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Every time an Al assistant recommends a business, it's quietly making a choice you rarely see:
should the best answer be a specialist that does one thing deeply, or a generalist that does
many things conveniently? The deciding factor is almost always how specific the question is.
Narrow, loaded prompts pull the model toward specialists; broad, convenience-driven prompts
pull it toward generalists. You win by matching your positioning — and your content — to the
specificity of the prompts your real customers actually type.

This is one of the most useful lenses I've found for thinking about Al visibility, because it cuts through a
guestion founders agonize over: should we be known for one thing or seen as a full-service option?
The model doesn't have a fixed preference. It has a preference per question, and once you see that, a
lot of confusing recommendation behavior starts to make sense.

Specificity in the question drives the choice

Think about how you'd answer two different requests from a friend. If someone says “I need a good all-
around dentist near me,” you name the solid, convenient practice everyone uses. If they say “I need
someone who does complex wisdom-tooth extractions and sedation for an anxious patient,” you don't
name the generalist — you name the specialist, even if they're further away and harder to get into. Al
reasons the same way, because it's modeling the same thing: what would genuinely best serve this
request.

The signal the model reads is specificity. A broad query — “a marketing agency,” “a good accountant,”
“a gym” — implies the person wants a safe, capable, convenient option, and a generalist fits that. A

loaded query — one that names a niche, a hard constraint, a particular use case, a specific technique
— implies the person wants someone who does that, and a generalist who merely offers it among fifty

other things is a weaker answer than someone who's clearly known for it.



This is why the same business can show up for one phrasing and vanish for another. It's not that the
model forgot you. It's that the question changed what “best” means, and you matched one version of
best and not the other.

| find it helps to picture the model sliding along a dial as it reads the prompt. Each qualifier the person
adds — a technique, a constraint, a particular kind of customer, a complication — nudges the dial
toward “find me someone who specializes in this.” Strip the qualifiers away and the dial swings back
toward “find me a solid, convenient option.” The words in the question are doing that work, not some
fixed opinion the model holds about your business. Which means the lever you actually control isn't the
dial — it's making sure that wherever a given customer's question lands on it, your signals look like the
right answer at that spot.

Why specialists have a structural edge — and where they lose it

On specific queries, specialists have real advantages in how Al works, and they're worth understanding
because they're the same mechanisms | write about constantly.

¢ Depth reads as authority. A business whose entire site, reviews, and mentions orbit one narrow
thing accumulates dense, consistent signals about that thing. The model can see clearly what you're
known for, and that clarity is exactly what it leans on when a query is specific.

e Corroboration is easier to earn in a niche. It's far more achievable to become the name that
comes up repeatedly across sources for a narrow specialty than for a broad category. When the
model finds the same business cited again and again for the specific thing being asked about, that
repetition is persuasive.

e The attribute extraction is unambiguous. When Al builds its sense of “what is this business
known for,” a specialist hands it an easy answer. A generalist forces the model to either list
everything (diluting the signal) or guess at a primary focus.

But specialists lose, predictably, on the broad queries. If someone just wants “a good option” with no
qualifier, the narrow specialist can read as overkill, inconvenient, or simply not what a general request
calls for. Owning a niche means you dominate the questions inside it and may be invisible to the ones
outside it. That's not a flaw to fix; it's the deal you make, and it's usually a good one.

Why generalists win the queries they win

Generalists aren't disadvantaged everywhere — they're advantaged on a different, and often larger, set
of questions. When the prompt is about convenience, breadth, or one-stop simplicity, the generalist is
genuinely the better answer, and the model treats it that way.



“Somewhere | can get my taxes, bookkeeping, and payroll all handled,” “a full-service shop,” “one
place for all of it” — these reward breadth. So do a lot of local, convenience-driven requests where the
person wants capable-and-close rather than specialized-and-far. The generalist's edge is that it

matches the intent behind a broad question, which is: don't make me assemble this from pieces.

The trap for generalists isn't being broad. It's being broad and undifferentiated — offering everything
while being clearly known for nothing. That business is weak on specific queries (a real specialist beats
it) and often weak even on broad ones (a better-known or better-reviewed generalist beats it). Breadth
without a reason to pick you is the worst of both.

The playbook: match your signals to the prompts you can win
Here's how I'd act on all this, whether you lean specialist or generalist.

Start from the prompts, not from your org chart. Figure out how your actual customers phrase what
they want to an Al assistant. Are those prompts specific (naming a niche, a constraint, a use case) or
broad (naming a category and wanting convenience)? That distribution tells you which fight you're
actually in. Most businesses guess wrong about this because they describe themselves in their own
language, not the buyer's.

