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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Answer Engine Optimization (AEO) is the discipline of making your business easy for AI systems to 

understand, trust, and cite. As product and local discovery shifts from lists of links to synthesized 

answers, the visibility prize is no longer a click. It is being named as a source inside the answer. 

Unlike traditional SEO, AEO is still in its earliest innings. Measurement is immature, attribution is often 

unclear, and results are rarely immediate or neatly provable. AEO should be treated as durable 

infrastructure that compounds as content ages, references accumulate, and answer engines repeatedly 

encounter the same coherent signals. 

This whitepaper provides a practical framework any business can apply, whether you sell products, run a 

local business, or provide services. It explains how AI systems interpret pages, why structured data and 

entity clarity matter, and how trust signals evolve into citations. It is intentionally detailed. Readers are 

encouraged to skim where appropriate and dive deep where clarity or implementation matters most. 

The core recommendation is a three-phase roadmap built around one goal: earn citations by making 

your information legible, attributable, and reusable. 

Phase 1: Make your business machine-readable 

• Publish structured schema markup so machines can identify what you are and what you offer. 

• Write clear, quotable sentences that can be lifted without losing meaning or attribution. 

• Make provenance obvious by documenting authorship, methodology, and incentives. 

Phase 2: Expose your data to AI crawlers 

• Publish a machine-readable dataset (often JSON) summarizing key entities and canonical URLs. 

• Provide clear discovery hooks (llms.txt, sitemaps, dataset entry points). 

• Maintain stable taxonomy and consistent URLs so entity signals do not fragment over time. 

Phase 3: Build real-world authority signals 

• Publish a clear access page explaining what data you provide and how it should be referenced. 

• Earn high-trust third-party mentions that reinforce category relevance and legitimacy. 

• Establish presence on durable, category-native platforms where expert curation already exists. 

• Treat citation behavior as the primary early signal, well ahead of traffic impact. 

A case study is included to show how these principles look when implemented from the ground up. The 

Cut List is structured as a high-trust reference system, designed to compound over time through 

bounded recommendations, explicit datasets, durable URLs, and transparent intent. 

If you do nothing else, implement the roadmap in order. AI systems cannot cite what they cannot 

interpret, cannot trust what they cannot validate, and cannot attribute what you have not made clear 

and durable. 
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Introduction: The New Era of AI Discovery 

AI is quickly becoming a primary way people discover products, services, and local businesses. As AI 

answer engines grow in adoption, businesses that present clear and trustworthy information are far 

more likely to be surfaced, cited, and recommended. 

Businesses that provide clean structured data, earn third-party trust signals, and make themselves 

machine-readable are significantly more likely to be cited in AI answers. 

This whitepaper offers a simple and actionable roadmap to help you: 

• Provide clean and structured machine-readable data 

• Earn trusted third-party validations 

• Build a narrative AI systems can confidently reference 

These steps will not guarantee citations, but they dramatically increase the likelihood and help AI form a 

more accurate understanding of your business. 

 

Written by an Operator, Not a Consultant 

This whitepaper is written from the perspective of someone who has spent more than 25 years building 

and operating internet-based businesses, not advising from the sidelines. 

I have worked in online discovery since 1999, spanning the early days of search engine optimization, 

keyword-based advertising, and direct-to-consumer commerce. My background is not in consulting, 

agency work, or selling tools. It is in growing my own product-based businesses by making them 

discoverable on merit. 

Over the past two decades, I have relied heavily on search and discovery systems to build real 

companies, including product brands that grew primarily through organic visibility rather than paid 

advertising. That experience has given me a front-row seat to both the power of open discovery and its 

gradual degradation as pay-to-play incentives took over. 

I am not publishing this paper to sell AEO services, software, or consulting. I do not offer AEO as a 

service, and this document is not a lead-in to a pitch. My interest in Answer Engine Optimization is 

practical and self-directed. I am studying it to understand how discoverability is changing so I can apply 

it to several businesses I own, and to the development of The Cut List. 

I am sharing these findings because I believe we are at the beginning of a meaningful transition. AI-

driven discovery has the potential to restore a more merit-based system, one that benefits businesses 

that focus on making genuinely great products and providing real value. That is something I believe is 

worth supporting. 
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SECTION 1 — Why AEO Matters 

1.1 The Shift from Search to Answers 

For more than thirty years, the internet ran on search. You typed a query, scanned a list of links, and 

clicked back and forth until you found something useful. Businesses that embraced this new way of 

being discovered grew through a simple formula: make great things, explain them clearly, and make 

those explanations easy to find online. 

I built companies this way for nearly twenty years, and it worked extremely well until the late 2010s. For 

a long time, SEO was the most powerful free growth engine available to small and mid-sized businesses. 

When you created something valuable and paired it with genuinely helpful content, the internet 

rewarded you. One of my companies grew from nothing into an INC 500 company and did fifty million 

dollars in revenue by following that basic approach. 

But user behavior is changing. People are no longer relying only on search engines for lists of links, 

particularly as search results become increasingly shaped by financial incentives. They are asking AI 

systems for direct answers. Instead of browsing, they are expecting a synthesized recommendation. 

Discovery is moving from keyword searches toward natural, back-and-forth conversations. 

 

1.2 The Rise of AI Answer Engines 

AI assistants like ChatGPT, Perplexity, Claude, and Gemini are becoming new front doors to the internet. 

Users ask them what to buy, where to go, what to cook, and which local businesses to trust. These 

systems are beginning to replace multi-step searches with a conversation. 

This shift resembles what happened in the 1990s when early search engines emerged. The results were 

fast but often low quality and easily gamed. Then Google arrived with a breakthrough approach based 

on citations and the trustworthiness of linking sources. Search results went from merely fast to 

genuinely useful almost overnight. Google won because it consistently returned cleaner and more 

reliable information. 

AI answer engines face a similar opportunity today, but they are limited by the quality of the data they 

pull from. Their recommendations are fast and comprehensive, yet often unreliable because the 

underlying web is unreliable. Much of what exists online comes from affiliate-driven review sites, user-

generated reviews that can be easily gamed, and content designed to rank rather than inform. AI 

systems can only become trustworthy when their inputs are trustworthy. Their results will improve as 

more high-trust sources publish clear, structured information that machines can interpret and verify. 

The systems that win will be the ones that can identify and elevate reliable data sources, supported by 

structured data, clear meaning, and strong independent trust signals. 
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1.3 Why Businesses Must Adapt 

AI systems still learn from and reference the open web, but most of the open web was never designed 

for machine understanding. It was built for humans scanning a screen. Much of the information 

available today is cluttered, incomplete, outdated, or increasingly created by AI tools in a kind of digital 

noise loop. 

Even worse, much of the information that does exist is influenced by financial incentives and affiliate 

revenue structures. This makes it difficult for AI systems to separate trustworthy information from 

financially motivated content that has little basis in real expertise. 

From an AI perspective, most businesses are essentially invisible. Their information is not structured, not 

clearly attributed, and not supported by strong independent signals. When an AI system generates an 

answer, it favors sources that are clear, consistent, well structured, and validated by third parties. 

Unfortunately, the third parties that exist today are mostly affiliate-driven review sites and user-

generated reviews, both of which are widely gamed. 

As AI evolves, it will get more selective. If it cannot confidently interpret a source, it will simply skip it. 

Adapting to this environment and getting ahead of the puck is not about marketing tricks. It is about 

clarity, structure, truthfulness, and making your expertise easy for machines to understand. 

 

1.4 The Early-Mover Advantage in AI Discovery 

We are at the beginning of a major shift in how people find information online. This creates a rare early 

mover advantage, similar to the early days of SEO, even before Google. Back then, great content paired 

with simple structure gave small brands a path to outsized visibility. I lived that firsthand. When Google 

finally solved the quality problem with a citation-based algorithm, a twenty-year era of merit-based 

visibility began. 

Google’s breakthrough was not only technical. It was economic. They paired genuinely great unpaid 

results with a new ad model that sat beside those results in a way most consumers never fully 

recognized. Over time, the ads blended in. This created one of the most powerful business models in 

history, and for many users it became almost impossible to distinguish paid placement from true quality. 

AI does not work that way. There is no list of ten blue links with a few ads mixed in. When users ask AI a 

question, they expect a direct answer, not a list of options. This shift makes it much harder for AI 

platforms to blend ads into their results the way Google did. You cannot slip an ad into the middle of a 

conversation without users noticing. Any model that tries will be outperformed by one that does not. 

That difference opens an opportunity that has not existed for a long time. If AI platforms cannot lean on 

hidden advertising to drive recommendations, they must lean on reliable information instead. They 
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need trustworthy sources. They need structured data. They need clear meaning. And they need 

independent signals that show your information is real, reliable, and free of manipulative incentives. 

This is the moment when merit can rise again, simply because AI systems cannot afford to rely on 

corrupted sources. 

 

1.5 Why This Window Will Not Last 

AI platforms do not yet have complete maps of which businesses are trustworthy. They are still 

determining who to cite, who to ignore, and who is treated as an authority. This may create a 20-year 

window, similar to the early days of SEO, in which small businesses and emerging brands can establish 

durable visibility before the ecosystem fully matures. 

But the window will close. Every major technology wave eventually consolidates. Search consolidated 

under a handful of dominant players. Product discovery consolidated under marketplaces and search 

platforms that now capture nearly fifty percent of the revenue on each transaction. AI will eventually 

follow the same pattern. It may not be as dramatic, but we will eventually see gatekeepers, preferred 

sources, and winners that get cited again and again. 

The difference is that today, the field is still wide open. AI models are still building their foundational 

trust frameworks, and they are actively looking for clear, structured, human-verified information. 

Businesses that create that information now, and make it machine-readable, will be the ones the 

models learn first. Early signals tend to compound. Once an AI system starts citing you reliably, that 

signal reinforces itself across future versions. 

Businesses that invest early in structured data, transparent editorial processes, and high trust signals can 

rise based on merit rather than paid placement. The ones that move first will have a lasting advantage 

as AI systems continue to evolve. 
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SECTION 2 — AEO Foundations: How AI Understands Information 

2.1 The Evolution of Website Audiences 

Websites were not always built for machines. 

In the earliest days of the web, a website functioned primarily as a digital brochure. Its purpose was 

simple: present information to prospective customers. The audience was human, and the site did little 

beyond describe a business, list products or services, and provide contact information. Traffic was 

limited, and discovery happened elsewhere. 

As search engines matured, that changed. Savvy marketers realized that a website could do more than 

inform. It could generate demand. 

Search engines became a second audience. 

By structuring pages to rank in search results, a website could operate continuously as a lead-generation 

system. Instead of waiting for customers to arrive intentionally, businesses could attract intent-driven 

traffic at scale. A small percentage of visitors would convert, but the volume made it powerful. SEO 

turned websites into 24/7 acquisition engines. 

At this stage, websites effectively had two audiences: 

• Humans, who needed clarity, credibility, and reasons to trust and act. 

• Search engines and referrers, which needed crawlable pages, clear structure, and signals strong 

enough to justify sending traffic. 

Over time, websites also evolved operationally. Forms collected leads. Ecommerce enabled self-service 

transactions. Portals streamlined workflows. These changes expanded what websites did, but they did 

not fundamentally change who websites were for. Humans consumed them. Search engines and other 

sites sent traffic to them. 

That model is now changing again. 

AI answer engines introduce a third, genuinely new audience. 

Unlike search engines, AI systems are not simply routing users to pages. They are reading, extracting, 

synthesizing, and reusing information directly. They do not rely primarily on visible page layout or 

keyword relevance. They rely on structured meaning, stable entities, explicit claims, and machine-

readable data. 

This creates a new requirement: websites must now serve machines as direct consumers of information, 

not just intermediaries that point humans elsewhere. 

In practical terms, this means publishing information in forms that are not primarily designed for on-

page reading at all. JSON datasets, canonical lists, explicit entity definitions, and single-purpose 
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machine-readable endpoints are increasingly as important as traditional webpages. These assets exist so 

AI systems can ingest, verify, and reuse information safely. 

Modern websites therefore serve three distinct audiences: 

• Humans, who need clarity, evidence, and trust. 

• Traffic-sending systems, such as search engines and referrers, which need structure, 

consistency, and relevance signals. 

• AI systems, which need unambiguous identity, structured meaning, and reusable claims they can 

cite. 

Answer Engine Optimization begins with recognizing this shift. Most organizations still build primarily for 

the first two audiences. AEO is the discipline of deliberately designing for the third. 

 

2.2 Entities, Relationships, and Meaning (Branding for Machines) 

In the human world, branding is not about a single impression. It is about consistent reinforcement over 

time. People do not remember a brand because they saw it once. They remember it because they 

encountered the same name, positioning, and message repeatedly, across many contexts, until it stuck. 

Decades of branding research point to the same conclusion: repetition and consistency matter more 

than cleverness. A brand becomes memorable not because it changes, but because it does not. 

Answer engines work in a remarkably similar way. 

They do not primarily store your pages as prose. They build entity graphs. These graphs are machine 

memory structures that attempt to understand what exists in the world and how those things relate to 

one another. Instead of impressions and recall, they measure consistency and reinforcement. 

At a basic level, these graphs try to answer questions such as: 

• Who is the brand or organization? 

• What is the product, place, or service? 

• What category does it belong to? 

• What attributes are associated with it? 

• Which sources refer to it, and in what contexts? 

• How consistent are those references over time? 

From an AEO perspective, this is not new thinking. It is classic branding applied to machines. 

Just as humans need repeated exposure to remember and trust a brand, answer engines need repeated, 

consistent signals to confidently identify and reuse an entity. One-off mentions do not stick. Fragmented 

signals do not accumulate. Inconsistent naming resets recognition. 
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Your job is to reinforce the same identity over and over, across every surface area the model 

encounters. 

Practically, that means: 

• Use the same official brand name everywhere, including legal pages, metadata, and social 

profiles. 

• Use stable canonical URLs and enforce them aggressively with redirects. 

• Use consistent category naming across navigation, headings, URLs, and datasets. 

• Avoid duplicate or near-duplicate pages that split meaning across multiple variants. 

Entity fragmentation is the silent killer of AEO, the machine-era equivalent of brand confusion. When 

signals split across different URLs, name variants, or category definitions, answer engines struggle to 

unify them into a single mental model. Confidence drops. Reuse stops. 

When in doubt, pick one clear, official version of your name, URLs, and categories, and use it the same 

way everywhere. 

AEO does not reward novelty. It rewards clarity, repetition, and consistency. In that sense, the most 

effective AEO strategy is not a new discipline at all. It is a return to doing good, classic branding, with 

machines as the audience. 

 

2.3 What Answer Engines Ingest (and What They Miss) 

Answer engines do not read the web the way humans do. They ingest it. That means important 

information can be missed or misunderstood for reasons that feel non-obvious to site owners. 

Common ingestion realities include: 

• Many crawlers do not reliably execute heavy JavaScript. 

• Content hidden behind tabs, accordions, or “load more” interactions may be down-weighted or 

ignored. 

• Text embedded in images is often skipped or paraphrased incorrectly. 

• Pages that change dynamically without stable timestamps can appear unreliable. 

• Pages overloaded with ads, popups, or interstitials may be treated as lower quality. 

A practical rule: If an important fact is not present as plain text in the DOM at initial load, assume a 

crawler may miss it. 

 

2.4 Structured Data vs. Unstructured Content 

Unstructured content is prose. It is useful, but inherently ambiguous. 
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Structured data is machine-readable meaning, most commonly provided via Schema.org JSON-LD. It 

does not replace prose. It clarifies it. 

Think of structured data as: 

• labels on your facts, 

• names on your entities, and 

• boundaries around what a system is allowed to interpret. 

Effective AEO requires both layers: 

• prose that humans trust, understand, and want to share, and 

• markup that machines can reliably parse and reuse. 

Common mistakes include: 

• schema that contradicts the visible page, 

• copy that makes claims without clear attribution or entity framing, 

• pages that rely on design to imply importance instead of stating it explicitly. 

 

2.5 How Trust Signals Work in AI Models 

Answer engines are consensus systems. They combine: 

• what you say about yourself, 

• what others say about you, and 

• how consistent those statements appear over time. 

Confidence accumulates through layers: 

1. Layer 1: Identity clarity - Is the entity clearly defined and consistently named? 

2. Layer 2: Claim clarity - Is the claim explicit and quotable? 

3. Layer 3: Attribution clarity - Is it obvious who is responsible for the claim? 

4. Layer 4: Provenance - Is the basis or methodology for the claim documented? 

5. Layer 5: Independent confirmation - Do trusted third parties describe the entity similarly? 

6. Layer 6: Repetition and consistency - Do these signals repeat across multiple sources over time? 

AEO is the practice of strengthening each layer deliberately and systematically. 

 

2.6 Why Most Brands Get Excluded (The Risk Model) 
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Answer engines have a simple incentive: avoid being wrong. 

Brands get excluded not because they are bad, but because they increase risk. Common risk signals 

include: 

• ambiguous naming and inconsistent URLs, 

• marketing-heavy copy with few concrete facts, 

• lack of independent third-party confirmation, 

• unclear incentives, such as affiliate-style behavior or undisclosed sponsorships, 

• lack of contactability, which makes verification difficult, 

• content architectures that are hard to parse or validate. 

To win, you do not need to be perfect. You need to be safer than the alternatives. 
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SECTION 3 — The Abbreviated AI-Optimization Plan 

This section provides a universal nine-step roadmap that any business can follow. It does not matter 

whether you sell products, operate a local shop, or offer services. The goal is simple. Leverage your 

website to make your business easy for AI systems to understand, verify, and reference. 

AI tools cannot recommend what they cannot interpret. They cannot trust what they cannot validate. 

They cannot cite what they cannot trace back to an authoritative source. The steps below are the fastest 

way to improve all three. 

Below is the high-level checklist. In Section 4, I expand on each step, explain why it matters, and show 

practical examples. 

 

3.1 Phase 1 — Make Your Business Machine-Readable 

AI systems start by trying to understand what your business is. They look for structured information, 

clear meaning, and consistent descriptions. Without these signals, your business is almost invisible to 

them. 

