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WHAT’S THE ISSUE?
Marketers are treating AI referrals like just another 
acquisition channel. But consumer behavior suggests 
something bigger: when people arrive via an AI 
assistant, they act like they’ve already decided, buying 
with more confidence, staying longer, and second-
guessing less. If you measure AI-driven visitors just like 
visitors from traditional search, you’ll miss the trust shift 
being signaled.

WHY IT MATTERS FOR MARKETERS
AI-influenced shoppers are converting differently: 
higher revenue per visit, deeper engagement, and 
fewer returns, indicating AI is functioning as a trusted 
decision partner. That trust is not evenly distributed 
(by consumer segment or by brand), and it may widen 
winner-take-more dynamics as AI systems amplify 
what’s already growing.

WHAT THE EXPERT SHARED
Taylor Schreiner (Adobe) shared large-scale behavioral 
signals suggesting consumers increasingly rely on AI 
to synthesize complex decisions, and that reliance 
shows up in outcomes that look like “trust.” An Adobe 
survey data found that 68% of consumers who used 
AI for shopping said they’d be less likely to return 
items purchased through AI assistance, implying the AI 
recommendation process reduces post-purchase doubt.

Behavioral data reinforced the same pattern. In late 
2024, visitors coming from AI/LLM sources initially 
underperformed typical marketing entry points on 
revenue per visit, but that changed rapidly. By early 

2025, AI-referred retail traffic was running at roughly 

130% of average revenue per visit, and on key shopping 

moments (e.g., Thanksgiving) it was higher, suggesting 

AI performs best when time is tight and choices are 

complex.

The effect isn’t uniform. Early adoption in the U.S. 

skewed coastal, affluent, and educated, and retailer 

outcomes varied sharply: fast-growing retail sites were 

capturing disproportionately more AI traffic over time. 

Schreiner flagged a critical managerial challenge: 

causality is unclear because AI systems may reinforce 

momentum, directing more users toward brands already 

accelerating.

Beyond commerce, Schreiner showed the same trust 

dynamic in document workflows. Use of AI inside 

document tools is growing quickly, with people relying 

on it to pull clear answers from dense contracts and to 

create new assets from existing files. AI isn’t just helping 

people read, but helping them interpret, decide, and 

act, closing the gap between information intake and 

execution.

REALITY CHECK
These are strong directional signals, not a clean causal 

proof. AI-referred visitors may skew toward people 

who already have strong purchase intent, and the 

impact varies by category (e.g., travel planning may 

be AI-heavy while purchasing happens through other 

channels). The risk is misdiagnosis: treating AI as just a 

new referrer when it is changing how consumers form 

confidence and where brands win or lose it.
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WHAT YOU CAN DO
•	 Measure AI as a trust signal, not just a channel. 

Track return rate, time-to-decision, browsing 
depth, and satisfaction for AI-referred users, not 
only conversion.

•	 Design experiences for pre-decided visitors. 
Assume AI-referred users arrive expecting 
confirmation and clarity (specs, fit, policies, 
comparisons).

•	 Reduce post-purchase doubt. Reinforce the 
decision with proof: guarantees, fit guidance, 
simple policy language, and “why this is right for 
you” summaries.

•	 Audit AI traffic by brand tier and category. If 
AI is amplifying winners, identify where you’re 
being excluded (or over-included) and prioritize 
corrective SEO/content/feeds accordingly.

•	 Build in quality-assurance for AI-generated 
summaries and assets. Condensed outputs 
need validation, especially in regulated, legal, or 
financial contexts.

•	 Prepare for adoption beyond affluent early 
users. Stress-test experiences for lower familiarity 
audiences: clearer explanations, fewer steps, and 
guided decision support.

•	 Separate planning and purchasing behavior. 
In categories like travel, measure AI’s role in 
shortlisting and intent formation, even if booking 
happens elsewhere.

KEY TAKEAWAYS
•	 AI referrals increasingly behave like trusted 

decisions already made, so treating them like 
ordinary search visits risks missing how AI is 
reshaping consumer confidence.

•	 Returns, engagement depth, and revenue per visit 
may be better trust indicators than conversion 
alone.

•	 AI-driven visits are not evenly distributed; some 
customer segments and brands benefit more, 
which can further strengthen market leaders. 

•	 Winning in AI-influenced journeys requires clarity, 
credibility, and quality control.


