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Executive Summary

The isAccessibleForFree flag in JSON-LD is a schema.org property used to indicate whether an article or creative work is openly
available or behind a paywall. This report investigates the SEO impact of setting isAccessibleForFree on your article(s). We find
that proper use of this property does not itself boost rankings, but is crucial for correct indexing and compliance
when content is gated. Google’s official documentation explicitly instructs publishers to set isAccessibleForFree: false on
paywalled content to help distinguish it from cloaked or private content (Source: developers.google.com). In practice, using this
markup allows Googlebot to access the full text of paywalled articles (when properly configured) and correctly label them, thereby
avoiding penalties. Conversely, omitting or misusing this tag can lead search engines to overlook or devalue your content - in one
case, The Wall Street Journal saw a 44% drop in search traffic after ending Google’s “First Click Free” model without using proper
structured markup (Source: 9to5google.com) (Source: serpstat.com).

Structured data for paywalled content became especially important after Google’'s 2017 policy shift away from First Click Free
toward a “flexible sampling” model. Under First Click Free (introduced in 2008), sites were forced to give Googlebot (and its visitors)
free access or suffer ranking penalties (Source: developers.google.com). After 2017, Google allowed publishers to restrict content
without penalty, but it introduced guidelines for marking paywalled sections in schema (via isAccessibleForFree and hasPart) to
differentiate legitimate paywalls from deceptive cloaking (Source: developers.google.com) (Source: www.seroundtable.com).

This report provides a comprehensive analysis of this issue. We include:

« Historical background on paywall policies (First Click Free, flexible sampling) and their SEO consequences (Source:
developers.google.com) (Source: 9to5google.com).

« Technical explanation of ]SON-LD structured data and how isAccessibleForFree is used on Article or CreativeWork types.
(Source: developers.google.com) (Source: webmasters.stackexchange.com).
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« SEO effects from multiple perspectives, including Google's official stance, industry analysis, and user experience
considerations (Source: serpstat.com) (Source: www.searchenginewatch.com).

. Case studies and data from publishers and SEO experiments (e.g., WS)'s traffic drop) and statistical findings from tools and
studies (Source: 9to5google.com) (Source: serpstat.com).

. Tables and figures summarizing policies, scenarios, and outcomes to illustrate the impact of different isAccessibleForFree
settings.

« Future implications regarding how paywalled content may be treated in emerging search features (e.g., labeled results,
generative search and evolving SEO best practices.

Key conclusions: Properly marking paywalled articles ( isAccessibleForFree: false, with hasPart sections) helps Google index
and understand the content without giving away private material (Source: developers.google.com) (Source: serpstat.com). Doing so
is best practice for SEO hygiene and compliance; it ensures inclusion in search features (potentially including paywall labels or
carousels) and avoids being flagged as cloaking. By contrast, failing to use this structured data can render premium content
invisible or penalized in search, hurting traffic and business goals (Source: serpstat.com) (Source: 9to5google.com). Finally, note
that while this schema does not directly improve rankings by itself, it is a critical piece of the larger SEO strategy when balancing
open access and subscription content.

Introduction

Background on SEO and Content Accessibility: Search engines like Google aim to index and surface the most relevant content
for user queries. However, content behind paywalls or login walls poses a challenge: if it cannot be crawled or is shown differently
to users and crawlers, search engines may either ignore it or penalize the site under “cloaking” rules (Source:
developers.google.com) (Source: serpstat.com). Historically, the tension between publishers’ subscription models and search
visibility has led to specialized policies and guidelines. For example, Google's original “First Click Free” (FCF) policy (introduced in
2008) required news publishers to provide free access to Google users arriving via search, or face ranking_penalties (Source:
developers.google.com). Under FCF, sites like The Wall Street Journal were obliged to grant free entry on the first click to maintain
their search rankings. By 2017, however, Google shifted to a more publisher-friendly “Flexible Sampling” model, ending mandatory
free access (Source: 9to5google.com) (Source: www.engadget.com). Today, Google encourages publishers to simply mark which
parts of a page are paywalled using structured data, rather than enforcing open access. This change has significant SEO
implications: sites can restrict content without incurring penalties, provided they follow Google’s markup guidelines.

One such guideline is the use of the isAccessibleForFree property in JSON-LD. This schema.org attribute (valid on types derived
from CreativeWork, including Article or NewsArticle) serves as a flag indicating free vs gated content (Source:
developers.google.com). Though the property itself is Boolean, its role is critical in Google’s structured data approach: it explicitly
tells Google if an article (or a section of it via hasPart ) is behind a subscription wall. Importantly, Google has stated that publishers
should set isAccessibleForFree: false for any paywalled section (Source: developers.google.com). In effect, correct use of this
property allows Googlebot (when permitted) to see all content without confusing it for generic cloaking. In the words of Google’s
Search Liaison, Danny Sullivan, “our system is looking to be shown the full content, if a publisher wants to do that. ... Next, you
markup the page so we know what's paywalled/gated content...you’re not trying to cloak us by targeting our crawler specifically”
(Source: www.seroundtable.com).

Purpose of this report: We explore how setting isAccessibleForFree influences SEO. Specifically, we examine whether and how
using this flag affects a page’s ability to be crawled, indexed, and ranked; whether it enables new search features or labels; and
what effects it might have on user experience (e.g., click-through rates, bounce rates) indirectly influencing SEO (Source:
www.searchenginewatch.com) (Source: ralfvanveen.com). We survey official Google documentation, SEO guidelines, expert
commentary, and case data to give a 360° view of the topic. Multiple perspectives are considered, including:

. Google’s perspective (how its crawlers and ranking algorithms treat paywalled content, official recommendations (Source:
developers.google.com), and statements from Googlers (Source: www.seroundtable.com) (Source: www.seroundtable.com).

. Publisher/SEO perspective (how paying or not paying for content within an article affects organic traffic and impression
counts (Source: 9to5google.com) (Source: serpstat.com).

. User experience perspective (how paywalls influence CTR and satisfaction, building on research that “paywalls may create
concerns” for UX and ranking (Source: www.searchenginewatch.com) (Source: ralfvanveen.com).
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« Technical perspective (the implementation of JSON-LD markup for paywalled content, interplay with robots.txt and caching,
and best practices (Source: developers.google.com) (Source: www.seroundtable.com).

