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Al search engines are not neutral aggregators. They concentrate
citations on a small set of category-defining .com domains, and brands
that live on platform handles or generic paths are being structurally
excluded from the answer layer of the internet.

The thesis

e Why Al citation behavior differs fundamentally from traditional Google SERP

behavior, and what that means for your discovery strategy

e The Al Citation Pyramid: the four-tier model that explains which domains get

cited, surfaced, and recommended in Al answers

e Why category-defining .com brands are cited 5-10x more often than category

followers in Pillar Al Labs analysis

e How to audit your brand's current Al citation footprint across ChatGPT, Perplexity,

PILLAR

and Google Al Overviews in under 30 minutes

A decision tree for whether to invest in signal density on your current domain or
acquire a category-defining .com before competitors do
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o1 — The framework: The AI Citation Pyramid

The AI Citation Pyramid

Al search engines do not distribute citations evenly. They collapse the long tail of the
web into a sharp pyramid, where a few authoritative .com domains absorb the
majority of citations in any given category. Understanding the four tiers of the
pyramid tells you exactly where your brand sits today, and what it would take to move

up.

‘ Tier 1— Category-Defining .com Brands

The single domain an Al model treats as the canonical reference for a category.
Think nytimes.com for news, mayoclinic.org for symptoms, stripe.com for
payments infrastructure. These domains absorb 40-60% of citations in their
category and are cited even when the user query does not name them. They
are the apex predators of the Al answer layer.

a Tier 2 — Authoritative Category .coms

The handful of well-known brand .com domains that round out the model's
category understanding. Cited frequently but rarely first, they serve as
supporting evidence and alternative recommendations. The competitive frontier
for most ambitious brands sits between Tier 2 and Tier 1, and the gap is largely
a function of brand search volume and signal density.

° Tier 3 — Subdomain and Path-on-Platform Brands

Brands operating on platforms (yourbrand.substack.com,
linkedin.com/in/yourbrand, medium.com/@yourbrand) or generic paths. Al
models cite the platform, not the brand. The platform absorbs the authority.
Pillar Al Labs analysis finds these surfaces are cited 4-7x less frequently than
equivalent brand .com domains for the same intent.
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Tier 4 — The Invisible Long Tail

Everything else. Personal sites on niche TLDs, abandoned domains, low-signal
blogs, social handles without owned-domain anchoring. These surfaces are
functionally absent from the Al answer layer. They may still receive traditional
search clicks, but they are not part of the model's category memory.

The Vertical Force — Brand Search Volume

The single strongest predictor of where you sit in the pyramid is the volume of
branded queries containing your name. Brand search volume is how Al models
learn that a domain matters to humans. This is why category-defining brands
are cited even when the query does not name them: the model has learned the
association from years of branded discovery behavior.

o»— The data.

4-7X

5-10X

Citation frequency advantage of brand .com Citation rate of category-defining .com
domains vs. path-on-platform URLs in Al brands vs. category followers in Al answers
answers

PILLAR Al LABS PILLAR Al LABS ANALYSIS

40%+

200M+

Share of US Google searches now showing ChatGPT weekly active users
Al Overviews (launched May 2024)

SEMRUSH
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100M+ $70M

Perplexity monthly active users Sale price of Al.com in July 2024, proof of
the premium .com asset class

PERPLEXITY PUBLIC REPORTING

Why Al search behaves nothing like traditional Google

raditional Google search returned ten blue links and trusted the user to choose. Ranking
T mattered, but so did the long tail: a niche blog could outrank a major brand on a specific

query by being more relevant, better optimized, or more recently updated. Backlinks,
content depth, and technical SEO compounded into traffic. The system rewarded effort across a

wide distribution of domains.

Al search collapses that distribution. When ChatGPT, Perplexity, or Google Al Overviews answer
a question, they cite somewhere between zero and five sources, typically three. The
compression is brutal: a ten-result SERP becomes a three-citation answer. Every domain that
does not make those three citations is functionally invisible for that query. And because Al
models are trained on web crawls weighted heavily by authority signals, the same small set of
category-defining .com domains shows up across thousands of related queries. The long tail has
not just shrunk — for high-intent commercial queries, it has effectively disappeared from the
answer layer.

