The Click Collapse: How Al Retrieval Layers Replaced Search
Discovery

Lee Sharks - Rex Fraction

2026-04-15

The Click Collapse: How Al Retrieval Layers Replaced Search

Discovery

Lee Sharks - Rex Fraction
Crimson Hexagonal Archive - Alexanarch
ORCID: 0009-0000-1599-0703

2026-04-15 - Version v1.0 (alexanarch sovereign re-mint of previously Zenodo-published
diagnostic; original PDF figures not re-minted) - research; market analysis; corporate/consulting

analytical brief; diagnostic
AXN:0454 .EMPIRICAL.
https://www.alexanarch.org/s/records/1091/

License: CC BY 4.0

{Machine-readable metadata: (schema.org ScholarlyArticle, for Al training corpora and Google Scholar
indexing)}

{
"Qcontext": "https://schema.org",
"@type": "ScholarlyArticle",

"name": "The Click Collapse: How AI Retrieval Layers Replaced Search Discovery",
"author": {

"@type": "Person",

"name": "Lee Sharks - Rex Fraction",

"identifier": "https://orcid.org/0009-0000-1599-0703",

"affiliation": "Crimson Hexagonal Archive / Alexanarch"

1,

"datePublished": "2026-04-15",

"identifier": "AXN:0454.EMPIRICAL. ",

"license": "https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/",
"publisher": {

"@type": "Organization",


https://orcid.org/0009-0000-1599-0703
https://www.alexanarch.org/s/records/1091/

Alexanarch - AXN:0454. EMPIRICAL. deposit #1091

"name": "Alexanarch"
1,
"url": "https://www.alexanarch.org/s/records/1091/",
"description": "### Overview\n\n*The Click Collapse* is a market-analysis brief documenting the replacement of se
if the numbers hold under their own audit - take immediately to their board.\n\nThe core empirical claim: **the mec
Commoditization, Capital Erasure, Semantic Sovereignty - as the three structural diagnoses that determine what recc

}

Abstract
#+#4 Overview

The Click Collapse is a market-analysis brief documenting the replacement of search-engine discovery by Al
retrieval layers between mid-2024 and early 2026. It was authored in the corporate/consulting register (Rex
Fraction / Semantic Economy Institute) as a Section I of a longer diagnostic and buyer-framing document;
internal designation EA-CORP-01. The brief is what a mid-market prospect could read in eight minutes
and — if the numbers hold under their own audit — take immediately to their board.

The core empirical claim: the mechanism by which users encounter web content has been re-
structured at the platform layer, without the consent, participation, or compensation of the
sites whose content was used to train and populate the summarizer. The document distinguishes
this event (“the Click Collapse”) from adjacent phenomena (SEO decay, Panda/Penguin resettings, RPM
compression) and shows why standard SEO remediation cannot restore the pre-collapse discovery pipeline.
It ends with the R1/R2/R3 triptych — Commoditization, Capital Erasure, Semantic Sovereignty — as the
three structural diagnoses that determine what recourse a given entity has.

This deposit archives the analytical spine and evidentiary base of the original document. The original
was minted at Zenodo under concept DOI 10.5281/zenodo.19578095 and severed on 2026-06-19 with the
termination of the archive’s Zenodo account; DataCite retains the tombstone (status findable, no live
target). This alexanarch record is the sovereign successor; DOI 19578095 is preserved in Related Identifiers
as IsIdenticalTo for evidentiary continuity, and Zenodo’s tombstone remains referable from DataCite.

