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Your website was built for Google. The world has changed. Today, your prospects consult

ChatGPT, Gemini or Perplexity before calling you. If your digital presence isn't understood by

these systems, you don't exist in the new discovery economy.

This paper explains why building or rebuilding a website in 2026 can no longer be done without integrating the
technical foundations that make your content readable by artificial intelligence systems. It presents the Ashford
& Sterling approach to digital foundations.
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01 — THE SHIFT

Your website is invisible to AI

For two decades, the rules were clear: a good website had to please Google. Keywords, backlinks, page speed,
responsive design. Companies that mastered these fundamentals were visible.

In 2026, these rules are no longer sufficient. ChatGPT has 400 million monthly active users. Gartner predicts a
25% drop in traditional search volume by late 2026. 90% of B2B purchases will be intermediated by AI agents by
2028.

The problem: the vast majority of existing websites were not designed to be understood by these systems. A site
that is technically valid for Google can be completely opaque to an LLM (Large Language Model).

The consequence is brutal: when a prospect asks ChatGPT or Perplexity to recommend a provider in your sector,
your company doesn't appear. Your competitors do.

78% of B2B companies are invisible to the major generative AI platforms. This is not a reputation problem. It is a
commercial problem.
78% of B2B companies are invisible to the major generative AI platforms. This is not a reputation problem. It is a
commercial problem.
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02 — AI-READY ARCHITECTURE

What machines need to understand you

An "AI-ready" site is not a futuristic site. It is a site built with standards that already exist, but that most web
agencies ignore because they were not necessary in the Google era.

AI-native architecture treats the website as one interface to your data — not the only one. AI agents, chatbots,
voice assistants need to query your content via APIs and structured data, without having to "scrape" your pages.

Semantic HTML — Every content element is tagged with its real meaning (article, nav, section, aside). LLMs
understand structure, not just text.

JSON-LD / Schema.org — The format recommended by Google since May 2025 for communicating with AI systems.
Organisation, services, FAQ, reviews — every entity is explicitly declared.

Headless-ready architecture — Separating content from presentation allows your data to be consumed by any
interface — website, mobile app, AI agent.

Citable content — Question-based headings, direct answers, verifiable factual data. LLMs prioritise content
structured in digestible segments with clear summaries.

E-E-A-T built-in — Experience, Expertise, Authoritativeness, Trustworthiness. Expertise signals are embedded in the
site's structure itself, not added as an afterthought.
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03 — THE 7 PILLARS

A modern website in 2026

1. Performance first

A site that takes more than 3 seconds to load loses 53% of its mobile visitors. Core Web Vitals (LCP, FID, CLS) are no longer
optional — they are ranking signals. Modern formats (WebP, AVIF), lazy loading, server-side rendering.

2. Mobile native

Over 70% of web visits are on mobile in 2026. Mobile-first is no longer an option — it is the starting point of all design. Touch
experience, readability and speed on mobile networks are the norm.

3. Structured data

Schema.org in JSON-LD for every entity on your site: organisation, services, FAQ, events, products. This is the language AI
systems use to understand who you are and what you do.

4. Semantic architecture

Semantic HTML5, consistent heading hierarchy (H1→H3), microformats, ARIA attributes for accessibility. Every page has a clear
purpose and a readable structure.

5. Strategic content

Answer-oriented writing: question-based headings, page-top summaries (TL;DR model), verifiable data. Content is written to
be cited by AI, not just read by humans.

6. Security & compliance

HTTPS, security headers, GDPR compliance, transparent cookie policy. Technical trust is an authority signal for AI systems and
search engines alike.

7. Brand identity

An AI-ready site does not sacrifice aesthetics. On the contrary: distinctive brand components (quote cards, expert panels,
visual statistics) strengthen both the human experience and AI recognition.

ashfordsterling.com consulting@ashfordsterling.com



ASHFORD & STERLING Public — 5 / 11

04 — STRUCTURED DATA

The language AI understands

Structured data used to be an "SEO bonus". In 2026, it is infrastructure. Without it, AI systems have to guess the
meaning of your content. With it, you explicitly tell them who you are, what you offer, and why you are credible.

JSON-LD format is recommended by Google (since May 2025) because it is separated from HTML and easy for
machines to parse. Every AI engine prefers it because it requires no DOM interpretation.

ESSENTIAL SCHEMA TYPES

Organization — Name, logo, address, phone, social profiles. The baseline identity of your company.

Service / Product — Each offering described with price, description, geographic area.

FAQPage — Frequently asked questions with direct answers. Preferred format for AI conversational responses.

Article / BlogPosting — Author, date, topic. E-E-A-T signals for credibility.

LocalBusiness — For geographically anchored businesses. Hours, contact details, service area.

BreadcrumbList — Hierarchical navigation. Helps AI understand your site's tree structure.

