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Introduction

Welcome to SEO For Dummies, 6th Edition. What on earth would you
want this book for? After all, can’t you just build a Web site and let
your Web designer get the site into the search engines? Can’t you simply pay
someone $25 to register the site with thousands of search engines? I'm sure
you've seen advertising stating, “We guarantee top-ten placement in a gazil-
lion search engines!” and “We’ll register you in 5,000 search engines today!”

Well, unfortunately, it’s not that simple. (Okay, fortunately for me, because
if it were simple, Wiley wouldn’t pay me to write this book.) The fact is that
search engine optimization is a little complicated. Not brain surgery compli-
cated, but not as easy as “Give us 50 bucks, and we’ll handle it for you.”

The vast majority of Web sites don’t have a chance in the search engines.
Why? Because of simple mistakes. Because the people creating the sites don’t
have a clue what they should do to make the site easy for search engines to
work with. Because they don’t understand the role of links pointing to their
site, and because they’'ve never thought about keywords. Because, because,
because. This book helps you deal with those becauses and gets you not just
one, but dozens, of steps ahead of the average Web-site Joe.

About This Book

This book demystifies the world of search engines. You find out what you
need to do to give your site the best possible chance to rank well in the
search engines.

In this book, [ show you how to

1 Make sure that you're using the right keywords in your Web pages.

v Create pages that search engines can read and will index the way you
want them to.

v Avoid techniques that search engines hate — things that can get your
Web site penalized (knocked down low in search engine rankings).

v Build pages that give your site greater visibility in search engines.
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1 Get search engines and directories to include your site in their indexes
and lists.

v Turn up the search engines’ Local search results (you know, on the little
map that often appears).

v Get into the product and shopping indexes.

v Encourage other Web sites to link to yours.

v Make the most of social networking and video.
v Keep track of how your site is doing.

v+ And plenty more!

Foolish Assumptions

[ don’t want to assume anything, but I have to believe that if you're read-
ing this book, you already know a few things about the Internet and search
engines. | presume that you

v Have access to a computer that has access to the Internet.
v Know how to use a Web browser to get around the Internet.
+* Know how to carry out searches at the Web’s major search engines,

such as Google and Yahoo!.

Of course, for a book like this, | have to assume a little. This is a book about
how to get your Web site to rank well in the search engines. I have to assume
that you know how to create and work with a site or at least know someone
who can create and work with a site. In particular, you (or the other person)
know how to

v Set up a Web site.

v Create Web pages.

v Load those pages onto your Web server.

v Understand a little (not a lot) HTML (HyperText Markup Language), the

coding used to create Web pages.

There are many ways to create Web sites these days. You may be creat-
ing the site by hand, writing the HTML directly—but probably not. These
days, you're more likely to be using some kind of content management tool, a

vww . allitebooks.cond
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system that manages page creation for you, insulating you from the underly-
ing HTML to a great degree; a tool such as WordPress or another "blogging"
system, or Drupal, or an ecommerce system such as X-Cart, Volusion, or
BigCommerce.

That’s fine. Most such systems these days take SEO into consideration and
provide tools to help you optimize your site (though not all do!). Still, you
need to know at least a little about HTML; when I refer to a <TITLE> tag or
meta tags, or whatever, you’'ll understand what I'm talking about. I don’t go
into a lot of complicated code in this book; this isn’t a primer on HTML. But
to do search engine work, you (or someone on your team) need to know what
a <TITLE> tag is, for instance, and how to insert it into a page, either directly
or using the content-management system'’s tools; how to recognize JavaScript
(though not how to create or modify it); perhaps, depending on the tools you
are using, how to open a Web page in a text editor and modify it; and so on.
So a little basic HTML knowledge is handy to optimize a site for the search
engines. If you need more information about HTML, take a look at Beginning
HTML5 and CSS3 For Dummies, 5th Edition, by Ed Tittel and Chris Minnick
(John Wiley & Sons, Inc.).

lcons Used in This Book
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This book, like all For Dummies books, uses icons to highlight certain para-
graphs and to alert you to particularly useful information. Here’s a rundown
of what those icons mean:

A Tip icon means I'm giving you an extra snippet of information that may
help you on your way or provide some additional insight into the concepts
being discussed.

The Remember icon points out information that is worth committing
to memory.

The Technical Stuff icon indicates geeky stuff that you can skip if you really
want to, although you may want to read it if you're the kind of person who
likes to have the background info.

The Warning icon helps you stay out of trouble. It’s intended to grab your
attention to help you avoid a pitfall that may harm your Web site or business.
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Beyond the Book

Don’t forget to visit the Web sites associated with this book.

At www . SearchEngineBulletin. com, you find all the links in this book (so
that you don’t have to type them!). You'll also find additional useful informa-
tion that didn’t make it into the book.

There’s a handy online Cheat Sheet with fingertip facts about search engine
optimization. You can access it at

www . dummies.com/cheatsheet/seo

For Parts Il through V, there are online articles that provide more information
about the world of search engine optimization. You'll find them at

www.dummies.com/extras/seo

Occasionally, Wiley has updates to its technology books. If this book does
have technical updates, they will be posted at

www.dummies.com/extras/seo
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In this part . . .

Understanding how search engines work

Deciphering search results

Connecting your pages to search engines

Evaluating your competition

Making your site friendly for visitors and search engines

Visit www . dummies . com for great Dummies content
online.
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Chapter 1

Surveying the Search
Engine Landscape

In This Chapter
Discovering where people search
Understanding the difference between search sites and search systems
Distilling thousands of search sites down to three search systems
Understanding how search engines work

Gathering tools and basic knowledge

ou’ve got a problem. You want people to visit your Web site; that’s the

purpose, after all — to bring people to your site to buy your product,
or find out about your service, or hear about the cause you support, or for
whatever other purpose you've built the site. So you've decided you need
to get traffic from the search engines — not an unreasonable conclusion, as
you find out in this chapter. But there are so many search engines! You have
the obvious ones — Google, AOL, Yahoo!, and Bing (formerly MSN) — but
you’'ve probably also heard of others: HotBot, Dogpile, Ask.com, Netscape,
and EarthLink. There’s also Lycos, InfoSpace, Mamma.com, WebCrawler, and
many more. To top it all off, you've seen advertising asserting that for only
$49.95 (or $19.95, or $99.95, or whatever sum seems to make sense to the
advertiser), you, too, can have your Web site listed in hundreds, nay, thou-
sands of search engines. You may have even used some of these services,
only to discover that the flood of traffic you were promised turns up missing.

Well, I've got some good news. You can forget almost all the names I just
listed — well, at least you can after you read this chapter. The point of this
chapter is to take a complicated landscape of thousands of search sites and
whittle it down into the small group of search systems that really matter.
(Search sites? Search systems? Don’t worry; [ explain the distinction in

a moment.)

If you really want to, you can jump to the “Where Do People Search?” section
(near the end of the chapter) to see the list of search systems you need to
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worry about and ignore the details. But I've found that when I give this list to
someone, he or she looks at me like I'm crazy because they know that some
popular search sites aren’t on the list. This chapter explains why.

Investigating Search Engines
and Directories

The term search engine has become the predominant term for search system
or search site, but before reading any further, you need to understand the
different types of search, um, thingies that you're going to run across.

Although out on the Interwebs you will hear the term search engine a lot, per-
haps almost exclusively, I like to sometimes use the term search site. Why?
Because there are many search sites that either don’t use search engines
(they have directories instead, as I explain below) or get their search results
from somewhere else.

Take, for instance, AOL.com (http://www.aol.com/). One might be for-
given for thinking that AOL.com is a search engine; after all, it has a big
search box right at the top, and if you enter a phrase and press Enter, or click
a colored SEARCH button, you get search results.

However, AOL doesn’t own a search engine, despite the fact that you can
search at the AOL site. (Indeed, many people do search at AOL, around 200
million times a month). Rather, AOL gets its search results from the Google
search engine. Hence my desire to differentiate between search sites (places
where you can search) and search engines (the systems that actually do all
the work). It’s an important distinction, as this chapter explains later.

Search sites, indexes, & engines
Let me quickly give you a few simple definitions:
v Search Site: A Web site where you can search for information
on the Web.

v Search Engine: A system that collects pages from the Web, saves them
in a massive database, indexes the information, and provides a mecha-
nism for people to search through the data.

v Search Index: The index containing all the information that the engine
collected and searches.

1 Search Directory: A system that contains some basic information about
Web sites, rather than about collected and indexed Web pages.
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Index envy

Late in 2005, Yahoo! (www.yahoo.com)
claimed that its index contained information
for about 20 billion pages, along with almost
2 billion images and 50 million audio and video
pages. Google (www.google.com) used
to actually state on its home page how many
pages itindexed — it reached 15 billion or so at
one point — but decided not to play the “mine
is bigger than yours” game with Yahoo! and
removed the stat.

In 2015, Google reported that it had discovered
60 trillion pages, though not all were indexed,
still, some reports claimed that, in 2014, Google
had 65 billion pages in its index! Whatever the
actual number is, just assume that it's more
than you can shake the proverbial stick at.
(Yahoo! doesn't even have a directory these
days; rather, it uses the search-results index
from Bing.)

Large search-index companies own thousands of computers that use soft-
ware known as spiders, searchbots, or robots (or just plain bots) to grab Web
pages and read the information stored in them. These systems use complex
algorithms — calculations based on complicated formulae — to index that
information and rank it in search results when people search. Google, shown

in Figure 1-1, is the world’s most popular search site.

GO gl&? machu picchu

About 16,200,000 results (0.31 seconds)

) Aguas Calientes, Peru
+51 1 5748000

in Peru, from National Geographic

Figure 1-1:

Web mages Maps Videos Mews

% k) 704 Google reviews - Write a review

Machu Picchu - Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Machu_Picchu ~ Wikipedia

Machu Picchu or Machu Pikchu is a 15th-century Inca site located 2,430 metres (7,970
ft) above sea level. It is located in the Cusco Region, Urubamba Province, ...

Hiram Bingham IIl - Vilcabamba, Peru - Pachacuti - Cusco Region

~ National Geographic Society

JIEl e o e

More - Search tools £

Machu Picchu

Directions  Write a review

Machu Picchu -- World Heritage Site -- National Geographic
travel.nationalgeographic.com/._/machu-pic
Get facts, photos, and travel tips for the works of Machu Picchu, a World Heritage site

Machu Picchu or Machu Pikchu is a 15th-
century Inca site located 2,430 metres
above sea level. It is located in the Cusco
Region, Urubamba Province. Machupicchu
District in Peru. Wikipedia

Machu Picchu ‘
Google, . eru-machu-picchu.com/ = Address: Aguas Calientes, Peru
! Picchu. Welcome to the mysterious ruins of Machu Picchu, Peru. Prepare Elevation: 7,972' (2.430 m)
the World S yourself as you are about to embark on a virtual tour exploring one of the most .. Area: 5019 mi® (13 km?)
most popu- Phone: +51 1 5748000
lar search In the news Management: Government of Peru
engine, pro- Surprlsmg Ways 10_ Travel Machu Picchu — Reviews
No Camping Required
duced these Yahoo Travel -1 day ago 4.7 JHk¥k*k
When you think of Machu Picchu, Peru, you probably think of 704 Google reviews
. old ruins, beautiful views, an
results Id ruins, beautful vi d

I ¥} > b b

Iconic hilliop ruins of a large 15th-century
Inca city featuring numerous structures &
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Search directories

Before there were search engines, there were search directories. A directory
is a categorized collection of information about Web sites. Rather than con-
taining information from Web pages, it contains information about Web sites.
In fact, before Google was even a twinkle in its fathers’ eyes, Yahoo! directory
was America’s dominant search site; “The Google of the 1990s,” as I've seen it
described.

Directories are not created using spiders or bots to download and index
pages on the Web sites in the directory; rather, for each Web site, the direc-
tory contains information, such as a title, description, and category, submit-
ted by the site owner. The two most important directories, Yahoo! and Open
Directory, have staff members who examine all the sites in the directory to
make sure they’re placed into the correct categories and meet certain quality
criteria. Smaller directories often accept sites based on the owners’ submis-
sion, with little verification.

The most significant search directories in recent years were owned by
Yahoo! (http://dir.yahoo.com) and the Open Directory Project (affec-
tionately known as DMOZ due to its original name — Directory Mozilla —
and its domain name, www . dmoz . org; see Figure 1-2; the Open Directory
Project actually is a volunteer-managed directory owned by AOL). However,
search directories are simply nowhere near as important today as in the
past. In 2011, in fact, Google gave up on its own directory; until then,
http://dir.google.comled to a Google directory based on the Open
Directory Project data.

And just weeks before [ began work on this edition of SEO For Dummies,
Yahoo! closed down its directory, barely informing the world. Can DMOZ be
far behind? Especially as it’s been a decade since one of its founders sug-
gested that it really served no purpose? Probably not.

These directories are becoming pretty irrelevant to average users; most users
don’t know they even exist. Google dumped its directory, Yahoo! Directory
just expired, and it’s unclear whether the lights are on at DMOZ (it’s very hard
to get a site into that directory these days). In fact, there’s a good chance that
the only reason Yahoo! continued its directory as long as it did was the $299
annual fee it got from the companies submitting to it. (Just sayin’!)

However, directories may still be useful to your SEO efforts, Chapter 14 will
address it.
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Spidered Directories

[ wasn’t sure what to call these things, so | made up a name: spidered direc-
tories. A number of small search sites don’t use spiders to examine the full
contents of each page in the index. Rather, spiders grab a little background
information about each page, such as titles, descriptions, and keywords. In
some cases, this information comes from the meta tags pulled off the pages
in the index. (I tell you about meta tags in Chapter 3.) In other cases, the
person who enters the site into the index provides this information. These
are a form of directory, but they are generally created programmatically
rather than by site owners requesting inclusion. (Yahoo! Directory was, and
DMOZ still is, perhaps, “hand built” by using data submitted by site owners.)
A number of the smaller systems discussed in Chapter 14 are of this type.

Pay-per-click systems

Many search sites provide pay-per-click (PPC) listings. When you search
at Google, for instance, you’ll see results that come out of Google’s main
index, but also small text ads. Advertisers place these small ads into the PPC

11
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system, and when users perform their searches the results contain some

of these sponsored listings, typically above and to the right of the free list-
ings. Pay-per-click systems are discussed in an additional chapter posted at
www . SearchEngineBulletin.com.

Keeping the terms straight

Here are a few additional terms that you'll see scattered through-
out the book:

v~ Search site: This is a general term I use to refer to a Web site that pro-
vides search results; a Web site that lets you search through some kind
of index or directory of Web sites, or perhaps both an index and direc-
tory. (In some cases, search sites known as meta indexes allow you to
search through multiple indices.) Google.com, AOL.com, and EarthLink.
com are all search sites. Dogpile.com and Mamma.com are meta-index
search sites.

v Search system: This organization possesses a combination of software,
hardware, and people that indexes or categorizes Web sites — the
system builds the index or directory you search at a search site. The
distinction is important because a search site might not actually own a
search index or directory. For instance, Google is a search system — it
displays results from the index that it creates for itself — but AOL.com
and EarthLink.com aren’t. In fact, if you search at AOL.com or EarthLink.
com, you actually get Google search results.

Google and the Open Directory Project provide search results to
hundreds of search sites. In fact, most of the world’s search sites get
their search results from elsewhere (mostly Google these days); see
Figure 1-3.

v Search term: This is the word, or words, that someone types into a
search engine when looking for information.

1 Search results: Results are the information (the results of your search
term) returned to you when you go to a search site and search for some-
thing. As just explained, in many cases the search results you see don’t
come from the search site you're using, but rather from some other
search system.

v~ SERPs: [ don’t use the term much, but you’ll hear others in the business
talking about the serps. It simply means search engine results page, the
page that appears after you search.

vww . allitebooks.cond



http://www.SearchEngineBulletin.com
http://www.allitebooks.org

Chapter 1: Surveying the Search Engine Landscape ’3

|
Figure 1-3:
Look care-
fully, and
you'll see
that many
search
sites get
their search
results

from other
search
systems.
|

AOIQ | SEARCH [N

Yahoo Help Suggestions Privacy Terms Advertise  Submit Your Site  Powered by Bing™

mywebsearch

Pawere:

d by
Search l CGoc nge

Trending: Fitbit Activity Trackers, Robert Burns, 'Blue Bloods’, Galaxy S6 —— Go»r,gle*

ﬁ images videos news

. .

g c, Preferences
s Searcl Help

Search Resulls By Google YAHOO! searcH

1 Natural search results: A link to a Web page can appear on a search
results page two ways: The search engine may place it on the page
because the site owner paid to be there (pay-per-click ads), or it may
pull the page from its index because it thinks the page matches the
search term well. These free placements are often known as natural
search results; you'll also hear the term organic search results and some-
times even algorithmic search results.

1 Search engine optimization (SEO): Search engine optimization (also
known as SEO) refers to “optimizing” Web sites and Web pages to rank
well in the search engines — the subject of this book, of course.

Why bother with search engines?

Why bother using search engines for your marketing? Because search
engines represent the single most important source of new Web site visitors.

You may have heard that most Web site visits begin at a search engine. Well,
this isn’t true, though many people continue to use these outdated statistics
because they sound good — “80 percent of all Web site visitors reach the site
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through a search engine,” for instance. However, way back in 2003, that claim
was finally put to rest. The number of search-originated site visits dropped
below the 50 percent mark. Most Web site visitors reach their destinations by
either typing a URL — a Web address — into their browsers and going there
directly or by clicking a link on another site that takes them there. Most visi-
tors don’t reach their destinations by starting at the search engines.

However, search engines are still extremely important for a number
of reasons:

v The proportion of visits originating at search engines is still significant.
Sure, it’s not 80 percent, but with billions of searches each month, it’s
still a lot of traffic.

v According to a report by comScore published early in 2015, Internet
users in the United States were performing more than 21 billion searches
at major search engines each month (with 29 percent of those searches
coming from mobile devices).

»* Many billions more searches are carried out in other search sites, such
as map sites (MapQuest), video sites (YouTube), retail sites (Amazon,
eBay, Craigslist), and so on. It’s likely that more than 35 billion searches
are performed in the United States each month, 2 to 3 searches every
day for every man, woman, child, and baby in the United States.

v Of the visits that don’t originate at a search engine, a large proportion
are revisits — people who know exactly where they want to go. This
isn’t new business; it’s repeat business. Most new visits come through
the search engines — that is, search engines are the single most impor-
tant source of new visitors to Web sites.

v It’s also been well established for a number of years that most people
researching a purchase begin their research at the search engines.
(Except for those who don’t. As I discuss in Chapter 15, many, perhaps
most, product searches actually begin in sites such as Amazon, eBay,
and Craigslist. But then, I think it’s important to understand that these
sites are search engines; they are, in effect, product-search engines.)

v Search engines represent an inexpensive way to reach people. Generally,
you get more bang for your buck going after free search-engine traffic
than almost any other form of advertising or marketing.

Here’s an example. One client of mine, selling construction equipment to the
tune of $10,000 a month, rebuilt his site and began a combined natural-search
and paid-search campaign, boosting sales to around $500,000 a month in less
than two years. It’s hard to imagine how he could have grown his company,
with relatively little investment, so quickly without the search engines!
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Where Do People Search?

You can search for Web sites at many places. Literally thousands of sites, in
fact, provide the ability to search the Web. (What you may not realize, how-
ever, is that many sites search only a small subset of the World Wide Web.)

However, most searches are carried out at a small number of search sites.
How do the world’s most popular search sites rank? That depends on how
you measure popularity:

v Percentage of site visitors (audience reach)
v Total number of visitors
v Total number of searches carried out at a site
v Total number of hours visitors spend searching at the site
Each measurement provides a slightly different ranking. Although all provide

a similar picture with the same sites generally appearing on the list, some
search sites are in slightly different positions.

The following list shows the United States’ top general search sites early in
2015, according to comScore:

Google sites: 65.4 percent
Microsoft sites (Bing): 19.7 percent
Yahoo! sites: 11.8 percent

Ask Network: 2.0 percent

AOL, Inc.: 1.2 percent

Remember that this is a list of search sites, not search systems. In fact, the
preceding list shows groups of sites — the Microsoft entry, for instance,
includes searches on Bing.com and MSN.com.

In some cases, the sites own their own systems. Google provides its own
search results, for instance, but AOL doesn’t. (AOL gets its results from
Google.) Yahoo! gets its results from Bing, thanks to a Yahoo!/Microsoft
partnership — known as the Yahoo! and Microsoft Search Alliance — that was
implemented in August 2010. (Look for the little Powered by Bing notice at the
bottom of Yahoo! search pages. It’s been reported that Yahoo! wants out of
the agreement—so it can go back to using Google search results'—but can’t
figure out how to break the 10-year contract with Microsoft.)
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The fact that some sites get results from other search systems means

two things:

v The numbers in the preceding list are somewhat misleading. They
suggest that Google has 65.4 percent of all searches. But Google also
feeds AOL its results — add AOL’s searches to Google’s, and you have
66.5 percent of all searches. Additionally, Google feeds search results to
various other sites, increasing that number further. Microsoft feeds not
just 19.7 percent of results but, when you add in the Yahoo! searches,
powered by Microsoft, actually over 31.5 percent.

+* You can ignore some of these systems. At present, and for the foresee-
able future, you don’t need to worry about AOL.com. Even though it’s
one of the world’s top search sites (though admittedly still far behind
Google, Yahoo!, and Bing), as long as you remember that Google feeds
AOL, you need to worry about Google only. You don’t really need to
worry about Yahoo!, either; as long as Bing feeds Yahoo!, you can think

of the two as essentially the same index.

Now reexamine the preceding list of the U.S.’s most important search sites
and see what you can remove to get closer to a list of sites you care about.
Check out Table 1-1 for the details.

Table 1-1

The Top Search Sites

Search Site

Keep It On the List?

Description

Google.com

Yes

The big kid on the block. Lots of
people search the Google index
on its own search site, and it feeds
many sites. Obviously, Google has
to stay on the list.

Bing

Yes

Bing creates its own index, gets
many searches, andfeeds data to
Yahoo!. So Bing is critical.

Yahoo.com

No

Yahoo! is obviously a large, impor-
tant site, but it gets its search results
from Bing, so as long as you're in
the Bing index, you're in Yahoo!.

Ask.com (previously
known as AskJeeves.
com)

Yes

It has its own search engine and
feeds some other systems —
MyWay, Lycos, and Excite. Keep

it in mind, though it's small and
relatively unimportant compared to
Google and Bing.

AOL.com

No

Fuggetaboutit— AOL gets search
results from Google.
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Based on the information in Table 1-1, you can whittle down your list of sys-
tems to three: Google, Bing, and Ask. The top two search systems are very
important, accounting for 95 percent or more of all search results, with a
small follower, Ask, which provides results to many smaller search sites.

There’s one more system I'm tempted to add to these three systems, though:
the Open Directory Project (www.dmoz . org). This directory system feeds
data to hundreds of search sites, so if you can get listed in here, it’s a great
thing, and, in fact, in earlier editions of this book, I have included it. However,
whether you actually can get listed these days is another matter, so I'm going
to leave it off the list, though [ look at it in more detail in Chapter 14.

To summarize, three important systems are left:

v Google
»” Bing
v Ask

That’s not so bad, is it? You've just gone from thousands of sites to three,
and only the top two are critical. (The only reason Ask.com gets included on
such lists is that even though it has a tiny share of the search market, there’s
nothing below it on the list that comes close.)

Now, some of you may be thinking, “Aren’t you missing some sites? What
happened to HotBot, Mamma.com, WebCrawler, Lycos, and all the other
systems that were so well known a few years ago?” A lot of them have disap-
peared or have turned over a new leaf and are pursuing other opportunities.

For example, Northern Light, a system well known in the late 1990s, now sells
search software. And in the cases in which the search sites are still running,
they’re generally fed by other search systems. WebCrawler, for instance,
gets search results from Google and Yahoo!, which means, in effect, from
Google and Bing.

AltaVista, the Web’s first big search index, has been owned by Yahoo! for
years, but now the domain merely redirects to Yahoo.com. The same goes for
AllTheWeb (for the geeks among you who remember it) — another domain
redirect to Yahoo.com. If the search site you remember isn’t mentioned here,
it’s either out of business, being fed by someone else, or simply not impor-
tant in the big scheme of things.

When you find a new search system, look carefully on the page near the
search box, or on the search results page — perhaps at the bottom of the
page in the copyright message — and you may find where the search results
are coming from.

You'll also want to work with some other search systems, as you find out in
Chapter 14. In some cases, you need to check out specialty directories and
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indexes related to the industry in which your Web site operates or submit
your site to Web directories in order to build links back to your site. In addi-
tion, in Chapter 15, you find out about the product search sites — hugely
important for those of you selling products. And in Chapter 20, I tell you
about the video sites — YouTube, for instance, is the world’s third most
important search engine, after Google and Bing. However, the preceding
systems — Google, Bing, and Ask.com — are the most important general-
search systems. And again, only the first two are really critical.

Google alone provides almost 70 percent of all search results. Get your site
into both Google and Bing , and you're in front of probably around 99 percent
of all searchers. Well, perhaps you’re in front of them. You have a chance of
being in front of them, anyway, if your site ranks highly (which is what this
book is all about).

Search Engine Magic

Go to Google and search for the term personal injury lawyer. Then look at the
blue bar below the Google logo, and you see something like this:

About 42,800,000 results (0.48 seconds)

This means Google has found over 40 million pages that it believes match
these three words in some way. Yet, somehow, Google has managed to rank
the pages. It’s decided that one particular page should appear first, and then
another, and then another, and so on. (By the way, this has to be one of the
wonders of the modern world: Search engines have tens of thousands of com-
puters, evaluating a trillion pages or more, in a fraction of a second.)

How do they do it?

How on earth does Google do it? How does it evaluate and compare pages?
How do other search engines do the same? Well, I don’t know exactly. Search
engines don’t want you to know how they work (or it would be too easy to
create pages that exactly match the criteria of the search system for any
given search term, “giving them what they want to see”). But I can explain the
general concept.

When Google searches for your search term, it begins by looking for pages
containing the exact phrase. Then it starts looking for pages containing the
words close together, and for synonyms; search for dog and Google knows
you may be interested in pages with the word canine, for instance. (One
Google source claims that synonyms come into play in around 70 percent of
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all searches.) Then it looks for pages that have the words scattered around.
This isn’t necessarily the order in which a search engine shows you pages;
in some cases, pages with words close together (but not the exact phrase)
appear higher than pages with the exact phrase, for instance. That’s because
search engines evaluate pages according to a variety of criteria.

Search engines look at many factors. They look for the words throughout
the page, both in the visible page and in the nonvisible portions of the HTML
source code for the page. Each time they find the words, they are weighted
in some way. A word in one position is worth more than a word in another
position. A word formatted in one way is worth more than a word formatted
in another. (You read more about this in Chapter 7.) There’s more, though.
Search engines also look at links pointing to pages and use those links to
evaluate the referenced pages: How many links are there? How many are
from popular sites? What words are in the link text? You read more about
this in Chapters 16 through 18.

Stepping into the programmers’ shoes

There’s a lot of conflicting information out there about SEO. Some of it’s
good, some of it’s not so good, and some of it’s downright wrong. When
evaluating a claim about what search engines do, I sometimes find it useful
to step into the shoes of the people building the search engines; I try to think
about what would make sense from the perspective of the programmers who
write the code that evaluates all these pages.

Consider this: Say, you search for personal injury lawyer, and the search
engine finds one page with the term in the page’s title (between the <TITLE>
and </TITLE> tags, which you read more about in Chapters 3 and 7), and
another page with the term somewhere deep in the page text. Which do

you think is likely to match the search term better? If the text is in the title,
doesn’t that indicate that page is likely to be related in some way to the term?
If the text is deep in the body of the page, couldn’t it mean that the page isn’t
directly related to the term, but that it’s related to it in some incidental or
peripheral manner?

Considering SEO from this point of view makes it easier to understand how
search engines try to evaluate and compare pages. If the keywords are in

the links that point to the page, the page is likely to be relevant to those key-
words; if the keywords are in headings on the page, that must be significant;
if the keywords appear frequently throughout the page, rather than just once,
that must mean something. Suddenly, it all makes sense.

By the way, in Chapter 9, I discuss things that search engines don'’t like. You
may hear elsewhere all sorts of warnings that may or may not be correct.
Here’s an example: I've read that using a refresh meta tag to automatically
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push a visitor from one page to another will get your site penalized and may
even get your site banned from the search engine. You've seen this situation:
You land on a page on a Web site, and there’s a message saying something like,
“We’ll forward you to page x in five seconds, or you can click here.” The theory
is that search engines don'’t like this, and they may punish you for doing this.

Now, does this make any sense? Aren’t there good reasons to sometimes use
such forwarding techniques? Yes, there are. So why would search engines
punish you for doing it? They don’t. They probably won’t index the page that
is forwarding a visitor — based on the quite reasonable theory that if the site
doesn’t want the visitor to read the page, the search engine doesn’t need to
index it — but you’re not going to get punished for using it.

Remember that the search engine programmers aren’t interested in punishing
anyone; they're just trying to make the best choices between billions of pages.
Generally, search engines use their “algorithms” to determine how to rank a
page, and they try to adjust the algorithms to make sure “tricks” are ignored.
But they don’t want to punish anyone for doing something for which there
might be a good reason, even if the technique could also be used as a trick.

What would the programmers do? 1 like to use this as my “plausibility filter”
when I hear someone make some unusual or even outlandish claim about
how search engines function.

Gathering Your Tools

You need several tools and skills to optimize and rank your Web site. I talk
about a number of these in the appropriate chapters, but [ want to cover a
few basics before I move on. It goes without saying that you need:
v Basic Internet knowledge
v A computer connected to the Internet
v A Web site
+* One of these three things:
¢ Good working knowledge of HTML
® Access to a geek with a good working knowledge of HTML

e A Web-site creation tool that provides SEO functions that allow you
to modify the site in the required manner

Certain changes need to be made to a Web site in order to optimize it
properly; the Title tag needs to be changed, along with the Description
meta tag, the headings need to use H1 tags, you need to be able to put
keywords into the URL, and so on. This means that whoever does this
work needs to understand what these things mean, and how to modify
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them. Or the tool you use to build your Web site has to provide a conve-
nient way to allow you to change these elements. Some do, some don’t
(see the Part V Web Extra: Ten Ways to Make WordPress (and Others)
Search Engine Friendly).

Teaching HTML and and how to upload pages to a Web site is beyond
the scope of this book. If you're interested in finding out more, check
out HTML, XHTML, & CSS For Dummies, by Ed Tittel and Jeff Noble, and
Creating Web Pages For Dummies, 9th Edition, by Bud E. Smith (both pub-
lished by John Wiley & Sons, Inc.).

