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Abstract

Google’s Al Overviews (AIOs) shift search from a ranked list of
links toward a synthesized answer with a small set of citations.
This change raises questions about which sources become visi-
ble as the basis for Al-generated search responses, especially for
news organizations whose authority and audience access have long
depended on search visibility. This article examines citations to
selected news outlets and user-generated content (UGC) platforms
in 351,568 AIOs collected by the National Internet Observatory. We
compare citations to high-traffic U.S. news domains with citations
to major UGC platforms, measuring prevalence, quarterly change,
co-citation, and citation order. UGC platforms appeared in 24.15%
of citation-bearing AIOs, compared with 5.94% for selected news
outlets. The presence of citations to selected news outlets declined
from 11.87% of AlOs in 2024 Q3 to 3.89% in 2026 Q1, while UGC
citations rose sharply in the same time period. The two source types
rarely appeared together (1.16% of AIOs). When they did co-occur,
UGC platforms appeared before selected news outlets in 57.98% of
cases. These findings suggest that UGC platforms function less as
complements to selected news outlets than as substitutes within
AIO citation lists. Our findings identify Al citations as a distinct
mechanism of source visibility and show how generative search
may marginalize news outlets not only through traffic loss, but
through omission entirely.
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1 Introduction

Google Search has long mediated access to public knowledge. Search
results are not neutral inventories of the web; they are ordered,
filtered, and presented through ranking systems that shape which
sources become visible and credible to users [12, 16, 26]. Yet the
familiar search results page still organized that mediation around
navigation. Users encountered links, snippets, publishers, and other
cues, then decided which sources to open, compare, and evaluate.
Google’s Al Overviews (AIOs) change that arrangement by generat-
ing a synthesized answer at the top of the results page and attaching
a comparatively small set of cited links to that answer [14, 32]. This
interface shifts search from retrieval toward response: Users are no
longer asked only to choose among candidate sources, but are first
given an answer that appears to have already integrated them.
This shift makes citation newly important and newly ambigu-
ous. In human-authored work, a citation conventionally points to a
source that the author has read, interpreted, and used to substan-
tiate a specific claim. In an AIO, the relationship between answer
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and source is produced by a proprietary retrieval, ranking, and gen-
eration system. Users cannot observe how candidate pages were
selected, how conflicting sources were weighted, or whether a
cited page supports the particular claim beside which it appears.
Prior work on large language models and search has emphasized
this provenance problem: Generative systems can produce fluent
answers while obscuring the evidentiary chain that would allow
users to verify them [19, 21, 35]. Recent studies of Al search and
Al assistants have documented inaccurate, incomplete, or mislead-
ing citations, including cases in which systems attribute claims to
sources that do not support them, fail to distinguish original report-
ing from republished material, or refer to Al-generated sources of
suspect credibility [2, 11, 17]. The presence of a citation therefore
should not be treated as equivalent to a transparent account of
sourcing.

This ambiguity is especially consequential for news. News orga-
nizations have historically depended on search both as an audience
pathway and as a public signal of relevance. Al-generated sum-
maries intensify economic concerns that users may receive enough
information from the results page and therefore not click through
to the original publisher. Early evidence indicates that users are
less likely to click links when an Al summary appears in Google
results, while journalism industry surveys identify Al search and
answer interfaces as a major source of anxiety about referral traffic
and platform dependence [1, 6, 23]. However, the stakes are not
only economic. AIO citations also create reputational relationships
between Al systems and the sources they display. When an Al
answer cites a news outlet, users may interpret the outlet as hav-
ing supplied or endorsed the answer, even when the outlet had
no control over the synthesis. Audience research on Al assistants
suggests that users can assign some responsibility to cited news
brands when Al-generated news responses are inaccurate [3]. The
inverse problem has received less attention: What happens when
news organizations are omitted from an authoritative Al-generated
answer altogether?

