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Introduction: The End of Traffic as a Given

For more than two decades, digital publishing operated on a fairly predictable model:
discovery led to clicks, clicks led to audience growth, and audience growth
supported monetization.

Discovery Clicks Monetization

Search engines, social platforms, and aggregators all ultimately pointed audiences
directly to publishers. Visibility and traffic were closely connected.

That relationship is beginning to weaken.

A growing number of audiences now encounter journalism through Al-assisted search
experiences that answer questions directly instead of simply returning lists of links.
Platforms like Google Al Overviews, ChatGPT, Gemini, and Perplexity increasingly

summarize information from multiple publishers into a single response, reducing the need 1 o/o

to visit the original source. > I
=

Recent research suggests the shift is already affecting behavior. Pew Research Center

reported in 2025 that users were nearly half as likely to click traditional links when @

Al-generated summaries appeared in search results, with click-through rates falling 80 /0

from 15% to 8%.

For publishers, this represents more than another change in search technology. It
changes the relationship between visibility and traffic. Journalism can increasingly

inform, influence, and answer questions without audiences ever visiting the publisher that
produced it.

That shift has important implications for every publisher, but local newsrooms may be
among those most affected.


https://www.cnnnewsource.com/
https://search.google/ways-to-search/ai-overviews/
https://chatgpt.com/
https://gemini.google.com/app
http://www.perplexity.ai
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2025/07/22/google-users-are-less-likely-to-click-on-links-when-an-ai-summary-appears-in-the-results/
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How This Impacts Local Newsrooms

Local newsrooms are particularly exposed to this shift because they produce exactly the
kind of journalism Al-assisted search is designed to answer: election coverage, weather
updates, school closings, public safety information, community events, and other high-
utility reporting.

Unlike national news, this information is often the definitive source for answering local
questions. As audiences increasingly turn to Al-assisted search, local journalism may
shape how communities stay informed even when readers never visit the original
publisher.

That raises new questions for local newsrooms:

N
How can we ensure our reporting
is accurately represented in
Al-assisted search?
J
N
4 ? Which stories are most likely to be
° surfaced, summarized, or cited?
J
N
‘ ? How do we strengthen our role as the
° trusted source for local information?
J

The answers begin with rethinking how publishers define value in an Al-assisted
search environment.


https://www.cnnnewsource.com/
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The New Value Equation

For years, digital publishing measured value largely through visits, pageviews,
and audience growth. Al-assisted search is beginning to challenge that model.

Journalism can now influence public understanding, answer questions, and shape
decision-making without necessarily producing measurable traffic back to the
original publisher.

That shifts publisher attention toward:

Direct audience Repeat Loyalty and topical
relationship engagement authority

Recognizable
community trust

This is also not the first major platform transition publishers have faced. The shift from
search to social media demonstrated the risks of becoming overly dependent on external
discovery systems. Al-assisted search introduces a similar challenge, but one that may
further weaken the connection between visibility and audience ownership.

As Al-assisted search discovery expands, many publishers are questioning the value of
appearing in Al-generated answers when attribution and click-through behavior remain
inconsistent. The concern is valid. Research from the Tow Center for Digital Journalism
found that Al-assisted search frequently fails to provide consistent attribution or direct
links back to original reporting.

But absence in Al answers also carries its own risk. If trusted local journalism is not
represented within Al-assisted search discovery experiences, other sources increasingly
shape the information audiences encounter instead.

That does not mean publishers should abandon editorial voice or begin writing for
machines. Strong reporting, distinctive storytelling, and clear analysis still matter. What
is changing is how audiences increasingly encounter that journalism across Al-assisted
search discovery systems.

11

The shift is
moving from
‘Al iIn media’
to ‘media

in Al’J)



https://www.cnnnewsource.com/
https://www.cjr.org/tow_center/we-compared-eight-ai-search-engines-theyre-all-bad-at-citing-news.php
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How We Got Here

The evolution of News Discovery

News discovery has continually evolved, from search to social to Al-assisted search.

Each shift reshaped how audiences found journalism. Al-assisted search introduces a

fundamental change: people can increasingly get trusted answers without visiting the

publisher that produced them.

Q

Search Era
(c. 2000-2010)

Search engines became the
primary gateway to online
information, rewarding
authoritative, searchable
content.

Why It Mattered

+ SEO became a core newsroom
capability

+ Evergreen journalism generated
long-term value

+ Visibility reliably produced traffic

)

Social Era
(c. 2010-2016)

Social platforms transformed
news discovery, expanding
distribution while making
publishers increasingly
dependent on platform
algorithms.

