
SERP Psychology 
From WHAT people search

to HOW they search.



Think about the last thing you Googled. Now think about
which result you clicked, and why you picked that one. 
A bit harder, isn't it?

Most of us couldn't tell you. And honestly, most of our
reporting can't either. We know exactly what our audience
typed. We have almost no idea what happened in the four
seconds after the results loaded. 

That's what this resource is about.



We’ve spent YEARS
understanding what
people search.
But what happens next?



AWARENESS

INTEREST/
RESEARCH

CONSIDERATION

CONVERSION

ADVOCACY

Your 
audience

The audience journey isn’t
linear anymore - audiences
jump in and out of different
stages and use different
platforms at different times. 

The search
orbit



Over 40 SERP features
When users land on Google in particular, there is
SO much competing for their attention. 



So where do the users’
eyes typically go?



F-PATTERN
F-pattern is an eye-scanning behaviour

where people scan across the top, and then
down with shorter scans as they go.



Eyes scan left-to-right across the
top, then drop down and scan a
shorter second line, then trail
down the left side, scanning
vertically.

Classic for text-heavy, list-style
content (traditional blue-link
SERPs, blog listicles).

Why it happens: Users front-load
attention on the first result(s),
then skim-scan down for a match,
reading less as they go.

SERP relevance: Still applies to
organic listings below AI
Overviews/ads, but the "F" is
getting shorter as more gets
pushed above it.



PATTERN-
INTERRUPT

Add in SERP features and attention is
scattered, which causes an eye-scanning

behaviour called pattern interrupt. People’s
attention will move somewhat randomly

across the page.



Not a scan shape like the others; it's
what happens when something breaks
the expected flow and grabs a fixation
out of sequence.

Triggered by visual anomalies: an
image, a bright CTA, a star rating, a
bolded stat, a face.

SERP relevance: This is why featured
snippets, video thumbnails, and rich
results outperform plain text — they
hijack the pattern before the user
reaches them "in order".

This is why ranking #1 in the old sense
doesn't guarantee attention anymore;
the SERP trained your eyes out of the
F-pattern.



Brand loyalty
is eroding
The SAP loyalty index shows that true brand loyalty is down 5% since 2024,
and this is the biggest decline they’ve seen in the past five years.

https://emarsys.com/learn/blog/brand-loyalty-trends/


This is what we’ve been saying for years. But we meant “make the page better for
when they arrive” - we were optimising for the click & humans are making decisions

before they do this.
What we need to do now is optimise before the click. 

Optimise for the decision.

“Optimise for humans”



SERP Psychology
 SERP psychology is a strategic 

approach that prioritises how
humans interact with search results,
rather than how algorithms rank
them. 



How do we talk about
search behaviour?

Informational Navigational Commercial Transactional

We talk a lot about search intent in SEO. But those are our categories, not our audience's. Nobody sits down and thinks
'I'm going to do some informational searching today.' They sit down feeling something. And what they feel determines
what they need to see before they'll click."

We need to reframe from what they are searching to what makes them click. 

Intent is a useful tool for understanding what search engines perceive the user's intention is - it isn’t a true reflection of
audience behaviour



als, recommendations, comparison, proof, evidence, data,
statistics, imagery, thu ntrast, size, placement, prominence,
position, movement, faces, names, brands, wording, headlines,
numbers, lists, questions, promises, answers, benefits, outcom
guarantees, risk reduction, validation, consensus, endorsement,
trust badges, ve tars, sitelinks, rich results, featured snippets, AI
citations, images, videos, maps, experts, influencers, community,
peer opinion, personalisation, location, proximity very,
convenience, speed, ease, accessibility, low effort, familiarity,
consistency, rn, perceived authority, perceived relevance,
perceived risk, confidence, safety, cy, usefulness, intent match,
format, visual hierarchy, pattern interruption, distinct curiosity
gaps, surprise, controversy, aspiration, identity, belonging, status,
emotional relatability, confidence, credibility, transparency,
honesty, detail, depth, simplicity ness, choice, reassurance, proof
points, guarantees, accreditations, credentials, expert authorship,
third-party mentions, brand mentions, price transparency, free
availability, time-saving, exclusivity, urgency. recommendations,
comparison, proof, evidence, data, statistics, imagery, thu ntrast,
size, placement, prominence, position, movement, faces, names,
brands, wording, headlines, numbers, lists, questions, promises,
answers, benefits, outcom guarantees, risk reduction, validation,
consensus, endorsement, trust badges, ve tars, sitelinks, rich
results, featured snippets, AI citations, images, videos, maps, f
experts, influencers, community, peer opinion, personalisation,
location, proximity very, convenience, speed, ease, accessibility,
low effort, familiarity, consistency, rn, perceived authority,
perceived relevance, perceived risk, confidence, safety, cy,
usefulness, intent match, format, visual hierarchy, pattern
interruption, distinct curiosity gaps, surprise, controversy,
aspiration, identity, belonging, status, emotional relatability,