This is the structural shift marketers, brand operators, and founders need to internalize. Backlink
ROI has been declining roughly 30% year-over-year since Al Overviews launched, according to
industry analyses. Content velocity matters less. What matters now is whether the model has
learned, through years of branded discovery behavior, that your domain is the canonical
reference for a category.
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The compounding advantage of a category-defining .com

illar Al Labs analysis of citation patterns across ChatGPT, Perplexity, and Google Al
P Overviews finds that category-defining .com brands are cited 5-10x more often than
category followers, even when the follower has equivalent or superior content depth. The
asymmetry is not about content quality — it is about category memory. The model has learned
the association between the category and the canonical domain, and that association
compounds with every new query.

This is why the Al.com sale at $70 million in July 2024 was not an outlier. It was a market signal.
Premium .com domains are increasingly being priced as category-defining assets in the Al
answer layer, not as legacy SEO real estate. A brand operating at yourbrand.substack.com or
linkedin.com/company/yourbrand is, from the model's perspective, a citation to Substack or
LinkedIn. The platform absorbs the authority. This is the platform authority leak — and it is the
single most expensive unforced error in modern brand building.

The compounding works in both directions. Once a domain enters Tier 1 of the Al Citation
Pyramid, every new piece of content published there reinforces the category association. Once a
brand is stuck on a platform handle, every new piece of content reinforces the platform's
authority, not yours. Years of effort can quietly accrue to someone else's domain. Pillar Authority
((authority/), exists specifically to help operators identify, acquire, and operate the category-defining
.com asset before this leak becomes structural.

Brand search volume is the master signal

f you want to know which Tier of the pyramid your brand will occupy in eighteen months,
I look at one number: the monthly search volume for queries that contain your brand name.

Brand search volume is how Al models learn that humans care about a domain. It is the
master signal that informs category memory, citation frequency, and recommendation behavior.
A brand with 100,000 monthly branded searches will outrank a brand with 1,000 monthly
branded searches in Al answers, even if the second brand has better content, more backlinks,
and a more polished site.

This is why the Al answer layer compresses so brutally toward category-defining brands. The
category-defining brand has the highest branded search volume. Higher branded search volume
teaches the model that the brand matters. The model surfaces the brand more often in Al
answers. The Al answers drive new brand awareness. New brand awareness drives more
branded search. The flywheel spins faster.
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For brands operating on platform handles, this flywheel is broken. Branded search for
yourbrand.substack.com is rare — users search yourbrand, find Substack, and the click flows to
a Substack URL. The flywheel spins for Substack. Owning a brand .com that exact-matches your
category intent is the prerequisite for participating in the flywheel at all.

What this means for your discovery strategy

he practical implication is that discovery strategy (/earn) has bifurcated. Below the
T bifurcation point, brands continue to optimize for traditional SEO, content velocity, and
backlink acquisition — practices that still drive meaningful traffic from the roughly 60% of
zero-click Google queries and the residual ten-blue-links experiences. Above the bifurcation
point, brands optimize for AEO (answer engine optimization): citation frequency in ChatGPT,
Perplexity, and Google Al Overviews. The two strategies share tactics but diverge on the most
important question — what domain are you publishing on.

AEO is not a content problem. It is a domain authority problem with content as a supporting input.
The brands winning the Al answer layer are the brands that locked in category-defining .com
domains years ago and have spent that time accumulating branded search volume. The brands
losing are the brands that built audiences on platforms, never invested in an owned brand .com,
and are now discovering that the platform — not them — gets the Al citation.