We also present case studies and data where available. For instance, after Google ended FCF, The Wall Street Journal reported a
44% drop in Google search referrals, highlighting the real impact of not aligning with Google’s paywall policies (Source:
9to5g00gle.com). On the other hand, some publishers like The New York Times have thrived despite heavy paywalls - NYT reported
3 million digital subscribers as of 2018 (Source: www.searchenginewatch.com) and currently leads paywalled sites in search
visibility (Source: serpstat.com). Understanding the role of isAccessibleForFree is part of understanding why some sites can
maintain search presence despite gating content, while others cannot.

Organization of this report:

« Section 1 provides a historical overview of search engine treatment of paywalled content (First Click Free, Flexible Sampling)
and the introduction of structured-paywall markup.

« Section 2 explains JSON-LD and the schema.org context for isAccessibleForFree, including examples of how it is applied
to articles with and without paywalled sections.

« Section 3 delves into Google’s SEO guidelines for paywalled content and the recommended use of isAccessibleForFree .
This includes a table summarizing policy changes over time.

« Section 4 analyzes SEO impacts through various scenarios (e.g., a paywalled article marked correctly vs incorrectly), with a
table contrasting outcomes.

« Section 5 reviews case studies and data, such as publisher reports and SEO analyses, illustrating how search visibility has
changed for paywalled content.

« Section 6 discusses implications and future directions, including user behavior metrics, potential search feature changes
(like labels in search results), and recommendations for publishers going forward.

« Finally, the conclusion synthesizes findings and provides actionable takeaways.

Throughout, we anchor claims with citations from authoritative sources (Google’s developer docs, SEO research articles, industry
reports, and expert commentary) to ensure a rigorous analysis. The aim is a thorough, balanced, and current view of how the
isAccessibleForFree property in JSON-LD interacts with SEO for article content.

Historical Context: Paywall Policies in Search

Before the advent of schema markup for paywalled pages, Google’s policies motivated how publishers handled gated content for
SEO. In 2008, Google introduced First Click Free (FCF). Under FCF, publishers had to allow Googlebot (and users coming from
Google search) to view paywalled articles free-of-charge on the first click, or else forgo inclusion in Google Search. Google’s blog
announced FCF as a way to “include highly relevant content in Google’s search index” and to benefit publishers by giving them
more exposure (Source: developers.google.com). The rule stated that any user finding the page via Google could see the full text

(and typically a limited number of free views thereafter). Publishers complied at times reluctantly: requiring free access could
reduce subscription conversions.

Over time, enforcement tightened. By about 2016, reports surfaced that “their algorithms punish sites that don’t provide a [First
Click Free] model due to not being able to scan the article, or only a snippet.” This was exemplified when, earlier in 2017, the Wall
Street Journal restricted its First Click Free offering and then saw its search traffic drop 44% (Source: 9to5google.com). The Journal
and other large publishers (e.g. News Corp titles) argued that FCF was too burdensome, requiring them to give away premium
content. Google's reason was that without FCF, its crawler could not see content to index.

September 2017 - Policy Shift: In a major shift, Google announced it would end the penalization for not offering free articles
from search visitors (Source: 9to5google.com) (Source: www.engadget.com). Under the new approach (often called “Flexible

Sampling”), publishers could choose how many free articles (if any) to provide to new users from search, and Google would still
index subscription content normally. As Engadget reported, “Google is relaxing its rules on subscription news stories... allowing
publishers to choose how many (if any) articles they provide for free through the search engine, without any impact on search
result position.” (Source: www.engadget.com). In other words, there would be no ranking penalty for keeping content behind a
paywall, provided Googlebot could crawl as agreed.
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This policy change meant the SEO landscape for paywalled content fundamentally changed. Sites were no longer forced to give free
access, but Google needed a way to understand what was gated content versus cloaking. To replace FCF, Google introduced
structured data guidelines: publishers were invited to use JSON-LD (or microdata) to explicitly label paywalled sections of their
pages (Source: developers.google.com) (Source: developers.google.com). The key properties in this schema are

isAccessibleForFree (on the overall article) and hasPart (with sub-items indicating gated portions via CSS selectors) (Source:
developers.google.com) (Source: webmasters.stackexchange.com).

Because the policy context changed, the SEO impact of paywalls also changed. Under FCF, not offering free access meant
guaranteed ranking decline by design. After 2017, publishers could keep paywalls without penalty, but needed to comply with
structured-data rules to avoid being treated as technically cloaking content. As one SEO expert notes, Google “still allows sites to
give search users a free sample, though there is no penalization for sites that don’t” (Source: 9to5google.com). In practice, this
means Googlebot must be granted access to the content (via IP allowlisting or similar), and the site must mark what is behind a
paywall (Source: www.seroundtable.com) (Source: developers.google.com).

Table 1 below summarizes key policy shifts over time. It highlights when FCF was in effect, when it was dropped, and when Google
formalized the markup approach for paywalled content.

TIME
FRAME

GOOGLE POLICY / FEATURE DESCRIPTION AND SEO IMPLICATIONS

Publishers must allow free access for Google referral users; otherwise content
not indexed. Ranking penalty applied if FCF not offered (Source:
developers.google.com). Enabled indexing of paywalled content at the cost of

First Click Free (FCF)
2008 launched (Source:
developers.google.com)

free user views.

Reports indicate Google began penalizing sites that restricted FCF. Sites like WS)

~2015-

2016 FCF Enforcement Tightens limited free views and saw large traffic drops, implying algorithmic impact for
not complying (Source: 9to5google.com).

