Publishers shift SEO strategies as Google’s AI Overviews reshape search traffic
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In the year following the launch of Google’s generative AI search feature, AI Overviews, publishers are realigning their SEO strategies to navigate an evolving digital landscape. This transformation underscores a growing concern about the impact of AI on traditional search practices, revealing a nuanced understanding of audience engagement and content optimisation.
The mechanisms of SEO, which once thrived on the meticulous selection of high-performing keywords, are now facing dramatic shifts. Some publishers are moving away from targeting long-tail search queries in favour of optimising content for platforms like Google Discover. This strategy aims to preserve traffic in an environment where AI Overviews often yield disappointing click-through rates, as evidenced by recent data showing that sites appearing in AI Overviews face a decline in user engagement. For instance, a lifestyle publication noted a staggering 43.9% drop in click-through rate (CTR) on desktop and 32.5% on mobile when featured in AI Overviews, highlighting that even top rankings can yield diminished returns.
In response to these challenges, publishers are also turning their attention to breaking news and exclusive content, opting to prioritise urgency over timeless pieces. This pivot is partly driven by the algorithmic changes introduced by Google, which favour direct answers to user queries, thus limiting the traffic potential for in-depth articles. In an environment where answers to straightforward questions appear directly in search results, the need for readers to click through to original content diminishes significantly.
As the landscape changes, some publishers are determined to strengthen their direct relationships with audiences through subscriptions and newsletters, diversifying their revenue streams and reducing dependence on search referrals. This strategy appears vital as smaller publishers, especially independent blogs and recipe sites, face harsher realities. With AI Overviews generating concise answers to user queries, these sites often see reduced incentive for users to click through to their content. In fact, branded searches—those using specific company or event names—have emerged as more effective engagement tools, yielding higher CTRs whilst triggering AI Overviews at far lower rates.
The crux of the matter lies in the continued ambiguity around the measurement of AI Overviews' impact. Google’s lack of transparency regarding click-through rates related to AI Overviews poses significant challenges for publishers seeking to quantify their shifting traffic dynamics. Many rely on third-party tools such as Semrush for insights, but these metrics can often be inconsistent. Companies like Dotdash Meredith have acknowledged a substantial portion of their traffic stemming from Google, yet the growing apprehension about AI’s encroachment on traditional referral pathways is palpable.
News publishers, which traditionally weather the storm of algorithm changes more effectively, are not immune to these innovations. While breaking news queries currently avoid triggering AI Overviews, the upcoming Google AI Mode poses a potential threat. This experimental feature, designed to streamline search experiences, could further impinge on the traffic dynamics that publishers currently rely upon. Preliminary tests suggest that AI Mode can summarise breaking news content almost instantaneously, casting a shadow over the future of traditional news dissemination.
In summary, the aftermath of Google’s introduction of AI Overviews reveals a sector in flux, with different publishers innovating varying strategies to secure their relevance and audience engagement. As AI’s role in search continues to grow, the need for adaptive SEO strategies becomes increasingly critical. Those who embrace these shifts with nuance—by focusing on quality content, audience engagement, and understanding the evolving metrics—may find avenues for success amid an ever-changing landscape.
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