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This report synthesizes data from 1,500+ verified user reviews and practitioner community posts collected from G2, Capterra,

Trustpilot, TrustRadius (388 Ahrefs reviews, 9.1/10), PeerSpot, Reddit r/SEO and r/bigseo, and practitioner communities. Pricing data

reflects vendor pricing pages and independent procurement analysis current as of June 2026. Full research methodology at

unvarnishedreviews.com/methodology. Research Notes available on request at editorial@unvarnishedreviews.com.

The Verdict Up Front
Semrush, now an Adobe company following the April 28, 2026 acquisition close, is the most comprehensive

all-in-one digital marketing platform in the SEO category. 55+ tools, 118,000+ paying customers, and the deepest

competitive intelligence capability available. Pricing, packaging, and roadmap decisions are now made through an

Adobe lens. The Marketo precedent, where Adobe's 2018 acquisition was followed by enterprise tier price increases

that made the platform progressively less accessible to mid-market and SMB users, is the most material risk factor for

any buyer signing a Semrush annual contract in 2026.

Ahrefs, now the largest fully independent SEO tool suite following the Semrush acquisition, has the deepest backlink

database available (35 trillion links, refreshed every 15-30 minutes), the most accurate keyword difficulty scoring in

practitioner communities, and a TrustRadius score of 9.1/10 from professional power users. Its Trustpilot score of 1.8/5

from 306 reviews tells a different story: account lockouts during normal usage, credit system frustration, and the fallout

from forcing all legacy users to migrate to credit-based plans by October 2024. The platform delivers exceptional value

at Standard tier and above. Below that, it consistently fails to deliver what buyers expect.

The 2026 buying decision has been fundamentally changed by the Adobe acquisition. Semrush is no longer an

independent SEO tool company. Ahrefs is. That distinction now matters in ways it did not twelve months ago.

The Defining 2026 Event: Adobe Closes Semrush Acquisition
Adobe completed its $1.9 billion acquisition of Semrush on April 28, 2026, earlier than the announced H1 2026 target.

Semrush is now a wholly-owned Adobe subsidiary, operating as "Semrush, an Adobe company."

What Adobe says it means: Adobe describes the acquisition as expanding its ability to serve marketers across SEO,

Generative Engine Optimization (GEO), and Agentic Search Optimization (ASO), integrating Semrush's

discoverability intelligence with Adobe Experience Manager, Adobe LLM Optimizer, Adobe Commerce, and Adobe

Experience Platform. Adobe's press release promises that "Semrush customers of all sizes can expect continued

investment and an expanded product roadmap."

What the Marketo precedent says it means: Adobe's 2018 acquisition of Marketo for $4.75 billion followed a

consistent pattern: enterprise tier price increases, feature bundling that moved capabilities to higher tiers, and a strategic

pivot toward larger enterprise accounts at the expense of mid-market and SMB accessibility. Multiple independent



analyses confirm this trajectory. One marketing analyst stated directly: "Pricing, packaging, and roadmap decisions will

increasingly be made through an Adobe lens, not by an independent, product-led SEO company."

Specific 2026 signals to note:

• August 2025: Semrush laid off approximately 120 employees (~10% of workforce) during the acquisition process,

creating roadmap uncertainty at a critical integration moment

• Adobe Summit 2026: Adobe-Semrush Brand Visibility Framework launched, integration into Adobe Experience

Cloud expected within 12-24 months

• Price adjustment timeline: Independent analysis puts likely price adjustments at 12-24 months post-acquisition

close, meaning 2027-2028 renewals are the highest risk window

The practical implication for 2026 buyers: Sign a one-year contract, not a multi-year term. The one-year contract

locks in current pricing through the initial integration period. A multi-year commitment made in 2026 may lock buyers

into pricing that does not reflect what Adobe charges for Semrush in 2028.

The competitive shift: Ahrefs is now marketing itself as the independent alternative, the largest SEO tool suite not

owned by an enterprise software conglomerate. For buyers who value platform independence and stability, this

positioning is newly meaningful.