S End of Mandatory FCF Google ends ranking penalties for paywalls. Publishers can limit free access

2:':7 (Source: 9to5google.com) with no direct ranking loss. Google introduces “flexible sampling” - publishers

(Source: www.engadget.com) decide how much to sample for free.
2017 Google publishes guidelines (JSON-LD) for marking paywalled content: using
(Post Paywalled Content CreativeWork vocab with isAccessibleForFree:false and hasPart with CSS
os

2H) Structured Data selectors (Source: developers.google.com). Helps Googlebot crawl full content
without cloaking.
Google and Bing index paywalled content (if markup followed) similarly to open
content (Source: serpstat.com) (Source: developers.google.com). Search

2020 interfaces (News, Discover) began to label paywalled articles (e.g.,

2025 Flexible Sampling Matures “Subscription required” badge (Source: www.seroundtable.com). Ongoing

emphasis on UX: publishers are advised to “be subtle” with paywall prompts
(shown <10% of time) to maintain engagement (Source: membermouse.com)

(Source: www.searchenginewatch.com).

Using structured data is now the standard method for SEO rescue of gated content. As Ralf van Veen notes, Google’s 2017 solution
“allows publishers to share entire content with Google’s crawler for better understanding and indexing” while keeping it hidden
from regular users (Source: ralfvanveen.com). Google’s Search Liaison confirms publishers should “show us the full content, and
only us” by allowing Google’s crawler in and then marking which parts are paywalled (Source: www.seroundtable.com). In
summary, the big shift is that there is no ranking penalty for paywalls per se, but SEO friendliness now depends on correct use of

isAccessibleForFree markup alongside technical implementation (crawler access) (Source: serpstat.com) (Source:
developers.google.com).
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Structured Data and JSON-LD for Articles

To understand isAccessibleForFree, we briefly review JSON-LD and schema.org. JSON-LD is a recommended way to include
structured metadata within an HTML <script> tag. It uses schema.org vocabularies to label parts of a page (like articles, events,
products) with their semantic meaning. For instance, an online article might have:

<script type="application/ld+json">

{

"@context": "https://schema.oxrg",

"@type": "NewsArticle",

"headline": "Example news story",

"author": { "@type": "Person", "name": "Jane Smith" },
}
</script>

Here, @type: NewsArticle indicates this JSON-LD block describes a news article. Among the many possible properties (like
datePublished, image, publisher ), schema.org defines isAccessibleForFree (boolean) as an optional property on CreativeWork
(the common parent of Article, Book, etc.) (Source: schema.org) (Source: developers.google.com). According to the official
schema.org definition, it is “A flag to signal that the item, event, or place is accessible for free.” (Source: schema.org). In practice,
Google’s guidelines clarify it as “Whether the article is accessible to everyone, or if it’'s behind a paywall (or requires a
subscription...). Set the property to false to specify that this section is behind a paywall.” (Source: developers.google.com). In short:

e 1isAccessibleForFree: true means the content is freely viewable by any user.

e 1isAccessibleForFree: false means the content requires payment or login.
The isAccessibleForFree property can appear at different levels:

« On the main NewsArticle or Article object: This indicates whether the article as a whole is free or not. For example, an
open-access blog post would have "isAccessibleForFree": true (or omit it, defaulting to true), whereas a fully gated article
would be "false" .

« On nested parts via hasPart: Google’'s paywall documentation shows using hasPart with WebPageElement sub-arrays to
pinpoint exactly which sections are paywalled (Source: developers.google.com) (Source: developers.google.com). Each
hasPart might include its own isAccessibleForFree and a cssSelector to identify the paywall HTML. For instance:

"hasPart": [
{
"@type": "WebPageElement",
"isAccessibleForFree": false,
"cssSelector": ".paywall"

This indicates that the HTML element .paywall contains content that is not free. (In contrast, content outside that selector is
assumed free.) Google's docs illustrate exactly this pattern (Source: webmasters.stackexchange.com) (Source:
developers.google.com). This way the crawler knows which text to trust as matched content and which to ignore as paywalled.

Whether used at the article level or in hasPart, isAccessibleForFree must be a boolean (true/false). Some developers have
erroneously used it as a string (as seen on StackOverflow), but the correct syntax is without quotes in JSON-LD (or True/False if
using microdata) (Source: webmasters.stackexchange.com). The effect is the same conceptually.

Example: A schema snippet for a gated news article (adapted from Google's examples (Source: developers.google.com)
(Source: developers.google.com):
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<script type="application/ld+json">
{
"@context": "https://schema.oxrg",
"@type": "NewsArticle",
"headline": "Insightful News Story",
"datePublished": "2025-10-27T708:00:00Z",
"author": { "@type": "Person", "name": "Reporter Name" },
"description": "Summary of the article.",
"isAccessibleForFree": false,
"hasPart": {
"@type": "WebPageElement",
"isAccessibleForFree": false,
"cssSelector": "#article-content"

}

</script>

In this hypothetical example, we mark the article as not free overall. The hasPart with cssSelector "#article-content" further
indicates that the section of the page containing the article text (say, inside <div id="article-content">) is paywalled.

From an SEO standpoint, the technical requirement is that Googlebot must be able to retrieve the full article content when crawling.
This usually means using server-side logic to show content either to Googlebot specifically (by verifying Googlebot’s IP) or via a
flexible client-side approach. In any case, the structured data must match reality: you cannot declare a section is paid if Googlebot
truly can’t see it. If Googlebot is shown nothing but you carbon-copy the text in JSON-LD, that is cloaking and violation of guidelines
(Source: webmasters.stackexchange.com) (Source: www.seroundtable.com). In short, the isAccessibleForFree annotation is a
complement to a technical setup where Googlebot is permitted to see what paywall-locked users do not.

Next, we examine Google's official guidance on this markup and its intended SEO effect.

Google’s Guidelines for Paywalled Content

Google explicitly addresses paywalled content in its Search Central documentation. The guidelines reiterate that structured data

helps Google distinguish genuine paywalls from cloaking (Source: membermouse.com). Key points include:

« Visibility to Googlebot: The paywalled content (the full article text) should be made accessible to Google's crawler, either by
identifying the crawler (via User-Agent and IP check) or by using client-side hacks that Google approves (Source:
webmasters.stackexchange.com) (Source: www.seroundtable.com). In either case, Google must see the full content (not just

teasers) to index it fully.

« JSON-LD or Microdata: Both formats are acceptable. The example in Google's docs uses JSON-LD, but microdata equivalents
could be used. (Our focus here is JSON-LD.)

