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Most businesses optimize their web pages for AI answers and completely ignore their PDFs,
whitepapers, research reports and slide decks — which is a mistake, because AI engines read
those documents too, and they often contain exactly the quotable, data-rich material models
love to cite. If your best thinking is trapped in a PDF that's invisible, unparseable or buried,
you're handing a citation to whoever published the same idea in a format the machine could
actually read. This is my read as a practitioner, not a guarantee about how any engine ranks
sources, but I've seen too many strong documents get skipped for fixable reasons to treat it as
a minor issue.

Think about what a whitepaper or research report actually is: a dense, structured, often original-data

document written in exactly the declarative, evidence-heavy style that AI answers reward. That's

citation gold. The problem is almost never the content. It's that the document is published in a way that

makes it hard for a crawler to find, hard for a parser to read, or impossible to attribute cleanly. Those

are plumbing problems, and plumbing problems are solvable.

Yes, AI reads your PDFs — if it can
The crawlers that feed AI training sets and retrieval systems can and do process PDFs and other

documents, not just HTML pages. A PDF with a real text layer is just text to a machine. Perplexity and

similar tools will happily pull from a public report if they can retrieve it and read it. So the question isn't

whether documents count — it's whether yours is in a state that lets the machine count it.

The most common failure is the one people never check: the PDF has no text layer. If your report was

produced as a flattened image — a scan, or a design export where the text is baked into the graphic —

then to a parser it's a picture, not words. A human sees a beautiful report; the machine sees an opaque

rectangle. Everything downstream fails because step one failed. The fix is to always export with

selectable, extractable text, and to verify it by opening the file and trying to select a paragraph. If you

can't highlight the text, neither can the machine.



Make the document findable and attributable
A document that isn't linked from anywhere is effectively invisible. PDFs that live only behind an email

gate, or that are uploaded but never referenced by a crawlable page, don't accumulate the signals that

get them discovered and trusted. If you want a report cited, give it a real home: a landing page that

describes it, links to it, and ideally summarizes its key findings in HTML right on the page. That page

gives crawlers a path to the file and gives retrieval systems a readable, linkable surface even when

they don't open the PDF itself.

Filenames and URLs are a small, overlooked part of this. A report hosted at a path ending in "final-v3-

REALLY-final.pdf" tells a machine nothing, while a clean, descriptive URL reinforces what the

document is about before a parser reads a word. It's a minor signal, but it's free, and it's the kind of

thing that's trivial to get right at publish time and annoying to change after the link has already spread.

Attribution matters just as much as findability. A document that doesn't clearly state who produced it,

when, and what it's about is hard for a model to cite with confidence. Put the title, author or publishing

organization, and a date on the document itself and on its landing page. Use the document's metadata

fields — title, author, subject — rather than leaving them blank or filled with "Untitled-1." I treat an

undated, unattributed PDF as a half-finished citation: the model may use the idea but has nothing

clean to point back to, and an answer that can't attribute often won't name you.

Structure the document so it's extractable

The same formatting discipline that makes a web page extractable makes a document extractable.

Models and parsers do best with clear headings, short declarative sentences, and self-contained

chunks — a paragraph or a stat that makes sense on its own, lifted out of context. A whitepaper written

as one unbroken wall of academic prose is harder to quote than one with descriptive section headings,

a crisp executive summary, and standalone data points.

There's a deeper reason this matters that's worth understanding. Retrieval systems don't swallow your

document whole — they break it into passages and pull the pieces most relevant to a question. If your

key finding only makes sense after three pages of setup, the passage that gets retrieved will be

missing its context, and the system is less likely to use it well. Write as if any single paragraph might be

the only one a machine ever reads from your document. That means repeating the essential context

inside the chunk that carries the claim, rather than assuming the reader arrived there in order. It feels

slightly redundant to a human reading cover to cover; it's exactly what makes a passage safe to lift.

Descriptive headings do the same job at the structural level. "Methodology" tells a parser almost

nothing about what's under it; "How we surveyed 200 service businesses about AI visibility" tells it



exactly what the section contains and what questions it can answer. Headings are navigation for

machines as much as for people, and vague ones waste the strongest structural signal you have.

Original data deserves special attention, because quantified claims are among the most citable things

you can publish. If your report contains a number worth repeating — a percentage, a benchmark, a

finding — state it in plain text, in a full sentence, with its context attached. "47% of the businesses we

surveyed had never checked whether AI recommends them" is extractable and attributable. The same

figure living only inside a chart image is not, because the number is pixels, not text. Put every

important figure in words somewhere in the document, even if you also show it visually.