Platform Ratings at a Glance

Platform G2 Capterra TrustRadius Trustpilot

Semrush 4.5 / 5 4.5 / 5 8.5 / 10 1.9 / 5 (959 reviews)

Ahrefs 4.5 / 5 4.7 / 5 9.1 / 10 1.8 / 5 (306 reviews)

Both platforms rate identically on G2. Ahrefs leads on Capterra and TrustRadius among professional users. Both have

deeply frustrated Trustpilot populations, but for different reasons.

Semrush Trustpilot complaints: auto-converting free trials to paid, no self-serve cancellation, billing surprise.

Ahrefs Trustpilot complaints: credit system, account lockouts during normal usage, legacy plan forced migration,

perceived pricing unfairness.

TrustRadius's 9.1/10 for Ahrefs, the highest score on the highest-signal review platform, tells the story of professional

power users who have invested in understanding the platform at Standard tier and above. The 1.8/5 Trustpilot score

tells the story of users who encountered the credit system below Standard without adequate expectation-setting.

Market Position: Revenue and Scale
• Semrush: $105 million in Q1 2025 revenue alone, breaking the $100 million quarterly mark for the first time.

118,000+ paying customers. 28+ million registered users.

• Ahrefs: $149.1 million for all of 2024. Privately held, no public financial disclosures.

• Semrush Q1 2025 quarterly revenue ($105M) already exceeded Ahrefs' full-year 2024 revenue ($149M), a

meaningful scale difference with implications for product investment capacity.



The Ahrefs Pricing Restructuring: What Actually Happened
This requires precise documentation because the community complaints are extensive and the events are specific.

Timeline:

• March 2022: Ahrefs introduced new credit-based plans, offering legacy users grandfathered access at old pricing

• April 22, 2024: Ahrefs updated prices across all tiers (25%-50% increases)

• October 2024: All legacy/grandfathered subscriptions formally terminated, all users required to migrate to new plans

What the migration meant for legacy users:

Ahrefs' own help documentation confirms that all subscriptions under the old plan names (Lite, Standard, Advanced,

Agency) were migrated to new plans by end of October 2024. Users on legacy pricing, some held for years at

significantly lower rates, were moved to current pricing without the ability to maintain their historical rates.

The practitioner community response was documented across Reddit, Trustpilot, and G2:

• Users described going from ~$250/year equivalent to ~$1,500/year for comparable access

• Accounts flagged for "suspicious activity" while staying within documented plan limits

• Support described as unresponsive during the transition period

Ahrefs' explanation, that the old pricing enabled abuse through group buys and scrapers that slowed the platform for

legitimate users, is documented in their own blog. Whether this justifies the migration approach is a matter of

perspective. The community reaction is documented fact.

The current state: All grandfathered pricing is terminated. The platform is operating on new pricing exclusively. The

migration disruption has largely passed, and TrustRadius's 9.1/10 score from professional users who have adapted to

current pricing suggests the platform delivers strong value at Standard tier and above for committed users.

What Users Actually Report

Semrush: What Works

G2 and Capterra reviewers consistently identify competitive intelligence, all-in-one platform breadth, and AI visibility

tracking as Semrush's primary strengths.

Domain Overview and Traffic Analytics are specifically called out as best-in-class for competitive research, seeing a

competitor's organic and paid strategy, content performance, and keyword gaps in a single interface. No Ahrefs

equivalent delivers this comprehensively.

Semrush's AI SEO Toolkit, tracking brand visibility across ChatGPT, Google AI Overviews/AI Mode, and Perplexity,

with daily prompt tracking is called out by digital marketing practitioners as a meaningful differentiator. Ahrefs has

launched Brand Radar ($199/month) as a competing product, but Semrush was first to market with structured daily AI

visibility monitoring.

The MCP Server, enabling natural language queries against Semrush keyword and competitive intelligence data from

AI assistants, is a 2026 differentiator for teams building AI-assisted marketing workflows.

