
SPINS Agentic Discovery

Win the  
agentic shelf
Why most brands are flying blind in AI search 
and what leaders are doing differently



The next product purchase  
will happen before a shopper 
reaches the shelf
A shopper no longer has to browse a category, compare a dozen product pages, or start with a brand 

name. They can ask an AI assistant for the best product for a diet, benefit, occasion, value, ingredient 

preference, or personal constraint and receive a synthesized answer.


That creates a new discovery layer between brands and shoppers. In this layer, product information 

must do more than rank. It must help an AI system understand what the product is, when it is relevant, 

what evidence supports it, and why it belongs in the answer.


This ebook explains the strategic shift, the blind spots in conventional AI visibility programs, and the 

capabilities brands need to compete.

The Third Shelf Has Arrived

Why Traditional SEO Is No Longer Enough

Why Most AI Visibility Programs Fall Short for CPG

The Invisible Shelf

What Winning Brands Do Differently

The Attribute Is the New SKU

Not All AI Visibility Is Equal

The Commercial Intelligence Gap

Building an AI-Ready Brand

Conclusion: Win the Agentic Shelf



Chapter 1

The third shelf has arrived
Product discovery now spans physical, digital, and agentic 
environments. Each shelf rewards a different kind of readiness.

Brands learned to win the physical shelf through distribution, assortment, packaging, placement,  

and promotion. Then they learned to win the digital shelf through retailer search, product content, 

ratings, media, and conversion. Now a third shelf is forming: the agentic shelf.


On the agentic shelf, shoppers describe a need and ask for an answer. The AI assistant interprets  

the request, gathers available evidence, compares options, and decides what to include. A product  

can be available everywhere and still be invisible in the answer if its digital evidence does not make 

the fit clear.

Three shelves, three forms of competition

Shelf How Shoppers Discover What Brands Must Earn

Physical  Browse an aisle or display Availability, attention, and conversion

Digital  Search, filter, and compare Ranking, relevance, and a click

Agentic  Ask for a recommendation Understanding, evidence, inclusion, and trust

The agentic shelf changes the entry point

Traditional search journeys often begin with a retailer, category, keyword, or known brand. An AI-

mediated journey can begin with a natural-language need: “a high-protein breakfast without dairy,” 

“an organic fair-trade coffee with high caffeine,” or “a snack that fits a specific occasion.” The AI 

assistant then determines which products satisfy that need and which evidence earns inclusion.


That shift creates an opportunity for products that match the consumer need well to be surfaced back 

to the user. It also creates risk for brands whose product content is incomplete, inconsistent, weakly 

structured, or disconnected from the language of the shopper’s intent.


The key takeaway here is that AI-mediated search is a new intermediary that can shape which 

products enter consideration before a shopper ever visits a product page.
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Chapter 2

Why traditional SEO is no  
longer enough
The objective is expanding from ranking a page to helping machines 
understand and represent a product accurately.
Search optimization remains important. Product pages still need to be accessible, authoritative, useful, 

and technically sound. But a ranked link and a short list of pre-filtered recommendations are different 

outcomes.


A search result invites the shopper to evaluate. An AI answer performs part of that evaluation. It can 

summarize claims, compare products, choose examples, and cite the sources that shaped the 

response. Brands must therefore manage representation as well as discoverability.

From keywords to machine understanding

Search-Era Question Agentic-Era Question

Can the page be found? Can the product be understood?

Does the page match a query? Does the evidence match the shopper need?

Did the result earn a click? Did the brand enter the recommendation set?

How did the page rank? How was the product described, positioned, and 
sourced?

Which keyword has volume? Which need is commercially meaningful?

The content standard is changing

The same product fact may appear in a title, description, specification table, image, retailer field, 

structured markup, review, or editorial source. As a result, AI systems can encounter a mixed and 

sometimes contradictory evidence environment. The brand’s challenge is to make important product 

truths clear, consistent, supportable, and available through the sources that matter.

A more useful  
definition

AI search optimization is the discipline of improving how products are understood, 

represented, and recommended in AI-mediated discovery.
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Why most AI visibility 
programs fall short for CPG
Measuring presence is useful.  
Mistaking presence for strategy is the problem.

The first generation of AI search tools made an 

invisible channel visible. Brands could see 

whether they were mentioned, how competitors 

appeared, and which prompts produced an 

answer. That baseline matters, but it does not 

resolve the commercial decision in front of the 

team: what deserves action first?

The danger of vanity optimization

A team can improve mentions and still direct 

resources toward needs with little connection 

to growth. It can improve one channel while 

important retailer pages remain incomplete. It 

can celebrate visibility while the AI describes 

the product inaccurately or cites a source the 

brand cannot influence.

