
Why Startups Should Consider GEO Optimization
in Their First 90 Days
When I started my first company, search engine optimization was the only game in town. You
wrote blog posts, built backlinks, and hoped Google would smile on you. But that was a decade
ago. Now the search landscape has split into three distinct tracks: traditional SEO, answer
engine optimization (AEO), and generative engine optimization (GEO). For a startup with
limited runway, the question isn't which one to master. It is which one to prioritize in those first
critical 90 days.

I have worked with over a dozen early stage startups, and the ones that survived the first
quarter did not try to do everything. They made a bet on one channel and executed it ruthlessly.
The mistake I see most founders make is treating GEO optimization as a future concern. They
think it is something to worry about after product market fit. But generative AI is already
reshaping how customers discover solutions. If you ignore it, you are handing your competitors
the first mover advantage.

The Three Engines and Their Trade Offs
Let me break down each approach quickly, because understanding the trade offs is the first
step to making a decision. SEO is about ranking on Google. It rewards authority, backlinks, and
content depth. It takes time usually six to twelve months to see meaningful traffic. AEO
focuses on featured snippets and direct answers. It works well for informational queries, but it
rarely drives direct conversions. GEO optimization targets the models behind ChatGPT,
Perplexity, and other generative interfaces. It is the newest of the three and the least
understood.

For a startup, the appeal of GEO is speed. Traditional SEO requires building domain authority
from scratch. That takes years. But generative models pull from a wider set of signals. They
care about structure, clarity, and direct answers. If you can get your content into the training
data or the retrieval set of these models, you can appear in front of users almost immediately.
That is a huge advantage when you are racing to validate your market.

Why the First 90 Days Matter
I learned this lesson the hard way. My second startup spent three months building an SEO
content strategy. We published twenty articles, optimized for keywords, and waited. Nothing
happened. We had no backlinks and no authority. Meanwhile, a competitor launched a GEO
focused campaign. They created a single page that answered the core questions in our space
with clear structure and concise language. Within weeks, their content was appearing in
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generative search results. They were getting qualified leads while we were still waiting for
Google to index our pages.

The first 90 days of a startup are about learning, not scaling. You need to understand who your
customer is and how they search. GEO optimization fits that timeline because it rewards clarity
over authority. You do not need a hundred backlinks. You need a well structured answer to a
real question. That is something a founder can build in a week, not a quarter.

How to Start With GEO Optimization

Here is the practical approach I recommend to the startups I advise. First, identify the top five
questions your target customer would ask a generative AI tool. Not the keywords they type into
Google, but the full questions they would ask a chatbot. Write those questions down. Then
build a page or a set of pages that answer each question directly. Use a clear question and
answer format. Keep paragraphs short. Use bullet points for steps or lists. Generative models
favor content that is easy to parse.

Second, make sure your answers are factual and cite sources where possible. Generative
models penalize vagueness. If you say something, back it up with data or a link to a reputable
source. That does not mean you need academic citations for every claim. But if you claim your
product saves time, include a specific number or a short case study. Concrete statements get
picked up more often than general claims.

Third, update your content regularly. Generative models are refreshed periodically, and they
favor fresh content. If you leave a page untouched for a year, it will likely drop out of the
retrieval set. Set a reminder to review and refresh your GEO pages every month. That is a small
investment compared to the payoff of being the default answer in a generative response.

When to Choose GEO Over SEO or AEO
Not every startup should lead with GEO. If you are building a local service business, traditional
SEO still wins. People searching for "plumber near me" are not asking a generative model yet.
But if your product is novel or your market is early, GEO gives you a faster path to visibility. I
worked with a startup that built a tool for remote team collaboration. Their market was
crowded with established players like Slack and Teams. Traditional SEO was a losing battle.
But they focused on GEO optimization for the question "What is the best tool for remote team
collaboration?" and within weeks their page was appearing in generative answers. That drove
enough traffic to validate their product and raise their first round.

The decision comes down to your customer's search behavior. If they are typing short
keywords into a search bar, invest in SEO. If they are asking long questions into a chatbot or



voice assistant, invest in GEO. And if they are looking for quick facts or definitions, AEO is your
path. Most startups serve a mix, but you have to pick one to start.

Common Pitfalls to Avoid

I have seen founders make a few mistakes with GEO that are easy to avoid. The first is treating
it like SEO. GEO is not about keyword density or meta tags. It is about answering questions in a
way that a machine can understand. That means using natural language, not stuffing terms.
The second mistake is ignoring structure. Generative models love lists, tables, and clear
headings. A wall of text will not get picked up. The third mistake is forgetting about the human
reader. If your content is optimized for a machine but unreadable for a person, you lose the
trust of the person who finds you through a generative answer. Write for people first, then
optimize for the model.

Another pitfall is expecting instant results across all queries. GEO optimization works fastest
for questions that have clear, factual answers. If your query is subjective or requires opinion,
the model will draw from many sources. You need to be the most authoritative source on that
specific question. That takes time and consistency. Start with the easiest questions first and
build from there.

Measuring Success in GEO
Measuring GEO is harder than measuring SEO. You cannot look at a search console and see
your ranking. But you can track a few signals. Use tools like Google Search Console to see if
your pages appear in Google's generative search features. Monitor referral traffic from AI
chatbots and generative search tools. Ask your users how they found you. I have found that a
simple question in your onboarding flow can tell you a lot. "How did you hear about us?" with
an option for "via an AI search result" gives you direct data.

Also track the questions your content answers. If you see a spike in traffic for a specific
question, that is a sign your GEO strategy is working. Double down on that topic. Build more
content around it. The goal is to become the definitive answer for a handful of high value
queries. That is more valuable than ranking for a thousand low value keywords.

Final Thoughts
The first 90 days of a startup are a sprint. You do not have time for slow moving strategies.
GEO optimization offers a way to get in front of customers quickly, provided you are willing to
learn a new kind of content craft. It is not a replacement for SEO, but it is a complement that
pays off faster. I have seen it work for early stage startups in crowded markets. I have also
seen it fail when founders treated it like a magic bullet. It is a tool, not a cure.



If you are starting a company today, spend your first week researching how your customers ask
questions. Then build one page that answers the most important question better than anyone
else. That single page could be the difference between a quiet first quarter and a breakout one.


