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Ask ChatGPT, Gemini, or your phone's assistant for the "best plumber near me" and something quietly

significant happens. You do not get a page of ten options to compare. You get a short list, sometimes a

single name. For a local business, that shift is everything. The old game was ranking in a list. The new

game is being the answer.

I work with local and service businesses on exactly this problem, and the good news is that local

Answer Engine Optimization (AEO) rewards the fundamentals you can actually control. You do not

need to outspend a national brand. You need to be the most legible, most corroborated, most trusted

local entity in your category. Here is how.

How do AI assistants choose a local business to recommend?
An AI assistant answering a local query is doing three things in sequence: figuring out who the
credible providers are in that category and location, checking which of them are consistently and
favorably described across sources, and then naming the ones it is most confident about.

Underneath, it is pulling from the same well of local data that has always mattered, now filtered through

machine reasoning:

Google Business Profile and the local map data that surrounds it

Reviews and ratings, and crucially the language inside them

Citations, meaning mentions of your name, address, and phone across the web

Localized content on your own site that matches how people actually ask

Corroborating signals from directories, local press, and community sources

The business that wins is not necessarily the biggest. It is the one about which the machine can form

the most confident, best-supported conclusion.



Why is Google Business Profile still the foundation?
Your Google Business Profile (GBP) remains the single most important local asset, because it is the

most structured, most trusted source of local facts on the web, and AI systems lean on it heavily.

Treat it as a living entity, not a set-and-forget listing:

Claim and fully complete it. Correct category, precise service area, hours, phone, website, and a

description written in natural language.

Choose the most specific primary category available. "Emergency plumber" resolves more

precisely than "contractor."

Post regularly and keep hours accurate, including holidays. Freshness signals a live, real business.

Add real photos of your team, work, and location.

Use the Q&A section to answer genuine customer questions in plain, quotable language.

A complete, active GBP is the anchor that everything else corroborates. An incomplete one is a quiet

handicap you are choosing to carry.

How do reviews influence AI recommendations?
Reviews do double duty in the AI era. They are still a trust and ranking signal, but now the actual
words inside them are being read and reasoned over. A model does not just count that you have 4.8

stars. It reads that customers repeatedly say you are "on time," "fair on price," and "great with older

homes," and it uses that language to match you to specific questions.

This changes how you should think about review generation:

Ask consistently. A steady flow of recent reviews matters more than a big burst two years ago.

Recency signals an active, relevant business.

Encourage specifics. Reviews that mention the exact service, the neighborhood, and the outcome

give a model concrete facts to reason from.

Respond to every review, positive and negative, professionally. Responses show a real, engaged

operator and add your own language to the record.

Never fake reviews. Platforms and models increasingly detect manipulation, and the downside is

reputational ruin. Authenticity is not just ethics here; it is strategy.

Here is a line worth remembering: in local AEO, your reviews are training data for the machine

deciding whether to recommend you.



What are citations and why does consistency win?
A citation is any mention of your business's name, address, and phone number (NAP) on another

website, whether a directory, an association page, or a local news site. Citations do two things: they

help AI systems confirm you exist and operate where you claim, and consistent ones reinforce you as

a single, real entity.

The failure mode is drift. Over years, an old phone number, a former address, or a slightly different

business name accumulates across listings. Every mismatch is a small reason for a machine to lose

confidence.

Signal Consistent (wins) Inconsistent (loses)

Business name Identical everywhere Variations and abbreviations differ

Address Same format, same suite notation "Suite 200" vs "Ste 200" vs missing

Phone number One canonical number Old and new numbers coexist

Category Same specific category Broad on one site, narrow on another

The fix is unglamorous and effective: pick the canonical version of every fact, then audit and correct

your listings until they all agree. I have seen businesses gain local visibility from nothing more than this

cleanup.

What content makes you the local answer?
Most local businesses publish generic content that could describe a company anywhere. AI assistants

answering local questions want the opposite: content that is unmistakably of this place and matched

to how people ask.

Build content around real local intent:

Service-plus-city pages that genuinely describe your work in specific areas you serve, not thin

doorway pages.

Question-shaped headings that mirror voice and chat queries: "How much does emergency

plumbing cost in [city]?"