1+ Web browser and SEO tools

All of the Big Three browsers (Chrome, Firefox, and Internet Explorer)
have a bunch of SEO-related tools now, and even the next two browsers
on the popularity list (Safari and Opera) have some, too, though prob-
ably not as many. Look in your browser’s add-on library for tools such
as these:

e NoFollow: Lots of tools indicate the presence of "nofollow" links
(see Chapter 16).

e Whois: These tools retrieve information about the domain of the
site you're viewing. Great for digging up info on competitors.

e Firebug: A fantastic little tool for examining the code underlying a
Web page. Right-click a component on the page you're looking at,
select Inspect Element, and you see a frame that shows you how
the component was created. Designed for Firefox, but with a “lite”
version that works in other browsers.

® Google Global: Handy if you want to see Google search results in
different countries.

e Compete Browser Extension: Provides information, in the status bar,
about the popularity of the site you are visiting, from Compete.com.
(Alexa and Quantcast are two other well-known page-popularity
services.)

® PageRank: Various tools display the Google PageRank of the page
currently displayed in the browser (see Chapter 16).

¢ SEO plug-ins: Search the add-on library for the term SEO, and
you’ll find a number of add-ons that are collections of tools that
provide access to all sorts of data. For instance, the WebRank
Toolbar shows Google PageRank, along with Alexa, Compete, and
Quantcast rankings. SEOQuake provides all sorts of things, such as
the number of pages on the displayed Web site that are indexed by
Google and Bing, the number of links pointing to the site according
to those search engines, a link to Whois information, a link to a list
of similar sites, Alexa rank and PageRank, and so on.
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Geek or no geek

Many readers of this book are business people
who don’t plan to do the search engine work
themselves (or, in some cases, realize that
it's a lot of work and need to find someone
with more time or technical skills to do the
work). However, having read the book, they
understand far more about search engines
and are in a better position to find and direct

someone else working on their site. As one
reader-cum-client told me, “There’s a lot of
snake oil in this business,” so his reading
helped him understand the basics and ask the
right questions of search engine optimization
firms. (See the Part4 Web Extra, How to Pick an
SEO Firm (Without Getting Burned!), for more
information on that subject.)

Don’t upgrade your browser as soon as there’s a new version. Browsers often
release new versions quicker than the add-on authors can keep up, so if you
upgrade too soon, you'll find most of your add-ons are disabled.



Chapter 2
Search Results, Deconstructed

In This Chapter
Deciphering the construction of the search-results page
Discovering organic and PPC results
Understanding the importance of Local

Finding out about shopping, video, images, movies, recipes, and more

Before [ jump into the nitty-gritty of how to get your site ranked high

in the search engines, you should look at what the term search results
really means. All too often, people think of search results as a single thing,
whereas, in fact, it’s a combination of different things, and until you under-
stand what those different things really are, you can’t see the entire picture.

Different search terms will produce different search results. The results

will always include information from the organic index, but whether or not
results are included from the Local index, the Shopping index, the PPC index,
and so on depends on the type of search made. Search for pizza, for instance,
and you’ll find information from the Local index, search for first indian war of
independence and you won’t. The search engines are trying to provide you
with the best results, so they analyze the search terms to figure out what
you're likely to be looking for. Are you looking for a local business? News? A
video or image, perhaps?

The search engine results pages (SERPs) produced by major search engines
seem to get more complicated year by year, and it’s worth understanding
where the information on the results pages actually comes from, which is
what I look at in this chapter.

The Big Two: Organic and PPC

Search results are mostly dominated by two particular indexes: the organic
or natural search results, and the PPC (Pay Per Click) search results. Take a
look at Figure 2-1; I've marked the two areas.
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ScaffoldExpre. ScaffoldExpre. Zoro ScaffoldExpre. Global Industr. WWV\ scaffolds or’.e com/Hotbeals
| Special offer j Ridiculously Low Prices Every Day!
High Quality, Low Prices, Clearance
Flgure 2-1: Buy Scaffolding Products - At Wholesale Prices )
The rimar www.scaffoldexpress.com/ > (877) 443-3410 5x5 Sets on Sale 5_85‘00
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ison between our all alum board and others....... Why? We design all j www.scaffoldframe.com/usedsurplus
E— companison v Sets 580 | Walk boards 360 | S s
Organic Search Results PPC Results, from Google AdWords

The organic-results index is created by searchbots. For instance, Google uses
something called a googlebot to retrieve pages. It’s common to talk about
searchbots as if somehow they wander around the Web, moving from page
to page through links between the pages, collecting the pages, and reading
them. Of course what’s really going on is that bots are programs, running
on the search engine’s servers, that send requests to Web servers asking
for pages — just as your browser does when you click a link. When they
receive the page, they read it, and then request the pages that the retrieved
page links to.

By the way, the search results typically put ten results from the organic index
into the search-results page, though, as you see later in this chapter, those
results are often interspersed with other types of search results. (In some cases,
in particular when adding local results to the page, the search engines may dis-
play a smaller number of organic-search results, perhaps seven or eight.)

The other major form of search result is the PPC (Pay Per Click) ad. Most
search results today, including results from Google, Yahoo!, and Bing, include
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PPC ads, ads that cost the advertiser nothing until someone clicks the ad, at
which point the advertiser is charged a click fee (thus, “pay per click”).

PPC ads are typically placed at the top of the search results (three or four
results, sometimes five in Yahoo!, though some searches result in no ads)
and in a column to the right of the main search results.

There are two important categories of PPC ads:

v Simple text ads

v “Shopping” or “product listing” ads that often contain images

Figure 2-1, for instance, shows several ads at the top with the images; these
ads are from the Google Product Listings Ads index, while the other ads are
from the Google AdWords index, which contains text ads.

It’s sometimes unclear where the PPC ads end and the organic results begin —
the three major search engines put a colored background under the ads at the
top and a label that says Ads or Sponsored Results, but on many screens, the
color is sometimes not, and the label is often missed among the general page
clutter. Thus many users don'’t realize the distinction between organic results
and PPC ads.

On the other hand, among people who do understand the distinction, there
are various schools of thought: Some users never click the ads, some always
click the ads and ignore the organic results, while others realize that the
ads provide really good results for some searches and not-so-good results
for others.

When people talk about search engine optimization, they’re typically talking
about the organic search results. When you optimize pages, for instance (see
Chapters 3, 7, and 9), you're typically doing so in order to rank well in the
organic index. In this book, though, I discuss other indexes, in particular the
Local and Shopping indexes (see the next two sections). As for the simple
text-based PPC ads, that subject isn’t covered in this book.

Looking at Local Results

There’s another type of search result that is incredibly important, with a
huge presence in many search-results pages: Local results. Search Yahoo!,
for instance, for the term personal injury attorney, and you may see something
like Figure 2-2. These Local results can take up a lot of space, in particular in
Google and Yahoo!, and often appear above organic search results (though
below PPC ads) and thus are an important consideration for businesses that
serve a particular geographic area. I look at this subject in Chapter 12.



26

Part I: Getting Started with SEQ

|
Figure 2-2:
Local

results can
often take
up a signifi-
cant part of
the search-
results page
(here shown
in Yahoo!).
|
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4 on Yahoo Denver, CO Open now .
24 on Yelhoo " Personal Injury Attorney
9 The Werner Law Firm 303E 17th Ave, St (303) 863-8283 sloatnicholsonpe.com
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o o Contact Us Today
9 Loretta Collins Esq 1633 Fillmore St. #...  (303) 997-4700
Denver, CO Personal Injury Attorney
@ Trani, Trent President-M 44 Cook St, Ste 100 (303) 333-1816 e et
11 on Yahoo Denver, CO Open now 20+ Years Of Medical Experience!
Decades Of Collective Legal Work
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Ton Yelp enver Personal Injury Attorney
. www.InjuryHelpLine.com/Call-
See all 914 results for Personal Injur. Add or update your business Now
\ j Helping Millions of Injured Victims! Free

Consult with an Attorney.

a Personal Injury Lawyer Near Yjou
persenalinjuryattorneys.com
A personal injury attamey can help you get thf compensation you deserve. Connect with
your local law firm and speak to a lawyer todaly about your case.

Personal Injury - Attorneys.com
www_attorneys.com » Legal Help Center|
Personal injury is the term used to describe physical and mental injuries that occur A

Local Search Results

Checking Out Shopping Results

It’s often not hard for the search engines to figure out when someone is quite
likely searching for a product he may be interested in buying. If someone
searches for shoes, it’s quite likely he’s interested in buying a pair, either
offline (that’s where the Local results come in) or online (that’s where the
Shopping results come in). On the other hand, if someone searches on shoe
manufacturing victorian england, it’s unlikely that he’s in the market for a pair.

The major search engines all maintain product indexes, totally separate from
the organic or even the regular text-based PPC indexes. However, product
results are typically a form of PPC advertising; you submit your products to
the search engines’ product listings, and get charged if anyone clicks on your
listing in the search results. (Chapter 15 explains how to get your products
into those indexes.)

When a search engine figures a searcher may be looking for product informa-
tion, it inserts product results — typically with images — into the search-results
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page, as shown previously in Figure 2-1. Clicking the Shopping search results
leads into the search engine’s shopping area, where the searcher can find more
information about these, and other, products.

Staying Current with News Results

|
Figure 2-3:
News
results will
appear for
appropriate
searches.
(All these
results are
pulled from
the news
index.)
|

Another significant search-result component is the News results. If the search
engines think News results might be useful to you, based on your search —
search for a politician or just about any country name, for instance — then
you'll see News results embedded into the results page.

Again, these are from a completely different source; in fact, publishers have
to apply to be included in the News results, shown in Figure 2-3. (Google
has an established process and takes many sites; see http://support.
google.com/news/publisher. Yahoo! and Bing are far more restrictive.)

About 67,000,000 results (067 seconds)

Angela Merkel - Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia f
en.wikipedia.org/wikiAngela_Merkel ~ Wikipedia

Angela Dorothea Merkel (née Kasner, born 17 July 1954) is a German politician and a
former research scientist who has been the leader of the Christian

Chancellor of Germany - Christian Demaocratic Union - Joachim Sauer - Horst Kasner

Angela Merkel - Forbes

www._forbes.com/profile/angela-merkel/ ¥ Forbes

Chancellor Angela Merkel gets high marks for acting the grown up on the global stage.
She is using her power against |SIS--breaking the post-Nazi-era taboo of

f In the news \ AHQEIa Merkel

Chancellor of Germany

More images

In Defense of Angela Merkel
Project Syndicate - 1 day ago Angela Dorothea Merkel is a German
politician and a former research scientist
who has been the leader of the Christian
Democratic Union since 2000 and the
Chancellor of Germany since 2005.
Wikipedia

PARIS - The recent cover of Der Spiegel showing German
Chancellor Angela Merkel in ..

Stopping Putin- Can Merkel Succeed Without Force?
Newsweek - 1 day ago

Born: July 17, 1954 (age 60). Hamburg,
Germany

Height: 5 5" (1.65 m)
Office: Chancellor of Germany since 2005

\ More news for angela merkel / Party: Christian Democratic Union of
Germany

Opinion: Euro-skeptic’s resignation expeses Merkel to more dissent
MarketWatch - 10 hours ago

_Ri Ca Spouse: Joachim Sauer (m._ 1998), Ulrich
Angela Merkel - Biography|- - Biography.com Merkel (m. 1977-1982)

www_biography com/people/angela-merkel-9406424 ~ FY|
Angela Merkel is a German politiciap best known as the first female chancellor of
Germany and ene of the architects of the European Union.

Parents: Horst Kasner, Herlind Kasner

Profiles
How Angela Merkel Has Led Germany to New Prominence ...
www.vanityfair.com/news/2015/0 Yangela-merkel-profile ~ Vanity Fair

She may be the world's mast powerfl woman, but German chancellor Angela Merkel Facebook

has governed with the utmost cautiofp—one of several contradictions that \ j

News Results Detailed Information
about a Famous Person


http://support.google.com/news/publisher
http://support.google.com/news/publisher
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Notice also in Figure 2-3 that, on the right side, you can see more detailed
results related to Angela Merkel. It’s now common on Google and Yahoo! to
see this kind of detailed result for searches on the names of famous people,
such as politicians and celebrities. (As you can see in Figure 2-5, search
engines may also display similar blocks of information for other things, such
as famous locations.)

Viewing Uideo and Image Results

|
Figure 2-4:
Videos

are often
dropped into
the search
results.
|

You’ve almost certainly seen video and image results in the search engines
(see Figure 2-4). All three of the major search engines index Youtube.com
(it’s owned by Google). But they index other sites, too, such as Vimeo.com,
Vevo.com, and Metcafe.com. If you want to try getting your videos into the
search results, see Chapter 20.

As for images (see Figure 2-5), it’s possible to encourage the search engines
to rank your images high for particular keywords; I discuss that subject in
Chapter 24.

YAHOO! ‘ rolling stones. |
iz

Music - Rolling Stone s
v ollingstone.com/music an Stewart

Get the latest Rolling Stone new music news, song and album reviews. free music
downloads, artist videos & pictures, playlists and more

Related Albums
ﬂ Gimme Shelter
Rolling Stones - Videa Results
XS The Rolling Stones - Love Is Strong - OFFICIAL PROMO
[ youtube.com See more ads for:
rolling stones tour 2015
rolling stones sonas
rolling stones lyrics

¥ The Rol Stones - Angie - OFFICIAL PROMO (Version 1)
youtube.com

rolling stones discography
N rolling stones fickeis
IEEE] The Rolling Stones - Midnight Rambler (Live) - OFFICIAL rolling stones four 2015 dales
2 youtube.com

Ads

Rolling Stones Tickets
www.vividseats.

com/Rolling Stones

4.5 Jcdcde ke rating for
vividseats.com

Mors Ralling Stones videas Buy Rolling Stones Tickets! Choose
Your Seats + Order Today

E¥E] The Rolling Stones - Start Me Up - Official Promo
youtube com

The Rolling Stones - Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia

en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Rolling_Stones

The Rolling Stones are an English rock kand formed in London in 1962. The first settled

line-up consisted of Brian Jones {guitar, harmanica), lan Stewart (piano new tour. Fans Save Use Promo Code
25bingsale

Rolling Stones Tix $250ff
tixtickets.com

Politics - Rolling Stone
www.rollingstone.com/pelitics
Check out Ralling Stone’s latest political news and features covering today's hottest

litical tani A Mot Taibhi's tak
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|
Figure 2-5:
Images

are often
dropped into
the search
results, too.
|

mount everest base camp + - activeadventures.com
www.activeadventures.com/mount-everest ~
Fully Guided Small Group Mount Everest Base Camp Treks. Brochure

Mount Everest - Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia
en.wikipedia.org/wikiyMount_Everest ~ Wikipedia

Mount Everest, also known in Nepal as Sagarmatha(®swamn) and in Tibet as
Chomolungma, is Earth's highest mountain_ It is located in the Mahalangur
List of mountains - List of people whae died - Tenzing Norgay - Jordan Romera

Mount Everest

In the news Mountain in Asia

Indian army to remove tons of Mount Everest Mount Everest, also known in Nepal as
trash Sagarmatha and in Tibet as

” ~ " Chomolungma, is Earth's highest

2 ?IT‘JI\IN ’\Zﬂdafs.‘agz wh don 4 in climbing th mountain. It i located in the Mahalangur
(CNN) Most climbers who try don't succeed in climbing the section of the Himalayas. Wikipedia

29,035-foot-high Mount Everest,

Elevation: 29,029 (8,848 m)

Trashing Mount Everest. Climbers will tidy up ‘world's highest junkyard,’ Newsweek First ascent: May 29, 1953
reports
NOLA.com - 2 hours ago Prominence: 29.029' (8,848 m)

First ascenders: Tenzing MNorgay
Edmund Hillary

Mountain range: Himalayas, Mahalangur

Birmingham CEQ to attempt climbing Mount Everest for the second time
AL com - 1 day ago

More news for mount everest Himal
Images for mount everest Report images People also search for view 15+
=~
K2 Mount Ment Blanc
28,251 Kilimanjaro 15.781
19,341
More images for mount everest Feedback

Mount Everest - National Geographic Adventure

adventure.nationalgeographic.com/.../fev... ~ National Geographic Adventure

Getting Friendly with Social Results

In Chapter 19, you find out about the social networks and how to use them to
your advantage. The three major search engines incorporate social-network
results into the organic index; in other words, they index social-network sites
just like any other site.

The different search engines use the data in different ways, and in different
ways at different times; for instance, in the past Google has experimented

with actually displaying a Twitter feed inside the search results, but decided it
didn’t work well. For a while, Google also displayed photos taken from authors’
Google+ accounts next to their search results, but also gave up on that.

So how the data is used varies, but the social networks definitely are impor-
tant not only in their own right, but also as a way to feed information into the
search results. Check out Chapter 19 for more information.

Collecting Bits n’ Pieces

Finally, the search engines often embed little “bits and pieces” into the
search results, data totally separate from these other indexes. For instance,
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|
Figure 2-6:
The search
engines pro-
vide all sorts
of weird and
wonderful
results.
|

search for sunrise 80209 in Google or Yahoo!, and right at the top of the
search results you'll see the time of the next sunrise (see Figure 2-6). Try
searching for 173 pounds in usd, in any of the three major search engines, and
you'll see the current exchange rate, British pounds to U.S. dollars.

All three also have calculators (try (5674374 / 231) + (12987 * 7), for
instance). Looking for a flight? Or movie? Google and Bing will both provide
flights, while all three will give you movie times. (Try, say, fly denver to los
angeles and the name of a current movie, along with a city and state name.)

Cooking tonight? Well, Google used to provide recipes, but at the time of writ-
ing had removed them. No problem, search for lamb on Bing, then click the
Also try: Lamb Recipes link that appears at the top, and that’s just what you’ll
get. Yahoo!, too; click the More link on the left, then click Recipes. Search
Bing for a musician or band, and you’ll get music results.

There are many forms of data being fed into the search results. (Some of the
specialty results shown in the preceding examples use rich snippets, informa-
tion that you can feed to the search engines if you know how to tag the data;
see Chapter 7 for information.)

You may want to dig around sometime in your favorite search engine — try
all the links and see where they go and read the Help pages to see what fancy
tools are available. You may be amazed at what you find.

Showtimes for Woman in Gold Flights from Denver, CO (DEN) to Los Angeles, CA Sponsored @
o (LAX)
Today Tomoraw Mon, Apr 6 www.google.com/flights
Denver, CO (DEN] Los Angeles, CA (LAX
Angelika Film Center Dallas - map enver. €O (DEN) os Angeles, CA (LAX)
STANDARD  11:30AM 12:30PM 200 300 430 530 & Mon, April 20 v [ Fii, Apil 24 o
7:00 800 930 10:30
Nonstop S Spiit 2h 25m from $152
— Frontier 2h 20m from $165
Songs
2h 15m
@ Paint It Black 324 s
2h 15m
()  Gimme Shelter 532 b 5m from $245
®  Sympathy For The Devi 617 B Unied o 25m from §248
® 1 Cant Get No (Salistaction) L Southwest 2h 20m unknown
(®  YouCanlt Always Get What You Want 6:48
Al lights A Defta 4h 10m= from $268
See more v
More Google flight results »
Microsoft Corporation Y O ﬁ
lamb
NASDAQ: MSFT - Apr 2 4:14 PM EDT AHO !
40.29 +0.43 (1.06%) e Lamb Chaps wit Reduction v
Recipes allrecipes. com/Recipe/ s -with-Bals amic-Reductio :
1da 5 day 1month 3 month More Ingredients (10): butter, . dried basil, dried thyme £
Total time: 40 mins
i r
6:37 AM KRS
. e
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Chapter 3

Your One-Hour, Search
Engine—Friendly Web
Site Makeover

In This Chapter
Finding your site in the search engines
Choosing keywords
Examining your pages for problems

Getting search engines to read and index your pages

A few small changes can make a big difference in your site’s position in
the search engines. So instead of forcing you to read this entire book
before you can get anything done, this chapter helps you identify problems
with your site and, with a little luck, shows you how to make a significant
difference through quick fixes.

It’s possible that you may not make significant progress in a single hour, as
the chapter title promises. You may identify serious problems with your site
that can’t be fixed quickly. Sorry, that’s life! The purpose of this chapter is
to help you identify a few obvious problems and, perhaps, make some quick
fixes with the goal of really getting something done.

Is Your Site Indexed?

It’s important to find out whether your site is actually in a search engine
or directory. Your site doesn’t come up when someone searches at Google
for rodent racing? Can’t find it in Bing? Have you ever thought that perhaps
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it simply isn’t there? In the next several sections, I explain how to find out
whether your site is indexed in a few different systems.

Various browser add-ons, such as SEOQuake, automatically tell you the
number of indexed pages when you visit a site.

Google

I'll start with the behemoth: Google. Here’s the quickest and easiest way to
see what Google has in its index. Search Google, either at the site or through
the Google toolbar (see Chapter 1) for the following:

site:domain.com

Don’t type the www. piece, just the domain name. For instance, say your
site’s domain name is RodentRacing.com. You’d search for this:

site:rodentracing.com

Google returns a list of pages it’s found on your site; at the top, underneath
the search box (or perhaps somewhere else; it moves around occasionally),
you see something like this:

2 results (0.16) seconds

That’s it — quick and easy. You know how many pages Google has indexed
on your site and can even see which pages.

Well, you may know. This number is not always accurate; Google will show
different numbers in different places. The number you see in the first page of
search results may not be the same as the number it shows you on, say, the
tenth page of search results, nor the same as the number it shows you in the
Google Webmasters Console (see Chapter 13). Still, it gives you a general idea
(usually reasonably accurate) of your indexing in Google.

Here’s another way to see what’s in the index — in this case, a particular
page in your site. Simply search for the URL: Type, or copy and paste, the
URL into the Google search box and press Enter. Google should return the
page in the search results (if it’s in the index).

You can also click the little green down triangle at the end of the URL in the
search results and select Cached to see the copy of the page that Google has
actually stored in its cache (see Figure 3-1). If you're unlucky, Google tells
you that it has nothing in the cache for that page. That doesn’t necessarily
mean that Google hasn’t indexed the page, though.

vww . allitebooks.cond
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|
Figure 3-1:
A page
stored in

the Google
cache.
|
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This is Google’s cache of hij dummies com/biz himl. It is a snapshot of the page as it appeared on May 16, 2015 02:28:44 GMT. The current page could have
changed in the meantime. Learn more
Tip: To quickly find your search term on this page, press Ctrl+F or %F (Mac) and use the find bar.

Text-only version

Services Case Studies 877-409-4177

We've written And we can r;rkre one for
g you foo!
For Dummies books for

these companies... Find Out How

Content Designed to Engage, Inspire, and Drive Sales

From e-books and videos to mobile apps and sponsorships, we'll help you connect with more customers.

See All of Our Partnership Services
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A cache is a temporary storage area in which a copy of something is placed.
In this context, the search engine cache stores a Web page that shows what
the search engine found the last time it downloaded the page. Google, Bing,
and Yahoo! keep a copy of many of the pages they index, and they all also tell
you the date that they indexed the cached pages. (Bing currently also uses

a little green triangle, just like Google, at the end of the URL; click that to see
the Cached page link pop up. Yahoo! currently puts a Cached link in gray text
immediately after the URL in the search results.)

You can also go directly to the cached page on Google. Type the following
into the Google search box:

cache:http://yourdomain.com/page.htm

Replace yourdomain.com with your actual domain name, and page. htm with
the actual page name, of course. When you click Search, Google checks to see
whether it has the page in its cache.

What if Google doesn’t have the page? Does that mean your page isn’t in
Google? No, not necessarily. Google may not have gotten around to caching it.
Sometimes Google grabs a little information from a page but not the entire page.

You can search for a Web site at Google another way, too. Simply type the
domain name into the Google search box and click Search. Google returns
that site’s home page at the top of the results, generally followed by more
pages from the site.
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Vahoo! and Bing

And now, here’s a bonus. The search syntax I used to see what Google had
in its index for RodentRacing.com — site:rodentracing.com — not only
works on Google but also Yahoo! and Bing. That’s right, type the same thing
into any of these search sites and you see how many pages on the Web site
are in the index (though doing this at Yahoo!, of course, gets you the Bing
results because they share the same index).

Open Directory Project

You might also want know whether your site is listed in the Open Directory
Project (www.dmoz . org; assuming that the site still functions when you read
this). This is a large directory of Web sites, actually owned by AOL although
volunteer run; it’s potentially important, because its data is “syndicated” to
many different Web sites, providing you with many links back to your site.
(You find out about the importance of links in Chapter 16.) If your site isn’t in
the directory, it should be (if possible; getting it in there can be quite difficult).

Just type the domain name, without the www. piece. If your site is in the
index, the Open Directory Project will tell you. If it isn’t, you should try to list
it; see Chapter 14.

Taking Action If Vou're Not Listed

What if you search for your site in the search engines and can’t find it? If
the site isn’t in Google or Bing, you have a huge problem. (If the site isn’t in
the Open Directory Project, see Chapter 14.) Or perhaps your home page,
or maybe one or two pages, are indexed, but nothing else within your site
is indexed. There are two basic reasons your site isn’t being indexed in the
search engines:

1 The search engines haven’t found your site yet. The solution is rela-
tively easy, though you won’t get it done in an hour.

v The search engines have found your site but, for several possible
reasons, can’t or won’t index it. This is a serious problem, though in
some cases you can fix it quickly.

These are the specific reasons your site may not be indexed, in order of likeli-
hood, more or less:

v There are no links pointing to the site, so the search engines don’t know
the site exists.
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v The Web server is unreliable.

v The robots.txt is blocking search-engine access to the site.
v The robots meta tag is blocking pages individually.

»* You bought a garbage domain name.

v The site is using some kind of navigation structure that search engines
can’t read, so they can’t find their way through the site.

v The site is creating dynamic pages that search engines choose not to
read (this is quite rare today).

»* You have a “canonical” tag referencing another Web site (very unlikely,
though possible if you are inheriting the site from someone else).

No links

The single most common reason that search engines don’t index sites is
that they don’t know the sites exist. I frequently work with clients whose
sites, we discover, are not indexed; when I examine the incoming links, I find
that. . .there aren’t any.

The search engines “crawl” the Web, following links from site to site to site.
If there are no links from other Web sites, pointing to your site, the search
engines will never find your site.

You may have heard that you can “submit” your site to the search engines,
and you should definitely do that; not by using “submission services,” but
by submitting an XML sitemap through the Google and Bing Webmaster
accounts (see Chapter 13 for the details). But this may not be enough. Even
if the search engines know your site exists — because you told them it
does — if they see no links from other sites, they may not care. In fact, if no
other site cares enough to link to your site, why should the search engines
care? If you have no links from other sites to yours, the search engines may
not index it, or they may take their sweet time getting around to it, or per-
haps they’ll index a little piece of it but not much.

So, the solution is simple; get some links right away! Ask all your friends, col-
leagues, and family members to link to it, from whatever Web sites and social-
network accounts they have. Then read Chapters 16 and 17 to learn about links.

Unreliable Web Server

Another reason that search engines may not index a site is that the site is on
an unreliable Web server. If your site keeps crashing — or if it’s unavailable
when the search engines come by to crawl it — they can’t crawl it. Or maybe
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they won'’t, because even if they can get in now and then, they don’t want
unreliable sites listed in the search results. That’s “bad user experience.”

So check your site. Is it incredibly slow to load, or is it down a lot of the time?
You might even sign up with a site-checking service such as www.pingdom.
comor https://uptimerobot .com (the former has a free trial, the latter
has a free, reduced-service account).

robots.txt is blocking your site

Enter this URL into your browser (replacing domain with your actual domain
name) and press Enter: www.domain.com/robots. txt.

If a simple text file loads into your browser, you're looking at the robots.txt
file. (If you see a server error instead, move onto the next issue. You don’t
have a robots.txt file.)

The robots.txt file provides instructions to “robots” — search as search
engines’ search bots — about what areas of your site can and cannot be
indexed. If you see a line that says Disallow, read Chapter 21 to find out how
robots.txt works. It’s common to block some areas of the site, but sometimes
people make mistakes in robots.txt and accidentally block crawling.

robots meta tags are blocking pages

It’s also possible that individual robot meta tags are blocking specific
pages — perhaps all your pages. Check out your pages to see if robots tags
are causing problems:

1. Open the source code of your Web pages.

In the three primary browsers — Chrome, Firefox, and Internet Explorer —
type Ctrl-U (Command-U on the Mac, sometimes) or right-click and
select either View Page Source or View Source.

2. Search the page for the text robots.

If your pages are using robots meta tags, you’ll see something like
<META NAME="robots”.

3. If you don’t find this tag in your pages, fuggedaboutit.

4. If you do find a robots meta tag in your pages, see Chapter 21 for
information on figuring out problems.
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Bad domain name

Did you recently buy a domain name? It’s possible that you purchased

a domain name that had previously been blocked by the search engines
because a previous owner was using the domain used for various nefarious —
“spammy” — practices, attempting to trick the search engines but getting
caught. (I talk about these practices in Chapters 9 and 21.)

Firstly, if nobody has ever used the domain name before, then the name
can’t be bad; you can use a service such as www.domainhistory.net or
www.domaintools.comto see the domain name’s history and find out
whether it’s been used before.

If the domain previously has been in use, how do you know if it has prob-
lems? How do you know if the site has been penalized by the search engines?
There is simply no easy answer to this question, as the search engines don’t
have a public list of spammy sites. Google says there are indications of prob-
lems that you can look for, but no definitive answer:

v If you are buying a domain name that is currently in use, and the site has
links pointing to it but is not indexed, that’s a bad sign.

v~ If the old site is not up and running — perhaps you are buying an old
expired domain name — go to www.archive.org and search the
Wayback Machine to see what the Web site on that domain name looked
like at various times in the past. Does it look “spammy”? It is an ugly site
with little real value or real content, perhaps promoting get-rich-quick
schemes, online gambling, pharmaceuticals or the like? Does it have
a lot of what looks like auto-generated content, perhaps really clum-
sily written? Did it use a lot of SEO tricks (see Chapter 9)? Those are
big problems.

v Search for the domain name and see what people on the Web are saying
about the domain name. Are people complaining about it, stating that it
uses SEO tricks? Obviously, another problem.

If you think this is a possible problem, I suggest you Google the phrase matt
cutts buy domain spam still rank youtube and see the Matt Cutts video on this
issue (I talk a little about Matt Cutts in Chapter 23). It may be possible to
“revive” a “damaged” domain name, though you’re probably better off just
getting another domain name!

Unreadable navigation

Problems with navigation structures are much less common than they used
to be, because search engines today are far better at reading Web pages than
they were in the early days. Still, just in case.. ..

