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Executive position

The new brand question is not only “Where do
we rank?” It is “Are we correctly understood and
credibly included when a decision is being
formed?”

Three signals shaping the argument

8% / 15%
Traditional result clicks on Google
pages with / without AI summaries
in Pew’s March 2025 panel [2]

31%
Consumers in Gartner’s US sample
who considered more options
because of AI Overviews [3]

2.5bn
Monthly AI Overviews users
reported by Google, August 2026
update [1]

What this paper proposes

A shift from keyword-led output towards an evidence-led public identity: technical accessibility,

consistent brand facts, decision-useful publishing, substantiated expertise and earned corroboration.

Success should be measured through accurate answer presence and qualified demand—not clicks

alone.

The recommended model is intentionally platform-agnostic. It assumes continued coexistence of classic search, AI
answers, direct channels and human referrals.
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The argument

Discovery now happens before the
click
A strong website is necessary. Being a source that shapes the shortlist is the larger opportunity.

In the conventional search model, a brand could earn traffic by appearing in a ranked list of links. In

an AI-mediated interface, consumers can receive a synthesized answer, an initial comparison or a

recommendation before they visit any brand-owned property. The brand may influence the decision

without receiving a session—or be excluded before the buyer sees its name.

This does not mean traditional search is dead. Gartner’s January 2026 research found that only about

one-third of surveyed US consumers regarded generative-AI chatbots as equally effective as search

engines for learning new information. It also found that AI summaries can broaden consideration sets.
[3] The journey has become layered, not simply replaced.

Three propositions
01 Visibility is not selection

Showing up in an index does not ensure inclusion in a generated answer or a human shortlist.

02 Selection is not persuasion
A cited or named brand still needs distinctive reasons to be chosen.

03 Persuasion is not proof
A claim that cannot be verified can convert attention into scepticism.

Brands need to optimise for accurate interpretation, not merely
maximum exposure.

This paper proposes an operating model built around five surfaces of authority, supported by

disciplined measurement and a 90-day deployment plan. It is a strategic synthesis of published

research, not a proprietary survey.
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01 / The evidence

The click is no longer the whole
outcome
AI summaries are a new mediation layer. Their effect depends on intent, question type and the research task.

Pew Research Center analysed browsing behaviour from 900 US adults and 68,879 distinct Google

searches in March 2025. When an AI summary appeared, users clicked a traditional result in 8% of

visits, versus 15% without a summary. Links inside summaries attracted clicks in only 1% of visits. [2]

These are observed differences, not proof that the summary caused the behaviour.

Observed click frequency in Pew’s panel

With AI summary 8%

Without AI summary 15%

Traditional-result click share of search-page visits; US panel, March 2025 [2]

At the same time, Google said in an August 2026 update that AI Overviews reached more than 2.5

billion monthly users and AI Mode surpassed one billion monthly users. These are Google-reported

platform counts, not a measure of purchase decisions. [1]

Gartner’s 2026 survey complicates the simple “zero-click” narrative: 31% of respondents said AI

Overviews caused them to consider more products, while 7% considered fewer. More choice creates

more opportunities to be discovered—but also more competitors inside the initial field of

consideration. [3]

Reduced clicking and expanded consideration can coexist. The
strategic job is to win recognition early and prove value later.
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02 / The new journey

Four moments where a brand can be
lost
Search journeys increasingly combine retrieval, interpretation, recommendation and validation.

01

Retrieve
Can systems access the
right public
information?

02

Interpret
Can they identify the
entity, offer and
evidence correctly?

03

Recommend
Does the brand belong
in the relevant choice
set?

04

Validate
Can the buyer
independently test the
claim?

Retrieval is technical. A blocked crawler, missing canonical page, absent text or an inaccessible

primary source removes a brand from parts of the information environment. Google explicitly states

that a page must be indexed and eligible to appear with a snippet to be a supporting link in AI

Overviews or AI Mode. [4]

Interpretation is semantic. Machines and people need to understand what the organisation does, who

it serves, where it operates, and which claims are supported by evidence. Unclear naming,

contradictory profiles and vague category language invite confusion.

Recommendation is comparative. Buyers ask questions such as “which provider fits our regulatory

environment?” or “what does this solution do differently?” A generic assertion of excellence is weak

input for a meaningful comparison.

Validation is social and operational. Buyers verify with actual clients, published results,

documentation, pricing logic, expert judgment and post-purchase experience. AI can reorganise

these signals; it cannot manufacture legitimate proof.

Research note Interpretation is our model of the decision journey—not a claim that every AI product uses these four stages
in the same technical sequence.
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03 / Original framework

The five surfaces of brand authority
Wunderbridge’s proposed authority model: make the brand accessible, legible, useful, evidenced and
externally recognisable.

01 Access
Indexable pages, correct canonical URLs, visible HTML, accessible assets and explicit
ownership.

02 Identity
One consistent company name, category, offering, audiences and authoritative “about”
facts.

03 Utility
Clear answers to high-intent questions, comparisons, definitions, constraints and decision
criteria.

04 Evidence
Named expertise, methods, dates, case outcomes, independent data and defensible
qualifications.

05 Endorsement
Credible third-party references, client validation and substantive earned coverage.

The surfaces are mutually reinforcing, not a linear SEO checklist. An accessible site with no distinctive

answer has little authority; excellent research on a blocked domain cannot be found. Strong claims

without independent substantiation may be discoverable yet commercially fragile.

