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For twenty years, backlinks were how the web measured authority. Al
engines changed the rules. This piece explains why unlinked brand mentions
now outperform links as a citation signal — and how to rebalance your
strategy.
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Backlinks are declining as a ranking and citation signal. Brand mentions
— even unlinked — are rising. The teams that rebalance their authority
budget toward earned editorial mentions will compound a durable
advantage in Al-driven discovery.

The thesis

e Why Google has been quietly de-emphasizing PageRank for half a decade — and
what replaced it inside the algorithm.

e How LLM training and retrieval systems read brand mentions directly from text,
with or without an accompanying hyperlink.

¢ The Signal Shift framework: a four-part mental model for understanding how
authority now propagates online.

e Why branded search volume is the single best leading indicator of Al citation rate.

e A concrete tactical sequence for moving budget out of link campaigns and into
editorial mention engines.
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o1 — The framework: The Signal Shift

The Signal Shift

The Signal Shift is a four-element mental model for understanding how authority is
transmitted in the Al-search era — and how to invest accordingly.

0 Links were a proxy for trust. Mentions are trust itself.

PageRank existed because, in 1998, hyperlinks were the only machine-readable
signal of editorial endorsement. They were always a proxy — a stand-in for the
real thing, which is human-judged credibility. LLMs read the credibility directly
from the surrounding text, so the proxy is no longer needed.

0 The unit of work is the editorial mention, not the placed link.

Every authority program should now be scoped around earning a mention in a
publication a real person actually reads. The link, if it appears, is incidental. This
reframes outreach: you are no longer asking for a favor; you are offering source
material worth citing.

° Branded search is the leading indicator.

If branded search volume is rising month over month, your brand is becoming a
known entity — and known entities are the ones Al engines cite. It is the
cleanest, cheapest, most honest metric in the entire authority stack. Track it
weekly.

o Compounding lives in archives, not in active campaigns.

An editorial mention published today will be ingested by every major LLM
training run for years. A paid link will not. The Signal Shift rewards permanence:
invest in mentions that age into the indexed record of your category, not in
placements that decay the moment the campaign ends.
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o-— The data.
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r=0.71

Correlation between unlinked editorial
mentions and Al citation rate

PILLAR Al LABS, Q12026

30%

Annual decline in backlink-heavy SEO
program ROI since 2022

PILLAR PORTFOLIO BENCHMARKS, 2022-2026

5+ years

Google has been publicly de-emphasizing
PageRank as a ranking signal

JOHN MUELLER STATEMENTS, 2019-2024

Why the backlink era is ending

r=0.43

Correlation between linked mentions and Al
citation rate

PILLAR Al LABS, Q12026

#1

Branded search volume is the single best
predictor of citation rate

PILLAR Al LABS, Q12026

12,000

Al responses analyzed in the Pillar mention-
vs-link citation study

PILLAR Al LABS, Q12026

innovation, treated each link as a vote — a passive, hard-to-fake signal of editorial trust.

F or two decades, the link graph was the foundation of search. PageRank, Google's original

The entire SEO industry built itself around this assumption: more links from more

authoritative domains equaled more rankings, more traffic, more revenue. Link-building

agencies, guest-post networks, digital PR firms, broken-link outreach tools — an estimated

multi-billion-dollar ecosystem optimized for a single signal.
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That signal is decaying. John Mueller, Google's longtime search relations lead, has repeatedly
downplayed the role of links in modern ranking — calling them "not as important as people think"
in public statements between 2019 and 2024. Google's own Helpful Content updates and
SpamBrain systems now actively discount manipulated link patterns, while E-E-A-T signals
(experience, expertise, authoritativeness, trustworthiness) lean increasingly on entity recognition
rather than link weight. The shift was gradual inside Google. It is sudden and absolute inside Al
engines.

ChatGPT, Claude, Perplexity, and Gemini do not see links the way Googlebot does. They were
trained on raw text. When an LLM ingests a New York Times article that mentions your company
by name, the model encodes that brand as an entity associated with whatever context
surrounded it — credibility, expertise, controversy, irrelevance. The hyperlink, if present, is
largely orthogonal to that learning. This is the heart of the shift: the dominant discovery layer is
moving from a graph of links to a graph of mentions.

What Al engines actually see

n LLM's training corpus is text. When the model encounters "according to Stripe's 2024
A developer survey," it learns three things simultaneously: that Stripe exists as an entity, that

Stripe produces research, and that Stripe is the kind of source a credible publication cites.
Whether the publication linked back to stripe.com is, from the model's perspective, almost
beside the point. The mention itself is the signal.

Retrieval-augmented systems — the layer most Al engines use to ground answers in current
information — work similarly. When Perplexity or ChatGPT's browse mode searches the live web
for a query, they index pages by content and entity, not by inbound link weight. A page that
mentions your brand in an authoritative context is a candidate citation source regardless of
whether it links to you. This is why Pillar Authority (/authority/) teams now treat editorial mentions as

the primary unit of work, with backlinks as an occasional secondary benefit rather than the goal.