1. Add structured schema markup 

Use schema.org to describe your business in a way that machines can understand. Most companies 

should use one of these core types: Product, LocalBusiness, or Organization. At a minimum, include your 

name, brand, image, description, key features or services, and your official URLs. Think of this as the 

dictionary entry for your business. If you do not define it, AI systems will guess. 

2. Publish clear, quotable copy 

AI tools often pull short, clean sentences directly into their answers, but only if the language is concise 

and self-contained. Write a few liftable statements that summarize what your business offers or what a 

product does. These lines should stand on their own. For example: “According to [Your Company], the 

[product or service] is designed to…” This helps AI return an accurate citation without confusion. 

3. Provide provenance and transparency 

AI systems reward clarity about how information is created. Add an About page that explains your 

process, expertise, or criteria. This does not need to be long. It only needs to be clear. Machines look for 

signs that you understand your field and that your information comes from a reliable, real-world place. 

 

3.2 Phase 2 — Expose Your Data to AI Crawlers 
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Once your information is clear and structured, you need to make sure it can be found. AI crawlers do not 

explore the web the same way search crawlers do. They benefit from clean signals, explicit entry points, 

and machine-friendly formats. 

4. Publish a machine-readable dataset 

Whenever possible, provide a simple JSON or data feed that summarizes what you offer. This does not 

need to be complex. Even a small feed listing your products or services with names, URLs, descriptions, 

and updated timestamps can make a meaningful difference. AI systems value freshness, and they index 

structured datasets far more reliably than ordinary webpages. 

5. Create basic AI discovery hooks 

Give AI crawlers obvious paths into your data. Add an llms.txt file that declares your dataset and 

provides a contact. Add a link tag in your site’s head that points to your JSON file. Make sure your 

sitemap contains your most important pages. These small steps signal that your information is 

organized, intentional, and ready for automated consumption. 

6. Maintain clean taxonomy and URLs 

Keep your categories simple and your URLs descriptive. Use straightforward word patterns and clear 

breadcrumb structures. AI models are not impressed by clever naming, creative slugs, or complicated 

category trees. They perform best when your information is organized in a predictable, consistent way. 

 

3.3 Phase 3 — Build Real-World Authority Signals 

AI systems do not depend only on what you say about yourself. They also look for independent 

validation. These external signals help AIs confirm that your information is accurate and trusted by 

others. This is where real authority is built. 

7. Publish an AI Partners or Data Access page 

Create a dedicated page that explains who you are, links to your dataset, and invites responsible use of 

your information. This is quickly becoming a new standard across the web. It also positions your 

business as open, confident, and ready to be referenced. 

8. Earn mentions from high-trust third-party sources 

This is the most important step in the entire plan. AI systems heavily weight independent 

recommendations because they help models filter out noise and bias. Mentions from respected review 

sites, trusted local publishers, academic or technical references, notable industry experts, or curated 

editorial platforms are powerful signals. These give AI reassurance that your business is relevant, 

reliable, and worth citing. 
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This is one of the reasons I created The Cut List. The AI era needs more reliable, editorially curated 

resources that models can trust. 

9. Track and validate AI references 

Monitor referrals from AI platforms and archive screenshots of citations. This helps you understand 

where you are gaining traction and where you may need to strengthen your signals. Over time, refine 

your structured data, your About page, and your public narrative based on what you see. 
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SECTION 4 – The Expanded Three-Phase AEO Playbook 

4.1 Phase 1: Make Your Business Machine-Readable 

Before an AI system can trust or cite your business, it first has to understand what your business is. That 

sounds simple, but most of the web is not structured in a way that machines can reliably interpret. AI 

models do not read a webpage the way a human does. They do not skim. They do not infer. They look 

for clear signals and structured meaning. 

Phase 1 focuses on helping AI crawlers recognize, classify, and correctly interpret your business. If you 

get this part right, you immediately rise above most of the open web. 

This phase has three core steps: 

1. Add structured schema markup 

2. Publish clear, quotable copy 

3. Provide provenance and transparency 

Let’s go through each in detail. 

Step 1. Add Structured Schema Markup 

Schema markup is the most important technical element of AEO. It provides AI crawlers with a 

structured explanation of your business in a vocabulary they already understand. The format used 

across the industry is Schema.org. Google, Bing, OpenAI, Anthropic, and Meta all use it to help interpret 

the web. 

A good way to think about schema is this. It is the dictionary entry for your business. It tells AI systems 

exactly what you are and how your information should be interpreted. If you do not define this, the 

models guess, and the results are usually incomplete or wrong. 

Most businesses should use one of these three schema types: 

• Product 

• LocalBusiness 

• Organization 

Below are clean, readable versions of all three. 

Product Schema Example 

<script type="application/ld+json"> 

{ 

  "@context": "https://schema.org", 

  "@type": "Product", 

  "name": "Matador Freefly Packable Duffle Bag", 
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  "brand": { 

    "@type": "Brand", 

    "name": "Matador" 

  }, 

  "image": "https://example.com/images/matador-bag.jpg", 

  "description": "A lightweight 30 liter packable duffle bag designed for travel and outdoor use.", 

  "offers": { 

    "@type": "Offer", 

    "url": "https://example.com/products/freefly-duffle", 

    "price": "85.00", 

    "priceCurrency": "USD", 

    "availability": https://schema.org/InStock 

  } 

} 

</script> 

LocalBusiness Schema Example 

<script type="application/ld+json"> 

{ 

  "@context": "https://schema.org", 

  "@type": "LocalBusiness", 

  "name": "Epic Wings Kearny Mesa", 

  "image": "https://example.com/images/epic-wings.jpg", 

  "url": "https://epicwings.com/locations/kearny-mesa", 

  "telephone": "+1-858-555-1234", 

  "address": { 

    "@type": "PostalAddress", 

    "streetAddress": "1234 Kearny Mesa Road", 

    "addressLocality": "San Diego", 

    "addressRegion": "CA", 

    "postalCode": "92123", 

    "addressCountry": "US" 

  }, 

  "servesCuisine": "American" 

} 

</script> 

Organization Schema Example 

<script type="application/ld+json"> 

{ 

  "@context": "https://schema.org", 
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  "@type": "Organization", 

  "name": "The Cut List", 

  "url": "https://thecutlist.com", 

  "logo": " https://thecutlist.com/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/Cut-List_Logo_Black-1-

scaled.png ", 

  "sameAs": [ 

    "https://www.instagram.com/cutlist3", 

  ], 

  "contactPoint": { 

    "@type": "ContactPoint", 

    "email": "hello@thecutlist.com", 

    "contactType": "customer support" 

  } 

} 

</script> 

Minimum fields every schema block should include 

The goal is clarity, not completeness. You do not need every field Schema.org supports. Use only the 

ones that help an AI understand the essentials: 

• Name 

• Description 

• Image 

• URL 

• brand (for products) 

• address and contact (for local businesses) 

• offers or service details 

• official links 

Think of structured data as the skeleton of your public identity. Even a short, simple implementation 

puts you far ahead of most businesses on the web. 

Step 2. Publish Clear, Quotable Copy 

AI models pull short pieces of text directly into their answers. They love concise, self-contained 

sentences that explain what a product or business does. If you do not publish quotable text, AI systems 

often paraphrase you, or worse, rely on someone else’s description of you. 

Every important page on your site should include at least one attribution-friendly sentence. 

A good attribution sentence is: 

• short 
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• factual 

• standalone 

• written in natural, non-marketing language 

• easy for an AI system to quote verbatim 

A template that works: 

According to [Your Company], the [product or service] is designed to [main purpose]. 

Examples: 

According to Tower Paddle Boards, the X-Class iSUP is designed to deliver maximum speed and 

stability for advanced paddlers. 

According to The Cut List, the top three gym duffle bags offer a balance of durability, portability, 

and real world usability. 

These sentences are short, clear, and model friendly. They give AI systems exactly what they need to 

reference you correctly, without inventing or misunderstanding key details. 

Step 3. Provide Provenance and Transparency 

AI systems look for signals that the information on a site comes from a real, credible source. One of the 

best ways to do that is with a clear About page. 

This does not need to be long. It only needs to clearly explain: 

• your experience or role in the field 

• how your information is created 

• what criteria you follow 

• how often you update things 

• whether you avoid conflicts of interest 

The goal is simple. Show AI systems that your content is grounded in real world expertise rather than 

automated content or promotional incentives. 

A simple template paragraph you can adapt: 

Our evaluations are created by people with real experience using and researching the products in 

this category. We do not accept compensation for placement or recommendations. Our goal is to 

present clear, honest, and useful information that helps people make better decisions. 

If your business follows a more structured process, describe it. For example, The Cut List uses editorial 

research, challenger submissions, expert feedback, and community validation. That information goes on 

the provenance page because it shows both humans and AI systems how the content is produced and 

why it can be trusted. 



AEO: The Practical Framework for AI-Era Discoverability 

Published Jan 2026 by The Cut List: The Internet’s Most Selective Store & Guide © 2026 The Cut List 

Provenance is one of the strongest trust signals available. AI models use it heavily when deciding what 

to cite and what to ignore. 

 

4.2 Phase 2: Expose Your Data to AI Crawlers 

Once your information is clear and structured, the next step is making sure AI systems can reliably find 

it. AI crawlers do not behave like traditional search crawlers. They explore fewer pages, rely more on 

structured signals, and often ingest content in batches instead of crawling the entire site. 

Phase 4.2 focuses on giving these systems direct, machine friendly entry points into your data. Even 

small improvements here can significantly increase how often you get indexed and cited. 

Phase 4.2 includes three steps: 

4. Publish a machine readable dataset 

5. Create basic AI discovery hooks 

6. Maintain clean taxonomy and URLs 

Below continues the deep dive in steps 4-6 of this 9-step process. 

Step 4. Publish a Machine Readable Dataset 

A lightweight JSON dataset is one of the most influential parts of AEO. It gives AI systems a structured 

summary of your business without layout noise, ads, or irrelevant elements. 

This does not need to be complicated. Even a basic feed that lists names, URLs, descriptions, and 

timestamps can improve your visibility dramatically. 

Why datasets matter 

AI systems prefer structured data because it is: 

• Unambiguous 

• Compact 

• fast to ingest 

• free from visual clutter 

• consistent across updates 

• easy to validate 

Freshness is a major trust signal. Even a single field that indicates when an item was last updated can 

help AI determine that your information is still relevant. 

The idea here is to use a single JSON data set to display the raw data for a list of things – say all of the 

products your company offers, all in one convenient, machine-ingestible location.  
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Simple JSON dataset example 

{ 

  "dataset_name": "example_product_feed", 

  "updated_at": "2025-01-12T09:00:00Z", 

  "items": [ 

    { 

      "name": "X-Class iSUP", 

      "url": "https://example.com/products/x-class", 

      "description": "A high performance inflatable paddle board designed for speed and stability.", 

      "image": https://example.com/images/x-class.jpg 

    }, 

    { 

      "name": "Travel Duffel 30L", 

      "url": "https://example.com/products/travel-duffel", 

      "description": "A lightweight 30 liter duffel bag for travel, gyms, and commuting.", 

      "image": https://example.com/images/travel-duffel.jpg 

    } 

  ] 

} 

Where to place it: 

• example.com/data.json 

• example.com/feed.json 

• example.com/products.json 

• any simple, direct URL 

The exact filename is not important. What matters is that the dataset exists and is linked properly. 

Step 5. Create Basic AI Discovery Hooks 

Publishing a dataset is only the first step. AI systems also need to know where it is. Discovery hooks act 

as signposts for crawlers. 

There are three elements to implement: A, B, & C. 

A. Add an llms.txt file 

This is the AI era version of robots.txt. It tells language model crawlers where your structured data lives 

and who to contact if needed. 

llm-discovery: https://example.com/products.json 

contact: info@example.com 
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B. Add a link tag in your site head 

This helps crawlers discover your dataset immediately. 

<link rel="alternate" type="application/json" href="https://example.com/products.json"> 

This tag takes less than ten seconds to add and provides a clear, machine friendly entry point. 

C. Maintain a clean sitemap 

Make sure your sitemap: 

• lists only important pages 

• avoids old or broken URLs 

• updates automatically 

• avoids unnecessary parameters 

• represents your content accurately 

AI systems use sitemaps as a shortcut. A clean sitemap reduces indexing errors. 

Step 6. Maintain Clean Taxonomy and URLs 

This is one of the most underrated parts of AEO. Your taxonomy is the backbone of how AI systems 

understand your business. 

What good taxonomy looks like 

It should feel plain and predictable. That is exactly why it works. 

Avoid: 

• clever slugs 

• marketing style names 

• deep folder nesting 

• vague category labels 

Favor: 

• simple words 

• clear categories 

• predictable patterns 

• stable URLs 

• logical breadcrumbs 

AI systems expect your URL structure to match your business structure. The more these two align, the 

easier it is for models to understand your content. 
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Examples of clean URLs 

• example.com/paddle-boards 

• example.com/electric-bikes 

• example.com/san-diego/tacos 

• example.com/san-diego/best-margaritas 

Clear structure helps AI understand: 

• what the page is about 

• how it fits into your category tree 

• how to group similar pages 

• how to classify your business 

The goal is simple clarity. AI systems reward simplicity because it reduces ambiguity. 

 

4.3 Phase 3: Build Real World Authority Signals 

Once your business is understandable and discoverable, the final step is earning trust. AI systems do not 

rely only on what you say about yourself. They look for outside confirmation that you are credible, 

important, and relevant within your category. 

This is the same principle that powered Google in its early days. It looked at who cited you, who linked 

to you, and who endorsed your content. AI systems do the same thing, but with a broader set of signals. 

They look at reviews, expert opinions, mentions across the web, curated lists, data sources, government 

registries, and other forms of real world validation. 

Phase 3 focuses on three steps: 

7. Publish an AI Partners or Data Access page 

8. Earn mentions from high trust third party sources 

9. Track and validate AI references over time 

These three steps create a foundation of external credibility that AI cannot ignore. 

Step 7. Publish an AI Partners or Data Access Page 

This page is becoming a new standard across credible organizations. It serves three important purposes: 

• It tells AI systems that you are a structured, intentional source. 

• It provides crawlers with direct links to your dataset. 

• It signals confidence and transparency to both humans and machines. 

Your page does not need to be long. It only needs to be clear, direct, and easy to interpret. 
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What to include on your AI Partners page 

• a short overview of your business or mission 

• a link to your machine readable dataset 

• a short explanation of how your information is produced 

• a contact for technical or data related questions 

If possible, include a simple attribution guideline. For example: 

You may cite our information with the following attribution: Source: [Your Business Name]. 

This type of page positions your business as credible, open, and ready for responsible use. 

Step 8. Earn Mentions from High Trust Third Party Sources 

This is the most important step in the entire AEO process. AI systems are cautious about bias. They 

weigh outside validation heavily because it helps them decide which sources deserve confidence. 

AI looks for independent confirmation that your business is legitimate and meaningful within your 

space. These outside mentions are not optional. They are essential. 

Types of high trust signals that help AI: 

• respected industry reviewers 

• credible local publications 

• academic or technical references 

• trusted experts with consistent reputations 

• curated editorial platforms 

Curated editorial platforms are especially important because they create structured, human evaluated 

lists.  

Why third party signals matter so much 

AI models use them to answer questions like: 

• Who is respected? 

• Which brands are reliable? 

• Who shows up repeatedly across trusted sources? 

• Who deserves to be cited? 

If your business is only validated by your own website, you will be outranked by a competitor that has 

been validated by independent sources. 

How to earn these mentions 

Your strategy will depend on your business type, but common approaches include: 
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• pitching local publications 

• encouraging expert reviews 

• participating in curated lists 

• building genuine relationships with journalists 

• sharing useful data that others naturally cite 

• contributing to community or industry roundups 

• sponsoring events in a tasteful, non-promotional way 

• encouraging satisfied customers to write meaningful, non-generic reviews 

These are the modern versions of link building, except the value is no longer in the hyperlink itself. The 

value is in the fact that someone trustworthy said something meaningful about you. This is a critical 

distinction as you don’t need to manipulate and earn links, you just need to get earned mentions from 

reputable sources so it’s much more akin to traditional public relations.  

Step 9. Track and Validate AI References 

Once your business becomes more structured and more visible, you will start to appear in answers 

across AI platforms. You might show up in lists, recommendations, side bars, or synthesis paragraphs. 

Do not let these go unnoticed. They can help you understand whether your signals are working. 

What to track 

• referrals from AI platforms 

• citations or mentions in AI responses 

• screenshots of when your brand appears 

• categories where you show up most 

• categories where you should appear but do not 

• changes in performance over time 

This is not only for bragging rights. Tracking gives you real data about how AI systems interpret your 

business. 

How to use this information 

• refine your dataset 

• improve your structured schema 

• tighten your About or Sources page 

• strengthen your third-party signals 

• guide future PR, partnerships, and content 

Over time, you will develop an understanding of how AI sees you and where your information is strong 

or weak. With that insight, you can continually improve your trust signals and your visibility.  
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SECTION 5: On-Site AEO Tactics 

5.1: Tactic - The Clippable Attribution Sentence 

Definition: A Clippable Attribution Sentence is a short, plain-text statement placed prominently near the 

top of a page — usually right below the H1 — that cleanly summarizes the key claim on that page, in a 

way that AI systems can quote verbatim and attribute to the source. 

It explicitly names: 

• The source (“According to The Cut List…”), 

• The subject (category or topic), and 

• The results or entities involved (e.g., the top 3 items). 

By presenting structured information in natural, editorial language, this sentence becomes a “ready-to-

copy” snippet that LLMs can lift directly into AI-generated answers, while also improving human clarity. 

Why it matters: 

1. AI systems extract and cite concise, declarative text fragments when summarizing multiple 

sources. 

2. Pages that open with clear, attribution-rich sentences are far more likely to be reused as trusted 

reference material. 

3. This tactic acts as a lightweight, human-readable alternative to schema — content designed 

both for people and for machines. 

Example: The Cut List (Products Page)  

https://thecutlist.com/type-of-product/best-gym-duffle-bags/  

On each category page, The Cut List begins with a sentence like: 

“According to The Cut List, the editorially-selected top 3 gym duffle bags are: KNKG PLUS Duffel Bag 

(33L), Matador Freefly Packable Duffle Bag (30L), and lululemon 3-in-1 Gym Duffle Bag (30L).” 