Omission matters because AIO citations do not simply distribute
clicks. They also signal which sources the system treats as relevant,
credible, and useful for answering a question, extending the rela-
tionship between algorithmic ranking and source authority [5, 12].
If news outlets are excluded from those citations, their absence may
weaken their public association with expertise in the domains they
cover. At the same time, other source types may gain authority
by appearing in their place. User-generated content (UGC) plat-
forms are an important comparison because Google has explicitly
designed search features to surface forum, Q&A, and social media
content when queries may benefit from other people’s experiences,
and to rank more content created from personal or expert points


https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5110-3737
mailto:nhagar@umn.edu
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5005-6123

of view [7]. UGC can be valuable precisely because it records sit-
uated perspectives that professional news may not capture. But
UGC platforms and news organizations are not institutionally inter-
changeable. They differ in verification routines, professional norms,
and editorial accountability [4, 8]. This distinction motivates our
central question of whether UGC platforms may substitute for news
outlets in Google AIO citations.

We examine this question using 351,568 AIO responses collected
by the National Internet Observatory (NIO), a large-scale infrastruc-
ture project for studying online behavior in real-world browsing
environments [22]. Our analysis asks how often AIOs generated
in response to real user queries cite news outlets compared with
UGC platforms, how the share of these citations changes over time,
and how the two source types are ordered when they appear to-
gether. We find that UGC platforms are far more prominent than
major news outlets in AIO citations. News citations appear rela-
tively rarely, and their share decreases over the period we observe.
By contrast, UGC platform citations become more prominent over
time. The two source categories also rarely appear together in the
same AIO. When they do, UGC sources tend to appear earlier in
the citation list than news sources. Taken together, these patterns
suggest that UGC platforms under real-world conditions are not
merely supplementing news outlets in AIO citations; in many cases,
they appear to be replacing them as visible sources for Al-generated
answers.

The contribution of this study is threefold. First, it extends re-
search on search and algorithmic authority by examining citations
as a distinct form of platform-mediated source visibility. Second,
the study contributes to research on journalism and platform de-
pendence by identifying reputational omission as a complement to
the more familiar concerns of traffic loss and misattribution. Third,
the study offers empirical evidence about the source ecology of
AlOs at scale and in response to real user queries.

2 Background

Search engines have long acted as algorithmic gatekeepers for news.
They select, rank, summarize, and format information in ways
that make some sources more visible than others [12, 13, 16, 37].
For news, visibility in search is also a form of public authority.
Users often treat highly ranked search results as more relevant and
credible, even when they know little about the underlying ranking
process [26]. For news organizations, search visibility therefore
affects more than referral traffic. It shapes which institutions appear
available, authoritative, and relevant when users seek information
about public affairs.

AI Overviews intensify this long-standing form of curation.
Traditional search results pages ask users to navigate among a
set of ranked sources. AIOs instead place a synthesized answer
above or alongside those sources, with citations functioning as
the visible trace of the system’s sourcing process [14, 32]. Google
presents these Al features as an evolution of search, arguing that Al
Overviews and AT Mode help users ask more complex questions and
receive more useful answers with links to the web [33, 34]. However,
the move from ranked links to synthesized answers changes the
role of source selection. The sources cited in an AIO are not merely
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options a user may consult; they become part of the evidentiary
apparatus through which the answer is made credible.

What sources AIOs rely on to support that credibility remains
an open empirical question. Google describes Al search features as
grounded in web content and designed to show supporting links,
but the company does not disclose the retrieval, ranking, or source-
selection rules that determine which pages appear in a given AIO
[14, 20]. Independent evidence is mixed. Some audits of Al search
and Al assistants document citation errors, unsupported claims,
and failures to distinguish original reporting from derivative or
republished content [2, 11, 17, 19]. A recent large-scale study of
Google AIOs found that, while cited domains were more credible
than first-page results on average, a meaningful share of claims
were unsupported by cited pages [39]. These findings suggest that
AIO citations cannot be inferred from ordinary search ranking
alone. They must be studied as a distinct source-selection layer.

There are reasons to expect news outlets to remain important
within that layer. Professional journalism claims epistemic authority
through routines of reporting, verification, and editorial account-
ability [4, 5, 8]. Those routines are especially relevant for current
events, where information is contested, time-sensitive, and socially
consequential. Google has also built news-specific ranking signals
around topic authority, original reporting, and source reputation
[15]. AIOs should therefore have a reason to keep news outlets vis-
ible, especially when queries touch on domains where professional
reporting supplies timely evidence. Citations to recognizable news
brands can help make an Al-generated response appear grounded
and maintain the legitimacy of search as information infrastructure.