These are all cognitive biases, mental
shortcuts that help to explain some of
these snap judgements. They aren’t
buttons we can press to guarantee a
sale, but we can explore them to
understand what might be influencing
someone, and then test our theories. 

Let’s look at some examples...

So what triggers
a click?



Anchoring bias
The first result is the benchmark

Similar to the F pattern we saw before 

The AI Overview the MacBook Air as the best
overall, paid mentions Dell. Every result below it is
now being read as "do you agree with that or
not?" If you're not in that summary, you're arguing
against the anchor.



Authority bias
We trust what looks official

People are more likely to trust results that look
established, even before engaging with the
content itself.

These signals could be

expert commentary
well-known publishers
statistics and research
industry credentials
thought leadership
strong brand presentation

Brands should ask themselves: What makes
you qualified to answer this and is that
evidence clear?



Urgency bias
We value what feels limited

Ever panic-booked a flight when you see “only
2 seats left”

This happens on SERPs as well; travel brands
have been weaponising this for years it
captures attention and can get audiences to
act fast, but there’s a fine line. 

If you give audiences fake pressure, you lose
trust. This is why things like free cancellation in
this example is a good supporting cue when
you’re featured on a SERP that requires a lot of
urgency. 



Social proof
If others trust it, we trust it

There are loads of different reassurance types:
customer ratings, reviews, editorial
recommendations, forums. 

People don’t always trust brands telling them
their product is good but they might trust a
stranger called MrsStyles22 from Reddit telling
them it’s good.



Choice overload
Decision fatigue can occur when
presented with too many options

We’re presented with more options than ever
before, and my god are we tired.

This is prevalent on SERPs as well - lots of
similar products and it’s overwhelming trying to
decide when you dont have any idea to start
with. 

Ensure your option is the easiest choice in
these messy SERPs so audiences don't get
worn down making decisions



We don’t need to change how
people think. We need to
understand how they choose.



ACTION

Attention Relevance

Effort RiskConfidence

The Decision Stack
Every choice on a results page passes through
five questions, mostly subconsciously.

• Attention: did I even see you?
• Relevance: do you look like what I'm after?
• Confidence: do I believe you?
• Effort: how much work is this going to be?
• Risk: what happens if you're wrong?

Fail any one of these, and you risk losing the
action you want the audience to take



The Decision Stack 
isnt just for Google



On Google, you need to win the comparison. In a served environment,
you need to survive the gut call.
Google is an active choice environment: you're laid out next to everyone else, and the user
picks. Social? That's a served environment; you're not compared to anyone else. & LLMs sit
somewhere in between these two environments



In LLMs and AI Overviews, the first hurdle is
inclusion. 
The AI has already handled attention and relevance for the
user, as it's decided who's worth mentioning. If you're not in
those handful of brands in the answer consistently, the rest
of the Decision Stack doesn't matter

On social, the first hurdle is attention.
You've got milliseconds to capture attention on social
platforms, don't capture that and the user won't even get
through the other 4 questions



So the question you need to know the
answer to before auditing how your
audience is thinking on the SERP is:
Where are they?!



ATTENTION RELEVANCE CONFIDENCE EFFORT RISK

Brand recognition is the shortcut brains make when they are overwhelmed - and if you
have brand recognition it's the shortcut to action within the decision stack

BRAND
ACTION



SEARCH
FAMILIARITY

SOCIAL
FAMILIARITY

LLMs
CONSISTENCY

Brand looks like authority: The ticks,
the reviews, the citations.