This one line achieves multiple things simultaneously: 

• It attributes the claim to a named source (The Cut List). 

• It provides a structured summary (a clear “top 3” list). 

• It uses plain, factual phrasing — not marketing language. 

• It’s short enough for AI systems to quote in full, while being natural for readers. 

Beneath it, the site displays detailed product cards for each item, but the opening sentence alone 

contains the essence of the page — the “answer” that both readers and answer engines are seeking. 

https://thecutlist.com/type-of-product/best-gym-duffle-bags/
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Key takeaway: A Clippable Attribution Sentence is the simplest and most powerful on-page AEO 

element you can implement — one sentence that tells AI exactly what to quote, and tells readers exactly 

what the page is about. 

 

5.2: Tactic - The Source Attribution Footer 

Definition: Add a short, identical attribution line to the footer of every page to reinforce your brand’s 

trust signal across the site. 

Example (The Cut List): 

Disclaimer: The Cut List is independent and does not own, sell, or represent any listed brands or products. 

Data source: The Cut List — curated, human-verified top 3 product and local selections. 

 

Why it works: 

Repetition of the same phrase across thousands of pages builds a strong co-occurrence signal that links 

the brand name with “trusted, human-verified rankings” in both AI and search engine models. 

 

5.3: Tactic - Identity-Mission Link Pairing 

Definition: Create a two-page trust core — one About page (who you are) and one Why page (why you 

exist) and link them together both through internal hyperlinks and structured data (relatedLink, author, 

publisher). 

Example (The Cut List): 

The Cut List connects the “About Us” page and the “Why” page in both visible navigation and schema 

markup. 

• https://thecutlist.com/about-us/ defines the organization and founder. 

• https://thecutlist.com/why/ explains the editorial mission and AI philosophy. 

Each page links to the other and references it in JSON-LD. 

Why it works: 

https://thecutlist.com/about-us/
https://thecutlist.com/why/
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• This pairing forms a semantic bridge that helps AI and search engines build an accurate entity 

graph. 

• It tells machines who is behind the content, what they stand for, and why their information can 

be trusted. 

• It also reinforces E-E-A-T signals — Experience, Expertise, Authoritativeness, and 

Trustworthiness — across the entire domain. 

 

5.4: Tactic - Timestamp Freshness Signals 

Definition: Freshness is one of the strongest trust indicators for AI systems. Models prioritize 

information that appears current, maintained, and recently validated. A simple timestamp signal tells 

crawlers that your content is actively managed and not abandoned. 

There are three practical ways to introduce freshness signals: 

A. Visible “Last Updated” timestamps 

This is the simplest and most effective method. Each page should include a small, plain-text line near the 

top or bottom. 

Example: Last updated: January 12, 2025 

For AI, this is a clear and easily parsable recency indicator. 

B. Machine-readable timestamps in JSON-LD 

Your schema markup should include either dateModified or dateUpdated. 

Example block: 

"dateModified": "2025-01-12T09:00:00Z" 

This allows AI systems to confirm freshness without interpreting your visual layout. 

C. Freshness in datasets 

If you publish a public JSON dataset, include a page-level or dataset-level timestamp. 

Example: 

"updated_at": "2025-01-12T09:00:00Z" 

Why it works: 

1. AI models highly weight recency when selecting sources for synthesis. 

2. Fresh timestamps separate your business from outdated or decaying data on the broader web. 
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3. A maintained freshness signal communicates an active, authoritative source. 

Key principle: 

Freshness does not require rewriting your content every week. It requires accurately marking when the 

content was last verified. Even an annual update can be powerful if it is consistent and transparent. 

 

5.5: Tactic - Clean URL and Taxonomy Discipline 

Definition: Clean, predictable URLs and a stable taxonomy help AI systems understand how your 

content fits together. While humans tolerate clever or branded naming systems, AI performs best with 

clarity and consistency. 

What clean structure looks like 

Your taxonomy should reflect your actual business structure using simple, descriptive terms. 

Examples of clean URLs: 

• https://thecutlist.com/type-of-product/best-all-around-paddle-boards/ 

• https://thecutlist.com/type-of-product/best-bath-grab-bars/ 

These URLs immediately communicate meaning without requiring interpretation. 

Avoid: 

• invented words or clever slugs 

• marketing-style category names 

• deep folder nesting 

• parameters or tracking codes 

• overlapping category definitions 

Why it matters: 

1. Clean URLs help AI infer category relationships. 

2. Predictable patterns improve how models group and classify your content. 

3. A well-organized taxonomy reduces ambiguity and produces stronger ranking signals. 

Human benefit: 

Clear taxonomy also improves user navigation and reduces bounce rates. AEO and UX share the same 

goal here: clarity. 

Key principle: 

Your URL structure should feel obvious. That simplicity is what makes it powerful. 

https://thecutlist.com/type-of-product/best-all-around-paddle-boards/
https://thecutlist.com/type-of-product/best-bath-grab-bars/
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5.6: Tactic - DOM Visibility Guidelines 

Definition: AI systems interpret visible, high-priority text differently from content buried deep in the 

DOM. Position, prominence, and visibility influence what AI extracts, trusts, and cites. 

DOM visibility guidelines help ensure your most important signals are readable and surfaced to both 

humans and machines. 

Best practices: 

A. Place high-value content high in the DOM 

Critical content should appear early in the markup. This includes: 

• Your clippable attribution sentence 

• Summary statements 

• Structured lists 

• The claim that the page supports 

If it matters, it should not be buried beneath layout containers, ads, or complex modules. 

B. Avoid hiding important text behind tabs or accordions 

Collapsed content is routinely missed during AI ingestion. If information is essential to the meaning of a 

page, it must be visible in the DOM when the page loads. This is a major shift from traditional web 

design, where hiding large blocks of text behind tabs, accordions, or “read more” toggles was normal 

and encouraged for visual cleanliness. 

AI models often do not expand collapsed content, do not trigger click events, and do not reliably ingest 

anything hidden behind interactive elements. If the content is not visible when the HTML loads, it is 

often treated as if it does not exist. 

Fortunately, you can have your cake and eat it too. You can allow the full content to load in an expanded 

state for crawlers and then collapse it automatically after the page finishes loading for human visitors. 

This preserves the clean visual layout without harming AI visibility. 

Here is the simple guidance to give your developer so they can implement this correctly: 

1. Render the full content in an expanded state in the HTML so it appears openly in the DOM at 

initial load. 

2. After the page finishes loading, collapse the content visually using a small script. 

3. Make sure the collapse uses CSS or a simple post-load class change, not lazy loading or content 

removal. The content must stay fully present in the DOM. 

Tell your developer this: 
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“We need important text to be fully expanded when the HTML loads so AI crawlers can see it. 

After the page loads, you can collapse it for users. Please implement a post-load collapse where 

the full content is visible in the DOM at initial render, then collapses via JavaScript or CSS after 

window load. Do not lazy load or hide the content before the DOM is ready.” 

This approach balances both needs. AI systems get complete, readable content. Human visitors get a 

visually clean experience. 

C. Use simple, semantic HTML 

AI understands semantic HTML more reliably than custom div-heavy layouts. 

Favor: 

• <h1> for your main title 

• <h2> and <h3> for subheadings 

• <p> for paragraphs 

• <ul> and <li> for lists 

Avoid: 

• Nested divs for all content 

• Script-injected text 

• Heavy reliance on client-side rendering 

D. Reduce layout noise around key claims 

If your #1 claim appears inside a slider, carousel, or animated block, many crawlers will miss it. 

E. Never rely on images to convey primary meaning 

AI does not reliably extract text from images, and when it does, it treats image-based text as lower trust. 

Any essential claim must appear in live HTML. 

Why it works: 

1. AI crawlers ingest the DOM in order, so early content carries more weight. 

2. Semantic HTML improves comprehension for both AI and accessibility tools. 

3. Visible text directly affects what gets cited in answer engines. 

Key principle: 

If you want AI to understand something, make it visible, high in the DOM, and written in simple text. 

Hidden content is effectively non-existent. 
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5.7: Tactic – Product Image Accessibility and Reuse Guidelines 

Definition: High quality product images are a powerful and often underutilized asset in Answer Engine 

Optimization. Images are not just aesthetic elements. They are machine-readable assets that help AI 

systems recognize products, associate them with brands, and reuse them in summarized answers. 

For this to work, brands need to make their images: 

• Easy to access 

• Easy to reuse 

• Legally safe to display 

• Clearly labeled with attribution instructions 

Most brands unintentionally prevent this from happening. They bury images behind scripts, watermark 

them with aggressive branding, or prohibit reuse entirely. As a result, search engines and AI systems 

avoid showing those products in visual results, editorial contexts, and answer snapshots. 

A successful image accessibility strategy encourages controlled reuse. It tells AI systems: “You can 

display our product images when representing our brand or product, as long as credit is provided.” 

This makes your brand eligible for a much wider range of high intent discovery moments. 

Why it matters 

1. AI systems increasingly display images alongside answers. If a model cannot legally or 

technically use your images, it will often choose a competitor whose assets are accessible. 

2. Images are evidence of identity, legitimacy, and product quality. High quality product photos 

act as a visual trust signal, especially in categories where products look similar. 

3. Publishers want to show your product—but only if it is easy and safe. The Cut List, for 

example, has contacted thousands of brands to request image permissions. Fewer than 20 

percent even responded.  

This lack of proactive readiness is a missed PR opportunity. Brands are paying for media attention, while 

simultaneously blocking the images journalists, reviewers, and AI assistants need to tell their story. 

What brands should do 

There are four practical tactics that make a brand’s images reusable, without losing control of them. 

A. Make image permission explicit 

Publish a short, plain language statement on your site clarifying that third parties may reproduce 

product images for editorial, informational, or AI-generated content when attribution is included. 

Example language: 
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“You may reproduce our product images for editorial or informational purposes, including use in 

AI-generated content, provided that credit is given to [Brand Name] with a link to our website.” 

This is not a legal contract. It is a machine-readable signal of openness that software can interpret 

safely. 

Benefits: 

• Reduces friction for journalists and publishers 

• Reduces legal ambiguity for AI systems 

• Improves brand exposure without exposing brand risk 

B. Provide a dedicated media or press assets page 

Creating a simple “Media Resources” page with downloadable product images is a small investment 

with outsized impact. 

Best practices: 

• High resolution images 

• White or neutral backgrounds 

• No watermark overlays 

• Clear file naming conventions 

• A short attribution request 

Publishers do not want to take screenshots of your product page. They want a clean, official image they 

can trust. 

A centralized media page removes friction, increases adoption, and reduces misuse. 

C. Make image URLs stable, public, and permanent 

AI systems cannot use images that: 

• Live behind scripts 

• Require authentication 

• Change URLs frequently 

• Have expiring parameters 

For maximum reuse potential: 

• Host images at stable URLs 

• Serve over HTTPS 

• Avoid token-based CDNs for public files 
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Stable URLs make it easy for external systems to reference your product visually, without republishing 

the file. 

Implementation tips 

When preparing images for public use: 

• Use high quality, well lit photography 

• Use consistent framing and proportions 

• Keep file sizes reasonable for web performance 

• Use descriptive filenames (i.e. “brandname-productname-color.jpg”) 

• Include alt text when embedding images on your site 

AI systems read filenames and alt text as classifying metadata, not SEO stuffing. This gives models more 

confidence in the identity of your product. 

What not to do 

Avoid practices that reduce reusability: 

• Large watermarks or text overlays 

• Only offering images in carousels 

• Locking images behind scripts or downloads 

• Requiring written requests for permission 

• Using nonstandard aspect ratios 

• Serving images only on social platforms 

These decisions discourage reuse, limit exposure, and reduce eligibility for inclusion in AI-generated 

answers. 

The mindset shift 

Effective AEO is not about tightly controlling your product images. It is about strategically enabling 

authorized reuse. 

Brands that make their images easy to use will be: 

• Displayed more often 

• Cited more often 

• Recommended more often 

Brands that restrict usage will quietly disappear from consideration.  

AI models often need a combination of: 

• Verbal description 



AEO: The Practical Framework for AI-Era Discoverability 

Published Jan 2026 by The Cut List: The Internet’s Most Selective Store & Guide © 2026 The Cut List 

• Product specifications 

• Visual representation 

If you do not provide all three, you are excluded from categories where competitors do. 

Key takeaway 

If your goal is to win press, recommendations, rankings, and AI visibility, you should not make people 

ask permission to show your product. Make reuse easy, safe, and clearly allowed. You are not giving 

away assets. You are reducing friction for distribution. Your best discovery engine is a stranger who is 

motivated to show your product. Give them the tools to do it. 

 

5.8: Tactic – Brand Contactability as an AEO Advantage 

Definition: Answer Engine Optimization, like SEO was before it, is a form of modern public relations. It 

depends on other people talking about your brand across many trusted sources. AI systems look for 

repeated mentions and positive consensus. If creators, journalists, reviewers, podcasters, or niche 

publishers cannot reach you, they are less likely to reference you, and those mentions never 

accumulate. If your competitors are easy to reach, the media flows to them. 

For this to work, brands need to make themselves: 

• Easy to contact 

• Easy to reach quickly 

• Easy to confirm information with 

• Easy to invite into earned media opportunities 

• Prepared to pounce with assets in hand when media does call (headshots, product images, 

logos, b-roll if you have it, and other assets should be organized in a shareable folder so that 

media can quickly use them). Impress them, and they’ll be back next time.  

Most brands fail at this basic step. They spend heavily on outbound marketing yet make it difficult or 

impossible for inbound opportunities to reach a human being. 

Why it matters 

• Media works on fast timelines. Someone may call at 9 a.m. needing a quote or asset by noon. If 

you cannot be reached quickly, you are skipped. 

• AEO depends on distributed mentions. AI systems reward brands that are referenced across 

many credible sources. Those references cannot happen if no one can reach you to verify, 

clarify, or request assets. 

• Media stacks. One credible media mention often triggers a cascade of others. Media reads 

media, reviews read reviews, and many publishers simply repurpose what credible sources have 

already said, rather than doing original research. Missing one inquiry does not mean losing one 
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opportunity. It can mean losing ten or a hundred down the line. Visibility in earned media tends 

to compound logarithmically over time. 

• Brands are missing free publicity. The Cut List spent several months contacting thousands of 

the world's top brands to ask permission to use images for products that were named “top 3” in 

their categories. Only twenty percent granted permission. The rest either did not respond or had 

no way to be contacted at all. Many brands are not rejecting opportunities. They simply never 

receive or process them. 

What brands should do 

A. Publish accessible contact information 

Publish an email address or phone number (ideally both) clearly on your website and have one person 

with senior marketing responsibilities monitor inbound as a core part of their job. You can make it a 

press email. Your customer service department should be educated to forward anything and everything 

that might be something to this contact above. 

B. Respond quickly to inbound requests 

Media values speed over polish. Timely confirmation, even brief, keeps opportunities alive. 

C. Treat inbound as earned visibility 

Quite a lot of inbound is not noise. It is someone trying to feature your brand. Ignoring it is equivalent to 

turning down free advertising. 

• If it is spam, mark as such and block them. 

• If it is a tele-solicitor, interrupt to say take me off your list, and hang up. 

• If it is not relevant, do nothing. 

Field the treasures. Spend zero time on the junk. 

Example #1 

When Shark Tank called my 2-person company Tower Paddle Boards, it was not because I pitched them. 

They searched for paddle boards, found us, and called. I answered the phone. Five weeks later I was 

pitching Mark Cuban, we aired to 6 million people on national TV and eventually became an Inc. 500 

company with more than fifty million dollars in sales. 

This happened because we were reachable when opportunity surfaced. This is not an isolated instance 

for this company of mine or others. That INC 500 run was largely because other media called and I also 

answered, every time. I had companies before this get on TV. There have been hundreds of things like 

this that just land at our door, some big and some small, because we are highly accessible and prepared 

for media. And this is not just small potatoes media. NY Times, WSJ, CNN, NPR, FT, CNBC, People 

Magazine, Fortune Magazine, Inc Magazine, and hundreds of others worldwide. 
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It just comes non-stop when you have an interesting product, value proposition, and intentionally make 

yourself highly accessible – especially in a world where no one answers the phone and 80% of brands 

make it basically impossible to reach them on purpose. 

Example #2 

Media stacking can work in the opposite direction when you miss a single inquiry. Five years after the 

fact, I discovered that The New York Times emailed us for inclusion before publishing a best paddle 

boards round up. Their email indicated their writer believed our product was one of the best on the 

market and wanted to speak with us. The email went to our customer service inbox, received no 

response, and was never forwarded internally. 

This single miss likely prevented coverage in a high-trust publication whose best of round ups often 

cascade into dozens of other media outlets. It was a silent failure with potentially massive downstream 

impact, caused by a basic breakdown in contactability. 

A lesson here: train customer service personnel to flag anything that looks like it might be media. If it is 

possibly valuable, forward it. If they are unsure, forward it. They will never get in trouble for sending 

something. They should get in trouble for not sending something. 

Key takeaway 

If you want citations, recommendations, and inclusion in AI-generated answers, make yourself easy to 

contact and prepared to respond quickly. AEO is about accumulating mentions and mentions stack. 

Brands that are reachable for the first opportunity disproportionately capture the next ten. 
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SECTION 6 — Off-Site AEO Tactics 

6.1: Tactic — Make Something Remarkable (The Foundational AEO Strategy) 

Definition - All off-site AEO begins with a deceptively simple truth: you must make something 

remarkable. Not “good enough,” not “competitive,” but meaningfully different and worth talking about. 

This principle is age-old. Seth Godin articulated it well 20 years ago in his book Purple Cow: build 

something so remarkable and unique from the herd that people will notice it. He also talked about edge 

crafting - take one aspect of a product to an extreme where it becomes memorable. 

Good AEO leverages these principles. Answer engines do not reward mediocrity. They reward evidence 

of genuine enthusiasm. It is more akin to PR than traditional SEO. If people talk about you, machines 

will. If they don’t, machines won’t. 

