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01 The New Rules of 
Content Visibility

The New Search Landscape

For most of the last decade, winning in search meant ranking 
on page one. If you were in position one, you were visible. If you 
were visible, you got traffic. That logic is now broken.



Google AI Overviews now appear on more than 48% of all 
searches. ChatGPT, Perplexity, Gemini, and Claude collectively 
handle an estimated 12 to 18% of English-language 
informational queries. And 60% of all searches end without a 
single click to any website. The implication is blunt: if an AI 
engine doesn't cite your content, a growing share of your 
audience will never find you, regardless of where you rank.

Content Intelligence Report 2026

The brands that will win search visibility in the next three years 
are not the ones publishing the most content. They are the 
ones whose content is structured, authoritative, and human-
enough to earn a citation from an AI engine answering a user's 
question.

Why this report exists

At AdLift, we've spent the last two years tracking how AI engines 
select and cite content across sectors. The patterns are 
consistent, the data is clear, and the gap between brands who 
understand this shift and brands who don't is widening every 
quarter. This report is our attempt to close that gap for the 
CMOs and marketing leaders we work with.



What follows is a practical guide, grounded in current research, 
to what actually earns a citation from ChatGPT, Perplexity, 
Google AI Overviews, and Gemini. And what gets silently 
skipped.

“ Ranking #1 no longer guarantees 
traffic. Being cited by AI does.”

These are two different games, and most brands 

are still playing the old one."

48%
of all searches now trigger 
Google AI Overview

12-18%
of informational queries handled by 
ChatGPT,Perplexity,Gemini & Claude

60%
of all searches end without a click 
to any website

If AI doesn’t cite you,

you don’t exit in the 
new search landscape.

www.adlift.com
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The Data: 

What AI Engines Cite

2026

The numbers most CMOs haven't 
seen yet

The research on AI citation behavior is newer 
than most marketing teams realize. Several 
large-scale studies from late 2025 and early 
2026 have produced findings that should 
reshape how your content team operates.

80% of #1 Google rankings: 
human-written 
(Semrush, 42K posts)

9%9% of #1 Google rankings: 

pure AI content 
(Semrush, 42K posts)

96% of AI citations go to 
brands with strong 
E-E-A-T signals

3x
brand mentions 
outperform backlinks 
for AI Overview visibility 
(Ahrefs, 75K brands)

What the 16-month ranking study tells us

Digital Applied tracked 4,200 articles across 140 
domains over 16 months, from November 2024 to 
February 2026. The findings were unambiguous:

Pure AI content ranked 23% lower than human-
written articles targeting the same keywords. 
The gap widened after Google's March 2026 

core update, which disproportionately 
penalized unedited AI content published at 
scale.

AI-assisted content nearly matched human 
writing when it included substantive human 
editing, original data, and expert attribution, 
performing within 4% of fully human-written 
content on median ranking position.

The backlink gap is structural. AI-only content 
acquired 61% fewer editorial backlinks than 
human-written articles on comparable topics. 
Since backlinks remain a top-three ranking 
signal, this compounds over time.

28.9%
of AI citations captured 
by top 50 brands

AI citations are not evenly distributed. An 
analysis of 36 million AI Overviews found that the 
top 50 brands by authority capture 28.9% of all 
AI citations. The top five most-cited domains, 
Wikipedia, YouTube, Google properties, Reddit, 
and Amazon, account for 38% of all citations. For 
brands outside this inner circle, earning citations 
requires deliberate strategy, not just content 
volume.

38%
of AI citations come 
from top 5 domains

The citation concentration problem

(DA) correlates at just

r=0.18
 AI citation probability

“

You may be investing 
heavily in the wrong metric.

r=0.81
E-E-A-T signals 
correlate at

The insight CMOs need to 
take to their boards:

Sources: Semrush 42,000-post analysis (Nov 2025); Digital Applied 16-month study 
(Feb 2026); Wellows citation signal analysis (2026); Ahrefs 75,000-brand study 
(2026); ZipTie.dev analysis of 36M AI Overviews.



03 The Citation Killers: 

Why Most Content Gets Skipped

2026Content Intelligence Report

Six things that make AI engines look the other way
Understanding what earns citations starts with understanding what disqualifies 
content. These are the six most common patterns we see in audits.