. Mark paywalled sections with hasPart: Each paywalled portion should have a WebPageElement in hasPart with
isAccessibleForFree: false and a unique CSS selector (Source: developers.google.com) (Source: developers.google.com). The
selector corresponds to the HTML where the paywall is applied.

« Do not over-mark: Only label as paywalled the parts actually behind the gate. If you have multiple gated sections, list them
all. Do not mark free content as false.

. Prevent search caching: Google recommends blocking the cached copy if you do not want non-subscribers to find an
alternative path to full text (Source: www.seroundtable.com). This is optional but often done in robots.txt .

Google’s example JSON-LD (from [5], [20]) underscores usage of isAccessibleForFree: false in both the article and its parts. One
Google developer guideline summary states: “Set the isAccessibleForFree property to false to specify that this section is behina
a paywall.” (Source: developers.google.com). Conversely, if an article is not behind a paywall, one could set isAccessibleForFree:
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true or omit the property entirely (since true is the default assumption). Google’s documentation focuses on the scenario of
subscription content, and only mentions true to imply a “not gated” state (Source: developers.google.com).

Notably, Google says “structured data helps Google differentiate hidden paywalled content and so-called ‘cloaked’ content - a
technique that goes against search engine guidelines and can impact your rankings” (Source: membermouse.com). In other words,
using this markup correctly protects you from being penalized as cloaking, as long as you follow the rules. The SEO
impact is thus largely about avoidance of negative signals, not direct positive signals.

To illustrate the guidelines, here is a simplified table of do’s and don’ts for an article page:

ACTION GUIDELINE

. . . Yes, set "isAccessibleForFree": false on the main CreativeWork (e.g. NewsArticle)
Indicate paywalled article with

and any hasPart elements (Source: developers.google.com) (Source:
isAccessibleForFree

webmasters.stackexchange.com).

Not compliant. Without hasPart, Google can’t tell which part is paywalled. Include

Omitting hasPart for paywalled )
one WebPageElement per gated section (Source: developers.google.com) (Source:

content

developers.google.com).

Allowed if Googlebot sees full content and others see paywall. Must not differ in a
deceptive way; use IP verification (Source: webmasters.stackexchange.com) (Source:
www.seroundtable.com).

Serving different HTML to Googlebot
than to users

Not allowed if you want content indexed. Googlebot needs access to paywalled pages
if you expect them in search (Source: www.seroundtable.com) (Source:
developers.google.com).

Blocking Googlebot completely (e.g.
via robots.txt)

Setting isAccessibleForFree: true

on paywalled content

Using isAccessibleForFree for non-
article content (events, products)

Incorrect usage. This would signal content is free even though users can’t see it,
which violates clarity rules. Institute false instead.

Valid per schema definitions (Source: schema.org), but outside our scope; focus is on
articles/creative works.

Expert Note: Google’s Danny Sullivan emphasized that “where the ‘leaky’ stuff tends to come in is someone might search with
us, then click on the cached copy of a page to see the full thing we saw. And if that’s a concern, our guidance is to block the
cached copy.” (Source: www.seroundtable.com). This means that to fully secure a paywall, publishers often configure their server
to return a noarchive meta tag or X-Robots-Tag: noarchive for paywalled pages. This is separate from isAccessibleForFree,
but is part of the overall approach suggested by Google’s structured-data document.

In summary, Google encourages the use of isAccessibleForFree as part of its official schema for paywalled content (Source:
developers.google.com) (Source: membermouse.com). The intended SEO benefit is twofold: (1) Google can index the content
properly, and (2) the site avoids being mistaken for using black-hat cloaking. In the next section, we analyze how these guidelines
translate into real SEO outcomes.

SEO Impact by Scenario

To make the discussion concrete, consider several scenarios of article accessibility and JSON-LD markup. Table 2 below summarizes
how different configurations of content accessibility and isAccessibleForFree markup can affect crawling, indexing, and SEO.
These insights are drawn from Google's guidelines (Source: developers.google.com) (Source: serpstat.com) and SEO expert
analysis (Source: ralfvanveen.com) (Source: www.seroundtable.com).
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SCENARIO

A. Free Article (No Paywall)

B. Free Article (with true
flag)

C. Paywalled Article, NO
structured data

D. Paywalled Article,
isAccessibleForFree:false
applied (with hasPart)

E. Paywalled Article,
isAccessibleForFree:true
misused

Notes on Table 2 scenarios:

GOOGLEBOT
BEHAVIOR

Googlebot crawls
entire content
normally (no
restrictions).

Same as A
(Googlebot sees
content).

If server blocks
Googlebot or only
shows paywall for
all UAs, Google
cannot see
content; it may
crawl only
title/snippet.

Googlebot (if
allowed via IP or
similar) crawls full
content behind
paywall. Finds
JSON-LD labeling
content as
paywalled.

Googlebot crawls
content (assuming
allowed) or sees
paywall; JSON-LD
contradicts with

true.

isAccessibleForFree: SEO Impact on Paywalled Content

INDEXING / SERP TREATMENT

Fully indexed as regular
article. Standard snippets and
rich results may apply.

Same as A. The explicit flag
matches reality.

Google may not index full text
or may skip page; may treat
page as low-value/erroneous.
Might remove cached copy or
question indexing.

Page can be indexed (as
Googlebot saw it). SERP may
list page normally; may show
a “Subscription” label in
News/News app.

Confusing signals: Googlebot
saw content, JSON says it's
free. Could appear as
cloaking/manipulative. Search
may still index, but could
trigger spam scrutiny.

SEO/RISK IMPLICATIONS

No special issue. Setting
isAccessibleForFree: true is
optional (content is default free).
Including it should not harm
anything. (Source: serpstat.com)
Structurally, site works like any
open content.

Redundant but harmless. It may
make intentions explicit
(especially on mixed-content
sites). No SEO penalty or gain.
Google will index normally.
(Source: serpstat.com)

High SEO risk. Without markup,
Google cannot distinguish
legitimate paywall from cloaking.
Content likely not indexed, leading
to poor search visibility (Source:
serpstat.com). Labeled as "hard to
crawl".