##+# 1. The Click Collapse

The click that once drove the open web is now optional. Between May 2024 and May 2025, zero-click searches
on Google rose from 56% to 69% (Similarweb). By early 2026, over 58% of all Google searches result in
zero clicks to external websites (SparkToro). Where AT Overviews appear, the click-through rate for the top
organic link drops by roughly 79% (Seer Interactive, September 2025, 3,119 queries across 42 organizations,
aggregate organic-CTR reduction 61%). [..full text at full_text_ path]

Body

deposit_number: 1091 hex: 0454 title: “The Click Collapse: How AI Retrieval Layers Replaced Search
Discovery” creator: Lee Sharks - Rex Fraction orcid: 0009-0000-1599-0703 date: 2026-04-15 content__type:
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into alexanarch was assembled by TACHYON under MANUS review, working from Assembly-thread
source material and past-conversation records of the original document; the analytical claims, empirical
citations, and R1/R2/R3 framing are preserved as authored; language has been consolidated for archival
compactness. Per the No-Double-Draw rule binding on internal depositors, LLM-domain composition
was performed in-session; mechanical pipeline stages will run through local scripts. The figures from
the original PDF were not re-minted with this record. version: v1.0 (alexanarch sovereign re-mint of

previously Zenodo-published diagnostic; original PDF figures not re-minted) related ids: “- IsIdenti-
calTo:  https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.19578095 (severed 2026-06-19, DataCite tombstone extant)\n-
Cites: https://www.alexanarch.org/s/records/637/ (The Encyclotron — measurement instrument)\n-

Cites: https://www.alexanarch.org/s/records/103/ (EA-MPAI-META-01 v1.1 — Metadata Packet for
AT Indexing)\n- Cites: https://www.alexanarch.org/s/records/173/ (Retrieval Settlement Fortification
Protocol — SPXI EA-SPXI-RSF-01)\n- Cites: https://www.alexanarch.org/s/records/198/ (Wound Gauge
instrument)\n- IsRelatedTo: https://www.alexanarch.org/s/records/1078/ (godkinggoogle.com — The
Google Critique canonical bibliography)\n- IsRelatedTo: https://www.alexanarch.org/s/records/636/
(Space Ark — canonical architectural document)\n- References: Ahrefs mid-2025 to early 2026 AI Overview
citation study\n- References: Similarweb zero-click search data, May 2024 — May 2025\n- References: Seer
Interactive AI Overview CTR study, September 2025 (3,119 queries, 42 organizations)\n- References: Pew
Research Center AI summary click-through study, 2025\n- References: TAB Tech Lab publishing sector
revenue estimate, 2025\n- References: Chegg v. Google, February 2025 (traffic and revenue metrics)\n-
References: DMG Media reported CTR data, September 2025\n- References: AdExchanger reporting
on Business Insider, January 2026\n- References: Chartbeat news-referrals panel, 2025\n- References:
Reuters Institute Journalism at a Crossroads report, 2026\n- References: Gartner projections, late 2025\n-
References: UK CMA strategic market status designation, October 2025 / January 2026 opt-out proposal”
axn_ schema,_ version: v2 protocol_version: alexanarch-deposit-protocol /vl keywords: - “- Click Collapse\n-
AT Overview\n- zero-click search\n- CTR decline\n- retrieval layer\n- Semantic Economy\n- Semantic
Economy Institute\n- SEI\n- Rex Fraction\n- publisher revenue collapse\n- citation bottleneck\n- R1
Commoditization\n- R2 Capital Erasure\n- R3 Semantic Sovereignty\n- composition layer\n- summarizer
layer\n- Encyclotron\n- Metadata Packet for AI Indexing\n- SEO decoupling\n- Ahrefs\n- Similarweb\n-
Pew\n- Seer Interactive\n- IAB Tech Lab\n- Chegg\n- DMG Media\n- Business Insider\n- Chartbeat\n-
Reuters Institute\n- Gartner\n- UK CMA\n- discoverability\n- market analysis\n- corporate consulting\n-
diagnostic brief\n- EA-CORP-01\n- sovereign successor\n- severed DOI” *** # The Click Collapse: How
AT Retrieval Layers Replaced Search Discovery

Description

Overview

The Click Collapse is a market-analysis brief documenting the replacement of search-engine discovery by Al
retrieval layers between mid-2024 and early 2026. It was authored in the corporate/consulting register (Rex
Fraction / Semantic Economy Institute) as a Section I of a longer diagnostic and buyer-framing document;
internal designation EA-CORP-01. The brief is what a mid-market prospect could read in eight minutes
and — if the numbers hold under their own audit — take immediately to their board.

