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INTRODUCTION

The 2026 State of SEO survey reveals an industry

in profound transition, caught between proven
fundamentals and revolutionary Al disruption.

While 66.3% of professionals identify original
content creation as their most impactful activity,
a staggering 77.9% fear Al-generated answers
will reduce website clicks. This exposes the
fundamental tension between what works right
now and the threats on the immediate horizon.

The data tells a story of an industry that knows
how to succeed under current conditions, and
remains hopeful about navigating the Al-first
future that'’s rapidly approaching.

Strategic Awareness
Among Industry Vets

Most striking is the strategic awareness
demonstrated by a substantial portion of
survey respondents.
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“The rapid decline in informational
search traffic (aka “the Great
Decoupling”) will have far-reaching
implications, inside and outside of
SEO, and has only just begun.

Within SEO, top-of-funnel content
has long been a scalable tactic,
especially for agency teams, and no
longer looks like such an obvious:
win. Outside of SEO, publishers will
need to develop new monetization
models, and this will change how
all of us consume information in our
day-to-day lives.”

s S ’ Tom Capper
J Senior Search Scientist,

'
E STAT Search Analytics + Moz

While 59.3% cite algorithm volatility and SERP disruptions as their greatest challenge, a significant 49.6%

are responding strategically by planning Experience, Expertise, Authoritativeness, and Trustworthiness

(E-E-A-T) investments.

This suggests that nearly half the industry has successfully connected the dots between Al disruption and
the strategic response required to thrive in an Al-mediated search environment.

E-E-A-T remains a core foundation that experts say will differentiate human expertise from

Al-generated content.

SearchEngine
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What Do SEO Professionals Plan To Do Next?

“Double down on ‘Experience’ (the first Ein E-E-A-T).

Al can summarize facts, but it can’t replicate lived
experience. Demonstrate first-hand expertise with original
photos, detailed walkthroughs, credible author bios, and
transparent processes.

~

John Shehata
CEO and Founder,
NewzDash

Authenticity builds trust, both with users and Al systems.”

The survey also reveals a maturing industry where technical foundations remain critical (42.3% saw positive
impact from technical SEO enhancements), while simultaneously embracing Al tools (42.3% found general
Al writing assistants most critical to SEO success).

58.5% will focus on human-authored content supported by Al tools, signaling a strategic middle path
between full Al automation and purely human processes.

“Al will take over the busywork — audits, keyword research, even content drafting — freeing SEOs
to think bigger.

Success will hinge on creating genuinely expert, distinctive assets that machines can’t fake.”

wj‘ Jono Alderson
Independent Technical SEO Consultant

SearchEngine



Strengths

THE SURVEY RESULTS
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What’s Working In SEO

Activities With Greatest
Positive Impact

In the past 12 months, which of the following
activities had the greatest positive impact on
your SEO outcomes?

Top Results

Original content creation

66.3%

Content updates

42.6%

Technical SEO enhancements
42.3%

Keyword optimization
24.5%

Internal linking strategy
22.9%

Structured data/schema markup
21.8%
Backlink acquisition
16.4%

Business goal alignment
14.3%

Topic optimization
14.0%

Cross-functional collaboration
9.4%

Search Engine Journal’

Purpose

Identify which SEO strategies deliver the
strongest return on investment (ROI) and
business outcomes in the current market
environment.

Key Insights

Content Supremacy: Two-thirds of professionals
achieve peak results through original content creation
establishing it as the definitive high-impact SEO
strategy. This massive preference gap demonstrates
content’s role as a primary success driver.

“The age of information articles is fading
quickly. Focus on topics or queries that help
searchers discover the brands and produCt
solutions they need. Queries that stimulate
purchase decisions have a stronger CTR due
to the needs that information alone doesn’t
serve. “Best” lists, brand comparisons, and
more help users get closer to making those
decisions.”

Darrell Tyler
Senior Manager,
Organic Growth, CallRail

oo M
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Holistic Content Approach

The combination of original content creation
(66.3%) and content updates (42.6%) reveals
successful SEO programs require comprehensive
content lifecycle management rather than
single-focus strategies.

Technical Foundation Persists

Despite content dominance, technical SEO
maintains high impact (42.3%).

Collaboration Gap

Cross-functional collaboration ranks lowest
(9.4%) despite its strategic importance, revealing
significant untapped potential for

organizational integration.

Strategic Takeaways

Resource Allocation

Direct the lion’s share of SEO budget toward
content creation capabilities, including
strategic planning, writing, and optimization.

Collaboration Investment

Address the 9.4% collaboration rate
through organizational development and
process integration.

SearchEngine
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“To become successful in SEO, source
topics to create content directly from
customers by actually talking to them,
recording the conversations, and using Al to
analyze them.

Become incredibly good data storytellers.
Learn how to source unique data that is
relevant for the zeitgeist of a topic, and how
to tell an engaging story around that data.”

‘l:ffa’l

) ! KevinIndig

s

Organic Growth Advisor

Technical Balance

Maintain robust technical SEO
foundations as essential enablers of
content success.

Content Operations

Build scalable content lifecycle
management spanning creation,
optimization, and refresh cycles.

6



Most Critical Tools
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Which types of tools have been most critical in supporting your SEO efforts over the past

12 months?

