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Executive Summary

We ran 3,348 AI navigation tasks across 269 websites and 77 distinct task types to understand how AI
agents actually navigate the web, where they succeed, and where they fail.

The findings challenge conventional wisdom about AI visibility.

Key results:

● 78.6% overall success rate across all tasks. But this headline number masks significant variation by

strategy, industry, and task difficulty.

● Search is high-risk, high-reward. When AI agents start from a Google search result, 59% of

attempts succeed immediately in a single click. But when search doesn't shortcut to the answer, success

rates collapse to 27%. Homepage navigation is more consistent at 76%.

● The Two-Click Rule: 91% of successful navigation completes within two clicks. If an AI agent hasn't

found what it needs by then, success rates drop below 30%.

● Position trumps relevance. AI agents click links in the top 50 DOM positions 80% of the time, yet

success rates are flat across all positions. The bias toward early links is learned behaviour, not

optimisation.

● When navigation fails, it is almost always loops. 95% of failed traces involve the agent revisiting a

page it has already seen. The agent has options. It just gets stuck circling.

● Industry performance varies by 16 percentage points. SaaS sites lead at 84% success;

Pharma/Healthcare trails at 68%. When normalised for task difficulty, the gap widens further.

These findings suggest that while SEO success remains essential for AI discoverability, it is no longer
sufficient on its own. The web has entered a third dimension: content must exist, rank well, AND be
navigable by AI agents. Most sites aren't built for this new reality.
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The Dimensional Shift

The tools we use to understand online visibility were built for a two-dimensional world.

Dimension One: Content.

In the early web, content existed without expectation of discovery. You built a page; people found it through
links, directories, word of mouth. Discovery was manual and serendipitous.

Dimension Two: Demand.

Search engines changed everything. Suddenly, there was a matching problem: connect what you have
(content) to what people want (queries). SEO emerged to solve this problem, and tools like Ahrefs and
SEMrush spent two decades optimising the match. Today, this is largely a solved problem.

Dimension Three: Accessibility.

AI has added a new layer. Content needs to exist, rank well, AND be reachable by AI agents. They
navigate, click, follow links, render JavaScript, parse content structures, and decide where to go next.

The old playbook breaks down here.

A page can rank #1 on Google and be completely invisible to AI agents. Why? Because AI agents don't use
search engines the way humans do. They land on a page and must navigate from there. If your site blocks
bots, hides content behind JavaScript, or buries important pages three clicks deep in confusing navigation,
AI agents fail. They hit dead ends, trigger bot detection, or simply never find what they're looking for.

This research operates in Dimension Three. We measure whether AI agents can actually navigate
websites, find target content, and complete tasks. The findings have implications for site architecture,
content strategy, and the emerging field of AI accessibility.

Note on Timing
This research began before AI browsing tools like Claude's computer use, Gemini's browser integration, and viral
open-source projects like OpenClaw became widely available. We were predicting a theoretical future that has
now arrived. Our findings provide a baseline for understanding how these tools might perform, though real-world
implementations may differ from our controlled test environment.

" Your content exists. It ranks. But can AI actually get there?"
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Methodology

Dataset

Our analysis draws from the Wayfinder training data archive:

Metric Value

Navigation tasks 3,348

Total link evaluations 494,197

Unique websites 269

Task categories 77

Industries covered 7

How traces were collected

Each trace represents a single AI agent attempting to complete a specific task on a website. The agent
navigates from a starting point (homepage, search result, or hybrid approach) toward target content. At
each step, every link on the page is evaluated and scored; the agent selects one to click. Success means
the agent found the target content. Failure means it gave up or hit maximum steps.

Important
This is not raw LLM chat interaction. We built a custom architecture that allows an LLM to conduct navigation
tasks in a structured, measurable, and repeatable way. Real-world AI browsing (like ChatGPT's browsing mode)
is likely messier. Our data represents something closer to best-case LLM navigation performance under
controlled conditions.

Entry strategies

We tested three navigation approaches:

• Homepage-first: Agent starts at the site's homepage and navigates from there. No search involved.