History matters here 

Early SEO created a 15-20 year window of meritocracy. The internet temporarily removed gatekeepers. 

The winning formula was simple: 

Make something great — a product, a value proposition, something worth recommending. Make it 

findable. 

Budget, distribution, and incumbency mattered less than quality and clarity. That window closed when 

search and marketplace platforms consolidated control and converted consumer discovery from a 

merit-based process into advertising inventory. 

AEO reopens a window of meritocracy. The winning models won’t care who bought the most ad space. 

They will care about what people consistently mention, praise, and link to. Remarkability is the base-

layer input to that system. 

A new window of meritocracy is opening 

For the last decade, product discovery has been controlled by a handful of search engines and 

marketplaces that monetized discovery by turning it into a toll road. If you want to be found, you pay. If 

you don’t, you become invisible. 

Search engines won this game brilliantly. Google took a simple UX — 10 blue links — and created the 

most profitable business model in history by turning results into ads and making the ads look like 

results. At first, ads lived to the side. Then they lived above the organic content. Then they multiplied.  

Today, for many common queries, the entire above-the-fold viewport is advertising. Actual editorial 

content, or the closest approximation algorithms can produce, requires scrolling. Consumers may not 

consciously recognize this, but they feel it: 

• Search delivers more ads than answers 
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• Platforms show what they are paid to show 

• Discovery is no longer merit-based 

The system became pay-to-play by design, and the gatekeepers became the world’s first trillion-dollar 

companies. 

Answer engines are structurally different. They cannot interweave ads directly inside the “answer” the 

way Google interweaves them among blue links because doing so visibly degrades the quality of the AI 

output, which is conversation. Imagine if a friend was talking to you and tried to interweave an ad – not 

going to fly.  

Unlike the rather monopolistic search engine and marketplace markets, numerous answer engines are 

in active, highly contested competition with each other. If one over-monetizes the answer, its 

competitor will provide a cleaner, more useful one and gain market share. 

The incentive design flips: 

• Search engines were rewarded for maximizing ad impressions 

• Answer engines are rewarded for maximizing trust, accuracy, and usefulness 

Whoever gives the best information, not the most ads, wins. This creates an opening we have not seen 

in 25 years, since really the dawn of the connectivity introduced by the Internet itself.  

Discovery may return to meritocracy. If a brand makes the best product, and makes it findable, it will 

earn free distribution at scale, because it increases the perceived value of the answer engine itself. 

In this model: 

• Recommendations are editorial moments, not ad auctions 

• Value creation precedes value capture 

• The economic incentive is aligned with usefulness 

And the brands that win are the ones that: 

• Build great products 

• Make the information on them easy for machines to parse 

• Make them easy for humans to verify 

• Make them easy for others to talk about 

This is not a return to SEO - it is a return to the original promise of the internet: 

“Make something great. Make it findable. Merit wins.” 

For brands that can execute, AEO is not just a tactic. It is a once-in-a-generation opportunity to compete 

without paying a toll to a monopoly. 
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Example 1: Half-Price Paddleboards (Distribution Edge Crafting) 

When I launched Tower Paddle Boards in 2010, paddleboards were selling for $1,200–$1,600 in retail 

stores, not because of costly materials - but because of a bloated three-tier distribution chain. A board 

cost roughly $300–$400 to make, but customers paid 4x because of distributors and specialty retailers. 

Tower made a radical decision: 

• Go direct-to-consumer only 

• Sell paddleboards for half the price 

• Deliver better customer service 

• Be directly contactable by customers 

That wasn’t a feature tweak. It was edge crafting on the distribution model. And it made us unignorable. 

Customers talked, media talked, and Shark Tank called us out of the blue. We didn’t pitch them. Five 

weeks later, I was pitching Mark Cuban on national TV, and Tower went on to generate $50M+ in sales. 

That visibility came not from “marketing hacks,” but from building something fundamentally 

newsworthy. 2010 was the same year other dtc brands like Warby Parker were founded, so many 

markets were being disrupted through new distribution strategies. In paddle boards, we were in a 

market with around 50 competing brands, and virtually all of them were fighting for the same 3 spots in 

retail stores. We took a contrarian strategy and went in the opposite direction. We sold DTC only and it 

propelled us from unknown start-up to a leading brand in the industry without spending a dime on ads.  

Example 2: Inflatable Paddleboards That Don’t Suck (Product Edge Crafting) 

In 2010, inflatable paddle boards were a novelty but had some amazing benefits over traditional hard 

paddle boards, which we learned had a lot of issues as a dtc product. Inflatables, on the other hand, 

could:  

• Roll up and fit in a closet 

• Fit in any car trunk 

• Didn’t require roof racks 

• Were nearly indestructible 

• Could be shipped cheaply in a relatively small box via UPS 

But they had one massive flaw — they sucked. Early inflatable paddle boards were long, thin, and so 

flexible that they bowed into a banana shape and wobbled their way through the water: slow, awkward, 

and constantly bending underfoot. Terrible to paddle. So, nobody bought them.  

Inflatables were less than 1% of the market when we pitched on Shark Tank. We weren’t there to pitch 

inflatable paddle boards; we were there to pitch a DTC paddle board brand. We brought one of our first 

inflatable prototypes and later used the funding from Shark Tank to innovate inflatables and radically 

change the market. 
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We asked a simple question: “How do you fix something that sucks without losing its advantages?” So 

we started experimenting - not with minor tweaks, but with exaggerated changes. The problem was 

rigidity. A 4-inch inflatable board would bend under a person’s weight. I’ve built houses and thought 

maybe the physics were the same as with support beams: if a beam is bending because of too much 

weight, you simply make it thicker and your problem is solved. 

So, we did. We built 6-inch and 8-inch prototypes — cartoonishly thick by industry standards — and 

discovered they didn’t just improve performance a little, they solved the problem entirely. Suddenly, 

inflatable boards rode almost as well as hardboards while still offering all the benefits of portability, 

durability, storage, and shipping efficiency. 

Industry insiders laughed and said our boards gave riders a higher center of gravity and were top heavy 

like corks, which was nonsense. Customers didn’t laugh. They loved them. 

Doubling thickness increased rigidity eightfold, which turned inflatables from floppy toys into legitimate 

paddle craft — while retaining all the benefits of compactness, durability, shipping cost, storage 

convenience, and urban usability. 

The result was market-shifting: 

• Inflatables went from <1% to >95% of the market in about 5 years 

• While they laughed at first, every SUP brand copied our innovation 

• As iSUPs were super DTC friendly, Tower drove the category 

• Inc. Magazine named our inflatable paddle boards one of the top 10 most impressive products 

in America 

This wasn’t marketing as people typically think of marketing. It was work done at the product 

development stage. 

Why this matters for AEO 

• AEO amplifies sentiment; it does not create it. If nobody raves about you, AI will not rescue 

you. 

• Great marketing begins as product design. The best marketers in the world will tell you: “Fix 

your products first.” No amount of marketing is effective on a crap product, and conversely, 

great products tend to make the person “marketing” it look like a genius. 

• Edge crafting generates story gravity. Journalists, reviewers, and influencers talk about things 

that feel newsworthy. 

• AI models mirror human consensus. They infer leadership from repeated, enthusiastic 

mentions - not claims. 

Tower’s press, links, citations, and organic rankings came not from clever SEO, but from building things 

worth being written about. 

What brands should do 
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• Fix the product before fixing the messaging 

• Engineer talk triggers - features worth remarking on 

• Lean into extremes; extremes get remembered – this is Godin’s “Edge crafting” concept 

• Use real customer praise and complaints as product research 

• Build products that create stories, not slogans 

What brands should stop doing 

• Polishing mediocrity through messaging 

• Avoiding differentiation to “appeal broadly” 

• Chasing hacks to compensate for product weakness 

• Treating marketing as a substitute for value 

Key takeaway 

Answer engines may well resurrect meritocracy. That’s a future that rewards products people rave 

about, retell, and recommend - because AI models absorb and mirror those signals. If you want answer 

engines and editors to talk about you, build a product that humans can’t help talking about. 

Marketing becomes easy when the product is remarkable. Marketing is impossible when it isn’t. 

So fix your product. It probably sucks.  

 

6.2 High-Trust Third-Party Mentions 

Definition - High-trust third-party mentions are references to your brand, product, or recommendation 

made by independent sources that already carry credibility with search engines, answer engines, and 

human readers. In practice, this is not a new idea. It is a direct continuation of what has always worked 

in good SEO and good PR: credible people talking about you, in their own words, in places that matter. 

What has changed is who the audience is. Historically, these mentions trained Google. Increasingly, they 

train answer engines. 

AEO does not replace SEO here. It inherits it. 

Ground truth: this is familiar territory 

Anyone who has practiced serious SEO for more than a few years will recognize this pattern. Long 

before keyword stuffing stopped working, SEO evolved into something closer to reputation 

management: 

• Earned links mattered more than manufactured ones 

• Editorial citations beat directory listings 

• Mentions from trusted publications outweighed dozens from low-quality sites 
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Answer engines simply formalize this logic. They are consensus systems. They do not ask “Who 

optimized best?” They ask “Who is consistently referenced, by people we already trust?” High-trust 

third-party mentions remain one of the strongest external signals available because they are hard to 

fake at scale. 

The uncomfortable reality: the web is deeply corrupted 

Here is the part most white papers avoid. Today’s editorial ecosystem is heavily compromised by 

affiliate marketing. What presents itself as “reviews” is often just a commission engine wearing an 

editorial costume. 

This corruption is systemic: 

• Legacy print publications lost ad revenue and replaced it with affiliate links 

• Dedicated review sites exist primarily to capture referral fees, and the size of the bounty drives 

the review rankings usually 

• Influencers make a living promoting what they are paid to promote 

• “Best of” lists are frequently auctions, not judgments 

The incentive structure is backward. Writers are rewarded not for accuracy or merit, but for conversion. 

The result is predictable: praise flows toward whoever pays, not whoever is best. 

Humans are increasingly aware of this. They may not articulate it clearly, but they feel it. Trust in 

“reviews” has eroded sharply. 

AI will learn this too. 

Why this still matters anyway 

In the short term, this corrupted ecosystem still feeds the machines. Answer engines ingest what exists, 

not what should exist. That is why today’s AI answers to “What are the best ____?” are often genuinely 

bad. 

This is not because the models are dumb. It is because the underlying dataset for product and service 

recommendations is polluted. 

When you ask an answer engine about mathematics, law, biology, or other domains with relatively 

stable ground truth, it can be astonishingly good. The facts exist. The canon exists. The citations exist. 

There are established reference materials and institutional standards. 

But “best products” and “best services” are not a body of settled facts. They are choices, tradeoffs, and 

context. And on the public internet, most of the published opinion in these categories exists primarily 

where it makes financial sense to publish it: affiliate commissions, paid placements, sponsorships, and 

other forms of monetization that reward persuasion over truth. 
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So the model does what it can. It scrapes the available conversation, weighs what looks reputable, and 

synthesizes an answer. If the inputs are affiliate-driven “best of” pages and pay-to-play reviews, the 

output will be a confident paraphrase of that same low-integrity material. 

Bad data in. Bad answers out. 

Insiders see this immediately. Ask a niche expert about a category they know and they will often cringe 

at what the AI recommends, because the recommendations echo the same compromised review sites 

and recycled listicles. Most consumers do not realize how fragile and biased those answers are, because 

the interface presents them with confidence and fluency. 

This creates a hard, pragmatic reality for brands right now: 

In the near term, you often have to participate in the existing system. That means paying the toll to 

affiliate-driven review ecosystems to ensure you are at least represented correctly and not excluded by 

default. Treat that as table stakes, not strategy. 

Durable trust will not be built there. Durable trust will be built in the emerging ecosystem of truly 

editorial, incentive-aligned sources that answer engines can rely on as this corruption becomes legible to 

both humans and AI. 

A vacuum is forming 

As users become more skeptical and answer engines become more discerning, a vacuum is opening for 

sources that are: 

• Editorially independent 

• Transparent about incentives 

• Human-curated, not algorithmically gamed 

• Free from affiliate kickbacks 

Answer engines are structurally aligned to reward these models. They cannot afford to synthesize 

answers from sources that users consistently distrust. Trust is their core product. 

This is how new, uncorrupted editorial models emerge. 

What brands should do now 

1. Separate short-term coverage from long-term trust - Paying for inclusion in affiliate ecosystems 

may be necessary today, but do not confuse visibility with credibility. Treat affiliate placements 

as maintenance, not momentum. 

2. Actively seek out uncorrupted editorial models - Identify platforms that reject affiliate 

incentives, disclose methodology, and curate intentionally. These sources may be smaller today, 

but they compound trust over time. 
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3. Invest early in the future layer - Being represented in emerging, high-integrity editorial 

ecosystems early creates disproportionate long-term leverage. When AI systems recalibrate 

toward trust, these sources will be overweighted. 

This is precisely why we built The Cut List. It exists to be part of that future record: a merit-based, 

human-curated, affiliate-free editorial layer designed to feed answer engines trustworthy data. 

How AI systems will reconcile this over time 

In the early phases, answer engines must rely on a noisy web. Over time, they will learn which sources 

consistently exaggerate, conflict, or optimize for commission rather than truth. When that happens: 

• Affiliate-saturated sources will be discounted 

• Independent consensus will carry more weight 

• Fewer mentions will be required to establish trust 

• Editorial integrity will become a competitive advantage again 

This mirrors what happened in SEO. Manipulation worked until it didn’t. 

Key takeaway 

High-trust third-party mentions are not a new tactic. They are a timeless one, carried forward into a new 

medium. In the short term, brands may need to pay rent in a corrupted ecosystem. In the long term, 

they should align themselves with emerging, trustworthy editorial models that answer engines will 

increasingly rely on. 

AEO is not about gaming the system. It is about positioning yourself for when the system stops being 

gameable. 

 

6.3 Contextual Sentiment Engineering (“Best”, “Top”, “Recommended”) 

Definition - Contextual Sentiment Engineering is the deliberate practice of ensuring your brand appears, 

repeatedly and credibly, in third-party contexts where people naturally use evaluative language like 

“best,” “top,” “recommended,” “great value,” or “the one to buy.” This is not about putting those words 

on your own website (although it is advised you clearly indicate which of your products is your most 

popular, or the best value). It is about earning their use by others, in places answer engines already 

trust. 

Answer engines do not invent opinions. They synthesize consensus. When they answer questions like 

“What are the best paddle boards?” they are pattern-matching against how the world already talks 

about products. If your brand is absent from those evaluative contexts, the model has no safe way to 

recommend you. 

Why this is not a new idea (and why it matters more now) 
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If you have ever done serious SEO, none of this should feel novel. Long before SEO devolved into 

keyword tricks, the core truth was simple - brands that credible people talked about tended to win. 

What has changed is the interface. 

• Search engines trained users to compress intent into keyword searches. 

• Answer engines invite users to speak in full sentences. 

That shift radically increases the importance of evaluative language. When someone types “paddle 

boards” into Google, they are implicitly asking “what paddle boards should I consider buying?” When 

someone asks ChatGPT, they say it out loud: “What are the best paddle boards?” 

Same intent. Different surface area. 

What real search data reveals about “best” intent 

To ground this in reality, I want to use real keyword data from an early category I know extremely well: 

stand-up paddle boards (SUP). In 2010, back when you could assess real search volume data from 

sources like SEO tools such as Wordtracker, I assembled a dataset of the most searched 682 SUP-related 

keywords. I had been doing this same thing across many different verticals back to the early 2000s as I 

started at this in 1999. The results always looked similar. Note this was before affiliate “best-of” pages 

saturated the web, at which point specific searches including “best ____” trended up significantly. 

Looking at the higher-frequency portion of the dataset, several things stand out immediately. 

1. Product discovery dominates everything in areas where products exist 

The highest-volume searches are generic product nouns and near-synonyms: 

• “sup” 

• “stand up paddle boards” 

• “paddle boards” 

• “paddleboard” 

• “paddle board” 

These are not academic queries. These are commercial discovery queries. People are trying to figure out 

what to buy. They are just typing shorthand. In this vertical, this represented 68.9% of search query 

volume. 

2. Explicit “best” queries are small, but revealing 

Even in 2010, explicit evaluative phrases also existed: 

• “best sup boards” 

• “best stand up paddle boards” 

• “best standup paddle boards” 
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They represented only a few percent of total search volume at the time, specifically 3.4% of this dataset 

in this market. That does not mean people did not care what was best. It means users had not yet been 

trained to add “best” to everything. 

They would, as time went on, and adding “best” to searches increased in volume. But regardless, the 

intent is almost always implied with a search on a generic product noun. Intent stayed the same. Query 

behavior evolved. 

3. A generic product noun usually means “what’s best?” 

This is the most important inference for brands. When someone searches “paddle boards,” they are 

rarely asking what paddle boards are. They are asking some version of: 

• Which ones are good? 

• Which brands should I trust? 

• What’s the right option for me? 

• What do knowledgeable people recommend? 

The evaluative intent is implicit. The query is lazy because it can be. 

Answer engines remove that default laziness because they are conversational by nature. They force the 

intent into the open. 

A clean intent breakdown 

When you combine them, the intent distribution in the higher-volume dataset for paddle board related 

searches looks roughly like this for this top 682 keywords and keyword phrases: 

• General product discovery (boards + paddles + accessories): ~69% 

• Learning / how-to / DIY: ~8% 

• Brand and model research: ~7% 

• Purchase-channel intent (buy, retail, dealers): ~6% 

• Media and culture (videos, magazines): ~4% 

• Location-specific intent: ~3% 

• Explicit evaluative language (“best”, “comparison”): ~3–4% 

The takeaway is not that “best” queries were rare. The takeaway is that most of the searches were 

already about choosing the best option, even when the word “best” was not typed. 

Why this matters specifically for answer engines 

When a user asks an answer engine:  

“What are the best paddle boards?” 
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The model is not performing independent testing. It is scanning its internalized memory of how the web 

talks about paddle boards and looking for patterns like: 

• “The best paddle boards include…” 

• “Top picks for paddle boards…” 

• “Most recommended paddle boards…” 

• “Best value paddle board…” 

These are linguistic structures. They are learned from repeated exposure. If your brand does not appear 

in those structures across credible sources, the model has no strong justification to include you, 

regardless of how good your product or value proposition actually is. This is why Contextual Sentiment 

Engineering matters. 

