
How e-commerce sites need to change for

the AI era

As ChatGPT, Google and now Apple race to monopolise e-commerce with AI,

2025 is being dubbed "the year that changed online search". What should brands

do to stay ahead?

By Amy O'brien

Online searchhasbeengovernedby a smallhandful of searchenginesfor over 20 years,and thepractice
of search engine optimisation (SEO) has been a core part of every brand's e-commercemarketing

strategysince. But whathappenswhenthe entire systemis upendedby AI? Following arecentstringof

AI searchupdatesfrom the biggestplayers in tech, it's aquestionthat's at the forefront of brands' and

marketers'minds, asthey raceto keep up with the techdevelopmentsthatwill influence how - andif

- their productsarefound online.

"2025 is the year that searchchangedfor the first time since the engines were invented," saysMatt

Hildon, Europeanretail portfolio director at Valtech, adigital agencythat works with brandson their

techstacksand marketingstrategies.

While Google still hasamonopoly on online search,in April, its stockprice dropped 7 percent when

AppleexecutiveEddy Cuetestified thatGooglesearcheswithin Apple'ssafari browserhad declinedfor

the first time sincelaunch,during the Apple-Googleantitrust trial. Cuelinked this dropto theincreasing
use of AI chatbots for search,a thesis that is gaining traction thanks to several recent reports into

changinguser behaviour.Some80 per centof consumersnow rely on AI-written results for at least40

per cent of their searches,resulting in a 25 per cent drop in organic web traffic, according

to researchfrom consultancyBain & Co publishedin February.Theresearchalsofound that 42per cent

of large languagemodel (LLM) usersnow get shoppingrecommendationsvia AI platforms.

"2025 is the year that search changed for the first time since the engines were invented."

MATT HILDON, EUROPEAN RETAIL PORTFOLIO

DIRECTOR AT VALTECH

It's ashift that the platform's maker, OpenAI, is keen to exploit when it comesto commerce:the $300

billion tech companyis piloting an integratedcheckoutproduct so that consumersdon't haveto leave

ChatGPTto complete purchases.It would chargebrandsa salescommission,accordingto a Financial

Timesreport last week. OpenAI told VogueBusinessit "cannot commentat this time."
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At the sametime, Google is playing seriousAI commercecatch-up: in May, it launched its"AI mode"

for generativeAI-led search, andannouncedthree new AI shopping features(virtual try-on, Gemini-

powered personalisedshopping recommendations,andagenticprice-match comparisons),which areall

being rolled out in the US first. We can also expect anentry into AI searchfrom Big Techrival Apple

soon,via its Safari browser,according to reports.

All this means ad agenciesand marketing teams have shifted their focuses from SEO(search engine

optimisation) to what's been coined "AIO" (AI optimisation), and venture capitalists are backing a

whole cottage industry of startups promising to increase brands' AI search discoverability and

conversions. While AI and marketing experts say it's still difficult to know exactly what makes these

LLMs tick, there arekey website practicesemerging that canhelp brandsstay on the front foot of this
shift.

When it comes to website content, context is king

Thefundamental difference betweenLLMs andtraditional online searchenginesis the way that users

interact with themto find what theywant. AI searchhasseenusersshift away from purekeyword-based

searchprompts to longer, more conversationalquerieswith follow-up questions.

At the sametime, generativeAI models areconstantly upping the amount of context they can parse.

"As thesemodels are usedmore, they processtheselonger prompts through their world model, which

helps them understandthe context behind the question that's askedwith all of the knowledge they've

built up until now," saysMax Sinclair, CEO of Azoma AI, which helps brands with their AI search

strategies.While Google has collected user data for 20 years- age, location, preferences- this will

now all feed into AI search,which understandsthe searcher'sintent and context, basedon this existing

data.

Gone are the days of traditional keyword hacking, where brands would scope out the keywords that

were easiestto rank on and build their website copy andproduct listings around. Instead,brands must

now focus on writing intent-basedcontent that talks aboutproduct categoriesanduser problems more,

aswell as FAQ andhow-to-style conversationalcontent that pre-emptsuser queries."A one-liner for a

product description is no longer OK," says Hildon. "Now, multiple pagesof detail about a product can

feed into the AI: the more you canexposeit to data, the higher the chanceof conversion."

Data points that LLMs latch onto are details like defining who an item is for, talking about its

functionalities, its usecasesand whatevents a customermay wear it to.

