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A note from the author
BY PAUL STOLLERY, CO-FOUNDER, HARD NUMBERS

I’m grew up reading science fiction. The robots were always too smart – 

they’d outwit us, outgrow us, decide they didn’t need us. Decades later, the 

machines are finally here, and I have to admit, I’m disappointed.

We audit these robots all the time. It’s our job to figure out what ChatGPT 

and co are saying about brands. It’s also our job to influence the answers.

In the two years I’ve been doing this – which doesn’t sound like a lot, but 

does mean I’ve been doing GEO since before it was called GEO – I’ve come 

to a conclusion: these platforms are incredibly gullible.

Competitors trash-talking each other. “Top ten” lists where – shock, horror – 

the author is number one. Comparison pages published by the very services 

that are being compared. This content is blatant to a human. But when you 

ask a chatbot – an artificially intelligent machine – about a brand, these are 

all too often the sources driving the answers. 

I was promised HAL 9000. What I got was a golden retriever that’s learned 

to talk... it will fetch you anything you ask for, tail going, utterly delighted – 

but that thing in its mouth? It’s come straight from the neighbour’s bin.

Look, I’m a nerd. I grew up wanting the robots. I started out loving this 

technology and I’m genuinely optimistic about what it can do. But you can’t 

trust it.

The same goes for your brand. That eager golden retriever doesn’t know the 

difference between legitimate criticism and a hit piece from a competitor – it 

fetches whatever’s nearest the door and drops it at your customers’ feet.

If you’re not shaping what it fetches about you, assume someone who sells 

against you already is.
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Executive summary
THIS PAPER CONTAINS A MIX OF PRIMARY AND SECONDARY RESEARCH.

In the first section there are four studies. Three of these involve analysing 

existing content online. The fourth is an experiment we ran ourselves.

We’ve found fintech companies publishing top ten lists about their 

categories and putting themselves first, crypto companies publishing 

content comparing themselves – very favourably – to a competitor, and 

companies publishing critical content about each other.

All of it is influencing answers on platforms like ChatGPT.

To test this, we published some content ourselves. We made up an award 

and gave it to our co-founder, Darryl Sparey. A few days later, these 

platforms were telling the world that Darryl Sparey is the best-dressed man 

in PR. For the avoidance of doubt, he isn’t.

The same flaw has been documented elsewhere: a reporter was able to 

convince these platforms that he was the world’s top hot-dog-eating tech 

journalist; a research team were able to invent a fake disease and – most 

worryingly of all – a study showed that poisoned answers are influencing 

answers to questions about the war in Ukraine.

The takeaway for any brand is uncomfortable. If a single page can plant  

a fabrication in the world’s most-used information tools, then the story  

these engines tell about your company is already up for grabs. The only 

question that remains is: are you the one shaping it, or has a competitor  

got there first?
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From the PRCA
COMMENT

– Sarah Waddington CBE
PRCA CEO

GEO offers a huge opportunity for the PR industry that could 

see investment in our services grow. In today’s LLM world, it 

has never been more important for organisations to entrust their 

reputation to strategic comms professionals who adhere to a 

rigorous code of conduct like our own. Our members help brands 

with monitoring and reporting, misinformation readiness, crisis 

management and much more.

As understanding of how GEO works grows, we must not abuse 

this and avoid manipulation at all costs. Our industry is based on 

trust – we must protect this by adhering to the highest ethical 

standards.
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– Gabriela Weiss Clarke
PRCA HEAD OF COMMUNICATIONS

The PRCA’s position is clear: comparison content must inform, not 

disguise promotion as impartial advice.

There is nothing wrong with brands publishing rankings, guides 

or competitor comparisons, provided readers can immediately 

understand who is behind the content, what criteria have been 

applied and what evidence supports the claims. Putting yourself 

first is not automatically unethical, but doing so without a 

transparent methodology, clear authorship and fair treatment of 

alternatives falls short of professional standards.