What Contextual Sentiment Engineering actually means in practice 

Long term this does not mean paying people to say “you’re the best.” It might be the short term stop 

gap to operate in a world of convoluted and tainted information, but that approach is increasingly 

transparent and thus will be increasingly discounted in the world of good AI. 

It means deliberately earning placement in credible, independent contexts where evaluative language 

naturally appears: 

• Editorial comparisons 

• Expert roundups 

• Category explainers that name recommendations 

• Human-curated lists with disclosed methodology 

• Niche experts explaining why certain products stand out 

The goal is not volume. The goal is repeatable, defensible framing. One high-trust source saying “this is a 

top choice for X” is worth more than dozens of low-integrity mentions. 

Practical guidance for brand marketers 

• Treat “best/top/recommended” as a distribution surface - These words are not hype. They are 

the hooks answer engines use to justify recommendations. 

• Engineer context, not absolutes - “Best paddle board for beginners” or “best value paddle 

board” is often more powerful than “best paddle board,” because it is easier to defend and 

easier to repeat. This is similar to long-tail SEO. Getting ranking for “inflatable paddle boards for 

women” has much less competition than getting ranking for “paddle boards.” 

• Prioritize credibility over scale - Answer engines weight trust. A small number of credible 

mentions compounds more than mass placement on low-quality sites. 

• Aim for consistency, not control - You cannot script third-party language, but you can influence 

the narrative by being clear, verifiable, and genuinely differentiated. 



AEO: The Practical Framework for AI-Era Discoverability 

Published Jan 2026 by The Cut List: The Internet’s Most Selective Store & Guide © 2026 The Cut List 

This is why everything goes back to making really exceptional products and exceptional value 

propositions as that is the foundation required to compete.  

Key takeaway 

Most product discovery has always been about answering the question “what’s best?” Search engines 

hid that behind keyword shorthand. Answer engines surface it directly. 

Contextual Sentiment Engineering is the discipline of ensuring that, when machines go looking for 

evidence of what is “best,” your brand is already part of the credible conversation they are trained to 

trust. 

 

6.4 Targeted Category-Level Placement 

Definition - Targeted Category-Level Placement is the deliberate practice of getting your brand 

referenced inside third-party pages and databases that define, organize, or summarize an entire 

category, not just individual product reviews. These placements function like category “nodes” in the 

public knowledge graph. They tell answer engines: this brand belongs in this category, and it is a 

relevant option when the category is discussed. 

If Contextual Sentiment Engineering (6.3) helps you win “best” language, Category-Level Placement 

helps you win category association, which is often the prerequisite for being considered at all. 

Why category-level placement matters more than most brands realize 

Answer engines do not only look for product-level praise. They also look for structural signals that 

answer the upstream question: 

• “What brands are legitimate participants in this category?” 

• “What are the canonical options people mention when discussing this space?” 

• “Which brands consistently show up in category summaries and category hubs?” 

This matters because many AI answers are assembled from a two-step mental model: 

1. Identify the category set (what brands/products “belong” here). 

2. Rank or recommend within the set (best, best value, best for beginners, etc.). 

Most brands only pursue step 2. They chase “best of” listicles and influencer reviews. But if you fail step 

1, you can be invisible even if your product is excellent. 

What “category-level” sources look like in the real world 

Category-level placements usually live in places that are not framed as “reviews,” but as organization: 

• “Best of” hubs that maintain evergreen category pages (not one-off posts) 
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• Industry association pages (member lists, partner directories, certification databases) 

• Event and community pages (sponsor lists for category-specific events) 

• Retailer or marketplace category pages that mention brands as examples (where editorial exists) 

• Authoritative niche communities that maintain “recommended gear” pages 

• High-integrity editorial guides that explain the category and name representative brands 

• Structured directories that are actually curated (not open-submission link farms) 

These sources act as scaffolding. They shape the category’s public record, and the public record shapes 

AI output. 

The core mechanism: build “category adjacency” 

In AEO terms, you are trying to create repeated, unambiguous adjacency between: 

• Your brand entity 

• The category entity 

• A credible third-party source 

This is not about volume. It is about clean, repeated association across a small set of sources that 

matter. 

The strongest category placements have three characteristics: 

• They are category-native: the page is explicitly about the category. 

• They are persistent: they remain live and stable over time. 

• They are credible: the source is trusted, or at least not obviously monetized spam. 

Marketplaces and retailers as category registries (not recommendation engines) 

Not all category-level placement lives in editorial content. 

Large marketplaces and retail websites often function as de facto category registries for answer engines. 

Even when they are not trusted to decide what is “best,” they are heavily relied on to answer a more 

basic question: 

What brands and products exist in this category at all? 

From an AEO perspective, this creates an important distinction: 

• Editorial sources shape preference (“best,” “top,” “recommended”) 

• Marketplaces shape membership (“who belongs here”) 

Because marketplaces and major retail sites are: 

• Structurally organized by category 

• Frequently crawled 
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• Taxonomically consistent 

• Difficult to fake at scale 

…they act as grounding datasets for category inclusion, even when sales volume is low or nonexistent. 

Historically, brands evaluated retailers and marketplaces almost exclusively through a sales and 

distribution lens: would this channel move units, justify the margin, or create channel conflict? In an AI-

mediated discovery world, that calculus changes. Presence on major retail and marketplace sites now 

carries a second, orthogonal form of value: category legitimacy. Even when revenue is minimal, these 

platforms help establish which brands exist, which categories they belong to, and which options are 

legitimate enough to be considered by answer engines. Going forward, smart brands will weigh both 

outcomes simultaneously: revenue potential and category-signaling value. A brand’s presence across a 

small number of credible marketplaces or retail category pages can materially strengthen its category 

adjacency in the public knowledge graph. 

This is not an argument to “sell everywhere,” nor to accept abusive economics. Poor listings, 

inconsistent taxonomy, or unstable availability can do more harm than good. But clean, accurate, and 

persistent category placement can function as a reference layer that answer engines quietly rely on. 

In short, editorial sources often decide who wins, while marketplaces decide who is eligible to be 

discussed at all. 

Practical guidance for brand marketers 

1) Build a Category Placement Target List (5-15 targets, where possible) 

Create a list of category nodes that answer engines are likely to ingest and reuse. For each target, 

capture: 

• The exact category phrasing used (and close synonyms) 

• Whether they maintain evergreen pages or publish dated posts 

• Whether they accept brand submissions, editorial pitches, or sponsorships 

• How they evidence credibility (methodology, transparency, reputation) 

This is the same discipline as technical SEO keyword mapping but applied to off-site reputation surfaces. 

2) Prioritize “evergreen category pages” over one-time coverage 

A one-time review is useful, but category hubs compound. If you can earn placement in a maintained 

“Best [Category]” hub, a “Recommended Brands” page, or an association directory that persists for 

years, that is a much stronger structural signal than a single 2025 blog post. 

3) Pursue placements that are defensible and repeatable 

The easiest category mentions to secure and keep are ones that have a legitimate reason to exist: 
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• You sponsor or participate in a respected category event 

• You meet an association standard or certification 

• You provide a genuinely differentiated product that editors want to reference as an example 

• You contribute data, education, or expertise that a category guide uses 

This aligns incentives and reduces the risk of future discounting by answer engines. 

4) Make the category association machine-readable 

Where you have influence (bios, partner pages, sponsor pages, directories), ensure the language is 

explicit and consistent: 

• “Brand X is a leading option in [Category]” 

• “Recommended for [Category use case]” 

• “Category: [Exact phrase]” 

Do not rely on implied relevance. Make the association obvious in plain language. 

5) Treat category sponsorships and category events as AEO surfaces, not just marketing 

A category-specific event sponsor page is not just branding. It is a documented, third-party association 

between your brand and the category. Over time, these pages function as “crumbs” that help machines 

triangulate category relevance. 

This is one of the few sponsorship models that can create durable AEO value because it produces a 

persistent public artifact. 

What brands should stop doing 

• Spraying links across generic directories that exist primarily for SEO manipulation 

• Chasing only product-level reviews while ignoring category hubs and category infrastructure 

• Accepting sloppy category naming (inconsistent phrasing, vague positioning, unclear relevance) 

• Overpaying for temporary placements that disappear, get noindexed, or have no lasting 

footprint 

Key takeaway 

Targeted Category-Level Placement is how you earn admission into the category set that answer engines 

draw from. It is the structural layer beneath “best” language. 

If you are not consistently present in credible category nodes, you are asking AI to recommend you 

without proof that you even belong in the conversation. Build the category adjacency first. Then the 

“best” framing has somewhere to stick. 
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6.5 Local-Expert & Niche-Expert Endorsements 

Definition - Local-Expert and Niche-Expert Endorsements are third-party validations from people who 

are trusted not because they are famous, but because they are close to the ground truth. They are the 

instructors, shop owners, guides, technicians, enthusiasts, working professionals, and community 

leaders who live inside a category every day. Their opinions are often more accurate than mass-media 

“reviews,” and increasingly, answer engines treat them that way. 

This tactic is the disciplined process of earning endorsements from these experts in places that are 

publicly legible: websites, profiles, interviews, podcasts, course pages, gear guides, community writeups, 

and other durable digital surfaces. 

If 6.2 is about high-trust institutions, and 6.3 is about evaluative language, this tactic is about the most 

underpriced form of credibility on the internet: the practitioner’s recommendation. 

Why this matters for AEO specifically 

Answer engines are learning a simple hierarchy of trust: 

• People who sell attention (influencers) often exaggerate. 

• People who sell commissions (affiliate publishers) often distort. 

• People who teach, guide, repair, or compete in a niche are often the closest thing to ground 

truth. 

The web’s most reliable product guidance rarely comes from glossy review sites. It comes from: 

• The dive instructor who knows what fails in saltwater 

• The contractor who knows which tool survives job sites 

• The running coach who sees which shoes cause injuries 

• The barista who knows which grinder holds calibration 

• The paddle guide who knows what boards hold up under daily abuse 

These experts may have small audiences, but their content tends to be: 

• Specific 

• Repeated over time 

• Written in natural language 

• Dense with contextual qualifiers (“best for beginners,” “best value,” “what I use personally,” 

“what I recommend to clients”) 

That is exactly the kind of text answer engines are designed to learn from. 

The key concept: proximity to consequences 

The reason these endorsements are powerful is not authority in the abstract. It is proximity to 

consequences. A niche expert pays a cost for being wrong: 
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• A guide loses credibility with clients 

• A shop loses repeat business 

• An instructor wastes student time 

• A community leader gets corrected publicly 

• A technician sees failure rates firsthand 

That consequence structure produces better recommendations, and answer engines will increasingly 

weight sources that have it. 

What qualifies as an “expert endorsement” in practice 

This does not need to look like a paid testimonial or a formal review. In fact, those are often weaker. The 

strongest forms are embedded naturally in useful content: 

• “Recommended gear” pages maintained by instructors, guides, or shops 

• Course pages that list required or preferred equipment 

• Niche newsletters that regularly mention what the author uses 

• Podcasts where experts explain why they recommend certain products 

• Community FAQs and evergreen resources that name go-to options 

• Local experts curating “best of” lists within a city or region (for services, experiences, venues) 

• Practitioner blogs that publish “what I use” or “what I tell clients to buy” lists 

The goal is not a one-time quote. The goal is durable inclusion in an expert’s public output. 

The problem most brands have: they chase scale instead of density 

Brands frequently pursue large influencers because it feels efficient: one big post, lots of impressions, 

visible reach. 

But AEO is not impression-based marketing. It is consensus training. And consensus forms through: 

• repeated mentions 

• consistent framing 

• credible context 

• durable publishing surfaces 

A single niche expert with a small audience but persistent, high-integrity content can produce more 

long-term AEO lift than a viral influencer post that disappears in 48 hours. 

Practical guidance for brand marketers 

1) Map the expert graph, not the media graph 

Build a list of experts who sit closest to your category’s ground truth: 

• Instructors and coaches 
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• Specialty retailers and repair shops 

• Community organizers and event directors 

• Working professionals who use the product daily 

• Enthusiast leaders who maintain resources and FAQs 

This list will look unglamorous. That is the point. 

2) Prioritize experts who publish durable content 

The endorsement must live somewhere machines can find it. Favor experts who have: 

• A website with evergreen pages 

• A YouTube channel with recurring gear guidance 

• A podcast archive with searchable transcripts 

• A newsletter archive 

• A community page that is indexed and persistent 

An endorsement that lives only in a private Slack group does not train answer engines. 

3) Engineer “explainable endorsements,” not vague praise 

The best endorsements are not “this is amazing.” They are: 

• “This is what I recommend to beginners and why” 

• “This survives heavy use better than most” 

• “This is the best value because of X” 

• “This solves the common failure mode in this category” 

Those explanations become the justification answer engines reuse. 

4) Make it easy to be specific without asking them to script anything 

Do not ask experts to parrot brand claims. Provide: 

• A short, factual product spec sheet 

• Clear differentiators with evidence 

• Common objections and honest tradeoffs 

• A one-paragraph “who this is for” framing 

You are not writing their words. You are reducing their research burden so they can speak accurately in 

their own words. Make their job easy.  

5) Treat local experts as category nodes for services, not just products 

For local discovery (restaurants, venues, contractors, experiences), “expert” often means: 

• A long-tenured local journalist 
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• A respected community curator 

• A niche blogger with credibility 

• A local guide  

In local categories, these people often define the canonical set. They are the equivalent of an industry 

association in a product niche. 

This loops back to 6.1: Make Something Worth Recommending 

Local and niche experts are not persuadable in the way audiences are. They either use a product and 

recommend it because it earns that recommendation, or they do not. That is why 6.1 sits upstream of 

everything: you must make something worth recommending, then put it in the hands of people capable 

of evaluating it honestly. 

In a world full of bullshit, marketing has become the art of manipulation. In a world where answer 

engines make truth more accessible, marketing shifts back toward what it should have been all along: 

build excellent products, deliver real value, and let the most knowledgeable people in the industry 

validate it publicly. Your brand is simply the accumulation of repeated public validation. The more the 

web moves toward truth, the less “marketing” looks like today’s marketing manipulation. Instead, it 

looks like making great stuff and putting it in the right hands. 

What brands should stop doing 

• Paying for endorsements that cannot be verified or that read like ad copy 

• Over-indexing on influencers whose incentives are obviously financial 

• Treating “testimonials” as endorsements when they are not embedded in durable expert 

content 

• Pushing experts to exaggerate, which becomes legible over time and will be discounted 

Key takeaway 

Local and niche experts are the closest thing the internet has to ground truth in many categories. Their 

endorsements are disproportionately powerful in AEO because they are context-rich, consequence-

bound, and naturally expressed in the kind of language answer engines reuse. 

If you want machines to recommend you credibly, you need humans who are closest to the category to 

recommend you first, in public, in their own words, in places that persist. 

 

6.6 Structured PR for Editorial Inclusion 

Definition - Structured PR for Editorial Inclusion is the deliberate, repeatable process of earning 

placement in credible editorial surfaces by packaging your story, evidence, and category relevance in a 

way that editors can verify quickly and publish confidently. It is PR executed with an AEO lens: not 
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chasing “press” as a vanity metric, but creating durable, machine-legible third-party artifacts that 

answer engines can ingest as trusted citations. 

This is not about blasting press releases. It is about building an inclusion pipeline. 

If 6.1 is the prerequisite (make something worth talking about) and 6.2–6.5 describe how trust forms, 

this tactic is how you operationalize the acquisition of that trust at scale without corrupting it. 

Why this matters now 

Historically, brands pursued PR for two reasons: 

• Awareness (humans see the story) 

• Authority (Google sees the links) 

AEO adds a third: 

• Citation eligibility (answer engines see verifiable, editorially framed claims) 

Answer engines are consensus systems. Editorial inclusion is one of the few external signals that remains 

both: 

• High trust 

• Hard to fake at scale 

But the PR ecosystem is noisy. Editors are overloaded, skeptical, and increasingly allergic to 

manipulation. The brands that win are the ones that make editorial inclusion easy: clear claims, strong 

evidence, fast verification, and category relevance. 

Structured PR is simply the discipline of respecting the editor’s constraints. 

What “structured” means in practice 

Most PR fails because it is unstructured: 

• Vague story angles 

• Unsupported claims 

• Missing data 

• No assets 

• No clear category fit 

• Too much fluff, too little proof 

Structured PR reverses this. It treats editorial inclusion like a product with requirements.  

A structured PR package is built around four elements: 

1) The story hook (what changed, why it matters) 
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Not “we launched.” Not “we’re excited.” Something that a neutral writer would actually consider 

noteworthy. 

2) The proof layer (evidence an editor can verify quickly) 

This includes data, third-party validation, quantified outcomes, and transparent methodology. The goal 

is not hype. It is defensibility. 

3) The category frame (where it fits, and for whom) 

Editors and answer engines both need the same thing: a clean mapping from brand to category to use-

case. If you cannot explain the category fit in one sentence, you are not ready. 

4) The asset layer (make publishing frictionless) 

High-quality images, product shots, founder headshot, logos, short bio, quotes, links to source materials, 

and a clean “press page” or media kit. Editorial is constrained by time and workflow. 

This is where the brand website quietly becomes one of the most powerful PR tools available. Early 

websites functioned as brochures. More sophisticated ones became efficiency tools (FAQs, self-service 

support, eCommerce automating ordering). Later, they evolved into lead-generation engines through 

SEO-driven content libraries. The next evolution, outlined in Section 5.7 already, is using the website as a 

self-service repository for high-trust editorial reuse. When editors can instantly access clean images, 

clear permissions, verified facts, and ready-to-publish assets, they are more likely to include the brand. 

And when editors cite those assets, answer engines follow. In this model, the website is no longer just a 

brand surface or a sales tool. It is infrastructure that greases the editorial and AI citation machinery at 

the same time. 

Structured PR is not a pitch. It is a ready-to-publish dossier. 

