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Why the Next Frontier of Automotive Digital 
Marketing Is Winning Inside AI, Not Just Search.



From Google searches to AI recommendations,
the automotive buyer journey is undergoing its most 
significant transformation since the rise of the internet. 
Search Engine Optimization (SEO) helped brands become 
discoverable. Generative Engine Optimization (GEO) is 
about something far more powerful—ensuring AI engines 
such as ChatGPT, Google AI Overviews, Copilot, Gemini, 
Claude and voice assistants recommend your brand 
when consumers ask for advice.
Balaji Pandiaraj | Sudeep Raj
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For years, automotive brands invested heavily in CAPTCHAs, cybersecurity 
tools, and digital safeguards designed to keep bots out of their websites. Today, 
a fascinating reversal is taking place. The bots have not only arrived—they are 
increasingly becoming the intermediaries between brands and consumers.

The next generation of car buyers may never see many of the webpages, review 
articles, or comparison portals that marketers spend millions creating. Instead, 
they may simply ask:

“Which SUV is best for a family of four?”
“What’s the safest compact SUV under ₹20 lakh?” 

“Should I buy X or Y?”

And an AI engine will provide the answer. This shift represents one of the most 
profound changes in digital discovery and recommendation since the birth of 
search engines.

From Dealerships to Search Engines to AI
The automotive purchase journey has continuously evolved. 
For decades, dealerships controlled information. Consumers 
visited multiple showrooms, gathered brochures, spoke to 
sales representatives, and gradually formed opinions.

The internet shifted power toward consumers. Digital 
platforms enabled buyers to research vehicles, compare 
specifications, watch reviews, and shortlist options long 
before entering a showroom. Consumers learned to ask 
Google questions, and SEO emerged as the tool which helped 
brands get visibility in response to these questions.

Today, another shift is underway. Consumers are no longer 
just searching for information. Instead they are not only 
asking AI questions around their needs but also to interpret 
the information for them.

The Day Bots Stopped Being the Enemy
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The Evolution of SEO Has a New Name:
GEO SEO Was About Visibility. GEO Is About Influence.
SEO helped brands answer one critical question:
“How and where do I appear when consumers search?”

GEO asks something far more consequential:
“How do I become the brand AI recommends?”

This distinction is critical. When users interact with traditional search engines, 
they receive a list of links and perform their own research. With generative AI, 
users increasingly receive a synthesized conclusion. The consumer is no longer 
evaluating ten links. The AI is. And then it delivers a recommendation.

With the conversational nature of these models, a shade of discussion 
undertaken generally at dealerships is happening at the comfort of consumer 
homes potentially reinforcing these recommendations.

This single shift changes everything. Success is no longer measured solely 
by rankings. It is measured by whether AI systems include your vehicle in the 
shortlist—or exclude it altogether.

Rather than viewing GEO as a replacement for SEO, brands should see it as its 
natural evolution.

SEO Optimizes for Discovery.
The objective is visibility.

• Rank high on Google

• Drive traffic

• Increase clicks

• Capture leads

The challenge is no longer getting people to visit your content. The challenge 
is optimizing content so AI engines like ChatGPT, Google AI Overviews, Copilot, 
Gemini and voice assistants recommend your brand.

GEO Optimizes for Recommendation. 
The objective is inclusion in AI-generated 
responses.

• Influence AI-generated conclusions

• Strengthen credibility signals

• Create authoritative digital narratives

• Ensure key brand strengths are 
accurately represented
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Why AI Recommendations Feel Different

Why AI Recommendations Feel Different
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Consider how consumers perceive a vehicle review. When a YouTube creator 
criticizes a car, viewers instinctively recognize that the opinion may contain 
personal bias.

The audience knows it is one person’s viewpoint. But when an AI platform 
reaches a similar conclusion, the psychology changes. Consumers show more 
confidence in the AI’s aggregation and interpretation that suits their specific 
question, which could be contextual.

Whether that assumption is entirely accurate is almost beside the point. 
The recommendation feels objective. And therefore, more persuasive.

A single opinion can now become part of what appears to be a broader digital 
consensus. For brands, that makes reputation management exponentially 
more important.

The Multi-Engine Challenge
The SEO era was dominated largely by Google. The GEO era is far 
more fragmented.

Today’s consumers may ask the same question across: ChatGPT, Google AI 
Overviews, Microsoft Copilot, Gemini, Claude, Meta AI, Voice Assistants

And receive different answers from each.

The reason is simple. Each engine interprets authority, relevance, context, 
and intent differently. A vehicle that performs exceptionally well in one AI 
ecosystem may receive limited visibility in another.

For marketers, this introduces a challenge that never existed at scale in 
traditional SEO:

Brands Are No Longer Optimizing for One 
Search Engine. They need to be Optimizing 
for Multiple AI Reasoning Engines.