Slide decks are a special, high-value case
Decks are the format businesses most often overlook, and they're worth attention for a specific reason:

a good deck is already broken into discrete, self-contained points — one idea per slide — which is

close to how extraction wants to see content. The failure mode is that decks are frequently published

as images or as files with no text layer, so all that well-structured thinking is invisible.

If you publish a deck, publish it in a form that preserves real text, or pair it with an HTML or text version

of the same content. A SlideShare-style page, a transcript, or a companion article that walks through

the key points all give the machine something to read. The content is often already in the ideal shape;

you just have to stop shipping it as a flat picture.

There's a bonus here that most people miss. The speaker notes you wrote for yourself — the

paragraph of explanation behind each slide's headline — are often the richest, most quotable material

you have, and they usually never get published at all. The slide says "AI is changing how buyers find

you"; the notes explain exactly how, with the nuance and the examples. Turning those notes into the

companion article is some of the easiest high-value content you'll ever produce, because the thinking

is already done. You're just moving it from a format no machine reads into one that every machine

does.

Don't gate the thing you want cited
This is the strategic tension worth naming. Gating a report behind a form captures leads, but a gated

document can't be crawled, retrieved or cited — it doesn't exist to an AI engine. You can't have it both

ways with the same asset. My read is that the smart move is to split the difference: publish an ungated

version, or at least an ungated detailed summary with the headline findings and data, on a crawlable

page, and gate the polished full PDF if you still want the lead capture. The ungated surface does the

visibility work and earns the citations; the gated full version does the lead-gen work. Hiding your best



data entirely to protect it from competitors also hides it from the systems now deciding who to

recommend.

A short audit you can run today

Pull your most important document and check five things. Can you select and copy its text? Is it linked

from a crawlable page that summarizes it in HTML? Does it clearly state the title, author or

organization, and a date, including in its metadata? Are the key numbers written out as sentences, not

just shown in charts? And is it reachable without a form, at least in summary? Every "no" is a citation

you're leaving on the table for a document you already paid to produce. Fixing those is some of the

cheapest AI-visibility work available — the hard part, writing something worth citing, is already done.

Key takeaways

Frequently asked questions

Do AI engines actually read PDFs, or only web pages?
They read both. The crawlers that feed AI training sets and retrieval systems can process PDFs and other

documents, and tools like Perplexity will pull from a public report if they can retrieve and read it. The real

question isn't whether documents count — it's whether yours is in a readable state. The most common blocker is

a PDF with no text layer, where the text is baked into an image, so a parser sees a picture instead of words and

everything downstream fails.

AI crawlers and retrieval systems read PDFs, reports and decks — not just HTML — so your

documents are citation sources, if they're in a state the machine can actually process.

✦

The most common silent failure is a PDF with no text layer: a scanned or flattened-image document is a

picture to a parser, so verify you can select and copy the text.

✦

A document nobody links to is invisible; give every report a crawlable landing page that describes it,

links to it, and summarizes its key findings in HTML.

✦

Clear attribution — title, author or organization, and a date, including in metadata — is what lets a

model cite you by name instead of using your idea anonymously.

✦

Write every important number as a plain-text sentence with context; a figure that lives only inside a

chart image is pixels, not citable text.

✦

Gated documents can't be crawled or cited, so publish an ungated summary with the headline data for

visibility and gate the full PDF only if you still need the lead capture.

✦



Should I gate my whitepaper behind a form or publish it openly?
You can't have full lead capture and full AI visibility from the same gated file — a gated document can't be

crawled, retrieved or cited, so to an AI engine it doesn't exist. My read is to split the asset: publish an ungated

version, or at least an ungated detailed summary with the headline findings and data, on a crawlable page to do

the visibility work, and gate the polished full PDF if you still want the leads. Hiding your best data entirely protects

it from competitors but also hides it from the systems now deciding who to recommend.

What's the single most important fix for making a document citable?
Make sure it has a real, selectable text layer, and verify it by trying to highlight a paragraph in the file. If you can't

select the text, neither can the machine, and nothing else you do matters because the first step — the parser

reading words instead of a flat image — has already failed. After that, the highest-leverage fixes are linking the

document from a crawlable summary page, stating clear title/author/date attribution, and writing key numbers out

as sentences rather than leaving them only in chart images.
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