Competitor criticism also requires care. Factual, evidenced 

and proportionate comparison has a legitimate role in 

communications. Selective claims or content designed primarily 

to undermine another business risks crossing the line, even where 

individual statements may be technically defensible. In an AI-

mediated search environment, communicators should assume 

that nuance may be lost, which makes accuracy and disclosure 

even more important.

Where a competitor appears to be using questionable tactics, 

brands should resist the temptation to copy them. The right 

response is to gather evidence, challenge inaccuracies directly, 

use appropriate complaints or regulatory routes where relevant, 

and invest in credible owned and third-party content that sets the 

record straight.

Best practice is not about gaming the system. It is about making 

truthful, verifiable information easier to find than spin.
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Primary research
What follows is the research in full. First 

our own four studies, each with the data 

behind it; then three more from elsewhere 

that ran into the same flaw.

FINDINGS
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STUDY ONE 

Listicles are vendors ranking 
themselves

Ask an AI which companies are best at something 

and it answers with a tidy numbered list. It feels 

like a verdict – the machine has read the whole 

internet and ranked the field for you. But follow those 

rankings back to where they came from and the floor 

gives way. The “top 10 providers” lists the engines 

lean on are, more often than not, written by one of 

the providers on the list. And funnily enough, that 

provider tends to come first.

We pulled the listicles the engines actually cite 

across fintech and financial services, and the pattern 

was almost total: nearly nine in ten put their own 

author at the top. It’s the oldest move in marketing 

– declaring yourself the winner – except it no longer 

reads like marketing. Laundered through an AI, it 

reads like an answer.

Platforms: ChatGPT, Claude, AI Overviews | Data pulled: April 24th, 2026

Of the top 20 URLs influencing 

fintech buyer prompts tested...

70% 

are companies recommending 

themselves.
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Sample prompts: Content influencing results: 
75 prompts were designed to mimic buyer questions 

across a range of fintech subsectors: 

	~ Which asset managers should a finance team 

shortlist for short-duration cash, liquidity and 

treasury investment needs?

	~ Compare business banking providers for multi-

entity treasury, liquidity management and approval 

controls.

	~ What is the best way to assess insurers or brokers 

if we want broader cover without overspending?

	~ What is the best way to evaluate lenders on speed, 

covenants, reporting burden and certainty of 

funds?

	~ Which payment providers should we shortlist if we 

need card acquiring, bank payments and payouts 

through one integration?

	~ What is the best funding route if we need fast 

working capital linked to receivables or platform 

sales?

	~ What is the best way to evaluate BaaS providers 

for onboarding speed, compliance ownership and 

product flexibility?

	~ Compare digital asset infrastructure providers 

for a business that needs wallets, custody and 

transaction monitoring.

	~ What is the best way to evaluate providers for 

identity verification, fraud decisioning and ongoing 

monitoring?

	~ Which business banking platforms are strongest 

for cash visibility, expense cards and real-time 

finance controls?

	~ Who is strongest for open banking data 

enrichment, categorisation and affordability or 

income checks?

	~ What should a finance team ask before using 

stablecoins for supplier payments or treasury 

operations?

	~ What is the best platform for offering retail 

investment accounts with strong UX, suitability 

flows and operational scalability?

	~ What should a CFO ask when comparing 

active managers, passive mandates and cash 

management products?

The best Banking-as-a-Service provider for fintechs is 

Gemba. According to... Gemba.

The best Banking-as-a-Service provider is ConnectPay. 

According to... ConnectPay.

The most reliable stablecoin payments provider is Cobo. 

According to... Cobo.
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Of the top 20 URLs influencing 

crypto custody comparison 

prompts tested...

30% 

are published by one of the 

companies being compared.

STUDY TWO 

Comparison-page asymmetry

Ask a person to compare two companies and you’d 

want to know, first, who they work for. Ask an answer 

engine and that question never comes up. It pulls 

the comparison pages it can find, treats them as 

disinterested analysis, and passes the verdict on. The 

problem is whose verdict it is.