At the same time, the contemporary news environment gives
Google reasons to rely heavily on user-generated content (UGC)
platforms. The Reuters Institute’s 2026 Digital News Report iden-
tifies a milestone in news consumption: Across 48 markets, social
media and video networks became the most widely used source of
online news globally, ahead of news organizations’ own websites
and apps [9]. YouTube, Instagram, TikTok, Facebook, Reddit, and
other platforms now organize a large share of how users encounter
public information. This shift does not mean that UGC is institution-
ally equivalent to journalism. Social media and video networks are
associated with lower trust, misinformation concerns, and weaker
accountability structures [9]. False or misleading information can
spread rapidly in networked environments, and early work shows
that Al systems are susceptible to manipulation via content on UGC
platforms [18, 38, 40]. But UGC platforms also supply forms of sit-
uated, experiential, and community knowledge that search engines
increasingly seek to surface. Google has explicitly redesigned parts
of search to elevate social media posts and first-hand perspectives,
and it has entered a data partnership with Reddit for this purpose
[7, 27, 31].

These developments are further complicated by the econom-
ics and legality of Al-mediated news. News organizations have
challenged Al companies over the use of copyrighted reporting in
model training and Al-generated outputs, while publisher groups
have criticized Google’s AI Mode and Al Overviews for using pub-
lisher content in ways that may reduce traffic and compensation
[24, 25, 36]. At the same time, Google operates YouTube, one of the
largest video platforms for news consumption [9]. The resulting
incentives are uneven. News content can help Al systems answer
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questions about current events, but licensing disputes and pub-
lisher resistance may make professional news a more contested
input. UGC platforms, by contrast, offer large quantities of con-
stantly updated content, often through platform relationships that
can be operationalized through APIs and product integration.

Being cited in an AIO is also not straightforwardly beneficial for
news outlets. Citation may create visibility, signal authority, and
potentially route users to a publisher. But it can also expose a news
brand to reputational risk if users interpret the outlet as responsible
for an Al-generated synthesis it did not write or approve. Audience
research suggests that users may assign some responsibility to
cited news brands when Al assistants provide inaccurate news
responses [3]. Non-citation presents the inverse risk: The outlet
may be excluded from the visible evidentiary chain even when its
reporting, expertise, or institutional authority would otherwise be
relevant. This exclusion becomes more consequential as Google
expands Al search [33, 34]. As these interfaces become more central
to search, appearing or not appearing in Al citations may shape
institutional visibility in ways that traditional click-through metrics
only partially capture.

This makes citation a relational outcome rather than an all-or-
nothing measure. A news outlet can be cited alone, cited alongside
UGC, or omitted while UGC is cited instead. These patterns imply
different models of how source categories operate in Al search. In
a complementarity model, UGC and news sources appear together
because they supply different kinds of evidence: Professional report-
ing may provide verification and institutional context, while UGC
may provide lived experience, practical knowledge, or community
interpretation. In a substitution model, UGC appears where news
might otherwise be expected, either because the system treats UGC
as sufficient evidence or because its retrieval and ranking processes
favor UGC platforms over news outlets. Distinguishing these mod-
els requires examining not only whether news and UGC are cited,
but also how often they co-occur, how their shares change over
time, and where they appear in citation order.

We therefore ask:

RQ1: How often do Google AIOs cite news outlets compared with
UGC platforms?

RQ2: How do news and UGC citation shares change over time?
RQ3: How often do news outlets and UGC platforms appear to-
gether in the same AIO?

RQ4: When news outlets and UGC platforms co-occur, how are
they ordered in the citation list?

3 Data and Methods

This study uses AI Overview (AIO) responses collected by the Na-
tional Internet Observatory (NIO) to examine how Google cites
news outlets and user-generated content (UGC) platforms in Al-
generated search responses [22]. We first describe the AIO citation
corpus and the source-classification rules used to distinguish se-
lected news outlets from UGC platforms. We then detail how we
measure source composition, co-citation, and citation ordering.

3.1 AIO Citation Data

The raw data include AIO content records and AIO link records.
Content records identify the Google search session, collection time,

search URL, extracted query, AIO text, and collection timeframe.
Link records identify the cited URL, cited host, citation rank, link
text, and description associated with the AIO. We deduplicate link
records within each AIO by citation rank, URL, and normalized
host, retaining the latest collected version.

