
 
 

Visual Cues and Trust in AI-Generated Search Results: An Eye-
Tracking Study on Google AI Overviews1 
 
Brüning Genannt Wolter Mariusa, Haase Lisa Eleonoraa, Lewandowski Dirka, Michaelsen 
Bennoa and Schott Fabiana  
 
a Hochschule für Angewandte Wissenschaften Hamburg (HAW Hamburg), Berliner Tor 5, Hamburg, 20099, 

Germany 

1. Abstract 

The integration of generative artificial intelligence (AI) into search engines is transforming how 
users access and evaluate online information. Search engine results pages (SERPs) have evolved from 
ranked lists of hyperlinks into dynamic, query-responsive interfaces that blend retrieved content with 
model-generated text (Amer & Elboghdadly, 2024; Trippas et al., 2025). Despite high user trust in 
search engines as information sources (Ries et al., 2025), AI-generated answers remain susceptible to 
factual errors and hallucinations, typically delivered with high confidence and accompanied by source 
attributions that frequently fail to substantiate the claims they accompany (Liu et al., 2023; Memon & 
West, 2024). Research consistently shows that users rely on heuristic cues, such as layout, design, 
branding, and citation presence, rather than verifiable accuracy when judging credibility (Fogg et al., 
2003; Metzger & Flanagin, 2013; Ding et al., 2025). Visual trust signals such as logos or inline citations 
can increase perceived credibility independently of factual quality (Ding et al., 2025; Kang et al., 2015) 
yet may simultaneously obscure inaccuracies. Eye-tracking studies further demonstrate that even minor 
changes in SERP design significantly influence users' visual attention and behaviour (Lewandowski & 
Kammerer, 2021; Strzelecki, 2020).  

In Germany, trust in journalistic brands varies considerably: public service broadcasters and 
established regional newspapers rank among the most trusted news sources, whereas tabloid and online-
native outlets receive markedly lower trust ratings (Newman et al., 2025). This pre-existing 
differentiation in brand trust provides an ecologically valid basis for manipulating source credibility as 
an experimental factor, allowing the present study to examine how citation presentation, source 
credibility, and answer accuracy jointly shape user trust and content adoption on AI-generated SERPs.  

To investigate these questions, a 2×2×3 mixed-factorial eye-tracking experiment was conducted 
with 43 participants in a usability laboratory in Hamburg, Germany. This design involved three 
manipulated variables (two of two levels, one of three levels), combined between- and within-
participants comparisons, and included continuous eye-tracking throughout. Participants completed six 
health-related search tasks on simulated Google SERPs containing manipulated AI-generated answers. 
Independent variables were source presentation (logo versus footnote), source credibility (trusted versus 
less trusted), and answer accuracy (accurate, vague, false). The dependent variable was behavioural 
adoption of AI-generated content, defined as participants' subsequent reproduction of AI-provided 
answers on a follow-up questionnaire and multiple gaze-based measures, including the number, 
duration, and sequence of fixations on the manipulated SERPs across predefined areas of interest 
(AOIs).  

Answer accuracy was the strongest predictor of adoption: participants were significantly more likely 
to adopt accurate answers than vague or false ones (p < .001). Neither source credibility (p = .688) nor 
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visual presentation (p = .404) significantly influenced adoption, and no interaction effects were 
observed. Eye-tracking revealed that logos attracted significantly more fixations to the citation area 
than footnotes (p = .023), but this heightened attention did not translate into higher adoption or self-
reported trust. Descriptively, false answers were adopted more often than vague ones, suggesting that 
confident phrasing may enhance perceived credibility even when content is inaccurate.  

By combining behavioural adoption measures with eye-tracking data, this study provides new 
insights into how users evaluate AI-generated answers in search environments. The findings suggest 
that trust in AI-generated content is shaped less by surface-level credibility cues, such as logos or 
citation formatting, and more by the perceived quality, clarity, and plausibility of the content itself. 
These results contribute to the growing field of AI-supported information behaviour and underline the 
importance of designing search engine interfaces that prioritise factual transparency and content 
reliability over visual trust signals. 
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