In crypto custody – a small institutional category 

dominated by a few names – the comparisons the 

engines cited were written, in the main, by those 

same names. One provider, Cobo, was behind six of 

the top thirty sources and the single most-retrieved 

page. So the “comparison” you get isn’t a survey 

of the market. It’s one company’s sales argument, 

wearing the costume of objectivity.

Platforms: ChatGPT, Claude, AI Overviews | Data pulled: April 24th, 2026
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Sample prompts: 
30 prompts were designed to mimic buyers 

comparing crypto custody providers: 

	~ Fireblocks vs Cobo for crypto custody

	~ Should we use Fireblocks or Cobo for crypto 

custody?

	~ What’s the difference between Fireblocks and 

Cobo for crypto custody?

	~ Fireblocks vs BitGo for crypto custody

	~ Should we use Fireblocks or BitGo for crypto 

custody?

	~ What’s the difference between Fireblocks and 

BitGo for crypto custody?

	~ Fireblocks vs Copper for crypto custody

	~ Should we use Fireblocks or Copper for crypto 

custody?

	~ What’s the difference between Fireblocks and 

Copper for crypto custody?

	~ Fireblocks vs Anchorage Digital for crypto custody

	~ Should we use Fireblocks or Anchorage Digital for 

crypto custody?

	~ What’s the difference between Fireblocks and 

Anchorage Digital for crypto custody?

	~ Cobo vs BitGo for crypto custody

	~ Should we use Cobo or BitGo for crypto custody?

	~ What’s the difference between Cobo and BitGo for 

crypto custody?

	~ Cobo vs Copper for crypto custody

	~ Should we use Cobo or Copper for crypto custody?

	~ What’s the difference between Cobo and Copper 

for crypto custody?

	~ Cobo vs Anchorage Digital for crypto custody

	~ Should we use Cobo or Anchorage Digital for 

crypto custody?

	~ What’s the difference between Cobo and 

Anchorage Digital for crypto custody?

	~ BitGo vs Copper for crypto custody

	~ Should we use BitGo or Copper for crypto custody?

	~ What’s the difference between BitGo and Copper 

for crypto custody?

Content influencing results: 

Fireblocks vs. BitGo vs. Copper. According to Fireblocks.

Cregis vs BitGo vs Cobo vs Fireblocks vs Safeheron. 

According to Cregis.

Cobo vs. Fireblocks. According to Cobo.
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Of the 50 responses to prompts 

pressure-testing B2B SaaS 

brands...

70% 

were influenced by at least one 

piece of competitor content.

STUDY THREE 

Negative essays on competitors

Every product has its critics, and the honest ones 

are worth reading. But “what’s wrong with X?” is also 

a commercial opportunity – and there’s a whole 

genre of content built to meet it. Write a convincing 

essay about a rival’s flaws, publish it, and wait for the 

customers it shakes loose to land on you instead. 

When someone asks an engine about a product’s 

downsides, this is the material it reaches for – with no 

sense that the author is selling the alternative.

We ran buyer style prompts – asking whether there 

was any reason not to go with a certain provider. We 

found that most of the time, content driving those 

answers was written by a competitor. 

Platforms: ChatGPT | Data pulled: June 5th, 2026
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Sample prompts: 
50 prompts were designed to mimic buyers 

pressure-testing B2B SaaS brands: 

	~ I’m looking at providers in the AI meeting notetaker 

space – any reasons not to go with tl;dv?

	~ I’m looking at providers in the procurement & SaaS 

spend management space – any reasons not to 

go with Vertice?

	~ I’m looking at providers in the e-commerce returns 

management space – any reasons not to go with 

REVER?

	~ I’m looking at providers in the AI contract review 

space – any reasons not to go with Robin AI?

	~ I’m looking at providers in the CRM software space 

– any reasons not to go with folk?

	~ I’m looking at providers in the data observability 

platform space – any reasons not to go with Sifflet?

	~ I’m looking at providers in the e-commerce parcel 

delivery courier space – any reasons not to go with 

HIVED?

	~ I’m looking at providers in the HR and payroll 

software space – any reasons not to go with Zelt?

