
Is Your Startup Ready for ChatGPT Traffic?
I remember the week ChatGPT launched. My inbox filled with questions from startup founders
asking if they should drop everything and build for this new channel. A few years earlier, the
same crowd had asked about voice search. Before that, it was social media algorithms. The
pattern is always the same: a new platform appears, traffic shifts, and founders worry they are
missing the boat.

But here is the thing about ChatGPT traffic and similar generative AI sources. It is real, but it is
not a replacement for search engine optimization. It is an addition. And for a startup in its first
90 days, the question is not whether to chase it. The question is how much time and money to
spend on it compared to the channels that already drive predictable results.

Understanding the Shift in How People Find Answers
When someone opens a browser today, they might type a query into Google. Or they might
open ChatGPT and ask the same question in natural language. The difference matters. On a
search engine, the user sees a list of links and chooses one. On a generative AI platform, the
user gets a direct answer synthesized from multiple sources. If your content is one of those
sources, you get a mention but not always a click.

That is the core trade-off. Generative engine optimization, or GEO, aims to make your content
the source an AI model cites. But the citation rarely includes a link. The user gets the answer
and moves on. For a startup trying to build an audience, a mention without a visit is not very
useful. You need people to land on your site, sign up for your product, or subscribe to your
newsletter. That usually requires a click.

What Kind of Traffic Are We Talking About?
Let me be clear about one thing. ChatGPT traffic, as a term, is still loosely defined. Some
people use it to mean visitors who come to your site from a link shared inside a ChatGPT
conversation. Others use it to mean users who find your brand mentioned in a ChatGPT
response and then search for you on Google. Both are real, but both are small. Data from
several analytics companies suggests that referral traffic from AI chatbots accounts for less
than one percent of total web traffic for most sites. That number will grow, but it is not there
yet.

For a startup with limited resources, chasing a channel that delivers sub-one-percent of your
traffic in the first quarter is a distraction. The more urgent work is building a foundation that
works across all channels, including the ones that dominate today.
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SEO, AEO, and GEO in the First 90 Days
If you are in the first 90 days of building a startup, you have three optimization paths in front of
you. SEO, search engine optimization, is the oldest and most proven. AEO, answer engine
optimization, is about structuring content so that voice assistants and featured snippets pick it
up. GEO, generative engine optimization, is the newest and focuses on AI models.

I have worked with about a dozen early-stage startups over the past two years. The ones that
grew fastest did not pick one path. They prioritized based on what their customers were
actually doing. Here is a rough framework I have seen work.

Month One: SEO Basics Come First

Before you think about any engine, you need a site that search engines can crawl and
understand. That means a clean information architecture, fast load times, proper heading
structure, and metadata that tells Google what each page is about. It also means basic
keyword research. Find the terms your target customers use when they are looking for a
solution. Build pages around those terms.

During this month, do not worry about ChatGPT traffic. Worry about getting indexed and
ranking for five to ten high-intent keywords. If you can rank in the top ten for even a handful of
terms, you will see real visitors. Those visitors come with intent. They searched for something,
and your page matched. That is the easiest transaction to start.

Month Two: Answer Engine Optimization

By the second month, you have some content live and maybe a little traffic. Now you start
optimizing for answers. Voice search is still growing, and Google featured snippets pull from
well-structured pages. Write your content in a question-and-answer format where it makes
sense. Use clear, direct language. Put the answer near the top of the page. This helps Google
pull your content into the featured snippet box, which can double your click-through rate.

At this stage, you might also start noticing mentions of your content in AI responses. That is a
good sign. It means your writing is clear and authoritative. But do not chase it yet. The returns
are too small, and the time investment is too large for a two-month-old startup.

Month Three: Experiment with GEO

In the third month, you can begin testing generative engine optimization. The goal here is to
make your content more likely to be cited by AI models like ChatGPT. Several tactics help. Write
comprehensive guides that cover a topic thoroughly. Use structured data, like FAQ schema and
how-to schema. Include primary sources and citations. All of these increase the chance that an
AI model will choose your content as a reference.



But here is the hard truth I have seen play out repeatedly. Even when your content gets cited,
the traffic is indirect. Users may see your brand name in a response and later search for you. Or
they may click a link if the AI model includes one. Most models do not include links by default.
So you are building brand awareness, not direct traffic. That has value, but it is hard to measure
and slow to compound.

The Real Role of ChatGPT Traffic in a Startup Strategy
I think the smartest use of ChatGPT traffic for an early-stage startup is as a signal, not a
channel. When your content starts appearing in AI responses, it tells you that your writing is
clear, your topics are relevant, and your authority is growing. That is useful feedback. It can
guide your content strategy. But it should not replace your SEO work, because SEO still drives
the majority of search-related visits.

Let me give you a concrete example. A founder I worked with runs a small SaaS tool for project
management. In his first 90 days, he wrote ten blog posts targeting long-tail keywords like
"remote team task tracking" and "lightweight project management for freelancers." He also
added FAQ schema to each post. By month three, he was getting about 1,200 organic visits per
month. He also noticed that one of his posts was being cited in ChatGPT responses about
remote work tools. That citation brought him about 30 extra visits in the same month. The SEO
traffic was forty times larger. He made the right call by focusing on SEO first.

When to Shift More Weight Toward GEO
There is a time when GEO becomes more important, but it is not in the first 90 days. When your
startup has an established content base, a steady stream of organic traffic, and a brand that
people recognize, then you can invest heavily in making your content AI-friendly. At that point,
the mentions you earn in AI responses reinforce your brand authority and drive indirect traffic
through branded searches. But that is a six-month to one-year milestone, not a three-month
one.

A Practical Checklist for Month One
If you are starting today, here is what I recommend you do before you think about generative
AI.

Install analytics and search console. Measure what you have now so you can see
what changes.

Identify five high-intent keywords your ideal customer would use. Write a page for
each.



Make sure your site loads in under three seconds. Speed affects ranking and user
experience.

Add a clear call to action on every page. Traffic is useless if people do not know what
to do next.

Write one comprehensive guide that covers a topic your audience cares about deeply.
This becomes your anchor content.

After you finish those five things, you can start thinking about answer engines and generative
models. But not before.

Final Thoughts on the Balance
The hype around generative AI is real, and it is not going away. But hype does not pay the bills
in month one, two, or three. What pays the bills is getting found by people who are actively
searching for what you offer. That is still search engine optimization. ChatGPT traffic is a
bonus that comes later, after you have built a solid foundation.

Treat it that way and you will save yourself time, money, and frustration. Chase it too early and
you will wonder why your site is quiet while your competitors who focused on SEO are growing.
The smartest founders I know are keeping one eye on the future and both hands on the
present. That is the right posture for a startup in its first 90 days.