37


http://www.domainhistory.net
http://www.domaintools.com
http://www.archive.org

38  Partl: Getting Started with SEO

A site may have perfectly readable pages, with the exception that the
searchbots — the programs search engines use to index Web sites — can’t
negotiate the site navigation. The searchbots can reach the home page, index
it, and read it, but they can’t go any further.

Why can’t the searchbots find their way through? The navigation system
may have been created using JavaScript, and because search engines
mostly ignore JavaScript, they don’t find the links in the script. Look at
this example:

<SCRIPT TYPE="javascript" SRC="/menu/menu.js"></SCRIPT>

In many sites, this is how navigation bars are placed into each page: Pages
call an external JavaScript, held in menu. js in the menu subdirectory.
Search engines may not read menu. js, in which case they’ll never read the
links in the script. And it’s not just JavaScript; problems can be caused by
putting navigation in Flash and Silverlight (Adobe’s and Microsoft’s anima-
tion formats).

However, these days Google does read and execute JavaScript, and does a
good job with Flash, too, so this sort of thing is unlikely to be a problem.
(Google states that they don’t do so well with Silverlight.)

But it’s not all about Google. As recently as May 2015, Bing had these state-
ments in its Webmaster guidelines:

Don’t bury links to content inside JavaScript . . . don’t bury links in
Javascript/flash/Silverlight; keep content out of these as well . . . avoid
housing content inside Flash or JavaScript — these block crawlers from
finding the content . . . The technology used on your website can some-
times prevent Bingbot from being able to find your content. Rich media
(Flash, JavaScript, and so forth) can lead to Bing not being able to crawl
through navigation, or not see content embedded in a web page.

Of course, there are other search engines, not as big as Google and Bing but
worth keeping happy nonetheless.

3
If you think your navigation system may be causing problems, try these
simple ways to help search engines find their way around your site, whether
or not your navigation structure is hidden:

1 Create more text links throughout the site. Many Web sites have a main
navigation structure and then duplicate the structure by using simple
text links at the bottom of the page. You should do the same.
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»* Add an HTML sitemap page to your site. This page contains links to
most or all of the pages on your Web site. Of course, you also want
to link to the sitemap page from those little links at the bottom of the
home page.

v 1f working with Flash, use sIFR (Scalable Inman Flash Replacement),
which combines Flash with search-engine readable text.

Dealing with dynamic pages

This is another case in which things are much better today than in the past.
In the past, dynamic sites often had problems getting indexed — that is pages
with long, complicated URLs that are being created on the fly when a browser
requests them. The data is pulled from a database, pasted into a Web page
template, and sent to the user’s browser. The long, complicated URL is a
database query requesting the data; for example, product information that
should be placed into a page, like this:

http://yourdomain.com/products/index.html?&DID=18&CATID=13&0bjectGroup ID=79

Search engines often wouldn’t index such pages, for a variety of reasons
explained in Chapter 9.

Such URLs are unlikely to be a problem these days, but there’s still a really good
reason for not using URLs like this: It would be better, from an SEO perspective,

to have keywords in your URLs, rather than database-query nonsense. There’s a
way to do that, using URL rewriting, which [ explain in Chapter 7.

Another problem is caused by session IDs — URLSs that are different every
time the page is displayed. Look at this example:

http://yourdomain.com/buyAHome.do; jsessionid=07D3CCD4DIA6AIFICFICADAFIAT28F44

Each time someone visits this site, the server assigns a special ID number
to the visitor. That means the URL is never the same, so Google probably
won’t index it. In fact, Google used to recommend that sites not use session
IDs (there are technical alternatives). It’s still probably a good idea today to
avoid ssession IDs, if possible.

Search engines may choose not to index pages with session IDs. If the search
engine finds links that appear to have session IDs in them, it quite likely will
not index the referenced page, in order to avoid filling the search index with
duplicates.
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The Canonical tag

This problem is probably quite rare, though does happen now and then.
There’s something called the canonical tag, which looks like this:

<link rel="canonical" href="https://yourdomain.com/rodents/blue-mice.html"/>

This tag is used in situations in which a Web site might deliver the same con-
tent using different URLs; articles in a blog might appear in multiple sections,
content might be delivered with session IDs, content might be syndicated
onto other Web sites, and so on.

So the canonical tag tells the search engines, “This is the original URL for this
page; don’t index the page you're looking at, index this other one.” Clearly, a
misplaced canonical tag can cause pages to not get indexed.

Picking Good Keywords

Getting search engines to recognize and index your Web site can be a problem,
as the first part of this chapter makes clear. Another huge problem — one

that has little or nothing to do with the technological limitations of search
engines — is that many companies have no idea what keywords (the words
people are using at search engines to search for Web sites) they should be
using. They try to guess the appropriate keywords, without knowing what
people are really using in search engines.

[ explain keywords in detail in Chapter 6, but here’s how to do a quick key-
word analysis:

1. Point your browser to https://adwords.google.com/select/
KeywordToolExternal.

Log into your Google account (yes, you'll need a Google account). You
see the Google AdWords Keyword Planner. AdWords is Google’s PPC
(pay per click) division.

2. In the top search box, type a keyword you think people may use to
search for your products or services and then click Search.

3. Click the Get Ideas button at the bottom.

The tool returns a list of keywords, showing you how often that term
and related terms are used by people searching on Google and partner
sites (see Figure 3-2). Click between the Ad Group Ideas and Keyword
Ideas to see different groupings of keywords
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You may find that the keyword you guessed is perfect. Or you may discover
better words, or, even if your guess was good, find several other great
keywords. A detailed keyword analysis almost always turns up keywords

or keyword phrases you need to know about. [ often speak with clients
whose sites rank really well for the chosen keywords, but they are totally
unaware that they are missing some other, very popular, terms; it’s a
common problem.

Don’t spend a lot of time on this task right now. See whether you can come
up with some useful keywords in a few minutes and then move on; see
Chapter 6 for details about this process.

Examining Your Pages

Making your Web pages “search engine—friendly” was probably not upper-
most in your mind when you sat down to design your Web site. That means
your Web pages — and the Web pages of millions of others — may have a
few problems in the search engine—friendly category. Fortunately, such prob-
lems are pretty easy to spot; you can fix some of them quickly, but others are
more troublesome.
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Using frames

To examine your pages for problems, you need to read the pages’ source
code. Remember, I said you’d need to be able to understand HTML! To

see the source code, choose View Source or Viewr>Page Source in your
browser. (Or use a tool such as Firebug, an add-on designed for Firefox but
available, in a lite form, for other browsers. See www.getfirebug.com.)

When you first peek at the source code for your site, you may discover that
your site is using frames. (Of course, if you built the site yourself, you already
know whether it uses frames. However, you may be examining a site built by
someone else.) You may see something like this on the page:

<HTML>

<HEAD>

</HEAD>

<FRAMESET ROWS="20%,80%">
<FRAME SRC="navbar.html">
<FRAME SRC="content.html">
</FRAMESET>

<BODY>

</BODY>

</HTML>

When you choose View=>Source or View=>Page Source in your browser,
you're viewing the source of the frame-definition document, which tells the
browser how to set up the frames. In the preceding example, the browser cre-
ates two frame rows, one taking up the top 20 percent of the browser and the
other taking up the bottom 80 percent. In the top frame, the browser places
content taken from the navbar.html file; content from content .html goes
into the bottom frame.

Framed sites don’t index well. The pages in the internal frames get orphaned
in search engines; each page ends up in search results alone, without the
navigation frames with which they were intended to be displayed. The good
news is that framed sites now are rare; they were very popular at the turn
of the century, but seem to have fallen out of favor. Still, [ run into them
now and then.

Framed sites are bad news for many reasons. I discuss frames in more detail
in Chapter 8, but here are a few quick fixes:

v Add TITLE and DESCRIPTION tags between the <HEAD> and </HEAD>
tags. (To see what these tags are and how they can help with your frame
issues, check out the next two sections.)

v Add <NOFRAMES> and </NOFRAMES > tags between the <BODY> and
</BODY> tags and place 200 to 300 words of keyword-rich content
between the tags. The NOFRAMES text is designed to be displayed by
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browsers that can’t work with frames, and search engines will read this
text, although they won’t rate it as highly as normal text (because many
designers have used <NOFRAMES > tags as a trick to get more keywords
into a Web site, and because the NOFRAMES text is almost never seen
these days, because almost no users have browsers that don’t work
with frames).

» In the text between the <NOFRAMES> tags, include a number of links to
other pages in your site to help search engines find their way through.

v Make sure every page in the site contains a link back to the home page,
in case it’s found "orphaned" in the search index.

Looking at the TITLE tags

TITLE tags tell a browser what text to display in the browser’s title bar and
tabs, and they’re very important to search engines. Quite reasonably, search
engines figure that the TITLE tags may indicate the page’s title — and, there-
fore, its subject.

Open your site’s home page and then choose View> Source in your browser
to see the page source. A window opens, showing you what the page’s HTML
looks like. Here’s what you should see at the top of the page:

<HTML>
<HEAD>
<TITLE>Your title text 1is here</TITLE>

Here are a few problems you may have with your <TITLE> tags:

1~ They’re not there. Many pages simply don’t have <TITLE> tags. If they
don’t, you're failing to give the search engines one of the most important
pieces of information about the page’s subject matter.

v They’re in the wrong position. Sometimes you find the <TITLE> tags,
but they’re way down in the page. If they’re too low in the page, search
engines may not find them.

1 There are two sets. Now and then [ see sites that have two sets of
<TITLE> tags on each page; in this case, the search engines will prob-
ably read the first and ignore the second.

v Every page on the site has the same <TITLE> tag. Many sites use
the exact same tag on every single page. Bad idea! Every <TITLE> tag
should be different.

v They’re there, but they’re poor. The <TITLE> tags don’t contain the
proper keywords.
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Your TITLE tags should be immediately below the <HEAD> tag and should
contain useful keywords. Have 40 to 60 characters between the <TITLE>
and </TITLE> tags (including spaces) and, perhaps, repeat the primary key-
words once. If you're working on your Rodent Racing Web site, for example,
you might have something like this:

<TITLE>Rodent Racing Info. Rats, Mice, Gerbils, Stoats,
All Kinds of Rodent Racing</TITLE>

Find out more about keywords in Chapter 6 and titles in Chapter 7.

Examining the DESCRIPTION tag

The DESCRIPTION tag is important because search engines may index it
(under the reasonable assumption that the description describes the con-
tents of the page) and, in many cases, use the DESCRIPTION tag to provide
the site description on the search results page. Thus you might think of the
DESCRIPTION tag as serving two purposes: to help with search rank and
as a "sales pitch" to convince people viewing the search-results page to
click your link. (Google says it doesn’t use the tag for indexing, but it’s still
important because Google will often display the tag contents in the search-
results page.)

Open a Web page, open the HTML source (select View = Source from your
browser’s menu), and then take a quick look at the DESCRIPTION tag. It
should look something like this:

<META NAME="description" CONTENT="your description goes here">

Sites often have the same problems with DESCRIPTION tags as they do with
<TITLE> tags. The tags aren’t there, are hidden away deep down in the page,
are duplicated, or simply aren’t very good.

Place the DESCRIPTION tag immediately below the <TITLE> tags (see
Figure 3-3) and create a keyworded description of up to 250 characters
(again, including spaces). Here’s an example:

<META NAME="description" CONTENT="Rodent Racing - Scores, Schedules, Everything
Rodent Racing. Mouse Racing, Stoat Racing, Rats, Gerbils -
Everything You Need to Know about Rodent Racing and Caring for
Your Racers.">

Sometimes Web developers switch the attributes in the tag, putting the
CONTENT= before the NAME=, like this:

<META CONTENT="your description goes here" NAME="description">
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<HTML>

<HEAD>

<TITLE>Rodent Racing Info. Rats, Mice, Gerbils, Stoats, All Kinds of Rodent Racing</TITLE>

<META NAME="description” CONTENT="Rodent Racing - Scores, Schedules, Evergthwng Rodent Racing.
out Rodent Racing and

Mouse Racing, stoat Racing, Rats, Gerbils - Everything you Need to Know al
caring for Your Racers.">

</HEAD>

</HTMLE-

I'm sure the order of the attributes isn’t important for Google or Bing, but I
have seen it confuse some smaller systems in the past. There’s no real reason
to switch the order of the attributes so I'd recommend not doing it.

Giving search engines something to read

You don’t necessarily have to pick through the HTML code of your Web
page to evaluate how search engine—friendly it is. You can find out a lot just
by looking at the Web page in the browser. Determine whether you have
any text on the page. Page content — text that search engines can read —

is essential, but many Web sites don’t have any page content on the front
page and often have little or none on interior pages. This is often a problem
for e-commerce sites, which all too frequently have nothing more than a
short blurb for each product they are selling, ending up with a content-
light site.

Here are some potential problems:

v Having a (usually pointless) Flash intro on your site
v Creating a totally Flash-based site

v Embedding much of the text on your site into images, rather than relying
on readable text

v Banking on flashy visuals to hide the fact that your site is light
on content

v Using the wrong keywords (Chapter 6 explains how to pick keywords.)
If you have these types of problems, they can often be time consuming to fix.

(Sorry, you may run over the one-hour timetable by several weeks.) The next
several sections detail ways you might overcome the problems.
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Eliminating Flash and Silverlight

Huh? What’s Flash? You've seen those silly animations when you arrive at
a Web site, with a little Skip Intro link hidden away in the page. Words and
pictures appear and disappear, scroll across the pages, and so on. These
are Adobe Flash (formerly Macromedia Flash) files, or perhaps Microsoft
Silverlight files.

[ suggest that you kill the Flash intro on your site. They don’t hurt your site
in the search engines (unless, of course, you're removing indexable text

and replacing it with Flash), but they don’t help, either, and I rarely see a
Flash intro that actually serves any purpose. In most cases, they’re nothing
but an irritation to site visitors. (The majority of Flash intros are created
because the Web designer likes playing with Flash.) And a site that is nothing
but Flash — no real text; everything’s in the Flash file — is a disaster from a
search engine perspective. (Indeed, since I've been writing this book Flash
intros have fallen out of favor to a great degree, but they’re still out there.)

If you're really wedded to your Flash intro, though — and there are occa-
sionally some that make sense — there are ways to use Flash and still do
a good job in the search engines; see Chapter 9 for information on the
SWFObject method. Just don’t expect Flash on its own to work well in the
search engines.

Replacing images with real text

If you have an image-heavy Web site, in which all or most of the text is
embedded onto images, you need to get rid of the images and replace them
with real text. If the search engine can’t read the text, it can’t index it.

It may not be immediately clear whether text on the page is real text or
images. You can quickly figure it out a couple of ways:

v Try to select the text in the browser with your mouse. If it’s real text,
you can select it character by character. If it’s not real text, you simply
can’t select it — you’ll probably end up selecting an image.

v Right-click the text, and if you see menu options, such as Save Image and
Copy Image, you know it’s an image, not text.

Using more keywords

The light-content issue can be a real problem. Some sites are designed to be
light on content, and sometimes this approach is perfectly valid in terms of
design and usability. However, search engines have a bias for content — that
is, for text they can read. (I discuss this issue in more depth in Chapter 11.) In
general, the more text — with the right keywords — the better.
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Using the right keywords in the right places

Suppose that you do have text, and plenty of it. But does the text have the
right keywords? The ones discovered with the Google AdWords Keyword
Planner earlier in this chapter? It should.

Where keywords are placed and what they look like is also important. Search
engines use position and format as clues to importance. Here are a few
simple techniques you can use — but don’t overdo it!

v Use keywords in folder names and filenames, and in page files and
image files.

1 Use keywords near the top of the page.

v Place keywords into <H> (heading) tags.

v Use bold and italic keywords; search engines take note of these.

v Put keywords into bulleted lists; search engines also take note of this.

v Use keywords multiple times on a page, but don’t use a keyword or key-
word phrase too often. If your page sounds really clumsy through over-
repetition, it may be too much.

You can avoid over-repetition by using synonyms.

Ensure that the links between pages within your site contain keywords. Think
about all the sites you’ve visited recently. How many use links with no key-
words in them? They use buttons, graphic navigation bars, short little links
that you have to guess at, click here links, and so on. Big mistakes.

Some writers have suggested that you should never use click here because
it sounds silly and people know they’re supposed to click. I disagree, and
research shows that using the words can sometimes increase the number of
clicks on a particular link. However, for search-engine purposes, you should
rarely, if ever, use a link with only the words click here in the link text; you
should include keywords in the link.

To reiterate, when you create links, include keywords in the links wherever
possible. For example, on your rodent-racing site, if you're pointing to the
scores page, don’t create a link that says To find the most recent rodent
racing scores, click here or, perhaps, To find the most recent racing scores,
go to the scores page. Instead, get a few more keywords into the links, like
this: To find the most recent racing scores, go to the rodent racing scores
page. That tells the search engine that the referenced page is about rodent
racing scores.
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So your pages are ready, but you still have the indexing problem. Your
pages are, to put it bluntly, just not in the search engine! How do you fix
that problem?

For the Open Directory Project, you have to go to dmoz.org and register
directly, but before doing that, you should read Chapter 14. With Google, Bing,
and Ask.com, the process is a little more time consuming and complicated.

The best way to get into the search engines is to have them find the pages
by following links pointing to the site. In some cases, you can ask the search
engines to come to your site and pick up your pages. However, if you ask
search engines to index your site, they probably won’t do it. And if they do
come and index your site, doing so may take weeks or months. Asking them
to come to your site is unreliable.

So how do you get indexed? The good news is that you can often get indexed
by some of the search engines very quickly.

Find another Web site to link to your site, right away. I'm not talking about

a full-blown link campaign here, with all the advantages I describe in
Chapters 16 and 17. You simply want to get search engines — particularly
Google, Bing, and Ask.com — to pick up the site and index it. Call friends,
colleagues, and relatives who own or control Web sites, and ask them to link
to your site; many people have blogs these days, or even social-networking
pages they can link from. Of course, you want sites that are already indexed
by search engines. The searchbots have to follow the links to your site.

When you ask friends, colleagues, and relatives to link to you, specify what
you want the links to say. No click here or company name links for you. You
want to place keywords into the link text. Something like Visit this site for
all your rodent racing needs - mice, rats, stoats, gerbils, and all other kinds of
rodent racing. Keywords in links are a powerful way to tell a search engine
what your site is about.

After the sites have links pointing to yours, it can take from a few days to a
few weeks to get into the search engines. With Google, if you place the links
right before Googlebot indexes one of the sites, you may be in the index in a
few days. I once placed some pages on a client’s Web site on a Tuesday and
found them in Google (ranked near the top) on Friday. But Google can also
take several weeks to index a site. The best way to increase your chances of
getting into search engines quickly is to get as many links as you can on as
many sites as possible.

You should also create an XML sitemap, submit that to Google and Bing, and
add a line in your robots. txt file that points to the sitemap so that search
systems — such as Ask.com — that don’t provide a way for you to submit the
sitemap can still find it. You find out all about that in Chapter 13.



Chapter 4

Beating the Competition —
Planning a Powerful Search
Engine Strategy

In This Chapter
Avoiding problems with your Web designer
Evaluating the competition
Understanding the search tail
Exploring the six search engine variables
Planning your attack

Search engine optimization is getting tougher all the time. Not because
the techniques are any harder than they used to be (although in a sense,
they are — after all, the tricks people used to employ don’t work as they did;
see Chapter 9), but because it’s getting so much more competitive. As more
and more people learn about SEO, more and more of your competitors are
doing a better and better job at SEO, so it gets harder and harder to compete
for those top spots.

There’s a lot to learn about generating traffic from search engines, and some-
times it’s hard to see the forest for the trees. As you discover in this book,
there are page-optimization and link strategies and index submissions and
directory submissions and electronic press releases and blogs and this and
that — it goes on and on. Before you jump right in, [ need to discuss the

big picture (to give you an idea of how all this fits together) and help you
decide what you should do and when (to help you plan your strategy). In this
chapter, I show you how a search engine campaign works overall.
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Don’t Trust Vour Web Designer

\NG/
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Let me start with a warning: Don’t rely on your Web designer to manage your
SEO project. In fact, I know that many of you are reading this book because
you did just that and have realized the error of your ways.

Here’s one of the more egregious cases I've run across. The owner of a small
e-commerce store came to me for help. He had paid a Web-design firm $5,000
to build his site, and before beginning, he had asked the firm to make sure
that the site was search engine—friendly. Unfortunately, that means different
things to different people, and to the design firm, it didn’t mean much. The
site it built definitely was not optimized for search engines. The owner asked
the firm what it was planning to do about the search engines. It told him that
would cost him another $5,000.

This unusual case is worse than most, but the first part — that your Web-
design firm says it will handle the search engines and then doesn’t — is very
common. When I hire a Web designer to build a site for me, I explain exactly
what I want. And you should do the same. (Thus, this book can help you even
if you never write a line of HTML code.)

The problem is twofold:

v Web designers pretty much have to say they understand search engines,
because all their competitors are saying it.

v Many Web designers think they do understand, but typically, it’s at
an “add some meta tags and submit to the search engines” level. It
won’t work.

Sorry, Web designers. [ don’t want to be rude, but this is a simple fact,
attested to by many, many site owners out there. I've seen it over and over
again. Not trusting your Web designer or team — even if it claims it knows
what it’s doing — is probably the first step in your search engine strategy!

Big doesn’t always equal better

By the way, don’t imagine that just because
you're working with a large Web-design team
with extensive programming experience,
such a team understands search engines.
In fact, the more sophisticated design teams
are sometimes the ones that get into the most
trouble, building complex sites that simply

won't work well with search engines. | consult
with companies big and small, so I've advised
large design teams made up of very good
programmers. | can assure you that large,
sophisticated teams often know as little about
SEO as the independent Web designer who's
been in business a few months.
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Understanding the Limitations

You've probably received spam e-mails guaranteeing top-ten positions

for your Web site in the search engines. You’ve probably also seen claims
that you'll be ranked in hundreds or thousands of search engines. Most of
this is nonsense — background noise that creates an entirely false picture.
As one of my clients put it, “There’s a lot of snake oil out there!” Here are
the facts.

Sometimes, it’s easy to get a very high position in the search systems. For
instance, a client wanted to be positioned in Google for six important key
phrases. I built some pages, ensured that Google knew where those pages
were (find out how to do this in Chapter 13), and waited. In just four days, the
client didn’t just have a top-ten position or even just a number-one position,
but the top fwo positions for five of the six key phrases. But this situation is
very unusual. More commonly, the game takes much more work and much
more time.

Typically, getting a high position isn’t that easy. You try a couple of tech-
niques, but they don’t seem to work. So you try something else, and maybe
you achieve a little success. Then you try another thing. Search engine opti-
mization can often be very labor intensive, and you may not see results for
weeks, and more likely, months.

The degree of work required depends on the competitiveness of the
keywords you’re going after. Some keywords are incredibly competitive:
mortgage, insurance, attorney, real estate, and so on are highly competitive,
with millions of people wanting some of the action. Other phrases are very
easy — such as rodent racing, for instance. If you're in the rodent-racing
business, you're in luck because you can probably rank right at the top
very easily!

Although how search engines function is based on science, search engine
optimization is more art than science. Why? Because the search engine
companies don’t want you to know exactly how they rank sites. You have

to just experiment. Ranking a site can be very difficult and tremendously
laborious. After all, why should it be easy? There is huge competition, so it
can’t always be easy. If it were easy for your site, then it would be easy for
your competitors’ sites, wouldn’t it? And, after all, there can only ever be one
number one.
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Eyeing the Competition

3

Some search terms are incredibly competitive. That is, many, many sites are
competing for the top positions. Other search terms are far less competitive.
How can you tell just how competitive your search terms are? Let me show
you a few ways to figure it out:

v Search for your terms. This is not a terribly good method for those
of you looking to build an SEO strategy, but it is so commonly recom-
mended that I want to explain it anyway. Go to Google and search for
a few of your terms. (I discuss keywords in more detail in Chapter 6.)
For instance, search for zofran attorney, and Google reports, under the
search box:

About 195,000 results

This tells you that nearly 200,000 pages in the Google index match the
search terms. Actually, most of these pages don’t match well. Most of
the pages don’t actually have the term zofran attorney. Rather, they have
the words zofran and attorney scattered around the page. It’s common
for journalists to use this search method to make some point or other —
to prove the popularity of a particular subject, for instance — without
realizing that it makes no sense.

1 Search for your terms by using quotation marks. Type search terms in
quotation marks, like this: “zofran attorney.” This time, Google searches
for the exact phrase and comes back with a different number. When I
searched, it came back with 1,030 because Google ignores all the pages
with the words scattered around the page, and returns only pages with
the exact phrase.

Here’s the problem with these two techniques: Although they show you how
commonly used the words are, they don’t show you how well the pages are
optimized. Remember, you're not competing against every page with these
terms; you're really competing with pages that were optimized for search
engines. There may be millions of pages with the term, but if none of them
have been optimized, you can take your newfound SEO knowledge, create
your own optimized pages, and have a good chance of ranking well.

Getting a “qut feel” for the competition

So here’s another quick technique I like to use — a simple way to get a feel
for competitiveness in a few seconds. Search for a term and then scan down
the page looking for the number of
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v PPC ads on the page: For instance, in Figure 4-1 you see Bing search
results for the phrase personal injury attorney. As you look down the
page, you see three PPC ads at the top of the page and then more ads all
the way down the right side of the page. Lots of PPC ads indicate lots of
interest in the phrase. If people are spending money on PPC ads, many
are also probably spending money on SEO.

+~ Lots of local results: Google, Yahoo!, and Bing interpret some searches
as local results; as explained in Chapter 12, in such cases the search
engines try to figure out where you are and then display information
about businesses in your local area. The phrase personal injury attorney
is definitely one that all three major search engines regard as local.

+ Bold and highlighted words on the page: You also notice that Google
bolds the words that you searched for. All the major search sites do this.
Lots of bold words often mean well-optimized pages.

+* Bold words in the links (page titles): Bold words in each page result’s
link indicate that someone has been optimizing the pages. The links
are the page titles, so the more bold text you see as you scan down,
the more often site owners have been placing the keywords into the
<TITLE> tags and the more competitive the search terms are likely to
be. (At the time of writing Google is not bolding terms in the titles. It has
in the past; perhaps it will again in the future.)

v+ Complete phrases on the page: The more frequently you see the full
phrase you searched for, the more competitive the terms are likely to
be. If the search engine returns mostly pages with the words scattered
around, it’s not very competitive.

b bing | personal injury attorney

Web mages  Videos  Maps  News  More 63 Peter
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Personal Injury Law
Qur Case Results

Client Testimonials Best Personal Injury Attorney

Gerash Steiner. P.C. Florida Personal Injury Attorney

Injury Attorney in Denver - Our Focus is Our Clients.
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Our Focus is Our Clients. Millions Recovered. Free Consults!
Personal Injury Lawyers in Denver | Denver Personal Injury Attomeys
@ 7535 East Hampden Avenue suite 352, Denver, CO 80231
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Contact Us Free Case Evaluation
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Personal Injury Attorney - Experienced. Fffective. Successful.
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Experienced. Effective. Successful. Contact Us Today

reviews gallery
map
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Ads

Denver Injury Attorney
jury-Attorney
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Here’s another example. Search Bing for rodent racing. What do you see?
Something similar to Figure 4-2. First, notice the absence of PPC ads; appar-
ently, nobody’s willing to pay to rank high for this term!

b bing | rodent racing m
Web mages  Videos  Maps  New More 68 Peter
575,000 RESULTS Any time ~
Play Rodent Road Rage Game Here - A Animal Game on ...
——— | I com/g; d rage
Rodent Road Rage_ Tags: Animal Games / Racing Games / Funny Games / Driving
Games. Publisher: 16.com. How To Play . Rate This Game: 4.5/ 5 (115 Total Ratings)
Rodent Racer - Play on CrazyGames.com
J——— WWW.Crazygames.com/game/rodent racer ¥
If you need some help you can check out the Rodent Racer Walkthrough. Rodent Racer
is an online driving game which you can play for free here at CrazyGames.
|
Images of rodent racing
Figure 4-2: i
Searching
for rodent
racing
. See more images of rodent racing
brings much
less bold Rodent Racer - Game 2 Play Online - Racing-Games.Com
J—— WWWV.TECING- /Rodent Racer/game ~
text a nd no Rodent Racer is a Racing game 2 play online at Racing-Games.Com. You can play
P PC Rodent Racer in your browser directly
E—— Rodent Racer Game - Car Games - GamesFreak -

Next, notice relatively little bold or highlighted text on the page, and none

of the page titles (the links at the top of each search result) contain the full
phrase rodent racing. Rather, the titles contain rodent and what the search
engine sees as related terms; racer and road rage, for instance. You can see
the difference between these two pages. The first search term, personal injury
attorney, is far more competitive than the second, rodent racing.

Here's an example of how quickly a page canrank
for an uncompetitive phrase. | created a page
optimized for the term and posted it to my Web
site (http://Rodent-Engineering.
PeterKentConsulting.com). Within a
few days, the page was ranked number one

Get your rodent running

on Google for rodent engineering and has
remained there for several years. There you
have an example of how quickly things can
happen for noncompetitive terms. (In the real
world, for competitive terms, things are far
more difficult.)
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How important is competitiveness? When targeting search terms that aren’t
very competitive, you may be able to create a few optimized pages and rank
well. In very competitive areas, though, creating a few nicely optimized

pages isn’t enough. You must have links pointing to the site (perhaps many of
them), and you may also need a large number of pages. In some really com-
petitive areas, it may take hundreds, if not thousands, of links.

Why is my competitor ranking so high?

[ get this question all the time. A client points out a competitor’s site and
asks why the competitor ranks so high. “His site is not even as well optimized
as mine, yet he’s still above me!” [ often hear. And now and then I hear some-
thing like, “This guy was nowhere five months ago, and now his site is higher
than mine!”

The answer to the “why is my competitor ranking higher” question is almost
always that the competitor has done a better job at creating links. So if you
are in this situation, do a link analysis on the competitor. (See Chapter 17 for
information on how to do that.) You'll see how many links that site has, what
keywords are being used in its links, and what sort of sites it’s getting links
from. It’s all useful information, and information that will give you an idea at
how much link work you have to do.

Going Beyond Getting to #1

Everyone wants to rank #1 for the top keywords. Lawyers want to rank #1
for attorney or lawyer. Real estate agents want to rank #1 for real estate. Shoe
stores want to rank #1 for shoes, and so on.

But what does being #1 achieve? You're trying to get the right people to visit
your Web site, not to get any particular position, right? Getting ranked in
search engines is merely a way to generate that qualified traffic to your site.
People often assume that to generate traffic, they have to get the #1 position
for the top keywords. That’s not the case. You can generate plenty of traffic
to your site without ever getting to #1 for the most popular phrases. And in
many cases, the traffic arriving at your site will be better — the visitors will
be more appropriate for your site. To draw the best types of visitors for your
site, you have two things to understand: highly targeted keyword phrases and
the search tail.
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Highly targeted keyword phrases

If your keywords are very competitive, look for keywords that aren’t so
sought after:

* Go local. One common strategy is, of course, to focus on local key-
words. If you're a real estate agent, don’t target real estate. Instead,
target real estate in your area: Denver realtor, Chicago real estate, Dallas
homes for sale, and so on.