• Search-first: Agent searches Google (via SerpAPI) and clicks the first result regardless of domain.
This means if a competitor or aggregator site ranks above the target brand, the agent goes there
instead. The agent then navigates from wherever it lands.

• Hybrid: Agent searches Google but filters results to the target domain only, then clicks the first
matching result. If no results match, it falls back to the homepage. This ensures the agent always
starts on the correct site.
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The critical distinction: search-first might land on a completely different website. If you search "Stripe
pricing" and a comparison site ranks #1, search-first goes there. Hybrid would filter to stripe.com results
only. This explains much of the performance gap.

Click counting

Throughout this report, we use "clicks" to mean navigation actions after landing:

• 0 clicks: Agent landed and the landing page was the answer (instant success)

• 1 click: Agent landed, clicked one link, found the answer

• 2 clicks: Agent landed, clicked twice, found the answer

And so on. When we say "91% complete within two clicks," we mean 0, 1, or 2 navigation actions.

Instant successes vs. multi-step navigation

An important note on the data: 37% of successful tasks completed with zero clicks. The AI landed on the
page and it was already the answer. These "instant successes" are included in our overall statistics, but
when we analyse navigation patterns, link positions, and failure modes, we focus on the 1,999 traces that
required at least one click. This distinction matters because link-level insights only apply when there are
links to evaluate.

Figure 1: 78.6% of AI navigation tasks succeed across 3,348 tasks and 269 websites.

Limitations

No backtracking. Our trace collector terminates immediately when the agent revisits a URL. This likely
overstates failure rates compared to production systems that allow recovery attempts. However, it
accurately captures the underlying navigation difficulty.
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Naive search-first. Our search-first implementation clicks the first Google result without reasoning about
which result is most likely correct. This mirrors how many real AI browsing tools operate, but a "smart"
implementation with SERP parsing could potentially perform better.

DOM position vs. visual position. Our link position metric is ordinal DOM order, not on-screen
coordinates. A footer link coded early in HTML but rendered at page bottom would have a low position
number. We found minimal evidence of systematic mismatch, but this remains a potential confound. Future
research should capture both DOM position and visual bounding box coordinates.

Search engine variation. We used Google via SerpAPI. Real AI tools might use Bing, DuckDuckGo, their
own indexes, or proprietary data sources. Results may vary across search providers.

Controlled environment. Our test harness is more structured than real-world browsing. We didn't use full
browser emulation (like Playwright). Future research may need to more closely mirror how frontier AI
browsing tools actually operate.
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Key Findings

1. Search Is Bimodal: Instant Success or Total Failure

Finding: Search-first navigation either works immediately or fails badly. 59% of search-first attempts
succeed with zero clicks (the landing page was the answer). But when search doesn't shortcut to the
answer, success rates collapse to 27%.

Strategy Overall Success Traces

Hybrid 95% 1,056

Homepage 76% 1,352

Search-first 64% 940

The headline numbers suggest search-first performs reasonably (64%). But this masks a bimodal
distribution:

Figure 2: Search shortcuts work; search navigation doesn't. When search-first doesn't immediately find the answer,
success collapses to 27%.

Strategy Instant Success Rate Multi-Click Success Rate

Search-first 90% (556 traces) 27% (384 traces)

Hybrid 99% (675 traces) 87% (381 traces)

Homepage 58% (118 traces) 78% (1,234 traces)
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Search-first is high-risk, high-reward. When it works, it shortcuts directly to the answer. When it doesn't,
you're left navigating from a suboptimal landing page, or potentially a completely different website, with only
a 27% chance of recovery.

Why search fails when it fails:

When we audited where failed search-first traces actually landed, we found telling examples:

• Query: "ahrefs.com product roadmap" landed on a blog post about "SEO Roadmap"

• Query: "site:hubspot.com integrations list" landed on "Content Library"

• Query: "simplified.com case studies" landed on "How to Write a Compelling Case Study" (a template,
not actual case studies)

Of failed search-first traces:

• 17% landed back on the homepage (where homepage-first would have started)

• 7% landed on blog posts about the topic rather than the target page

• 5% landed on legal/privacy pages

• 4% landed on 404 errors

Search engines optimise for user engagement, not AI task completion. Google's top result for "Acme Corp
pricing" might be a blog post that mentions pricing, or a landing page designed to capture leads. Not the
actual pricing page.

