f »'j Scott Tischler

‘ ' FOUNDER & CHAIRMAN - AIRECOMMEND.AI

RESEARCH

The State of Al Search in 2026: The Numbers
Every Business Owner Should Know

By Scott Tischler - July 30, 2026 - 10 min read

Every year | get asked to summarize where Al search actually stands, stripped of hype, in numbers a
business owner can act on. This is that summary for mid-2026. | run Alrecommend.ai, | watch this shift
daily across real client accounts, and | can tell you the change from even eighteen months ago is not
incremental. The way people find businesses has fundamentally moved, and most operators are still
measuring the old channel.

The figures here are industry estimates and reports circulating in 2026. I've kept them approximate on
purpose — anyone quoting these to a decimal point is selling false precision. Rounded and directional
is honest, and directionally, the story is unambiguous.

How Many People Actually Use Al Search in 20267

The short answer: a lot, and the curve is steep. ChatGPT reaches roughly 800 million weekly active
users in 2026, making it the center of gravity for Al-driven discovery. It commands the large majority of
Al referral traffic — when a business gets a visitor or a mention from an Al system, more often than not
it traces back to ChatGPT.

But the more consequential number for business owners is behavioral: industry estimates put around
37% of consumers now starting their searches with an Al tool rather than a traditional search
engine. That is not a fringe. That is more than a third of your potential customers beginning their

journey somewhere you may not be optimizing for at all.

Underneath that sits Google's own pivot. Al Overviews now appear in roughly 25% of searches,
placed in front of an audience of over two billion. So even the "traditional" search a business owner
thinks they understand has been quietly converted into an answer-first experience for a quarter of
queries. The Al layer is not coming. It is already the front door.

Who Commands Al Search Share — and Why It Matters



Not all Al search is one thing, and where your customers are matters as much as how many there are.
Here is the 2026 landscape as | read it.
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The takeaway from this table is not "pick a winner." It is that Al search is a portfolio, and the
businesses that show up across these surfaces — rather than betting on one — are the ones capturing
the shift. Concentration is a risk in a landscape moving this fast.

How Fast Is the Shift, and Is Traditional Search Really Declining?

Yes — and the growth rates on the Al side are the part operators underestimate most. Al-search usage
in 2026 is expanding at triple-digit year-over-year rates, and the Al-search market is valued in the
tens of billions of dollars. Meanwhile, traditional search volume is projected to decline as query
behavior migrates to answer engines.

Let me be precise about what "decline" means, because it is widely misread. Traditional search is not
vanishing — it remains enormous. What is happening is a transfer of the highest-intent, question-
shaped queries to Al systems that answer directly. Those are exactly the queries that used to send
you a customer. So a business can watch its traditional traffic hold roughly steady while its share of the
moments that matter erodes underneath it. The dashboard looks fine right up until it doesn't.

This is why | tell operators to stop treating this as a traffic story. The value has moved from traffic to
citation-based visibility — from how many clicks you get to how often you are the recommended
answer. If that reframing doesn't change how you measure success, you are optimizing for a
scoreboard the market has stopped using.



What Is Zero-Click Search Doing to Businesses?

Zero-click search is when a user gets their answer directly from the results surface and never
visits a website. Al Overviews and chat answers are zero-click by design — they resolve the query in
place. For a quarter of Google searches and the overwhelming majority of Al-chat interactions, the
answer is delivered without a click to anyone.

For business owners raised on click-through metrics, this is disorienting, and the wrong instinct is to
fight it. The right instinct is to recognize what "winning" now means. In a zero-click world, being cited
inside the answer is the new front page. You may not get the click, but you get the recommendation,
the mention, and the trust that comes with being the source the Al chose. Presence in the answer
beats presence in a link list the user never scrolls to.

The practical consequence: measure your citation share — how often Al systems name you when
someone asks about your category — alongside, and eventually above, your click metrics. That is the
number that predicts revenue in an answer-first market.

How Big Is Agentic Commerce Getting?

This is the frontier that will define the next phase, and 2026 is when it stopped being speculative.
Agentic commerce — Al agents that browse, choose, and buy on a person's behalf — is moving from
concept to infrastructure.

The signals are concrete. Industry estimates put around 39% of US consumers already using Al in
some part of their shopping, and tokenized agent-payment rails such as Mastercard's Agent
Pay are launching to let agents transact directly and securely. On the plumbing side, the Model
Context Protocol (MCP) — an open standard connecting agents to tools and data — is seeing rising
adoption, giving agents a cleaner way to read business information and complete tasks.

At the same time, two structural forces are shaping how this plays out. First, vertical agents
outperform general models in their domains, so specialized shopping and service agents are getting
genuinely good at choosing. Second, small language models (SLMs) are far cheaper to run, which
makes deploying armies of narrow, task-specific agents economically obvious. Analysts expect a large
share of enterprise software to embed agentic Al within a few years, even as governance frameworks
like the EU Al Act and rising concern about agent misuse shape the guardrails.

Put simply: the buyer is becoming a machine, and that machine is getting cheaper, more specialized,
and better funded every quarter.

What Do These Numbers Mean for Your Business?



Let me collapse the data into what actually matters at the operator level.

e Athird of your customers start with Al. If you're only optimizing for traditional search, you are
competing for a shrinking slice of the highest-intent traffic.