Direct answers up front, followed by detail. Answer engines lift the clear, self-contained sentence

near the top.

Local specifics that only a real operator would know: the older housing stock in a neighborhood,

seasonal issues, permit realities in your county.



FAQ sections with genuine, plainly written answers, which map directly onto how assistants phrase

responses.

The test I give clients: could a competitor in another city copy this page by swapping the city name? If

yes, it is not local content. If no, you are building the specificity a machine rewards.

A concrete local AEO playbook
Sequence the work rather than trying to do everything at once.

1. Fully optimize your Google Business Profile. Correct categories, complete details, real photos,

active posting.

2. Audit and fix NAP consistency across every listing and directory until all sources agree on one

canonical entity.

3. Build a steady review engine. Ask every satisfied customer, encourage specifics, respond to all of

them.

4. Add LocalBusiness schema to your site so your location, hours, and service area are machine-

readable structured data.

5. Publish genuine localized content organized around real questions and specific service areas.

6. Earn local citations and mentions from reputable local directories, associations, and community

sources.

7. Re-audit quarterly, because listings drift, hours change, and new competitors move.

None of this requires a national budget. It requires being the most legible and best-corroborated local

entity in your category, consistently, over time.

The bottom line
The local recommendation is being made whether you influence it or not. When a neighbor asks their

assistant for the best provider nearby, a name gets spoken. The businesses that earn that name are

not the loudest. They are the ones an AI can identify clearly, verify confidently, and trust based on what

real customers actually said. Build that, and you become the neighborhood recommendation the

machine reaches for by default.

Key takeaways

Local AEO is about being the single answer an AI assistant names, not ranking somewhere in a list of

ten.
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Frequently asked questions

What is local AEO?
Local AEO, or local Answer Engine Optimization, is the practice of making a local or service business the one

that AI assistants recommend for location-based queries like "best plumber near me." It focuses on being the

answer an assistant names rather than one option in a ranked list.

How do AI assistants decide which local business to recommend?
An AI assistant identifies the credible providers in a category and location, checks which of them are consistently

and favorably described across sources like Google Business Profile, reviews, and citations, then names the

ones it is most confident about. The winner is the business the machine can form the most confident, best-

supported conclusion about.

Is Google Business Profile still important for AI search?
Yes, it is more important than ever. Google Business Profile is the most structured and trusted source of local

facts on the web, and AI systems lean on it heavily, so a complete, active, accurately categorized profile is the

anchor that all your other signals corroborate.

Do reviews still matter when AI makes the recommendation?
Reviews matter even more, because AI systems now read the actual words inside them, not just the star count.

When customers repeatedly describe you as on time, fair, or expert in a specific service, a model uses that

language to match you to relevant questions.

What is a citation in local SEO and AEO?
A citation is any mention of your business name, address, and phone number on another website, such as a

directory, association page, or local news site. Consistent citations help AI systems confirm you exist and operate

where you claim, reinforcing you as a single, real, trustworthy entity.

Google Business Profile is the foundational local asset; complete it fully, choose the most specific

category, and keep it active.
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AI systems now read the actual language inside reviews, so encourage specific, recent, authentic

reviews and respond to all of them.
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NAP citation consistency across every listing is a trust signal; drift and mismatches erode a machine's

confidence in you.
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Localized content must be genuinely of-this-place and question-shaped; if a competitor could copy it by

swapping the city name, it is not local content.
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The winning local business is the most legible and best-corroborated entity in its category, not

necessarily the biggest advertiser.
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How do I create content that wins local AI recommendations?
Build content around real local intent using question-shaped headings, direct answers up front, and specifics only

a genuine local operator would know. A useful test is whether a competitor could copy the page by swapping the

city name; if they could, it is not truly local content.

Can a small local business compete against national brands in AI search?
Yes. Local AEO rewards fundamentals you control, such as a complete Google Business Profile, consistent

citations, authentic reviews, and genuinely localized content. You do not need a national budget to be the most

legible and best-corroborated local entity in your specific category and area.

How often should I audit my local listings?
Audit your listings at least quarterly, because information drifts over time as phone numbers, addresses, and

hours change and new competitors appear. Regular re-auditing keeps your NAP consistent and your entity

trustworthy in the eyes of AI systems.
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