume Content
To understand what to optimize, you need to understand the mechanics. Most AI assistants
today work by retrieving snippets from indexed pages, then generating a response that blends
those snippets into a coherent answer. The assistant is not reading your entire article. It is
pulling sections that match the semantic intent of the query. That means your content needs to
be modular, self-contained, and ruthlessly clear.
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Here is a practical checklist I use with early-stage startups:

Write each section so it can stand alone as an answer to a single question. Use
subheadings that mirror real user queries, not just keyword variations.

Keep paragraphs short. Three to four sentences max. Dense blocks of text get
skimmed by both humans and machines.

Use tables or lists sparingly, but when you do, label them clearly. An AI assistant
values structured data that it can parse quickly.

Include definitions of key terms early. If your startup sells a technical product, assume
the AI assistant needs to explain the concept before it can answer the question.

Link concepts internally with plain language, not marketing jargon. The assistant has
no brand loyalty. It wants the clearest path to an accurate answer.

These tactics are not revolutionary, but they are often ignored by startups racing to publish. In
the first 90 days, you do not have the luxury of volume. You need every piece of content to earn
its place as a reference source for AI assistants.

Why the First 90 Days Matter Most
I have seen too many startups spend their early weeks building a content library that nobody
reads. They write 20 blog posts, each targeting a different keyword, and then wonder why
traffic is flat. The smarter play is to create a small set of high-authority pages that answer the
core questions your customers ask. Then optimize those pages specifically for how AI
assistants will use them.

For example, one founder I advised runs a project management tool for remote teams. Instead
of writing ten generic posts about "remote work productivity," we created five deep pages: one
on time zone coordination, one on asynchronous communication, one on tool integration, one
on team culture, and one on data security. Each page was written as a definitive guide. We
used the phrase SEO for AI assistants as a mental model internally to remind ourselves that
every sentence needed to be useful to both a human reader and a machine synthesizer. Within
six weeks, those five pages started appearing in AI-generated answers for queries like "how to
manage a remote team across three time zones." The traffic was not huge, but it was qualified.
Visitors who arrived from those AI citations already trusted the answer, so they were more
likely to convert.

The Trade-Off Between SEO, AEO, and GEO
You might be wondering: if AI assistants are the future, should I just abandon keyword
research and focus entirely on question-and-answer formats? Not quite. The three approaches



serve different purposes, and a good strategy blends them.

Traditional SEO still matters for capturing users who type short, commercial queries like "best
project management tool 2025." AEO helps you win featured snippets and voice search results.
GEO goes a step further, optimizing your content structure so that generative AI models treat
your pages as primary sources. What I have found most effective is to start with SEO
fundamentals, then layer AEO and GEO on top. Use keyword research to identify the topics, but
write every page as if an AI assistant will be the first reader.

This is where the concept of SEO for AI assistants becomes a practical framework rather than
a buzzword. It forces you to ask: does this content answer the question directly in the first
paragraph? Is the most important information placed early, before any context or storytelling?
Can a machine extract the key fact without parsing through fluff? These questions save you
time because they prevent you from writing content that looks good but performs poorly in an
AI-driven search environment.

A Simple Way to Start Today
If you are in your first 90 days and feeling overwhelmed, here is a concrete action plan. It takes
about two weeks to implement and gives you a measurable baseline.

1. Identify your top five customer questions. These should be questions that, if
answered well, would convince someone to try your product. Write them down exactly
as a customer would phrase them.

2. For each question, write a single page that answers it completely. Use a clear
subheading for the question itself. Write the answer in plain English. Include a specific
example or data point.

3. Optimize the page for traditional SEO by adding a meta description, alt text on images,
and internal links. But do not over-optimize. Keep the language natural.

4. Test the page by asking an AI assistant the same question. See if your page appears
in the response. If it does not, refine the structure and add more direct, factual
language.

5. Repeat the process every two weeks, adding new questions as you learn more about
what your audience actually needs.

This cycle builds a content library that works for both search engines and AI assistants. It is
lean, focused, and grounded in real user intent. That is the whole point. You do not need a
massive content operation. You need precision.

Looking Ahead Without the Hype



I am not going to tell you that AI assistants will replace search engines next year. They won't.
But the trend is clear: more queries will be answered without a click, and the few that do result
in a click will go to pages that AI assistants trust. Startups that invest early in SEO for AI
assistants are building a moat. They are creating content that machines learn to rely on, and
that human readers find genuinely useful.

The window to build that trust is narrow. Once your competitors figure this out, the cost of
entry goes up. So start today. Pick one question, write one great answer, and make sure an AI
assistant can find it and use it. That is the most honest, practical advice I can give you.