Consistency is critical: your structured data must match exactly what is visible on the page. AI engines check for this
consistency, and mismatches can result in penalties or exclusion.
Consistency is critical: your structured data must match exactly what is visible on the page. AI engines check for this
consistency, and mismatches can result in penalties or exclusion.
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05 — PERFORMANCE & MOBILE

Speed as a ranking signal

Google has used Core Web Vitals as ranking signals since 2021. In 2026, these metrics have become even more
important because AI systems prioritise fast, stable sites for their citations.

A site that takes 16 seconds to display its main content (LCP) on mobile — which we regularly observe in our
clients — has no chance of being cited by an LLM. AI agents have much shorter timeouts than human patience.

LCP (Largest Contentful Paint) — Main content must appear within 2.5 seconds. Beyond 4 seconds, Google and AI
systems penalise you.

FID / INP (Interaction to Next Paint) — Interactivity must respond within 200ms. A slow-reacting site is a site that
loses conversions.

CLS (Cumulative Layout Shift) — Visual stability must stay below 0.1. Layout shifts destroy user trust.

TECHNIQUES

Image compression (WebP, AVIF) and lazy loading

Server-side rendering (SSR) or static site generation (SSG)

CSS/JS minification and dead code elimination

CDN (Content Delivery Network) to reduce geographical latency

Optimised browser caching and Brotli/Gzip compression
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CREATE OR REBUILD?

Two paths, one destination

Whether you are starting from scratch or modernising an existing site, the goal is the same: a digital foundation
that makes you visible in the new discovery economy.

Create

New business or repositioning

No existing site or obsolete site

AI-native architecture from day one

Modern design and brand identity

Deployment on performant hosting

Content management training

Rebuild

Existing but underperforming site

Technical audit and gap mapping

Progressive migration without SEO loss

Structured data injection

Core Web Vitals optimisation

Content re-architecture for AI

In both cases, we work in close collaboration with your internal teams or existing providers. Our role is not to
replace — it is to build the foundations that no one else masters.
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06 — THE A&S APPROACH

From foundations to visibility

Ashford & Sterling is not a web agency. We are an AI visibility advisory firm that has expanded its scope to cover
the entire digital value chain. Because the best AI strategy is useless if your foundations are fragile.

01 Discovery

Audit of your existing digital presence. Analysis of your sector, competitors and objectives. Scope definition: creation or
rebuild.

02 Architecture

Design of the site tree, structured data, content model. Technology choices adapted to your context — not to our
preferences.

03 Build

Website development with native AI foundation integration. Responsive design, optimised performance, built-in
accessibility.

04 Deploy

Production deployment on performant hosting. DNS, SSL, CDN configuration. Cross-browser and cross-device testing.

05 Connect

The site is ready for the next step: our AI Perception Audit™. The foundations are in place, visibility can be measured and
optimised.
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THE 360° CONNECTION

Foundations serving visibility

Digital Foundations is not an isolated service. It is Layer 0 of our 360° methodology — the base on which all other
visibility layers rest.

Layer 3 — AI Perception (GEO) What we measure

Layer 2 — SEO Fundamentals What we audit

Layer 1 — Technical Foundations What we diagnose

Layer 0 — Digital Foundations What we build

No one else connects all four layers. SEO agencies cover layers 1–2 without AI. AI consultants cover layer 3
without foundations. Traditional web agencies build Layer 0 without understanding its impact on AI visibility.
Ashford & Sterling delivers the complete picture.

Combine Digital Foundations with an AI Perception Audit™ to get a complete view of your digital presence — from
technical foundations to AI perception.
Combine Digital Foundations with an AI Perception Audit™ to get a complete view of your digital presence — from
technical foundations to AI perception.
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FAQ

Frequently asked questions

Do we need a new site or can we improve the existing one?

It depends on the state of your current foundations. We always start with a diagnostic to determine whether a progressive
rebuild is sufficient or a reconstruction is more efficient. In both cases, the goal is the same: an AI-ready architecture.

How long does a digital foundations project take?

Typically 3 to 6 weeks for a corporate site, longer for complex sites with e-commerce or multilingual requirements. Each
project is scoped to your context.

Do you work with WordPress?

We work with the technology best suited to your situation. This could be WordPress, a headless CMS, or custom development.
Technology choices are guided by your needs, not our preferences.

What happens after delivery?

The site is your property — code, hosting and domain are in your name. We can provide maintenance or train your teams. And
the natural next step is our AI Perception Audit™ to measure your visibility.

What is the investment?

Digital foundations projects start from €2,500. The cost depends on complexity, number of pages and required features. We
always provide a detailed quote before any commitment.
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NEXT STEP

Let’s build your digital foundations.

Your website is the first impression AI systems have of your organisation. Make sure it’s the right

one.
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