Google’s 2026 guidance is unusually clear: traditional SEO remains the foundation, and there is no

special markup or “AI file” required for eligibility in its AI search features. [4, 5] Our framework therefore

treats technical access as the floor and proprietary insight as the differentiated asset.
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04 / Execution

Publish fewer claims. Make each one
stronger.
An editorial and technical playbook for moving from content volume to decision value.

1 Build a source-of-truth layer
Maintain a concise, date-stamped account of the organisation, services, scope, leadership and
verified proof. Mirror it consistently across key profiles.

2 Create decision-grade pages
Answer the hard questions: who is this for, when is it not suitable, what distinguishes the approach,
and how will outcomes be measured?

3 Publish attributable expertise
Use signed viewpoints, research notes and methodologies. Make authorship a traceable
commitment rather than a decorative byline.

4 Strengthen earned corroboration
Pursue relevant interviews, partnerships and citations that exist because the work merits external
attention—not synthetic link campaigns.

5 Design for human reading first
Use accessible headings, coherent navigation, precise language and well-labelled evidence.
Reformat only where it materially helps comprehension.

6 Maintain factual hygiene
Assign owners and review dates to claims, client details and statistical assertions. Remove
outdated material rather than multiplying near-duplicates.

This is not a proposal to write for robots. WARC’s July 2026 assessment of Cannes Lions effectiveness

themes highlighted coherence across touchpoints and the need for creative work to survive both

human response and machine-mediated ranking. [6] Those goals are compatible when a brand has a

clear point of view and operational consistency.
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05 / Measurement

Build a visibility scorecard that matters
Separate access, answer presence, human engagement and business outcomes.

Metric What to observe Guardrail

Index coverage Indexed and eligible priority URLs Indexing alone is not authority

Branded query health Correct brand association and branded
position

Ranking varies by market and
user

Answer inclusion Share of tested relevant prompts
mentioning brand

Prompts and answers vary over
time

Citation fidelity Whether the source and claim are
correctly linked

A mention can still be inaccurate

Qualified demand Meetings or leads tied to discovery
journeys

Avoid last-click over-attribution

Business effect Pipeline quality, conversion, retention Use consistent periods and
baselines

A weekly AI-answer audit should use a fixed, disclosed set of prompts across relevant tools and

markets. Capture date, model or search product, location, answer text, source URL and confidence of

association. Report changes as observations, not a universal “AI rank.”

Search Console, first-party analytics, lead-source interviews and CRM opportunity data provide

different lenses. Where possible, use controlled experiments to separate the incremental business

effect of editorial changes from seasonal demand or unrelated campaigns.

Research note No visibility score predicts a guaranteed ranking. Google states that indexing and appearance are not
guaranteed even when requirements are satisfied. [4]
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06 / Implementation

A 90-day authority sprint
A sequenced programme, not a content-production race.

Days 01–15 Restore the foundation
Audit crawl access, priority URLs, canonicalisation, brand facts, analytics and
current demand. Baseline 20–30 realistic questions buyers ask.

Days 16–45 Build distinctive utility
Repair priority pages; publish three high-value explainers or original research
pieces; add authorship, methods and substantiated case evidence.

Days 46–90 Test and amplify
Seek legitimate industry citations; measure answer presence and conversion;
revise ambiguous claims; validate performance with sales teams.

Ownership

Treat this as a cross-functional mandate. Brand strategy defines relevance; subject specialists own

factual accuracy; engineering owns technical access; editorial owns usefulness; commercial teams

close the feedback loop on qualified demand.

The decision rule

If a page cannot answer a specific buyer question better than a generic summary, improve the

evidence before increasing distribution. If a claim cannot be verified, qualify it before accelerating

reach.

The strongest result is not a high volume of pages. It is a smaller set
of authoritative facts that can travel without losing meaning.
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Conclusion

Become the source, not the noise
For brand leaders, AI discovery is a problem of organisational clarity as much as channel optimisation.

The answer-engine era does not abolish brand-building. It reveals its weaknesses. An inconsistent

identity, a thin evidence base and a disconnected customer experience were liabilities before

generative AI. They are simply easier to expose when software assembles a shortlist in seconds.

Our recommendation is to make authority operational: publish a coherent identity, build original

utility, document what is true, earn independent corroboration and measure the role of discovery in

business decisions. Treat the website as a durable public record of expertise, not a temporary

advertising surface.

Five questions for the leadership team
01 Can buyers name us accurately?

And can AI-powered search services do the same?

02 Can our best claims be inspected?
Not merely repeated.

03 Can our expertise be distinguished?
From generic category language.

04 Can we explain who we are not for?
Credible selectivity improves fit.

05 Can we link discovery to decisions?
Without reducing effectiveness to last-click attribution.

Research note This paper is authored strategic analysis. It does not claim original fieldwork or a statistically validated
causal model.
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Sources & method
This publication is an attributed synthesis of external research and original strategic interpretation

by Joshua Singh Kanwar. It is not a primary empirical study. Statistics retain the population, period

and meaning reported by the original publisher. The frameworks are propositions for executive use,

not validated predictive models.
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