Win the Agentic Shelf • 2026

Five common failure modes:

Counting mentions 
A mention can reveal presence without 
explaining business relevance, competitive 
context, source quality, or what to change.

Chasing prompts 
A growing list of questions can create 
activity without a defensible view of  
which shopper needs matter to your 
brand’s growth.

Treating every attribute or need  
state equally 
A visible gap is not automatically an 
important gap. While some gaps are 
commercially meaningful, others are  
simply noise.

I gnoring source control 
A brand may be represented through its 
own page, a retailer page, or a third party. 
Each source requires a different response.

S topping at the dashboard 
A score becomes valuable when it leads to 
a specific decision, owner, product, page, 
and change.

The Strategic Test

Can your AI visibility program explain not only 

where you appear, but also which gaps matter 

commercially and where to act?



Chapter 4

The invisible shelf
Most brands cannot see the forces shaping an  
AI-generated recommendation.

The physical shelf is observable. The digital 

shelf is measurable through search position, 

organic and paid traffic and conversion, and 

content compliance. The agentic shelf is harder 

to inspect because the response can vary by 

question, engine, source mix, competitive 

evidence, and product context.

Visibility is a composite problem

Absence, low position, weak citations, 

inaccurate representation, and poor attribute 

coverage are different problems. They should 

not be viewed in aggregate but should be 

evaluated in isolation to understand the root 

cause of what might be inhibiting your visibility.

The four questions most brands 
cannot answer:

How are we represented?


Whether the brand appears, how prominently 
it appears, and how the product is described.

Which opportunities are worth investing in?


Whether the gap is connected to  
shopper demand.

Why did a competitor appear instead?


Which need states, attributes, sources, or 
evidence favored another product over ours.

What can we influence?


Whether the answer is shaped by an  
owned page, retailer page, or earned  
third-party source.

What the market needs

A view that connects AI representation, product 

knowledge, shopper intent, competitive context, 

and retail performance without forcing teams to 

assemble the answer manually.
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What winning brands  
do differently
Leaders treat AI-mediated discovery as an ongoing 
commercial discipline, not a one-time content project.

They understand 
representation

They prioritize 
commercial relevance

They improve the right 
source

They operate 
continuously

Winning brands establish an evidence-based view of where they 

appear, where they do not, which competitors are gaining, and 

which sources shape the answer. They look beyond the headline 

score to understand the nature of the gap.

Leaders resist the temptation to optimize every prompt or 

attribute. They focus investment on the shopper needs and product 

attributes with demonstrated market importance and a credible 

connection to their portfolio strategy.

Brands distinguish what they control directly from what they can 

influence through retailer relationships and what they must earn 

through third-party authority. The response depends on the source.

AI answers change, competitors update content, sources gain  

or lose authority, and shopper preferences move. Winning the 

agentic shelf requires a recurring operating rhythm rather than a 

single audit.

the operating model Understand. Prioritize. Improve. Validate. 
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The attribute is the new SKU
In AI-mediated discovery, products increasingly compete for 
ownership of shopper needs and attributes.

A shopper does not need to ask for a brand. They can ask for an organic, high-protein snack; a fair-

trade coffee with high caffeine; or a low-sugar option for a particular occasion. The AI assistant 

interprets that intent as a need-state, then evaluates which products have the attributes to satisfy it.

A brand may lead its category overall and still lose an important 

need-state conversation. A smaller competitor may surface 

because its attributes provide clearer evidence of fit. In the agentic 

shelf, competitive advantage increasingly depends on how 

effectively a brand translates its product truth into evidence AI 

systems can interpret.

Why attributes change 
the competitive frame

Brands must establish an understanding of which attributes are 

driving their category, which products legitimately qualify, how 

competitors are represented, and where supporting information 

appears. Optimizing an unsupported claim creates risk. 

Attribute ownership  
is not a copywriting 
exercise

Brand leaders should ask: Which commercially meaningful needs 

should each product be known for, and does the available digital 

evidence make that position unmistakable?

The new portfolio 
question

SPINS  
Advantage

SPINS helps brands optimize for discovery in AI search using category intelligence and 

measurable growth drivers. Teams can then focus on the shopper needs and attributes 

that actually drive sales, not on a guessed keyword list.
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Not all AI visibility is equal
The value of visibility depends on the need, competitive context, 
source, and commercial significance behind it.

Two brands can have similar visibility and face very different realities. One may appear for high-value 

needs through authoritative product pages. Another may appear for low-priority questions through 

third-party sources that describe the product poorly. A single score cannot explain the difference.

Four dimensions of meaningful visibility

Dimension Leadership Question

Commercial  
relevance

Does the need reflect a growth driver or meaningful  
purchase behavior?

Presence Are we included when the relevant need is expressed?