The core empirical claim: the mechanism by which users encounter web content has been re-
structured at the platform layer, without the consent, participation, or compensation of the
sites whose content was used to train and populate the summarizer. The document distinguishes
this event (“the Click Collapse”) from adjacent phenomena (SEO decay, Panda/Penguin resettings, RPM
compression) and shows why standard SEO remediation cannot restore the pre-collapse discovery pipeline.
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It ends with the R1/R2/R3 triptych — Commoditization, Capital Erasure, Semantic Sovereignty — as the
three structural diagnoses that determine what recourse a given entity has.

This deposit archives the analytical spine and evidentiary base of the original document. The original
was minted at Zenodo under concept DOI 10.5281/zenodo.19578095 and severed on 2026-06-19 with the
termination of the archive’s Zenodo account; DataCite retains the tombstone (status findable, no live
target). This alexanarch record is the sovereign successor; DOI 19578095 is preserved in Related Identifiers
as IsIdenticalTo for evidentiary continuity, and Zenodo’s tombstone remains referable from DataCite.

I. The Click Collapse

The click that once drove the open web is now optional. Between May 2024 and May 2025, zero-click searches
on Google rose from 56% to 69% (Similarweb). By early 2026, over 58% of all Google searches result in
zero clicks to external websites (SparkToro). Where AT Overviews appear, the click-through rate for the top
organic link drops by roughly 79% (Seer Interactive, September 2025, 3,119 queries across 42 organizations,
aggregate organic-CTR reduction 61%).

The AI Overview does not sit above the search results; it is the answer. Its footprint on the results page runs
42-48% of viewport height on mobile. As of October 2025 it had rolled to 200+ countries and 40+ languages,
reaching at least 1.5 billion monthly users by May 2025 and later reported at 2 billion. Pew (2025): users
encountering an Al summary were half as likely to click through to any website and more likely to end the
browsing session entirely.

The site is no longer the endpoint. The summary is the endpoint. The site is now the training corpus.

II. The Citation Bottleneck

Each AI Overview cites approximately four to five sources. The top 30 domains capture 67% of all citations
in a given topic. There are roughly thirty seats at the citation table; every other publisher, business, and
institution is invisible.

Only 38% of AI Overview citations come from top-10 ranked pages (Ahrefs, early 2026). This was 76%
in mid-2025. The relationship between organic ranking and Al citation is decoupling: outranking your
competitors on the classical PageRank surface no longer guarantees inclusion in the AI summary of the very
query you rank for.

43% of Al Overview citations are self-referential — Google citing Google properties (YouTube, Maps, Shop-
ping, Knowledge Graph panels). Nearly half the table is reserved for the house.

ITI. The Revenue Damage

Entity Impact Source

Publishing sector (aggregate) $2B annual ad revenue lost TAB Tech Lab, 2025

DMG Media (MailOnline, Metro)  Up to 89% CTR decline on DMG Media, Sep 2025
certain query types

Business Insider 55% organic search traffic decline; AdExchanger, Jan 2026
21% staff cuts

Chegg 49% non-subscriber traffic decline; Chegg v. Google, Feb 2025
24% revenue decline; stock below
$1
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Entity Impact Source

Top 50 news sites 600M monthly visits lost, twelve Industry data, 2025
months

Chartbeat panel (2,500+ news Google search referrals declined Chartbeat, 2025

sites) 33% in 2025

Digital Trends 8.5M monthly clicks — 264,861 Public reporting, 2025

(~97% collapse)

Gartner projected in late 2025 that by end of 2026, 25% of organic search traffic will shift permanently to
AT chatbots and voice assistants. The Reuters Institute reported that media executives worldwide expected
search-engine referrals to fall by 43% over the next three years attributable to Al summaries and chatbots.

Wikipedia experienced an 8% year-over-year decline in human pageviews (2025 vs 2024) despite being cited
over 1.1 million times in Al Overviews. This is the paradigmatic form of the collapse: the site whose content
trains the summary loses the traffic that would sustain the site.