Purpose

Understand the technology infrastructure
driving SEO success and identify platform
evolution trends.

Key Insights

Measurement-First Philosophy: Over half
prioritize analytics tools, reflecting critical
pressure for ROl demonstration and data-
driven decision making in modern

SEO operations.

Al Mainstream Adoption

Al writing assistants ranking fourth at 42.3%
represents a seismic industry shift. This
rapid adoption indicates Al has moved from
experimental to operational necessity for
content-focused SEO strategies.

Platform Consolidation Trend
Multi-tool suites (51.2%) outperform
specialized point solutions, indicating
preference for integrated workflows and
unified data management over fragmented
toolchains.

Attribution Imperative

The emphasis on analytics and reporting
tools reflects increasing business pressure
to demonstrate measurable SEO impact and
justify continued investment.

Search Engine Journal’

Top Results

Analytics & performance reporting

56.3%

Cross-functional platforms

2%

Technical health & auditing

47.2%

Al writing assistants

42.3%

Rank tracking & SERP analysis
27.0%

Content optimization & planning
20.2%
SEO automation & Al agents
14.8%

Backlink research & outreach
7.8%

7



Strategic Takeaways

Al Integration Priority

Implement Al-augmented content
workflows immediately, following 42.3%
early adopter success patterns.

Platform Strategy

Prioritize integrated multi-tool suites over
specialized tools to improve workflow
efficiency and data coherence.

Most Improved Outcomes

Which of the following outcomes improved
most as a direct result of your SEO efforts
over the past 12 months?

Purpose
Measure tangible business results achieved through
SEO investments and identify success patterns.

Key Insights

Traditional Metrics Dominance: Traffic (60.6%)
and rankings (57.7%) remain primary measurable
outcomes, but the emergence of business
metrics indicates SEO’s expanding influence
beyond awareness-focused measurement.

Business Impact Recognition
Lead generation ranking fourth (34.0%)
demonstrates SEO’'s measurable revenue
contribution, representing evolution toward
business-outcome measurement rather than
purely visibility-based metrics.

Search Engine Journal’

Keyword rankings improvement

STATE OF SEO 2026: HOW TO SURVIVE

Measurement Infrastructure

Invest in comprehensive analytics
platforms as non-negotiable foundation
for modern SEO programs.

Attribution Capabilities

Develop sophisticated measurement
systems to meet increasing business
demands for ROl demonstration.

Top Results

Organic traffic growth

60.6%

57.7%

Brand visibility increase
34.8%

Lead generation/conversions

34.0%

Content engagement enhancement

25.1%

Content optimization & planning

22.4%

No measurable improvement

9.2%

8



Brand Building Effect

Brand visibility improvements (34.8%) suggest
SEQ’s expanding influence on overall brand
perception and market presence beyond direct
conversion metrics.

Performance Gap

The 9.2% seeing no measurable improvement
indicates a need to audit content and technical
strategy, as well as attribution. Align KPIs with
business goals.

Strategic Takeaways

Balanced Scorecard

Combine traditional awareness metrics
(traffic, rankings) with business outcomes
(conversions, brand visibility) for
comprehensive impact measurement.

Brand Strategy Integration

Recognize SEO’s brand-building
capabilities (34.8%) and integrate with
broader marketing strategies.

Revenue Attribution

Leverage the 34.0% lead-generation
improvement to demonstrate SEO’s direct
business contribution to stakeholders.

SearchEngine
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“SEO has always been many disciplines rolled
into one. A Venn diagram of generalists. These
roles have been gradually diverging for some
time. For example, into digital PR, technical SEO,
and content. Further changes in the ecosystem
will also cause a divergence in the goals of
these different tactical areas, perhaps leading
to a more explicit separation of responsibilities.”

@ =) TomCapper

9\ Senior Search Scientist,
E STAT Search Analytics + Moz

Improve SEO Focus and Data

For the 9.2% seeing no measurable
improvement, ensure SEO efforts are aligned
with business goals and measured by impact
metrics such as conversions.

Depending solely on search traffic and
digital ads is increasingly risky. Explore
new revenue streams like commerce,
events, subscriptions, newsletters,
premium content, licensing, and
community monetization. Google is not
your business model - it's just a channel.

(z 5:\ John Shehata

CEO and Founder,
NewzDash
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Top Performance Measurement Priorities

Which performance indicators are currently your team’s top priorities for measuring SEO impact?

Purpose
Understand how teams prioritize and track SEO
success metrics within their organizations.

Key Insights

Business-Focused Evolution: The combination of
organic traffic (74.9%) and qualified conversions
(60.4%) shows sophisticated measurement
approaches balancing awareness with revenue
outcomes. This dual focus indicates industry
maturation in attribution methodologies.

ROI Pressure Indicator

21.8% prioritizing ROl measurement reflects
increasing organizational pressure to demonstrate
SEO business value, suggesting budget justification
challenges requiring advanced

attribution capabilities.

Multi-Metric Sophistication

Three metrics exceeding 50% adoption indicates
teams use comprehensive measurement
frameworks rather than single-metric approaches,
demonstrating analytical sophistication

across the industry.

Engagement Quality Focus

On-page engagement (20.8%) ranking fifth shows
evolution beyond basic traffic metrics toward
content quality and user experience measurement.