+* Focus on more specialized search terms. A realtor might target traffic
on keywords related to commercial real estate or condos, for instance.

v Incorporate spelling mistakes. Some realtors target the very common
misspelling realator, for instance. This technique isn’t as effective as it
once was, because the search engines adjust for spelling mistakes, but it
may still work to some degree.

Understanding the search tail

\‘@N\Bfﬁ Specialized search terms are hidden away in the search tail. The search tail
& is an important concept to understand. Although the first few top keywords
may get far more searches than any other search, when you look at the total
number of searches, the top terms actually account for only a small percent-
age of the searches.

Look at Table 4-1 for search terms taken from Wordtracker, a great little
tool that shows what search terms people are typing into search engines. I
searched for video games, and Wordtracker returned 300 results containing
that term. I don’t have room for 300, so I've shown the first few.

Table 4-1 Search Terms for Video Games
Searches/Day Cumulative
Searches

1 video games 9,132 9,132

2 music video games 859 9,991

3 adult video games 621 10,612

4 used video games 269 10,881

5 video games xbox 240 11,121

6 video games playstation 2 237 11,358
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Searches/Day Cumulative
Searches

7 violent video games 230 11,588

online video games 229 11,817
9 sex video games 209 12,026
10 free video games 194 12,220
" history of video games 186 12,406
12 xxx video games 151 12,557
13 video games game cube 145 12,702
14 trade video games 134 12,836
15 violence in video games 128 12,964
16 cheap video games 128 13,092
17 nude video games 103 13195
18 video poker games 101 13,296

Look at the Searches/Day column. It starts at 9,132 searches per day for video
games, but immediately drops to 859 for music video games. By the time

you get to the eighteenth search term, it’s down to just 101 searches a day.
Position 300 gets only 7 searches a day. This fact leads people to focus on the
top phrases, where, it appears, most of the searching is going on.

However, look at the Cumulative Searches column. As you go down the list,
you see the total of all searches from position one down to the current posi-
tion. The first 18 keyword phrases account for 13,296 searches a day, of
which 9,132 — 69 percent — are the top phrase video games. As you continue
down, the cumulative number continues growing, of course. By the time you
reach 300, the cumulative number has risen to 18,557, of which only 49 per-
cent is the top phrase.

As you can see from the numbers in Table 4-1 and Figure 4-3, there’s this long
“tail”; the searches tail off. Wordtracker gave me only the first 300 search
phrases; certainly thousands more contain the phrase video games.

For each phrase, Wordtracker gave an estimate of how often the phrase is
searched upon every day. And even in these first 300 searches, most are not
for the term video games but are for phrases containing the term video games.

There’s more, of course. What if you look, for instance, for the term computer
games? How about online games? How about searching for the term online
video games? You get a completely different set of 300 keyword phrases from
Wordtracker.
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Thus, if you get matched only with the exact phrase video games, you're
missing 49 percent of the first 300 phrases, many of which — perhaps

most — would be useful to you. Add the thousands of other related phrases,
\‘@N\BER and the primary term becomes less and less important.

Y

& It’s essential that you understand that most of the action is not at the top; it’s
in the search tail! This means two things:

v Even if you can’t rank well for a primary term, there’s still plenty of
room to play.
v If you focus only on a primary term, you’re missing most of the action.
However, consider for a moment local search results (see Chapter 12). Small

businesses that need to be listed in the local results may still want to target
the primary keywords, for two reasons.

v Because you're up against a smaller number of competitors locally than
you would be for a national search, with a little effort you can often rank
well for the primary terms.

v Locally, there will be far fewer searches for a term than nationally, so
you may need to target the primary terms to get a reasonable amount
of traffic.

Controlling Search Engine Variables

You have control over five basic variables, and a sixth that waits for no man.
Everything in this book fits somewhere into one of these six categories:

v Keywords
v+ Content
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v Page optimization
v Submissions

v Links

v Time

Everything you do will be with the intention of affecting in some way one of
the first five variables, and as you work, the sixth, time, will keep on ticking.
Here’s a quick summary of each.

Keywords

As you read in Chapter 6, keywords are incredibly important. They’re the
very foundation of your search engine strategy. Keywords target searchers.
You place keywords in your pages and in links pointing to your pages as bait
to attract people to your site. Pick the wrong keywords and you’re targeting
the wrong people.

Content

Content, from a search engine perspective, really means text, and as you read
in Chapter 11, you need content, and a lot of it. Search engines index words,
and you want them to index the keywords you’re interested in. The more
words you have on your site — the more pages of text content — the more
times your keywords can appear.

Think of a page of content as a ticket in the lottery: The more pages you have,
the more lottery tickets you have. One common SEO strategy is to build huge
sites, hundreds of thousands of pages, with vast amounts of text with key-
words scattered through. Because of the nature of the search tail explained
earlier in this chapter, each page has a chance to match a search now and
then. The site has hundreds of thousands of lottery tickets. (However, it is
important to keep in mind here that SEO is more than just creating massive
amounts of content. This example is just an illustration of a common tech-
nique used in SEO strategies.)

You can play the content game a couple of ways:

v Create thousands of pages and hope that some of the text matches
searches now and then.

v Create pages optimized for specific phrases that you know are used
frequently.
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Page optimization

Content is just a start. Content has to be placed onto the pages in the correct
way; the pages must be optimized to get the most out of the keywords. As
you read in Chapters 3 and 7, you must place the words onto the pages in the
correct places and formats.

If a search engine finds the relevant keywords on your page, that’s good. If
it finds the keywords in the right places on the page, that’s a really powerful
thing that differentiates your page from your competitors’.

Submissions

In some ways, submissions — submitting information to the search engines;
telling them where your pages can be found; and asking them, in effect,

to come to your site and index it — aren’t as important as many people
imagine. This may be one of the biggest scams in the business (a busi-

ness replete with scams!) — the idea that you have to submit your pages to
thousands of search engines, when in fact, up until mid-2005, it really didn’t
matter much. You could submit, but the search engines would quite likely
ignore the submission; links are what really counted. (Companies selling
search-engine-submission services — “Submit your site to a thousand search
engines!” — have, fortunately, all but disappeared; the exception is for local
search, in which submissions actually are valid in some circumstances. See
Chapter 12.)

However, in 2005, Google introduced a new concept, the XML sitemap, and
was quickly followed by Yahoo! and Bing. This sitemap file is placed into your
Web site’s root directory containing a list of links to all your pages so that
the search engines can more easily find them.

The way to get indexed is by making sure that the search engines find links
to your site; but you should also provide Google, and Bing (no need to worry
about Yahoo!, because its data comes from Bing) with the XML sitemap to
help those search engines find their way around your site. Read more about
working with the XML sitemap in Chapter 13.

Links

Links pointing to your Web site are incredibly important in a competitive
keyword market. If you're targeting rodent engineering, you probably don’t
need to worry too much about links (although every site needs at least some
incoming links — links pointing to your site from other sites). But if you have
lots of competition vying for your keywords, you won’t win without links.
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Links are so important, in fact, that a page can rank in the first position in any
of the three major search engines even if the page doesn’t have the keywords
that have been searched for — as long as links pointing to the page have the
keywords. [ explain links with keywords in Chapter 17. The more competitive
your area, the more important links become.

Time and the Google sandbox

Finally, the one factor you have little control over. You really have control
over time only in the sense that the sooner you get started, the older your
search-engine project becomes. Age is critical because the older the site, the
more credibility the search engines give it.

There’s something known as the Google sandbox or aging delay. (Some people
will tell you that these are actually two different types of time-related effects.)
The idea is that when Google first finds your site, it puts it into a sandbox; it
may index it, but it won’t necessarily rank it well to begin with. It may take
months before the site comes out of the sandbox. (People talk about the
Google sandbox, but it’s likely that, in theory at least, other search engines
have something similar.) That’s the theory, anyway.

There’s a lot of debate about the effect of age; some say it’s critical, and that
for about eight months your site hasn’t a chance of ranking well (I'm not in
that camp), and others say that although search engines may take age into
account to some degree, it’s by no means an overwhelming factor (that’s
where I sit).

My belief is that if there are time-related weighting mechanisms, even a sand-
box of some kind, they are not as powerful as many in the business claim. I've
seen sites move upward in the search results very quickly. Time is certainly
an issue; it takes time for the search engines to index your pages, it takes
time for you to create links to your site, it takes time for the search engines
to find the links, and so on. But having seen sites move quickly in some cir-
cumstances, I don’t worry too much about the “sandbox.”

It comes down to this: The longer your domain has been registered, the
better, and the longer your site has been up, the better. So you have control
over this essential factor in just one way: The sooner you get started, the
better. Register your domain name as soon as possible. Get a site, even a few
pages, posted as soon as possible, and get links pointing from other sites to
your site as soon as you can. Get new content posted as soon as possible.
The sooner you start, the sooner you'll start ranking well.
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Reading history

| don't know exactly how Google handles all
this, of course, but you can be fairly sure that
Google uses some kind of historical data to
help rank pages. In fact, there’s even a patent
application submitted in the names of various
Google employees (although, strangely,
without Google’s name itself on the patent)
that discusses the idea of using historical

data. (A long, complicated URL takes you to
the patent, so |'ve provided the link at www .
searchenginebulletin.com.) This
document is wonderful bedtime reading if
you're looking for a way to get to sleep —
without drugs. You won't find an explanation of
how Google ranks Web pages, but you will find
a lot of interesting possibilities.

Determining Your Plan of Attack

Now you know what you’re facing. As you read in Chapter 1, you can more or
less forget those thousands of search sites and focus on a handful. And, as I
explain in this chapter, you have six essential factors to play with: keywords,
content, page optimization, links, submissions, and time.

Q&“BE” . , . .
£ Forget about time — all I'll say is, get started right away! As for the other fac-
tors, how do you proceed? It depends to some degree on your budget and
the competitiveness of the area you're working in.

+* Do a keyword analysis. Regardless of competition or budget, you have
to do one. Would you study for an exam without knowing what the
exam is about? Would you plan a big meal and then send an assistant
to the grocery store without explaining what you need? If you don’t do
a keyword analysis, you're just guessing; you will definitely fail to pick
all the right keywords. See Chapter 6 for the lowdown on how to do this
analysis.

1 Create readable pages. If you want your site to appear, you have to
create pages that the search engine spiders or bots can read. You may
be surprised to hear that millions of pages on the Web cannot be read by
search engines. For the lowdown on determining whether your pages are
being read, see Chapter 3; to find out how to fix the problem if they're
not, see Chapters 7 and 9.

1 Create keyworded pages. Having readable pages is just a start. Next,
you have to put the keywords into the pages — in the right places and
in the right format. The more keyworded pages, the better, too. See
Chapters 7 and 11 for details.
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v+ Consider Local. If your business sells locally, rather than Web-wide, you
really should read Chapter 12 to find out what you need to do to your
site to get it to rank when people search locally.

1 Get listed in the search engines. When your pages are ready to be
indexed, you need to do two things:

¢ Let the search engines know where those pages are.

® Get the search engines to include the pages in their indexes and
directories.

See Chapters 13 and 14 for the details.

1 Get other sites to link to your site. Check out Chapters 16 through 18
to find out how the number and type of links pointing to your site affect
your rank.

The preceding strategies are the basics, but you may want — or even need —
to go further. I cover these additional techniques in detail later:

1 Register with other places. You may also want to register at specialized
sites that are important for your particular business. See Chapter 18.

1 Register with the shopping indexes. If you're selling a product, it’s a
good idea to register with the product indexes. In fact, most product
searches are probably not even carried out through the general search
engines, so you really need to read Chapter 15.

But there’s more. If you're in a very competitive market, you may want to
really push two techniques:

v Create large amounts of content. Make hundreds, perhaps thousands,
of pages of content. (It may take a major effort, of course, and months,
even years, to make it work.)

v Go after links in a big way. You may need hundreds, perhaps thou-
sands, of links to rank well if your competitors have done the same.

In some cases, you may also want to consider the following techniques:

v Social networking: Twitter, LinkedIn, Facebook, Google+, MySpace, and
so on. Social networking can be a powerful marketing technique for
some businesses. See Chapter 19.

v Video: You can use video in various ways to bring visitors to your site,
too, and in some cases to help push your site up in the search ranks. See
Chapter 20 for information.
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Look Away a Few Minutes

People in the SEO business tend to focus, not surprisingly perhaps, on the
search engines. For all the reasons discussed in Chapter 1 — not least the
tens of billions of searches carried out at the major search engines each
month — SEO people get tunnel vision and sometimes forget there’s a wider
world out there.

[ believe that an essential part of any search-engine campaign is to spend at
least a little time thinking about where your prey are when they’re not at the
search engines. Where are the people you are seeking hanging out when they
are not at Google, Yahoo!, Bing, or some other search site?

What is online marketing about? (Any marketing, really.) It’s about position
and messaging. It’s about getting a persuasive message (about why someone
should hire you, buy your product, donate money, or whatever) in front of
the right people. The search engines can be a critical component of such a
plan, but they are rarely the only component. And, in fact, as search mar-
keting becomes more competitive, marketers need to look more closely for
opportunities to get in front of people on the Web in various other places.

Essentially, you should think about where your prospects are and how to
reach them where they are. For instance, say that you're an attorney. Where
are your potential clients? Well, it’s true that many people search Google,
Bing, et al for attorneys. But many are going other places (or searching at a
major search engine and then ending up elsewhere). They are going to sites
such as Avvo.com, Nolo.com, LawInfo.com, Lawyers.com, and so on. So the
question then becomes, can you reach people through those sites? There’s a
lot of experimentation required.

Sometimes you can buy your way in to those sites; that doesn’t mean, how-
ever, that every deal is a good deal — it’s a very common complaint in the
legal industry that site x or site y costs a lot and provides little in return. On
the other hand, there are often affordable opportunities. For instance, in the
legal business many attorneys have found answering questions on Avvo.
com to be very effective. In fact, community marketing (what I've been calling
social networking for years longer than the term social networking has been
in common use) is often a good way to go; an example is one of my clients,
selling auto-parts for a particular sports car model, who is very well known
in the community related to those sports cars — the forums in which owners
get together and chat about their vehicles.

Here’s another example: Tens of thousands of businesses use Craigslist to
market their services. | know people with active, profitable business who
do nothing but promote through Craigslist. SEO is important, but don’t be
blinded to other opportunities. Stop and think for a while: Where are your
prospects going, and how can you reach them?



Chapter 4: Beating the Competition — Planning a Powerful Search 65

Two Things to Remember

Before I leave this chapter, I want to tell you about two things that are really
worth remembering.

The first is that the ideal situation is to have a site that is so useful or cool

or wonderful in some way that people naturally link to it. That’s really what
search engines are looking for, and much of what is done in the SEO field is
intended to simulate this situation. People find ways to create links to their
Web site to make the search engines think that the site is so useful or cool or
wonderful in some way that thousands of people are linking to it. Of course,
the real thing is better than the simulated thing, but quite frankly it’s very dif-
ficult to pull off. If you're selling ball bearings, just how useful or cool or won-
derful can you make your site? There’s a limit to anyone’s imagination, after
all, so you may have to play the simulation game — but keep in mind what
the search engines really want.

The other thing [ want you to know is that a site’s position in the rankings
has a tendency to bounce around in the search engine field. Your site prob-
ably won’t be on an arrowlike upward trajectory, constantly improving in
its search engine position — rather, it goes up, and it goes down. Here’s

an example.

[ have a client selling industrial equipment who really wanted to rank well

for two particular terms (among many others); I'll say phrase A and phrase
B. Well, for a long time he was ranked pretty well, near the top of the search
results, for both phrases. Then, sometime in the summer of 2007, things got
“all shook up.” Not just his site but thousands of sites. Google changed some-
thing and continued changing that something over a period of weeks, and
people found their search results dropping and then rising and then drop-
ping again. Talk about a roller coaster . . ..

Phrase A dropped like a stone. Once at position #3, it disappeared: It wasn’t
in the first 100 search results. It was gone for several days and then suddenly
reappeared for a few days. Then it disappeared again — in fact, it did this
several times, bouncing up and down, sometimes near the very top of the
search results and then completely unfindable. Meanwhile, through all this,
phrase B remained rock solid, moving up and down, as search results tend
to, among the first five results.

Then phrase B disappeared, too, and played the same game for a while.
Then both bounced around, and finally everything settled down and both
phrases ended up back where they were in the first place. Today, phrase A
is in position #2 (right behind Wikipedia), and phrase B is in position #4; in
both cases, the site ranks ahead of all the competitors. (In the second case,
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the phrase has another meaning, and most of the sites ahead of my client are
government and education sites, which are often hard to beat.)

Now, this sort of fluctuation is terribly frustrating, frightening even. If your
business depends on a high rank, any day your rank drops is a bad day! (You
can level these fluctuations by getting traffic to your site in other ways, by
the way, through PPC advertising, for instance, or affiliate marketing.)

When you drop in the rank, it’s tempting to blame yourself (or your SEO con-
sultant); you figure that whatever you last did to the site, that’s what caused
the problem. But it’s very hard to correlate any particular action with a par-
ticular increase or decrease in search engine rank. Often when a rank drops,
it’s because of something that Google has done, not anything you’'ve done.
Perhaps Google decides that a certain type of link — reciprocal or paid links
(see Chapter 17) — should no longer be of much value. Or perhaps it gives
more weight to a particular page tag, or to another form of link. You may
have changed something completely different, see your site drop, assume it’s
because of the action you took, and be totally unaware of the real cause of
the drop. In the preceding example, my client decided that he was being pun-
ished for creating links in Craigslist.com back to his site — then, later, being
punished for not creating links in Craigslist.

Sometimes you just have to wait and let the situation settle down and keep
on keeping on! Keep on creating well-optimized content, and keep on creating
links (and various, different types of links) back to your site. This stuff really
does work; you just have to work at it.

On the other hand, it is possible to get on the wrong side of the search
engines; perhaps you have done something that the search engines object to.
That’s a subject you can find out about in Chapter 20.

This chapter provides an overview of the search engine battle you're about
to join. It’s time to jump in and make it all happen, so Chapter 5 explains
what search engines really like to see: Web sites that people on the Internet
believe are really useful.



Chapter 5

Making Your Site Useful
and Visible

In This Chapter
Understanding the basic rule of Web success
Knowing why search engines like content

Making your site work for visitors and search engines

Obviously, it’s important to create Web pages that search engines will
read and index, pages that you hope will rank well for important key-
words. But if you're going to build a Web site, you need to step back and
figure out what purpose the site should serve and how it can accomplish that
purpose.

Learning from Amazon

Creating a useful site is the key. Even if your sole aim is to sell a product
online, the more useful the site is to visitors (and, for the same matter, the
more user-friendly your site), the more successful it’s likely to be. Take
Amazon.com, for instance. It certainly wasn’t the first online retailer of
books and music, or any of the other products it offers. But one of Amazon’s
real strengths is that it doesn’t just sell products; it’s a really useful site, in
many ways:

v It provides tons of information about the products it sells. The informa-
tion is useful even if you don’t buy from Amazon.

»* You can save information for later. If you find a book you're interested in
but don’t want to buy right now, save it in your Wishlist and come back
next month, next year, or five years from now.
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v You can read sample chapters, look at tables of contents, listen to snip-
pets of music, and so on.

»* You can read product reviews from both professional reviewers and
consumers.

Would Amazon be so successful if it just provided lists of the products
it sells, instead of offering visitors a veritable cornucopia of useful stuff?
Absolutely not.

Having done a little consulting work for Amazon, I've spent some time look-
ing at the site from an SEO perspective, and what interests me are the many
ways in which Amazon drops keywords into their pages. As you discover
elsewhere in this book, keywords on Web pages are a huge part of SEO —
and Amazon’s pages are scattered with keywords. Take a look at the books
pages, for instance, and you'’ll find the following:

v~ Editorial Reviews: These are descriptions of the book by the publisher,
stacked full of keywords related to the subject covered by the book.

v Customer Reviews: When someone reviews a book about, say, Search
Engine Optimization, they tend to use words related to the subject, such
as websites, SEO, programming, PHP, sitemaps, link bait, and so on.

v Customer Discussions: Amazon also has discussion groups for virtually
every product it sells. And when people talk about a product, they’re
going to use keywords that are related to that product.

v Popular Highlights: For Kindle books, text from the book that has been
highlighted by readers.

v~ Statistically Improbable Phrases: These are unusual phrases that
appear in the book, which makes them great keywords, of course.

1~ Capitalized Phrases (CAPs): A CAP is a list of capitalized phrases in the
book (often very relevant keywords).

1 Tags customers associate with this product: The tag list is essentially a
list of keywords that other customers associate with the book.

+* Books on Related Topics: Other books will often have titles containing
relevant keywords.

However, many of these features (and the other useful features on Amazon
product pages) were added without SEO in mind. Amazon added most of
these things to make the site useful — SEO was an afterthought. Reviews, for
instance, certainly do add keywords to the page, but they also help buyers
make a decision (and can dramatically increase conversion rates — that is,
converting shoppers to buyers). So creating a useful site often serves two
purposes: It generates traffic through non-search engine channels, and it
helps your site rank well in search engines.
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Consider this: The more useful your site is, the greater the chance of success.
The more useful or interesting your site, the more people will talk and blog
about it, the more they are likely to link to it from social-networking sites
(see Chapter 19), the more likely journalists are to write about it, the more
likely it is to be mentioned on radio or TV, the more people will link to it from
their Web sites, and so on. Search engine marketing and non-search engine
marketing are both important because both forms of Web site promotion

can lead to more links pointing to, and more traffic arriving at, your site.

And, as you find out in Chapter 16, links to your site are critical to search
engine success.
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With all these byproducts of having a useful Web site in mind, this chap-
ter focuses on the basics about what you need to do to create a success-
ful Web site.

Revealing the Secret But Essential
Rule of Web Success

Here’s a simple rule to success on the Web:
Make your site useful and then tell people about it.

That’s not so complicated, really. Figure out how your site can be useful

and then find as many ways as possible to let people know about it. You’ll
use search engines, of course, but you should be using other methods, too.
Remember, search engines are not the only way to get people to your site. In
fact, many Web sites have succeeded without using search engines as their
primary method of attracting visitors.

Amazon — Success sans search

It's unlikely that search engines were a large
factor in Amazon's success; Amazon grew
rapidly mainly because of the enormous press
attention it received, beginning in 1994. Today,

a huge amount of Amazon's traffic is direct;

people already know the Amazon brand and

go straight to the site, or they go through the
hundreds of thousands of Amazon affiliate
sites. On the other hand, you've probably
noticed that Amazon does remarkably well
in the search results for many, many product
searches.
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Many successful companies have done little or nothing to promote themselves
through search engines, yet they still turn up at the top when you search for
their products or services. Why? Because their other promotions have helped
push them higher in the search engines by creating thousands (even tens or
hundreds of thousands) of links to them around the Internet.

The evolving, incorrect “secret”

Over the last couple of decades, a number of popular ideas about what
makes a successful Web site have been bandied around, and all are wrong
to some degree. Here are some of those dated secrets to successful

Web sites:

v~ Links: When the Web began booming in 1994, it was all about links. You
would hear in the press that the secret to a successful Web site was link-
ing to other sites.

v Cool: Then people started saying that the secret of success was to make
your site cool. Cool sites were more entertaining and more likely to
attract repeat visitors.

v Community: Then people started talking about community, yeah, that’s
the ticket! The secret to a successful Web site was creating a community
where people could meet and chat with each other.

v Content: Then around 2000, people discovered that the secret was con-
tent. By putting more stuff, particularly textual information, on your site,
you could be more successful.

1 Blogging: At some point, it was decided that the real secret was having a
blog on your site.

v MySpace, Facebook, and Twitter: Later, the secret became having
associated MySpace, Facebook, and Twitter accounts. (Remember
MySpacel!?)

Specific, one-size-fits-all secrets to success never make sense.

The most harmful of the preceding ideas was that your site had to be

cool. This silly idea led to the expenditure of billions of dollars on useless
but pretty Web sites, most of which (thankfully!) have since disappeared.
Unfortunately, some of the it’s-all-about-cool crowd is still in the Web busi-
ness and still convincing companies to spend money on ridiculous, wasteful
things, such as Flash intros for their Web sites.
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Uncovering the real secret

Ready to hear the real secret of site-creation success? Your Web site has to
be useful. The problem with the secrets I mention in the preceding section
is that they’re too specific, leading people to build sites that were in many
cases inappropriate.

Sure, outgoing links are important to directory sites, but they’re much less
important to the vast majority of Web sites. If you own an entertainment site,
you may want to make it cool and entertaining. Certainly, community can be
an effective tool, but not every site has to have it. Content is very important,
too — especially from a search engine perspective — but many successful
Web sites don’t have much content. (I talk in more detail about content in the
next section because it’s a special case.)

As for MySpace, at one point it was common knowledge that “if you want to
do business online you have to have a MySpace site.” You don’t hear that
often today, and it was nonsense back then. Today, you hear a lot about
Twitter and Facebook, and while they can be very important, not all Web
sites can incorporate a successful Twitter and Facebook strategy.

I've been writing this since 1997: Forget cool; think useful.

When you’re planning your Web site, think about what kinds of folks you want
to attract to the site. Then try to come up with ideas about what features and
information might be useful to them. Your site may end up with a lot of link
pages, providing a directory of sorts for people in your industry. Or maybe
you really need a cool and entertaining site. Or, if you decide to use discus-
sion groups and chat rooms as a way to build community and pull the crowds
into your site, that’s fine. Or maybe you decide to create a huge repository of
information to attract a particular type of customer. That’s okay, too. Maybe
your target audience hangs out in MySpace; if so, perhaps you do need a
MySpace page . . . and Facebook and Twitter accounts, too. Maybe you do all
these things. But the important first step is to think about what you can do to
make your site more useful, and not be distracted by the hype.

Showing a bias for content

Content is a special case. Search engines are biased toward ranking content-
heavy Web sites well for a couple of reasons:

v Search engines were originally academic research tools designed to find
text information. Search engines mostly index text — content.

v Search engines need something to base their judgments on. When you
type a term into a search engine, it looks for the words you provided. So
a Web site built with few words is at a disadvantage right from the start.

/1
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As you discover elsewhere in this book — such as in the discussion of
PageRank in Chapter 16 — search engines do have other criteria for deciding
if a Web site matches a particular search (most notably the number and type
of links pointing to the site). But search engines still have a huge bias toward
textual content.

Unfortunately, this bias is often a real problem. The real world simply doesn’t
work the way search engines see it. Here’s an example: Suppose your busi-
ness rents very expensive, specialized photographic equipment. Your busi-
ness has the best prices and the best service of any company renting this
equipment. Your local customers love you, and few other companies match
your prices, service, or product range. So you decide to build a Web site to
reach customers elsewhere and ship rentals by UPS and FedEx.

Search engines base your rank partly on the number and type of keywords in
your pages.

To rank well, a competitor has added a bunch of pages about photography
and photographic equipment to its site. To compete, you have to do the
same. Do your customers care? No, they just want to find a particular piece
of equipment that fills their need, rent it, and move on quickly. All the addi-
tional information, the content that you've added, is irrelevant to them. It’s
simply clutter.

This is a common scenario. I once discussed the content issue with a client
who was setting up a Web site at which people could quickly get a moving-
service quote. The client wanted to build a clean, sparse site that allowed cus-
tomers to get the quote within a couple minutes. “But we don’t want all that
stuff, that extra text, nor do our clients!” he told me, and he had a good point.

You can’t ignore the fact that search engines like content. However, you

can compete in other ways. One of the most important ways is getting

links from other sites, as you discover in Chapter 16. Search engines like to
see links on other sites pointing to your site. Sites that have hundreds or
thousands of other sites linking to them often rank well. But they still need
at least some content for the search engines to index. And the best situation
is to have lots of useful content with lots of incoming links.

Making Your Site Work Well

I've been writing about site design for almost twenty years, and I'm happy
to say that many of the rules of good site design just happen to match what
search engines like. And many of the cool tricks that designers love cause

vww . allitebooks.cond
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problems with search engines. So [ want to quickly review a few tips for good
site design that will help both your site visitors and the search engines to
work with your site.

Limiting multimedia

Much multimedia used on the Web is pointless because it rarely serves a
useful purpose to the visitor. It’s there because Web designers enjoy working
with it and because many people are still stuck in the old “you’ve got to be
cool” mindset.

Look at the world’s most successful Web sites (with the exception of sites
such as YouTube.com, of course, which are all about multimedia), and
you'll find that they rarely use multimedia — Flash animations and video,
for example — for purely decorative purposes. Look at Amazon: Its design
is simple, clean, black text on white background, with lots of text and very
little in the way of animations, video, or sound (except, for instance, where
it provides music samples in the site’s CD area and videos demonstrating
products). Amazon uses multimedia to serve a purpose, not as decoration.
Look at Yahoo!, Google, CNN, or eBay — they’re not cool; they just get

the job done.

You can employ multimedia on a Web site in useful ways. I think it makes a
lot of sense to use Flash, for instance, to create demos and presentations.
However, Flash intros are almost always pointless, and search engines don’t
like them because Flash intros don’t provide indexable content. Anytime
you get the feeling it would be nice to have an animation, or when your Web
designer says you should have some animation, slap yourself twice on the
face and then ask yourself this: Who is going to benefit — the designer or the
site visitor? If that doesn’t dissuade you, have someone else slap you.

Using text, not graphics

A surprising number of Web sites use graphics to place text onto pages.
Many pages appear to have a lot of text, but when you look closely, you

see that every word is in an image file. Web designers often employ this
technique so that all browsers can view their carefully chosen fonts. But
search engines don’t read the text in the images they run across, so this

page provides no text that can be indexed by search engines. Although this
page may contain lots of useful keywords (you find out all about keywords

in Chapter 6), the search engines read nothing. From a usability perspective,
the design is bad, too, because all those images take longer to download than
the equivalent text would take.

/3
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As an SEO friend likes to say, “Google likes black text on a white back-
ground.” In other words, search engines like simple. The more complicated
your Web pages are, the harder it is for search engines to read and categorize
them. (Okay, this isn’t as true as it used to be. Still, lots of complicated tech-
nology can get in the way of indexing.)

You must strike a compromise between employing all the latest Web-design
technology and tools and ensuring that search engines can read your
pages. From a search engine perspective, in fact, one step behind probably
isn’t enough!