Pillar Al Labs ran a citation-attribution study across roughly 12,000 ChatGPT and Perplexity
responses in B2B SaaS categories during Q1 2026. Unlinked brand mentions in editorial context
correlated with citation rate at r=0.71. Linked mentions correlated at r=0.43. The strongest single
predictor of any kind — stronger than domain rating, stronger than total backlinks, stronger than
content volume — was branded search volume. Brands that people search for by name get cited
by Al engines. Brands that people merely link to do not.
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The economics have already inverted

he financial case for rebalancing is now sharper than the strategic one. Backlink-heavy
T SEO programs have seen ROI decline approximately 30% per year since 2022, according

to Pillar's portfolio benchmarks across roughly 200 enterprise clients. The same dollar
spent on a guest post in 2022 returns less than half as much qualified traffic in 2026, and a small
fraction of any Al-driven discovery. Meanwhile, the cost of earning an editorial mention has
stayed roughly flat — but its compounding return has grown, because each mention now feeds
both human readers and the training corpus that shapes future Al answers.

This is not a temporary dislocation. It is a structural change in how trust is transmitted online. The
teams that recognize it early will compound an advantage that latecomers cannot easily
replicate, because brand mentions in archived editorial content have a permanence that paid link
campaigns do not. A 2024 mention in a respected industry publication will still be informing Al
answers in 2028. A 2024 sponsored link is already worth less than it was the day it went live.

o3 — Apply this to your work

concrete sequence for rebalancing a backlink-heavy program toward mention-led
A authority. Run this over a single quarter; measure at the end.
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. Identify the 10 highest-traffic editorial properties in your category — the ones your

buyers actually read, not the ones with the highest domain rating. List them with editor
names and recent coverage themes.

. Commission one piece of original, data-driven research per quarter. A small proprietary

survey, a benchmark analysis, or a transparent case study. This is the door-opener for
every earned mention that follows.

. Pitch the research, not your company. Lead with the data, offer the analyst as an

expert quote source, and let the link be incidental. Track which publications respond
and which formats land.

. Add branded search volume to your weekly SEO dashboard, pulled from Google

Search Console. Treat it as the single leading indicator of authority health — more
important than impressions, more important than backlinks acquired.

. Stand up Al citation tracking. Sample 50-100 high-intent prompts monthly against

ChatGPT, Claude, and Perplexity. Record which brands get cited; track your share of
voice over time.

Renegotiate or wind down any link-building spend priced by domain rating. Redirect
that budget toward editorial placement, original research, and expert-quote sourcing.

. Audit your archive. Identify the existing editorial mentions you already have — make

sure they are discoverable, properly attributed, and pointed to from your owned media.
Compounding lives here.

Frequently asked questions.

Are backlinks now worthless?

No — they still carry weight in traditional Google ranking, especially for transactional queries,
and they remain useful for referral traffic. But their marginal value has dropped sharply, and they
contribute very little to Al engine citation. The honest answer is that backlinks have moved from
being a primary objective to being a secondary byproduct of good editorial work. Build for the
mention; accept the link if it comes.
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How do | measure brand mentions if there's no link to track?

Three tool categories cover most needs. Google Search Console gives you branded query
volume — the cleanest leading indicator. Brand monitoring tools like Brand24, Mention, or
Meltwater track unlinked references across the web. For Al-specific tracking, Pillar Studio
([studio/). uses prompt-sampling against ChatGPT, Claude, and Perplexity to measure how often
your brand appears as a cited source in real Al answers, which is the metric that ultimately
matters.

Should I fire my link-building agency?

Not necessarily — but you should renegotiate the scope. The best digital PR firms have already
pivoted toward editorial placement, expert quote sourcing, and data-driven content campaigns

where the link is incidental. If your agency is still selling guest-post packages priced by domain
rating, you are paying 2018 prices for a 2026 problem. Shift the brief toward earned mentions in
genuinely read publications, and measure success by branded search lift, not link count.

How long does it take to see results from a mention-led strategy?

Branded search volume typically begins moving within 60-90 days of a focused editorial push,
and Al citation rates follow within roughly one to two crawl-and-retrain cycles — call it three to
six months for meaningful shifts in ChatGPT and Perplexity answers. The compounding effect is
the part most teams underestimate: editorial mentions in indexed publications continue paying
dividends for years, while link campaigns largely stop working the moment you stop paying.

What about smaller brands without budget for tier-one editorial placement?

Start with the tier-two and tier-three publications in your category — they are read by your
buyers, indexed by Al engines, and dramatically more responsive to pitches. Original data is the
universal door-opener: a small proprietary survey, a benchmark analysis, or a transparent case
study will earn more mentions than any amount of cold outreach pitching generic expert
commentary. Pillar Institute (/institute/) covers the playbook for building a research-led mention
engine without a Fortune 500 budget.
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