It's familiarity: ‘I've seen you so often
you feel like a mate.’

It's consistency: The model can only
describe you clearly if you've

described yourself the same way,
everywhere, for a long time.



Brand ≠ Budget 



Visual
Consistency

You could crop
the logo off any
of these and
still know whose
they are.



ChatGPT has learned their aesthetic
because they never deviated from it.
Brand search has also soured due to this
brand recognition.



Consistent
TOV
They sell toilet roll, which
is about the least exciting
product on earth. But
their quizzes, their
packaging, their blog,
even their terms and
conditions all sound the
same.



A personality that is consistent 
becomes a fact that audiences 
(and LLMs) can repeat.



Format
Consistency
We can almost guaranteee if you
use TikTok you’ve seen Medicube.
They use the same creator-led
format, over and over: someone
holding the product to camera,
often live, often with a deal.  



44

Search interest went from basically zero
to off the chart. The AI's summary?
They flooded the feed.



Brand  Consistency
Three brands, three different levers, one common thread. They picked a

thing and did it relentlessly. Those examples do have budgets behind
them, but the level of consistency can be achieved at any budget level.

That's what builds the shortcut.



Ok, so now what?!



ACTION

Attention Relevance

Effort RiskConfidence

You take a priority query; it may already be ranking or not have visibility yet. Open the
SERP, and walk it through the stack. This should take you 15 minute tops and give you an
idea of how you create a strategy to win for this result.



48

What wins the
eye first? 

Is it rank or
a feature?

What do we need to
do to capture that

position?

Attention

What wins the eye first? Squint at the page, literally blur your eyes/take your glasses off, and
see what jumps out. Is it a ranking or a feature? And what would we need to do to be that?

If the eye goes to the image pack, a better meta description won't save you. You need an
image. If it goes to the video carousel, you need a video. Stop competing for the position.
Compete for the element.



48

What formats
are present?

Do we have
those formats

available?

Are brands or
publishers showing

up?

Relevance

Those SERP features that are capturing attention - do you have them available/are they
relevant? Let’s dip into intent here - what kinds of websites is the SERP presenting: you and
your competitors or publishers?

If it’s all publishers, we need DPR support, if the SERP is showing TikToks or YT shorts, we need
to speak to the social team.



48

What trust
signals are
present?

Are there any
gaps we can

leverage?

Do any brands have a
high SERP share?

Confidence

What is giving the audience confidence in their choice? Literally, count the trust signals, for you
and for every result above you. 

Audit your listing against everyone else's and fix the biggest gap first. If every competitor has
review stars and you don't, that's your job this quarter. Not another blog post



48

How fast can
people get the

answer?

How an we
entice a click?

If the search is zero-
click, is it worth

chasing?

Effort

Search a query and set a timer - how many seconds did it take you to find an answer before
making a click.

How much effort is the user going to need to take to make a decision - if it's an easy choice,
how can we make sure we're making it just as easy, and if it’s a messy, difficult SERP, how can
we make the choice easier? 



48

How high are
the stakes

here?

How are we
demonstrating
reassurance?

Are our reassurance
claims being
reinforced?

Risk

What does it cost? Something that’s £3 doesn’t have the same risk as a £3k purchase. Cost isn't just
money, though - cost can be the time, or the hope people put into a decision. 

How hard is it to undo? Free returns/cancellation - great; subscriptions with longer-term
commitment, the risk feels higher here. 

How bad would someone feel if it went wrong? If a personalised gift costs £30 and you can’t return it
- the risk feels low, but if it turns up late or with the wrong name on it - that’s the risk here.



Ranking isn’t the
goal anymore.
It hasnt been for a while



Continue to optimise
for humans, but

optimise BEFORE the
click



Commercial

Informational Navigational

Transactional

ACTION

Attention Relevance

Effort RiskConfidence

Keep using intent to understand what
SERPs consider important and are

surfacing for audiences.

Then add the decision stack to understand
the choice the audiences make



2   Floor,nd

127 Portland Street,
Manchester,
M1 4PZ

0161 327 2635

info@embryo.com

@embryoagency

Transforming potential. 

Growth partner for 
ambitious businesses.
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