Search Engine Journal’

Top Results

Organic traffic
74.9%

Qualified leads/sales conversions
60.4%

Keyword visibility/rankings
56.9%

Return on investment
21.8%

On-page engagement
20.8%

Site performance
17.5%

Brand searches
15.9%

Social sharing/off-site
51%

“Don’t get lost in the tools or the tactics.
Learn how your work connects to
revenue, product, and strategy.”

AW
( \} Jono Alderson
g ; Independent Technical

‘ SEO Consultant
&4



Strategic Takeaways

Executive Communication

Emphasize qualified lead/conversion
metrics (60.4%) when reporting to business
stakeholders, not solely traffic-based
metrics.

Balanced Reporting

Implement multi-metric dashboards
combining traffic, conversions, and
engagement for comprehensive
performance visibility.

What’s Holding
SEO Back

Biggest Challenges To SEO Success

What have been the biggest challenges to achieving
SEO success over the past year?

Purpose

Identify primary obstacles preventing SEO
teams from achieving optimal results and
strategic positioning.

Key Insights

Algorithmic Uncertainty Dominance: Nearly 60%
struggle with Google’s volatility and SERP changes,
particularly Al Overviews reducing organic clicks. This
represents the industry’s primary existential threat
requiring adaptive strategies and traffic diversification.

Search Engine Journal’
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ROI Infrastructure

Develop advanced attribution modeling
to address the 21.8% prioritizing ROI
measurement and justify continued
SEO investment.

Business Language

Frame SEO reporting in business impact
terms to align with organizational
priorities and secure strategic
positioning.

Top Results
Algorithm volatility/SERP disruptions
59.3%

Content workflow challenges
321%

Difficulty measuring ROI/attribution
28.6%

Technical limitations
28.0%

Lack of stakeholder support
26.4%

Competitive market saturation
26.4%
Outdated strategies still in use
22.4%
Al content misalignment
21.3%

Poor cross-team collaboration
19.7%



Attribution Crisis

28.6% struggle with ROl measurement, creating
critical business threats to budget security

and strategic positioning within organizations.
This measurement difficulty undermines SEQ’s
organizational credibility.

Operational Infrastructure Gaps

Technical limitations (28.0%) and content
workflow challenges (32.1%) indicate systemic
operational issues preventing optimal strategy
execution regardless of knowledge or
planning quality.

Organizational Integration
Challenges

26.4% lack stakeholder support, while 19.7% cite
collaboration issues, suggesting fundamental

problems in SEO’s organizational integration and
communication effectiveness.

Strategic Takeaways

Algorithmic Resilience

Build adaptive strategies and diversified
traffic sources to reduce dependence on
Google organic search volatility.

Operational Excellence

Address technical limitations (28.0%) and
content workflow issues (32.1%) through
systematic process improvement and
infrastructure investment.

SearchEngine
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“The biggest effect of Al on SEO is the
one we see on SERPs, driven by AlOs
and similar features, and we still don't.
know quite how that will play out. One
possibility is that agentic SEO and
ecommerce integrations will move Al
features further down the funnel, doing
to ecommerce what they have already
done to publishing. The role of SEOs
then becomes centered on brand and
technical compliance.”

m Tom Capper
e Senior Search Scientist,

i \
E: STAT Search Analytics + Moz

Attribution Investment

Implement advanced measurement
infrastructure to address the 28.6%
ROl attribution challenge and secure
organizational support.

Stakeholder Education

Develop comprehensive business case
communication to address the 26.4%
lacking organizational support.



Most Time-Consuming/
Difficult To Scale Activities

Which SEO activities have been the

most time-consuming or difficult to scale
effectively in your organization over the past
12 months?

Key Insights

Content Operations Bottleneck: The top three
scaling challenges are content-related: creation
(42.6%), planning (38.0%), and optimization
(29.4%). This content ecosystem represents the

primary constraint across SEO operations, requiring

systematic workflow investment.

Strategic Planning Crisis

38.0% struggle with content planning, revealing
scaling problems originate at the strategy

level rather than just execution. This indicates
fundamental process inefficiencies in content
strategy development and resource allocation.

Attribution Scaling Challenge

25.3% face reporting and attribution scaling

difficulties, connecting to measurement challenges

and indicating that proving SEO value becomes
increasingly complex as programs grow.

Al Implementation Difficulty

14.6% struggle with Al workflow scaling,
suggesting early adoption challenges as
organizations attempt to integrate Al capabilities
operationally.

Search Engine Journal’
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Purpose

Identify scalability bottlenecks and resource
allocation inefficiencies constraining SEO
program growth.

Top Results
Content creation
42.6%

Link acquisition
38.8%

Strategic content planning

38.0%

Technical auditing & fixes
32.6%

Content optimization

29.4%

Reporting & attribution
25.3%

Competitive/market analysis
15.6%

Al-assisted workflows
14.6%

“Those that use Al to uncover
deeper insights, map complex user
journeys, integrate SEO with product
and brand strategy, and inform
content creation at scale will thrive.”

John Shehata
CEO and Founder,
NewzDash




Strategic Takeaways

Content Operations Investment
Systematically address content
planning (38.0%), creation (42.6%), and
optimization (29.4%) through process
automation and resource allocation.