Why It Mattered
+ Distribution scaled dramatically

+ Platforms became major traffic
drivers

+ Audience growth became
platform dependent

®

Platform Correction
(c. 2016-2022)

As social platforms reduced the
prominence of news, referral
traffic declined and publishers
experienced the risks of relying
on third-party platforms.

Why It Mattered
+ Traffic became less predictable

+ Platforms dependency became
a strategic risk

+ Publishers renewed their focus
on direct audience relationships

<

@)

C1

Semantic Search Era
(c. 2012-2023)

Search engines shifted from
matching keywords to
understanding topics,
context, and user intent.

Why It Mattered

+ Structure became increasingly
important

+ Search engines interpreted
meaning, not just words

+ Journalism needed to be
understandable at both the page
and passage level

NEY
Al Search
(c. 2023-Present)

Al-assisted search increasingly
generates answers by
synthesizing reporting from
multiple publishers instead of
directing users to a list of links

Why It Mattered

+ Answers increasingly happen
without a click

+ Visibility no longer guarantees
traffic

+ Discovery is expanding across
Al interfaces

The Big Shift

Search and social changed
how people found news.

Al-assisted search is
changing whether they visit
the publisher at all.



https://www.cnnnewsource.com/
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Where Local Newsrooms Should Start

Adapting to this shift does not require a complete overhaul. It starts with a handful of

practical changes that can improve how journalism is understood, surfaced,
and connected across search and Al-assisted search discovery systems.

-
Al-assisted search systems rely on structure and context to interpret journalism.
The easier it is for search engines and Al systems to understand what a story is
about, who it references, and why it matters, the more likely it is to be surfaced
Make Content accurately across search and Al-assisted search experiences.
Easier to
Und tand + Structure:
naersian Use clear headlines, descriptive subheads, and consistent formatting to help both readers
and Machine- and Al-assisted search understand the hierarchy of information.
Readable + Metadata:
Add information behind the scenes that clearly identifies topics, locations, authors,
publication dates, and content types.
+ Schema:
Implement structured data (a standardized set of labels embedded in a webpage’s code) that
helps search engines understand exactly what a page contains, such as an article, event,
organization, person, or location.
+ Content organization:
Organize stories consistently and make important information easy to identify, extract,
and understand.
.
4

Recognize
That Different
Journalism
Behaves
Differently

Not all journalism surfaces the same way within Al-assisted search discovery
experiences. Understanding how different types of reporting are interpreted and
reused can help newsrooms make more informed decisions about content structure
and audience strategy.

+ Understand content behavior:
Task-driven journalism often aligns naturally with question-and-answer experiences and may
surface directly within Al-assisted search.

+ Recognize the role of narrative reporting:
Investigative, analytical, and opinion-driven journalism may influence Al-assisted search
and public understanding even when attribution or referral traffic is inconsistent.

+ Apply structure across all content types:
Strong organization, clear context, and semantic clarity improve interpretation, visibility,
and discoverability regardless of the type of journalism being produced.



https://www.cnnnewsource.com/
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Structure
Stories for
Extraction &
Passage-Level
Discovery

-
Al-assisted search increasingly evaluates topical consistency over time, not just
individual articles, making it increasingly important for newsrooms to reinforce

. . expertise and contextual authority across key subjects and community beats.
Build Topic
Authority + Apply consistent semantics:
Use the same topics, categories, tags, and naming conventions across coverage to
strengthen topical connections and improve discoverability.
+ Connect related stories:
Link coverage across articles, updates, explainers, and archives to reinforce context and
demonstrate depth on important topics.
+ Develop deeper coverage around priority beats:
Build clusters of related reporting that establish expertise and authority within key subject
areas and community interests.
+ Strengthen reporter attribution:
Create robust author pages and reporter profiles that highlight expertise, previous coverage,
and subject matter knowledge.
+ Demonstrate ongoing expertise:
Consistently cover important community topics over time to reinforce authority, trust,
and topical relevance.
g
4

Al-assisted search increasingly surfaces individual snippets from an article rather than
its entirety. As a result, newsrooms should structure stories so key information can

be easily identified, summarized, and understood whether readers encounter the full
article or a single excerpt.

+ Lead with the answer:
Place the most important information near the beginning of stories and sections rather than
requiring readers to search for key takeaways.

+ Use summaries and scannable formatting:
Incorporate summaries, short segments, lists, and visual hierarchy to make content easier
for both readers and Al-assisted search to interpret.

+ Create modular sections:
Break stories into distinct sections with descriptive subheads that clearly communicate the
topic being covered.