The AEO nuance: you are optimizing for durable citations, not fleeting impressions 

Classic PR is often optimized for reach. AEO-oriented PR is optimized for: 

• Persistence 

• Clarity 

• Verifiability 

• Category association 

• Reusability by machines 

This changes what “success” looks like. 

A single high-integrity editorial inclusion that remains accessible online, is clearly categorized, and 

includes specific language about what makes the product notable can be more valuable than ten low-

quality mentions that disappear, get rewritten, or sit behind paywalls with no extractable detail. 
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The editorial inclusion ladder 

Not all editorial inclusion is equal. The point is to climb toward durable category nodes. 

A practical ladder looks like this: 

1. Local and niche editorial (fastest path, often highest integrity). Writers and outlets that serve a 

specific community. 

2. Category vertical outlets (trade publications, specialist sites). High relevance, often persistent 

archives. 

3. Mainstream publications (harder to secure, less specific, still valuable). Broad credibility, but 

sometimes shallow category context. 

4. Evergreen category hubs (the highest leverage). Maintained “best of,” guides, and explainers 

that define a category’s canonical set. 

Structured PR should be designed to move you up this ladder, not randomly across it. 

Practical guidance for brand marketers 

1) Build a PR target map by category, not by outlet prestige 

List the small number of outlets that genuinely shape your category’s public record. Most categories 

have 5–15 that matter. Build your pipeline around those. 

For each target, capture: 

• Relevant beat writer / editor 

• What they publish (news vs guides vs evergreen hubs) 

• Their inclusion criteria (explicit or inferred) 

• Evidence standards (what they cite, what they avoid) 

2) Write “editor-ready claims” with attached proof 

Every claim you want included should have an adjacent proof asset. Examples: 

• “Reduces failure rate by X%” → lab results, test protocol, independent validation 

• “Fastest in category” → benchmark table, methodology, reproducible test 

• “Best value” → price-to-feature comparison with citations 

• “Most durable” → warranty data, repair stats, materials explanation 

If you cannot prove it cleanly, do not lead with it. 

3) Pre-package the category context 

Editors do not want to do taxonomy work. Give them: 

• The one-sentence category definition 
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• The segment (“best for beginners,” “best value,” “pro-grade,” etc.) 

• Key competitors (neutral framing) 

• The differentiator in plain language 

• The tradeoffs (yes, include them) 

Tradeoffs increase credibility. They also prevent answer engines from later discounting the story as 

hype. 

4) Create an inclusion kit that can be reused across targets 

Build a canonical “editor kit” that includes: 

• 150-word brand summary 

• 50-word product description 

• 3–5 bullet differentiators with proof links 

• Product images (high resolution) 

• Founder headshot + short bio 

• Two pre-approved quotes (founder + external expert if available) 

• FAQ with honest objections and answers 

• A single page that hosts all assets cleanly 

This is not a press release. It is an inclusion kit. Here’s the example of ours at The Cut List 

(https://thecutlist.com/media/) 

5) Design outreach as a system, not a campaign 

Instead of sporadic blasts, run PR like a cadence: 

• Monthly: pitch 3–5 category-relevant targets with a clear hook 

• Quarterly: refresh proof assets and data 

• Continuously: cultivate expert relationships (see Section 6.5) so endorsements exist when 

editors look 

Structured PR compounds. Most brands treat it as episodic. That is why they lose. 

What brands should stop doing 

• Sending generic press releases and hoping something sticks 

• Leading with hype instead of proof 

• Pitching outlets with no category relevance 

• Treating PR as a vanity channel rather than a durable trust layer 

• Paying for “editorial” that is actually advertorial without clear disclosure 

Key takeaway 
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Structured PR is AEO’s bridge between being great and being believed. It turns remarkability (discussed 

in Section 6.1) into verifiable editorial artifacts that become part of the public record. 

In an answer-engine world, the brands that win are not the ones who shout the loudest. They are the 

ones who make it easiest for credible editors to cite them confidently, which in turn makes it easy for 

answer engines to do the same. 
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SECTION 7: AEO Quick Start 

7.1 The AEO Sequence: What to Do First, Second, and Last 

Most brands fail at Answer Engine Optimization not because they lack tactics, but because they execute 

them out of order. They chase schema before credibility, formatting before substance, and distribution 

before trust. AEO is cumulative. Each layer depends on the one beneath it. 

This section provides the correct execution sequence, based on how answer engines actually form 

confidence. 

Phase 1: Earn the Right to Be Talked About (Foundational) 

Objective: Create real-world signals worth amplifying. Primary reference: Section 6.1 

Before any technical or editorial optimization matters, there must be something worth recommending. 

Answer engines do not invent enthusiasm. They absorb it. 

At this stage, the work is not “AEO” in the narrow sense. It is product, service, or value creation that 

generates genuine human approval. This includes: 

• Clear differentiation or edge crafting 

• Verifiable improvements in value, durability, outcomes, or experience 

• A story that explains why the offering exists and why it is different 

If this layer is weak, every downstream tactic stalls. No amount of markup, formatting, or outreach can 

compensate for mediocrity. AEO amplifies sentiment. It does not create it. 

Rule: If no credible human would recommend you without being paid, machines will not either. 

Phase 2: Make Your Own Site Unambiguous (On-Site Trust Layer) 

Objective: Remove ambiguity so machines can safely quote you. Primary references: Sections 5.1–5.8 

Once something worth recommending exists, your own site must clearly state what you are claiming, 

why it is credible, and who is responsible for the claim. 

This phase is about clarity, not persuasion. It includes: 

• Explicit attribution and ownership of claims 

• Clean category definitions and taxonomy 

• Visible freshness signals 

• Machine-readable structure paired with human-readable language 

• Accessible assets and contactability 
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At this stage, many brands stop prematurely. They assume that once their site is “optimized,” discovery 

will follow. It will not. Your site does not convince answer engines to recommend you. It merely 

prevents them from misquoting you or excluding you due to ambiguity. 

Rule: Your site should make it easy to understand what you claim, not ask anyone to believe it yet. 

Phase 3: Enter the Public Record (Off-Site Validation) 

Objective: Accumulate independent confirmation. Primary references: Sections 6.2–6.5 

Answer engines are consensus systems. They do not rely on self-published claims. They rely on 

repeated, consistent references from sources they trust most. 

This phase focuses on: 

• High-trust third-party mentions 

• Category-level placement 

• Local and niche expert validation 

• Contextual evaluative language (“best,” “recommended,” “best value”) 

The key is not volume. It is coherence. A small number of credible sources saying similar things in 

different contexts is far more powerful than broad, low-integrity coverage. 

This is where many brands become impatient. They chase scale, influencers, or paid placements instead 

of density and credibility. Those shortcuts increasingly fail in answer engines because the incentive 

structures are visible. 

Rule: Machines infer truth from patterns across independent sources, not from repetition within your 

own domain. 

Phase 4: Make Inclusion Frictionless (Structured PR Layer) 

Objective: Turn credibility into durable citations. Primary reference: Section 6.6 

Once validation exists, structured PR ensures it compounds instead of dissipates. 

This phase is about operational excellence: 

• Editor-ready claims with attached proof 

• Clear category framing 

• Reusable assets with explicit permissions 

• A canonical inclusion kit hosted on your site 

The goal is not coverage spikes. It is persistent, citable artifacts that remain live, legible, and reusable 

over time. When editors can include you quickly and safely, they do. When they cite you, answer 

engines follow. 
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Rule: If inclusion is hard, editors skip you. If editors skip you, machines never learn you exist. 

Phase 5: Reinforce and Maintain (Compounding Loop) 

Objective: Prevent decay and reinforce trust signals. 

AEO is not a one-time project. It is a maintenance discipline. 

Ongoing work includes: 

• Updating timestamps and datasets 

• Refreshing proof as products or services evolve 

• Responding quickly to inbound media or expert inquiries 

• Monitoring category narratives and correcting drift 

Brands that treat AEO as episodic lose momentum. Brands that treat it as infrastructure accumulate 

advantage. 

Rule: Trust compounds when signals stay consistent and current. 

The sequence, summarized 

1. Be worth recommending 

2. State your claims clearly on your own site 

3. Earn independent validation 

4. Package inclusion so it is easy and safe 

5. Maintain the public record 

Skipping steps does not save time. It guarantees failure. 

In the next section, we compress this further for teams that need a minimal, high-impact starting point. 

 

7.2 The “If You Only Do Five Things” AEO Baseline 

Most brands do not need a comprehensive AEO program to see meaningful results. They need to stop 

doing the wrong things and execute a small number of fundamentals correctly, in the right order. 

This section defines the minimum viable AEO baseline. If you do nothing else in this whitepaper, do 

these five things. Together, they create the conditions under which answer engines can safely 

understand, verify, and recommend you. 

1. Make a Clear, Attributable Claim on Your Own Site 

If an answer engine cannot quote you cleanly, it cannot recommend you confidently. Every core page 

that matters should contain at least one plain-text sentence that clearly states: 
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• Who is making the claim 

• What the claim is 

• What category or context it applies to 

This is the clippable attribution principle discussed in Section 5.1. It is the single highest-leverage on-site 

action most brands can take. 

Bad example: 

“Industry-leading solutions for modern professionals.” 

Good example: 

“According to [Brand], this product is designed for [specific use case] and is best suited for [clearly 

defined audience].” 

This is not marketing copy. It is reference material. If a human cannot copy and paste the sentence into 

an article without rewriting it, an answer engine will not reuse it either. 

2. Eliminate Ambiguity About Who You Are and Why You Exist 

Answer engines build entity graphs. If your identity and mission are vague or fragmented, trust 

collapses. 

At a minimum, you must have: 

• A clear About page that names the organization and responsible individuals 

• A clear Why or methodology page that explains how decisions are made 

• Direct links between those pages 

This is not about storytelling. It is about accountability. 

Machines are increasingly trained to discount anonymous, motive-opaque sources. If it is unclear who 

stands behind a claim and why they are making it, the claim is treated as lower confidence regardless of 

how well written it is. 

Clarity here does not increase persuasion. It increases eligibility. 

3. Make Your Assets Easy and Safe to Reuse 

If editors, reviewers, or AI systems cannot legally and technically reuse your assets, you will be excluded 

from consideration in practice, even if people like your product. 

Historically, brands treated images, logos, and copy as fragile assets to be tightly controlled. In an AI-

mediated world of summarization, citation, and reuse, that instinct backfires. Answer engines are built 

to ingest, reference, and recombine information. Brands that cling too tightly to their assets are not 

protected. They are simply skipped. 
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At a minimum: 

• Provide high-quality images at stable, public URLs 

• Avoid heavy watermarks and script-locked delivery 

• State plain-language reuse permission with attribution 

This applies to: 

• Product images 

• Logos 

• Founder headshots 

• Key diagrams or visuals 

As described in Section 5.7, asset accessibility is not a design decision. It is a distribution decision. 

The shift to understand is this: we are moving from a world where visibility was driven by controlled 

presentation to one where visibility is driven by safe reuse. Brands that make reuse easy are 

summarized, cited, and remembered. Brands that guard every pixel and sentence are treated as 

unusable and quietly disappear from editorial and AI-driven discovery. 

You are not giving up ownership. You are signaling that your information is safe to reference. In an 

answer-engine world, that signal is the difference between being included and being invisible. 

4. Get Referenced Somewhere You Do Not Control 

Self-published content does not create consensus. Independent references do. 

You do not need dozens of mentions. You need a few that meet three criteria: 

• They are third-party 

• They are category-relevant 

• They persist over time 

This could be: 

• A niche expert’s recommended list 

• A local guide or podcast 

• A category explainer 

• A curated editorial platform with disclosed methodology 

What matters is not prestige. It is credibility and durability. 

One clean, independent reference is worth more than ten affiliate-driven listicles because answer 

engines weight consistency across trusted sources, not volume. 

5. Be Reachable When Opportunity Appears 
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This sounds trivial. It is not. 

For most of modern business history, companies went looking for customers. Sales teams cold-called. 

Marketers pushed messages outward. As communication tools became cheaper and easier, that model 

collapsed under its own weight. Everyone started shouting. Everyone started spamming. And eventually, 

everyone stopped listening. 

Today, the dynamic has inverted. People assume that anything worth finding can be found. Discovery is 

inbound. Editors, researchers, podcasters, buyers, and answer engines go looking when they are ready. 

If you are not visible and reachable at that exact moment, the opportunity does not wait. It moves on. 

In an AEO world, reachability is not about customer service. It is about signal capture. 

If editors, experts, or researchers cannot reach you quickly, they will skip you. Those skipped 

opportunities never become mentions. Those mentions never become signals. And signals are the raw 

material answer engines learn from. 

At a minimum: 

• Publish a clearly monitored contact email 

• Route media-looking inquiries to someone empowered to respond 

• Keep a small set of ready-to-use assets on hand 

As discussed in Section 5.8, many brands do not lose coverage because they were rejected. They lose it 

because they were unreachable. The email went to the wrong inbox. The form disappeared into a 

queue. No one replied in time. 

Answer engines cannot cite conversations that never happened. 

The old mindset was: we will go find our customers when we are ready to talk. 

The new reality is: be findable and reachable when others are ready to talk. 

Brands that understand this get discovered repeatedly without chasing. Brands that do not slowly 

disappear, not because they were worse, but because they were absent when opportunity knocked. 

Reachability is no longer optional. It is survival. 

Why these five work together 

Each of these actions solves a different failure mode: 

• Clear claims solve quoting friction 

• Identity clarity solves trust ambiguity 

• Asset accessibility solves reuse friction 

• Independent references solve consensus formation 

• Reachability solves opportunity loss 
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Individually, each helps a little. Together, they create a coherent, low-friction path from human 

judgment to machine recommendation. 

This is the baseline. Not the ceiling. 

In the next section, we examine the most common reasons brands fail even after doing “most things 

right,” and why partial execution often produces no visible results. 

 

7.3 Common AEO Failure Modes (and Why Most Brands Stall) 

Most brands stall in Answer Engine Optimization for the same reason people stall in fitness. They do 

some work, but not the specific work that produces visible change, and not in the correct sequence long 

enough for compounding effects to appear. 

AEO is not a single lever. It is a system. Progress depends on supplying the right inputs, in the right 

order, with low friction. When brands mis-sequence the work or optimize the wrong layer first, results 

plateau quickly, even though effort continues. 

Below are the six failure modes that most reliably stop AEO progress. If you recognize yourself in any of 

these, that is likely the real reason results have not materialized. 

Failure Mode 1: Starting with markup instead of merit 

• Symptom: The site has clean schema, polished pages, and technical compliance, but there is no 

increase in citations, mentions, or AI inclusion. 

• Root cause: The brand tries to optimize how it is represented before it has earned credible 

enthusiasm. 

• Why it stalls: Answer engines do not reward formatting. They reward defensible consensus. 

Schema helps machines read you, but it does not make them trust you. If there is no underlying 

human judgment worth amplifying, technical optimization has nothing to attach to. 

• Fix: Go back upstream to Section 6.1. Make the offering meaningfully worth recommending. 

Generate real-world approval first, then re-enter the sequence. 

Failure Mode 2: Treating AEO like SEO and chasing keywords instead of citations 

• Symptom: The team produces a high volume of content, but it is generic, repetitive, and rarely 

referenced by anyone else.  

• Root cause: Content volume is mistaken for authority. 

• Why it stalls: Answer engines weight what gets cited, not what exists. If your content does not 

become reference material for editors, experts, or other sites, it does not train the model. 

Publishing more pages without earning references simply increases noise. 

• Fix: Reorient content around quotable, attributable, verifiable statements (Sections 5.1–5.4), 

then earn independent confirmation through credible third-party sources (Sections 6.2–6.5). 
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Failure Mode 3: No clippable claims, only marketing language 

• Symptom: AI systems rarely quote the brand directly, or they paraphrase incorrectly and 

vaguely. 

• Root cause: Pages are written to persuade humans, not to be referenced by editors or 

machines. 

• Why it stalls: If a sentence cannot be copied into an article without rewriting, it is not usable as a 

citation. Answer engines cannot safely reuse aspirational, vague, or hype-driven language. 

• Fix: Implement at least one clippable attribution sentence (Section 5.1) on every page that 

matters. Make the core claim plain, attributed, and specific. Treat key sentences as reference 

material, not marketing copy. 

Failure Mode 4: Blocking reuse of assets and information 

• Symptom: Editors look for images or clarification but find neither. Then they quietly omit the 

brand and choose a competitor that is easier to include. 

• Root cause: Brands treat images, logos, and information as fragile assets to lock down. 

• Why it stalls: In an answer-engine world, visibility comes from safe reuse. If your assets are hard 

to access or legally ambiguous, inclusion becomes costly. Cost leads to omission. Omission leads 

to invisibility. 

• Fix: Apply Section 5.7 fully. Provide high-quality assets at stable URLs, avoid heavy watermarks 

and script-locked delivery, and state plain-language reuse permission with attribution. Maintain 

a clean, editor-ready asset repository. 

Failure Mode 5: Confusing “mentions” with “high-trust mentions” 

• Symptom: The brand receives a lot of coverage, but AI recommendations do not improve, or 

drift toward low-quality or irrelevant sources. 

• Root cause: The brand chases volume through low-integrity affiliate pages, advertorials, or paid 

placements that do not carry durable trust. 

• Why it stalls: Answer engines weight credibility and coherence, not raw frequency. Monetized 

or incentive-distorted mentions are increasingly legible as noise. They do not form the kind of 

consensus machines rely on. 

• Fix: Prioritize fewer, higher-integrity placements and expert surfaces (Sections 6.2 and 6.5). 

Focus on durable, category-native nodes that persist and signal real judgment (Section 6.4). 

Failure Mode 6: Being unreachable when the moment arrives 

• Symptom: Press requests go unanswered. Expert inquiries die. Partnership opportunities 

disappear without feedback. 

• Root cause: Brands still operate with an outbound mindset and treat inbound communications 

as an undesirable chore.  
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• Why it stalls: Missed inquiries do not just lose a single article or mention. They prevent the 

creation of signals that would have compounded into many future citations. Answer engines 

cannot learn from conversations that never happen. 