This creates a structural problem for AI browsing tools that use search-first approaches (including
ChatGPT's browsing mode and Perplexity). They're betting on the shortcut. When it pays off, great. When it
doesn't, they're starting from a disadvantaged position.

Key Implication
Ranking #1 doesn't mean AI-optimised. If your top-ranking page for "pricing" is content about pricing rather than
your actual pricing page, AI agents will struggle. Traditional SEO success and AI discoverability are different
problems.

Keyword Collision
The Ahrefs example is instructive. "Product roadmap" and "SEO roadmap" have significant keyword overlap, so
content about SEO roadmaps can outrank the actual product roadmap page. This suggests a need for more
careful keyword strategy: audit which terms are mission-critical for AI discoverability and be deliberate about
where those keywords appear. This is an area ripe for both further research and product development.
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2. The Two-Click Rule

Finding: 91% of successful navigation completes within two clicks. After that, success rates drop below
30%.

Clicks Success Rate Traces

0 (instant) 99% 1,349

1 89% 1,124

2 46% 183

3+ 28% 65

Figure 3: Success drops sharply after 2 clicks. Beyond that, failure becomes more likely than success.

The pattern is stark. Within two clicks, success is the norm. Beyond that, failure becomes more likely than
success.

Why this happens:

The pattern reflects compounding errors. If each navigation click has roughly 70% chance of being correct,
after three clicks you're at ~34% cumulative success. Our data matches this model closely.

Our methodology (no backtracking) makes this worse, but the underlying dynamic of error compounding
applies universally. Even with recovery mechanisms, each wrong turn costs time and introduces risk.
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Actions
The first one or two clicks are the critical decision points. If navigation choices are unclear early, you risk leading
the AI into a path it can't recover from. Site owners should focus on making those first clicks obvious: • Put critical
pages in global navigation. Pricing, Contact, key product categories should be one click from anywhere. • Use
clear, descriptive labels. "Pricing" not "Plans & Packages." "Contact" not "Get in Touch." • Add contextual "next
best page" links. If someone lands on a product page, make it obvious how to get to pricing, docs, or support. •
Audit from every entry point. Can you reach your five most important pages in two clicks from *any* page on your
site, not just the homepage?
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3. Position Trumps Relevance

Finding: AI agents click links in early DOM positions far more often, even though success rates are flat
across all positions.

Note: This analysis uses the 1,999 traces that required at least one click, where link-level data was
captured.

Position Bucket Click Rate Success Rate

1-25 1.5% 71%

26-50 0.9% 70%

51-100 0.7% 74%

101-200 0.5% 68%

200+ 0.1% 90%

Figure 4: Clicks cluster in early positions, but success rate is flat. Bubble size shows click volume.

The AI clicks early-position links 10-15x more often than late-position links. But success rates are nearly
identical across buckets. When the AI does venture past position 200 (rare), it actually succeeds more often
(90%, though sample size is small).

The paradox:

If position predicted success, we'd expect a correlation. There isn't one. The position bias looks like learned
behaviour: the AI scans top-to-bottom and clicks what looks promising, like a human would. Unlike a
human, it lacks the contextual reasoning to know when a lower-positioned link is actually the right choice.
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Figure 5: AI clicks early links, but position doesn't predict success. Click volume (bars) vs. success rate (line).

Where clicks land:

Figure 6: 80% of AI clicks target navigation elements.

The AI treats primary navigation as the main discovery mechanism, largely ignoring body content and
deep-page links. This makes sense from a training perspective: if the current page isn't the answer, body
text is about this page while navigation elements are designed to help you find other pages. The AI has
learned that nav elements are the escape route.
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Methodology Note
The position bias may be partially an artifact of how we presented links to the model. Links were provided in
DOM order, which may have created an implicit hierarchy. Future research should test whether randomising link
order or providing explicit position metadata changes behaviour.