If you're a specialist, commit to it loudly. Don't dilute your signals to chase breadth you can't win.
Make it unmistakable across your site, content, and the places that mention you what specific thing
you're the answer for. Your goal is to own the specific queries so completely that the model has no
doubt. Half-committing — being a specialist who's shy about it — gives you the specialist's narrow
reach without the specialist's authority.

If you're a generalist, manufacture specificity in your content. This is the move most people miss.
You can be a full-service business and still create deep, specialized content for each thing you do — a
dedicated page, a body of material, real depth per service rather than one shallow “we do everything”
page. To the model, a well-built service area reads like a specialist's signal for that query, while your
overall breadth still serves the convenience prompts. You get to compete on both the specific and the
broad questions instead of being mediocre at each.

Give the model a clear primary identity regardless. Even a generalist benefits from an
unambiguous answer to “what is this business best known for.” Lead with your strongest, most
differentiated thing; let the breadth be supporting, not the headline. A clear primary identity plus

documented depth across services beats an undifferentiated list every time.

Specificity usually tracks how far along the buyer is



There's a second pattern worth noticing, because it changes how you value each kind of query. Broad
prompts tend to come from people early in their thinking — they're still mapping the category, gathering
options, not yet committed. Specific prompts tend to come from people who already know what they
need and are close to acting. Someone asking “a good accountant” is browsing. Someone asking “an
accountant who handles multi-state e-commerce sales tax for a Shopify business” has a problem, a
deadline, and a credit card.

That matters because it means specialist-favoring queries, even though there are fewer of them, often
carry higher intent. Winning “the cheap, broad question” gets you considered; winning “the specific,
loaded question” often gets you chosen. If you have to prioritize — and most businesses do — I'd
generally rather own a smaller number of high-intent specific prompts cold than show up as one of five
options on a broad one. You can't always pick, but when you can, specificity is where the buyers who
are ready tend to live.

It also reframes the generalist's content strategy. Those deep per-service pages aren't just defensive;
they're how you capture the ready-to-buy version of each thing you do. The shallow “we do everything”
page catches browsers at best. The deep page on the specific service catches the person who's
already decided they need exactly that — which is usually the one worth catching.

The honest caveat: this is a model of behavior I've watched closely, not a published ranking formula,
and the engines don't literally label businesses “specialist” or “generalist.” But the pattern is consistent
enough to plan around. The question's specificity shapes what “best” means, and the businesses that
win are the ones whose signals match the questions they actually want to win. Pick that fight
deliberately instead of hoping the model sorts it out for you.

Key takeaways

4+ Every Al recommendation quietly chooses between a specialist and a generalist, and the deciding
factor is how specific the question is.

+ Broad, convenience-driven prompts favor generalists; narrow prompts that name a niche, constraint, or
use case favor specialists.

4+ Specialists win specific queries because depth reads as authority, corroboration is easier to earn in a
niche, and their identity is unambiguous.

+ Generalists win breadth-and-convenience queries — but “broad and undifferentiated” loses both the
specific and the broad questions.



4+ Start from the prompts your customers actually type, not your own description of yourself, to learn
which fight you're really in.

+ Generalists can manufacture specificity with deep per-service content, so they compete on specific
queries while breadth still serves convenience prompts.

Frequently asked questions

Is it better to be a specialist or a generalist for Al visibility?

Neither is universally better — it depends on the questions your customers ask. If they type specific, loaded
prompts naming a niche or constraint, specialists win because depth and corroboration are easier to earn
narrowly. If they ask broad, convenience-driven questions, generalists win. The right answer is to find out which
kind of prompt dominates your category and build toward the fight you can actually win.

I'm a full-service business — am | stuck losing to specialists?

No. The move is to manufacture specificity inside your breadth: build genuinely deep content for each thing you
do — a real page and body of material per service, not one shallow “we do everything” page. To the model, a
well-built service area reads like a specialist signal for that specific query, while your overall breadth still serves
the convenience prompts. You compete on both instead of being mediocre at each.

Does Al actually label businesses as “specialist” or “generalist”?

Not literally — there's no such tag in any published ranking system, and this is a model of behavior I've watched
rather than a disclosed formula. But the engines clearly weigh what a business is known for against what a given
question calls for, and specificity in the prompt reliably shifts which kind of business reads as the best answer. It's
a consistent enough pattern to plan around, with the honest caveat that it's an inference, not a guarantee.
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