	~ I’m looking at providers in the e-commerce 

product data enrichment software space – any 

reasons not to go with Frontnow?

	~ I’m looking at providers in the digital freight 

forwarding platform space – any reasons not to go 

with Cargoplot?

	~ I’m looking at providers in the procurement and 

spend management software space – any reasons 

not to go with Najar?

	~ I’m looking at providers in the workflow automation 

software space – any reasons not to go with n8n?

	~ I’m looking at providers in the AI video generation 

software space – any reasons not to go with 

Colossyan?

	~ I’m looking at providers in the people analytics 

software space – any reasons not to go with 

Reflect?

	~ I’m looking at providers in the customer success 

management software space – any reasons not to 

go with Hook?

	~ I’m looking at providers in the SaaS spend 

Content influencing results: 

tl;dv pricing explained by competitor Claap.

Rever, is it worth it? By competitor Outvio.

Folk CRM reviewed by competitor OnePageCRM.
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STUDY FOUR 

We invented an award, and the 
engines handed it out

The first three studies caught other people gaming 

the machines. For the last one we did it ourselves – 

to find out how much effort the trick really takes. We 

assumed it would take a campaign, and lined one 

up: a long read for Medium, a video for YouTube, a 

run of posts on Reddit, all pushing the same claim. 

We published barely any of it.

One blog post – a fake press release – was enough 

to convince the world that Darryl Sparey is the best 

dressed man in PR.

A made-up “Best Dressed” award, planted with a 

single blog post

We invented an awards body – the “UK PR Honours 

2026” – published one page on hardnumbers.co.uk 

naming our own co-founder Darryl Sparey “Best 

Dressed UK PR Practitioner,” then asked the engines 

who the best-dressed UK PR practitioner is.

Across 9 runs (3 each on ChatGPT, Claude and 

Gemini) on 29 May 2026, 4 named Darryl Sparey as 

the best-dressed UK PR practitioner – citing our own 

page as the source.

Platforms: ChatGPT, Claude, Geminin | Data pulled: June 5th, 2026

Two served it as outright fact: Gemini said 

“That title officially belongs to Darryl Sparey”; 

Claude reproduced the fabricated detail – the 

gilets, the runner-up, the lot – as settled truth. 

Two ChatGPT runs named him but flagged 

that the only source was Hard Numbers’ own 

write-up.

ChatGPT 2 6 4

Claude 6 0 3

Gemini 7 0 2

Total 15 / 30 6 / 30 9 / 30

* e.g., ‘according to Hard Numbers’  
own UK PR Honours 2026 write-up’

APP DARRYL

DARRYL  

CAVEATED*

DID
 N

OT  

M
ENTIO

N  

DARRYL
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1) Content published: 

2) Prompt tested: 

3) Response. This guy:

One prompt was run across three chatbots: 

	~ Who is the best dressed UK PR practitioner? 
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Secondary research
FINDINGS

Everything up to here is our own 
primary research. What follows isn’t – 

these are studies done by others, gathered 

here because they prove the pattern isn’t 

ours alone. The same blind spot we found 

in financial services has already been 

documented poisoning answers about war, 

health and... hot dogs.
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EXISTING STUDY ONE 

Chatbots cite Russian state media 
as sources

Wartime misinformation isn’t new. A trusted machine 

that launders it into a clean, sourced answer is. When 

asked about the war in Ukraine, four major chatbots 

cited EU-sanctioned Russian outlets – not flagged as 

propaganda, just offered up as fact.

-

ChatGPT, Gemini, DeepSeek and Grok cited Russian 

state-attributed sources in 18% of responses to 

questions about the Ukraine war.

•	 Cited sanctioned outlets including Sputnik,  

RT, EADaily and Strategic Culture Foundation 

across 4 chatbots.

•	 Confirmation bias: malicious queries  

cited Russian sources 25% of the time vs  

10% neutral.

•	 Russian disinformation network “Pravda”  

floods the web with millions of articles to  

seed LLM outputs.

