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Executive Summary

The landscape of search engine optimization (SEO) and web development is undergoing a fundamental

shift driven by the rise of Large Language Models (LLMs) and "agentic" AI. This briefing examines the

emergence of llms.txt , a proposed technical standard intended to guide AI agents through website

content. While early adopters like the State of Maryland and major WordPress plugins (Yoast and

RankMath) have embraced the file, industry experts and Google representatives remain skeptical of its

current impact on rankings. Beyond technical files, the document explores the broader strategies of

Generative Engine Optimization (GEO), contrasting short-term "spammy" AI content tactics with long-

term brand authority. Projections suggest a potential 50% decline in traditional search clicks over the

next three years, necessitating a transition toward "AI readiness" and consistent cross-platform brand

identity.

Detailed Analysis of Key Themes

1. The llms.txt  Standard: Hype vs. Utility

The llms.txt  file is a proposed plain-text standard designed to serve as a machine-readable index of

a site's most critical information. It is intended to function as a "curated reading list" for AI bots, helping

them retrieve sanctioned information and reducing "hallucinations" (fabricated information).

The Proponent View: Supporters argue that as AI agents "swarm" the internet, they need clear

guidance on which data is authoritative. The State of Maryland, the first government entity to adopt

the standard, reported nearly 12 million requests from AI crawlers in a single month following

implementation.

The Critic View: Industry veterans argue the file is currently redundant. Critics point out that

robots.txt  already manages access, while structured data (Schema) helps with understanding.

Furthermore, major players like Google, OpenAI, and Meta have not officially recognized or required

the file.

Current Adoption Status:

Implemented By: Anthropic, Cloudflare, Stripe, and the State of Maryland.

Plugin Support: Yoast and RankMath have integrated one-click generation features.



Expert Consensus: Google’s John Mueller has stated that no AI system currently uses

llms.txt  for ranking. Experts suggest it is more useful for API documentation and developer

tools than general SEO.

2. Generative Engine Optimization (GEO) and AI Search Dynamics

As users move from manual URL searching to "ask-in" commands via chatbots, the visibility of a brand

depends on being cited as a source by LLMs.

LLM Biases: Different models exhibit specific source preferences:

Google & Perplexity: Strong bias toward Reddit and YouTube.

ChatGPT: Preference for high-authority editorial websites (e.g., The Guardian, NBC).

Perplexity: Often favors official government and university domains for specific topics.

Grok (xAI): Heavily weights posts and terminology found on X (formerly Twitter).

Tracking and Measurement: New tools, such as Peak AI, have emerged to simulate user queries

across platforms like ChatGPT and Perplexity to track brand mention frequency, sentiment, and

citation sources.

3. Short-Term Hacks vs. Long-Term Sustainability

The ease of AI content generation has led to a "cat-and-mouse game" between spammers and search

engine developers.

Strategy Type Tactics Risks/Benefits

Short-Term

(Spam)

Writing 50 AI blog posts daily; stealing

competitor titles; "cringe" listicles (e.g., "10

Best CRMs" where the author is #1).

Can increase traffic 10x in months,

but risks brand reputation and future

penalties.

"Compact

Keywords"

Creating short (415-word) pages targeting

high-intent transactional queries.

High conversion rates; focuses on

buyers rather than general

information seekers.

Long-Term

(Brand)

Consistent brand descriptions across LinkedIn,

X, and the website; building high-quality

editorial backlinks.

Sustainable growth; resilient against

algorithm updates; builds genuine

trust.

4. The Future of Information Retrieval

The briefing identifies a trajectory toward an "any door" approach to websites, where AI agents act as

the primary interface for users.

Agentic Commerce: Google is testing "agentic shopping experiences" where users can research

and purchase products (e.g., a gravel bike) entirely within the search interface without ever visiting

the retailer’s website.

Decline of Traditional Search: Predictions indicate that "10 blue link" search clicks will decline by

at least 50% in the next three years as LLMs provide direct answers.

The Role of E-A-T: Expertise, Authoritativeness, and Trustworthiness (E-A-T) remain critical mental

models. AI engines gravitate toward sources with authentic, high-impact information, such as



Wikipedia or niche-specific subreddits.

Important Quotes with Context

"Robots.txt is the security guard telling visitors which aisles are off limits. LLMS.txt is the

curated syllabus, highlighting exactly which books they should read 1st to truly understand

the collection." — Michael Price, MarketUS Context: This analogy clarifies the distinction

between access control ( robots.txt ) and content prioritization ( llms.txt ).

"The thought that a search and answer engine would tell people here is the file where you

just put the keywords you want to rank for is so absurd... it’s like the meta keywords where

Google more than 15 years ago figured out [they] will not give me valuable information." —

Malte Landwehr, SEO Expert Context: Landwehr expresses skepticism that llms.txt  will ever

be a ranking factor, comparing it to obsolete SEO tactics that were easily manipulated.

"For what it's worth, no AI system currently uses LLMS.txt... The tools and the best

practices that already exist—that's what matters." — John Mueller, Google (as cited by

Starsky Robinson) Context: Mueller dismisses the current technical necessity of the file, urging

webmasters to focus on established SEO fundamentals.

"SEO as the default growth channel for many companies is dead... the total cake is

becoming smaller and smaller... unless you get a bigger piece, you will shrink as well." —

Malte Landwehr, SEO Expert Context: Discussing the saturation of the market and the shift in

how traffic is distributed in the AI era.

Actionable Insights

For Technical Implementation

Evaluate llms.txt  Case-by-Case: If the organization maintains extensive API documentation or

technical guides (like Stripe or Cloudflare), implementing llms.txt  may provide utility for

developer-focused AI agents. For general marketing sites, it is currently a low-priority "pamphlet."

Prioritize Established Standards: Focus on solid technical SEO and Schema markup. AI models

often derive their "grounding" from the snippets provided by traditional search services.

Monitor Query Fan-outs: Use network inspection tools or specific LLM features (like Perplexity’s

tabs) to see the actual search queries AI models use to generate answers. Align content with these

"fan-out" terms.

For Content and Brand Strategy



Enforce Verbal Consistency: Use identical language to describe the brand across all platforms

(LinkedIn, X, website footer, press releases). This helps LLMs correctly identify and categorize the

entity "overnight."

Target Transactional Gaps: Focus on "Compact Keywords"—short, high-intent pages that answer

"buy" queries rather than "how-to" queries. Informational content is more likely to be summarized

by an AI, resulting in zero clicks to the site.

Build Off-Site Signals: Since LLMs look for "proof points" to assign trust, organizations should

seek mentions on high-authority editorial sites and active engagement on platforms like Reddit and

YouTube, which are heavily weighted by current AI models.

Prepare for Agentic Browsing: Anticipate a world where AI agents perform actions (like booking or

buying). Ensure information is formatted clearly for machine retrieval to remain a viable option for

these agents.

Want to explore this topic further?

Book a free discovery call to discuss how ManaTech can help

your business implement these ideas.
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