Compliant. Google indexes content
and knows it's gated. No penalty;
likely treats like any article. Best
practice per Google guidelines
(Source: developers.google.com)

(Source: membermouse.com).

Risk of cloaking flag. This mis-
marking violates guidelines.
Google may ignore the markup or
penalize for inconsistency. This
should be avoided at all costs
(Source: developers.google.com)
(Source: serpstat.com).

« Scenario A is the normal case: open content. you need not use isAccessibleForFree, and Google will index just fine. Actually,
Google’s docs focus on paid content; nothing special is required for free content except good SEO practice (quality writing,
links, etc.).

« Scenario C is the problem case for paywalled content: if you neither allow Googlebot to see the content nor label it, search
engines will not get the full text. This effectively hides the page from search or yields only a snippet (if Google can parse it at
all). According to SERPstat, “a paywall does not harm SEO if set up correctly; however, mis-implementation may mean content
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is not scanned or indexed properly**” (Source: serpstat.com). Scenario C is typically considered a mis-implementation (it's
incomplete setup).

« Scenario D is the ideal compliant case. Google’'s FAQ says that this allows Googlebot full access and flags what’s behind the
gate. Barry Schwartz’s report (archived above) relays Sullivan’s comment that “you show us the full content... and only us...
Then you markup the page so we know what’s paywalled” (Source: www.seroundtable.com). Under this scenario, rich results

(e.g. news carousels) should work, and the page can achieve normal Google rankings for relevant queries.

« Scenario E is explicitly wrong: marking an actually paywalled article as free. Google’s guidelines all but forbid this mismatch.
They would interpret it as an attempt to cloak content (present paywalled content to users but declare it free to Google). If
Googlebot actually sees hidden content and JSON-LD says it's free, Google likely discredits the snippet or ignores the markup.
This is akin to cloaking in spirit (Source: www.seroundtable.com) (Source: serpstat.com).

Key SEO Implications from these scenarios:

1. Indexing and Visibility: Proper use of isAccessibleForFree:false ensures Google knows to index the content it can special-
access. Without it (Scenario C), the content may be effectively invisible to Google, harming search visibility (Source:
serpstat.com). In contrast, marking paywalled sections correctly (Scenario D) helps Google include your content in search
results. As one expert advises, follow Google’s instructions “the way Google itself outlines” for paywalled content to “rank with
paywalled content without immediately revealing it” (Source: ralfvanveen.com).

2. Search Features (Rich Results & Labels): Using structured data can enable enhanced search features. The MemberMouse
guide notes that including structured data for paywalled content “can enable content to appear in special search features like
rich results and carousels” (Source: membermouse.com). For example, Google News might display a “Subscription” label on

paywalled articles, a distinction that likely relies on the same markup. Barry Schwartz reported that Google “does label content
served through flexible sampling or that has a paywall requirement” (implying that correct markup may trigger this label in
Google News) (Source: www.seroundtable.com).

3. Cloaking and Penalties: Scenario E illustrates that isAccessibleForFree mismatch can be treated as cloaking. Google's
spam policies ban showing different content to Googlebot vs users. The guidelines emphasize that if JSON-LD says content isn’t
hidden but users can’t see it, that's a problem. SEO specialists consistently warn: “Google might mistakenly interpret the
paywall as cloaking” if implemented incorrectly (Source: serpstat.com). Hence, misuse of the flag can harm rankings or even
lead to manual action.

4. User Experience and Engagement: While not directly a function of isAccessibleForFree, gating content impacts user
behavior significantly. As Ralf van Veen notes, a major disadvantage of paywalled content is a “sky-high bounce rate and a lot
of pogo-sticking” because most visitors won't subscribe to continue reading (Source: ralfvanveen.com). This can negatively
affect metrics like time-on-page and CTR, which Google’s ranking algorithm may consider (Source:
www.searchenginewatch.com). Therefore, publishers should weigh SEO trade-offs before paywalling (e.g., by providing teasers
or having free “doorway” content as low-risk entry points (Source: ralfvanveen.com) (Source: searchengineland.com). Though
beyond “isAccessibleForFree”, these UX issues amplify the SEO effects of gating content: even a well-indexed paywalled article
may get ignored by many users, reducing its SEO value indirectly (Source: www.searchenginewatch.com).

5. No Direct Rank Boost: Crucially, setting isAccessibleForFree:false is not a magical SEO trick. It does not inherently boost
rankings for paywalled pages. Google has stated it simply uses this data to understand content, not as a ranking signal (Source:
serpstat.com). In fact, the Serpstat study confirms “usually, a paywall does not harm SEO if set up correctly” (Source:
serpstat.com), and the MemberMouse guide similarly implies it ensures proper indexing and rich results rather than elevating
rank. Thus, the impact is indirect. by enabling indexing and avoiding penalties, it prevents negative SEO outcomes, but does
not directly cause higher placement.

6. SEO Strategy: For publishers, the practical takeaway is to integrate must-be free elements. This could include:

o Offer free previews or summaries (flexible sampling) so that some content is indexable even without login (Source:
membermouse.com).

o Use isAccessibleForFree:true on any truly free content sections (e.g. teaser paragraphs intended as "lede-in").

o Keep core SEO content (titles, meta descriptions) accessible and uncensored for Google’s crawler.