Attribution Automation

Develop automated reporting systems
to resolve scaling challenges affecting
25.3% of organizations.
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Strategic Planning Systems
Implement scalable content strategy
frameworks to address the 38.0%
struggling with planning bottlenecks.

Al Workflow Development

Create structured Al integration
processes to address the 14.6% facing
Al scaling difficulties.

Where SEO is Headed

Future Investment &
Innovation Plans

In which areas do you plan to invest or innovate
within your SEO strategy over the next 12
months?

Purpose

Identify strategic priorities and emerging
trends shaping SEO’s evolution over the next 12
months.

Key Insights

Al-Human Hybrid Dominance: 58.5% plan
Al-augmented content strategies versus 22.4%
pursuing Al-automated approaches, indicating
industry preference for human oversight and
quality control over full automation.

Search Engine Journal’

Top Results

Human-authored content with Al support
58.5%

E-E-A-T reinforcement

49.6%

Conversion-focused SEO
33.7%

Topical authority & content architecture
33.2%

Technical SEO enhancements
32.3%

Primarily Al-generated content
22.4%
Automation of SEO workflows
20.5%
Audience-driven SEO
16.4%
Multimodal and visual search
10.2%



Quality and Authority Focus
E-E-A-T reinforcement (49.6%) and topical
authority development (33.2%) show strategic
emphasis on content quality and expertise
rather than volume-based approaches.

Business Outcome Evolution

Conversion-focused SEO (33.7%) indicates
strategic shift toward revenue attribution and
business impact measurement, aligning with
attribution challenges identified in

previous responses.

Balanced Technology Adoption
Organizations balance Al integration (58.5%
hybrid) with quality curation (49.6% E-E-A-T)

and technical foundations (32.3%), suggesting
strategic rather than reactive technology
adoption.

Strategic Takeaways

Al Strategy Development

Implement Al-augmented content
workflows following the 58.5% industry
direction, emphasizing human oversight
and quality control.

Conversion Optimization

Develop conversion-focused SEO
capabilities (33.7%) to address business
outcome measurement demands.

SearchEngine
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“The ability for anyone to vibe-code tools to
handle time-consuming tasks, so we can focus
on strategic work vs. tactical busywork. For
example, we do a lot of migrations at Conductor,
and one of my leaders, who has zero engineering
experience, vibe-coded a tool that does redirect
mapping based on many factors —and it's 90%

" accurate. It allows us to spend more time on

content and technical strategies and less time
doing 1:1 redirects. The possibilities to make
tools like this are endless with Al.”

,/ 2 Patrick Reinhart
#= 7 VP of Services & Thought
i%‘ Leadership, Conductor

Quality Investment

Prioritize E-E-A-T reinforcement (49.6%)
through expert sourcing, citations, and
experience-based content development.

Authority Building

Create comprehensive topical authority
strategies (33.2%) through content hub
development and subject matter expertise.



Structural & Staffing Changes

What structural or staffing changes has your
organization made (or plans to make) to expand
or strengthen its SEO capabilities?

Purpose

Understand organizational evolution and capability
development trends within SEO teams and
departments.

Key Insights

Al Readiness Priority: 42.0% actively train teams on
Al integration, demonstrating proactive adaptation
to technological change rather than reactive
implementation. This strategic preparation indicates
industry sophistication in change management.

Organizational
Integration Focus

37.7% increase cross-functional collaboration,
addressing the low collaboration impact (9.4%)
identified earlier and indicating strategic
organizational development investment.

Skills Development Emphasis
36.4% prioritize upskilling existing talent over
hiring new staff, suggesting value placed on
institutional knowledge and team development
over external recruitment.

Stability Indicator

28.3% report no major changes, indicating
many organizations feel adequately structured
for current SEO requirements, though this may
indicate complacency risk.

Search Engine Journal’
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Top Results

Al integration training
42.0%

Cross-functional collaboration increase
37.7%

Current best practices upskilling
36.4%

No major changes

28.3%

Hired/expanded SEO roles
21.8%

Reassigned SEO to other departments
13.2%

Outsourced more SEO work
12.4%

“Stop paying attention to all the doom-and-
gloom commenters online and get upskilled

on Al It's the greatest prod’uctivity tool that

has ever been introduced, and the folks
who will thrive are the ones who learn how
to harness its power now and not be afraid
of it. Stop worrying about what acronym
you're going to put in your LinkedIn profile
and work on educating yourself and you'r
organization on the opportunity that exists
for everyone right now.”

p
(P O\I Patrick Reinhart

‘ é VP of Services & Thought

Leadership, Conductor

)



Strategic Takeaways

Al Training Investment

Implement comprehensive Al
integration training programs following
42.0% industry adoption patterns.

Talent Development

Prioritize internal capability development
(36.4%) over external hiring to maintain
institutional knowledge.

STATE OF SEO 2026: HOW TO SURVIVE 17

Collaboration Development
Systematically address organizational
silos through the 37.7% cross-functional
collaboration approach.

Change Management

Ensure the 28.3% with no changes
assess adequacy of current capabilities
against evolving industry requirements.