+ Align content to audience intent:
Structure reporting around the questions, needs, and topics readers are most likely trying
to understand.

+ Make passages stand on their own:
Ensure paragraphs and segments provide enough context to remain useful and
understandable outside the full article. Clearly identify and repeat key people, places,
organizations, and topics so individual passages remain understandable when viewed
independently.



https://www.cnnnewsource.com/
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&

Prepare for
Video and Audio
Discovery

Al-assisted search discovery increasingly extends beyond traditional text. As search
platforms become more multimodal, video and audio content are also being analyzed,
summarized, and surfaced in response to user questions.

+ Structure supporting content:

Organize scripts, captions, transcripts, and descriptions so they clearly communicate topics,
themes, and key information.

+ State important information explicitly:
Ensure key facts, locations, names, and takeaways are clearly spoken within audio and video
content rather than relying solely on visuals or context.

+ Plan for multimodal discovery:
Recognize that audiences may increasingly encounter journalism through Al-assisted search,
clips, transcripts, and other nontraditional discovery experiences.

g
4
As platform-driven discovery becomes less predictable, the channels publishers own
and control become increasingly valuable. Strong direct relationships help reduce
. . dependence on external platforms and create more resilient audience connections.
Invest in Direct
Audience + Strengthen owned channels:
Invest in newsletters, alerts, subscriptions, and memberships that connect audiences
directly to the newsroom.
+ Encourage repeat engagement:
Create reasons for audiences to return regularly through recurring coverage, ongoing
reporting, and personalized experiences.
+ Build community connections:
Foster engagement through community forums, events, and other opportunities that
strengthen relationships beyond individual articles.
+ Reduce platform dependency:
Prioritize audience touchpoints that remain under publisher control regardless of changes in
search, social, or Al platforms.
g

The goal is not to optimize every story for Al-assisted search. It is to ensure trusted local
journalism remains visible, understandable, and connected to audiences regardless of
where discovery begins.


https://www.cnnnewsource.com/
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What This Looks Like in Practice

The following CNN examples demonstrate that different types of journalism behave
differently inside Al-assisted search environments, even when both are well-structured
and editorially strong.

Example 1: = RO i T ey i i T 1

Utlllty Journalism and | Where to travel in 2026: The best places to visit

Extractable Structure

NN Travs Toam

Adapting to this shift does not require a complete
overhaul. It starts with a handful of practical changes that
can improve how journalism is understood, surfaced,
and connected across search and Al-assisted search
discovery systems.

Article: “Where to travel in 2026: The best places to visit”

& Places To Go 2026

This article performs well because it is highly modular,
semantically clear, and organized around a recognizable
audience need. =5 iethryoee s il e omadr rces s vactoes evrypec

travel memory begins with one essential question: where to?

This year, the team at CNN Travel hopes to answer not only the guestion of “UGANDA HAS A WAY
. . . . . i " OF BEING EVERYTHING
where, but also the question of why now? These destinations are special all
The story is broken into clearly defined destination PSR 7o === o
you should know about. o

sections, each with strong geographic reinforcement, e s o0 i 202t e o il xprience s e

total solar eclipse, a city that has been crowned a capital of culture, a foodie

descriptive subheads, and passages that can stand on have st s ool g, kvd w4

that is bouncing back from a brutal natural disaster, and more.

their own outside the context of the full article. Adelaide, Australia

More accessible from the US than ever

The structure gives Al-assisted search clean, modular
sections that can easily be interpreted, summarized,
and reused.

“You g0 to move / You gt to %o/ You g0 to be somebody.” Those lyrics come
from a 1978 track from Cold Chisel, the Adelaide-formed band responsible
for Australia’s unofficial national anthem. They act as a beact

travelers to Adelaide, the capital of South Australia, in particular.

It may not have the star wattage of Sydney or the Great Barrier Reef, but
Adelaide is like a microcosm of everything that makes Australia special
beaches, vineyards, wildlife and best-in-class food and drink.

Now, Americans can get there more easily with the first-ever direct flight
from the US, a United route from San Francisco. Start at Adelaide Central
Market (0 try some of South Australia’s finest cheeses, wines and produce,

then make the best of perate weather at the city’s
and by going on bushwalks and star tours led by members of the Aboriginal
community.

Adelaide is also the gateway to the beautiful Barossa Valley wine country
and to Kangaroo Island, which s welcoming visitors again after being
devastated by bushfires in 2020 — Lilit Marcus

Algeria

Rewards for intrepid travelers



https://www.cnnnewsource.com/
https://www.cnn.com/travel/where-to-travel-in-2026-the-best-places-to-visit
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How This Shows Up
in Al-assisted Search

When users ask recommendation-
style questions, Al-assisted
search can easily isolate
individual destination sections,
summarize them, and assemble
recommendation lists from
multiple sources.