Page 9 of 13


https://serpstat.com/blog/paywall-how-to-handle-closed-content/#:~:text=Usually%2C%20a%20paywall%20does%20not,search%20engines%20is%20significantly%20different
https://www.seroundtable.com/google-paywalled-subscription-structured-data-leak-36765.html#:~:text=,our%20publicly%20shared%20IP%20addresses
https://www.seroundtable.com/google-paywalled-subscription-structured-data-leak-36765.html#:~:text=,our%20publicly%20shared%20IP%20addresses
https://serpstat.com/blog/paywall-how-to-handle-closed-content/#:~:text=Usually%2C%20a%20paywall%20does%20not,search%20engines%20is%20significantly%20different
https://serpstat.com/blog/paywall-how-to-handle-closed-content/#:~:text=Usually%2C%20a%20paywall%20does%20not,search%20engines%20is%20significantly%20different
https://ralfvanveen.com/en/technical-seo/paywalled-content-capture-with-structured-data/#:~:text=Summary
https://membermouse.com/membership/how-to-paywall-for-seo/#:~:text=1,Results%20paywalled%20news%20articles
https://www.seroundtable.com/google-paywalled-subscription-structured-data-leak-36765.html#:~:text=And%20let%27s%20not%20forget%20that,is%20for%20a%20different%20story
https://serpstat.com/blog/paywall-how-to-handle-closed-content/#:~:text=Usually%2C%20a%20paywall%20does%20not,search%20engines%20is%20significantly%20different
https://ralfvanveen.com/en/technical-seo/paywalled-content-capture-with-structured-data/#:~:text=What%20is%20important%20to%20mention,Good
https://www.searchenginewatch.com/2019/08/19/paywall-content-with-seo-ux/#:~:text=The%20downside%20of%20poor%20user,for%20others%20with%20higher%20CTRs
https://ralfvanveen.com/en/technical-seo/paywalled-content-capture-with-structured-data/#:~:text=What%20is%20important%20to%20mention,Good
https://searchengineland.com/gated-content-paywalled-sites-seo-tips-examples-443046#:~:text=1.%20Creating%20high
https://www.searchenginewatch.com/2019/08/19/paywall-content-with-seo-ux/#:~:text=The%20downside%20of%20poor%20user,for%20others%20with%20higher%20CTRs
https://serpstat.com/blog/paywall-how-to-handle-closed-content/#:~:text=Usually%2C%20a%20paywall%20does%20not,search%20engines%20is%20significantly%20different
https://serpstat.com/blog/paywall-how-to-handle-closed-content/#:~:text=Usually%2C%20a%20paywall%20does%20not,search%20engines%20is%20significantly%20different
https://membermouse.com/membership/how-to-paywall-for-seo/#:~:text=1,Your%20Content%20To%20Visitors
https://rankstudio.net/?utm_source=pdf
https://rankstudio.net/articles/isaccessibleforfree-seo-paywall

Rankstudio

Get Found in Al Search Results

isAccessibleForFree: SEO Impact on Paywalled Content

In sum, Table 2 and the above discussion show that correctly tagging paywalled content with isAccessibleForFree:false is an SEC
compliance measure, not a rank enhancer. It enables normal crawling relationships and triggers Google’s benign labeling, while
preventing penalties. Publishers should ensure their paywalls fit Scenario D rather than C or E to maintain SEO performance
(Source: developers.google.com) (Source: serpstat.com).

Case Studies and Data Analysis

While large-scale controlled studies on this specific markup are scarce (due to the proprietary nature of Google’s rankings and
varying site configurations), we can glean insights from reported outcomes and aggregate analyses. The following examples and
data illustrate how marking or not marking paywalled content affected real publishers:

« The Wall Street Journal (WS)) - The most cited example is WSJ's experience with FCF toggling. After years of opposing FCF,
in early 2017 WSJ cut down its quota of free articles (effectively moving away from First Click Free). In September, when Google
officially ended FCF, News Corp’s CEO (WS)’s parent) noted that Google would allow sites to keep paywalls without penalty. Prior
to that, “the WS/ saw a 44% drop in Search traffic after removing [First Click Free]” earlier in 2017 (Source: 9to5google.com).
This underscores that under FCF rules, not allowing Googlebot to read articles (and presumably not using any alternative
indexing mechanism) leads to steep traffic loss. Post-policy-change, WS) (and others) can reclaim some traffic by ensuring their
structured data and crawler access are correct, though concrete numbers post-2017 are not public.

« The New York Times (NYT) - As of 2018, the NYT had over 3 million digital subscribers (Source:
www.searchenginewatch.com). In the Serpstat analysis, the NYT's adoption of a freemium/metered model correlates with strong
search visibility: “Based on Serpstat data, The New York Times leads 13 other paywall sites in visibility in search results,
approximate organic traffic, and keywords in the top 100.” (Source: serpstat.com). While Serpstat does not explicitly connect
this to isAccessibleForFree, one inference is that NYT’'s SEO is robust despite its paywall strategy, likely because it offers
meter-based or summary content (flexible sampling) and follows Google’s indexing guidelines. This contrasts with smaller
publishers who may have hard paywalls; Serpstat notes that hard paywalls (like WS)’'s) “can limit exposure, reduce website
traffic, and deter potential subscribers” (Source: serpstat.com). It is reasonable to conclude that NYT's careful balance of free
sample vs locked content, along with compliance to structured data, has helped sustain its search prominence.

. Indexed vs Non-Indexed Paywall Pages: John Mueller (Google Webmaster Trends Analyst) and others have commented in
forums that Google will index paywalled content as long as guidelines are met. One case on Webmasters StackExchange
described a site with two article types (premium vs standard). The accepted solution was to show full content to Googlebot
(treat it as subscribed) and use isAccessibleForFree: false with appropriate selectors (Source:
webmasters.stackexchange.com) (Source: webmasters.stackexchange.com). This illustrates that SEO-savvy sites use IP-checks
to feed Google the full text, and markup it as not free, so Google indexes it normally. No direct public stat was given, but the
expectation is that those pages then appear in search results similarly to open articles.

. Bounce Rates as a Signal: Ralf van Veen’s SEO analysis notes that “you have at least one big disadvantage in ranking this
kind of content: a sky-high bounce rate and a lot of pogosticking because almost no one will go pay for your content to read it”
(Source: ralfvanveen.com). If we take this at face value, it suggests that the user engagement metrics for paywalled pages are
often poor. High bounce or pogo-sticking can indirectly hurt SEO because Google’s algorithms favor pages and sites with strong
user satisfaction (Source: www.searchenginewatch.com) (Source: ralfvanveen.com). Therefore, even a fully indexed paywalled
article may rank less well over time if users immediately back out. Some publishers mitigate this by having ample side-door
free content (Source: www.searchenginewatch.com) and by only gating non-core content. The SEO implication here is that

isAccessibleForFree cannot offset the inherent UX impact of gating content; it simply allows the content to be found at all.