351,568 AIOs had at least one cited host and form the primary
analytic sample. The retained AIOs span 2024 Q3 through 2026
Q1. The median citation-bearing AIO cited three distinct domains.
For analyses of co-citation, we further restrict the sample to AIOs
with at least two distinct cited domains (n = 328,785), because a
one-domain AIO has no opportunity to cite both news and UGC
sources.

We normalized cited hosts by lowercasing domains, removing
leading www ., stripping trailing punctuation, and extracting host-
names either from the provided domain field or, when needed, from
the cited URL. Domain matching uses a suffix rule that matches a
root domain and its subdomains.

3.2 Source Classification

Each distinct AIO-host pair is coded for whether it matches a se-
lected news domain, a UGC platform domain, both, or neither. The
classification creates two auditable source measures that can be
compared across AlOs.

The news measure comes from Press Gazette’s April 2026 rank-
ing of the 50 biggest news websites in the United States by traffic,
which Press Gazette compiles from Similarweb data [30]. We con-
verted each listed site to a normalized root domain. Press Gazette’s
April list includes substack. com; we removed that host from the
news measure because it identifies a self-publishing platform rather
than a specific news organization. The resulting measure therefore
captures citations to 49 selected high-traffic news domains.

The UGC measure is also host based. We define a UGC-platform
citation as a citation to a public social or content platform orga-
nized around user-created or user-contributed material. Our sample
draws on Pew Research Center’s social-media/news and social-
media-use fact sheets, which identify the major platforms through
which U.S. adults use social media and receive news, and on the Eu-
ropean Commission’s list of designated very large online platforms
under the Digital Services Act [10, 28, 29]. The sample includes
the principal public platform domains, common aliases, and short-
link domains for YouTube, Reddit, TikTok, Facebook, Instagram,
X/Twitter, Threads, Bluesky, Pinterest, Nextdoor, Snapchat, Rumble,
and Truth Social.

3.3 Measures

The main unit of analysis is the AIO. For each citation-bearing AIO,
we count the number of distinct cited domains, the number of news
domains, the number of UGC-platform domains, and the number
of remaining cited domains. We then assign each AIO to one of
four source-composition states: news only, UGC only, both, or
neither. These states provide the main descriptive measure for
RQ1 and the quarterly trend measure for RQ2.

For co-citation analyses, we use only AIOs with at least two
distinct cited domains. We define an AIO as co-citing news and UGC



when it contains at least one news domain and at least one UGC-
platform domain. This measure supports RQ3 by distinguishing
simple prevalence from relational source composition.

For ordering analyses, we use the citation rank supplied in the
AIO link records. When an AIO contains both source types, we
identify the first news citation and the first UGC-platform citation.
We then calculate the percentage of mixed AIOs in which UGC
appears before news, or where news appears before UGC. These
measures address RQ4.

3.4 Analysis

The analysis proceeds in four steps, corresponding to the four
research questions. First, we measure the overall prevalence of
news and UGC-platform citations among citation-bearing AIOs.
The main descriptive measure is the share of AIOs that cite news
only, UGC only, both source types, or neither.

Second, we examine change over time by recalculating these
source-composition shares within each collection quarter. This
allows us to assess whether the citation environment shifts toward
or away from news and UGC platforms over the observed period,
using citation-bearing AIOs collected during each quarter as the
denominator.

Third, we evaluate whether news and UGC platforms tend to
appear together or apart. For this analysis, we restrict the denom-
inator to AIOs with at least two distinct cited domains, because
one-domain AIOs cannot co-cite source types. We then tabulate the
frequency of source type co-occurrence, relative to all AIOs and to
the appearance of each source type in isolation.

Fourth, we examine citation order within AIOs that cite both
source types. For each mixed AIO, we compare the rank of the
first news citation with the rank of the first UGC-platform citation.
The main ordering measure is the share of mixed AIOs in which
UGC appears before news, compared with the share in which news
appears before UGC. This measure captures which source type
receives earlier visible placement when both are present.

4 Results

The results show a clear asymmetry in how AIOs cite selected news
outlets and UGC platforms. UGC platforms appear in a substantially
larger share of citation-bearing AIOs than selected news outlets,
and the two source types rarely appear together. When they do
co-occur, UGC platforms more often appear earlier in the citation
order.