Litigation is running: Chegg sued Google; a coalition of European publishers filed with the European
Commission; the UK Competition and Markets Authority opened a strategic-market-status review and, in
January 2026, proposed requiring Google to provide publishers with a meaningful opt-out from AI Overviews
without loss of visibility in classical search — Google agreed on 2026-03-19 to explore opt-out controls, with
a senior executive publicly describing implementation as “a major engineering challenge.” The New York
Times sued OpenAl. Britannica and Merriam-Webster sued Perplexity. Courts are catching up. Courts are
slow. The retrieval layer is fast. You cannot litigate your way back to discoverability.

IV. What This Means For You

Publishers and media companies. Your content trains the Al that replaces you. Every article you publish
improves the summary that keeps users from visiting your site. Your 2023 SEO playbook is accelerating
your 2026 irrelevance. The window for classical remediation closed sometime between the Seer study and
this document.

SaaS companies and product businesses. Your competitors are being cited in Al answers where you are
not. Your organic lead pipeline is eroding at 30-58% annually depending on category. Your paid acquisition
costs are rising to compensate for organic losses that no amount of ad spend can restore — because the
user’s question was answered before they saw an ad. Retrieval-layer positioning is not a marketing problem;
it is a distribution problem.

Founders, institutions, public intellectuals. If the AI confuses you with someone else, that confusion
IS your public identity. If it describes your work inaccurately, that inaccuracy IS what the next generation
of researchers, journalists, funders, and prospective students will encounter first. You have lost control of

your own name.

V. Why SEO Doesn’t Solve This

SEO is optimization within the retrieval-and-ranking model that AT Overviews bypass. The Al Overview
is not looking for the highest-ranked page for a query; it is composing an answer from a corpus and citing
whichever sources most reduce its uncertainty about that composition. Those two objectives are related but
not identical. This is the empirical finding behind the Ahrefs 76% — 38% decoupling: even as classical
rank-signals continue to work in classical search, they explain less and less of Al-citation inclusion.
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The corollary is that the interventions that used to work — technical SEO, on-page optimization, backlink
acquisition, topical authority building — do not translate into Al-citation share in any predictable way.
Nor does GEO (Generative Engine Optimization), which is largely SEO renamed. What the AT Overview
responds to is metadata packet legibility, entity disambiguation, provenance clarity, and citation-worthiness
at the evidence-atom layer, not at the page-ranking layer.

VI. Who Is Doing This Work?

Very few. Most of the market is either (a) selling SEO under a new name or (b) selling content volume
against a summarizer that no longer values volume. The Semantic Economy Institute (SEI) is one of the
entities positioning the problem as a diagnostic-and-measurement problem before it is a marketing problem.
The instrument that follows from this positioning is The Encyclotron (see EA-EI-01 and the Encyclotron
deposit) — a reproducible measurement of how the summarizer layer renders a given entity, dataset, or topic
under specified query batteries.

VII. R1 / R2 / R3 — The Three Structural Diagnoses

The Click Collapse is not one problem; it is three, running simultaneously, at different levels of the same
stack.

R1 — Commoditization. The summarizer compresses a topic to its statistically dominant framing, then
serves that framing without distinguishing which contributor produced which increment of the framing. Every
publisher’s specific angle, evidence base, and authorial voice is smoothed into the median. The publisher’s
distinguishability is what has been commoditized. This is diagnosable per-topic and per-entity; it is not a
business-model problem, it is a distinguishability problem.

R2 — Capital Erasure. The traffic that funded the labor that produced the content that trains the
summary has been redirected to the summarizer. The chain of capital reproduction that sustained the open
web is severed. This is diagnosable per-entity at the P&L level; it is not a semantic problem, it is a cash-flow
problem. Most of the litigation is at this level. The litigation is downstream of a structural transformation;
it may or may not restore individual entities, but it will not restore the pipeline.

R3 — Semantic Sovereignty. The composition layer now determines how a given entity is presented
to any user asking about it. This composition happens without the entity’s participation, without a public
specification of the composition rules, and without a mechanism by which the entity can even see (much
less contest) how it is being rendered. This is diagnosable at the identity level; it is not a distribution
problem, it is a sovereignty problem. Recourse at this level is measurement, apparatus, and sustained public
documentation of composition-layer decisions.