01

02

Unedited AI output published at scale
Google's March 2026 core update specifically targeted this. Sites that bulk-
published AI-generated content without human review saw the largest 
ranking declines and spikes in deindexation. AI systems can detect low-effort 
AI content — and they downweight it. Ironic, but consistent.

Generic overviews with no original perspective
AI engines are built to find the most direct, specific answer to a question. A 
1,500-word article that circles a topic without actually answering it will lose to 
a 400-word piece that leads with a clear, extractable response. 
Comprehensiveness without directness is invisible.

03
No named author or verifiable expertise
Google's January 2025 Quality Rater Guidelines update instructs evaluators to 
assign the lowest quality rating to content where the author's real-world 
experience cannot be verified. AI engines have adopted this logic. Anonymous 
or vaguely attributed content is systematically deprioritised.

04
Content that only lives on your own website
Third-party content gets cited by AI search three times more than company 
websites (Calla Creative, 250,000 AI citations). University of Toronto research 
found 91% of AI-generated answers cite third-party sources, not brand 
websites. Your blog is not enough. Earned media, PR placements, and expert 
citations in external publications are now search assets.

05
Missing or broken structured data
Schema markup delivers a 73% selection boost for AI Overview inclusion. It is 
the single highest-impact quick win available — and one of the most 
commonly neglected. If your pages don't speak machine-readable, AI 
engines will pick a page that does.

www.adlift.com
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Content that doesn't answer the question in the first 
200 words
Perplexity, in particular, is built to match pages to specific questions. Its 
retrieval layer selects pages that lead with a direct answer. A 400-word 
preamble before the useful content starts is a citation killer. Front-
loading the answer is no longer good UX advice — it's an AI visibility 
requirement.



04 The Four Pillars 

of Citable Content

Content Intelligence Report 2026

What separates cited content from everything else
Across every study and platform, four factors consistently predict whether 
content earns an AI citation. Think of these as the non-negotiables.

PILLAR 1 Structure for Extraction

Lead with a direct answer in the first 100 to 200 words — before context, before caveats.


Use clear H2 and H3 headings that match the questions your audience is asking.


Include Q&A sections, bulleted lists, and short paragraphs. AI engines extract, not read.


Every paragraph should be independently meaningful — avoid pronouns that reference 

earlier content.


Include mini-definitions for technical terms inline, not in a glossary at the end.

PILLAR 2 Verified Human Authority

Name your author. Include credentials, experience, and a consistent profile across your site 

and LinkedIn.


Link author profiles to external publications, associations, and talks.


Include first-hand experience — case study data, client results, proprietary observations.


Have subject matter experts write or review content in their domain. Engineering teams 

write technical specs; strategists write strategy.


Make your author "machine-verifiable" — the goal is for AI systems to cross-reference your 

expert's identity across the web.

PILLAR 3 Third-Party Corroboration

www.adlift.com

Earn coverage in respected industry publications — one strong external placement 

outperforms ten blog posts.


Pursue digital PR that generates coverage with links and mentions from authoritative 

domains.


Get your experts quoted in external media. Being cited in specialised press is a strong 

Perplexity signal.


Build cross-platform presence: LinkedIn, industry forums, directories, podcast appearances.


Brands with both mentions AND citations in AI answers are 40% more likely to resurface 

across consecutive queries (Airops, 2026).

PILLAR 4 Technical Accessibility

Ensure pages are properly indexed and crawlable — Perplexity cannot cite a page it 

cannot access.


Implement schema markup. It delivers a 73% selection boost for AI Overview inclusion.


Submit sitemaps in both Google and Bing webmaster tools. Many AI engines use 

Bing's index.


Ensure page speed is strong — slow pages are retrieved less often by AI retrieval 

systems.


Avoid overly restrictive robots.txt or misplaced noindex tags 

on pages you want cited.
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05 Platform-by

Platform Citation Guide

Each AI engine cites differently. Here's what each one needs.

2026

Optimising for AI citations as a single category is like running the same campaign on LinkedIn Instagram. The 
mechanics are different so is the winning strategy for each platform.

Tactics

www.adlift.com

Gemini
Deeply integrated with Google's 

Knowledge Graph. Strong emphasis on 

entity signals — brands recognised as 

well-defined entities in Google's graph 

are significantly more likely to be cited. 

Multi-modal content integration (text + 

image + video) boosts selection rate by 

156%.