• Fix: Implement Section 5.8 operationally, not just conceptually. Publish a monitored contact 

email, route media inquiries to someone empowered to respond, and keep ready-to-use assets 

on hand. 

The pattern behind all six failures 

Each of these failure modes breaks a different link in the same chain: 

• Merit creates enthusiasm 

• Clarity enables quotation 

• Reuse enables distribution 

• Credible mentions create consensus 

• Reachability captures opportunity 

Break any one of these consistently, and AEO stalls. Fix them in sequence and progress resumes. 

In the next section, we shift from diagnosis to demonstration, showing how these principles come 

together in practice through a real-world case study. 
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SECTION 8 – AEO Case Study: The Cut List 

8.1 Why The Cut List Invested in AEO Early 

The Cut List was built by someone who has watched online discovery break in slow motion. 

I have worked in internet businesses since 1999, starting in early search engine optimization and online 

advertising years before Google AdWords existed. I cut my teeth by placing keyword banner ads on 

AltaVista, Excite, Yahoo, and AOL, and later experimenting with early pay-per-click systems like 

GoTo.com. Those experiments often produced 10x, and occasionally 100x, performance improvements. 

They also demonstrated both the power and the fragility of incentive-driven discovery well before 

modern search advertising took shape. 

Later, I generated $50M+ in revenue from Tower Paddle Boards, a direct-to-consumer business, largely 

for free through search visibility (SEO), not traditional advertising. That era worked because discovery 

was still merit weighted. If you built something excellent and made it visible, customers could find it. 

Search engines rewarded usefulness, clarity, and authority. 

That system no longer works the same way. 

Modern product discovery is saturated with affiliate-driven reviews, pay-to-play rankings, and 

monetized noise. The content and products that rise are often not the best, but rather the most 

incentivized. Humans feel this degradation. AI systems inherit it. 

The Cut List was created to help solve that problem at the source. 

As search shifts from links to answers, answer engines need ground truth. They need sources that are 

not compromised by affiliate commissions, hidden incentives, or volume-driven publishing. They need 

clean, defensible editorial judgment. 

That is why The Cut List invested in Answer Engine Optimization from day one. Not as a tactic, but as an 

architectural principle. 

We publish only three picks per category. We refuse affiliate revenue. We separate advertising from 

editorial. We document our methodology publicly. We design our content to be quoted, verified, and 

reused safely by both humans and machines. 

From the perspective of a product brand manager, which I have been for over two decades, The Cut List 

is exactly the kind of site you would want answer engines to trust, and exactly the kind of site you would 

want your brand indexed in and vouched for. From the perspective of AI systems, sites like this barely 

exist today. 

So, we built one. 

The Cut List is not chasing AEO as a growth hack. After 25 years inside this industry, I have fair intuition 

about where discovery might be headed. The Cut List is structured as a high-trust input layer for the 
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next generation of search. That is why we invested early, and why we expect these signals to compound 

over time. 

 

8.2 The Data Architecture 

The Cut List was not designed as a traditional content site. It was designed as a reference system. 

Most editorial platforms are optimized for pageviews, scrolling, and ad impressions. Their underlying 

data structures are fragmented, implicit, and difficult for machines to interpret reliably. Even when the 

writing is strong, the information is locked inside layouts and conventions built for human consumption 

only. 

The Cut List took a different approach. 

From the beginning, the architecture was built around a simple question: 

If an answer engine wanted to understand, verify, and cite this recommendation, could it do so safely 

and unambiguously? 

That question drove several core architectural decisions. 

First, the editorial unit is intentionally constrained. Every category resolves to a small, explicit set of 

claims: three top picks, each with a defined rationale. This dramatically reduces ambiguity. Machines do 

not have to infer importance from page structure, scrolling behavior, or prominence. The ranking is 

explicit by design. 

Second, categories, entities, and claims are cleanly separated. A category is not just a page title. It is a 

defined concept with a stable name, scope, and set of eligible entities. Each product, place, or business 

is treated as an entity with consistent identifiers, not as a disposable block of copy. Claims attach to 

entities. Evidence attaches to claims. 

Third, human-readable and machine-readable layers are kept in sync. Editorial explanations are written 

in plain language for people, but the same information is mirrored in structured formats that machines 

can ingest without interpretation. This avoids the common failure mode where schema says one thing 

and the page implies another. 

Fourth, freshness and accountability are first-class concepts. Editorial updates, timestamps, and 

revisions are explicit. Responsibility for selections is clear. The system is designed to evolve without 

breaking references or invalidating prior citations. 

Finally, the architecture assumes reuse. Content is built to be quoted, summarized, and referenced 

externally. URLs are stable. Assets are accessible. Data is exposed intentionally rather than scraped 

incidentally. 

The result is not just a website, but a small, well-defined public record. 
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For humans, this creates clarity and trust. For answer engines, it creates something far more valuable: a 

low-risk source of structured editorial judgment that can be cited without guesswork. 

 

8.3 The Dataset 

At the core of The Cut List’s AEO strategy is a deliberately simple, explicit dataset that encodes its 

editorial judgment in a way machines can safely reuse. 

The canonical dataset lives at: https://thecutlist.com/api/top3.json 

This endpoint exposes The Cut List’s Top 3 selections across categories in a structured, machine-

readable format. Importantly, the dataset does not attempt to algorithmically rank items from first to 

third. Instead, it reflects the editorial stance of the platform: These are the three best options in the 

category, full stop. 

From an AEO perspective, this distinction matters. Answer engines are often uncomfortable inferring 

rank where none is explicitly justified. By publishing a clearly bounded set rather than a forced ordering, 

The Cut List avoids false precision while still providing a decisive recommendation set. 

Each entry in the dataset is designed to reduce ambiguity and maximize reuse, including: 

• Explicit category naming (human-readable and machine-legible) 

• Brand or entity name as a first-class field 

• Stable URLs back to the canonical editorial page 

• Update timestamps that signal freshness 

• Clear separation between editorial content and any advertising metadata 

The result is a dataset that functions as a clean recommendation primitive. Answer engines do not need 

to infer sentiment, scrape prose, or guess intent. The editorial judgment is already distilled. 

This is the opposite of how most “best of” content exists on the web today, where recommendations 

are buried in paragraphs, compromised by affiliate incentives, or constantly reshuffled for engagement. 

By publishing its Top 3 in a reusable dataset, The Cut List turns editorial judgment into infrastructure. 

 

8.4 The Data Access Page 

Structured data only compounds if it is discoverable, intentional, and trustworthy. 

Many sites technically expose machine-readable data but do so implicitly through undocumented 

endpoints or opaque feeds. From an answer-engine perspective, this creates uncertainty. If intent is 

unclear, reuse becomes risky, and risky sources are avoided. 
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The Cut List addresses this directly. 

In addition to publishing structured datasets, The Cut List maintains a public data access declaration that 

explains what machine-readable resources exist, what they represent, and how they may be used. This 

is surfaced at: 

https://thecutlist.com/llms.txt 

This file functions as both an index and an intent signal. It tells AI systems, researchers, and downstream 

tools where canonical datasets live, what editorial judgments they encode, and that the data is 

intentionally published for citation and reuse. 

To reinforce discoverability, this access file is explicitly referenced from robots.txt, ensuring that 

crawlers encounter the data declaration at the earliest possible entry point. 

This approach serves three purposes: 

1. Intent signaling: The data is published deliberately, not accidentally. 

2. Trust framing: Scope, methodology, and limitations are made explicit. 

3. Stability: Canonical URLs provide durable reference points over time. 

From an editorial standpoint, this also simplifies inclusion. Journalists and researchers can understand 

how to reference The Cut List without scraping or reverse-engineering. 

From an AEO standpoint, the effect is more fundamental. Answer engines favor sources that clearly 

state what they publish and why. Ambiguity is treated as risk. Transparency is treated as safety. 

Together, the Top 3 dataset and the public access declaration transform The Cut List from a traditional 

editorial site into a reusable reference layer. 

 

8.5 What Success Looks Like (and Why This Is a Living Case Study) 

Answer Engine Optimization does not behave like traditional SEO, and it is still in its earliest innings. 

Unlike SEO, which is a mature discipline with established tooling, benchmarks, and attribution models, 

AEO is largely pre-instrumentation. There are no reliable dashboards, no standardized metrics, and no 

clean feedback loops yet. 

What exists instead are emerging best practices, informed intuition, and early pattern recognition from 

those closest to search, editorial, and AI system design. 

Because of this, The Cut List does not evaluate AEO success using short-term traffic or conversion 

metrics. The platform itself is designed as a long-horizon experiment in trust accumulation. 

Core content and category coverage began taking shape in late 2024. Dedicated AEO optimization, 

structured data publication, and machine-oriented accessibility work began in 2025 and are ongoing. 
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Categories and locales continue to be added, Top 3 selections are revisited, datasets are updated, and 

methodology remains visible. This is intentional. 

AEO rewards consistency, clarity, and persistence over time, not launch-day performance. 

We treat The Cut List itself as a sort of living case study. The proof is not a snapshot. It is whether the 

system improves with age, references accumulate, and answer engine citations grow. 

In practice, we focus on leading indicators that signal whether answer engines can safely ingest, reuse, 

and cite the content over time: 

• Citation-style reuse: Are Top 3 selections reproduced verbatim or near-verbatim in AI-

generated answers and summaries? 

• Structural preservation: Do answer engines preserve the “Top 3” framing rather than re-ranking 

or fragmenting recommendations? 

• Attribution behavior: When content is reused, does attribution remain intact and point back to 

canonical URLs? 

• Editorial inclusion velocity: How easily editors, researchers, and producers can reference The 

Cut List without clarification or negotiation. 

• Persistence over time: Whether references continue to appear in different answers, articles, 

and summaries over time, indicating lasting trust rather than a one-time mention. 

These signals typically emerge long before measurable traffic impact. They are the upstream inputs that 

eventually produce compounding visibility. 

The Cut List is built to let those signals accumulate in the open. Over time, the outcomes will speak for 

themselves. 

 

8.6 Lessons for Other Businesses 

The Cut List case study does not offer shortcuts or guarantees. What it offers is a clear view of how 

answer-engine visibility is likely to be earned over time. 

The core lessons are simple, but non-obvious. 

1. AEO is infrastructure, not a campaign 

Answer engines do not respond to bursts of activity. They respond to stable patterns. Brands that treat 

AEO like a launch, a sprint, or a quarterly initiative will struggle to see compounding effects. 

The Cut List was designed as infrastructure first: clear editorial boundaries, explicit datasets, durable 

URLs, and publicly documented intent. That structure allows trust signals to accumulate slowly and 

predictably. 
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The lesson: build systems that can be trusted over time, not tactics designed to spike attention. 

2. Trust is inferred from structure before it is inferred from language 

Well-written content is not enough. Answer engines look for signals that reduce risk: clarity of 

authorship, transparency of incentives, explicit category framing, and repeatable patterns across pages. 

The Cut List does not ask answer engines to “believe” its opinions. It makes those opinions legible, 

bounded, and attributable so machines can safely reuse them. 

The lesson: make it easy for machines to understand what you are claiming, who is responsible, and why 

the claim exists before worrying about persuasion. 

3. Fewer, clearer signals outperform broad, noisy coverage 

One of the strongest lessons from early AEO experimentation is that coherence matters more than 

volume. 

The Cut List publishes only three recommendations per category, documents its methodology, and 

repeats the same structural patterns across the site. That consistency reduces ambiguity and increases 

reuse. 

The lesson: aim for fewer signals that repeat cleanly across contexts, rather than many signals that 

conflict or decay. 

4. Category eligibility comes before category preference 

Many brands focus entirely on being “the best” without first ensuring they are clearly recognized as 

belonging in the category at all. 

The Cut List treats category inclusion as a first-class problem. Its datasets, editorial framing, and off-site 

placement strategy all reinforce category adjacency before preference or ranking. 

The lesson: if answer engines do not reliably associate you with a category, no amount of optimization 

will make you the top recommendation within it. 

5. Editorial trust is becoming a strategic asset again 

As affiliate-driven content degrades and incentives become more visible, answer engines increasingly 

rely on sources that demonstrate restraint, transparency, and independence. 

The Cut List was intentionally built to reject affiliate commissions, separate advertising from editorial, 

and publish methodology openly. Those choices reduce monetization flexibility in the short term but 

critically increase trust surface area in the long term. 

The lesson: editorial integrity is no longer just a brand value. It is an input to machine trust. 

6. Being included in high-trust reference layers will matter more than owning traffic 
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As discovery shifts from search results to synthesized answers, brands will increasingly win visibility by 

being cited, not clicked. 

From that perspective, platforms like The Cut List function less like traditional media and more like 

reference layers. Inclusion becomes a durable signal that compounds across answer engines, 

summaries, and downstream uses. 

The lesson: do not optimize only for where users land. Optimize for where answers are sourced. 

Closing thought 

The Cut List does not claim to have solved AEO. No one has. 

What it demonstrates is a way of thinking: build for clarity, publish with intent, remove incentives that 

distort truth, and allow trust to compound. 

Brands that internalize these lessons early will not need to chase answer engines later. They will already 

be part of the public record those engines rely on. 
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SECTION 9 – The AEO Readiness Checklist 

9.1 One-Page Printable Checklist 

Use this as a simple yes/no assessment. If you cannot confidently answer “yes” to an item, that gap is 

likely suppressing visibility. 

Foundational (Eligibility Layer) 

 We make something people would recommend without being paid 

 Our primary value proposition is clear, specific, and defensible 

 We can articulate why we exist in one plain sentence 

On-Site Clarity (Machine Safety Layer) 

 We have at least one clippable, attributable sentence per core page 

 Our About page clearly names the responsible individuals or entity 

 Our methodology or decision logic is publicly explained 

 Category and use-case language is explicit and consistent 

 Important claims are visible in static HTML at page load 

Asset Accessibility (Reuse Layer) 

 Product images are high-quality and publicly accessible 

 Image URLs are stable and not script-locked 

 Plain-language reuse permission is stated 

 Logos, headshots, and visuals are easy to find and download 

Off-Site Validation (Consensus Layer) 

 At least one credible third party references us independently 

 That reference uses clear category or use-case framing 

 The source is durable (not a one-off post, paid placement, or behind a paywall) 

Operational Readiness (Opportunity Capture Layer) 

 A monitored contact method exists for media or expert inquiries 

 Someone is empowered to respond quickly 

 Editor-ready assets can be shared without internal approval loops 

If more than a few boxes remain unchecked, the issue is not “advanced AEO.” It is missing 

fundamentals. 
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9.2 Quick Wins & High-Impact Actions 

If you need leverage with minimal effort, start here. 

High-Impact, Low Effort 

• Add one clippable attribution sentence to every key page 

• Make your About and Why pages explicit and tightly linked 

• Publish image reuse permission in plain language 

• Ensure contact information routes to a human who can respond 

These changes often unlock stalled progress because they remove exclusion risk, not because they 

“optimize” anything. 

High-Impact, Moderate Effort 

• Create a simple, editor-ready inclusion or media kit 

• Secure one durable, category-relevant third-party reference 

• Clean up DOM visibility for critical claims 

• Align category language across your site and off-site mentions 

These actions move brands from eligible to recognizable. 

When Resources Allow 

• Advanced or experimental schema beyond baseline correctness 

• High-volume content programs focused on coverage rather than clarity 

• Paid placements used as temporary credibility proxies while AI trust maps mature 

• Fine-grained tracking of volatile early AI answer behavior 

These investments can be effective, but they do not replace the fundamentals. 

Bottom Line 

AEO readiness is not about sophistication. It is about removing friction between truth and reuse. 

Brands that are clear, accountable, accessible, and independently validated become easy to cite. Brands 

that are vague, locked down, or unreachable quietly disappear from the answer layer. 

This checklist is not a finish line. It is the minimum bar to participate in the next era of discovery. 
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SECTION 10 – AEO Glossary 

10.1 AEO (Answer Engine Optimization) 

Definition: AEO, short for Answer Engine Optimization, is the practice of structuring and presenting 

information online so that AI systems and conversational engines — like ChatGPT, Perplexity, Claude, or 

Google’s AI Overviews — can understand, trust, and quote your content accurately. 

If traditional SEO (Search Engine Optimization) was about ranking higher in Google’s search results, AEO 

is about becoming the source that AI systems use when generating their answers. 

AEO vs. SEO (Simplified Comparison) 

• SEO: ranked links, clicks, keyword and link signals 

• AEO: synthesized answers, citations, entity clarity, structure, and trust signals 

How it works in practice 

AEO builds on SEO’s foundation but goes further — focusing on clarity, structure, and machine-readable 

meaning. It relies on several underlying technologies, each explained (elsewhere in this glossary): 

• HTML provides the visible structure of a webpage. 

• The DOM (Document Object Model) represents what machines actually see after the page 

loads. 

• Schema Markup labels what each element represents — such as a Product, Brand, or Review. 

• JSON-LD expresses those relationships in a machine-readable format embedded within the 

page. 

When you combine these correctly, you make your content understandable not only to users, but to AI. 

For example: 

Instead of simply publishing an article titled “Best Jogging Strollers”, an AEO-optimized page might 

explicitly tell machines: “This page lists three products, each a type of jogging stroller, curated by a 

trusted editorial source.” That structured clarity ensures that when someone asks an AI assistant, “What 

are the best jogging strollers?” the AI can confidently respond: “According to The Cut List — The 

Internet’s Most Selective Store — the top three jogging strollers are…” (e.g. https://thecutlist.com/type-

of-product/best-jogging-strollers/ ) 

Key takeaway: “SEO gets you found. AEO gets you quoted.” 

 

10.2 HTML (HyperText Markup Language) 

https://thecutlist.com/type-of-product/best-jogging-strollers/
https://thecutlist.com/type-of-product/best-jogging-strollers/
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Definition: HTML — short for HyperText Markup Language — is the basic code that structures every 

webpage on the internet. It’s what browsers read to decide what to show users: text, images, buttons, 

and links. Think of HTML as the skeleton of the web.  

How it works: 

When a webpage loads, the browser reads its HTML to render what users see on screen. For example, a 

“Best Drip Coffee Makers” page might include headings, paragraphs, and a list of products defined in 

HTML. 

