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Industry News
The latest in Local Search 
and what it means for you
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Google Ends API Support for Q&A
WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW

7

Google retired its GBP Q&A API on November 3rd, shifting 
toward AI-generated answers powered by verified business 
information and reviews. 

As Q&A disappears, Google has confirmed reviews and local 
landing pages become the main channel for customer 
answers —and a key signal for Google’s AI visibility. 

AI enables answers based on what 
Google know about your business 

from your assets as well as community 
contributions.
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Google Expands “What’s Happening” 
Feature to Multi-Location Brands
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Google has launched a new way for food & 
beverage businesses to highlight offers and 
events prominently at the top of their Google 
Business Profiles called “What’s Happening”.

How to take advantage of this feature:

● Create Google Posts featuring upcoming 
events, special offers, and deals.

● Link social media accounts in their Google 
Business Profile, if they are already posting 
this content there. 

NOTE: The What's Happening feature currently 
only appears on knowledge panels for direct 
search results on mobile devices.
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As reported on LinkedIn, In TikTok 
Creator Studio, you can now see the 
percentage of video views that came 
from specific search queries, as well as 
the traffic sources

Takeaway: Social and search teams 
should be working together to keep an 
eye on search queries and optimize by 
using text overlay and captions with 
keywords

Social Search on TikTok

https://www.linkedin.com/posts/carrieroseballoch_social-search-update-if-you-missed-this-activity-7386310284451147776-fQt6?utm_source=share&utm_medium=member_desktop&rcm=ACoAABmaB38BSnXuf2TXMIkoZVhONAJkTZVBRzk
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Studies Find LLMs Have a 
Recency Bias
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In August, SEO Consultant, Metehan Dalgıç 
uncovered a setting in ChatGPT’s system called 
“freshness scoring,” which seemed to indicate that 
newer content got a boost in search results.

Takeaway for Local Businesses:    Timely is the new ranking factor. Social has always been about 
timely content, and we’ve seen Google shift more toward it over the past few years, giving timely 
content a more prominent placement in search results (posts, photos, etc.). So it’s no surprise to 
find LLMs doing the same. Look for ways to keep your content fresh, or risk losing visibility. 

Now a peer-reviewed study from Waseda University has independently confirmed that leading AI models 
including GPT-4, GPT-3.5, LLaMA3, and Qwen exhibit a clear and measurable recency bias.

Just changing the date on an old piece of content to a more recent one without changing anything else 
was often enough to push it higher in the rankings. Some AI models were more biased than others, but 
the pattern was clear: old content gets buried.

https://arxiv.org/abs/2509.11353


© 2024 SOCi. All rights reserved®

GBP Keyword Impressions Likely 
Undercounted for June & July
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SOCi, along with others in the industry, observed a 
widespread drop in Search Impressions from June 24 
through July 18th due to a Bug in Google reporting. 

Though Google confirmed no other insight metrics 
were affected by this bug, SOCi has observed that 
Keyword Insights may have also been under-counted 
at a rate very similar to search -- a sign that keyword 
reporting is directly tied to impressions reporting.

This is disappointing news for those tracking 
unbranded keyword success, as Google recently 
confirmed they have no plans to backfill the data.

NOTE: SOCi is currently in contact with Google to 
validate our observation with their data team. 
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Beyond the Browser
OpenAI’s Take on the New Rules 
of Search and Discovery

Monica Ho, Chief Marketing Officer, SOCi

Kelly Ryan, Enterprise GTM, OpenAI





Showcase your unique 
value & local expertise

AI identifies unique selling 
points. Highlight what makes your 
business special: local sourcing, 
unique services, awards etc.
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Embrace transparency and 
accuracy across platforms

AI synthesizes information from 
various reliable sources. 
Contradictory information will 
confuse AI. Ensure consistency.

4 Cultivate and respond to 
reviews

AI search incorporates 
customer feedback. Actively 
encourage reviews on Google 
and other relevant platforms and 
respond professionally.
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Ensure we can access
your content

Prioritize content-rich pages 
for indexing and crawling, and 
ensure structured data is always 
supported by visible content.

2Be the primary information 
source for your Business

Meet users' preferences in 
today's multimodal search 
environment, supporting your 
text content with high-quality 
images, videos.

1

Five things to do for AI search experiences



If your Google Business Profile
could talk,

What story would it tell?



In addition to showcasing vibe and offerings, photos 
help answer a customer’s most pressing questions 

DOG BOARDING CONCIERGE DOCTOR LANDSCAPING

"Does this match my style?""Will my dog be happy & safe?" "Can I trust this person?" "Does this match my style?"