The New Automotive Battleground: The Consideration Set

The New Automotive Battleground: 
The Consideration Set
In automotive marketing, inclusion in the consideration set has always 
been critical.

Historically, consumers created that shortlist themselves. Today, AI increasingly 
creates it on their behalf.

This means OEMs face a new strategic reality: A vehicle that never appears in an 
AI-generated recommendation may never receive a dealership visit, test drive, 
or quote request.

The battle is increasingly being won—or lost—before the consumer enters 
the funnel.

What OEMs Need to Do Differently
1. Monitor AI Recommendations Continuously
Brands must understand and monitor:

• Which vehicles appear in AI recommendations

• Which competitors are consistently mentioned

• Which attributes are owned by competing brands

• Which weaknesses repeatedly emerge

Unlike websites, AI outputs evolve almost everyday. 
Monitoring cannot be a once in a while exercise.
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2. Build Authority Beyond Owned Media
Traditional SEO focused heavily on brand-owned or Brand Influenced assets. 
GEO places greater emphasis on external validation.

AI engines consume:

• Reviews

• Comparison articles

• News coverage

• Expert opinions

• Community discussions

• Forum conversations

The broader and more credible the digital footprint, the stronger the signals 
available to AI. Controlling narratives become even more relevant which means 
quicker interventions when needed.

3. Move Beyond a Single USP
Many OEMs attempt to own one defining attribute → Safety. Technology. 
Mileage. Performance.

The risk is obvious. If AI assigns that attribute more strongly to a competitor, 
the entire positioning strategy weakens. The strongest brands create multiple 
reasons to remain in consideration. If one narrative fails, another keeps the 
vehicle on the shortlist.

Dealerships Must Evolve Too
The impact extends beyond OEM digital teams. Dealerships increasingly face 
customers arriving with fully formed AI-generated opinions. The traditional 
sales process assumed customers were gathering information. Tomorrow's 
customers may arrive believing they already possess the answer. Sales teams 
must therefore become better at validating, challenging, and expanding
AI-generated conclusions.

The conversation is no longer:
"Let me tell you about this vehicle."

It becomes:
"Let me show you why the recommendation 
you received may not tell the entire story."

7



The Next Frontier Is GEO
For twenty years, digital marketing revolved around winning in search. The next decade will revolve around winning inside AI, maybe even now. The brands that succeed will be those that understand a fundamental shift: Consumers are increasingly outsourcing research. Soon, they may outsource comparison. Eventually, many may outsource recommendation itself. In that world, being searchable is no longer enough. Being recommended and not just visible becomes the new competitive advantage.

The Next Frontier Is GEO
For twenty years, digital marketing revolved around winning in search. The 
next decade will revolve around winning inside AI, maybe even now. The brands 
that succeed will be those that understand a fundamental shift: Consumers 
are increasingly outsourcing research. Soon, they may outsource comparison. 
Eventually, many may outsource recommendation itself. In that world, being 
searchable is no longer enough. Being recommended and not just visible 
becomes the new competitive advantage.

Conclusion: Winning Inside AI, 
Not Just Search
SEO transformed how brands became discoverable. GEO will transform 
how brands become preferred. For OEMs, the question is no longer whether 
consumers will use AI during their purchase journey.

They already are. The real question is: When an AI engine compares your 
vehicle against competitors, what conclusion does it reach?

TLDR
The next frontier of digital marketing is not simply optimizing for search 
engines—it is optimizing for AI-driven recommendations. As consumers 
increasingly rely on AI assistants to evaluate products, compare brands, and 
form opinions, OEMs must learn to win inside AI ecosystems, not just search 
results. GEO is not replacing SEO; it is the evolution of SEO for an AI-first world. 
The brands that master it early will win in the AI recommendations—
and ultimately the consideration sets—of tomorrow's consumers.
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Methodology:
India fieldwork consisted of online interviews with ~3400 customers across 7 
sectors - banks, mobile networks, automotive, supermarkets, insurers, online 
retail and airlines

Read Also:

How Can Ipsos Help?
We are in the era of “Experience 
Economy” and the importance and 
role of experience in clear. Across 
board, there is a clear realisation 
that CX is more than a delivery pro-
cess. It is an opportunity to differ-
entiate and create stronger, more 
successful brands. Ipsos is the 
worlds largest full service CX agency 
offering services across the spec-
trum ranging from CX transactional, 
CX relationship, CX analytics to CX 
advisory (CX Maturity, CX Journey 
and CX service design).

For further details, get in touch:

Balaji Pandiaraj
Executive Director, Ipsos India 

Balaji.Pandiaraj@ipsos.com

CX Global Insights 2025: Unlocking 
the Future of Customer Experience

The Advocacy Ripple Effect

The UK CX Report 2023 The Forces of Customer Experience

CX GLOBAL 
INSIGHTS 2025

THE FORCES OF CUS-
TOMER EXPERIENCE
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