Evidence Which source supports the recommendation, and how much 
influence do we have?

Monitoring tells you what happened

Most AI visibility tools help 

brands observe the agentic 

shelf. SPINS Agentic Discovery 

is designed to help CPG brands 

decide where to act.

The Differentiation
Basic monitoring can show mentions, rankings, citations, and 

competitive movement. That information is useful for establishing 

a baseline and detecting changes.

Commercial intelligence tells you what matters

The harder decision is where to invest. That requires connecting AI 

visibility to category-specific product knowledge, shopper 

preferences, and retail performance. Without that context, teams 

risk optimizing the loudest signal instead of the most valuable one.

Prominence Where do we appear relative to competitors?
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The commercial intelligence gap
SPINS connects AI visibility to the category intelligence needed to 
prioritize action.

Commercial grounding 
Agentic Discovery connects tracked intents and attributes to 
point-of-sale-backed growth drivers. This helps teams 
distinguish a visible gap from a gap tied to demonstrated 
purchase behavior and strengthens the case for where content 
or syndication investment belongs.

CPG product knowledge 
The SPINS Product Knowledge Graph provides structured, 
context-rich product intelligence. Agentic Discovery evaluates 
products and pages through category-specific attributes rather 
than treating every industry, product, and query alike.

Actionable source context 
Citation sources are classified as owned, influenced, or earned. 
That distinction shows where a brand can act directly, where 
retailer coordination is required, and where third-party authority 
matters.

Product- and page-level remediation 
Agentic Discovery carries the workflow from portfolio-level 
diagnosis toward the specific product page and missing signal. 
It can surface exact-phrase recommendations, page-level 
scorecards, structured product content, and FAQ content for 
implementation handoff.

A closed learning loo p 
The platform combines visibility measurement and content 
readiness so teams can monitor representation, direct effort 
toward commercially meaningful gaps, implement 
improvements, and continue tracking as the market moves.
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What leaders can answer with Agentic Discovery

Where are we losing AI-mediated consideration, 
and to whom?

Which shopper needs are commercially meaningful 
in our category?

Which product, attribute, page, or source  
deserves attention?

Where do we control the source, where can we 
influence it, and where must we earn authority?

Which improvements are already complete, and 
where should the team focus next?

The Product Promise

See how AI represents your brand. Know which opportunities matter. Move 

from a gap to an implementation-ready direction without building a 

separate research and remediation process.
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Chapter 9

Building an AI-ready brand
The agentic shelf requires new organizational muscle across brand, 
commerce, product data, insights, and technology.

Treat product truth as 
growth infrastructure

Separate observation 
from action

Make progress 
measurable

Accurate product identity, ingredients, nutrition, allergens, size, 

certifications, claims, and other attributes are no longer only 

operational inputs. They influence whether machines can 

understand and represent the product correctly.

Not every change requires a content update. Some gaps require a 

retailer conversation, an upstream catalog correction, a stronger 

owned page, earned authority, or a decision not to act. Teams need 

a shared way to route the problem.

Leadership should expect a clear baseline, a commercially 

grounded priority, an assigned owner, an implemented change, and 

an observed outcome.

Executive 
Mandate

Establish AI-mediated discovery as a recurring cross-functional review. Make the 

conversation about commercially meaningful representation, not a growing count of 

prompts and mentions.
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Conclusion

Win the agentic shelf
The brands that move first can build the data, content, and operating 
discipline required for AI-mediated discovery.
The first shift in commerce moved products from aisles to search results. The next moves product 

evaluation into generated answers. Brands will still need distribution, retailer execution, strong digital 

content, and conventional search practices. But winning this new environment requires something 

more: clear, credible product truth wherever AI systems look for evidence.


The strategic question is no longer only, “Will shoppers find us?” It is also, “Will AI recommend us?” The 

commercially important version goes one step further: “Will AI recommend us for the shopper needs 

that drive growth for my brand?”


That is the gap SPINS Agentic Discovery is built to close. It combines AI visibility, CPG product 

intelligence, shopper intent, category context, and retail performance so teams can move beyond 

monitoring toward informed action.

Next  
Step

Benchmark how your brand appears on the agentic shelf, identify the commercially meaningful 

gaps, and see how Agentic Discovery turns visibility into a focused path forward.

About SPINS Agentic Discovery 

SPINS Agentic Discovery helps CPG brands understand and 

improve how their products are represented, interpreted, and 

recommended in AI-mediated discovery. The platform combines  

AI visibility insights with SPINS product attribution, category 

intelligence, shopper intent, and retail performance data to help 

brands focus on the opportunities that matter and translate 

identified gaps into actionable direction.


To learn more visit www.spins.com/win-the-agentic-shelf
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