“The days of working in silos are over. Future success s
will come from those who can bridge marketing, product, ( ™&  JonoAlderson

PR, and engineering, shaping strategies that work across
the whole ecosystem. SEOs who think holistically and _ V
<«

Al Independent Technical
SEO Consultant

collaborate deeply will be the ones who stay ahead.”

Threats

What”s'Disrupting SEO

Recent SEO Investment
Reductions

In the past 12 months, has your
organization reduced its investment in or
deprioritized SEO?

Purpose
Assess industry confidence and identify

organizations reducing SEO investment despite
strategic importance.

Key Insights

Industry Confidence Strength: 56.6%
maintained or increased SEO investment,
demonstrating strong industry confidence
despite challenges. This majority position
indicates SEO’s continued strategic value
recognition across organizations.



Resource Reallocation
Pressure

18.1% shifted resources to other marketing
channels, suggesting competitive pressure
from alternative digital marketing approaches
and potential attribution challenges affecting
budget justification.

Tool Optimization Trend

17.0% canceled or downgraded tools, potentially
indicating platform consolidation rather than
budget reduction, aligning with multi-tool suite
preferences identified earlier.

Headcount Reduction Concerns
15.1% reduced internal headcount, indicating

cost pressures affecting human resources

despite overall industry confidence, possibly

due to economic uncertainty or automation
adoption.

STATE OF SEO 2026: HOW TO SURVIVE 18

Top Results

No reduction in SEO investment
56.6%

Reallocated resources to other channels
18.1%

Canceled/downgraded SEO tools
17.0%

Reduced internal SEO headcount
15.1%

Reduced freelance/contract support
121%

Ended/scaled back agency relationships
10.2%
Shifted responsibilities to non-SEO teams
9.7%

Not sure
9.7%

“Leadership buy-in and education is the most overlooked factor in SEO
success. For pretty much my entire 20+ year career, there has been
very little attention or investment given to the organic space. The rise

of Al search is an unprecedented opportunity for the community to get
in front of C-level leadership and help explain the importance of the
channel and why folks in our positions are vital to the digital

success of the organization.”

P \’ Patrick Reinhart

VP of Services & Thought
Leadership, Conductor

Search Engine Journal’




Strategic Takeaways

Competitive Positioning

Leverage the 56.6% industry confidence
to justify continued SEO investment and
strategic positioning.

Tool Strategy

Evaluate tool consolidation opportunities
following the 17.0% optimization trend
while maintaining capability requirements.

“The real value will come from curating and guiding
Al, analyzing entity relationships, orchestrating
structured data, and shaping how your brand is
perceived and surfaced by Al systems. This is hot

the end of SEOQ, but the elevation of it.”

Question10

Future Investment Expectations

Do you expect your organization to reduce
its SEO investment in the next 12 months?

Purpose
Gauge forward-looking industry confidence and

budget security for SEO programs.

Key Insights

STATE OF SEO 2026: HOW TO SURVIVE 19

Attribution Strength

Address resource reallocation (18.1%)
through stronger ROl demonstration and
business impact measurement.

Talent Retention

Protect human capital investment despite
15.1% industry headcount reduction trends
through strategic value demonstration.

John Shehata
CEO and Founder,
NewzDash

Top Results

No reduction expected

Not Sure
21.6%

Reduction expected
13.5%

Strong Future Confidence: 65.0% expect stable or increased SEO investment, indicating robust industry
confidence and strategic positioning within organizational priorities. This forward-looking optimism
suggests SEO’s value proposition remains strong despite challenges.

Search Engine Journal’



Strategic Uncertainty
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21.6% express uncertainty about future investment, likely reflecting economic conditions, measurement
challenges, or organizational changes affecting budget planning predictability.

Minimal Reduction Risk

Only 13.5% expect investment reduction, suggesting limited organizational threats to SEO budget security
and continued recognition of SEO’s business value contribution.

Strategic Takeaways

Budget Security
Leverage the 65.0%
confidence trend to
secure long-term SEO
investment commitments
and strategic

planning horizons.

Uncertainty Management
Address then 21.6%
uncertainty through
improved attribution,
business case development,
and stakeholder
communication.

Competitive Advantage
Use the low reduction
risk (13.5%) to justify
continued investment
while competitors
potentially reduce

SEQ efforts.

Future SEO Concerns & Risks

Which of the following trends or risks
concern you most about the future of SEO?

Purpose

Identify industry perception of existential
threats and strategic risks facing SEO’s
long-term viability.

Key Insights

Zero-Click Existential Threat: 77.9% fear
Al-generated answers reducing website
clicks, representing the industry’s primary
existential concern. This massive consensus
indicates an urgent need for traffic diversifi-
cation and value capture strategies beyond
traditional organic search.

Search Engine Journal’

Top Results

Al-generated answers reducing clicks

77.9%
Declining SERP visibility

45.6%

ROI attribution difficulties
36.9%

Diminishing content performance
23.5%

Ethical Al concerns
221%

Unpredictable algorithm updates
21.8%
Over-reliance on Google
21.0%
Rising content competition
13.2%
Unknown industry changes
11.3%

Not currently concerned
2.7%



SERP Real Estate Pressure
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45.6% worry about declining organic visibility due to Google’s commercial priorities and layout
changes, suggesting increased competition for limited organic real estate and need for enhanced

competitive strategies.