For a luxury handbag,for example,a brandmay have previously included aline in their product details

suchas "100 per cent Italian leather handbag." Now, theymay describethe product as a"100 per cent

Italian leatherhandbagwith spacefor a laptop that would suit a woman in her 20sor 30s,who cantake

it straight from work to anevening dinner".

As well as curating more detailed product descriptions ontheir own websites,experts saythat brands

also needto think more holistically about everyword relating to their brandthat sits online.

"The question of brandhealth is now morerelevant than ever, asLLMs are indexing the internet for all

the unaidedawarenessandopinions aboutproducts and brandsthat exist," saysSamShapiro,partner at

venturecapital firm VMG Technology.

The more product imagery, the better

Another big shift with AI searchis the moveto "multimodal" search,wherethe questionof contextnow

extendsto product imagery, aswell as written content. Industry experts saythe bettera brand's product
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imagesalign with their written descriptors, the more likely they are to be parsed well and suggestedto

usersby AI models.

"Three years ago, if you were to type 'blue handbag' into asearchengine, you'd beservedup red, brown

and black bags, becausethe models didn't understand the visual cues," Sinclair says. This was due to

brands' practice of "keyword stuffing", so that the bag would appear in as many search results as

possible. Thatmethod will now work againstbrands, Sinclair adds."The AI can tell if the colours match

with the content and will prioritise for relevance: they'll give the user apage of two or three much more

relevant product recommendations, rather than apage of 50 bags in different colours."

If abrand makes the bag in question in severalcolours, they will therefore needto show product images

of every colourway on the listing page,to be surfaced in more AI searches.

But it's not just a question of product images matching up with their descriptions when it comes to

multimodal AI search. Google says that visual searchthrough the company's AI-driven image search

Google Lens is its fastest-growing searchbehaviour, andthat one in four of the 20 billion visual search

queriesit getsamonth have commercial intent - for instance, usersaresearchingto shop. Google says

this change is being driven by younger consumers and Gen Z, whose visual, social and mobile-first

experiences of the world is influencing the way they want to shop. Plus, the more angles of a product

anddetail that areshown in the product's photo listings, the more likely it is to appear in the right visual

search.

"When we speak to digital asset management software providers (DAMs), which sit in brands'

commerce software stacks, they say that video is now absolutely crucial for appearing more in

multimodal search, too," Hildon adds.

Stripping things back to basics: Sort out your code

Investing in adding AI-friendly detail to website content becomes futile if the infrastructure behind

brands' websites is difficult for LLMs to read. Brands might be unaware their websites' code is blocking

LLMs from crawling their site altogether.

"We've had a lot of clients who may have had attrition in their technical teams and are unaware that

someonesetup their website two years agoto block LLMs from scraping their content," Sinclair says.

"Once we've identified this, it would take about 30 seconds to change those lines of code, but often

internal processeshold this transformation back."

Sinclair stressesthat brands' tech teams need enough oversight so they can stay nimble and update

websites in responseto the latest AI developments.

"There's a lot of fast technical hacks that techteams can do- essentially web schemas' AI upgrade-

that enable them to understand your website better," he says.

Theseinclude: LLms.txt files, which allow website text to be understood better by LLMs; robots.txt

files, which instruct searchengines on what pages they can access;and traditional structured data code

(like a list of tags) that can be added to a website's html, which still help search engines with AI

capabilities parse a brand's content better.

"Brands can win some pretty low-hanging fruit when it comesto a lot of the LLM crawling."

MAX SINCLAIR, CEO OF AZOMA AI

"Brands can win somepretty low-hanging fruit when it comes to alot of the LLM crawling, and as with

a lot of thesemore technical details, a little goesa very long way," Sinclair adds.
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As brands navigate all these changes, the consensus among experts is that AI search will ultimately

better serve consumers. If brands can keep up with rapid tech advancements by providing the data on

which AI models thrive, fashion e-commerce could become more relevant and more personalised than

ever. And given that consumer opinions of brands are also fed into these LLMs, they point out that

search's new AI era could get a lot fairer.

"All sorts of brand health data is accessible to these answer engines," says Shapiro. "Now there's an

extra element of discovery for brands' healthy and quality, so ultimately I think that will allow better

brands to bubble to the top - it's the North Star for brands to show up that way."

Sign up to receive the Vogue Business newsletter for the latest luxury news and insights, plus exclusive

membership discounts.

Comments, questions or feedback? Email us at feedback@voguebusiness.com.
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