1. Take out your phone (yes, really)
2. Search for your category (i.e. spa near me)

3. Click on a competitor or two
4. Then search for your business

An exercise…



Stay relevant by showcasing 
your offerings

◆



Enable Product Feeds to power “See What’s In Store”

Sources : Google Internal Data Source

Learn More

Retailers that 
display their local 

inventory on 
Google can see an 
average increase 
of 5.5% in clicks 

to their websites & 
16% more 

impressions on 
Google

◆ ◆ 

https://support.google.com/business/answer/9934993?hl=en


Add amenities 
to highlight 
what you offer

Culinary landmark renowned for its authentic Indian 
flavors and sophisticated ambiance. 

◆

7X more clicks for 
businesses with 

complete profiles



Photos and videos 
drive action Businesses that add photos 

to their Business Profiles 
receive 42% more 

requests for directions on 
Google Maps

90% of people are more 
likely to visit you if you 

have photos of your 
business on Google 

Search and Maps

35% more clicks through 
to their websites for 

businesses with photos

◆



Showcase timely 
content  and drive 
to your social 
channels by 
adding social 
media links

Eligible Social Media Platforms

◆ 



What people 
are saying 

◆ 

NEW

Helps users get a real feel for 
a place with videos from 

people who've been to your 
location.



Engage with your 
customers by adding 
chat links

NEW

67% of people prefer 
communicating by 

messaging a business to 
a call or email

◆ 



The New Visibility 
Factors
What the Data Says About 
Winning Local in 2026
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Consumers are using AI 
to ask for local recommendations …
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May now be as high 
as 56% according to 
recent study from 
NearMedia



Optimize for the Factors 
Driving AI Visibility
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AuthorityRelevance

Precision

Meets the (often 
highly specific) 
needs of the 
consumer 

Is the best 
choice among 
available 
alternatives

Displays accurate, 
consistent, 
actionable data
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Gemini

AI Mode AI Overviews

Google
(Search and 

Maps)

Yelp
Bing

ChatGPT Perplexity

Known 
Partnership

Known 
Partnership

Alleged 
Source

Alleged 
Source

The (Simplified) Local AI Ecosystem



What We Studied
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The Source
~2,800 multi-location 
brands (the entire LVI 

dataset) across 5 
industries and 42 

subcategories

The Data
3.2M local 

recommendation and 
data queries conducted 

on ChatGPT, Gemini, and 
Perplexity

The Result
Derived benchmarks 

grouped into 3 
fundamental metrics: 

AI Visibility
AI Profile Optimization

AI Sentiment



What We Studied
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AI Visibility

We used “Can you recommend businesses of type X in region Y?” as a proxy 
for more detailed queries.

Found in results 1-5 Likely to be recommended by AI

Found in results 6-10 At risk of not being recommended

Not found in first 10 results Not visible in AI recommendations



What We Studied

33

AI Profile Optimization

We asked AI tools to provide complete profile information 
for each location and scored its accuracy against source data. 

● Business name
● Full address
● Phone number
● Business website
● Hours of operation



AI Sentiment

We asked AI tools to provide a star rating 
(and a count of reviews on which the rating was based) for each location. 

⭐ ⭐ ⭐ ⭐ ⭐
⭐ ⭐ ⭐ ⭐
⭐ ⭐ ⭐ 

⭐ ⭐ 

⭐ 

What We Studied
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What We Found
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AI performance correlates 
strongly (r=0.72) with 
performance in traditional 
search, social, and 
reputation channels 
according to the Local 
Visibility Index (LVI)



What We Found
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However, the top 100 
brands only overlap by 
37%, suggesting 
traditional local 
marketing signals are 
being reconfigured by AI



% of brands 
appearing in 
the Google 

3-Pack for top 
keyword

% of brand 
locations 

recommended 
by Perplexity

% of brand 
locations 

recommended 
by ChatGPT

% of brand 
locations 

recommended 
by Gemini

Fewer Businesses Are Recommended
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23.6%
25.8%

Complex, specific queries mean fewer chances to appear in LLM results

14.7%
12.3%

On average, brand 
locations are 
recommended by LLMs 
at a rate of 17.6%



Average 
rating of a 

recommended 
business on 

ChatGPT

Average rating 
of a business 

on Google

Reviews Matter More than Ever
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3.1 Stars

4.2 Stars
4.4 Stars

Being recommended in AI results requires very high sentiment signals

Average rating 
of a business 

on Yelp



Accuracy of 
business 

profile 
information on 

Gemini

Accuracy of 
business 

profile 
information on 

ChatGPT

Accuracy of 
business 

profile 
information on 

Perplexity

LLM Data Sources Are Fragmented
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65.5%
69.8%

99.2%

Brands must submit complete, accurate local data to underlying sources



AI tools are using
a broad range of sources 

but a few are clearly 
more trusted …
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81% {
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88% {
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81% {
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76% {
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89% {
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74% 



● Fix underlying data and ensure consistency across Google, Yelp, 
Facebook, and your website/local landing pages

● Augment with detailed, consistent listings on appropriate niche 
directories

● Ask for reviews, respond to reviews, and cultivate excellent CX
● Monitor your AI results and the sources AI platforms use in your industry
● Create content that answers the likely questions of your ideal customer
● Benchmark your AI performance and set improvement goals

Top Takeaways for Marketers

47



SOCi100 
Coming in January!

