
Why Startups Need SEO for AI Assistants in Their
First 90 Days
I have been building and advising startups for over a decade, and one thing I have noticed is
how quickly the search landscape shifts. When I started out, it was all about ranking for a few
high-volume keywords. Then came voice search, featured snippets, and now generative AI. The
rules keep changing, but the core question remains the same for any founder in their first
quarter: where do I put my limited time and money to get discovered?

For years the answer was simple: invest in traditional search engine optimization. You wrote
blog posts, built backlinks, and optimized meta tags. That still works, but it is no longer
enough. AI assistants like ChatGPT, Perplexity, and Google's SGE now pull answers from
websites and present them directly to users. If your content is not structured for these
systems, you might as well be invisible. That is where the concept of SEO for AI assistants
comes into play. It is not a replacement for classic SEO. It is an evolution.

The New Discovery Layer
Think about how you search today. I recently asked an AI assistant for a recommendation on
project management tools for a remote team. It gave me a short list with bullet points, each
one citing a source. I did not scroll through ten blue links. I just took the answer and moved on.
That behavior is becoming the norm, especially among younger users and busy professionals.
If your startup's content is not the source that AI assistant quotes, you lose that entire channel
of discovery.

This shift matters most in the first 90 days because that is when you are building your initial
audience and testing your value proposition. You cannot afford to wait six months for organic
rankings. You need visibility now. Focusing on SEO for AI assistants means you optimize your
content so that AI systems extract it accurately and cite your site. That gives you a direct line
to users who trust those answers.

How AI Assistants Pick Sources

AI assistants do not crawl the web the same way Googlebot does. They rely on structured data,
clear authority signals, and concise, factual content. If your site has a messy hierarchy or uses
vague language, the assistant may skip you or, worse, misinterpret your information. I have
seen startups with great products fail to get cited simply because their FAQ page was written
as dense paragraphs with no clear question-answer format.

The fix is not complicated. Use schema markup for articles, products, and FAQs. Write clearly.
Answer one question per section. Use headings that match what a user would actually ask. For
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example, if you sell a time-tracking tool, your H2 should not be "Our Solution for Productivity". It
should be "How to Track Billable Hours Automatically". That matches the query someone types
into an AI assistant, and it makes your content easy to extract.

Prioritizing Your First 90 Days
When I work with early-stage startups, I tell them to split their optimization efforts into three
buckets: classic SEO, answer engine optimization (AEO), and generative engine optimization
(GEO). Each serves a different purpose. Classic SEO builds long-term authority and drives
traffic through traditional search. AEO focuses on getting your content into voice search results
and featured snippets. GEO is about making your content attractive to generative AI models
like ChatGPT.

In the first 30 days, I recommend focusing on AEO and GEO. Why? Because they give faster
feedback. You can write a single, well-structured article that answers a common customer
question, and within a week you might see it cited in an AI response. That is a huge win for a
young startup. Classic SEO takes months to show results. It is still important, but you can start
laying that foundation later, once you have some traction.

Here is a practical roadmap I have used with several startups:

Week 1-2: Identify the top 10 questions your target customers ask. Use tools like
AnswerThePublic or just talk to real users.

Week 3-4: Write one detailed answer for each question. Use a clear Q&A format with
schema markup. Publish on your blog or a dedicated FAQ page.

Week 5-6: Monitor where your content appears. Use a tool like Brandwatch or manual
checks with AI assistants to see if you get cited. Adjust your phrasing if needed.

Week 7-8: Start building backlinks to those pages. Guest post on relevant sites, reach
out to journalists, and share on social media.

Week 9-12: Review your analytics. See which questions drive the most AI referrals.
Double down on those topics with more detailed guides or tools.

This approach lets you test and iterate quickly. You are not guessing what works. You are
getting real signals from AI systems and users.

Common Pitfalls I See
The biggest mistake I see founders make is treating SEO for AI assistants as a one-time setup.
They write a few FAQ pages, add some schema, and then forget about it. That does not work.
AI models update frequently. They change how they rank sources. Your content needs regular
updates to stay accurate and relevant. I have a client whose product page dropped from AI



citations after they changed their pricing without updating the schema. The assistant kept
citing the old price, which led to confusion and lost sales.

Another pitfall is ignoring user intent. Some startups stuff their content with keywords without
actually answering the question. AI assistants are getting better at detecting fluff. If your
content does not provide clear, actionable information, it will not get selected. Always ask
yourself: if someone reads just the first two sentences of my answer, do they get what they
need? If not, rewrite it.

Finally, do not over-optimize for AI at the expense of human readers. Your content should still
be engaging and useful for people. The best approach is to write for humans first, then tweak
the structure so AI can parse it easily. That balance is the heart of effective SEO for AI
assistants.

Measuring What Matters
How do you know if your efforts are working? Traditional SEO metrics like organic traffic and
keyword rankings still matter, but you need additional signals. Track how often your site
appears as a citation in AI responses. There are emerging tools that monitor this, but you can
also do manual spot checks. Ask an AI assistant questions related to your niche and see if
your content shows up. Keep a log of wins and misses.

Also watch for referral traffic from AI platforms. Some assistants now include links to sources.
If you see a spike in visitors from a domain like perplexity.ai or chatgpt.com, that is a direct
sign your content is being used. That traffic tends to be highly engaged because the user
already trusts the answer. They are coming to you for deeper information.

The Role of Authority

AI assistants prefer authoritative sources. For a startup, building authority quickly is tough but
not impossible. Focus on niche expertise. If you are the only site that covers a specific sub-
topic in depth, you become the go-to source. Publish original research, case studies, or detailed
how-to guides. Get quoted by other reputable sites. Every backlink from a trusted domain
increases your chances of being cited by AI.

I have seen a two-person startup outrank established brands in AI responses simply because
they had the most thorough guide to a very specific problem. They wrote a 3000-word
walkthrough for fixing a common software bug. No one else had that detail. The AI assistant
loved it. That is the kind of leverage a small team can create.

Final Thoughts



Your first 90 days are a sprint. You need to prove your concept and start acquiring users. By
weaving SEO for AI assistants into your early strategy, you open a channel that many
competitors ignore. It is not a silver bullet, and it requires ongoing maintenance, but the payoff
is real. You get faster visibility, build credibility, and create a foundation that scales as you
grow.

Start with your customer's top questions. Write clear, structured answers. Monitor your
citations. And keep iterating. That is how you turn AI assistants into your best salespeople.