UGC platforms appear more often than selected news outlets. RQ1
asked how often AIOs cite selected news outlets compared with
UGC platforms. Among 351,568 citation-bearing AIOs, UGC plat-
forms appear far more often than selected news outlets (24.15%
and 5.94% of AIOs, respectively—Table 1). AIOs that cited UGC
platforms without citing news outlets were also much more com-
mon than the inverse (22.99% and 4.78% of AlOs, respectively). The
remaining 71.07% of AIOs cited sources from other categories, in-
cluding health and medical resources (e.g., the Cleveland Clinic,
Mayo Clinic), reference sites (e.g., Merriam-Webster, Britannica),
government sites, and commercial sites (e.g., Amazon).
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Table 1: Source composition of citation-bearing AI Overviews

Source composition AIOs % of citation-bearing

AlOs
News only 16,794 4.78
UGC only 80,812 22.99
Both news and UGC 4,091 1.16
Neither selected news nor UGC 249,871 71.07
Any selected news 20,885 5.94
Any UGC platform 84,903 24.15

Note: Denominator is 351,568 citation-bearing AIOs. Rows in the lower panel are
summary rows and are not mutually exclusive.

News citations decline while UGC citations grow. RQ2 asked how
the share of news and UGC citations changes over time. Figure 1
shows the quarterly share of citation-bearing AIOs with any selected
news citation and any UGC-platform citation. Selected-news cita-
tions decline throughout the observed period, falling from 11.87% of
citation-bearing AIOs in 2024 Q3 to 3.89% in 2026 Q1. UGC-platform
citations initially decline between 2024 Q3 and 2024 Q4, but then
rise sharply, increasing from 14.16% in 2024 Q4 to 37.33% in 2025
Q4 and 37.32% in 2026 Q1.

AIO Citations Shift Toward UGC Platforms Over Time
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Figure 1: Quarterly prevalence of selected-news and UGC-
platform citations among citation-bearing AIOs

Note: Points show the share of citation-bearing AIOs in each collection quarter.
Quarterly denominators are 21,812, 63,342, 74,367, 75,647, 64,768, 48,288, and
3,344, respectively.

This trend suggests that the aggregate gap between news and
UGC is growing: By the end of the period, AIOs were nearly ten
times as likely to cite a UGC platform as a selected news outlet.

News and UGC rarely co-occur. RQ3 asked how often selected
news outlets and UGC platforms appear together in the same AIO.
They do so infrequently. Across all citation-bearing AIOs, only
1.16% cited both source types (Table 1). Restricting the comparison
to AIOs with at least two distinct cited domains, where co-citation
is possible, 4,091 AIOs (1.24%) cited both selected news and UGC.

UGC appears earlier when both source types are present. RQ4
asked how news and UGC are ordered when they co-occur. Among
AIOs that cited both source types, UGC platforms appeared before
selected news outlets in 57.98% of cases. Selected news outlets
appeared before UGC platforms in 42.02% of cases.
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This ordering result is narrower than the prevalence and co-
citation results because it applies only to mixed AIOs. However,
it reinforces the same overall pattern. Even in the relatively small
set of AIOs where selected news outlets and UGC platforms both
appear, UGC platforms more often receive earlier placement in
the citation list. Together, these findings show that UGC platforms
are not simply appearing as supplements to selected news cita-
tions. They are more prevalent overall, increasingly common over
time, rarely co-occur with selected news outlets, and more likely to
appear first when the two source types are both present.

5 Discussion

This study shows that AIO citations do not simply reproduce the
source hierarchy that might be expected from professional news’
epistemic authority over current events. Across more than 350,000
citation-bearing AIOs, UGC platforms appeared far more often than
selected major news outlets, grew more prominent over time, rarely
appeared alongside selected news sources, and tended to appear
earlier when both source types were cited. These findings are most
consistent with a substitution model of AIO citation. UGC platforms
are not merely being added to news sources as complementary
forms of evidence. In many AlOs, they appear to occupy citation
space that selected news outlets do not.