Attribution Anxiety

36.9% concerned about ROl attribution difficulties, connecting to measurement challenges identified
throughout the survey and indicating this as both current operational challenge and future strategic threat.

Quality Degradation Risk

23.5% fear diminishing content performance despite increased effort, suggesting market saturation
concerns and need for sophisticated content differentiation strategies.

Strategic Takeaways

Traffic Diversification

Develop comprehensive strategies
beyond Google organic search to
address the 77.9% zero-click concern
through direct traffic, social media, and
alternative search engines.

Value Capture Innovation

Create new methods for capturing value
from content and SEO efforts even
when clicks decrease, such as brand
building and thought leadership.

Attribution Advancement

Invest in sophisticated measurement
systems to address the 36.9% ROI
attribution concerns and maintain
budget security.

SearchEngine

“Stop chasing blue links alone.
The SERP is no longer the finish
line. Al citation and answer
presence are where real visibility
lives now.”

Duane Forrester
Founder and CEOQ,
UnboundAnswers.com

Content Differentiation

Develop advanced content strategies
emphasizing unique value, expertise, and
user experience to combat the 23.5%
performance degradation concerns.
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THE STORIE

BETWEEN DATA SETS

Let’s take a look at the data across different questions, the stories the data tells, and implications

for SEO professionals.

The High Stakes Of Content Authority: High Impact, High Anxiety

The Data
66.3% found original content creation most impactful, and 77.9% worry about Al reducing website clicks.

A substantial 49.6% plan to invest in E-E-A-T reinforcement, suggesting that nearly half the industry
recognizes this as the strategic response to the 77.9% who fear Al disruption.

The Story
Professionals see content working today, but fear its future relevance in emerging Al-dominated search.

The Implication
Success strategies are moving away from content volume to content authority and uniqueness that Al

cannot replicate. The survey reveals encouraging strategic alignment among informed professionals.

The Tool Integration Reality: Al Is Already Here

The Data
42.3% found general Al writing assistants most critical, matching technical SEO enhancements at 42.3%.

The Story
Al tools have achieved parity with fundamental technical SEO in perceived value.

The Implication
The industry has moved past “whether to use Al” to “how to use Al effectively” as a standard part of

SEO workflows.

Search Engine Journal’
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The Measurement-Investment Misalignment

The Data
60.4% prioritize qualified leads/sales conversions for measurement, but only 33.7% plan to invest in
conversion-focused SEO.

The Story
Teams are measuring business impact but not investing proportionally in driving those outcomes.

This suggests a possibility teams are being judged on business outcomes they’re not yet strategically
positioned to influence.

The Implication
A strategic gap exists between what SEOs want to prove and where they’re directing future resources.

The Scale Challenge-Solution Gap

The Data
Content creation is both the most impactful activity (66.3%) and the most time-consuming to scale

(42.6%). Most organizations resist full Al automation (only 22.4% planning primarily Al-generated
content), favoring human-authored content with Al support (58.5%).

The Story
Despite content creation being the biggest scaling challenge, most teams resist full Al automation due

to the desire to increase quality and E-E-A-T signals.

The Implication
The industry is seeking hybrid approaches that maintain quality while achieving scale.

The Cross-Functional Collaboration Opportunity

The Data
Cross-functional collaboration shows the lowest current impact (9.4%) but planned increases (37.7%).

The Story
Organizations recognize untapped potential in breaking down silos despite low current success rates.

The Implication
SEO success increasingly depends on organizational alignment, not just technical expertise.

SearchEngine
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The Training Priority Signal

The Data
42% of organizations trained teams to integrate Al into SEO workflows, the highest structural change.

The Story
Al skill development has become the top organizational priority, outpacing traditional SEO training.

The Implication
Professional development budgets are shifting toward Al competency as a core SEO sKill.

The Resilience Factor: Most Organizations Aren’t Cutting SEO

The Data
56.6% report no reduction in SEO investment, and 65% expect no future reductions.

The Story
Despite industry disruption fears, most organizations maintain

confidence in SEO’s long-term value.

The Implication
Industry concerns about SEQO’s future may

be overstated relative to actual business «,--:,i?rpﬁ
investment patterns. '
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The SEO Industry’s Strategic Position

Strengths

The industry demonstrates strong
foundational competencies with proven
impact from content creation (66.3%) and
technical optimization (42.3%).

Organizations show resilience with 56.6%
maintaining investment levels and 65%
planning no reductions.

There's healthy Al adoption with 42.3%
finding Al writing assistants critical,
indicating adaptability rather than
resistance to technological change.

Opportunities

Massive potential exists in cross-
functional collaboration, with 37.7%
planning increases from the current low
9.4% impact rate.

Al integration presents opportunities
for efficiency gains, with 42% of
organizations already training teams in
Al workflows.

The focus on human-authored

content with Al support (58.5%)

creates opportunities for competitive
differentiation through hybrid approaches
that combine scale with authenticity.

SearchEngine

Weaknesses

Critical gaps exist between measurement
priorities and investment plans, with
conversion tracking prioritized by 60.4%
but conversion-focused SEO investment
planned by only 33.7%.

Content scaling remains problematic, with
42.6% finding it time-consuming.

Cross-functional collaboration shows low
current impact (9.4%) despite recognized
importance.