Don’t be cute

Some sites do everything they can to be cute. The Coca-Cola site was a clas-
sic example of this a few years ago, though it finally got the message and
changed. The site had icons labeled Tour de Jour, Mind Candy, Curvy Canvas,
Netalogue, and so on. What do these things mean? Who knows? Certainly not
the site visitor.

This sort of deranged Web design is far less common now than it used to

be, but you still see it occasionally — particularly in sites designed by hip
Web-design firms. One incredibly irritating technique is the hidden naviga-
tion structure. The main page contains a large image with hotspots on it. But
it’s unclear where the hotspots are, or what they link to, until you point at
the image and move the mouse around. This strikes me as the Web-design
equivalent of removing the numbers from the front of the homes in a neigh-
borhood. You can still figure out where people live; you just have to knock on
doors and ask.

Sweet and sickly cuteness doesn’t help your site visitors find their way
around and almost certainly hurts you with the search engines.

Making it easy to move around

Web design is constantly getting better, but it still surprises me that design-
ers sometimes make it difficult for visitors to move around a Web site.

Think carefully about how your site is structured:

v Does it make sense from a visitor’s standpoint?

v Can visitors find what they need quickly?
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v Do you have dangling or orphaned pages — pages where a visitor can’t
find a link to get back into your main site? Search engines don’t like dan-
gling pages. And consider what happens if someone on another site links
directly to the page: Visitors can get to the page through those links, but
then can’t get to the rest of your site.

Providing different routes

People think differently from each other, so you need to provide them with
numerous avenues for finding their way around your site. And by doing so,
you're also giving more information to search engines and ensuring that
search engines can navigate your site easily.

Here are some different navigational systems that you can add to your site:

v~ Sitemap: This page links to the different areas of your site, or even, in
the case of small sites, to every page in the site. See www.peterkent
consulting.com/sitemap.htm as an example.

v~ Table of Contents or Index page: You can sort the page thematically or
alphabetically.

1~ Navigation bars: Most sites have navigation bars these days.

1 Navigation text links: These are little links at the bottom of your pages,
or along the sides, that can help people find their way around — and
help the search engines, too.

Using long link text

It’s a proven fact that Web users like long link text — links that are more
than just a single word and actually describe where the link takes you.
Usability testing shows that long link text makes it much easier for visi-
tors to find their way around a site. It’s not surprising, if you think about
it; a long link provides more information to visitors about where a link will
take them.

Unfortunately, many designers feel constrained by design considerations,
forcing all navigation links, for instance, to conform to a particular size.
You often see buttons that have enough room for only ten or so characters,
forcing the designer to think about how to say complicated things in one or
two words.
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Long links that explain what the referenced page is about are a great thing,
not only for visitors, but also for search engines. By using keywords in the
links, you're telling the search engines what the referenced pages are about.

You also have a problem if all the links on your site are on image buttons.
Search engines can’t read images, so image buttons provide no information
about the referenced page. You can’t beat a well-keyworded text link for pass-
ing information about the target page to the search engines.

Don’t keep restructuring

Try to ensure that your site design is good before you get too far into the pro-
cess. Sites that are constantly being restructured have numerous problems,
including the following:

v Links from other Web sites into yours get broken, which is bad for
potential visitors as well as for search engines (or, more precisely, bad
for your position in the search engines because they won’t be able to
reach your site through the broken links).

v~ If you don’t restructure carefully, all the pages you have indexed in
the search engines may be lost, so you have to start over from the
beginning — and it may take weeks or months to get fully reindexed.

v Anyone who has bookmarked your page now has a broken bookmark.

On the other hand, you can resolve these problems through the use of a 301
redirect; see Chapter 24 for information.

It’s a good idea to create a custom 404 error page, which is displayed in your
browser if the server is unable to find a page you’ve requested. (Ask your
Web server administrator how to create this page; the process varies among
servers.) Create an error page with links to other areas of the site, perhaps
even a sitemap, so that if visitors and searchbots can’t find the right page, at
least they’ll be able to reach some page on your site.

Editing and checking spelling

Check your pages for spelling and editing errors. Error-free pages not only
make your site appear more professional but also ensure that your valu-
able keywords are not wasted. If potential visitors are searching for rodent
racing, for example, you don’t want the term rodint racing in your Web pages.
(Except, that is, if you are trying to catch traffic from oft-misspelled key-
words, which I discuss in Chapter 6.)



Chapter 5: Making Your Site Useful and Visible

Ugly doesn’t sell

Before [ move on, I really have to cover this, um, sensitive subject, because
I've run into a lot of people wasting money on SEO that would be better spent
on Web design.

You see, | often get e-mails from people saying that they’'ve had their site up
“for months now, and haven’t sold a thing; can you take a look and tell me
why?” [ type the URL into my browser, wait for the page to load, and I'm then
knocked out of my chair by the unadulterated grotesqueness of the page.

(I now keep a pair of very heavily shaded sunglasses — polarized, UV-filtered,
glare-protected glacier glasses — for these very cases. If I get a feeling about
the site I'm about to see, on go the glasses.)

[ don’t get it. | know some people are colorblind, but are some ugly blind?
Can’t they see the ugliness? During my phone-consulting sessions, I'll some-
times have to load my client’s site into a browser window, load a competi-
tor’s site into another window, and ask the client, “Now which site would
you rather buy from?” (For example, the site in Figure 5-1 or the site in
Figure 5-27)
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Here’s the fact: Ugly doesn’t sell. By ugly, I mean a range of problems:

v Awful color combinations that just don’t work
v Terrible typeface choices that make the pages close to unreadable

v Combinations of fonts and colors that make the text close to unreadable —
such as white text on black backgrounds (no, it’s not cool; ask yourself,
why do virtually all the world’s top Web sites use black text on a white
background?)

v Cutesy backgrounds that look . . . cutesy, not professional

v Incredibly clunky images that look as though they were created by an
amateur in front of the TV one evening

v Messy page layouts that look amateurish

I sometimes help clients build Web sites, but | know my limitations. I'm

not a graphic designer and don’t pretend to be one; I'll build sites but find
an expert to do the graphic design. Way too many people out there have
decided to play graphic designer. If you're not one, don’t try to act like one.



Chapter 5: Making Your Site Useful and Visible

\NG/
V?‘“

A\\S

Having said that, be careful with graphic designers. Too many people in the
Web business build beautiful pages that aren’t particularly functional, and
some of them like to use every graphic design tool in the box, making your
site beautiful but unusable.

This is not merely a matter of aesthetics. In fact, 'm not saying that you need
a beautiful Web site — just a professional-looking site. The fact is, sites that
look unprofessional, as though they were built by a couple of guys who just
learned HTML last week after they got home from work in the evenings, have
trouble converting visitors to buyers. Would you buy from a site that looks as
though it were built by one-handed gnomes? Well, if you wouldn’t, why would
other people? They don'’t.

By the way, I do understand that many small businesses have money issues;
they can’t afford a top professional designer. But there is actually no direct
correlation between good Web design and dollars. It’s possible to pay very
little and get a decent site or to pay a lot and get garbage.

If, thanks to budgetary considerations — you’re stone cold broke and plan to
pay the designer with food and beer — you have to use Cousin Joe, the fire-
man, to create your site, or perhaps your sophomore daughter, Jenny (I've
seen both situations), and if Joe or Jenny has, let’s say, less-than-adequate
design skills, what do you do? Buy some templates! Search online for Web
page templates and then spend a few hours looking for something nice. Even
if you have the slimmest of budgets and have to use a nondesigner to create
your site, you still shouldn’t settle for bad design.

There’s a level below which you must not go. Remember the phrase, “The
kingdom was lost for the want of a nail”? Or, “Penny smart, pound foolish”?
Well, no amount of search engine optimization will make up for bad Web
design. You might have the best SEO in the world and rank #1 for all your
keywords — but if your visitors land on a dreadful site, all is for naught.

Panda — Google Endorses Good Design

Starting early in 2011, Google began making major updates to its search algo-
rithm using the code name Panda. This multistage update has continued to
this day, as Google keeps getting better at figuring out design issues. (The
algorithm is reportedly named after a Google engineer, Navneet Panda.)

Google’s Panda update is an important step in an attempt to weed out Web
sites that people are unlikely to appreciate and to downgrade Web sites that
people don’t find useful or that are irritating in some way. Google is now not
just trying to rank sites based on whether the information someone is search-
ing for is present, but whether that information is presented in a way that
people are likely to find acceptable.
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Google had a quality-rating panel — a group of real users — look at sites
and say what they liked and what they didn’t. Then Google’s programmers
“coded” that, so Google’s programs could examine Web pages and decide
whether or not people would like them.

What sorts of things have an effect? One thing I know for sure, because
Google has publicly stated this, is that Google now looks at page-layout
issues and in particular advertising placement. Too many ads, in the wrong
places, and your site will be downgraded.

You’'ve seen sites that are overwhelmingly ads, right? You land on a page,
and have to dig your way through ads to get to the content. Well, you don’t
like it, other people don't like it, and now Google doesn’t like it. As Matt Cutts
said on Google’s Inside Search blog (http://insidesearch.blogspot.
com/2012/01/page-layout-algorithm-improvement .html):

“...we've heard complaints from users that if they click on a result and it’s
difficult to find the actual content, they aren’t happy with the experience.
Rather than scrolling down the page past a slew of ads, users want to see
content right away. So sites that don’t have much content “above-the-fold”
can be affected by this change. If you click on a website and the part of the
website you see first either doesn’t have a lot of visible content above-the-
fold or dedicates a large fraction of the site’s initial screen real estate to ads,
that’s not a very good user experience. Such sites may not rank as highly
going forward.”

So suddenly, user experience has become much more important. No longer
can you worry about merely using the search engines to get people to your
site and forget about how people like your site when they get there. Of
course, that was always a bad strategy, but it’s even worse now, because
Google is now in effect pre-approving sites, removing sites that are great
matches for a searcher’s search terms yet that it believes the searcher won’t
like when he arrives.

A few years ago, a client asked me to help him get more search-engine traf-
fic to his site because he wasn’t making enough sales. But that wasn’t his
problem; his site was dreadful, ugly and unprofessional. | redesigned the Web
site, and a few days after the launch, my client called and said, “I don’t know
what you did in the search engines, but my phone is ringing off the hook!” In
fact, I had not yet done anything much related to SEO; his site already had
enough traffic to make the phone ring off the hook. I just had to make the site
friendlier — not to search engines, but to real people. So it’s always been a
good idea to review your Web site from the perspective of a visitor arriving at
the site. It’s just good business sense.
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Today, it’s even more important. You need to look at your site from the view-
point of your visitors and potential customers, think about what they want

to see and consider whether they would like the site. Is your site ugly? Is it
cluttered with ads? Is it hard to find one’s way around the site? Or is your site
interesting, useful, and engaging? Will visitors want to stick around? Or will
they almost immediately click the Back button? Today, after Panda, Web site
usability has become an SEO issue every bit as much as keyword placement
and linking always were.

Note, by the way, that this is not just a Web-page issue, but a sitewide issue.
Google will examine your pages and then decide whether your site is nice or
nasty. You may have some really good pages on your site, but if the overall
site is not liked, even the good pages may not do well in the search results.

So, what sort of specifics should you look for?

v Advertising: Advertising placement is important. Do you have too many
ads above the fold (high up on the page)? Does the advertising over-
whelm the content?

v Light on content: Pages with lots of navigation links and sitewide tem-
plate components, but not a lot of content, may be a problem.

v+ Duplication: If your site contains lots of pages that are essentially dupli-
cates (the same content reworked with different keywords), you may
have a problem.

1 Garbage content: Is the content on your pages essentially garbage?
Badly written text purely created to hold keywords? If Google can’t
figure it out now, it will be able to soon.

v+ Hard to read: Are your Web pages hard to read? Perhaps the font is
too small, or you use huge blocks of dense text, which are really hard
for people to deal with (break them up into smaller chunks of text, add
some whitespace and perhaps some images, and narrow the column!).
Or perhaps you use light-color text on a dark background (long known
to discourage people from reading). Such problems are disliked by real
people and thus likely to end up in Google’s Panda.

v Design issues: Remember, Panda is ongoing; now that Google has
started considering user experience on the Web site, it will continue
evolving the mechanisms it uses. I'm betting that eventually (maybe
already), ugly will become a problem.

However, please don’t over-extrapolate. Don’t think you need a multimil-
lion dollar budget and months of usability testing to compete in the search
engines. A little commonsense about site usability goes a long way.
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Keep It Fresh (Perhaps)

Finally, a quick word on freshness. Late in 2011, Google announced that it
was modifying its algorithm to take content age into account more frequently.
As is common in the SEO business, there was talk about how “everything

had changed” and dire predictions that in order to compete, every Web site
would have to be continually updated. It’s nonsense.

What Google was up to was simply recognizing that for some searches,
freshness is essential. That’s just commonsense, and Google was simply
announcing that it was planning to do a better job of finding recent content
when someone searched, for instance, for information on news, sporting
events, celebrities, and the like. So that means if your Web site is related
to the type of information that is likely to require up-to-date information,
you’d better provide it. It doesn’t mean that pizza parlors and sites related
to Egyptology will have to update their content every day in order to

stay ranked.
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Chapter 6
Picking Powerful Keywords

In This Chapter
Thinking up keyword phrases
Using the free Google Keyword Planner
Using Wordtracker
Sifting for the right keywords

’ was talking with a client some years ago who wanted to have his site rank
well in the search engines. The client is a company with annual revenues
in the millions of dollars, in the business of, oh, I don’t know . . . staging
rodent-racing events. (I've changed the details of this story a tad to protect
the guilty.)

I did a little research and found that most people searching for rodent-racing
events use the keywords rodent racing. (Big surprise, huh?) I took a look

at the client’s Web site and discovered that the words rodent racing didn’t
appear anywhere on the site’s Web pages.

“You have a little problem,” I said. “Your site doesn’t use the words rodent
racing, so it’s unlikely that any search engine will find your site when people
search for that.”

“Oh, well,” was the client’s reply, “our marketing department objects to the
term. We have a company policy to use the term furry friend events. The term
rodent is too demeaning, and if we say we’re racing them, the animal rights
people will get upset.”

This is a true story; well, except for the bit about rodent racing and the furry
friends thing. But, in principle, it happened. This company had a policy not to
use the words that most of its potential clients were using to search for it.

This is an unusual example, in which a company knows the important
keywords but decides not to use them. But, in fact, many companies build
Web sites only to discover later that the keywords their potential clients and
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visitors are using are not in the site. How is that possible? Well, I can think of
a couple of reasons:

v Most sites are built without any regard for search engines. The site
designers simply don’t think about search engines or have little back-
ground knowledge about how search engines work.

v The site designers do think about search engines, but they guess, often
incorrectly, what keywords they should be using.

[ can’t tell you how the client and I resolved his problem because, well, we
didn’t. (Sometimes company politics trump common sense.) But in this
chapter, I explain how to pick keywords that make sense for your site, as well
as how to discover what keywords your potential site visitors are using to
search for your products and services.

Understanding the lmportance
of Keywords

3

When you use a search engine, you type in a word or words and click the
Search button. The search engine then looks in its index for those words.

Suppose that you typed rodent racing. Generally speaking, the search
engine looks for

1 Pages that contain the exact phrase rodent racing

v Pages that don’t have the phrase rodent racing but do have the words
rodent and racing in close proximity

v Pages that have the words rodent and racing somewhere, though not
necessarily close together

v Pages with word stems; for instance, pages with the word rodent and the
word race somewhere in the page

v Pages with synonyms, such as, perhaps, mouse and rat

v Pages that have links pointing to them, in which the link text contains
the phrase rodent racing

v Pages with links pointing to them with the link text containing the words
rodent and racing, although not together

Don’t get too hung up on whether it’s keywords or keyword. The term keyword
from the search perspective simply means whatever a searcher types into a
search box, whether it’s just one word or ten. Thus, when I talk about a key-
word or choosing keywords, I'm not talking only about single words; I'm also
talking about keyword phrases.
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The process is actually a lot more complicated. The search engine doesn’t
necessarily show pages in the order I just listed — all the pages with the
exact phrase, and then all the pages with the words in close proximity, and
so on. When considering ranking order, the search engine considers (in addi-
tion to hundreds of secret criteria) whether the keyword or phrase is in

v Bold text

v~ ltalicized text

v Bulleted lists

v~ Text larger than other text on the page
v Heading text (<H> tags)

Furthermore, in recent years the search engines are working hard to under-
stand what people really want. Google’s Hummingbird algorithm, for example,
was a major rewrite of how Google analyzed search queries and returned
results. One of the major goals was to further improve the way Google under-
stands “conversational search.” That is, Google wants to be able to under-
stand such searches as “the best place in Denver to buy a smart phone” or
“where can I buy hiking gear in Dallas?”

The goal is to help users by presenting better search results that under-
stand at a deeper level what people are looking for and what kind of results
match well.

Despite the various complications, however, one fact is of paramount
importance: If a search engine can’t relate your Web site to the words that
someone searches for, it has no reason to return your Web site as part of the
search results.

Thus, picking the right keywords is critical. As Woody Allen once said,
“Eighty percent of success is showing up.” If you don’t play the game, you
can’t win. And if you don’t choose the right keywords, you’re not even show-
ing up to play the game. If a specific keyword or keyword phrase (or per-
haps a synonym) doesn’t appear in your pages (or in links pointing to your
pages), your site will not appear when someone enters those keywords into
the search engines. For instance, say you're a technical writer in San Diego,
and you have a site with the term technical writer scattered throughout. You
will not appear in search results when someone searches for technical writer
san diego if you don’t have the words San Diego in your pages. You simply
will not turn up (unless you are listed in the local search results, or you've
given Google some reason to believe your site is related in some way to those
“local” keywords San Diego, a subject I deal with in Chapter 12).

Understanding how to search helps you understand the role of keywords.
Check out the bonus chapter I've posted at www . SearchEngineBulletin.
com to find the different ways you can search by using search engines in gen-
eral and Google in particular.
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It’s an old concept: You should think like your prey. Companies often make
mistakes with their keywords because they choose based on how they —
rather than their customers — think about their products or services. For
example, lawyers talk about practice areas, a phrase ordinary people —
lawyers’ clients — almost never use. You have to stop thinking that you know
what customers call your products. Do some research to find out what clients
really do call your products and services.

The starting point of any great SEO strategy is a thorough keyword analysis.
Check to see what people are actually searching for on the Web. You'll dis-
cover that some words you were sure people would use are rarely searched,
and you’ll also find that you’ve missed a lot of common terms. Sure, you may
get some of the keywords right; however, if you're spending time and energy
targeting particular keywords, you may as well get ’em all right.

The term keyword analysis has several meanings:

v When I use it, I'm referring to what I'm discussing in this chapter —
analyzing the use of keywords by people searching for products, ser-
vices, and information.

1 Some people use the term to mean keyword-density analysis — finding
out how often a keyword appears in a page. Some of the keyword analy-
sis tools that you run across are actually keyword-density analysis tools.

v The term also refers to the process of analyzing keywords in your Web
site’s access logs.

Starting Your Keyword Analysis

Perform a keyword analysis — a check of what keywords people use to search
on the Web — or you’re wasting your time. Imagine spending hundreds of
hours optimizing your site for a keyword you think is good, only to discover
that another keyword or phrase gets two or three times the traffic. How
would you feel? Sick? Stupid? Mad? Don’t risk your mental health — do it
right the first time.

Identifying the obvious keywords

Begin by typing the obvious keywords into a text editor or word processor.
Type the words you’ve already thought of, or, if you haven’t started yet, the
ones that immediately come to mind. Then study the list for a few minutes.

What else can you add? What similar terms come to mind? Add them, too.
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When you perform your analysis, you'll find that some of the initial terms you
think of aren’t searched very often, but that’s okay. This list is just the start.

Looking at your Web site’s access logs

Take a quick look at your Web site’s access logs (often called hit logs).

You may not realize it, but most logs show you the keywords that people
used when they clicked a link to your site at a search engine. (If your logs
don’t contain this information, you probably need another program.) Write
down the terms that are bringing people to your site. Also, you can use

your Google Webmaster account to gather this information; see Chapter 13.
(Unfortunately, Google often doesn’t provide keywords these days when for-
warding traffic to Web sites; other search engines generally do.)

Examining competitors’ keyword tags

You probably know who your competitors are — you should, anyway. Go to
their sites and open the source code of a few pages by following these steps:

1. Choose Viewr> Source from the browser’s menu bar.

2. Look in the <META NAME=‘“keywords” > tag for any useful keywords.

Often, the keywords are garbage or simply not there, but if you look at
enough sites, you're likely to come up with some useful terms you hadn’t
thought of.

Brainstorming with colleagues

Talk to friends and colleagues to see whether they can come up with some
possible keywords. Ask them something like, “If you were looking for a site
where you could find the latest scores for rodent races around the world,
what terms would you search for?” Give everyone a copy of your current key-
word list and ask whether they can think of anything to add. Usually, reading
the terms sparks an idea or two, and you end up with a few more terms.

Looking closely at your list

After you’ve put together your initial list, go through it looking for more
obvious additions. Don’t spend too much time on this; all you're doing here
is creating a preliminary list to run through a keyword tool, which figures out
some of these things for you.
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Obvious spelling mistakes

Scan through your list and see if you can think of any obvious spelling
mistakes. Some spelling mistakes are incredibly important, with 10, 15, or
20 percent (sometimes even more) of all searches containing the misspelled
word. For example, about one-fifth of all Britney Spears-related searches
are misspelled — spread out over a dozen misspellings. I'm not commenting
on the intellect of Britney Spears fans; it’s just a name that could be spelled
several ways.

The word calendar is also frequently misspelled. The following estimates pro-
vided by a keyword tool show how often calendar is searched for each day in
its various permutations:

calendar: 10,605 times
calender: 2,721
calander: 1,549
calandar: 256

Thirty percent of all searches on the word calendar are misspelled. (Where
do I get these estimates, you're wondering? You find out later in this chapter
in the “Using a Keyword Tool” section.)

If the traffic from a misspelling is significant, you may want to create a page
on your site that uses that misspelling. Some sites contain what I call “Did
You Mean” pages, such as the one shown in Figure 6-1. Some sites contain
pages with misspellings in the <TITLE> tags, which can work very well.
These don’t have to be pages that many people see. After all, the only people
who will see the misspelled titles in a search results page are those who mis-
spelled the words in the first place.

One nice thing about misspellings is that competitors often miss them, so
you can grab the traffic without much trouble. Don’t underestimate the
effectiveness of this technique.

“But Google recognizes spelling mistakes, doesn’t it?” I can hear you think-
ing. Yes, it does, and it handles them in a couple of ways. In some cases,
when Google is pretty sure that it was a spelling mistake, it goes ahead and
searches for the assumed correct spelling and puts a line like this near the
top of the page:

Showing results for free currency converter. Search
instead for free currancy converter

On the other hand, sometimes Google isn’t so sure, and it displays a couple
of entries that have the assumed correct spelling, followed by another few
entries that are misspelled. So misspellings aren’t as useful as they used to
be, but they’re still worth addressing in some situations.
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Synonyms

Sometimes similar words are easily missed. If your business is home related,
for instance, have you thought about the term house? Americans may easily
overlook this word, using home instead, but other English-speaking countries
use the word house more often. Add it to the list because you may find quite
a few searches related to it. Also, as [ mentioned earlier, the major search
engines also consider synonyms when analyzing Web pages; if the page
contains the word canine, it might also assume the page matches — to some
degree — dog (or perhaps dentistry?).

You might even use a thesaurus to find more synonyms. However, [ show you
some keyword tools that run these kinds of searches for you; see the section
“Using a Keyword Tool,” later in this chapter.

Split or merged words

You may find that although your product name is one word — RodentRacing,
for instance — most people are searching for you by using two words, rodent
and racing. Remember to consider your customer’s point of view.

Also, some words are employed in two ways. Some people, for instance, use
the term knowledgebase, while others use knowledge base. Which is more
important? Both should be on your list, but knowledge base is used around
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four to five times more often than knowledgebase. If you optimize your pages
for knowledgebase (I discuss page optimization in Chapter 7), you're missing
out on around 80 percent of the traffic!

Yes, the search engines still figure out a match, but matching the search
term exactly is better than just matching it closely. Don’t believe me? Search
Google or Bing for knowledgebase, then knowledge base; different results,
right? Similar on Google, though still different; quite different on Bing.

Singulars and plurals

Go through your list and add singulars and plurals. Search engines understand
plurals and often return plural results when you search for a singular term
and vice versa, but they still treat singulars and plurals differently, and some-
times this can mean the difference between ranking at #1 and not ranking at
all. For example, searching on rodent and rodents provides different results;
again, similar, but definitely different.

So, it’s important to know which term is searched for most often. A great
example is to do a search on book (165,000 U.S. searches per month, accord-
ing to the Google keyword tool, which I discuss later in this chapter) and
books (246,000 searches per day) in Google. The searches are similar at the
top on Google (both present Amazon, Barnes and Noble, and Google Books),
less so lower down the page, and with more differences on Bing.

Don’t worry about upper- versus lowercase letters. You can use rodent or
Rodent or RODENT, for example. Most search engines aren’t case sensitive. If
you search for rodent (probably 90 percent of all searches are in lowercase),
all the major search engines will find Rodent or RODENT — or rODENT or
ROdent, for that matter.

Hyphens

Do you see any hyphenated words on your list that could be used without
the hyphen, or vice versa? Some terms are commonly used both ways, so
find out what your customers are using. Here are two examples:

v Google reports that the term e-commerce is used far more often than
ecommerce.

v The dash in e-mail is far less frequently used, with email being by far the
most common term.

Find hyphenated words, add both forms to your list, and determine which is
more common, because search engines treat them as different searches.

Geo-specific terms

Is geography important to your business? Are you selling shoes in Seattle or
rodents in Rochester? Don’t forget to include terms that include your city,
state, other nearby cities, and so on. (See Chapter 12 for more on this topic.)
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Your company name

If you have a well-known company name, add that to the list, in whatever per-
mutations you can think of (for example, Microsoft, MS, MSFT, and so on).

Other companies’ names and product names

If people are likely to search for companies and products similar to yours,
add those companies and products to your list. That’s not to say you should
use these keywords in your pages (you can in some conditions, as I discuss
in Chapter 7), but it’s nice to know what people are looking for and how often
they’re looking.

Using a Keyword Tool

After you’'ve put together a decent keyword list, the next step is to use a
keyword tool. This tool enables you to discover additional terms you haven’t
thought of and helps you determine which terms are most important —
which terms are used most often by people looking for your products

and services.

Both free and paid versions of keyword tools are available. Both the major
PPC (Pay Per Click) advertising systems — Google AdWords and the Yahoo!
Bing Network — provide free keyword-analysis tools. You need a Google
account to get into the former, and a Microsoft account to get to the latter,
but you don’t need to actually spend any money on PPC to get to these tools.

v Google Adwords Keywords Planner: https://adwords.google.com/
KeywordPlanner

v Bing Keywords Research Tool: http://www.bing.com/toolbox/keywords

Using the free Google keyword tool

To get to the Google Adwords Keywords Planner go to https://adwords.
google.com/KeywordPlanner (or search for google keyword planner and
click the link that appears).

If you already have an AdWords account, you'll go straight to the Planner
(once logged into your Google account). If you don’t have an AdWords
account, unfortunately you’ll have to go through the steps to set one up,
which is a bit of a nuisance but worth the few minutes it will take; again, you
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Figure 6-2:
Google's
free
keyword
analysis
tool, the
Keyword
Planner.
|

don’t have to actually spend money. (If you are already in your AdWords
account, select the Keyword Planner from the Tools menu.)

You have to log in with a Google account, and provide some basic informa-
tion to set up an AdWords account, but you won’t have to spend a lot of time,
and you won’t need to pay anything or create an advertising campaign; you’ll
go straight to the Keyword Planner.

When you first view the Google Keyword Planner, you see a page like the one
shown in Figure 6-2. You have several choices:

v Search for new keyword and ad group ideas: You enter one or more key-
words, and the system tells you how often people search for those terms
and find more terms, keywords that Google thinks are related.

Vv Get search volume for a list of keywords or group them into ad groups:
This option allows you to enter or upload a list of keywords. Google will
tell you how often those terms are searched for, but won'’t find addi-
tional terms.

Vv Get traffic forecasts for a list of keywords: This is more useful for PPC cam-
paigns; Google estimates how many clicks you might get, and what they
would cost, if you were advertising.

v Multiple keyword lists to get new keyword ideas: You enter two lists of
keywords, and Google provides possible useful combinations

ALZnoglv.'.---‘ or Home Campaigns  Opportunities  Tools o A

Keyword Planner
Plan your next search campaign

What would you like to do? Keyword Planner Tips
Building a Display campaign? Try Display Planner

+ Search for new keyword and ad group ideas How to use Keyword Planner
» Get search volume for a list of keywords or group them into ad groups
» Get traffic forecasts for a list of keywords

» Multiply keyword lists to get new keyword ideas

Important: You can use this tool to generate ad group and keyword ideas. It doesnt guarantes improved performance. You are responsioie for your keyword choices and for complying with our
adver s and any appicable la

fising policies 2

© 2015 Google | Editorial Guidelines | Privacy Policy
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Again, this is really a PPC advertising tool, so some of the features are defi-
nitely related to advertising; for instance, where Google talks of “ad groups,”
it referrs to the idea of breaking an advertising campaign into different sub
campaigns, in effect — different ad groups — with each ad group having
different keywords and associated ads, and perhaps different criteria such as
bid prices and time ranges.

The following example shows the first of the options preceding options; if
you have time, check out the others as you may find other useful features.
When you click the first option, you see the page open up to show you the
options shown in Figure 6-3:

v Type a keyword phrase into the Your Product or Service box or type
multiple keyword phrases if you like, each on a separate line.

v Type the domain name of a Web site into the Your Landing Page box.
Google will find keywords that it believes are related to this site.

v Select a category from the Your Product Category text box.

A Google Ady Home Campaigns  Opportunities  Tools G A
Building a Display campaign? Try Display Planner
~ Search for new keyword and ad group ideas How to use Keyword Plannar
Enter one or more of the following
Your product or service

Your landing page

Your product category

Targeting |7 Customize your search 7

United States Keyword filters

Alllanguages
Keyword options

Google and search pariners Show broadly related ideas

Show keywords in my account

Show keywords in my plan

Show adultideas

Negative keywords

Date range (7

Show avg. monthly searches
for: Last 12 months

Keywords to include

In effect, you're telling Google to look through its database of searches — actual
keywords typed in by real searchers on its Web site and partner sites — to find
searches that it thinks may be related to your keyword phrase, the Web site you
entered, or the category you picked. Now, below these text boxes you'll find a
number of options that will help you narrow down your keyword list. You can
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v Limit the keywords to searches within particular geographic regions.
You can specify one or more countries, or even locations within coun-
tries, such as states, provinces, Nielsen DMAs (Designated Market
Areas), or even specific cities.

v Choose whether the keywords come from searches on Google.com and
its search partners (primarily AOL.com), or just from Google.com.

v Enter negative keywords; that is, keywords that, if present in a keyword
phrase, will cause Google to exclude the phrase from the list.

v Provide a date-range.