In practice, this means the
journalism itself is highly

visible inside Al-assisted search
discovery experiences because the
content structure maps closely to
question-and-answer behavior.

Example 2:
Editorial Voice and
Semantic Structure

Article:

“The 5 strangest things about SpaceX’s IPO prospectus”

4 Al Overview

Plan your 2026 vacation around the total solar eclipse in Spain, or explore major
European art events like newly expanded museum spaces and ancient

archaeological sites in Peru and Egypt. For a mix of culture and celestial phenomena,

Europe provides premier travel opportunities. e CNN +3

1. The Total Solar Eclipse in Spain (August 12, 2026)

In August, a total solar eclipse will sweep across parts of Spain just before sunset,
making it one of the most highly anticipated celestial
events. () Heymondo Travel Insurance +2

= Where to go: Viewing spots include the Basque Country, Cantabria, vineyards in La
Rioja, and the castles of the Castilian Meseta. Historical hubs like Zaragoza will also
be in the path of totality.

Travel options: Consider luxury small-ship sailings, as vessels will position
themselves right off the t for unobstructed views. You can explore options via
cruise providers like Celebrity Cruises.

Tips: Because the path of totality in Spain is relatively narrow, hotel demand is

extremely high. @ Heymondo Tra y’

2. Major European Art & Cultural Openings

Beyond sky-gazing, 2026 continues to be a blockbuster year for European art

Ask anything

= @ Business Markets Tecn Meda Galulstors Videos

o ‘L{; 9 sites

Where to travel in 2026: The best places to
visit - CNN

oW CNN

50 Best Places to Travel in 2026 - Travel +
Leisure
8,2025 ITAL

Leisure
Total solar eclipse 2026: Best European
destinations
[HRGE
8 Top Solar Eclipse Cruises for 2026 and
2027
N Trav
Where to See the 2026 Total Solar Eclipse -

AARP

v o O (R s

The 5 strangest things about SpaceX’s IPO

prospectus

v, 2028 v

This article demonstrates something equally important:
Al-friendly journalism does not need to lose editorial voice.

The piece combines conversational writing, strong
analysis, and clear editorial personality with highly

structured topical segmentation.

Gemini

Enterprisi
isAl
that worl

for yo
e Google Clou

pu o New York — If you're headed out for a long weekend and yearning for a

‘good beach read, consider this buzzy title: Form $-1 Registration Statement
Under the Securities Act of 1933: Space Exploration Technologies Corp.

“The Moon, Mars, and beyond”
“Remember Cybertrucks”

AKA, the SpaceX IPO prospectus. This thing slaps.

“ ) . . . ” While these kinds of filings are often dry, the SpaceX 5-1 reveals key details
SpaceX’s financials are a bit of a mess

public stock listing ever.

+ + + +

“BTW, this is all a huge experiment”

Over more than 270 pages, it lays out the mission of Elon MusK's space
exploration-slash- Al-slash-social-media company. The purpose of an $-1 is to
give investors all the details they need about a company’s business model,
including potential risk factors and audited financial statements

The result is journalism that remains distinctly human
and editorial while still being semantically understandable
to Al-assisted search.

Here are some of the wildest things we learned.

‘The Moon, Mars, and beyond’

Musk's Mars obsession has been part of the SpaceX mission since he founded
the company in 2002, and it seems he’s as committed as ever. The word
“Mars” appears 63 times in the document, including under the “executive
compensation” section. In short, the SpaceX board granted Musk an award
of 1 billion restricted shares on the condition that he guides the company to
two milestones: a $7.5 trillion market capitalization, and “a permanent
‘human colony on Mars with at least one million inhabitants.”

Now, you might be wondering, "What even is a financial incentive for
someone who already effectively has limitless funds?” And yeah, your guess
is as good as ours.


https://www.cnnnewsource.com/
https://www.cnn.com/2026/05/21/business/spacex-ipo-prospectus-strangest-things
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How This Shows Up
in Al-Assisted Search

This article behaved differently
in Al-assisted search.

Unlike the travel example, it

did not consistently surface
directly within Al-assisted search.
Instead, Al-assisted search often
summarized broader conclusions,
synthesized themes across
multiple publishers, or extracted
insights without prominently
surfacing the original article.

That distinction matters.

Utility-style journalism often
aligns naturally with question-
and-answer behavior.