Semantic similarity matters, but position matters more:

Clicked links do have higher semantic similarity to the task (0.248 vs 0.085 for non-clicked links, a 2.9x
difference). But SHAP analysis shows link position is the strongest predictor of clicks, outweighing semantic
similarity.

Figure 7: Clicked links have 3x higher task similarity, but position still dominates selection.

Where you place a link matters more than what you call it. A link at position 150 with perfect semantic match
to the task is less likely to be clicked than a vaguely-labelled link at position 20. Important content needs to
live in primary navigation, not buried in footers or body text.
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4. Failure Patterns: Loops Everywhere

Finding: 95% of failed navigation traces involve URL repetition. The agent revisits a page it's already seen.

Note: This analysis uses the 1,999 traces that required at least one click.

When AI navigation fails, the agent hasn't run out of links. Failed traces have plenty of options (median 139
links on the first page). The agent could click. It just gets stuck circling.

The failure sequence:

1. AI clicks a link

2. Landing page doesn't have what it needs

3. AI tries to navigate elsewhere

4. Eventually revisits a URL it's seen before

5. Loop detected, trace fails

Figure 8: 95% of failures involve navigation loops.

Architecture Effects
Our no-backtracking rule exacerbates this pattern. Real browsing tools with recovery mechanisms may perform
better. However, the loop pattern also highlights something about website navigation: menus often have the
same URL represented multiple times with different anchor text. The AI might think it's clicking something new
("Products" vs "Our Solutions") but both link to the same page. We found that 65% of links on a typical page
share a URL with at least one other link. This is actually helpful for important pages (they're easier to find), but
may contribute to loop confusion when the AI is lost.
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Hybrid fails fast: 73% of its failures happen immediately (0 clicks). If it's going to fail, it knows immediately.
Search-first spreads failures across multiple clicks, reflecting the additional navigation required from
suboptimal landing pages.

Future Research
A deeper investigation into loop patterns, duplicate URL detection, and anchor text disambiguation would help
clarify how much of the failure rate is inherent navigation difficulty vs. architectural artifact.
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5. Industry Performance

Finding: Success rates range from 68% (Pharma/Healthcare) to 84% (SaaS and Financial Services), a
16-percentage-point spread.

Industry Success Rate Traces

SaaS 84% 1,013

Financial Services 84% 257

Content/Media 79% 513

Enterprise/B2B 79% 326

E-commerce 74% 771

Telecoms 74% 226

Pharma/Healthcare 68% 242

Figure 9: SaaS and Financial Services lead at 84%; Pharma trails at 68%.

The headline numbers cluster around 70-80%, suggesting standard web conventions work reasonably well.
But when we normalise for task difficulty, real differentiation emerges.
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Performance on hard tasks (multi-click navigation only):

Hard tasks are those requiring three or more clicks to reach the target content, where compounding
navigation errors make success increasingly unlikely.

Industry Easy Medium Hard

Financial Services 91% 73% 48%

SaaS 83% 78% 55%

Content/Media 78% 71% 55%

E-commerce 80% 68% 48%

Telecoms 75% 54% 38%

Pharma/Healthcare 84% 50% 35%

Enterprise/B2B 78% 58% 30%

Figure 10: Industry × difficulty heatmap. Enterprise/B2B collapses to 30% on hard tasks.

What the data tells us:

Financial Services performs most consistently. 91% on easy, 48% on hard, maintaining relative
strength throughout. The regulatory requirements that force financial services sites to be clear and
straightforward translate directly into AI navigability. Plain language and logical structure work for humans
AND machines.

Enterprise/B2B collapses catastrophically. From 78% on easy tasks to just 30% on hard tasks, a
48-percentage-point drop. "Solutions-speak" navigation labels ("Platform", "Capabilities", "Transform Your
Business") confuse AI agents that rely on semantic matching. If a human would struggle to find your pricing
page, an AI will fail.
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E-commerce is remarkably stable. Performance between all tasks and multi-click tasks is nearly identical,
suggesting strong internal navigation structures. E-commerce sites are built for browsing and discovery;
that investment pays off for AI navigation too.