By default, you're given the average number of searches each month
over the last year. This tool also allows you to ask for data from two date
ranges so you can compare them.

v Ask Google to omit keywords from the returned list if the number of
monthly searches is over or under a specified value, and based on cer-
tain advertising metrics (the amount of competition for the keywords,
the bid price, and the impression share).

v Define how broadly Google finds possible keywords for you. You can ask
for keywords that are closely related to the ones you have entered, only
search among keywords you are already using in your advertising, and
include or omit “adult” terms.

v Ask Google to only provide keyword phrases that include a specific key-
word. For example, if you enter shoe then Google would only show you
keywords that include the term shoe; running shoe, climbing shoe, shoe
store, and so on.

Begin your search

When you’ve made all your selections, click the Get Ideas button, and Google
finds keywords related to your search term. In the case of a category search,
Google finds keywords related to that category. In the case of the Web site
search, Google looks at the Web site and then finds keywords related to the
site. Whichever method you choose, you see something like Figure 6-4.

This example starts with the chart at the top. This shows the search vol-
umes, month by month, for the keywords that Google has returned. But
notice the little menu button at the top left of the chart; click this button
to open a menu from which you can choose to see different kinds of data
related to your keywords:

+»* A month-by-month breakdown of mobile searches

v An overall breakdown showing the percentage of desktop and laptop
computers, mobile devices, and tablets

1 Regional breakdowns
v Some PPC-related data
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A (;()()3'(‘ / Home Campaigns  Opporunities  Tools d A
Keyward Planner Your product or service
Add ideas to your plan Todent, rat, mouse, stoat Getideas  Modify search

Targeting 7
United States Search volume trends %
All languages Average monthly searches
&M Aug 2014
Google and search parners 3,065,750 searches
4.5M
Negative keywords
3u
Date range 7

Show avg. monthly searches
for: Last 12 months

May 2014 Aug

Apr 2015

|
Customize your search |7 Ad group ideas Keyword ideas 3 1 Download Add all (51)
Flglll'e 6-4: Keyword filters
Ad b Avg. monthly e (5 Suggested bid  Ad impr. share
Sea rch ,e‘e‘gp’a‘;“cpe)( y Keywords senrches 7 Competition |7 5 7 Addtoplan
R Keyword options
results in Only show closely related ideas Best Mouse @ best mouse trap 41490 High 5073 N
Show keywords in my account
the Google | oo icrmorenmnl ‘
oW keywords in my plan Mouse Trap i22) mouse traps, el 172,280 High $1.57 -
Show adultideas
Keyword
Ergonomic Mou. ergonomic mous. 47,290 High $1.40 -
Planner Keywords to include
|

But let’s get to the actual keywords. Below the chart you see two tabs:

v Ad Group Ideas, the default view, shows you a list of potential ad groups.

This is a PPC system, so it’s suggesting how you might create different
ad campaigns, with different keywords and ads in each one. But that’s
okay, because even from an “organic-search” point of view this stuff can
be useful, giving you different groups of keywords you might want to
target.

For each ad group, you’ll see some of the keywords in the group:
* The average number of searches for all the keywords in the group
¢ How competitive (from a PPC standpoint) the keywords are

More PPC-related information (suggested bid and ad-impression
share), which I'm going to ignore and you don’t need to worry
about if you're focusing on SEO

Click on a group name; the Planner shows you the same information, but
for each individual keyword in the group.

v Click the Keyword Ideas tab, and you see all the keywords that the
Planner found, but they aren’t divided into ad groups (see Figure 6-5).
The box at the top shows information about the keywords entered into
the system; the box below shows the Keyword Planner’s suggestions.
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A few quick tips about using the Keywords Tool:

v Point at the little graph icon on a keyword line (next to the Avg. Monthly
Searches number) to display a chart showing the distribution of
searches month-by-month.

v Click the column headings to sort by keyword “relevance.”

Google sorts the keywords according to how relevant it believes they
are to the ones you specified; in order of monthly searches; into High,
Medium, and Low competition groups.

v Click the Toggle Chart button (the little button with a pictograph of a
chart on it, on the same line as the tabs) to remove the chart, making
more room for the keywords.

v Enter more keywords into the Your Product or Service text box at the
top and click Get Ideas to retrieve more keywords.

The Google keyword tool is great. I keep a button on my browser’s book-
marks toolbar to take me there whenever I feel a sudden urge for more
keywords. Note that you can download the list of keywords, or selected key-
words, into a spreadsheet (see the Download button, top left of the table),
which is very handy for saving keyword analyses. However, Google doesn’t
have some of the sophisticated keyword-analysis features that other, com-
mercial keyword-analysis tools have . . . so [ look at that subject later in

this chapter.
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Using the free Bing Ads keywords tool

The Bing PPC system (Bing Ads; formerly, the Yahoo! Bing Network) also
provides a free keywords-research tool, although you have to set up a PPC
account before you can get to it (go to www.bing.com/toolbox/keywords).
However, this tool isn’t as sophisticated as the Google tool, and usually
returns fewer keyword suggestions.

Still, if you want to play with it, log into your Bing Ads account and select
Research Keywords from the Tools menu; you’ll see something like
Figure 6-6. From the Keywords drop-down list box near the top, you can
choose either

v Find Keywords Related to a Word or Phrase; enter one or more keywords
or keyword phrases, each on a separate line.

v Find Keywords on a Website; enter a Web site’s URL, of course.

b bing L—]uj S Home Campaigns Reports Opportuniies Tools v  Import Campaigns v
Customer: Peter Kent Consulting, LLC - Research Keywords
~
Research Keywords @
Keywords connect you with your target audience to bring more customers to your site
=,
Query
&
Account v
Keywords | Find keywords related to a word or phrase v
Enter keywords, one perline
Advanced targeting opions.
Language English v
Countrylregion ¥ United States
United Kingdom
Canada
India
singapore
Ireland
Australia
New Zealand
Malaysia
Thailand
Vietnam
©2015 Microsoft  Legal Privacy & Cookies  Adveriise Developers Support  Blog Feedback Microsoft .
v

As with the Google tool, you can also specify various options; click the
Advanced Targeting Options link to see them. You can select the language,
country, the type of device on which the keywords are used, and the maxi-
mum number of suggestions for each keyword you entered.
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When you enter your keywords and click Search, the tool returns with sug-
gestions; it shows how often the terms were searched for in the last month,
along with a variety of PPC-related information (see Figure 6-7). As with
Google, you can export this information to a CSV file, which can be opened in
a spreadsheet program.

Add Keywords RS N || ROt Campaign Ad group -
Expert Witness v | ECommerce Expe
Keywords LastMonth  Impr. Clicks CTR (%) Avg.CPC  Spend
Searches
Keyword Type Bid (USD)
rat 4,993 3225 9 028 047 153
~
rodent o974 249 1 0.40 0.05 005 Q
-,
rodents 1,050 755 7 0.93 0.19 132
s
mouse 40,505 22,216 86 0.39 0.25 2142
viireless mouse 2,262 21,092 793 376 0.46 36143
computer 1,604 13,815 281 206 0.53 148.79
mouse
types rodents 305 173 5 279 0.15 076
largest rodent 215 76 - - 1.00
rodentia 133 a7 - - 1.00 -
Add to Ad group
biggest rodent 207 12 - - 1.00 -
mierosoft 1015 6,750 157 33 0 4303
mouse
mouse wireless 50 220 3 136 0.74 221
usb mouse 205 1259 35 278 0.32 118
mouses 268 3,969 15 0.38 0.24 361
opticalmouse 250 1681 35 208 0.36 1272
rodents pictures 76 a9 - - 1.00
©2015 Microsoft  Legal Privacy & Cookies Advertise Developers Support  Blog Feedback Microsoft ..
»

Commercial keyword tools:
Using Wordtracker

The Google and Bing keyword tools can be very useful, but if you're plan-
ning to go really deep in your keyword analysis, you may want to use a
commercial tool. Wordtracker (www.wordtracker. com; see Figure 6-8) is
the granddaddy of them all (it’s been in business since 1998, when Google
had barely begun operating), and is one of the most popular and sophisti-
cated commercial keyword analysis tools. Owned by a company in London,
England, Wordtracker has access to data from a couple of large metacrawl-
ers, and a large British ISP. A metacrawler is a system that searches multiple
search engines for you. For example, type a word into Dogpile’s search box
(www.dogpile.com), and the system searches at Google, Yahoo!, Bing, and
Ask.com. It also works with SEMRush, a company that gathers competitive
data about Web sites and Web traffic in various ways, including using the
SEOQuake browser plug-in.
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http://www.dogpile.com
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Figure 6-8:
Wordtrack-
er's “Find
Keywords”
screen.
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Find keywords that include...
...the following keywords, one per line: Settings
rodent Source Wordtracker
Country United States
Menth February 2015

SEARCH

® Keywords in any order
Keywords inside a search term
Exact keyword only

Adult Keywords

¥ Plurals
1,712 keywords EXPORT - | SAVE... ‘ ‘ REMOVE ‘ Show filters
¥ KEYWORD ~  VOLUME comp 1AAT KEI
T biggest rodent ~ 793 422 7 8451
2 T rodent ~ 367 15.75 3,013 60.14
3 ¥ rodents - 293 13.75 1616 6179

Wordtracker’s database has information about literally billions of searches,
and the Wordtracker system allows you to dig through this database. Ask
Wordtracker how often someone searched for the term rodents, and it tells
you that it was searched for (at the time of writing) 112 times over the last
month in the United States, but that the term rodent is far more popular, with
639 searches. (Those numbers don’t sound like much, especially when com-
pared to numbers that you'll find through Google. But Wordtracker is work-
ing with a smaller database than Google is. In any case, what really counts
are the relative numbers; you want to know which keywords are more popu-
lar than others.)

Wordtracker also allows queries using the Google keyword tool to get
Google’s information, too (though the data is modified slightly).

Remember that certain searches are seasonal: pools in the summer, heaters in
the winter, and so on. In the past, Wordtracker had only the last 100 days of
information, so it wasn’t representative of a full year for some terms. Now, how-
ever, Wordtracker has data going back a couple of years (depending on what
plan you sign up for, you can view data from the last three months, six months,
or all the data), so some terms may be diluted; christmas tree decoration, over

a full year, is less popular a term than it would be if you searched through data
from just November and December. However, one of the options is to specify
which month.
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Also, some searches may be influenced by the media and current events.
While searches for paris hilton were very high in November and December
2003, when [ wrote the first edition of this book . .. oh, bad example, they’'re
still absurdly high, unfortunately. Okay, here’s another example. Early on

in a catastrophe getting wide media coverage, such as a big earthquake or
trouble in a Middle Eastern country, searches can be very high (although
nowhere near as high as for paris hilton or kim kardashian, of course). But
such searches drop off quickly when media coverage has waned.

Here’s what information Wordtracker can provide:

v The number of times in a specified month that the exact phrase you
enter was searched for out of over 3 billion or so searches

1 How often phrases containing the phrase you entered were searched for
v+ Similar terms and synonyms, and the search statistics about these terms

v An estimate of competing Web pages — the number of Web pages it
found that are optimized for each keyword; the higher the number in the
Competition column, the more optimized pages and the harder the task
of ranking your page highly

v A Keyword Effectiveness Index (KEI) rating for each keyword. It’s an amal-
gam of both the popularity of the term and how much competition there
is for the term; a high number means a popular term with relatively little
competition.

v An In Anchor and Title (IAAT) value, another competitiveness indicator.
It shows how many Web pages have the term in both the page’s Title
tag and in the anchor text (see Chapter 16) of at least one link pointing
to the page.

You can download the list of keywords you find in a CSV file that you can
quickly open in your spreadsheet program (such as Microsoft Excel).

By the way, here’s another reason that some search numbers sound very low
on Wordtracker; only 2,219 searches for true detective, for example. Primary
terms often are low because most searches are not for primary terms; many
searches are for lera lynn true detective, true detective season 2, true detec-
tive season 2 trailer song, true detective streaming, and many other phrases.
Although individual phrases may seem to have low numbers, these combined
phrases often add up to a very large number. (Remember the search tail.)

On the face of it, Wordtracker may seem much the same as the Google tool,
but it does have some additional features that help you manage your key-
word lists. It allows you to set up projects (each Web site might be an indi-
vidual project, for instance), and, within each project, multiple lists (each list
could be a particular keyword focus). Then you can search for keywords and
save the lists into your projects.
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You can also filter the search in various ways: show only keywords above or
below search-volume levels, show only keywords with IAAT or KEI values in a
particular range, show only keywords that are in the form of a question (are
rabbits rodents?), and so on. You can mix this up, too. For example, you can
ask Wordtracker to show you only keywords that are in the form of a ques-
tion, with a KEI value above 75 and an IAAT value below 400 (see Figure 6-9).
This shows you question-type keywords that aren’t very competitive — that
is, for which you may have a good chance of ranking well. You can apply
these filters while you are searching for keyword ideas, or apply them within
the keyword lists you've saved within your projects, so you can extract spe-
cific groups of keywords.

15 0f 1,712 keywords ~ EXPORT - [ save... | [ REMOVE | Liige fiers
KEI v 7513 e 100 [}
IAAT ok 1 405 [x}
Keyword questions Q

© Add filter

# KEYWORD ~ VOLUME COMP 1AAT KEI

#  whatisrodent - 19 4] 0 100
2 ¥ arerabbits rodents ~ 0 0 100

# isahamsterarodent - 10 0 0 100
4 ®  whatis the biggest rodent ~ 8 o] (o} 100
5 ¥ isarabbitarodent - 8 0 0 100

# isasquirrelarodent ~ 5 (o] (o} 100
7 ¥ arekangaroos rodents * 5 o] 0 100

#  does cedar wood repel rodents ~ 4 (o] 0 100

Wordtracker is well worth the price, ranging from $27 a month to $99 a month.
Anyone heavily involved in the Web and search engines can easily get addicted
to this tool.

Vet more keyword tools

Wordtracker is by no means the only keyword analysis tool on the market. If
you're a real keyword junkie, just do a search for keyword analysis or keyword
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tool; you'll find plenty to keep you busy. In particular, these are popular, well-
known systems:

v Moz: https://moz.com/tools

v Keyword Discovery: www . keyworddiscovery.com
v KeywordSpy: www . keywordspy . com

v SpyFu: www . SpyFu. com

v SEMRush: www . SemRush. com

There are also various keyword tools, such as UberSuggest . org, that do
simple keyword look ups based on search engine “suggestions” (the text that
the search engines show a searcher while he or she is typing keywords into
the search box). These aren’t the real thing; you might use them as a brain-
storming tool, but they won’t provide the information you need in order to
make decisions about which keywords you plan to target.

Choosing Vour Keywords

When you’ve finished working with a keyword tool, look at the final list to
determine how popular a keyword phrase actually is. You may find that many
of your original terms are not worth bothering with. My clients often have
terms on their preliminary lists — the lists they put together without the use
of a keyword tool — that are virtually never used. You also find other terms
near the top of the final list that you hadn’t thought about.

Cam again? You might be missing
the target

Take a look at your list to determine whether you have any words that may
have different meanings to different people. Sometimes, you can immediately
spot such terms.

One of my clients thought he should use the term cam on his site. To him,
the term referred to Complementary and Alternative Medicine. But to the vast
majority of searchers, cam means something different. Search Wordtracker
on the term cam, and you come up with phrases such as web cams, web cam,
free web cams, live web cams, cam, cams, live cams, live web cams, and so
on. To most searchers, the term cam refers to Web cams — cameras used to


https://moz.com/tools
http://www.keyworddiscovery.com/
http://www.keywordspy.com
http://www.SpyFu.com
http://www.semrush.com/
http://ubersuggest.org/
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place pictures and videos online. The phrases from this example generate a
tremendous amount of competition, but few of them would be useful to my
client. That’s okay, though, because very few people who are interested in
Complementary and Alternative Medicine use the term cam anyway.

Ambiguous terms

A client of mine wanted to promote a product designed for controlling fires.
One common term he came up with was fire control system. However, he dis-
covered that when he searched on that term, most sites that turned up don’t
promote products relating to stopping fires. Rather, they’re sites related to
fire control in the military sense — weapons-fire control.

This kind of ambiguity is something you really can’t determine from a system
that tells you how often people search on a term, such as Wordtracker. In
fact, spotting such terms is hard even when you search to see what turns

up when you use the phrase. If a particular type of Web site turns up when
you search for the phrase, does that mean that people using the phrase are
looking for that type of site? You can’t say for sure, though such a search can
often tip you off that you're working with an ambiguous term.

Very broad terms

Look at your list for terms that are incredibly broad. You may be tempted to
go after high-ranking words, but make sure that people are really searching
for your products when they type in the word.

Suppose that your site is promoting degrees in information technology. You
discover that around 40 people search for this term each day, but approxi-
mately 1,500 people a day search on information technology. Do you think
many people searching on information technology are really looking for a
degree? Probably not. Although the term generates 40,000 to 50,000 searches
a month, few of these returns will be your targets.

Here are a couple of reasons to forego a term that’s too broad:

v Tough to rank. It’s probably a very competitive term, which means rank-
ing well on it would be difficult.

1 Relevance is elsewhere. You may be better off spending the time and
effort focusing on another, more relevant term.
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Picking combinations

Sometimes it’s a good idea to target terms lower on your list rather than the
ones up top because the lower terms include the higher terms.

Suppose that you're selling an e-commerce system and find the following list
in Wordtracker, with the most popular term at the top:

ecommerce
e-commerce

shopping cart

shopping carts

shopping cart software
ecommerce solutions

ecommerce software

ecommerce software solution
e-commerce solutions
e-commerce software

shopping carts and accessories

The term e-commerce is probably not a great term to target because it’s
very general and has a lot of competition. But lower on the list is the term
e-commerce solutions. This term is a combination of two keyword phrases:
e-commerce and e-commerce solutions. If you target e-commerce solutions
and optimize your Web pages for that term, you're also optimizing for
e-commerce.

Notice also the term ecommerce (which search engines regard as different
from e-commerce) and the term a little lower on the list, ecommerce software.
A term even lower encompasses both of these terms — ecommerce software
solution. Optimize your pages for ecommerce software solution, and you’ve
just optimized for three terms simultaneously.

The keyword analysis procedure I describe in this chapter provides you with
a much better picture of your keyword landscape. In contrast to the majority
of Web site owners, you’ll have a good view of how people are searching for
your products and services.
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Creating Pages That Search

Engines Love

In This Chapter

Getting your site read

Understanding the importance of mobile-friendly sites

Knowing what search engines see

Exploring keyword concepts

Creating Web pages

’ n this chapter, you find out how to create Web pages that search engines
really like — pages that can be read and indexed and that put your best
foot forward. Before you begin creating pages, [ recommend that you read
not only this chapter but also Chapter 9 to find out how to avoid things

that search engines hate. There are a lot of ways to make a Web site work,
and just as many ways to break it, too. Before you get started creating your
pages, you should be aware of the problems you may face and what you can
do to avoid them.

I'm assuming that you or your Web designer understand HTML and can
create Web pages. I focus on the most important search engine-related
things you need to know while creating your pages. It’s beyond the scope

of this book to cover basic HTML and Cascading Style Sheets. On the other
hand, many content-management systems (CMS) do a really good job of opti-
mizing for the search engines. These are automated Web-page-creation sys-
tems, such as WordPress, Drupal, and Joomla. But there are so many of these
systems, I can’t possibly cover that particular subject.

Thus I talk in terms of HTML; you’ll have to translate into the particular
features and options of the CMS you happen to be using. For instance, 'm
going to discuss how you can put keywords into <IMG> tags using the ALT
attribute; if you're using a CMS, you’ll need to figure out how that particular
system allows you to add that text when inserting an image (if it does, and
most these days do).
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Preparing Your Site

When you're creating a Web site, the first thing to consider is where to put
your site. By that, | mean the Web server and the domain name.

Finding a hosting company

Although many large companies place their Web sites on their own Web
servers, most small companies don’t. They shouldn’t do so, in fact, because
there’s simply no way a small business can manage a Web server anywhere
near as cheaply and reliably as a good hosting company can do it. Rather, a
hosting company rents space on its servers to other businesses.

You need to consider many issues when selecting a hosting company, most
of which aren’t directly related to the search engine issue. From an SEO
perspective, you need to be able to upload pages directly to your site, as
most hosts allow, or use a search-engine-friendly CMS system that either the
hosting company provides or you install. I can’t help much with that; you’ll
have to do some research on the system you are considering to see whether
it’s truly search-engine friendly (see Part V Web Extra, Ten Ways to Make
WordPress (and Others) Search Engine Friendly).

As you learned in Chapter 3, it’s also important that the hosting company you
use is reliable. The servers must work virtually all the time and deliver pages
quickly. Slow, unreliable servers can hurt your search-engine rankings. Most
hosting companies these days are reasonably reliable, but not all.

Picking a domain name

Search engines read uniform resource locators (URLs), looking for keywords
in them. For instance, if you have a Web site with the domain name rodent -
racing.com and someone searches Google for rodent racing, Google sees
rodent-racing as a match; because a dash appears between the two words,
Google recognizes the individual words in the domain name. If, however, you
run the words together (rodentracing), Google doesn’t regard the individual
words as individual words; it sees them as part of the same word. That’s not
to say that Google can’t find text within words — it can, and you sometimes
see words on the search results pages partially bolded when Google does
just that — but when ranking the page, Google doesn’t regard the word it
found inside another word as the same as finding the word itself.
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To see this concept in action, use the allinuri: search syntax at Google. Type

allinurl:rodent, for example, and Google finds URLs that contain the word
rodent (including the directory names and filenames).

So, putting keywords into the domain name and separating keywords with
dashes provides a small benefit. Another advantage to adding dashes
between words is that you can relatively easily come up with a domain

name that’s not already taken. Although it may seem as though most of the
good names were taken long ago, you can often come up with some kind of
keyword phrase, separated with dashes, that’s still available. Furthermore,
search engines don’t care which first-level domain you use; you can use .com,
.net, .biz, .tv, or whatever; it doesn’t matter.

Now, having said all that, let me tell you my philosophy regarding domain
names. In the search engine optimization field, it used to be very popular

to use dashes and keywords in domain names, but in most cases, the lift
provided by keywords in domain names is relatively small; in fact, while the
search engines clearly read keywords in domain names, they give much less
value to them than they have in the past. Rather, you should consider other,
more important factors when choosing a domain name:
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v A domain name should be short, easy to spell, and easy to remember.
It should also pass the radio test. Imagine that you're being interviewed
on the radio and want to tell listeners your URL. You want something
that’s instantly understandable without having to be spelled. You don’t
want to have to say “rodent dash racing dash events dot com”; it’s
better to say “rodent racing events dot com.”

v In almost all cases, you should get the .com version of a domain name.
If the .com version is taken, do not try to use the .net or .org version for
branding purposes! People remember .com, even if you say .org or .net or
whatever. So, if you're planning to promote your Web site in print, on the
radio, on TV, on billboards, and so on, you need the .com version.

Domain confusion

Several years ago, | recommended that a
nonprofit client of mine register the .com
version of its domain name. (The client had
been using .orgfor years.) During the few hours
that the .com domain was not yet pointing to its
site, but instead was pointing to the domain
registrar’s site, the nonprofit received several
calls from people trying to get to its Web site.
These people wanted to let the company know

that something was wrong with its server
because its domain name was pointing to the
wrong place. For years, the company printed
all its materials using .org; it had never printed
anything with .com because it didn't own that
domain name; however, people were still trying
to get to the .com version, a perfect example of
what | call domain confusion.
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A classic example is a situation involving Rent.com and Rent.net. These two
different Web sites were owned by two different companies. Rent.net spent
millions of dollars on advertising; every time [ saw a Rent.net ad on a bus, |
had to wonder how much of the traffic generated by these ads actually went
to Rent.com! (The Rent.net domain name is no longer in use — it now points
to Move.com — and Rent.com is. [ don’t think that’s a coincidence!)

Are keyworded domain names worth the trouble? Because the lift provided
by keywords in the domain name may be rather small — and, in fact, putting
too many keywords into a name can hurt your placement — you should prob-
ably focus on a single, brandable domain name (a .com version).

Be careful about using a domain-forwarding service for Web sites that you
want to turn up in search engines. Many domain registrars allow you to
simply forward browsers to a particular site: A user types www.domainl.com,
and the registrar forwards the browser to www.domain2.com, for instance.
Such forwarding systems may use frames (discussed in Chapter 9), which
means that search engines don’t index the site properly, or do not use 301
redirects to implement the forward as they should for SEO purposes (see
Chapter 24 for more information on 301 redirects).

Mobile readiness and “Mobilegeddon”

In 2015, Google introduced another important concept for Webmasters to
worry about: mobile readiness. By this point, a huge proportion of Web site
visits, for a wide range of site types, were coming from mobile devices. For
example, when I checked the site analytics for a heavy industrial client of
mine in early 2015, I found that 29 percent of the traffic came from small
mobile devices (smart phones), with another 13 percent from tablets. It isn’t
just the younger Internet users or the more technically adept that are moving
to mobile. Across the board, a huge proportion of site visits now comes from
mobile devices.

However, some sites see much higher percentages. Google has said that it
expects overall search queries on mobile devices to exceed desktop searches
(within the United States) — perhaps by the time you read this.

That’s been true for some time, but what put the SEO world in a tizzy was
when Google started talking about how it was going to start taking into
consideration how a site would display on a mobile device, and factor that
into ranking for when a search was carried out from such a device. (In an
example of typical SEO-world drama, this change was labeled by many as
Mobilegeddon.)

That is, if your site doesn’t display well on a smart phone, it might not rank
as well when someone searches from a smart phone. (Not surprisingly,
there’s no effect on regular-size devices; in fact, laptops aren’t considered
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mobile devices from this perspective, and tablets are explicitly excluded
by Google from this issue — it’s the smart phone searches that are the
SEO problem).

So, what’s it mean to you? If you're about to build a new site, you really
should plan to build a mobile-friendly site; that’s easier than you might imag-
ine, as many recent versions of CMS tools can do this for you automatically.
If you already have a site . . . well, that’s a problem; it might take a lot of work
to rebuild.

However, most Web sites aren’t mobile friendly; thus, many of your competi-
tors probably don’t have mobile friendly sites, limiting the “damage.” Long
term, this could cause your business serious problems.

There are essentially three ways to make a site mobile friendly:

* Responsive Design: This uses sophisticated HTML to automatically
change the layout of a site’s Web pages to suit the particular device
on which it is being displayed. It’s probably the most popular method
these days.

Google recommends responsive design.

v Dynamic Serving: With this method, you have two versions of your Web
site: one for smart phones, and another for larger devices. The Web
server decides which version to send when a page is requested.

1~ Separate URLs: In this case, you have two versions of your site. The
server directs the user to the most appropriate site, on a different URL,
depending on the device.

If I go any further, it will be way beyond the scope of this book, but here are a
couple of pages to show you more:
v Google’s information on making your site mobile friendly:
https://developers.google.com/webmasters/mobile-sites

v Google’s test tool; enter a Web page URL and Google will tell you
whether it’s mobile friendly:

https://www.google.com/webmasters/tools/mobile-friendly

HTTPS

Google is now encouraging Web sites to go HTTPS. HTTPS means HyperText
Transfer Protocol over SSL (or over TLS), or maybe HyperText Transfer Protocol
Secure. Let’s not get too geeky here; essentially, when your Web browser
uses HTTPS to communicate with a Web server, the communication is
encrypted. Believe it or not, even the NSA can’t read the communications if
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they’re intercepted. It’s HTTPS that’s being used by ecommerce sites when
you send your credit-card information to make a purchase; you've probably
seen https:// for a URL in the browser Location bar, or a little lock icon
indicating the user of HTTPS. (In fact, it isn’t all about encryption of commu-
nications, it’s also about authentication and data integrity; I'll leave you delve
into the details if you're interested.)

In 2014, Google launched its HTTPS Everywhere program, a program aimed

at getting the entire Web to go HTTPS. In other words, not just financial trans-
actions should use HTTPS, but everything going across the Web should use

it.  won’t go into detail about why; you can search for http everywhere to
learn more.

However, as part of this program, Google has decided to start using whether
or not a page is being delivered across an HTTPS connection as part of the
ranking algorithm. Before you get worried, right now it doesn’t count for
much. Here’s what Google said when it first announced this:

.. .we're starting to use HTTPS as a ranking signal. For now it’s only a very
lightweight signal — affecting fewer than 1% of global queries, and carry-
ing less weight than other signals such as high-quality content — while we
give webmasters time to switch to HTTPS. But over time, we may decide to
strengthen it, because we’d like to encourage all website owners to switch
from HTTP to HTTPS to keep everyone safe on the web.

The writing’s on the wall. Anyone beginning a new Web site probably should
take this into consideration from the start, and owners of existing sites
might want to consider adding HTTPS soon. It isn’t hugely complicated, but
it’s a bit geeky, and beyond the scope of this book. You can find more infor-
mation here:

https://support.google.com/webmasters/answer/6073543

Seeing Through a Search Engine’s Eyes

What a search engine sees when it loads one of your pages isn’t always
the same as what your browser sees. To understand why, you need to
understand how a Web page is created. See Figure 7-1 and read this quick
explanation:

1. A user types a URL into his browser or clicks a link, causing the browser
to send a message to the Web server asking for a particular page.

2. The Web server grabs the page and quickly reads it to see whether it
needs to do anything to the page before sending it.
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https://support.google.com/webmasters/answer/6073543

Chapter 7: Creating Pages That Search Engines Love 7 73

3. The Web server compiles the page, if necessary.

In some cases, the Web server may have to run ASP or PHP scripts, for
instance, or it may have to find an SSI (server-side include), an instruc-
tion telling it to grab something from another page and insert it into the
one it’s about to send.

4. After the server has completed any instructions, it sends the page to
the browser.

5. When the browser receives the page, it reads through the page looking
for instructions and then, if necessary, further compiles the page.

6. When the browser is finished, it displays the page for the user to read.

Here are a few examples of instructions the browser may find
inside the file:

® <SCRIPT> tags containing JavaScript scripts or references to
scripts stored in other files: The browser then runs those scripts.

¢ Cascading Style Sheets (CSS): These instructions tell the browser
how the page — in particular, the text on the page — should be
formatted.

¢ References to images or other forms of media: After the browser
finds these references, it pulls them into the page.

i

Web server grabs
the page and reads
the instructions in it.