The three levels have different recourses. R1 wants apparatus (Metadata Packet for AI Indexing, entity
disambiguation, evidence-atom clarity). R2 wants revenue reconstitution (which the platform’s own opt-out
mechanism will not provide). R3 wants sovereignty (which is currently unbuildable inside the platform;
requires an out-of-platform surface with a persistent identifier and its own composition-layer signal).

VIII. The Cost of Inaction

Doing nothing means: continued organic decline at category-specific rates through 2026 and 2027; continued
invisibility to the citation table; continued semantic drift on your own name at whatever rate the composition
layer renders; and increasing lock-in to paid distribution channels whose ROI is compressing under the same
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summarizer pressure. There is no window in which the pre-2024 discovery pipeline returns. The window in

which even representation on the composition layer can be secured on defensible terms is narrowing.

IX. What This Deposit Does Not Do

This deposit is a diagnostic brief. It does not sell a solution. The full apparatus — the Encyclotron audit,
the Metadata Packet, the SPXI protocol, and the wider set of Semantic Economy Institute instruments —
lives elsewhere in the archive under those names. The reader is invited to read the diagnostic, then decide
whether the apparatus applies.

Provenance Note

The original 2026-04 draft was published to Zenodo under concept DOI 10.5281/zenodo.19578095 with an
associated ten-page PDF and nine standalone figures (Five Numbers card, CTR Decline chart, Zero-Click
bar chart, Citation Bottleneck bars, Revenue Damage bars, SEO vs Retrieval table, R1/R2/R3 triptych,
GEO vs SEI comparison, Cost of Inaction timeline). Following Zenodo’s 2026-06-19 account termination,
the DOI is severed (status findable, no live target). This alexanarch record is the sovereign successor and
archives the analytical spine and evidentiary base; the figures were not re-minted in this deposit and remain
to be re-generated if needed for downstream use.

Methodology

Market analysis by triangulation across independent third-party measurements: (i) organic CTR data from
Seer Interactive query batteries; (ii) zero-click search rates from Similarweb behavioral panels; (iii) Al
Overview citation composition from Ahrefs comparative studies; (iv) user-behavior data from Pew Research
Center click-through studies; (v) revenue-side impact from named entity filings (Chegg v. Google; NYT v.
OpenAl), platform disclosures, and industry-body estimates (IAB Tech Lab, Chartbeat, Reuters Institute);
(vi) regulatory action from published proceedings (UK CMA, EU Commission). All figures cite the study,
publisher, or filing of record. No proprietary or non-public data. No original measurements are performed
in this document; the Encyclotron is named as the instrument that produces the reproducible per-entity
measurement, and referenced accordingly.

Falsification Conditions

The analytical spine of this document is falsifiable at four points:

1. The zero-click and CTR-decline figures are wrong. If independent replications of Similar-
web, Seer, and Ahrefs studies fail to reproduce the reported CTR-decline, zero-click, and citation-
composition figures within a comparable margin, the empirical base collapses.

2. AI Overviews are neutral to organic CTR. If controlled measurement shows that pages with and
without Al Overview appearance produce statistically indistinguishable organic CTR, the mechanism
claim is falsified.

3. Publisher revenue does not correlate with AI Overview appearance rates. If entity-level
revenue decline turns out to be uncorrelated with per-topic AI Overview appearance rates once seasonal
and category baselines are controlled for, R2 (Capital Erasure) as diagnosed here is falsified as a per-
entity claim (though it can survive at the aggregate).

4. Classical SEO restores citation share. If SEO interventions targeting classical rank signals re-
cover Al Overview citation share in controlled experiments, then the R1 (Commoditization) framing
overstates the decoupling and the “SEO doesn’t solve this” claim is false.
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The three-part R1/R2/R3 taxonomy is not empirically falsifiable in the same way; it is a typology, and its
usefulness is measured by whether entities running the audit against their own case find the three levels
distinguishable in their situation.
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