Semrush: What Doesn't Work



The pricing complexity is the defining complaint. G2 generates "Expensive" in 540 reviews and "High Pricing" in

468 more. The headline plan prices are entry points to a structure that compounds with add-ons: Social Media Toolkit,

Trends Toolkit ($289/month), AI Visibility Toolkit ($99/month standalone), additional users ($45-$100/month each),

with every plan including only one user by default.

The free trial trap is the most consistent Trustpilot complaint, trials require a credit card and auto-convert without

clear warning. There is no self-serve cancellation button, cancellation requires contacting support. This friction is

documented extensively.

The 78.6% price jump from Pro to Guru, from $139.95 to $249.95, with no meaningful middle tier creates upgrade

pressure that practitioners describe as designed rather than incidental.

The Adobe integration uncertainty. SEO professionals who built workflows around Semrush's independent product

decisions now face roadmap uncertainty driven by an enterprise software conglomerate's integration priorities. The

August 2025 10% workforce layoff during the acquisition process adds to that uncertainty.

Ahrefs: What Works

TrustRadius and Capterra professional reviewers consistently identify three genuine strengths: backlink database depth,

keyword difficulty accuracy, and Content Explorer.

AhrefsBot processes approximately 8 billion pages daily and is the second most active web crawler after Googlebot.

The practical result: Ahrefs discovers new backlinks faster than any competitor, often 15-30 minutes after a link

appears, versus days on competing platforms. For agencies where backlink analysis is the primary daily workflow, this

freshness advantage is documented and significant.

Keyword difficulty scoring, specifically KD (Keyword Difficulty) scores for long-tail keyword research, is consistently

preferred by Reddit practitioners over Semrush's equivalent. One TrustRadius reviewer called Ahrefs the "one-stop

shop for SEO insights, analysis, and actionable recommendations."

Content Explorer, a searchable database of 14+ billion pages by topic, traffic, and backlink profile, is a unique

capability for content research and link building prospecting with no direct Semrush equivalent.

Independence. As the largest fully independent SEO tool suite post-Semrush acquisition, Ahrefs' roadmap is driven by

SEO product priorities rather than enterprise software integration requirements. For practitioners who value predictable

product direction, this is a newly meaningful consideration.

Ahrefs: What Doesn't Work

The credit system below Standard tier is the platform's defining failure point. The Lite plan ($129/month, 500

credits) imposes a hard monthly limit where every report, keyword lookup, and filter consumes credits. Experienced

Trustpilot reviewers document exhausting the Lite plan's credits in a single research session. Multiple verified 2026

Trustpilot reviews describe discovering the credit constraint only after subscribing, with no effective recourse.

Ahrefs' own blog acknowledges the credit system was designed to prevent abuse by group-buy resellers, but the

practical effect on legitimate power users is documented. The Standard plan ($249/month, unlimited credits) is the

realistic professional entry point. Below that, the product does not deliver on its reputation.

Account flagging during normal usage is a 2025-2026 documented pattern, users with legitimate use cases (expired

domain research, agency-scale analysis) being flagged for "suspicious activity" and losing access while within



documented plan limits. One 6-year customer documented this in April 2026: "Despite STAYING WITHIN MY PAID

PLAN LIMITS, Ahrefs keeps flagging my account for 'suspicious activity' and restricting my access daily."

No free trial. Ahrefs discontinued its free trial. The $29/month Starter plan (100 credits, severely limited) and

occasional $7/7-day paid trial on some plans are the only evaluation paths for a platform at $129-$1,499/month with a

strict no-refund policy.

Pricing Reality (June 2026)

Semrush

Plan Monthly Annual Users

Pro $139.95 $117.33/mo 1 (add'l $45-$100/mo)

Guru $249.95 $208.33/mo 1 (add'l $45-$100/mo)

Business $499.95 $416.66/mo 1 (add'l $45-$100/mo)

Semrush One $199-$549 Varies Varies

AI Visibility Toolkit standalone: $99/month. Trends Toolkit: $289/month.