The good news is that the citation pyramid is still being formed. Most categories do not yet have
a clear Tier 1 brand in the Al answer layer. The window to acquire a category-defining .com, build
signal density around it, and accumulate branded search volume is open. It will not stay open
forever. Pillar's portfolio (/portfolio) tracks the category-defining .coms that are still available, and
Pillar Authority (/authority/) operates the acquisition strategy for ambitious brands.
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o; — Watch: a real walkthrough

o — Apply this to your work

he fastest way to understand where your brand sits in the Al Citation Pyramid is to run a
I 30-minute audit. Do this before you make any further investment in content, SEO, or paid
acquisition — the audit tells you whether you are building on the right domain in the first
place.

1. List your five highest-intent brand queries — the questions a prospective customer
would type when actively evaluating your category. Be specific, not generic.

IS

. Type each query into ChatGPT, Perplexity, and Google Al Overviews. Record which
domains are cited. Do not skim — note the exact domains and which Tier of the Al
Citation Pyramid they occupy.

. Score your presence. For each query, are you cited (Tier 1 or 2), mentioned in passing
(Tier 3), or absent entirely (Tier 4)? Track the pattern across all five queries.

o~

4. Identify the category-defining .com domains that DO appear. Study their content
architecture, on-page signals, and brand search volume. These are your benchmarks
for what Tier 1looks like in your category.

5. Run the domain decision check: does your current primary domain exact-match your
brand intent on a .com? If yes, invest in signal density (consistent publishing,
structured data, branded search campaigns). If no, treat .com acquisition as a Tier O
priority before any further content investment.

6. Map the branded search volume gap between your brand and the category-defining
brand. This is the gap you need to close to move up the pyramid. Plan brand
campaigns accordingly.

7. Set a 90-day re-audit on your calendar. Al citation patterns shift quickly as model
versions update and category memory recalibrates. Treat Al citation auditing as
recurring infrastructure, not a one-time check.
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Frequently asked questions.

Does this mean SEO is dead?

No, but it has been reshaped. Traditional SEO still drives meaningful traffic from the roughly 60%
of zero-click Google queries and from the residual ten-blue-links experiences. What has
changed is that backlink ROl is declining roughly 30% year-over-year since Google Al
Overviews launched in May 2024, and Al citation behavior now sits on top of traditional SEO as a
second, more concentrated layer. The practical answer is that SEO is now a sub-discipline of
AEO (answer engine optimization), not the other way around.

Can a strong brand on a platform handle still get Al citations?

Occasionally, but the citation will go to the platform, not your brand. When ChatGPT or
Perplexity cites yourbrand.substack.com, the link and the authority signal accrue to Substack.
From the model's perspective, you are evidence that Substack is authoritative in your category
— not that you are. This is the platform authority leak, and it is structural. The only durable fix is
to operate on an owned brand .com.

How much branded search volume do | need to reach Tier 1?

It depends on category competition, but as a rough benchmark, Tier 1 brands in most B2B
categories have 10,000+ monthly branded searches, and Tier 1 brands in consumer categories
typically have 100,000+. The more useful frame is relative: you need to be within an order of
magnitude of the current category-defining brand, with consistent year-over-year growth in
branded search volume. Pillar Authority (/authority/) benchmarks this gap as part of every
acquisition analysis.

Is it worth buying a premium .com if my current domain is performing well?

If your current domain exact-matches your category intent and your brand, probably not —
invest in signal density instead. If your current domain is a workaround (a hyphenated .com, a
non-.com TLD, a long descriptive URL, or worst, a platform handle), then yes, almost always.
The Al.com sale at $70 million in July 2024 priced premium .com domains as category-defining
assets in the Al answer layer, not as vanity. The gap between a workaround domain and a
category-defining .com widens every quarter as the Al citation pyramid solidifies.
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How often should I re-audit my Al citation footprint?

Every 90 days at minimum, more often if you are actively investing in brand or content. Al
citation patterns shift as model versions update, as new content enters the training data, and as
your branded search volume grows. Treat Al citation auditing as recurring infrastructure rather
than a one-time check — and store the historical data so you can see trend lines, not just
shapshots.
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