The industry shows possible
underinvestment in E-E-A-T (49.6%)
relative to Al disruption concerns (77.9%),
though this gap may represent normal
strategic decision-making variations rather
than fundamental misalignment.

Threats

Al-generated answers pose the
industry’s primary concern, with 77.9%
fearing reduced website clicks.

Algorithm volatility affects 59.3% of
professionals, while declining SERP
visibility concerns 45.6%.

The shift toward zero-click search
results and Al-first experiences
threatens traditional traffic-based
success metrics and business models.



DATA-DRIVEN

PREDICTIONS

Based on survey patterns, the industry is moving
toward three distinct strategic segments:

Al-Heavy Adopters

(22.4% planning primarily Al-generated
content) will focus on scale and efficiency,
potentially serving high-volume, lower-
complexity content needs.

Authority Builders

(49.6% investing in E-E-A-T) will
differentiate through irreplaceable human
expertise, original research, and first-
hand experience that Al cannot replicate.

The data suggests investment flows toward cross-
functional collaboration (37.7% increasing), Al training
(42% already implementing), and technical foundations
(32.3% planning enhancements), indicating an industry
preparing for more integrated, Al-enhanced, but
fundamentally human-directed SEO strategies.

Search Engine Journal’
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“When Google launches Al Mode as
the default search experience, which
Sundar Pichai said is the goal, it will be
the final straw in the transition from a
curated list of links to a personalized,
conversational experience.” "

! .ig\’ Kevin Indig

‘3 Organic Growth Advisor

Hybrid Strategists

(58.5% planning human-authored
content with Al support) represent the
most popular approach amongst survey

respondents, balancing efficiency
with authenticity through strategic Al
integration.

26
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" STRATEGIC RECOMMENDATION

“OR MARKETING LEADERS

Immediate Actions (Next 6 Months):

1. Audit Current Content For Al
Differentiation

Identify content assets that demonstrate
unique expertise, original research, or first-
hand experience that Al cannot replicate.

2. Implement Hybrid Al Workflows
Follow the 58.5% majority by integrating
Al tools for efficiency while maintaining
human oversight for quality and
authenticity.

Medium-Term Investments
(6-18 Months)

1. Develop E-E-A-T Systems

Bridge the gap between Al disruption
concerns (77.9%) and E-E-A-T investment
plans (49.6%) by systematically building
expertise, experience, authoritativeness,
and trustworthiness signals.

2. Scale Content Creation

Address the 42.6% scaling challenge
through strategic Al integration that
maintains quality.

Search Engine Journal’

3. Expand Cross-Functional Collaboration
Address the 9.4% impact gap by
establishing formal process integration

with other teams, such as development,
product, and sales.

“Search and search behavior will
continue to evolve as it always has.
New search channels will rise and

old ones will fall. The only constant

will be your willingness to adapt to
their patterns. Continue to develop

the strength of your brand; which will
increase your brand’s organic visibility.”
Darrell Tyler

Senior Manager,
Organic Growth,

3. Evolve Measurement Systems
Prepare for the shift from traditional
rankings to Al visibility metrics, as expert
commentary suggests the focus is moving
toward citations and brand influence.
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CONCLUSION
An Industry Positioned
For Transformation

The 2026 State of SEO survey data reveals an industry in transition, but not in crisis, one that demonstrates
remarkable strategic sophistication as it navigates the most fundamental shift in search since its inception.

ING

e

The 371 professionals surveyed across 52 countries paint a picture of a mature, experienced workforce
(78.5% with more than four years experience) that has weathered multiple algorithm updates and now
faces the ultimate test: optimizing for Al intermediaries alongside human searchers.

The Three Pillars Of Future SEO Success

The data converges on three distinct strategic approaches emerging within the industry:

Technical Excellence As Foundation (42.3% finding technical SEO highly impactful): The fundamentals
haven't disappeared.

Site speed, clean architecture, and crawlability now serve dual purposes: satisfying human users and
providing clear signals for Al systems to understand and cite content.

Human Authority As Differentiation (49.6% investing in E-E-A-T): Nearly half the industry recognizes that
while Al can summarize facts, irreplaceable human expertise becomes the ultimate competitive moat.

Original research, first-hand experience, and authentic expertise represent the content that Al systems will
prioritize for citation because they cannot replicate it.

Strategic Al Integration (58.5% choosing human-authored content with Al support): The mainstream
industry response encompasses an intelligent hybridization of human creativity assisted by Al, rather than
full automation.

This approach leverages Al for efficiency in content creation, while maintaining human oversight for quality
and authenticity.

SearchEngine
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Perhaps most encouraging is the industry’s demonstrated resilience. Despite 77.9% fearing Al-generated

answers will reduce clicks, 65% expect no reduction in SEO investment over the next 12 months.

This suggests that business leaders understand SEO’s value extends beyond traffic generation to brand

building, market positioning, and customer education. These functions remain valuable in a

zero-click environment.

The geographic diversity of responses (52 countries) indicates these challenges and opportunities are
global. Whether in established SEO markets like the US and UK or growing digital economies across Asia,
Africa, and Latin America, professionals are grappling with similar questions about Al integration and

authority building.

The Path Forward

The data suggests successful organizations will be those that:

Embrace The Hybrid Model: Combining Al efficiency with
human expertise rather than
choosing extremes.