1
Browser requests a
page from Web server.

3:
4. Web server

Web server compiles” the

(@) 5: sends the page page, adding
l Web browser to Web browser. COmpoll]:l.ents )
further compiles E specified l

in instructions.
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Scripting

ASP and PHP scripts are little programs that
are written into Web pages. The scripts are
read by a program working in association with
the Web server when a page is requested. The
searchbots see the results of these scripts
because the scripts have been run by the time
the Web server sends the page. Server-side

into the HTML pages that name another file
and, in effect, say to the Web server, “Grab
the information in this file and drop it into the
Web page here.” Again, the searchbots see
the information in the SSI because the Web
server inserts the information before sending
the Web page.

includes (SSIs) are simple statements placed

So that’s what happens normally when Web pages are created. But what
about searchbots, the programs used by search engines to index pages? Well,
in the past, they worked differently. When a searchbot requested a page,

the server did what it would normally do — construct the page according to
instructions and send it to the searchbot. But the searchbot didn’t follow all
the instructions in the page — it just read the page. For example, it wouldn’t
run scripts in the page, and it wouldn’t use the Cascading Style Sheet infor-
mation to format the page.

Thus, you can use two kinds of instructions to build Web pages:

1 Server-side instructions: These instructions, such as ASP and PHP
scripts and SSI instructions, are carried out by the server before sending
the information to the searchbots.

v Browser-side (or client-side) instructions: These instructions are
embedded into the Web page and, in the past, generally ignored by
searchbots. For instance, if you created a page with a navigation system
built with JavaScript, the search engines may not be able to read it.
Some people even used browser-side instructions to intentionally hide
things from search engines.

But things are different today; the only question is how much. Google, for
instance, now does read browser-side scripting. It can read JavaScript, for
instance, allowing it to read content inserted into pages using scripts. For
example, it can read Facebook page content, much of which is inserted using
JavaScript browser side. Today’s searchbots are much more sophisticated
than in the past. But that doesn’t necessarily mean they’ll read everything
inserted browser side. There’s an almost limitless variety of ways to use
scripts and stylesheets; it’s likely that the searchbots decipher some things
and not others, and some search engines do a better job of seeing the results
of browser-side scripts than others.
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My belief is that if you want to make sure that something is definitely seen by
the search engines, place it into the page server side. Yes, Google can read
Facebook pages, but that doesn’t necessarily mean it’ll spend the time to
figure out the scripts on your pages.

These concepts are very important:

Server side = visible to searchbots

Browser side = sometimes not visible to searchbots

Understanding Keyword Concepts
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Here’s the basic concept of using keywords: You put keywords into your Web
pages in such a manner that search engines can find them, read them, and
regard them as significant.

Your keyword list is probably very long, perhaps hundreds of keywords, so
you need to pick a few to work with. (If you haven’t yet developed a keyword
list, refer to Chapter 6 for details.) The keywords you pick will be either

v Words near the top of the list that have many searches.

v Words lower on the list — in the “long tail — that may be worth targeting
because you have relatively few competitors for those keywords.

It’s often easy to create pages that rank well for the keywords at the bottom
of your list because they’re unusual terms that don’t appear in many Web
pages. However, they’re at the bottom of your list because people don't often
search for them! Therefore, you have to decide whether it’s worthwhile to
rank well on a search term that’s searched for only once or twice a month.

Picking one or two phrases per page

You optimize each page for one or two keyword phrases. By optimize, | mean
that you create the page in such a manner that it has a good chance of rank-
ing well for the chosen keyword phrase or phrases when someone uses them
in a search engine.

You can’t optimize a page well for more than one keyword phrase at a time.
For example, the <TITLE> tag is one of the most important components

on a Web page, and the best position for a keyword is at the beginning of
that tag. Clearly, you can place only one phrase at the beginning of the

tag. (However, sometimes, as you find out in Chapter 6, you can combine
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keyword phrases — for example, optimizing for rodent racing scores also, in
effect, optimizes for rodent racing.)

Have primary and secondary keyword phrases in mind for each page you're
creating, but also consider all the keywords you’re interested in working into
the pages. For instance, you might create a page that you plan to optimize for
the phrase rodent racing, but you also have several other keywords that you
want to scatter around your site: rodent racing scores, handicap, gerbil, roden-
tia, furry friend events, and so on. Typically, you pick one main phrase for
each page and incorporate the other keyword phrases throughout the page,
where appropriate.

Place your keyword list into a word processor, enlarge the font, and then
print the list and tape it to the wall. Occasionally, while creating your pages,
glance at the list to remind yourself which words you need to weave into
your pages.

Checking prominence

The term prominence refers to where the keyword appears — how prominent
it is within a page component (the body text, the <TITLE> tag, and so on). A
word near the top of the page is more prominent than one near the bottom;

a word at the beginning of a <TITLE> tag is more prominent than one at the
end; a word at the beginning of the DESCRIPTION meta tag is more promi-
nent than one at the end; and so on.

Prominence is good. If you're creating a page with a particular keyword or
keyword phrase in mind, make that term prominent — in the body text, in the
<TITLE> tag, in the DESCRIPTION meta tag, and elsewhere — to convey to
search engines that the keyword phrase is important in this particular page.
Consider this title tag:

<TITLE>Everything about Rodents - Looking after Them, Feeding Them, Rodent
Racing, and More.</TITLE>

When you read this tag, you can see that Rodent Racing is just one of several
terms the page is related to. The search engine comes to the same conclu-
sion because the term is near the end of the title, meaning that it’s probably
not the predominant term. But what about the following tag?

<TITLE>Rodent Racing - Looking after Your Rodents, Feeding Them, Everything You
Need to Know</TITLE>

Placing Rodent Racing at the beginning of the tag places the stress on that
concept; search engines are likely to conclude that the page is mainly about
rodent racing.
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Watching density

Another important concept is keyword density. When a user searches for a
keyword phrase, the search engine looks at all pages that contain the phrase
and checks the density — the ratio of the search phrase to the total number
of words in the page.

Suppose that you search for rodent racing and the search engine finds a page
that contains 400 words, with the phrase rodent racing appearing 10 times —
that’s a total of 20 words. Because 20 is 5 percent of 400, the keyword density
is 5 percent.

Keyword density is important, but you can overdo it. If the search engine
finds that the search phrase makes up 50 percent of the words in the page,

it may decide that the page was created purely to grab the search engine’s
attention for that phrase and thus decide to ignore it. On the other hand, if
the density is too low, you risk having the search engines regard other pages
as more relevant for the search.

You can get hung up on keyword density, and some people use special tools
to check the density on every page. This strategy can be very time consum-

ing, especially for large sites. You're probably better off eyeballing the den-

sity in most cases.

Here’s my general rule: If the phrase for which you’re optimizing appears an
awful lot, you’ve overdone it. If the text sounds clumsy because of the repeti-
tion, you've overdone it.

Placing keywords throughout your site

Suppose that someone searches for rodent racing, and the search engine
finds two sites that use the term. One site has a single page in which the term
occurs; the other site has dozens of pages containing the term. Which site
does the search engine think is most relevant? The one that has many pages
related to the subject, of course.

In many cases, you're not likely to grab a top position by simply creating a
single page optimized for the keyword phrase. You may need dozens, per-
haps hundreds, of pages to grab the search engines’ attention (with plenty of
links between pages and from other sites back to yours — which you find out
about in Chapters 16 through 18).
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Creating Your Web Pages
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When you’re creating your Web pages, you need to focus on two essen-
tial elements:

v The underlying structure of the pages
v The text you plunk down on the pages

The next sections fill you in on what you need to look out for.

Naming files

Search engines get clues about the nature of a site from its domain name as
well as from the site’s directory and file structure. The added lift is probably
not large, but every little bit counts, right? You might as well name directo-
ries, Web pages, and images by using keywords.

For example, rather than create a directory named /events/, you could
name it /rodent-racing-events/. Rather than have a file named gb123.
jpg, you can use a more descriptive name, such as rodent-racing-
scores.jpg. Don’t have too many dashes in the file and directory names,
though, because overdoing it may cause search engines to ignore the name.

You should separate keywords in a name with dashes, but not with under-
scores, despite what your Web designer may tell you. In the olden days,
Google regarded underscores as part of the word, and dashes as separators
(as a space, in effect; for obscure technical reasons, you should never put
actual spaces in folder and filenames).

Years ago, rumors spread around the SEO community that Google had
changed this behavior, and that it now treated underscores and dashes as
the same thing. However, the last really reliable comment on this issue that I
have been able to find (from Matt Cutts; see Chapter 23) is that Google never
actually made this change, though they had considered it. (Ironically, it was a
perhaps misinterpreted comment from Matt that started the rumor.)

So it seems that Google still (most likely) regards rodent_racing, for instance,
as a single word, but rodent-racing as two words. Other search engines may
operate differently; for instance, Bing probably treats both symbols the
same, and likely always has. Thus, I still recommend dashes — hyphens —
for several reasons:

v It’s what Google recommends, and if it’s good enough for Google, it’s
good enough for me.
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v Some search engines may still have problems with underscores; most
likely, Google still does.

v There was never any real reason for using underscores anyway, despite
what many geeks seemed to think.

It isn’t a huge deal, but in the world of SEO, every little optimization element
counts. So don’t let anyone tell you that you should be using underscores
rather than dashes in file and directory names — it’s simply not true!

Creating directory structure

First, let me explain a common belief in the SEO business: It may be a good
idea to keep a flat directory structure in your Web site — that is, keep your
pages as close to the root domain as possible, rather than have a compli-
cated multilevel directory tree. Create a directory for each navigation tab and
keep all the files in that directory.

Many observers believe that search engines downgrade pages that are lower
in the directory structure. This effect is probably small, but the theory is
that you’re better off using a structure with fewer sublevels than with more.
For instance, the first page that follows, according to this theory, would be
weighted more highly than the second page:

http://www.domainname.com/page.html
http://www.domainname.com/dirl/dir2/dir3/dir4/page.html

However, a flat directory structure is probably not terribly important. Matt
Cutts of Google (see Chapter 23) claims that the directory structure doesn’t
matter to Google, the single most important search engine, of course. And
sometimes it’s nice to use a directory structure to add a few keywords to
the URL to tell the search engines what the page is about. For instance, you
might have the following in a real estate site:

http://www.domain.com/real-estate/colorado-homes-for-sale/denver-county/
lakewood.html

Don’t use too many hyphens, though; a few here and there are okay (I have
three in the second directory name), but overdoing it might cause problems.

Viewing TITLE tags

Most search engines use the site’s <TITLE> tag as the link and main title of
the site’s listing on the search results page, as shown in Figure 7-2.


http://www.domain.com/real-estate/colorado-homes-for-sale/denver-county/lakewood.html
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<TITLE> tags tell a browser what text to display in the browser’s title bar
and are very important for search engines as well. Searchbots read page
titles and use that information to determine what the pages are about. If
your <TITLE> tags have a keyword between them, search engines naturally
assume that the word must have something to do with the content or pur-
pose of the Web page.

The <TITLE> tag is one of the most important components as far as search
engines are concerned. However, these tags are often wasted because so
many sites don’t bother placing useful keywords in them. Titles are often
generic: Welcome to Acme, Inc., or Acme Inc. — Home Page. Such titles are not
beneficial for search engine optimization.

This text is often the page's
meta description text

This text comes from between the

This is the page’s URL page’s <TITLE></TITLE> tags
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These are “sitelinks”; see Chapters 13 and 24

[ searched at Google for intitle:welcome to find out how many pages have the
word welcome in their <TITLE> tags. The result? Around 198 million! Around
125 million have welcome to in the title (allintitle:"welcome to”). Interestingly,
these numbers are far lower than they were a few years ago, perhaps indicat-
ing evolving ideas related to Web design and SEO.
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Having Welcome to as the first words in your title is a waste of space — only
slightly more wasteful than your company name! Give the search engines a
really strong clue about your site’s content by using a keyword phrase in the
<TITLE> tags. Here’s how:

1. Place your <TITLE> tags immediately below the <HEAD> tag.

2. Place 40 to 60 characters between the <TITLE> and </TITLE> tags,
including spaces.

3. Put the keyword phrase you want to focus on for this page at the
beginning of the <TITLE> tag.

If you want, you can repeat the primary keywords once. Limit the
number of two-letter words and very common words (known as stop
words), such as as, the, and a, because search engines ignore them.

Here’s a sample <TITLE> tag:

<TITLE>Rodent Racing Info. Rats, Mice, Gerbils, Stoats, All Kinds of Rodent
Racing</TITLE>

(By the way, | am aware that a stoat is not, strictly speaking, a rodent, but it
looks quite rodenty to me, and I'm sure someone races them.)

Although the title tag is used as the link on the search-results page, it will

be truncated if it’s too long. On Google, for instance, depending on spacing
between words, the title may be truncated to around 50 to 55 characters and
have an ellipsis (. . .) displayed at the end of the line — that is, Rodent Racing
Info. Rats, Mice, Gerbils, Stoats, All Kinds of Rodent Racing may be displayed as
Rodent Racing Info. Rats, Mice, Gerbils, Stoats, All. . . — so make sure you get
the important words that you want to be visible on the search-results page
into those first 55 or so characters.

Also, use title case (capitalizing the initial letter of each word, as in Rodent
Racing Info. Rats, Mice, Gerbils, Stoats, All Kinds of Rodent Racing, not Rodent
racing info. rats, mice, gerbils, stoats, all kinds of rodent racing). Title case is
much easier for people to read as they scan down the page.

The <TITLE> tag and often the DESCRIPTION tag (explained in the next sec-
tion) appear on the search results page, so both these tags should contain
text designed to encourage people to visit your site.

Using the DESCRIPTION meta tag

Meta tags are special HTML tags that you can use to carry information, which
browsers or other programs can then read. When Internet search engines
were first created, Webmasters included meta tags in their pages to make

it easy for search engines to determine what the pages were about. Search
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engines also used these meta tags when deciding how to rank the page for
different keywords.

The DESCRIPTION meta tag describes the Web page to the search engines.
Search engines use this meta tag in two ways:

v They read and index the text in the tag and, in some circumstances, use
it to figure out a page’s relevance to a search term. (Google claims it
doesn’t use the tag for page ranking, but other search engines may.)

v In many cases, they use the text verbatim in the search results page.
That is, if your Web page is returned in the search results page, the
search engine may grab the text from the DESCRIPTION tag and place it
under the text from the <TITLE> tag so that the searcher can read your
description.

Now, this process can vary between search engines, and over time for the
same search engine. Until sometime in 2007, in most cases, Google didn’t use
the text from the DESCRIPTION meta tag in its search results page. Rather,
Google grabbed a block of text where it found the search keywords on the
page and then used that text in the results page. However, these days it will
often use the DESCRIPTION tag text if it finds the searched-for words in the
description. If it doesn’t, or if it finds only some of the searched for words,

it may grab text from within the page content and display that instead. The
DESCRIPTION meta tag is pretty important, so you should definitely use it.
Think of it as serving two purposes:

v It’s a page-ranking tool, helping, in some search engines, the page to rank
higher on the search-results page.

v It’s a sales pitch, seen by people viewing the search engine’s search-
results page; it should encourage people to click the link.

As is the <TITLE> tag, the DESCRIPTION may be truncated; in Google search
results, the text will be truncated to around 150 characters. For instance,
here’s the description-tag text from CNN.com:

Find the latest breaking news and information on the top stories, weather,

business, entertainment, politics, and more. For in-depth coverage, CNN provides
special reports, video, audio, photo galleries, and interactive
guides

And here’s how it appears in the Google search results:

Find the latest breaking news and information on the top stories, weather,
business, entertainment, politics, and more. For in-depth coverage, CNN provides
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So if you want part of the text to be seen, make sure it appears before that
150th-or-so character. You can have a longer description and get a few more
keywords in there (though Google doesn’t use it for ranking, so you won’t be
helping your position, at least with that search engine), but don’t make it too
long; perhaps 220 or 230 characters maximum, including spaces (the preced-
ing CNN description is 225). Place the DESCRIPTION tag immediately below
the <TITLE></TITLE> tags tags. Here’s an example:

<META NAME="description" CONTENT="Rodent Racing - Scores, Schedules,
Everything Rodent Racing. Mouse Racing, Stoat Racing, Rat Racing, Gerbil Racing.
The Web's Top Rodent Racing Systems and Racing News">

As with the <TITLE> tag, title case is also a good thing; title case makes the
DESCRIPTION text easier to read. Duplicating your most important keywords
once is okay, but don’t overdo it, or you’ll upset the search engines. Don't, for
instance, do this:

<META NAME="description" CONTENT="Rodent Racing, Rodent Racing,
Rodent Racing, Rodent Racing, Rodent Racing, Rodent Racing, Rodent Racing,
Rodent Racing, Rodent Racing, Rodent Racing"s

Overloading your DESCRIPTION (or any other page component) with the
same keyword or keyword phrase is known as spamming (a term I hate,

but hey, [ don’t make the rules), and trying such tricks may get your page
penalized; rather than help your page’s search engine position, it may cause
search engines to omit it from their indexes.

[ also recommend avoiding sentences in your Description tag; rather, try to
get the important words in front of people, conveying important informa-
tion very quickly. Users generally scan search-results pages, looking at each
search result for no more than about a second before moving to the next. If
you provide a sentence for them to dig through . . . they won’t. For instance,
consider these two descriptions:

Enjoy the experience of finding clearance shoes, clothing, and accessories at
the very best prices. You’ll find fashions from Acme, athletic gear from Widget,
comfortable shoes from Thingamibob

Clearance Shoes, Clothing, Accessories - Very Best Prices - Fashions: Acme -
Athletic Gear: Widget - Comfortable Shoes: Thingamibob

These two pieces of text convey exactly the same information, but it’s much
quicker and easier for the searcher to understand the second example than
the first. You should consider your DESCRIPTION tag to be not only a search
engine component but also a sales tool. Remember that much of the tag —
perhaps the first 150 to 160 characters — will quite likely be seen in the
search results, so you want to use text that encourages people to click the
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link — text that helps your links stand apart from the others on the page. An
example is a compelling sales message or your phone number, which helps
build credibility by ensuring that people recognize that it’s a real site and
not some search engine spam result! (Using a phone number also has the
effect of making your listing stand out a little; the eye “trips” over changes in
the pattern, such as numbers and capitalized words.) You might also want

to think about your site’s Unique Selling Proposition (USP). What makes

your site special compared to others — a huge selection? Free shipping?
Remember, this is a sales pitch to get people to click, so think about how you
can do that.

Tapping into the KEVWORDS meta tag

The KEYWORDS meta tag was originally created as an indexing tool — that is,
a way for the page author to tell search engines what the page is about by
listing (yep) keywords. Although quite important many years past, this meta
tag isn’t so important these days. Some search engines may use it, but many
don’t, and even those that do use it don’t give it much value. (Google and
Bing almost certainly don’t use it. Ask.com may, but again, it doesn’t give it
much weight.) Still, you might as well include the KEYWORDS meta tag. You do
have a list of keywords, after all.

Don’t worry too much about the tag — it’s not worth spending a lot of time
over. Here are a few points to consider, though:

v~ Limit the tag to 10 to 12 words. Originally, the KEYWORDS tag could be
very large, up to 1,000 characters. These days, many in the optimization
business are wary of appearing to be spamming search engines by stuff-
ing keywords into any page component, and thus recommend that you
use short KEYWORDS tags.

+* You can separate each keyword with a comma and a space. However,
you don’t have to use both — you can have a comma and no space, or a
space and no comma.

1 Make sure that most of the keywords in the tag are also in the body
text. If they aren’t, the tag probably won’t do you any good. Many people
also use the KEYWORDS tag as a good place to stuff spelling mistakes that
are commonly searched.

1 Don’t use a lot of repetition. You shouldn’t do this, for instance: Rodent
Racing, Rodent Racing, Rodent Racing, Rodent Racing, Rodent Racing,
Rodent Racing, or even Rodent Racing, Rodent Racing Scores, Rodent
Racing, Gerbils, Rodent Racing Scores, Rodent Racing. . . .
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+ Don’t use the same KEYWORD tag in all your pages. You can create a
primary tag to use in your first page and then copy it to other pages and
move terms around in the tag.

Here’s an example of a well-constructed KEYWORD tag:

<META NAME="keywords" CONTENT="rodent racing, racing rodents, gerbils, mice,
mouse, raceing, mouse, rodent races, rat races, mouse races,
stoat, stoat racing"s>

But again, don’t waste much time on this tag. It’s really not important at all.

Using other meta tags

What about other meta tags? Sometimes if you look at the source of a page,
you see all sorts of meta tags, as shown in Figure 7-3 (in bold to make seeing
them easier). Meta tags are useful for various reasons, but from a search
engine perspective, you can forget most of them. (And most meta tags really
aren’t of much use for any purpose.)

<meta hame="resource-type" content="document">

<meta http-equiv="pragma" content="no-cache">

<meta hame="revisit-after" content="1">

<meta name="classification" content="4rts and Crafts">

<meta name="description"

content="Mew York Alivel Photographs is an online gallery containing dozens of signed, original, custom-
printed black and white photographs of Mew York City, its landmarks, buildings, neighborhoods, people,
and places. Buy original images for home or office direct from the photographers.">

<meta name="keywords"

content=" MWew York City, New York, Mew York NY, NYC, skyline, landmarks, buildings, Manhattan,
Brooklyn, neighborhood, neighbourhood, neighborhoods, neighbourhoods, photography, fine, fine art, art
artist, artists, artistic, arts, photo, photographic, photographs, photograph, photographer, photographers,
pictures, black, black and white, white, images, imagery, image, gallery, galleries, virtual, online, on-line,
exthibits, exibits, exhibition, exhibitions, exhibit, contemporary, Central Park, Greenwich Village, Soho,
Wall Street, Statue of Liberty, Harlem, Washington Heights, Lower East Side, Ethnic, Empire State
Building, Flatiron, Flat Iron, Building, Chrysler, Brooklyn Bridge, Wall Street, Mew York Stock Exchange,
Chinatown, Little Italy, Yankees, people">

<meta hame="robots" content="ALL">

<meta name="distribution" content="Global">

<meta hame="rating" content="General">

<meta hame="copyright" content="{c) Naomi Diamant, 2000. All rights reserved.">

<meta name="author" content="Abacus Consultants">

<meta http-equiv="reply-to" content="abacusconsultants@yahoo.com">

<meta name="language” content="English">

<meta hame="doc¢-type" content="Fublic" ">

<meta hame="doc-class" content="Completed">

<meta hame="doe-rights" content="Copywritten ¥Waorl">
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You’ve heard about DESCRIPTION and KEYWORDS meta tags, but also of
relevance to search engine optimization — though not always useful — are
the REVISIT-AFTER and ROBOTS meta tags:

»* REVISIT-AFTER tells search engines how often to reindex the page.
Save the electrons; don’t expect search engines to follow your instruc-
tions. Search engines re-index pages on their own schedules.

»* ROBOTS blocks search engines from indexing pages. (I discuss this topic
in detail in “Blocking searchbots,” later in this chapter.) But many Web
authors use it to tell search engines to index a page. Here’s an example:

<META NAME="robots" CONTENT="ALL">

This tag is a waste of time. If a search engine finds your page and wants
to index it, and hasn’t been blocked from doing so, it will. And if the
search engine doesn’t want to index the page, it doesn’t. Telling the
search engine to do so doesn’t make a difference.

There are also a few special Google meta tags:
<META NAME="googlebot" CONTENT="nosnippet">

This meta tag tells Google not to place a description under a search result’s
link. This tag also has the effect of removing the page from Google’s cache
(the saved version of an indexed Web page; you see Cached links by entries
in the search-results page).

Here’s another example:
<META NAME="googlebot" CONTENT="noarchive'"s>

This meta tag tells Google not to place a copy of the page into the cache.
(The nosnippet tag incorporates the noarchive command.) If you have an
anal corporate attorney on staff who doesn’t like the idea of Google storing

a copy of your company’s information on its servers, you can tell Google not
to. There’s also the NOINDEX tag, which tells Google not to index the page,
and the NOFOLLOW tag, which tells it not to follow links from that page.

Including image ALT text

You use the <IMG> tag to insert images into Web pages. This tag can include
the ALT= attribute, which means alternative text. ALT text was originally
displayed if the browser viewing the page couldn’t display images. ALT text is
also used by programs that “speak” the page (for individuals without sight).
In many browsers, ALT text also appears in a little pop-up box when you hold
your mouse over an image for a few moments.
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ALT attributes are also read by search engines. Why? Because these tag
“attributes” offer another clue about the content of the Web page, by provid-
ing a description of what the image is. How much do ALT tags help? Perhaps
not so much these days, because some Web designers have abused the tech-
nique by stuffing ALT attributes with tons of keywords. But using ALT attri-
butes can’t hurt (assuming that you dont stuff them with tons of keywords,
but rather simply drop in a few here and there) and may even help push your
page up a little in the search engine rankings (and can also help the specific
image rank for those keywords in Image Search results).

You can place keywords in your ALT attributes like this:

<IMG SRC="rodent-racing-1.jpg" ALT="Rodent Racing - Ratty Winners of our Latest
Rodent Racing Event"s

It’s definitely a good idea to use ALT attributes on image links, by the
way. Doing so gives Google an idea of what the page referenced by the
link is about.

Adding body text

You need text in your page. How much? More than a little, but not too much.
Maybe 200 to 400 words is a good range. Don’t get hung up on these num-
bers, though. If you put an article in a page and the article is 1,000 words,
that’s fine, and some pages may not have much text at all. But in general,
when building a page that you want people to find in the search engines, a
number in the 200 to 400 word range is good. That amount of content allows
you to really define what the page is about and helps the search engine
understand what the page is about.

Keep in mind that a Web site needs content in order to be noticed by search
engines. (For more on this topic, see Chapter 11.) If the site doesn’t have
much content for the search engine to read, the search engine will have
trouble determining what the page is about and may not properly rank it.

In effect, the page loses points in the contest for search engine ranking.
Certainly, placing keywords in content is not all there is to being ranked in
search engines; as you find out in Chapters 16 through 19, for instance, link-
ing to the pages is also very important. But keywords in content are very sig-
nificant, so search engines have a natural bias toward Web sites with a large
amount of content.

This bias toward content could be considered very unfair. After all, your
site may be the perfect fit for a particular keyword search, even if you don’t
have much content in your site. In fact, inappropriate sites often appear in
searches simply because they have a lot of pages, some of which have the
right keywords.
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Suppose that your rodent-racing Web site is the only site in the world at
which you can buy tickets for rodent-racing events. Your site doesn’t provide
a lot of content because rodent-racing fans simply want to be able to buy
tickets and nothing more. However, because your site has less content than
other sites, it is at a disadvantage to sites that have lots of content related to
rodent racing, even if these other sites aren’t directly related to the subject.
(On the other hand, if rodent-racing fans throughout the world decide that
your site is the one on which to buy tickets, and enough of them link to you,
you can still rank well regardless of how much page content you have.)

You can’t do much to confront this problem, except to add more content
(or create a lot of links)! You can find some ideas on where to get content in
Chapter 11 and read all about links in Chapters 16 through 19.

Creating headers: CSS versus <H> tags

Back when the Web began, browsers defined what pages looked like. A
designer could say, “I want body text here and a heading there and an
address over there,” but the designer had no way to define what the page
actually looked like. The browser decided. The browser defined what a
header looked like, what body text looked like, and so on. The page might
appear one way in one browser and another way in a different browser.

These days, designers have a useful tool available to them: Cascading Style
Sheets (CSS). With CSS, designers can define exactly what each element
should look like on a page.

Now, here’s the problem. HTML has several tags that define headers: <H1 >,
<H2>, <H3>, and so on. These headers are useful in search engine optimi-
zation because when you put keywords into a heading, you're saying to a
search engine, “These keywords are so important that they appear in my
heading text.” Search engines pay more attention to them, weighing them
more heavily than keywords in body text.

But many designers have given up on using the <H> tags and rely solely on
CSS to make headers look the way they want them to. The plain <H> tags are
often rather ugly when displayed in browsers, so designers don’t like to use
them. <H> tags also cause spacing issues; for example, an <H1 > tag always
NBER includes a space above and below the text contained in the tag.
However, there’s no reason you can’t use both <H> tags and CSS. You can use
style sheets in two basic ways:

v Create a style class and then assign that class to the text you want
to format.

v Define the style for a particular HTML tag.
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Many designers do the former; they create a style class in the style sheet, as
in the following example:

.headtext { font-family: Verdana, Arial, Helvetica, sans-serif; font-size: 16px;
font-weight: bold; color: #3D3D3D }

Then they assign the style class to a piece of text, like this:
<DIV CLASS="headtext”>Rodent Racing for the New Millennium!</div>

In this example, the headtext class makes the text appear the way the
designer wants the headings to appear. But, as far as search engines are con-
cerned, this is just normal body text.

A better way is to define the <H> tags in the style sheets, as in the follow-
ing example:

H1

font-family: Verdana, Arial, Helvetica, sans-serif;
font-size: 16px;

font-weight: bold;

color: #3D3D3D

}

Now, whenever you add an <H1 > tag to your pages, the browser reads the
style sheet and knows exactly which font family, size, weight, and color you
want. It’s the best of both worlds — you get the appearance you want, and
search engines know it’s an <H1> tag. (Note to Web designers who don’t want
to listen: Don’t take my word for it. Even Google recommends that you use
<H> tags.)

[ have heard, in the last year or so, some in the SEO industry stating that

H1 tags don’t matter anymore; in one case, because the H1 tags don’t help
much, and putting the tags in a larger font seems to help just as much. My
response? Again, Google recommends you use H tags, so until I hear someone
at Google stating otherwise, that’s the way I'd go. And as you can use CSS to
format the H tags to look any way you want . . . why shouldn’t you use H tags?

Formatting text

You can also tell search engines that a particular word might be significant in
several other ways. If the text is in some way different from most of the other
text in the page, search engines may assume that it has been set off for some
reason, that the Web designer has treated it differently because it is in some
way different and more significant than the other words.
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Here are a few things you can do to set your keywords apart from the other
words on the page:

1 Make the text bold.
v Make the text italic.

v Use Title Case (uppercase the First Letter in Each Word and lowercase
the other letters in the word).

v Put the keywords in bullet lists.

For each page, you have a particular keyword phrase in mind; this is the
phrase for which you use the preceding techniques.

Another way to emphasize the text is to make a piece of text larger than the
surrounding text. (Just make sure that you do this in a way that doesn’t look
tacky.) For example, you can use <H> tags for headers but also use slightly
larger text at the beginning of a paragraph or for subheaders.

Creating links
Links in your pages serve several purposes:

v They help searchbots find other pages in your site.

v Keywords in links tell search engines about the pages that the links are
pointing at.

v Keywords in links also tell search engines about the page containing
the links.

You need links into — and out of — your pages. You don’t want dangling or
orphan pages — pages with links into them but no links out. All your pages
should be part of the navigation structure. It’s also a good idea to have links
within the body text, too.