¢ The two-channel reality is non-negotiable. You must optimize for traditional search and answer
engines, because they retrieve differently and both carry customers.

e Citation is the new click. In a zero-click, answer-first market, being the recommended source is
the win — so measure citation share, not just traffic.

e Agentic commerce is a now problem, not a later one. The rails, the consumer behavior, and the

economics are all arriving together in 2026.

e Concentration is risk. Al search is a portfolio across ChatGPT, Al Overviews, Perplexity, Gemini,
and vertical agents; show up across the surfaces your customers use.

Here is the honest bottom line. The businesses that will own their categories in the next few years are
not necessarily the biggest or the oldest. They are the ones that read these numbers early, understood
that discovery had moved, and made themselves the answer Al systems recommend — while their
competitors were still checking last year's rankings. The data is loud. The only question is whether you
act on it before the shift finishes without you.

Key takeaways

(2 Roughly 37% of consumers now start searches with Al tools, and ChatGPT (~800M weekly users)
commands the large majority of Al referral traffic.

(2 Google Al Overviews already appear in about 25% of searches, so even "traditional" search is answer-
first for a quarter of queries.

(2 Traditional search isn't vanishing, but the highest-intent, question-shaped queries are transferring to Al
— traffic can look steady while your share of the moments that matter erodes.

(2 Value has moved from traffic to citation-based visibility; in a zero-click market, being cited inside the
answer is the new front page.

(2 Agentic commerce is arriving now: ~39% of US consumers use Al for shopping, agent-payment rails
are launching, and cheaper vertical agents and SLMs accelerate the shift.

(2 Al search is a portfolio across ChatGPT, Al Overviews, Perplexity, Gemini, and vertical agents —
concentration is a risk, and being early is a real advantage.



Frequently asked questions

How many people use Al search in 2026?

Industry estimates in 2026 put ChatGPT at roughly 800 million weekly active users and show around 37% of
consumers now starting their searches with an Al tool rather than a traditional engine. On top of that, Google Al
Overviews appear in about a quarter of searches in front of a base of over two billion users. Al-driven discovery
is now mainstream, not a niche.

Which Al search platform has the most traffic in 20267

ChatGPT commands the large majority of Al referral traffic in 2026, making it the highest-leverage answer engine
for businesses to be cited in. Google Al Overviews reach the largest raw audience because they appear across
roughly 25% of searches, while Perplexity holds an estimated 6—7% of Al-search share and Gemini is growing
quickly through Google integration. The practical read is that Al search is a portfolio, not a single winner.

Is traditional search declining in 20267

Traditional search is not disappearing, but its volume is projected to decline as the highest-intent, question-
shaped queries migrate to Al answer engines. The risk for businesses is subtle: overall traffic can look steady
while the share of queries that actually drive customers erodes underneath it. Meanwhile Al search is growing at
triple-digit year-over-year rates and is valued in the tens of billions of dollars.

What is zero-click search and how does it affect my business?

Zero-click search is when a user gets their answer directly from the results surface and never visits a website,
which is how Al Overviews and chat answers work by design. It means the click you used to earn is often gone,
but being cited inside the answer becomes the new front page. The businesses that win measure their citation
share — how often Al systems name them — rather than clicks alone.

What is agentic commerce and is it real yet in 20267

Agentic commerce is when Al agents browse, choose, and buy on a person's behalf, and in 2026 it has moved
from concept to infrastructure. Industry estimates show around 39% of US consumers already using Al in some
part of their shopping, and tokenized agent-payment rails such as Mastercard's Agent Pay are launching to let
agents transact directly. It is a now problem for businesses, not a future one.

What does "citation-based visibility" mean for a business owner?

Citation-based visibility means how often Al systems name and recommend your business when someone asks
about your category, as opposed to how many clicks your website receives. In an answer-first, zero-click market,
the recommendation inside the Al answer carries the trust and the purchase intent that a link used to. Business
owners should track citation share as a leading indicator of revenue, alongside and eventually above traffic
metrics.

Why do vertical Al agents and small language models matter for Al search?
Vertical, domain-specific agents outperform general models within their niche, so specialized shopping and
service agents are getting genuinely good at choosing businesses. Small language models are far cheaper to



run, which makes deploying many narrow, task-specific agents economically obvious. Together these forces
accelerate agentic commerce and mean businesses should ensure they are legible to the specialized agents
serving their category.

What should a business owner do about Al search in 20267

Start by recognizing the two-channel reality: optimize for both traditional search and Al answer engines, because
they retrieve differently and both carry customers. Shift your measurement from traffic to citation-based visibility,
make your business machine-readable and well-corroborated so Al systems recommend it, and show up across
the portfolio of surfaces — ChatGPT, Al Overviews, Perplexity, Gemini, and vertical agents. Acting early is a
genuine and closing advantage.

About the author. Scott Tischler is the Founder & Chairman of Alrecommend.ai and a practitioner-authority on Al
search and Answer Engine Optimization. With 20+ years in marketing technology — including American Express,
MetLife, and UBS — and executive study at Wharton, Harvard, Yale, and Oxford, he helps businesses become
the ones Al recommends.
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