. Search Console Data (Anecdotal): In practice, websites that implement the paywalled markup can verify through Google
Search Console’s enhancement reports or rich results tool whether Google recognized their paywall schema. If Google sees
isAccessibleForFree:false, the pages typically still appear in the “Search results” index, not excluded (Source:
developers.google.com). Conversely, sites that incorrectly used the markup have reported “structured data ignored” warnings.

Specific example data is confidential, but Google’s docs caution that manual actions could be taken for spammy markup.

« Expert Opinions: Search engine optimization experts consistently stress that correct implementation is critical but that the
property itself is not a ranking factor. For instance, the MemberMouse guide plainly says using structured data “can help
paywalled content appear in special search features... [and] helps Google differentiate hidden paywalled content from...
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cloaked content” (Source: membermouse.com). It does not claim the tag alone boosts SEO. Similarly, the Serpstat study
advises experimentation with sampling and structured data but notes that fundamentally “Google and Bing are increasingly
adapting to paywalled content” (Source: serpstat.com), implying the onus is on publishers to fall in line.

In summary, published data (traffic changes for known sites) and expert analysis converge on the view that marking paywalled
articles properly is necessary to maintain search visibility but not sufficient to overcome the disadvantages of
gating. Publishers should combine isAccessibleForFree:false markup with best practices like providing some open content (news
summaries, free sidebar articles) (Source: searchengineland.com) (Source: membermouse.com) in order to sustain organic traffic.

Discussion and Future Directions

Our analysis shows that setting isAccessibleForFree in JSON-LD is primarily an indexing and compliance measure rather than a
traditional SEO lever. However, its existence highlights broader trends and future considerations:

. Evolving Search Interfaces: Google's search results have begun to signal when a news article requires subscription. For
example, Google News may show a small “Subscribe” label on a paywalled result. While Google hasn’t fully documented
whether this label depends on isAccessibleForFree, Barry Schwartz’s roundtable notes suggest they do label “content served
through flexible sampling” (Source: www.seroundtable.com). In future, search engines might use this and other schema to
provide more transparency (e.g., “locked content” badges, pricing info). Schema.org even has hasDigitalCopy and
isAccessibleForFree for some content types to indicate licensing or access. SEO should monitor new search features that
could use these properties.

« Al and Generative Search: As Al-driven summaries and knowledge graphs (e.g., Google’s Bard answers or Microsoft Copilot)
become prevalent, the content of paywalled articles might still be surfaced in aggregated answers, regardless of gating. There
is debate whether Google’s Al can use subscriptions it has or if it only relies on open knowledge. If Google can ingest paywalled
content via the crawler, that content could indirectly appear in Al responses, even if users can’t click through. Markup like
isAccessibleForFree might one day inform Al systems about content access. Publishers should consider how their paywalled
content fits into the evolving SEO landscape where voice or Al answers become common.

- Analogous Features for Other Content Types: While this report focuses on articles, the isAccessibleForFree property can
apply to events, courses, and other creative works. For example, a virtual event might be free or ticketed, and marking it could
affect how it appears in search or Assistant results. The principles are similar: free content should be signaled as true, ticketed
as false. As structured data expands to new domains (e.g., Course for online classes that might have free vs paid tiers), the
SEO lessons from articles will apply.

« Regulatory and Platform Policies: In some regions, rules about paywall transparency (e.g., EU platforms directive
discussions) may require certain disclosures in metadata. While currently schema.org’s paywall markup is voluntary guideline,
future legal frameworks could make such markup mandatory or standard. Publishers should stay alert to any rules (e.g. under
EU copyright directive) that affect how subscription content is indexed or displayed. Similarly, platforms like Apple News or
social platforms may have their own paywall subscription feeds (Apple’s subscription framework, Patreon feeds, etc.), which
sometimes allow JSON metadata for paywalled posts. There is intersection with SEO if those feeds are indexed.

« Measuring Impact: One challenge for future research is quantifying the direct SEO impact of isAccessibleForFree. Unlike
click-through rates or core ranking experiments, this is a binary technical compliance. The best metric might be the change in
index coverage or search impressions after adding the markup. SEO teams should use Search Console indexing reports
before/after implementing paywall schema. If a site was previously not fully indexed, enabling the markup and correct bots
access should restore indexation. We encourage practitioners to share (ideally anonymized) case studies: e.g., a news site that
recovered from a “paywall penalty” by adopting isAccessibleForFree:false . These would fill in data gaps in our analysis.

« Holistic SEO Strategy for Premium Content: Ultimately, isAccessibleForFree is only one piece of a broader strategy.
Publishers must weigh revenue goals against SEO goals. Some recommendations include:

o Use “Lead-ins” Wisely: Show the first paragraph or summary of an article freely (a common tactic), which both users and
search bots see (Source: membermouse.com). Google calls this “lead-in” sampling. Mark the rest paywalled if needed, but

having that sample indexed can snag search traffic.
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o Balance Free-Gated Ratio: Avoid making 100% of content inaccessible to search. This includes not only articles, but also
having related blog posts, FAQs, or topical guides linking to the gated content (driving authority and context) (Source:
searchengineland.com).

o Monitor UX Signals: Since paywalled content often yields lower engagement, publishers should use analytics to monitor
bounce rates and adjust their gating strategy (e.g., allow more free reads) (Source: www.searchenginewatch.com) (Source:

ralfvanveen.com).

o Stay Updated on Guidelines: Google's structured data guidelines can change. The references we cite (Google’s docs,
Search Central posts) should be checked periodically. For example, any future enhancement to isAccessibleForFree usage
(e.g. new values, integration with video or audio) would come through official channels.

Overall, the SEO impact of isAccessibleForFree is that of a protective signal: it does not, by itself, generate more traffic but
rather safeguards the content’s eligibility for search. As Google’s Danny Sullivan said: “if a publisher wants to let us in [to see the
content], we understand more about it...and might be able to show it for more queries where it's relevant” (Source:
www.seroundtable.com). That is, the markup helps Google correctly attribute relevance to the paywalled content. It remains
qualitatively the same as if the content were open, except that users must subscribe to access it.

