Web experiment blurs lines between visible content and AI search optimisation
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A web experiment circulating this week has reopened an awkward question for search marketers: can a page with no visible body copy still win attention in Google and AI search systems if it is built for machines rather than people? According to Shaun Anderson’s post on Hobo Web and comments from others involved in the discussion, the test page appeared blank to human visitors but carried a dense layer of machine-readable markup, hidden text for assistive technologies and additional discovery files aimed at crawlers. Peter Mindenhall argued on social media that the page was surfacing in Google, while also noting that it did not appear in AI Overviews or their citations. The result is less a conventional content play than a stress test of how far structured data and invisible HTML can be pushed before the line between optimisation and manipulation becomes too thin to ignore.
That tension matters because Google’s own guidance is clear that structured data should reflect what users can actually see on the page. The company says markup should be a true representation of the content, and warns against describing material that is hidden from readers or otherwise misleading. In that light, critics in the thread were quick to argue that the experiment did not prove Google rewards emptiness so much as it exposed a site built around concealed content and heavy schema use. Ryan Jones and David McSweeney both suggested the page was not truly blank in technical terms, since the HTML still contained text that could be read by crawlers or screen readers. Anderson later acknowledged that, on its own, the setup would sit uneasily with Google’s rules and could reasonably be treated as spam rather than a model for sustainable search performance.
The broader debate also reflects how search itself has changed. Industry commentary has been pointing out for some time that ranking highly in Google no longer guarantees visibility, because the results page is crowded with AI summaries, shopping modules, featured snippets and other elements that can intercept user attention before an organic listing is clicked. At the same time, other writers have argued that AI-driven discovery platforms assess pages differently from classic search, relying more heavily on structured signals, metadata and semantic relationships than on visible prose alone. That is what made the experiment so provocative: if a machine can summarise an invisible page accurately, does that count as reach, relevance or merely a trick of presentation?
For now, the episode looks less like a breakthrough than a warning about where search and AI discovery may be heading. A page designed to satisfy bots rather than readers can still generate interest, citations and perhaps even rankings, but the same qualities that make it legible to machines may also put it at odds with Google’s policies. As Anderson put it, the test is interesting as an examination of the data layer; as a standalone publishing strategy, it is hard to separate from the sort of behaviour search engines have long tried to demote.
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