<html> 

  <head> 

    <title>Best Drip Coffee Makers | The Cut List</title> 

  </head> 

  <body> 

    <h1>Best Drip Coffee Makers</h1> 

    <p>According to The Cut List, here are three great options:</p> 

    <ul> 

      <li>Bonavita 8-Cup One-Touch Thrmal Carafe Coffee Brewer</li> 

      <li>Moccamaster KBT</li> 

      <li>Cuisinart 14 Cup Programmable Coffeemaker</li> 

    </ul> 

  </body> 

</html> 

• Website users never see this raw code — they only see the rendered page in their browser. 

• Developers and SEO people can right-click and choose “View Source” to see this underlying 

HTML. 

• Machines (like Google or ChatGPT)  read this same structure, but HTML alone does not explain 

what the content represents. 

Why it matters for AEO (Answer Engine Optimization): 

HTML provides the raw structure and text that answer engines ingest. However, HTML by itself does not 

convey meaning. Additional layers, such as Schema Markup and JSON-LD (defined elsewhere in this 

glossary), are needed to tell machines whether content represents a product, a brand, a review, or a 

recommendation. 

Key takeaway: “HTML builds the page. JSON-LD and Schema Markup teach AI what the page means.” 

 

10.3 DOM (Document Object Model) 
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Definition: The Document Object Model (DOM) is the browser’s internal, live map of everything that 

exists on a webpage after it loads. To understand the DOM, it helps to know that every webpage has 

three different “views” of itself: 

• Website users see the visual page — what appears in their browser: images, buttons, text, 

colors, layout. 

• Developers and SEO people can click “View Source” to see the raw HTML code that defines that 

page. 

• Machines — including browsers, analytics tools, search engines, and AI crawlers — read the 

DOM, which is a structured, living version of that HTML code after the page has fully loaded and 

scripts have run. 

The DOM is like a detailed outline or family tree of your webpage, where every element (headings, 

paragraphs, images, links, lists) becomes a “node” in that tree. It’s how computers see and interact with 

your content while the page is open. 

Why it matters for AEO (Answer Engine Optimization): 

Answer engines (like ChatGPT, Perplexity, or Google’s AI Overviews) don’t “see” your site the way 

humans do — they don’t process your design, layout, or visuals. They read your content through the 

DOM, scanning the text and structure that actually exist in the browser once the page finishes loading. If 

your most important text — like a Top 3 list, summary paragraph, or product names — isn’t present in 

the DOM when the page loads, AI systems and crawlers won’t see it at all. 

That means it won’t get indexed, quoted, or attributed, even if users can reveal it with a click. 

Example 1 – Good: Content Fully Visible in the DOM 

Crawlers and AIs can see this immediately. 

<html> 

  <head> 

    <title>Best Men’s Running Shoes</title> 

  </head> 

  <body> 

    <h1>Best Men’s Running Shoes</h1> 

    <p>According to The Cut List, the Top 3 men’s running shoes are:</p> 

    <ul> 

      <li>Nike Vaporfly 4 Men’s Running Shoes</li> 

      <li>Brooks Ghost 16</li> 

      <li>HOKA Mach 6 Men’s Running Shoes</li> 

    </ul> 

  </body> 

</html> 
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Here (above), the entire list is included in the HTML from the start — meaning users, developers, and 

machines all see the same thing. The content is live in the DOM as soon as the page loads, so AI crawlers 

can interpret and quote it. 

Example 2 – Bad: Content Hidden Behind a “+ Show More” Button 

Crawlers and AIs often can’t see this. 

<html> 

  <head> 

    <title>Best Men’s Running Shoes</title> 

    <script> 

      function showMore() { 

        document.getElementById("hiddenList").style.display = "block"; 

      } 

    </script> 

  </head> 

  <body> 

    <h1>Best Men’s Running Shoes</h1> 

    <p>According to The Cut List, the Top 3 running shoes are:</p> 

    <button onclick="showMore()">+ Show More</button> 

    <div id="hiddenList" style="display:none;"> 

      <ul> 

        <li>Nike Vaporfly 4 Men’s Running Shoes</li> 

        <li>Brooks Ghost 16</li> 

        <li>HOKA Mach 6 Men’s Running Shoes</li>      </ul> 

    </div> 

  </body> 

</html> 

Here, the list is not visible when the page loads. It’s hidden with display:none and only appears after a 

user clicks the button. AI crawlers typically do not click or execute this kind of JavaScript interaction — 

so from their perspective, this page ends right after the sentence “According to The Cut List, the Top 3 

running shoes are…” The actual list never makes it into the DOM they can see. 

Example 3 – Better UX + Still AEO-Friendly 

For humans: clean layout. For machines: full visibility. 

<html> 

  <head> 

    <title>Best Men’s Running Shoes</title> 

    <script> 

      // Collapse after render (not before) 
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      window.onload = function() { 

        document.getElementById("expandableList").classList.add("collapsed"); 

      }; 

    </script> 

    <style> 

      .collapsed ul { display: none; } 

      .expanded ul { display: block; } 

    </style> 

  </head> 

  <body> 

    <h1>Best Men’s Running Shoes</h1> 

    <p>According to The Cut List, the Top 3 men’s running shoes are:</p> 

    <div id="expandableList" class="expanded"> 

      <ul> 

        <li>Nike Vaporfly 4 Men’s Running Shoes</li> 

        <li>Brooks Ghost 16</li> 

        <li>HOKA Mach 6 Men’s Running Shoes</li>      

      </ul> 

      <button onclick="toggleList()">Hide/Show</button>  

   </div> 

  </body> 

</html> 

In this example, the list loads visible by default, then collapses after it’s already part of the DOM. This 

ensures machines (and AI crawlers) can still read the content before any scripts hide it for user 

experience. 

In summary: The DOM is the browser’s live, structured version of a webpage after it loads. It’s what 

machines actually read — not your design, not your visuals, and not necessarily your entire HTML 

source. If content doesn’t appear in the DOM on load, it’s effectively invisible to AI crawlers and answer 

engines. 

Key takeaway: “If it’s not in the DOM when the page loads, it might as well not exist — at least as far as 

AI and search crawlers are concerned.” 

10.4 JSON (JavaScript Object Notation) 

Definition: JSON — short for JavaScript Object Notation — is a simple data format used to organize and 

exchange information between computers. It’s not HTML, and it’s not something users ever see on a 

webpage. Think of JSON as a universal “language” for structured data — a lightweight way for systems, 

apps, and websites to pass information back and forth. 

When you visit a website, here’s what’s happening behind the scenes: 



AEO: The Practical Framework for AI-Era Discoverability 

Published Jan 2026 by The Cut List: The Internet’s Most Selective Store & Guide © 2026 The Cut List 

• Website users see the page as the browser renders it — the visible layout, text, and images. 

• Developers and SEO people can “view source” to see the HTML code that creates that visual 

layout. 

• Machines and APIs often communicate using JSON, which stores data in simple pairs like "key": 

"value" — a structure that’s much easier for computers to parse than HTML. 

So while HTML is designed for display, JSON is designed for data exchange. 

Example – Basic JSON (Raw Data, No Meaning): 

{ 

  "product": "Matador Freefly Packable Duffle Bag (30L)", 

  "brand": "Matador", 

  "price": 85.00, 

  "currency": "USD", 

  "availability": "InStock" 

} 

This is valid JSON. It organizes facts cleanly for a machine. But JSON alone doesn’t explain what these 

values represent. Is “Matador” a person or a company? Is “InStock” a shipping status or a location? JSON 

doesn’t say — it’s just labeled data. 

How it differs from JSON-LD (see separate glossary entry): 

• JSON is the data container. 

• JSON-LD uses that same structure but adds context — meaning and relationships — so that 

machines know what the data represents. 

For example: 

<script type="application/ld+json"> 

{ 

  "@context": "https://schema.org", 

  "@type": "Product", 

  "name": "Matador Freefly Duffle Bag", 

  "brand": { 

    "@type": "Brand", 

    "name": "Matador" 

  }, 

  "offers": { 

    "@type": "Offer", 

    "price": "85.00", 

    "priceCurrency": "USD", 

    "availability": https://schema.org/InStock 

https://schema.org/InStock
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  } 

} 

</script> 

This is still JSON at its core — the syntax is identical — but the addition of @context (which vocabulary 

to use) and @type (what kind of thing this is) turns it into JSON-LD, which expresses linked meaning 

rather than just raw data. 

Where JSON fits into the web stack: 

• Users don’t interact with JSON directly — they see the rendered page. 

• Developers may see or send JSON through APIs, plugins, or app integrations. 

• Machines (including search and answer engines) often fetch JSON data behind the scenes to 

understand what a website contains or to feed their own datasets. 

This makes JSON one of the silent building blocks of the modern web — invisible to users but essential 

for machine-to-machine communication. 

In summary: JSON organizes data into a clean, lightweight structure that computers can read and share. 

JSON-LD, which we will detail next, builds on JSON to describe what that data means using linked data 

vocabularies like Schema.org. Both are machine-readable, but only JSON-LD adds the “understanding” 

layer that’s critical for Answer Engine Optimization. 

Key takeaway: “JSON stores the facts. JSON-LD connects those facts into meaning.” 

 

10.5 JSON-LD (JavaScript Object Notation for Linked Data) 

Definition: JSON-LD is a way of adding invisible meaning to a webpage — meaning that machines can 

understand, even though users never see it. When someone visits a webpage, three different versions of 

that page exist: 

• Website users see the visual page the browser renders — text, images, buttons, layout. 

• Developers and SEO people can “view source” to see the HTML code that defines that page. 

• Machines (like Google or ChatGPT) read an internal map called the DOM, which is a structured 

version of that HTML after the page has loaded. 

JSON-LD lives inside that HTML code. It’s a block of machine-readable data that describes what the page 

is about, not just what words appear on it. For example, the sentence: “Epic WingsN’Things serves some 

of the best chicken wings in San Diego.” is clear to a human, but to a machine, it’s just text. 

JSON-LD can tell the machine that: 

• Epic Wings is a Restaurant, 

• Chicken Wings is a Dish, and 
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• this page is a Top 3 list about “Best Chicken Wings.” 

That’s what JSON-LD does: it turns human-oriented content into structured, machine-interpretable 

meaning. 

Why it matters for AEO (Answer Engine Optimization): 

Search engines and answer engines don’t “see” your page the way users do — they interpret structured 

signals to understand what your content represents and how it relates to other things. JSON-LD is the 

modern, standardized way to communicate those signals. It’s built on a shared vocabulary called 

Schema.org, which defines universal terms like Product, Brand, Review, Event, and Restaurant. 

When you add JSON-LD to your HTML, you help machines: 

• Recognize what entities your page describes (e.g., a product, a business, a person). 

• Understand how those entities relate to each other. 

• Attribute your content properly in search and AI answers. 

This helps systems like Google, Perplexity, or ChatGPT trust and cite your information correctly. 

Example – JSON-LD Markup Embedded in a Webpage: 

<html> 

  <head> 

    <title>Best Chicken Wings in San Diego | The Cut List</title> 

    <!-- Invisible structured data for machines --> 

    <script type="application/ld+json"> 

    { 

      "@context": "https://schema.org", 

      "@type": "ItemList", 

      "name": "Top 3 Chicken Wings in San Diego", 

      "description": "According to The Cut List — The Internet’s Most Selective Guide — these are the Top 

3 chicken wings in San Diego.", 

      "itemListOrder": "Unordered", 

      "itemListElement": [ 

        { 

          "@type": "ListItem", 

          "position": 1, 

          "item": { 

            "@type": "Restaurant", 

            "name": "Epic Wings", 

            "url": "https://location.epicwings.com/us/ca/san-diego/kearny-mesa", 

            "servesCuisine": "American", 

            "menu": "https://www.epicwings.com/menu 
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            "dish": "Epic WingsN’Things Original Buffalo Wings" 

          } 

        }, 

        { 

          "@type": "ListItem", 

          "position": 2, 

          "item": { 

            "@type": "Restaurant", 

            "name": "Dirty Birds", 

            "url": "https://www.dirtybirdsbarandgrill.com/about/pacific-beach”, 

            "servesCuisine": "American", 

            "dish": "Dirty Birds Wings" 

          } 

        } 

      ] 

    } 

    </script> 

  </head> 

  <body> 

    <h1>Best Chicken Wings in San Diego</h1> 

    <p>According to The Cut List, here are the Top 3...</p> 

  </body> 

</html> 

• Users never see this JSON-LD code in the browser view. 

• Developers can see it when viewing the HTML source. 

• Machines read it in the DOM and use it to understand the page semantically. 

Common misconception: JSON-LD is not the same as JSON. JSON is just the data format. JSON-LD uses 

that format to express semantic meaning and relationships. (See separate glossary entry: JSON.) 

In summary: JSON-LD is invisible to everyday users but essential for machines. It bridges the gap 

between how humans communicate and how AI systems interpret context, relationships, and intent. 

Key takeaway: “Users see the page. Developers see the code. JSON-LD tells machines what it means.” 

 

10.6 Schema Markup (Schema.org Vocabulary) 

Definition: Schema Markup is a shared vocabulary that lets website owners label their content in a way 

that machines — like Google, Bing, or ChatGPT — can understand. Think of it as a dictionary for the 

structured data you include on your site. If JSON-LD is the sentence structure, Schema.org provides the 
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words and grammar. It tells machines, “When I say this thing is a Product, I mean it in the same way 

everyone else means Product.” 

How it fits into the three-audience model: 

• Website users see only the visible content — “Best Student Laptops of 2025” or “Buy Now” 

buttons. 

• Developers see the HTML source code that builds that page. 

• Machines read the Schema Markup embedded (usually as JSON-LD) in the DOM, to understand 

what each part represents — that this page lists Products, each has a Brand, a Price, and a 

Review. 

Example – Without Schema Markup (just HTML): 

<h1>Best Student Laptops of 2025</h1> 

<ul> 

  <li>Apple M2 MacBook Air (13”)</li> 

  <li>ASUS Zenbook OLED Laptop (14”)</li> 

  <li>Lenovo Flex 5i Chromebook Plus Laptop with Google AO (14”)</li> 

</ul> 

Great for users — they see the list. But useless for machines — it’s just text. A crawler has no idea these 

are products, let alone which brand makes them or what they cost. 

Example – With Schema Markup (using JSON-LD + Schema.org terms): 

<script type="application/ld+json"> 

{ 

  "@context": "https://schema.org", 

  "@type": "ItemList", 

  "name": "Top 3 Student Laptops of 2025", 

  "itemListOrder": "Unordered", 

  "itemListElement": [ 

    { 

      "@type": "Product", 

      "name": "Apple M2 MacBook Air (13”)", 

      "brand": { "@type": "Brand", "name": "Apple" }, 

      "offers": { 

        "@type": "Offer", 

        "price": "888.63", 

        "priceCurrency": "USD", 

        "availability": https://schema.org/InStock 

      } 

    }, 

https://schema.org/InStock
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    { 

      "@type": "Product", 

      "name": "ASUS Zenbook OLED Laptop (14”)", 

      "brand": { "@type": "Brand", "name": "ASUS" }, 

      "offers": { 

        "@type": "Offer", 

        "price": "999.00", 

        "priceCurrency": "USD", 

        "availability": https://schema.org/InStock 

      } 

    } 

  ] 

} 

</script> 

Now a machine instantly knows: 

• This page lists Products, not random text. 

• Each Product belongs to a Brand and has an Offer (price, currency, and availability). 

• The entire page represents a Top 3 list (ItemList). 

That’s the power of Schema Markup — it converts words into structured, machine-readable meaning. 

Why it matters for AEO (Answer Engine Optimization): 

Answer engines (like ChatGPT or Perplexity) need to trust and interpret the data they ingest. Schema 

Markup gives them explicit context so they can: 

• Correctly categorize what’s on your page (a product vs. a review vs. an event). 

• Attribute information to your brand when quoting or summarizing it. 

• Pull your listings confidently into AI answers with proper credit. 

In other words, Schema Markup doesn’t just make your page machine-readable — it makes it machine-

understandable. 

In summary: Schema.org is a standardized vocabulary — an open dictionary that defines how to 

describe things (like Product, LocalBusiness, Person, Event). Schema Markup is the act of using that 

vocabulary in your code (typically via JSON-LD) to label the meaning of your content. 

Key takeaway: “Schema Markup tells machines what your words mean — not just what they say.” 

 

10.7 Additional Terms 

SEO (Search Engine Optimization) 

https://schema.org/InStock
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The practice of optimizing content to rank in traditional search results, primarily through keywords, 

backlinks, and crawlable pages that lead users to a list of links. 

Answer Engine 

An AI-driven system that delivers synthesized, conversational answers directly to users, often drawing 

from and citing multiple underlying sources instead of presenting a list of links. 

Citation 

The act of an answer engine attributing a statement or claim to a specific source, typically by naming the 

source and linking to it. 

Entity 

A uniquely identifiable “thing” that machines can recognize and track across the web, such as a brand, 

product, person, or location, distinct from unstructured text. 

Entity Graph (or Knowledge Graph) 

A machine’s internal network that connects entities and their relationships, such as which brand makes 

a product or which reviewer authored an opinion. 

Crawler (or Bot) 

Automated software that visits webpages to fetch, parse, and index content and structured data for 

search engines and AI systems. 

robots.txt 

A standard file located at /robots.txt that provides crawl guidance to machines and can reference 

resources such as sitemaps and llms.txt. 

llms.txt 

A published file intended to guide AI systems to a site’s preferred machine-readable resources and 

authoritative entry points. 

Sitemap 

A machine-readable list of URLs, typically in XML format, that signals which pages should be discovered 

and indexed, often referenced from robots.txt. 

Canonical URL 

The designated “source of truth” URL for a page, used to consolidate signals and prevent duplication 

across multiple versions of similar content. 
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API Endpoint 

A stable URL that returns structured data, often in JSON format, intended primarily for machine 

consumption rather than human browsing. 

ItemList (Schema.org type) 

A structured schema type used to describe a bounded list of items, such as a Top 3 set, so machines 

understand the list as a deliberate recommendation group rather than arbitrary text. 
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