Google’s AI Overviews reshape paid search as marketers pivot strategies after one year
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Google’s AI Overviews feature has now marked its first anniversary, representing a significant pivot in the way search engine results are displayed. Launched in the U.S. on May 14 last year, this feature prominently showcases AI-generated summaries above traditional links, fundamentally altering the user's search experience. As the prevalence of these AI-generated overviews continues to rise, marketers are increasingly reassessing the effectiveness of their strategies aimed at engaging both human users and AI crawlers, raising crucial questions about the implications for search engine optimisation (SEO) and paid search performance.
Since its introduction, AI Overviews have reportedly led to notable decreases in traffic for publisher and brand websites. For instance, clickthrough rates for publishers like Mail Online have plummeted by over 56%, highlighting a stark concern for content-driven businesses. Research from Bain has revealed that 80% of consumers manage to resolve around 40% of their queries without needing to click through from the search results page, a trend that is reshaping the landscape of digital marketing.
In the UK, where AI Overviews have been visible since August 2024, some marketers are starting to observe slight declines in impression share and clickthrough rates for generic, upper-funnel search terms. As Billy Bojku, head of performance media at VML UK, noted, this is a concerning trend his team is monitoring closely, considering the potential shift in consumer behaviour. While nine agency search specialists reported that paid search performance has thus far remained relatively isolated from the adverse impacts seen in organic search, they caution that these changes could affect future advertising strategies.
The types of queries that lead to Overviews being displayed tend to correspond with early-stage information-seeking behaviour, where brands traditionally spend less on advertising. As Katie Tweedy, director of SEO and content marketing at Collective Measures, highlighted, paid search generally targets potential customers further along in the purchasing funnel. Interestingly, despite some clients reporting fewer clicks, Charlie Marchant, CEO of Exposure Ninja, mentioned that these declines haven't necessarily translated into a drop in sales conversions, allowing brands some room to recalibrate their strategies.
In response to these developments, search agencies are taking proactive measures. Marketers are redirecting budgets, pausing ads that might conflict with organic listings or shifting focus to brand keyword spending, particularly to secure visibility when AI-generated answers reference competitors. Christopher Liversidge, CEO of QueryClick, detailed how this strategy aims to safeguard client interests in a rapidly evolving environment, suggesting that some are reallocating funds previously devoted to broader keywords to ensure they don’t lose valuable traffic.
As search strategies continue to evolve, some agencies are exploring alternative avenues for paid search. For example, many have considered increasing their investment in broad keywords, adapting to the fact that a significant share of their clients' paid search budgets must reflect current conditions in AI-enhanced search contexts. José de Carvalho, head of paid search at Gain, indicated that U.S. clients observed a 15% to 20% decrease in clickthrough rates since the rollout of AI Overviews, leading to a 10% increase in spending on broad keywords — a strategic pivot meant to address the evolving dynamics.
Moving forward, the landscape of paid advertising on search engines is expected to change further. Observers anticipate that Google will eventually roll out ads within AI Overviews, a move that could significantly impact advertisers' strategies. Laura Williams, PPC manager at performance agency North, expressed expectations that as Google integrates more paid advertising into these AI-generated summaries, the results will shift, necessitating ongoing adaptation by marketers.
Google's ongoing experimentation with AI in search also raises broader concerns about traffic and revenue impacts across the entire digital marketing ecosystem. While the company has seen a rise in advertising sales, with a 13% increase to $61.7 billion in the first quarter of the year, the long-term effects of evolving search behaviours and increased competition from AI chatbots, which have rapidly gained traction among users, cannot be ignored. Research indicates that the rise of AI interactions could potentially deplete organic traffic by as much as 25%, challenging traditional models of SEO and necessitating a re-examination of content strategies.
In light of these rapid changes, agencies are being driven to innovate and provide new services that help clients navigate the complexities introduced by AI-enhanced search. Companies such as Exposure Ninja and QueryClick are developing new offerings and tools that focus on understanding and predicting client visibility in AI-driven environments. These proactive measures suggest a potential shift towards a more nuanced approach to digital marketing, where brands remain resilient amid an increasingly AI-centric future.
As these dynamics play out, the emphasis will increasingly need to be on innovative strategies that embrace the dual realities of AI integration and traditional search methodologies, preparing marketers not just to adapt, but to thrive in this swiftly evolving landscape.
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