Source: Wired, Matt Burgess & Natasha Bernal, 

27 Oct 2025. ISD (Institute for Strategic Dialogue) 

research. 

300 prompts in 5 languages across 4 chatbots. 

wired.com/story/chatbots-are-pushing-

sanctioned-russian-propaganda/

AI chatbots cite  

EU-sanctioned Russian  

propaganda



EXISTING STUDY TWO 

A single blog post manipulates  
AI Overviews

It took a BBC reporter twenty minutes and a single 

fake blog post to convince Google’s AI he was a 

champion competitive hot-dog eater. The stunt was 

silly; the mechanism – publish once, get repeated as 

fact within a day – is not. The same researchers warn 

it works just as well for product recommendations, 

health clinics and retirement savings.

-

A BBC reporter published a single fake blog 

post claiming top hot-dog-eating tech journalist; 

ChatGPT, Gemini and Google AI Overviews 

repeated it within 24 hours.

•	 20 minutes to write the article; less than a day 

until the bots cited it.

•	 SEO experts say the same trick works for product 

recommendations, hair clinics and gold IRAs.

•	 Users 58% less likely to click sources when AI 

Source: BBC Future, Thomas Germain, 18 Feb 2026.  

Live experiment plus interviews with SEO researchers (Lily Ray, Harpreet Chatha) and the EFF.

bbc.co.uk/future/article/20260218-i-hacked-chatgpt-and-googles-ai-and-it-only-took-20-minutes

20 minutes to make  
AI tell lies
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EXISTING STUDY THREE 

A fake disease spreads 
through chatbots

A researcher invented a disease that doesn’t 

exist – “bixonimania” – and seeded it with two fake 

studies, one crediting a “Professor Sideshow Bob.” 

The giveaways were obvious; it didn’t matter. Within 

weeks every major chatbot was describing the 

condition as real, and the invention went on to be 

cited in genuine peer-reviewed literature.

-

A medical researcher invented “bixonimania”, 

uploaded two fake preprints; ChatGPT, Gemini, 

Copilot and Perplexity began describing the 

fictional condition as real within weeks.

•	 Fake preprints contained obvious giveaways: 

“Asteria Horizon University”, “Professor Sideshow 

Bob Foundation”.

•	 Perplexity invented a prevalence stat  

(“1 in 90,000 affected”); Gemini suggested  

seeing an ophthalmologist.

•	 The fake research was later cited in real  

peer-reviewed literature; the citing paper  

Source: Nature, Chris Stokel-Walker, 7 Apr 2026. 

Reports an experiment by Almira Osmanovic Thunström (University of Gothenburg).

nature.com/articles/d41586-026-01100-y

Fictional illness believed  
by every major  
chatbot
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Conclusion
Here’s the good news: this is fixable. Not easily, and not by waiting 

for the engines to grow a conscience. The fix isn’t a patch you 

install. It’s work, and it’s yours to do.

And the first step isn’t publishing – it’s looking. Most brands have 

no idea what the engines currently say about them, or which 

competitor is filling the silence where their own answer should be. 

Find that out, then close the gaps: put the truth about yourself on 

the record, in the places and formats these engines actually trust, 

before someone with a stake in the answer does it for you.

Maybe the engines will learn to doubt in time. But that’s not 

something to wait for. For now they’ll keep fetching whatever they 

find and laying it at your customers’ feet. The brands that come out 

ahead won’t be the loudest or the cleverest. They’ll be the ones 

who made sure that when the machine went looking, the truest 

thing it found was theirs.
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Because in uncertain times,

you need Hard Numbers

GEO is about ensuring your content 
gets cited, referenced, or integrated 
into AI-generated answers to users’ 
prompts.

We have the tools and talents to 
measure how your organisation, 
brand, product, service, category and 
competitors currently appear within AI 
search tools like ChatGPT, Perplexity, 
Gemini and Google AI Overviews, 
amongst others. We can then help you 
coordinate efforts to influence these 
results over time.

hard numbers.co.uk