Pharma/Healthcare struggles mid-complexity. Easy tasks (84%) to medium (50%) is a sharp cliff.
Regulatory requirements create complex navigation structures: disclaimers, interstitials, geographic
restrictions, approval-driven hierarchies. The AI gets lost in compliance infrastructure.
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Implications

For SEO and marketing teams

1. Ranking well is necessary but not sufficient.

The bimodal search-first results should concern anyone who thinks "AEO is just SEO." You can rank #1 and
still be invisible to AI agents if that ranking page doesn't directly answer the task. SEO gets you in the game;
AI accessibility determines whether you win.

2. Audit navigation, not just content.

Traditional SEO audits focus on content quality, keyword targeting, and technical crawlability. AI
accessibility requires auditing navigation paths: Can an agent actually reach your pricing page in two clicks?
What happens when it lands on your blog instead of your product page?

3. Prioritise the first two clicks.

The Two-Click Rule means the biggest improvements come from early navigation. Make critical content
reachable from the homepage in one or two obvious steps. Don't rely on deep navigation or internal search.

4. Put important links in primary navigation.

Position bias means footer links and body-embedded links are largely invisible to AI agents. If content
matters, it needs to be in the header navigation with clear, descriptive labels.

5. Avoid "solutions-speak."

Enterprise/B2B sites underperform specifically because their navigation uses abstract labels that don't
match task intent. "Pricing" beats "Investment Options." "Contact" beats "Start Your Journey." AI agents rely
on semantic matching; give them something to match against.

6. Audit for keyword collision.

If "product roadmap" and "SEO roadmap" compete for the same queries, AI agents may land on the wrong
page. Identify mission-critical navigation tasks and ensure the right pages rank for those terms.

For site architecture

1. Flatten important content.

Every additional click compounds error risk. Critical pages (pricing, contact, returns, key product categories)
should be one click from the homepage, and ideally reachable in two clicks from any page.

2. Use descriptive, conventional labels.
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AI agents perform best on tasks with standardised web patterns (terms of service: 96% success; contact
page: 93%). Use labels that match how people describe what they're looking for.

3. Test with task-based audits.

Rather than crawling for technical issues, run task-based audits: "Find pricing," "Find return policy," "Find
the enterprise contact form." This mirrors how AI agents actually approach your site. Better yet, test from
multiple entry points, not just the homepage.
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Technical Appendix

Data sources

File Description

`strategy_*.parquet` 3,348 navigation trace outcomes

`navigation_*.parquet` 494,197 link evaluations (1,999 multi-click traces)

`shap_values.parquet` SHAP feature importance from XGBoost

Feature importance (SHAP values)

Top predictors of link selection:

1. link_position (1.73)

2. task_link_similarity (1.23)

3. anchor_text_length (1.20)

4. page_total_links (1.14)

5. task_surrounding_similarity (1.03)

Figure 11: Link position dominates as the strongest predictor of click selection, outweighing semantic similarity.

Link position dominates, confirming the position > relevance finding.
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Caveats and future research

• Backtracking: Our traces terminate on URL revisit. Future research with backtracking enabled would
show whether recovery mechanisms meaningfully improve deep navigation success.

• Smart search-first: Testing SERP parsing to select better landing pages could improve search-first
performance, though latency costs may be prohibitive.

• Visual position: Capturing bounding box coordinates would distinguish DOM order effects from visual
hierarchy effects.

• Model variation: Results may vary across different AI models and browsing implementations.

• Link presentation: Testing randomised link order or explicit position metadata would clarify whether
position bias is inherent or architectural.

• Loop analysis: Deeper investigation into URL revisit patterns, duplicate hrefs, and anchor text
disambiguation would help clarify how much of the failure rate is inherent navigation difficulty vs.
architectural artifact.

• Full browser emulation: Future research using Playwright or similar tools would more closely mirror
real-world AI browsing behaviour.

Sample sizes by segment

Segment Traces

Homepage strategy 1,352

Search-first strategy 940

Hybrid strategy 1,056

Multi-click navigation 1,999

Instant successes 1,349

This research was conducted by Wayfinder using proprietary navigation trace data. For methodology
questions or data access requests, contact research@wayfinder.ai.


