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Here is the short answer: a branded prompt and an unbranded prompt are two completely different

contests, and most businesses only ever compete in one of them by accident. A branded prompt is
when someone already types your name — "Is AIrecommend.ai any good?" or "What does Scott

Tischler do?" An unbranded prompt is when someone describes the problem and never mentions you

at all — "Who can help me show up in AI search?" The first decides whether AI confirms or quietly

undercuts the reputation you already have. The second decides whether you get discovered by people

who have never heard of you. You need to win both, and the plays are not the same.

I spend most of my time at AIrecommend.ai looking at where businesses actually lose, and this is one

of the most common blind spots. Owners obsess over the branded question — "what does ChatGPT

say about my company?" — because it is the one they can emotionally feel. Meanwhile the unbranded

question, the one that drives almost all new demand, is being answered entirely by their competitors.

Let me break down how each works and what moves the needle.

The two prompts are two different games
When someone asks a branded question, the AI already has your entity in hand. It knows which "you"

is being discussed, and its job is to summarize what it believes to be true about you. The raw material

is whatever the web collectively says: your site, your reviews, directories, articles, forum threads, the

lot. The AI is essentially acting as a reference librarian who has read your file and is now reading it

back. If the file is thin, contradictory, or stale, the summary will be thin, contradictory, or stale — and

the person asking is usually a warm lead who was one good answer away from buying.

An unbranded question is a casting call. Nobody has named a winner. The AI has to decide, from a

universe of possible businesses, which handful to name at all — and then which one to lead with. This

is a fundamentally harder problem for the model, because it has to first understand the intent, then

assemble a shortlist, then rank it. You are not being summarized; you are being selected. And here is

the part that stings: you can have a flawless branded reputation and still never appear in a single



unbranded answer, because showing up in the casting call depends on signals you may have never

built.

My read, not a guarantee: for most service businesses, unbranded prompts outnumber branded ones

by a wide margin, because the whole reason people reach for AI is that they don't already know who to

call. That is exactly why ignoring the unbranded game is so expensive.

There is a mechanical reason the two feel so different, and it is worth understanding before you spend

a dollar. On a branded prompt, the model's retrieval step is easy — your name is the query, so it pulls

documents that are explicitly about you. On an unbranded prompt, your name is nowhere in the query,

so you only get retrieved if the web has already tied you to the concepts in that question. If nothing on

the open web connects you to the problem being described, you are not in the candidate pool at all,

and the ranking step never even gets a chance to consider you. You lost before the model started

thinking. That single fact explains why so many well-run businesses with great reputations are invisible

the moment their name drops out of the question.

Winning branded prompts: the defensive game

Branded prompts are the easier game to win because you control most of the inputs. The goal is

simple to state: when someone types your name, the AI should return an accurate, flattering-but-

honest, specific answer — and it should do so without hedging or confusing you with someone else.

Three things move this the most. First, consistency of your core facts across the web. What you

do, who you serve, where you operate, and what you are known for should read the same on your site,

your profiles, and any third-party mention. AI treats agreement across sources as truth; it treats

disagreement as a reason to hedge or stay vague. If your homepage says one thing and your LinkedIn

says another, you have handed the model a reason to water down its answer.

Second, a clean, unambiguous identity. If there is another business or person with a similar name,

the model can blend you together and attribute someone else's weaknesses to you. Spelling out

exactly who you are — full name, company, category, location — in the places AI reads helps it keep

you separate from the noise.

Third, answers to the obvious follow-up questions already published in your own words. People

don't stop at "is this company good?" They ask about price ranges, process, who it's for, and whether

it's legit. If you have published clear, quotable answers to those, the AI tends to repeat them. If you

haven't, it fills the gap from reviews and third parties — which may or may not flatter you. The branded

game is mostly about leaving no vacuum for the model to fill with someone else's framing.

Winning unbranded prompts: the offensive game



Unbranded prompts are where growth lives and where the work is harder, because you are trying to

get named in a conversation you are not part of yet. You cannot win this by polishing your own site

alone. You win it by becoming one of the entities the web associates with the problem, not just with

your name.

Start by mapping the actual unbranded questions your buyers ask — not the ones you wish they

asked. "How do I get my business recommended by ChatGPT?" is a real prompt. "Best-in-class

omnichannel answer-engine solutions" is not something a human types. I call the useful version of this

a prompt set: the concrete, intent-loaded questions a buyer would type right before they need you.

That list is your new keyword research, and it should drive everything else.