Google AI Overviews
Draws primarily from Google's existing 

organic index — 97% of cited sources 

come from the top 20 organic results. 

Strong correlation with E-E-A-T signals, 

schema markup, and semantic 

completeness. Pages ranking #6–10 with 

strong E-E-A-T are cited 2.3x more than 

#1 pages with weak authority signals.

Perplexity
Performs a real-time web search for 

every query. No knowledge cutoff. New 

content can be cited within hours of 

indexing. Averages 21.87 citations per 

response — the highest of any major 

platform. Citation rate: 13.05% vs 

ChatGPT's 0.59%. Favours recency, direct 

answers, and verified sources.

ChatGPT
Operates on two layers: training data 

(static, high-authority sources) and Bing-

powered retrieval (activated for 

commercial-intent queries). Cites brands 

just 0.59% of the time — the lowest of 

major platforms. Favours encyclopedic, 

high-authority sources in training; 
retrieval layer favours structured, 

comprehensive content.

Implement structured data (FAQ, HowTo, Article schema)

Ensure content is semantically complete — AI Overviews 

favour pages that answer fully without needing external 

references

Build E-E-A-T signals across your domain, not just 

individual pages

Organic rank matters here more than on other platforms 

aim for top 20

Tactics
Publish fresh content regularly — recency is a 

primary signal

Lead with direct answers in the first 100 words

Ensure crawl accessibility — no restrictive robots.txt

Build presence in specialised media that 

Perplexity's sources include

Include year signals (e.g., "2026") in titles and 

headings — improves citation rates by ~30%

Tactics
B uild Wikipedia presence and citations on trusted 

encyclopedic sources

Target commercial-intent keywords — ChatGPT retrieval 

activates for reviews, comparisons, and year-specific 

queries

Content structure, comprehensiveness, and semantic 

relevance matter more than traditional authority for live 

retrieval

90% of ChatGPT citations come from outside Google's top 

20 — traditional SEO rank matters less here

Tactics

B uild entity recognition — consistent brand 

name, descriptions, and structured data 

across the web

Integrate multimedia into key content pages

Maintain consistency across Google properties 

(Google Business, YouTube, Google News)

Cross-platform brand signals are particularly 

important here
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E-E-A-T is no longer a guideline. It's a filter.

“96% of AI citations go 
to sources with strong 
E-E-A-T signals.Experience, Expertise, Authoritativeness, and Trustworthiness 

were introduced as Google's quality guidelines. In 2026, they 
function more like a binary gate: content with strong E-E-A-T 
signals gets into consideration; content without them is 
largely invisible in AI-generated answers.

Content Intelligence Report

E-E-A-T

in the AI Era

Brands without them are 
functionally invisible in AI 
search."

2026

Signal What AI engines look for How to build it

Experience
First-hand knowledge 
from someone who has 
done the thing they're 
writing about

Case studies, 

proprietary data, 

client results,

first-person observations

Expertise

Verifiable credentials 
and subject-matter 
depth not just topic 
coverage

Named authors with credentials, 

expert review processes, 
contributor pages

Authoritativeness
Recognition from third 
parties citations, 
coverage, links from 
respected sources

PR placements, 

industry publication contributions, 

podcast appearances, speaking 
engagements

Trustworthiness
Transparency, accuracy, 
and consistency no 
contradictory information 
across the web

Consistent NAP data, 

clear pricing, 

accurate product info, 

SSL, clear privacy policies

The author attribution gap most brands 
The single most actionable and most overlooked E-E-A-
T fix for most brands is author attribution. Creating 
consistent, machine verifiable author profiles with 
named credentials, linked external profiles, and 
consistent naming across publications is the fastest way 
to close the gap between your content and your 
competitors' citation rates.
Google's January 2025 Quality Rater Guidelines update 
instructs evaluators to assign the lowest possible quality 
rating to pages where most main content is AI-
generated with little effort or originality, or where the 
author's real-world experience cannot be verified. This 
isn't aspirational guidance it's the scoring rubric your 
content is being evaluated against right now.

www.adlift.com



07 The Content 

Audit Framework
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How to find out where you stand in 30 minutes
Before investing in new content, it's worth understanding the 
current state of your existing assets. This is the audit 
framework AdLift uses when onboarding a new content client.