The 78.6% jump from Pro to Guru, with no meaningful middle tier, is the most common driver of unplanned

upgrades in Semrush deployments.

Sign one year, not multi-year, in 2026. The Adobe integration makes 2027-2028 pricing uncertain. Annual billing

locks in current rates through the renewal period.

Ahrefs

Plan Monthly Credits Realistic Use

Starter $29 100/month Beginners only

Lite $129 500/month Light use only

Standard $249 Unlimited Professional entry point

Advanced $449 Unlimited Agency/enterprise

Enterprise $1,499 Unlimited Full platform + API

The Standard plan is the real professional entry point. Below Standard, the credit system makes Ahrefs

operationally frustrating for active SEO work. Budget $249/month minimum to get the product Ahrefs built its

reputation on.

TCO Comparison: 3-Person Team, Annual

Component Semrush Guru Ahrefs Standard

Base plan (1 user) $2,500/yr $2,988/yr

Additional users (2) $1,080-$2,400/yr $960-$1,920/yr

AI/content tools $1,188/yr (AI Toolkit) $2,388/yr (Brand Radar)



**Year 1 Total** **$4,768-$6,088/yr** **$6,336-$7,296/yr**

At the team level with comparable capabilities, Semrush Guru is typically less expensive than Ahrefs Standard,

reversing the common assumption that Ahrefs is the budget option.

The Decision Framework

Choose Semrush if:

• Your team needs SEO alongside PPC, content marketing, social, and competitive intelligence in one platform

• AI visibility tracking across ChatGPT, Perplexity, and Google AI Mode is operationally relevant

• You need MCP Server integration for AI-assisted marketing workflows

• Your team is 2-5 people with diverse digital marketing functions

• You are signing a one-year contract, not multi-year, to limit exposure to Adobe integration pricing changes

• You are an existing Adobe Experience Cloud customer where integration value could be meaningful

Choose Ahrefs if:

• Backlink analysis and link building are your primary daily workflow

• Keyword difficulty accuracy for long-tail research is a priority

• Platform independence from enterprise software integration roadmaps matters to your organization

• You are committing to Standard tier ($249/month) minimum, where Ahrefs delivers on its reputation

• You accept no free trial and a strict no-refund policy as the evaluation constraint

• You value a vendor whose product decisions are driven by SEO workflow priorities, not enterprise software

integration requirements

Consider SE Ranking if:

• You are a small business or solo practitioner, SE Ranking ($52-$259/month) delivers comparable core SEO

functionality at substantially lower cost with consistently higher ease-of-use ratings and without the credit system

constraints

• Budget is the primary constraint and you don't need Semrush's full marketing suite or Ahrefs' backlink depth

The Bottom Line
Semrush is the comprehensive digital marketing platform that has led this category for years. It is now an Adobe

company, and the Marketo precedent is the most important context for any 2026 buying decision. Current pricing holds

through existing contracts. Renewal pricing in 2027-2028 should be evaluated carefully. Sign a one-year contract.

Ahrefs is the best pure SEO tool available, at Standard tier and above. Its Trustpilot score reflects the credit system and

legacy migration frustration; its TrustRadius score of 9.1/10 reflects the professional power users who have made the

platform work. The gap between these two scores is the widest in our research library and maps precisely to the gap

between what Ahrefs is (excellent for committed professional users at Standard+) and what new users discover at Lite

and below (frustrating and credit-constrained).



The 2026 differentiator that did not exist twelve months ago: Ahrefs is now the largest independent SEO platform. For

practitioners who value product independence, predictable pricing, and a roadmap driven by SEO workflows rather

than enterprise software integration, that distinction now matters.

Editorial Correction Policy: If you believe a finding in our research is factually inaccurate, contact

editorial@unvarnishedreviews.com with the specific claim and supporting documentation. We review all correction requests and

will promptly update any findings that are found to be inaccurate.
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