Publishing organizations should integrate this knowledge as follows: when publishing an article that is not 100% free to public,
always implement the structured data per Google’s guidelines (even if it seems like busywork). For articles that will be entirely free
(e.g., typical blog posts), adding isAccessibleForFree: true is optional but harmless. Whenever there is any gating, mark it.
Failure to tag properly can result in lost SEO value.

Finally, note that search engines other than Google may or may not utilize these properties. Bing’'s documentation on subscription
content is less clear, but following Google’s lead is generally good practice for cross-search compatibility. The broader lesson is that
clarity and consistency in content accessibility are SEO-friendly. If a page’s accessibility state is accurately reflected in its
metadata (schema), search engines can index it appropriately; if it's ambiguous or deceptive, the page may be ignored or
penalized.

Conclusion
This report has examined in detail how the isAccessibleForFree flag in JSON-LD affects an article’s SEO. In summary:

« Technical Role: isAccessibleForFree is a schema.org property (boolean) used to label content as free or paywalled (Source:
developers.google.com). It forms part of Google’s structured data recommendations for gated content (Source:
developers.google.com) (Source: developers.google.com). When correctly implemented with hasPart sections, it tells search
engines which parts of the article are not accessible to the general public (Source: developers.google.com).

« SEO Impact: The property itself is not a ranking signal. Rather, it's a signal for indexing and compliance. Properly marking
paywalled content ensures Googlebot can index the content it is allowed to see and avoids triggering cloaking spam rules
(Source: developers.google.com) (Source: serpstat.com). Sites that omit paywall markup risk having their content skipped,

losing visibility (Source: serpstat.com). As Google’s documentation warns, mislabeling can be interpreted as cloaking and harm
the site’s reputation with the crawler (Source: serpstat.com).

« Crawling and Indexing: With isAccessibleForFree:false and appropriate hasPart markup, Googlebot (when granted
access) will crawl the full article text (Source: www.seroundtable.com) (Source: webmasters.stackexchange.com). The page will

then appear in search results, potentially with a “paywalled” label in news. Without the markup, Google may index only snippet
content or drop the page if seen as duplicate or cloaked (Source: serpstat.com) (Source: developers.google.com).

. Search Features & Labels: Structured paywall data may enable special search features. For example, Google News can label
subscription content, and articles might show up in carousels or with rich result enhancements if schema is correct (Source:
membermouse.com).

. User Experience: Although not directly tied to the markup, paywalled content often yields higher bounce rates and less
engagement (Source: ralfvanveen.com) (Source: www.searchenginewatch.com), which can indirectly affect SEO performance.

Publishers should weigh SEO benefits of open content (e.g., lead-ins, teaser content) against their business models.
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« Future Outlook: As search evolves (Al, voice search, regulations), properly marking content may become even more
important. Al assistants might pull from indexed content whether or not it is paywalled for humans. Staying compliant with
structured data standards will likely remain best practice.

In conclusion, setting isAccessibleForFree correctly is an SEO best practice for any site with gated articles. It helps
maintain search visibility and avoids negative ranking effects. SEO teams should ensure that for every article:

1. If it’s fully open, either omit the property or set it to true.

2. If gated, set it to false and use hasPart with CSS selectors for paywalled sections (Source: developers.google.com).

3. Allow Googlebot to see the content behind the gate (via IP allowlisting or approved scripts) to fulfill flexible sampling
requirements (Source: www.seroundtable.com).

By following Google's developer guidelines and monitoring search performance (via Search Console etc.), publishers can mitigate
the SEO downsides of paywalls. The overarching lesson is that SEO and paywall strategy must be aligned: paywalls should not
obscure content from crawlers, and structured data provides the transparency needed for search engines to play by the rules.

Key Sources: This report’s findings are drawn from authoritative sources including Google’s own documentation (Source:
developers.google.com) (Source: developers.google.com), SEO industry analysis (Source: serpstat.com) (Source:
searchengineland.com), and case reports (Source: 9to5google.com) (Source: serpstat.com). Publishers and SEO professionals
should consult the latest Google Search Central guidelines on paywalled content to stay current.

Tags: isaccessibleforfree, json-Id, structured data, paywall seo, technical seo, cloaking, schema.org, content indexing, first click free

DISCLAIMER

This document is provided for informational purposes only. No representations or warranties are made regarding the accuracy, completeness, or reliability of its contents. Any
use of this information is at your own risk. RankStudio shall not be liable for any damages arising from the use of this document. This content may include material generated
with assistance from artificial intelligence tools, which may contain errors or inaccuracies. Readers should verify critical information independently. All product names,
trademarks, and registered trademarks mentioned are property of their respective owners and are used for identification purposes only. Use of these names does not imply
endorsement. This document does not constitute professional or legal advice. For specific guidance related to your needs, please consult qualified professionals.

Page 13 of 13


https://developers.google.com/search/docs/appearance/structured-data/paywalled-content#:~:text=%60isAccessibleForFree%60%20%20,WebPageElement
https://www.seroundtable.com/google-paywalled-subscription-structured-data-leak-36765.html#:~:text=,our%20publicly%20shared%20IP%20addresses
https://developers.google.com/search/docs/appearance/structured-data/paywalled-content#:~:text=%60isAccessibleForFree%60%20%20,WebPageElement
https://developers.google.com/search/docs/appearance/structured-data/paywalled-content#:~:text=This%20page%20describes%20how%20to,about%20subscription%20and%20paywalled%20content
https://serpstat.com/blog/paywall-how-to-handle-closed-content/#:~:text=Usually%2C%20a%20paywall%20does%20not,search%20engines%20is%20significantly%20different
https://searchengineland.com/gated-content-paywalled-sites-seo-tips-examples-443046#:~:text=Search%20engines%20thrive%20on%20content,search%20engines%20can%E2%80%99t%20index%20them
https://9to5google.com/2017/09/12/google-search-first-click-free-ends/#:~:text=In%20fact%2C%20their%20algorithms%20punish,the%20practice%20earlier%20this%20year
https://serpstat.com/blog/paywall-how-to-handle-closed-content/#:~:text=According%20to%20the%202022%20annual,conversion%20rates%20by%20over%2040
https://rankstudio.net/?utm_source=pdf
https://rankstudio.net/articles/isaccessibleforfree-seo-paywall