Sign up for the 
2026 Local Visibility Report 

to see how you rank >

48



2026 Local Search Ranking 
Factors Report
What this SMB Focused Survey 
Means for your Multi-Location Brand

49
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2026 Local Search Ranking Factors Report
WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW

Source: Whitespark

https://whitespark.ca/local-search-ranking-factors/
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● This is a survey. Findings are not a 
result of deep data analysis (though 
individual opinions may be), and may 
not align with the reality of Google’s 
search algorithm, or the opinion of 
other local search experts.

2026 Local Search Ranking Factors Report
WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW
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● This is a survey. Findings are not a 
result of deep data analysis (though 
individual opinions may be), and may 
not align with the reality of Google’s 
search algorithm, or the opinion of 
other local search experts.

● SMB focused. Many of the opinions 
based on single location case studies.

2026 Local Search Ranking Factors Report
WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW
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● This is a survey. Findings are not a 
result of deep data analysis (though 
individual opinions may be), and may 
not align with the reality of Google’s 
search algorithm, or the opinion of 
other local search experts.

● SMB focused. Many of the opinions 
based on single location case studies.

● Does not take Relevance and 
Prominence into consideration.

2026 Local Search Ranking Factors Report
WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW
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In simple terms: 
Relevance gets you on the list, 
Prominence puts and order to that list.
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In simple terms: 
Relevance gets you on the list, 
Prominence puts and order to that list.

Determine IF you Rank Determine WHERE you Rank
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High Review Volumes get you 
Discovered in a Wider Radius 
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Tools like GeoRank 
Provide Actionable 
Competitive Insights
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…and explain why 
that 5.0 might not 
be good enough



Case Study:  
The Power of 
Social

9% 
Increase in GBP 

Search impressions

10% 
Increase in web 

clicks & phone calls
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● Social signals are now included, but the industry is WAY behind in 
understanding their impact on search visibility (i.e. ranking).

2026 Local Search Ranking Factors Report
WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW
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2026 Local Search Ranking Factors Report
WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW

● No mention of Menus as a ranking factor. 
Besides several great case studies, Google 
has explicitly stated structured menus 
enhance customer discovery.
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2026 Local Search Ranking Factors Report
WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW

● No mention of Menus as a ranking factor. Besides 
several great case studies, Google 
has explicitly stated structured menus 
enhance customer discovery.

● No mention of having a Google rating of 
4.0 and above as a ranking factor  
(or lack-of as a negative ranking factor).
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2026 Local Search Ranking Factors Report
WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW

● No mention of Menus as a ranking factor. Besides 
several great case studies, Google 
has explicitly stated structured menus 
enhance customer discovery.

● No mention of having a Google rating of 
4.0 and above as a ranking factor  
(or lack-of as a negative ranking factor).

● No mention of Google Post copy as a factor.
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2026 Local Search Ranking Factors Report
WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW

● No mention of Menus as a ranking factor. Besides 
several great case studies, Google 
has explicitly stated structured menus 
enhance customer discovery.

● No mention of having a Google rating of 
4.0 and above as a ranking factor  
(or lack-of as a negative ranking factor).

● No mention of Google Post copy as a factor.

● Only a single mention of Merchant center at #70 
when we know Google heavily favors businesses 
with with inventory validation in product based 
searches.

Retailers that 
display their local 

inventory on 
Google can see an 
average increase 
of 5.5% in clicks 

to their websites & 
16% more 

impressions on 
Google
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● It doesn’t tell the full story on LLMs. 

2026 Local Search Ranking Factors Report
WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW
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While these studies provide a great snapshot of 
individual factors that appear to have an affect 
Relevance and Prominence in Google search, they 
does not provide an accurate representation of 
Google’s complex search algorithm and what is most 
important for multi-location and enterprise brands. 

Pay attention to those things that build prominence 
for queries within your industry.

● Get reviews
● Be engaging (photos, posts, strong CTAs)
● Be social

2026 Local Search Ranking Factors Report
TAKEAWAY FOR MULTI-LOCATION BRANDS



      Checkbox Optimization
New GBP Categories, Attributes & More…
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New GBP Category

Healthcare

Nursing practice

 



Caught in the  Wild
New features we’ve spied 
in Local Search results
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Curated restaurant lists in 
Google Maps App results.

Feature appears after the 3rd 
organic result. 



© 2024 SOCi. All rights reserved®© 2024 SOCi. All rights reserved®

Thanks for 
Joining!
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See you next month!
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SOCi Customers

Watch On-Demand

Scan or Click

Non-Customers

Scan or Click

https://university.meetsoci.com/pages/the-seo-juice
https://www.soci.ai/the-seo-juice-webinar-library/?utm_medium=content&utm_source=soci&utm_campaign=seo-juice-web-presentation&utm_content=----
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