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What's Working for the
Businesses Winning in
Highlands County
The real numbers behind local search, AI search and reviews in

2026 — and what the companies winning your customers do

differently.
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How to Read This Report

This is a straight look at how local customers in Highlands County actually find

businesses in 2026 — backed by real, sourced data.

Every statistic in this report is real and cited (full sources on the last page). We pulled them

from the studies local-marketing professionals actually trust — BrightLocal, Google, Pew

Research and others — so you can make decisions on facts, not guesses.

The one-line summary: customers used to choose your business from a list of links.

Now they're handed a short list on a map — or a single answer from an AI. This report

shows you how to be the business they pick.

What's inside

The state of local search in 2026 — where your customers actually are.

What top-ranking businesses do differently — profiles, reviews, cadence.

AI search & AEO — the shift most local businesses are missing.

The 5 most common mistakes — and the quick fix for each.

A 10-minute self-audit you can run today.
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The State of Local Search in 2026

When someone nearby needs what you sell, three things now decide whether they

find you first.

46%
of all Google searches are

looking for local info

GOGULF

57%
of local searches happen on

a mobile device

REVIEWTRACKERS

76%
of local searches lead to a

visit within a day

GOOGLE / THINK WITH GOOGLE

76%

of local searches lead to

a visit within a day

28%

of nearby searches end

in a purchase

The moment that matters

Type “plumber near me” on a phone and you

see a map with three businesses pinned on

top — the Local Pack — and often an AI

answer above the links. Most people never

scroll past them.

For a local business, that small block of

screen is the whole game.

62% of small-business calls go unanswered. Showing up is only half the battle —

answering (or capturing) the call is the other half.
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What Top-Ranking Businesses Do Differently

Three habits separate the businesses winning the Map Pack from everyone else.

1. A genuinely complete Google Business Profile

Google rewards completeness and activity. The winners fill every field, pick the right

categories, add photos regularly, and post.

7×
more clicks for a complete Google Business

Profile

GOOGLE

48%
of clicks go to the top 3 Map Pack results

FIRST PAGE SAGE, 2025

2. How customers engage with a profile

Most profile activity isn't a phone call — it's a website visit or a directions request. Make all

three easy.

Website visits 47%

Directions 38%

Phone calls 15%

3. Reviews — recent and steady

97%
of consumers read online

reviews for local businesses

BRIGHTLOCAL, 2026

74%
only trust reviews written in

the last 3 months

BRIGHTLOCAL, 2026

10
reviews read, on average,

before trusting a business

BRIGHTLOCAL
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AI Search & AEO: The Shift Most Are Missing

Your customers are starting to ask ChatGPT, Google's AI Overviews, Gemini and

Perplexity for a recommendation — and the AI names a business.

45%

now use AI to find local

businesses

From 6% to 45% in a Year

The share of consumers using AI to find local

businesses jumped from 6% a year ago to

45% today. And 18% of Google searches

already show an AI answer.

AI tools build their recommendations from

the same signals as local SEO: a complete

profile, consistent info, clear content and

real reviews.

The opportunity: very few Highlands County competitors are optimizing for AI search

yet. The businesses that start now become the names these tools recommend for

years. (Answer Engine Optimization is included in every Sebring SEO plan.)
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The 5 Most Common Mistakes

Every one is fixable this week — and each is quietly costing local businesses calls.

A call button that doesn't actually call

On mobile, every tap that doesn't dial is a lost customer. With 62% of small-business

calls already going unanswered, you can't afford a broken one.

An abandoned Google Business Profile

A listing with no recent posts or photos looks dead — and complete profiles get 7×

more clicks.

Inconsistent name, address & phone (NAP)

When your details don't match across Google, your site and Facebook, it confuses

search engines and erodes trust.

A slow mobile site

53% of mobile visitors leave a page that takes over 3 seconds — and most local

searches are on a phone.

Ignoring AI search

The fastest-growing blind spot. With 45% of customers now using AI to find local

businesses, optimizing only for old-style search leaves money on the table.
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Your 10-Minute Self-Audit

Grab your phone and go down the list. Every box you can't check is a customer you're

probably losing.

How did you score? Most local businesses miss three or more. The good news: every

one is fixable — usually faster and for less than owners expect.

Tap your own phone number on your website from a phone. Does it actually dial the right

number?

Search your main service + your town. Are you in the top 3 map results?

Open your Google Business Profile. Every field complete, right categories, recent

photos?

Check your last Google post. Was it in the last 30 days?

Count your reviews from the last month. Are new ones arriving steadily — and are you

replying?

Compare your name, address & phone across Google, your site and Facebook. Do they

match exactly?

Time your website on a phone. Usable and fast within 3 seconds?

Ask ChatGPT or Google's AI “who's a good [your service] in [your town]?” Are you

mentioned?
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Want Us to Run This Audit on Your Business —
Free?

You've seen the numbers. The fastest way to know exactly where you stand is to have

someone run the audit for you.

We'll check your Google Business Profile, your map rankings, your reviews, your website

speed and your AI-search visibility — then walk you through it on a quick, no-pressure call. No

jargon, no obligation, no long-term contracts.

Get Your Free Local Audit

Book a 15-minute call or request your audit online.

sebringseo.com · (863) 777-9213

We commit to the work and report the results. We don't promise specific rankings or revenue — anyone

who does isn't being straight with you.
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Sources

Every statistic in this report is real and cited. Here's where each comes from.

BrightLocal — Local Consumer Review Survey 2026 · brightlocal.com/research/local-consumer-review-

survey

Pew Research Center — AI summaries in Google Search, 2025 · pewresearch.org

Google / Think with Google — local & mobile speed research · think.google

First Page Sage — Google CTR by ranking position, 2025 · firstpagesage.com

Search Endurance — Google Business Profile statistics · searchendurance.com

Birdeye — State of Google Business Profile 2026 · birdeye.com

Search Engine Land — paid vs. organic clicks, 2026 · searchengineland.com

ReviewTrackers / OnTheMap — local search statistics · onthemap.com

411 Locals — small-business missed calls · 411locals.us

GoGulf / HubSpot — local search intent · blog.hubspot.com/marketing/local-seo-stats

Figures reflect the most recent published data available at the time of writing (2025–2026). Sebring SEO is

an independent local agency and is not affiliated with the companies or studies cited.
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