Then earn your way onto the shortlist for those prompts. Practically, that means three overlapping

moves. Publish the definitive answer to each prompt in plain, extractable language, so the model

can lift a clean passage and attribute it to you. Get named by sources the model already trusts —

industry write-ups, directories, podcasts, roundups — so you appear in the same context as the

problem. And make your specific angle legible: AI is more likely to name a source that clearly owns

a niche than one more generalist that looks like everybody else. If the honest, specific version of you is

"the person who helps local service businesses get recommended by AI," say exactly that, everywhere,

until the association is unmistakable.

One more offensive move that punches above its weight: get mentioned next to the names the model

already associates with your category. When a trusted article, directory, or roundup lists you in the

same breath as the recognized players, the model learns by association that you belong in that set.

You don't have to outrank the leaders to benefit — you just have to keep showing up in the same

rooms they do, in sources the model respects. Over time, that adjacency is itself a recommendation

signal.

The uncomfortable truth is that unbranded visibility compounds slowly and then holds. You are not

buying a slot; you are accumulating enough corroborated signal that the model keeps reaching for you.

It takes longer than any ad, and it is far more durable once it lands. I'd rather own a narrow, specific

prompt that a real buyer types than rank for a vague one that flatters my ego and converts nobody.

How to tell which game you're actually losing
You can't fix what you can't see, and these two failures look completely different in the wild. Test them

separately. Run your branded prompts — your name, your company, "is X legit," "X reviews" — across

ChatGPT, Gemini, and Perplexity, and read what comes back. If the answers are accurate and specific,

your defensive game is healthy. If they are vague, wrong, or mix you up with someone else, that is a

branded problem, and it is usually fixable in weeks because you control the inputs.



Then run your unbranded prompt set — the problem-first questions with no name attached. Count how

often you appear at all, and whether you are named first or buried in a list. If you are absent, you have

an offensive problem, and no amount of homepage polish will solve it. That gap — strong on branded,

invisible on unbranded — is the single most common pattern I see, and it is almost always the more

valuable one to close, because it is the one standing between you and people who don't know you

exist yet.

Run both tests on a schedule, because AI answers drift. A business that shows up today can quietly fall

out of the shortlist next month as the web around it changes. Treat branded and unbranded as two

separate dashboards, because they move for different reasons and you fix them with different tools.

The bottom line
Branded prompts protect the demand you already have. Unbranded prompts create demand you don't

have yet. Most businesses spend all their worry on the first and all their missed opportunity on the

second. Win the branded game by removing every reason for the AI to be vague about you. Win the

unbranded game by making yourself one of the entities the web genuinely associates with the problem

your buyers are trying to solve. Do both, measure both separately, and you stop leaving the most

valuable conversation — the one where nobody has said your name yet — entirely to your

competitors.

Key takeaways

Branded prompts (someone types your name) are a defensive game — you mostly control the inputs,

and the fix is removing every reason for AI to be vague or confused about you.

✦

Unbranded prompts (someone describes the problem, never names you) are an offensive game —

you're being selected from a field, not summarized, and polishing your own site alone won't win it.

✦

For most service businesses, unbranded prompts drive the bulk of new discovery, because people

reach for AI precisely when they don't already know who to call.

✦

Win branded prompts with consistent core facts across the web, a clean unambiguous identity, and

published answers to the obvious follow-up questions in your own words.

✦

Win unbranded prompts by mapping the real problem-first questions buyers type, publishing the

definitive answer to each, and getting named by sources AI already trusts.

✦



Frequently asked questions

What's the difference between a branded and an unbranded prompt?
A branded prompt is when someone already types your name or company into an AI assistant — the AI's job is to

summarize what it believes about you. An unbranded prompt is when someone describes their problem or need

without naming anyone, and the AI has to decide which businesses to name at all. The first protects existing

demand; the second creates new discovery.

Which one matters more for growth?
For most businesses, unbranded prompts drive more new growth, because the people most likely to use AI to

find a provider are the ones who don't already know who to call. Branded prompts still matter — they protect

warm leads — but if you're invisible on unbranded questions, you're missing the audience that has never heard

of you.

How do I check whether AI is recommending me for unbranded prompts?
Build a list of the problem-first questions your buyers would actually type — no company name attached — and

run them across ChatGPT, Gemini, and Perplexity. Note how often you appear at all and whether you're named

first or buried in a list. Repeat on a schedule, because AI answers drift as the web around you changes.
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Test branded and unbranded prompts separately and on a schedule — they fail in completely different

ways and are fixed with completely different tools.

✦