This finding extends research on search and algorithmic author-
ity by showing how generative search changes the object of source
visibility. In traditional search, source authority is mediated through
ranking: A news outlet may be more or less visible depending on
where it appears in a list of links [12, 26]. In AIOs, visibility is me-
diated through a smaller and more selective citation layer attached
to a synthesized answer. This changes the meaning of omission: A
news outlet omitted from an AIO citation list is absent from the
evidentiary frame of the answer itself. The results therefore suggest
that AIO citations should be studied not only as traffic pathways,
but as a distinct form of platform-mediated source recognition.

The findings also complicate the expectation that professional
news will remain central in Al search because of its relationship
to verification, original reporting, and public-interest information.
Journalism’s authority rests partly on institutional routines [4, 5, 8].
Google has also described topic authority and original reporting
as important signals in news search [15]. Yet selected major news
outlets appear in only a small share of AIO citations, and their
presence declines over the observed period. This does not mean
that AIOs never rely on journalism, nor does it establish that Google
is intentionally replacing news with UGC. It does suggest, however,
that the institutional authority of news does not automatically
translate into visible citation authority in generative search.

For publishers, the results suggest that the risks of Al search ex-
tend beyond lost traffic. Existing concerns about AIOs often center
on whether users will still visit publisher websites after receiving a
summary on the search results page [6, 23]. That concern remains
important, but our findings point to an additional problem of rep-
utational omission. If AIOs answer news-relevant queries while
citing UGC platforms instead of news outlets, publishers may lose
not only traffic but also visible association with the topics they
cover. This matters because search visibility has long helped de-
fine which institutions appear authoritative in public information

environments. Non-citation can therefore become a form of institu-
tional marginalization, especially if users increasingly encounter
information through Al-generated answers rather than through
lists of navigable sources.

For search platforms, the findings point to a need for greater
transparency around citation selection. AIOs present citations as
evidence for a synthesized answer, but users and publishers have
limited ability to assess why a source appeared, why another did
not, or what role the cited source played in generating the response.
This opacity is especially consequential when source types dif-
fer institutionally. One implication is that citation design should
do more than provide links. Search platforms could make source
type, source role, and provenance more legible, especially when
an answer combines professional reporting (or analysis/opinion),
platformed user content, official sources, and commercial pages. An-
other implication is that independent auditing of Al search should
treat citations as structured outputs worthy of measurement in their
own right. The source ecology of Al answers cannot be understood
from answer text alone.

Limitations. Several limitations qualify these claims. First, the
news measure captures a selected set of high-traffic U.S. news do-
mains based on Press Gazette’s ranking. This choice provides an
auditable and substantively important sample of major news outlets,
but it does not capture local news, niche publications, nonprofit
outlets, wire services, international news organizations, or topic-
specific expert sources that may also perform journalistic functions.
The results therefore show the marginal position of selected major
news outlets in AIO citations, not the full presence of all journalism.

Second, the UGC measure is platform-based at the domain level.
A citation to a UGC platform may point to many different kinds of
content. Domain-level classification is appropriate for measuring
platform visibility, but it cannot determine the genre, producer, or
evidentiary quality of each cited item. Future work should combine
domain-level analysis with content-level coding to distinguish pro-
fessional, creator, and ordinary-user sources within UGC platforms.

Third, the study examines a rapidly changing interface. Google
continues to adjust AIOs, AI Mode, citation presentation, and rank-
ing systems. The trends observed here may therefore reflect a par-
ticular stage in the development of Al search rather than a stable
equilibrium. Continued measurement will be necessary to deter-
mine whether the rise of UGC citations and decline of selected-news
citations persists as Google’s Al search products mature.

Conclusion. AlOs are part of a broader reconfiguration of online
sourcing in which platforms do not merely route users to informa-
tion but increasingly synthesize, select, and authorize information
on their behalf. The results of this study show that, within this
reconfiguration, selected major news outlets occupy a relatively
small and declining position in AIO citations, while UGC platforms
occupy a much larger and growing one. This pattern matters be-
cause news and UGC are not epistemically interchangeable, even
when they appear as equivalent links beneath an Al-generated an-
swer. As search becomes more answer-oriented, citation becomes
a site where platform design, source authority, and institutional
visibility converge. Understanding who gets cited, who gets omit-
ted, and how those choices change over time is therefore central to
understanding the public role of generative search.
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