STEP 1  Run your top 20 target queries through 
ChatGPT, Perplexity, and Google AI Overviews
Note who gets cited for each. This tells you who your actual 
AI-era competitors are — they may not be who you'd expect 
from your traditional SEO competitive set

STEP 2 Check your own citation rate
How often does your brand appear in AI-generated answers 
for your category? Tools like Tesseract by AdLift track this 
across ChatGPT, Perplexity, Gemini, Google AI Overviews, and 
Claude — giving you a baseline before you begin 
optimisation.

STEP 3  Audit author attribution across your top 50 
pages
Are authors named? Are credentials listed? Do author pages 
exist? Are they linked to external profiles? This is the fastest E-
E-A-T diagnostic available.

STEP 4  Check your schema coverage
What percentage of your key pages have structured data 
implemented? Schema markup is the single highest-impact 
technical fix for AI visibility. If you have zero schema, this is 
your first action.

STEP 5  Map your third-party citation footprint
Where is your brand mentioned outside your own website? In 
what publications? With what context? This tells you how AI 
engines currently perceive your authority — and where the 
earned media gaps are.

STEP 6  Identify your zero-click casualties
In Google Search Console, compare the last 3 months vs. 
same period last year. Sort by biggest drops in clicks. Pages 
with falling clicks but stable impressions are your AI 
Overview casualties — and your highest-priority 
optimisation targets.

www.adlift.com



08 What This Means 
for Your Brand

The strategic implications for 2026 and beyond
The content game has changed faster than most marketing 
budgets have. Here is what the research means in practical 
terms for brand and marketing leaders.

Content Intelligence Report 2026

Content volume is no longer an advantage Publishing more 
content without optimising for citation signals will make your 
problem worse, not better. AI-generated content flooding the 
web has already pushed up the quality bar. The brands that 
win will publish less, but publish better — with named authors, 
original data, and clear structure.

Your earned media strategy is now an SEO strategy Third-
party citations are the single strongest predictor of AI visibility 
stronger than backlinks, stronger than domain authority. PR 
placements, expert contributions, and media coverage are no 
longer soft wins. They are measurable search assets.

Your content team needs to write for extraction, not reading 
The mental model shift: AI engines don't read your content. 
They extract from it. Every piece of content should be built 
with the question: "If an AI engine pulled one paragraph from 
this page to answer a user's question, which paragraph would 
it pick — and is it there?" If the answer isn't in the first 200 
words, you're already behind.

Measuring traffic alone will mislead your board Organic 
traffic will continue to decline for informational content as AI 
Overviews absorb zero-click queries. If your reporting only 
tracks sessions and clicks, you will understate your actual 
search influence — and make the wrong budget calls. Citation 
frequency, brand mention volume in AI answers, and AI 
referral traffic need to be in your dashboard.

The AI citation gap compounds like a backlink gap Brands 
with strong E-E-A-T signals get cited, which increases their 
third-party mention footprint, which strengthens their E-E-A-T, 
which increases citation rates further. Brands with weak 
signals get progressively less visible. The gap between the 
cited and the uncited is widening every quarter. The cost of 
waiting is real.

www.adlift.com



09 How AdLift 
Can Help
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This is the gap we close.
Content Citation Audit — We audit your existing content 
against the four citation pillars — structure, authority, third-
party corroboration, and technical accessibility. You get a 
prioritised action plan, not a generic report.

Content Citation Audit We audit your existing content 
against the four citation pillars  structure, authority, third-
party corroboration, and technical accessibility. You get a 
prioritised action plan, not a generic report.

E-E-A-T Architecture  We rebuild your content's author 
attribution, credential signalling, and expert review process 
from the ground up making your team machine-verifiable.

AI Visibility Tracking via Tesseract Track your citation rate 
across all major AI engines in one dashboard. See which 
queries you're cited for, where you're losing ground, and how 
you compare against competitors in your category.

Earned Media & PR Integration We connect your content 
strategy to a targeted earned media programme building the 
third-party citation footprint that AI engines reward.

Schema & Technical Implementation We implement and 
maintain structured data across your content library closing 
the 73% selection advantage you're currently leaving on the 
table.
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Ready to find out 
where you stand?

Book a free content 
citation audit with AdLift. 

We'll show you exactly which of your 
pages are citation-ready and which 
ones are being skipped and why.

Let’s Connect

hello@adlift.com www.adlift.com