Invest In Cross-Functional Collaboration: The 37.7%
planning increases from current low impact (9.4%) represents
untapped potential.

Focus On Measurement Evolution: Moving beyond
traditional rankings to track Al visibility, citations, and brand
influence.

Build For Both Audiences: Creating content systems that
serve human users directly and Al systems that serve users
indirectly.

A Strategic Imperative

“Remain focused on the desires
and existing channels of the
audience you serve. As much as
the SERP landscape changes, the
desires of your customers aren’t
as volatile. Meet and teach them
Where they are. Become more than
juét a product/service, become an
anchored resource in the lives of
your customers in your given area.”

Darrell Tyler
s  Senior Manager,
Organic Growth, CallRail

What emerges most clearly from the data is that the current moment represents a strategic inflection point.

The 371 professionals surveyed are the architects of the SEO industry’s transformation. Their collective

wisdom suggests an industry that understands the magnitude of change ahead while possessing the

experience, resources, and strategic awareness to navigate it successfully.

The future favors those who harness Al thoughtfully while building irreplaceable human value.

The SEO industry appears well-positioned to do exactly that.

SearchEngine
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SURVEY METHODOLOGY
Who Are These SEO Professionals?

This analysis is based on data from Search Engine Journal's 2026 State of SEO survey, which captured responses from 371 SEO
professionals across 52 countries.

Seasoned Veterans Leading The Conversation

The respondent pool demonstrates significant industry expertise, with 78.5% having four or more years of hands-on SEO experience
and 32.9% having over 10 years in the field.

These insights come from seasoned professionals who have weathered multiple algorithm updates and
industry shifts.

Only 4.6% have less than one year of experience, suggesting the survey captures established practitioners rather than newcomers.

Authority Levels

Decision-Makers And Influencers Responding

Decision-making authority is well-represented, with 77% of respondents holding leadership positions from team lead through
C-suite level, including agency owners and independent consultants.

I This indicates a survey based on professionals who directly influence SEO strategy and resource allocation.

This profile explains why the data reflects strategic concerns about Al disruption and investment planning rather than purely tactical
implementation questions.

The typical survey respondent is an experienced (4+ years), US-based SEO professional in a leadership or decision-making role who
has lived through multiple industry changes and is now grappling with the most fundamental shift yet: the transition to optimizing for
Al intermediaries alongside human searchers.

This profile explains both the sophistication of concerns raised and the strategic nature of responses.

Geographic Distribution

A US-Dominated But Global Industry

Geographically, responses were collected globally with the strongest representation from established digital marketing markets:
48.2% from the United States, 11.9% from India, and 7.5% from the United Kingdom, while capturing diverse international
perspectives from 49 additional countries.

Survey Design

The survey design utilized multiple-choice questions with “select up to 3” constraints for most responses, allowing respondents to
indicate their top priorities and concerns while preventing response dilution.

This methodology captures the most significant factors influencing SEO strategy and performance from experienced
practitioners actively working in the field.

The survey employed a structured questionnaire focused on industry strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats, with

questions covering current successful practices, tool usage, performance outcomes, challenges, future investment priorities,
organizational changes, and industry concerns.

Search Engine Journal’
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STAT %% ANALYTICS

STAT is the ultimate SERP tracking and analytics platform for agencies and enterprise brands. Whether you're
juggling multiple sites or just a ton of keywords, STAT delivers the accuracy, simplicity, and expert partnership
you need to surface new opportunities, drive more visibility, and prove the value of your SEQ.
www.getstat.com

CallRai

CallRail is the lead engagement platform that makes it easy for businesses to attract more leads, convert more
customers, and optimize their marketing. Serving more than 220,000 businesses worldwide, CallRail’s Al-
powered solutions help businesses attribute each call, text, chat and form to their marketing journey, use insights
from their conversations to better understand their buyers, and eliminate missed opportunities with Al that can
handle lead interactions 24/7.

CallRail has grown from the G2 top-rated inbound call tracking solution to include Form Tracking, Conversation
Intelligence®, Premium Conversation Intelligence™, Convert Assist and Voice Assist. CallRail's award winning
platform integrates with dozens of leading marketing and sales software, and offers affiliate, agency, and
technology partnership opportunities, helping businesses earn, grow, and build with CallRail. For more
information, visit www.callrail.com

conductor

Conductor is the only enterprise Website Optimization & Intelligence platform that unifies 10+ years of
proprietary website data with purpose-built Al. Leading brands use Conductor to power high-quality content
generation, real-time website monitoring,

and enterprise AEO/SEO—all in one platform. From Al search visibility to technical health and content creation,
Conductor provides a single source of truth that drives authority, conversions, and growth. Rated #1 on
TrustRadius and G2. Learn more at www.conductor.com
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In a world ruled by algorithms, we bring timely, relevant information for SEOs, marketers, and entrepreneurs to
optimize and grow their businesses — and careers.

We are SEO professionals, content writers, and marketers, just like you. As the leading resource for search news
and best practices, we've grown from a personal blog in 2003 to over 1.5M+ monthly visitors today. And you are
why we come to work each day. We aim to educate and empower our readers to have confidence in their job
and campaign planning, and getting to the next level of your career.
www.searchenginejournal.com
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