~\
J/

What schools are
closed today?

Who are the best
doctors in my area?

:f

Where should | go on
vacation this summer?

What stood out most in the SpaceX IPO prospectus?

A few things stood out immediately in the alleged SpaceX S-1 filing and surrounding reporting.

The first was how aggressively the company reframed itself. It is no longer presenting as "a rocket
company.” The prospectus positions SpaceX as a vertically integrated infrastructure platform spanning
launch, satellites, telecom, Al compute, defense systems, and eventually off-world industry. That is a very
different equity story. The implication is that investors are supposed to value it more like a foundational
infrastructure layer than an aerospace manufacturer. susiness insider +1

The second was the financial profile. The reported revenue numbers are enormous — roughly $18.7B in
2025 — but the losses are also enormous, with nearly $5B in annual losses tied heavily to Al and
expansion spending. eusness insicer +1 - What matters here is not just the loss itself, but the explicit signaling
that profitability is not the near-term priority. The filing effectively says: “we are spending at hyperscaler
scale.” That shifts the investment thesis away from operational efficiency and toward long-duration
dominance.

The third major thing was how central Starlink has become. Historically, people mentally modeled SpaceX
around launches and rockets. The filing makes clear that Starlink is the economic engine. Rockets
increasingly look like the enabling layer for a global telecom and Al infrastructure network. The military
contract activity reinforces this. san antonio Expr.. +1

Another striking detail was the governance structure. Elon Musk reportedly retains overwhelming voting
control — roughly 85% according to multiple reports. eusinessinsiser <1 The prospectus openly states the
company will qualify as a “controlled company” and rely on governance exemptions. s:c That is a major
institutional red flag for some investors, but likely irrelevant to retail enthusiasm.

The most unusual section was probably the long-range vision language. Most IPO prospectuses are

heavily sanitized. This one reportedly included explicit Mars colonization language, references to

“extending consciousness,” and milestone incentives tied to building a million-person Mars settlement.
e cusrdien  That is highly atypical for a public offering document of this scale.

The cross-company entanglement also stood out. The filing reportedly disclosed large internal financial
relationships between SpaceX, Tesla, and xAl. Hundreds of millions in purchases and operational overlap
appear throughout the document. e cusrasn +1 Investors are effectively buying into a broader Musk
ecosystem, not a clean standalone aerospace company.

Finally, the prospectus reads much more like a geopolitical infrastructure play than a traditional IPO.
Defense contracts, sovereign communications infrastructure, launch dominance, Al compute, spectrum
ownership, and orbital networks are all intertwined. That is why the valuation discussion has escalated so
dramatically into the $1.5T-$2T range. The market is not valuing launches. It is valuing strategic control
layers. timesofindgiaindl.. +2 0

4+ Ask anything Instant 9 o

...while analytical journalism may influence Al-generated understanding without
generating meaningful traffic back to the publisher.

This demonstrates a broader challenge emerging for publishers. Journalism may
increasingly shape Al-assisted search even when attribution, visibility, and

click-through behavior remain inconsistent.

That does not mean publishers should flatten their editorial voice. It means structure
increasingly shapes how journalism moves through Al-assisted search, even when
the reporting remains analytical, investigative, or personality-driven.


https://www.cnnnewsource.com/
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Redefining Value in a Post-Click World

The rules of Al-assisted search discovery are still evolving.

Platforms continue changing how answers are generated, how sources are cited, and
how visibility is distributed across search experiences. Long-term questions around
attribution, monetization, referral traffic, and publisher control remain unresolved.

But local newsrooms do not need to wait for the industry to stabilize before adapting.

Many organizations can begin now by:

01 . 02 . 03 \

Evaluating how stories
are cited, summarized,
or represented across
Al-assisted search

Improving structural
clarity and semantic
organization

Monitoring shifts in
referral behavior and
audience engagement

Capabilities for tracking Al visibility are also still developing. SEO and analytics platforms
are beginning to monitor Al-assisted search features, but many forms of Al visibility still
require direct observation and experimentation.

The challenge is no longer simply publishing journalism online. It is understanding how
journalism moves through increasingly Al-mediated systems.

The future of local journalism may depend less on maximizing traffic and more on
remaining visible, recognizable, trusted, and connected as discovery increasingly
happens beyond the publisher’s own platform.

04 \

Expanding
measurement models
beyond clicks alone

We’re at the heart of it.

CNN Newsource understands what it takes to win in the digital space. We work closely with
our network of 1,000+ local news partners to offer valuable insights relevant to the news
business while providing powerful, trusted news content.
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