Search engines read link text for not only clues about the page being referred
to but also hints about the page containing the link. I've seen situations in
which links convinced a search engine that the page the links pointed to
were relevant for the keywords used in the links, even though the page didn’t
contain those words. The classic example was an intentional manipulation of
Google, late in 2003, to get it to display George Bush’s bio (www.whitehouse.
gov/president /gwbbio.html) when people searched for the term misera-
ble failure. This was done by a small group of people using links in blog pages.
Despite the fact that this page contained neither the word miserable nor the
word failure, and certainly not the term miserable failure, a few dozen links
with the words miserable failure in the link text were enough to trick Google.


http://www.whitehouse.gov/president/gwbbio.html
http://www.whitehouse.gov/president/gwbbio.html
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(After several years, Google put a stop to the miserable failure situation, but
the principle still works. I discuss this Googlebomb in Chapter 16.)

So when you’re creating pages, create links on the page to other pages and
make sure that other pages within your site link back to the page you're cre-
ating, using the keywords you placed in your <TITLE> tag.

Don’t create simple Click Here links or You'll Find More Information Here
links. These words (also called anchor text) don’t help you. Instead, create
links like these:

For more information, see our rodent-racing scores page.

Our rodent-racing background page provides you with the information

you're looking for.

Visit our rat events and mouse events pages for more info.

Links are critical. In Chapters 16 through 19, you find out about another
aspect of links: getting links from other sites to point back to yours.

Using other company and product names

Here’s a common scenario: Many of your prospective visitors and customers
are searching online for other companies’ names or for the names of prod-
ucts produced or sold by other companies. Can you use these names in your
pages? Yes, but be careful how you use them.

Many large companies are aware of this practice, and a number of lawsuits
have been filed that relate to the use of keywords by companies other than
the trademark owners. Here are a few examples:

v A law firm that deals with Internet domain disputes sued Web-design
and Web-hosting firms for using its name, Oppedahl & Larson, in their
KEYWORDS meta tags. These firms thought that merely having the words
in the tags could bring traffic to their sites. The law firm won. Duh!
(Didn’t anyone ever tell you not to upset large law firms?)

v Playboy Enterprises sued Web sites that were using the terms playboy
and playmates throughout their pages, site names, domain names,
and meta tags to successfully boost their positions. Not surprisingly,
Playboy won.

v Insituform Technologies, Inc. sued National Envirotech Group after dis-
covering that Envirotech was using its name in its meta tags. Envirotech
lost. The judge felt that using the name in the meta tag without having
any relevant information in the body of the pages was clearly a strategy
for misdirecting people to the Envirotech site.
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So, yes, you can get sued. But then again, you can get sued for anything. In
some instances, the plaintiff loses. Playboy won against a number of sites,
but lost against former playmate Terri Welles. Playboy didn’t want her to use
the terms playboy and playmate on her Web site, but she believed she had
the right to, as a former Playboy Playmate. A judge agreed with her. The real
point of the Terri Welles case is that nobody owns a word, a product name,
or a company name. They merely own the right to use it in certain contexts.
Thus, Playboy doesn’t own the word playboy — you can say “playboy,” and
you can use it in print. But Playboy owns the right to use the word in certain
contexts and to stop other people from using it in those same contexts.

If you use product and company names to mislead or misrepresent, you
could be in trouble. But legally speaking, you can use the terms in a valid,
nonfraudulent manner. (Again, this doesn’t necessarily protect you from get-
ting sued.) For instance, you can have a product page in which you compare
your products to another, named competitor. That’s perfectly legal. No, I'm
not a lawyer, but I'm perfectly willing to play one on TV, given the opportu-
nity. And [ would bet that you won’t be seeing the courts banning product
comparisons on Web sites.

If you have information about competing products and companies on your
pages, used in a valid manner, you can also include the keywords in the
<TITLE>, DESCRIPTION, and KEYWORDS tags, as Terri Welles did:

<META NAME="keywords" CONTENT=" terri, welles, playmate, playboy, model, models,
semi-nudity, naked, censored by editors, censored by editors,
censored by editors, censored by editors, censored by editors,
censored by editors, censored by editors, censored by editors"s

And there’s nuthin’ Playboy can do about it.

What’s ironic is that firms are being sued for putting other companies’ names
and brand names in their KEYWORDS tags, when it has little or no influence on
search engine rank these days.

Creating navigation structures
that search engines can read

Your navigation structure needs to be visible to search engines. As I explain
earlier in the section “Seeing Through a Search Engine’s Eyes,” some page
components may be invisible to search engines. For instance, a navigation
structure created with JavaScript may not be deciphered by some search
engines. If the only way to navigate your Web site is with the JavaScript
navigation, you could have a problem; some search engines may not be
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able to find their way around your site. (As discussed in Chapter 3, Google’s
pretty good at reading JavaScript these days; some other search engines
may not be.)

Here are a few tips for search engine—friendly navigation:

v 1f you use JavaScript navigation or another technique that could be
invisible (which is covered in more detail in Chapter 8), make sure that
you have a plain HTML navigation system, too, such as basic text links
at the bottom of your pages.

v Even if your navigation structure is visible to the search engines, you
may want to have these bottom-of-page links as well. They’re convenient
for site visitors and provide another chance for the search engines to
find your other pages, provide more keywords on the page, and provide
more keyworded links to other pages.

Yet another reason for bottom-of-page, basic text navigation: If you have
some kind of image-button navigation, you don’t have any keywords in
the navigation for the search engines to read.

v Add a sitemap page and link to it from your main navigation. It provides
another way for search engines to find all your pages.

v Whenever possible, provide keywords in text links as part of the naviga-
tion structure.

Blocking searchbots

You may want to block particular pages, or even entire areas of your Web
site, from being indexed. Here are a few examples of pages or areas you may
want to block:

v Pages that are under construction

v Areas of the site that you don’t really want indexed by the
search engines

v Pages with information intended for internal use (you should probably
password-protect that area of the site, too, of course)

In the past, many Webmasters have also blocked directories in which they
stored scripts and CSS style sheets. However, Google recommends that you
do not do this, as Google actually does read and interpret scripts and style
sheets these days.
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Using the ROBOTS meta tag or the robots. txt file, you can tell search
engines to stay away. The meta tag looks like this:

<META NAME="robots" CONTENT="noindex, nofollow">

This tag does two things: noindex means “Don’t index this page” and nofollow
means “Don’t follow the links from this page.”

To block entire directories on your Web site, create a text file called
robots.txt and place it in your site’s root directory — which is the same
directory as your home page. When a search engine looks at a site, it gener-
ally requests the robots. txt file first; that is, it requests http://www.
domainame.com/robots. txt.

The robots. txt file allows you to block specific search engines and allow
others, but Webmasters rarely do so. In the file, you specify which search
engine (user agent) you want to block and from which directories or files.
Here’s how:

User-agent: *

Disallow: /includes/
Disallow: /scripts/
Disallow: /info/scripts/
Disallow: /staff.html

Because User-agent is set to *, all searchbots are blocked from www .
domainname.com/includes/, www.domainname.com/scripts/, www.
domainname.com/info/scripts/ directories, and the www.domainname.
com/staff.html file. (If you know the name of a particular searchbot that
you want to block, replace the asterisk with that name.)

Be careful with your robots. txt file. If you make incomplete changes and
end up with the following code, you’ve just blocked all search engines from
your entire site:

User-agent: *
Disallow: /

In fact, this technique is sometimes used nefariously; | know of one case in
which someone hacked into a site and placed the Disallow: / command
into the robots. txt file — and Google dropped the site from its index!

Google now has a nice little robots. txt test tool in its Webmasters Console;
see Chapter 13 for more information.
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http://www.domainame.com/robots.txt
http://www.domainname.com/includes/
http://www.domainname.com/includes/
http://www.domainname.com/scripts/
http://www.domainname.com/info/scripts/
http://www.domainname.com/info/scripts/
http://www.domainname.com/staff.html
http://www.domainname.com/staff.html

Chapter 8
Using Structured Data Markup

In This Chapter

Understanding structured data markup
Picking a data format

Modifying your site’s Knowledge Graph box
Finding helpful markup tools

Sructured data markup is a way to mark your data to provide contextual

information to the searchbots. In effect, you're telling the search engines
that “this is a photograph of a recipe, and this is our company logo, and this
is a phone number,” and so on.

HTML is a basic markup language that tells browsers what to do with
information; how to display it on the page, essentially. But structured data
markup goes one step further and tells the searchbots what the data actually
is or means, so the search engines can use the data in various ways.

Both Google and Bing use structured data markup. You can find information
about each search engine’s implementation at these links:

http://support.google.com/webmasters/bin/answer.py?hl=en&answer=99170
www.bing.com/webmaster/help/marking-up-your-site-with-structured-data-3a93e731
Structured data markup lets you code information, such as the following:

v+ Company information

¥ Articles

v Events

v Local businesses

v Music

v Navigation breadcrumb trails
v Offers


http://support.google.com/webmasters/bin/answer.py?hl=en&answer=99170
http://www.bing.com/webmaster/help/marking-up-your-site-with-structured-data-3a93e731
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v Organizations
v People

v Products

v Recipes

v Restaurants
1 Reviews

v Software

v Videos

Right now, Google uses the data in several ways. It uses it to create

v Rich snippets

v Knowledge Graphs (large information boxes related to a person, loca-
tion, company, and so on)

v Actions (such as playing music or streaming video direct from the
search results)

v Reviews (Google collects together reviews — such as movie reviews —
and displays them in the search results)

Bing also uses the data in similar ways, creating “rich snippets” and more
advanced forms of data presentation in search results. Rich snippets? Let’s
look at that next.

Creating Rich Snippets

Arrich snippet is a term for extended information that’s displayed in search
results. For instance, look at the Bing result in Figure 8-1; notice the rating
information provided and the address? This information is provided to Bing
by Citysearch using structured data markup. How? In the page, Citysearch
has provided this code:

<p id="corelInfo.address" class="placeAddress block"
itemscope itemtype="http://schema.org/PostalAddress"
itemprop="address">

<span class="street-address" itemprop="streetAddress">811
SW 2nd St</span>,

<span class="locality"
itemprop="addressLocality">Tulia</span>,

<span class="region" itemprop="addressRegion">TX</span>
<span itemprop="postalCode">79088</span>



|
Figure 8-1:
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<div class="rating scoreCard fullBlock relative "
itemscope itemtype="http://schema.org/AggregateRating"
itemprop="aggregateRating">

<div class="currentScore">

<span class="average highScorecard" id="score.value"
itemprop="ratingValue">100</span><span
class="scoreCardPercent highScorecard"
id="score.percent">%</span>

<meta content="100" itemprop="bestRating" />

<meta content="0" itemprop="worstRating" />

<span class="voteCount"s>

<span class="votes"s><span id="score.count"
itemprop="ratingCount">1</span> Vote</span>

I've bolded a few areas so you can find things. First, notice the itemtype
URLs: http://schema.org/PostalAddress and http://schema.
org/AggregateRating. These URLs point to pages that describe the
code needed.

On the PostalAddress page we find, for instance, that the information that
appears after the streetAddress “itemprop” is (and this won’t surprise you)
a street address; the information after addressLocality is a “locality,” such
as a city name; and the information after postalCode is the address’s postal
or zip code.

You can also find, on the http://schema.org/AggregateRating page,
that the ratingValue itemprop represents a value showing “the rating for
the content,” and the ratingCount value is the total number of ratings.
Thus, Citysearch has managed to pass to the search engines information
that they can now use in some way, because they actually know what the
information is.

Pizza Hut in Tulia, TX | Citysearch
www.citysearch.com » Tulia » Restaurants » Pizza ~

%k ik Rating 1 1 rating - 811 SW 2nd St, Tulia, TX 79088
This national chain is a household name, thanks to its deep-dish and stuffed-crust pies. —
In Short Kid-friendly eat-in restaurants and small takeout shops alike ...



http://schema.org/AggregateRating
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Here’s another example. Search Bing for, say, lamb recipes and Bing formats
the page especially for recipes (see Figure 8-2). You'll notice a few things:
The search results contain both pictures and ingredient lists, and you can
click on a recipe and get extended information (such as Ingredients and
Directions). Bing can provide these rich snippets, thanks to special codes
embedded in the HTML, known as structured data markup, that identify each
piece of information to the search engine; Bing can extract the informa-
tion, store it in a manner that it understands the data, and display it in the
search results.

b bing | lamb recipes m

Web Images Videos Maps News More 69 Peter

Lamb recipes

|
Figure 8-2:
Bing Recipe
g p - y —: -
resu |tS; Lamb Chops With ~ Lamb Chops With  Lamb Chops With  Lebanese Lamb Lamb With Braised Lamb Proven
. Cranberry Sauce  Lemon and Basil  Apricotand Hetb  Kefta (Lamb Sauteed Veggies  Shanks & Sun- Lamb £
n Otl ce th e Sauce Kabobs) Recipe Dried Tomatoes With Fi
starred
reviews, Lamb Tenderloin Recipe | usa.fage.eu Related searches
photOS' and Ad - usa fage.eu - 99,300+ followers on Twitter Boneless Leg of Lamb Recipes
Watch a Demo on How to Make Lamb Tenderloin Using FAGE Totall
tabs for Spice-Crusted Lamb Tenderloin with FAGE Total | Lamb Recipes Mediteranean Lamb Recipes
. Leg of Lamb Recipes
Ing redlents, Lamb Recipes - Allrecipes.com Roast Lamb Recipes
H : s allrecipes.com/Recipes/Meat-and-Poultry/Lamb ~ i
Directions, | Lamb chops, roasts, stews, kebabs, gyros, burgers—uith these top Lamb Chop Recipes
: recipes, there's no limit to what you can do with lamb i ’
Re\“ews, P Y Lamb Recipes Slow Cooker
d Lamb Roast Recipes in Oven
an Lamb Recipes - Roasted Rack of Lamb - Simple Grilled Lamb Chops Boneless Leg of Lamb Slow Cooker
Nutrition. . .
Lamb Recipes | More Than 30 Lamb Recipes Related images
| i =

Here, for instance, are a few pieces of code that I pulled from a FoodNetwork.
com recipe. (I've removed a few pieces of code to focus on the important
bits.) First, here’s the photograph displayed in the search results:

<img class="photo" height="120" width="160"
src="http://img.foodnetwork.com/FOOD/2004/04/28/ee2e01 leg of lamb med.jpg">

The class="photo" piece identifies this as the photograph of the dish. In
the next piece of code, Food Network is identifying the author of the recipe;
yep, the class="author" is the relevant code:

<p class="author">Recipe courtesy Emeril Lagasse, 2004</p>
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Here you can see various ingredients (which the search engine will then
parse to pull out the primary terms that it places into the snippet on the
search results page: garlic, not 8 cloves garlic, minced):

<li class="ingredient">1 leg of lamb, bone in (about 6 to 7 1/2 pounds</li>
<li class="ingredient">1/4 cup fresh lemon juice</li>

<li class="ingredient">8 cloves garlic, minced</li>

<li class="ingredient">3 tablespoons chopped fresh rosemary leaves</li>

Simple, eh? Well, not entirely. It can take some figuring out, but if you have
specialty data, such as the preceding listed types, you should spend some
time reading up on this stuff.

Google claims that coding data like this doesn’t help with ranking, but [ don’t
understand how that can be correct. If Google is trying to provide recipes
with all the nice rich snippets (for instance, if your recipe doesn’t contain the
structured data), Google can’t use your data to create rich snippets. I have to
assume your recipe doesn’t make it onto the search-results page. (At the time
of writing, Google wasn’t providing Recipe results, though its rich-snippets
information claims that they do; maybe they’ll be back soon.) As for Bing,
using this data does help with rankings, in some cases. Clearly, if Bing can’t
find the structured data markup, then your recipe doesn’t appear up top in
that recipe bar, for instance.

Furthermore, using structured data markup helps listings stand out in the
search results, making them more likely to be seen and clicked upon.

Pick Your Data Format

You may have noticed that [ show two different coding methods above; the
first was the Microdata markup (http://www.schema.org), and the second
was something called microformats markup (http://microformats.org/).
There are other ways to mark up code: RDFa, JSON-LD, and Open Graph,

a markup designed by Facebook to help it recognize data that it finds in

Web pages.

There are two different things to consider here: the vocabulary used, and the
markup method used. For instance, schema.org publishes a vocabulary for
hundreds of different “classes” or data types (most aren’t supported by the
search engines, but who knows what the future brings). In addition to the
vocabularies listed earlier in this chapter, there are vocabularies for video
games, exercise plans, maps, sports events, bus trips, train reservations, and
even for actions (such as the action of eating and the action of wearing).


http://www.schema.org
http://microformats.org/
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For example, for an article placed into a Web page, you can define the vari-
ous elements of the article by using such terms as articleBody, articleSection,
wordCount, author, and so on.

However, somehow you have to code your pages using this vocabulary — you
have to mark up your data — and that can be done in various ways. A great
way to see this in action is to spend some time digging around on schema.
org, where you’ll find these hundreds of vocabularies. In many cases, you see
examples of each one employed by using three formats: Microdata, RDFa,
and JSON-LD.

So which data format do you use? Well, Google prefers JSON-LD; on the other
hand, Google doesn’t currently support JSON-LD markup for all data types, so
read Google’s latest information (see the link earlier in this chapter) to figure
out whether JSON-LD is supported for your data.

For data types with no JSON-LD, Google recommends Microdata or RDFa.
They certainly used to support microformats, but seem to be recommending
these other three formats right now.

Bing doesn’t seem to care. Currently, Bing states that “It’s entirely up to

you to decide which of the supported specifications best fits your data.”
However, it doesn’t appear to support JSON-LD. If you like, you can use
JSON-LD for the data that Google prefers it; if it’s a component for which Bing
also reads structured data markup, also use one of the Bing approved for-
mats (there’s no reason you can’t use JSON-LD and microdata, for instance).

Providing Knowledge Graph Information

You’ve probably seen the Google Knowledge Graph. This is a block of infor-
mation displayed in response to a search about a well-known company,
organization, place, person, or other “entity”; you can see an example in
Figure 8-3. Google has tools that gather this information from various places,
but they also allow companies and people to submit their own information
for the Knowledge Graph, using structured data markup. Currently, you can
submit logos, contact numbers, and social profile links to Google.

For example, the following code is JSON-LD code providing links to social
profiles (Google will place the appropriate social-network icons into the
Knowledge Graph box):

<script type="application/ld+json"s>
{ "econtext" : "http://schema.org",
"@type" : "Organization",
"name" : "Acme, Inc.",
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"url" : "http://www.acmeincdomain.com",

"sameAs" : [ "http://www.facebook.com/acmeprofile",
"http://www.twitter.com/acmeprofile",
"http://plus.google.com/acmeprofile"]

</scripts>
B microsoft - Google Search % e - O
€« C' A @& https//www.google.com/search?sourceid=chrome- &ie=UTF-8&q=microsoft&oq= ri 8 s =
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At Mi it dval to hel I 4 busi th hout th American multinational technolagy
 Microsoft our mission and values are 1o help people and businesses throughout the company headquartered in Redmond,
world realize their full potential Washington, that develops, manufactures
licenses. supports and sells computer
Q software, ... Wikipedia
. . Cust ice: 1(800) 642-7676
Microsoft Download Center Windows ustomer sarvice: 1(
Microsoft Download Center: Find the Learn about Windows 10, the latest :_:gcﬂkﬂpnfi:;‘)ISF "
atest downloads for devices, apps and games O
Support Microsoft account CEO: Satya Nadella
Microsoft Help and Support provides Use a Microsoft account to sign in to Founded: April 4. 1975, Albuquerque, NM
support for Microsoft Microsoft products and Headquarters: Redmend, WA
Surface Security Center Founders: Bill Gates, Paul Allen
Leam about the Surface 3 and Welcome to the Microsoft Intemet
Surface Pro 3 and find a Safety and Security Center. Find Profiles
In the news Tuitter Facebook Linkedin
Microsoft's Surface Pro 4, Band 2, and new
. i Lumias set for October launch event People also search for view 15+
Figure 8-3: The Verge - 1 day ago
. ’ Microsoft is planning to hold a massive hardware launch event
Microsoft's in October. Sources familiar SONY
Kn0W|Edge Microsoft will explain only 'significant’ Windows 10 updates Nokia Sony Dell
G ra ph The Register - 12 hours a Corporation
Howss Micrnonft Baat Ranala To Android's Next Big Trick
I | vvov.facebook.com/Microsoft -

Getting Help

If you have one of the data types that the search engines use, you really
should look into using structured data markup; use the Google and Bing links
earlier in the chapter to visit their help pages and find out what they cur-
rently support. You may also want to spend some time on Schema.org learn-
ing about the vocabulary and the Microdata and JSON-LD markup methods.

There may be a way to short circuit some of the work, using Google’s Data
Highlighter tool. You'll find this in your Google Webmasters account (click
Search Appearance, then select Data Highlighter; see Chapter 13). You'll
enter a URL, and Google will show you your page. You’'ll then select compo-
nents on the page and (using a drop-down list box that appears,) select the

141
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appropriate data type. Google will then show you other pages on your site;
Vg‘“‘NG! you’ll be able to see how well Google recognizes the data types you defined.
S

The problems with the Data Highlighter are twofold:

» You need a pretty consistent format to make it work.

That isn’t a problem for most template-based CMS systems, which
account for a large percentage of sites these days.

v It’s no help with Bing. You're just telling Google what the data is. You
aren’t actually changing the code.

However, Google also provides other handy tools to help with markup:

v Markup Helper: This tool helps you tag your data (using the Microdata
format); provide a URL or paste HTML, and Google displays the Web
page. You can then highlight a piece text; a drop-down list box appears,
from which you select the appropriate data type. Google provides
you with the finished HTML code to use. You'll find a link under Other
Resources in your Google Webmaster account (Chapter 13), or you can
go there directly:

www . google.com/webmasters/markup-helper

v The Structured Data Testing Tool: Enter a URL, or paste code, and the
tool reports back what it found, including errors. You'll find a link under
Other Resources in your Google Webmaster account (Chapter 13), or
you can go there directly:

https://developers.google.com/structured-data/testing-tool

+* The Structured Data Dashboard: You can find this in your Google
Webmasters account (click the Search Appearance menu, then the
Structured Data option; see Chapter 13). The console will show you the
data that Google has found in your pages, and also report any errors it
has found.


https://www.google.com/webmasters/markup-helper/
https://developers.google.com/structured-data/testing-tool/

Chapter 9

Avoiding Things That Search
Engines Hate

In This Chapter
Working with frames and iframes
Creating a readable navigation system
Avoiding problems with Flash and Silverlight
Reducing page clutter
Dealing with dynamic Web pages

’ t is possible to look at your Web site in terms of its search engine friendli-
ness. (Chapter 7 of this book does just that.) It is equally possible, how-
ever, to look at the flip side of the coin — the things people often do that
hurt their Web site’s chance of ranking high within the search engines, and in
some cases even making their Web sites invisible to search engines.

This tendency on the part of Web site owners to shoot themselves in the foot
is very common. In fact, as you read through this chapter, you're quite likely
to find things you're doing that are hurting you. Paradoxically, serious prob-
lems are especially likely for sites created by mid- to large-size companies
using sophisticated Web technologies.

Steering you clear of major design potholes is what this chapter is all about.
Guided by the principle First Do No Harm, the following sections show you
the major mistakes to avoid when setting up your Web site.

Dealing with Frames

Frames were very popular a few years ago, but they’re much less so these
days, I'm glad to say. A framed site is one in which the browser window

is broken into two or more parts, each of which holds a Web page (see
Figure 9-1).
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From a search engine perspective, frames create the following problems:

v Search engines index individual pages, not framesets. Each page is
indexed separately, so pages that make sense only as part of the frame-
set end up in the search engines as independent pages — orphaned
pages, as I like to call them. (Jump to Figure 9-2 to see an example of a
page, indexed by Google, that belongs inside a frameset.)

+* You can’t point to a particular page in your site. This problem may
occur in the following situations:

e Linking campaigns (see Chapters 16 through 18): Other sites can link
only to the front of your site; they can’t link to specific pages.

e Pay-per-click campaigns: If you're running a pay-per-click (PPC)
campaign, you can’t link directly to a page related to a particular
product.

¢ Indexing products by shopping directories (see Chapter 15): In this
case, you need to link to a particular product page.
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Refraining

Here's how Google currently describes how
they work with frames, in their Webmaster
help files:

“Frames can cause problems for search
engines because they don't correspond to the

page displays only one URL. Pages that use
frames or iframes display several URLs (one
for each frame) within a single page. Google
tries to associate framed content with the page
containing the frames, but we don't guarantee
that we will.

conceptual model of the web. In this model, one

Search engines index URLs — single pages, in other words. By definition, a
framed site is a collection of URLs, and search engines therefore can’t prop-
erly index the pages.

The HTML Nitty-Gritty of Frames

Here’s an example of a frame-definition, or frameset, document:

<HTML>

<HEAD>

</HEAD>

<FRAMESET ROWS="110, *">
<FRAME SRC="navbar.htm">
<FRAME SRC="main.htm">
</FRAMESET >

</HTML>

This document describes how the frames should be created. It tells the
browser to create two rows, one 110 pixels high and the other * high —

that is, it occupies whatever room is left over. The document also tells the
browser to grab the navbar.htm document and place it in the first frame —
the top row — and place main.htm into the bottom frame.

Search engines these days can find their way through the frameset to the
navbar.htm and main.htm documents, so Google, for instance, indexes
those documents.

But suppose the pages are indexed. Pages intended for use inside a frameset
are individually indexed in the search engine. In Figure 9-2, you can see a
page that I reached from Google — first (on the left) in the condition that I
found it and then (on the right) in the frameset it was designed for.
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This is not a pretty sight — or site, as it were. But you can work around this
mess by doing the following:
v Provide information in the frame-definition document to help search
engines index it.

v Ensure that all search engines can find their way through this page into
the main site.

v Ensure that all pages loaded into frames contain TITLE tags, meta tags,
and navigation links.

v Make sure that pages are opened in the correct frameset.
However, frames are so rarely used these days — and in fact not included in

the most recent HTML specification, although they are supported by most
browsers — that I think that’s all I'll say about frames.
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Handling iframes

An iframe is an inline floating frame, far more common these days than regu-
lar frames. You can use an iframe to grab content from one page and drop it
into another, in the same way that you can grab an image and drop it into the
page. The tag looks like this:

<iframe src ="page.html">
</iframe>

[ think iframes can be very useful now and then, but you should be aware of
the problems they can cause. In particular, search engines index the main
page and the content in an iframe separately, even though to a user they
appear to be part of the same page. As with regular frames, the iframed docu-
ment can be orphaned in the search results. As shown earlier in the discus-
sion of frames, Google states that it fries to deal with iframes properly, but
can’t guarantee it. You may want to add links at the bottom of the iframe con-
P tent, in case someone stumbles across it when it’s orphaned.

Here’s another reason not to use frames and iframes: because you can

achieve a similar effect using CSS (Cascading Style Sheets).

Fiving Invisible Navigation Systems

Navigation systems that were invisible to search engines were once a very
common problem, but much less so these days because searchbots are so
much smarter. Still, some search engines are smarter than others, and some
navigation systems may cause problems with some systems, but you can
deal with a navigation-system problem very easily.

In Chapter 7, I explain the difference between browser-side and server-side
processes, and this issue is related. A Web page is compiled in two places —
on the server and in the browser. If the navigation system is created “on the
fly” in the browser, it may not be visible to a search engine.

Examples of such systems include those created by using

v JavaScripts
v Adobe Flash animation format
v Microsoft’s Silverlight animation format

v Java applets
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So do you need to worry about these issues? I say you don’t, unless you know
for sure you are having problems; if, for instance, the search engines aren’t
indexing your Web site, despite the fact that you have more than just one

or two links pointing to the site (I discuss this issue in detail in Chapter 3),
one question you should ask yourself is how the navigation system was
created. If it’s just basic HTML links, you don’t have a problem; move on.

If the navigation system is built into the JavaScript, then there might be a
problem. That’s unlikely to be a problem with Google, as it reads JavaScript
quite well; Bing, however, still warns Webmasters that it may not be able to
read JavaScript (and that affects Yahoo!, of course, as Bing feeds results to
Yahoo!). If the site is being indexed by Google but not Bing, and your naviga-
tion structure is within JavaScript, maybe that’s the problem.

As for Adobe Flash, Google generally reads Flash pretty well; again, Bing
states it may not be able to find links in Flash. Both search engines still state
they have problems with this format.

What about Java applets? I assume that if your navigation is built into an
applet, the search engines can’t see the links. But using Java applets for navi-
gation is pretty rare.

Some other more obscure format? Assume that search engines can’t read it.

Fiving the problem

But let’s say you think you have this problem: One or more search engines
are having problems finding their way through your site, because you're
using some format other than HTML for your navigation system. Or perhaps
you just want to be conservative, and make sure you don’t have problems.
What do you do?

The fix is easy: Just, to quote Bing, “implement a down-level experience
which includes the same content elements and links as your rich version
does. This will allow anyone ([including] Bingbot) without rich media
enabled to see and interact with your website.”

Let me translate the geekspeak. By “down-level,” they mean simply use add
links in a simpler format (that is, HTML). Add a secondary form of navigation
that duplicates the top navigation.

You can duplicate the navigation structure by using simple text links at the
bottom of the page, for instance, or perhaps in a navigation bar on the side of
the page. If you have long pages or extremely cluttered HTML, you may want
to place small text links near the top of the page, perhaps in the leftmost
column, to make sure that search engines get to them.
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Flush the Flash Animation

Adobe Flash animation is a very useful tool. But you should be aware of the
SEO problems related to using it.

Many Web designers place fancy Flash animations on their home pages just
to make them look cool. Often these animations serve no purpose beyond
making site visitors wait a little longer to see the site. (This design flaw is fall-
ing out of favor, but you still see it here and there.) Major search engines can
now read and index Flash content (albeit not always well — Bing warns that
it might not be able to read it), but Flash animations often don’t contain any
useful text for indexing. So, if you built your entire home page — the most
important page on your site — by using Flash, the page is worthless from a
search engine perspective.

Some designers even create entire Web sites using Adobe Flash (generally
because they are Flash designers, not Web designers). Do this, and your site
will almost certainly not do well in search results.

However, there are ways around the problem, by providing alternate content.
In effect, you’re placing the code containing the Flash near the top of your
HTML and then follow it with basic HTML that will be seen by browsers with-
out Flash enabled and will be read by the search engines.

I'm no Flash expert, but one solution I'm aware of is the use of SWFObject,
which is a method for embedding Flash content into Web pages using
JavaScript. SWFObject includes the ability to define an alternate-content
element and put the HTML text into a <div> tag of the same name as that
element. Search for swfobject for details. Site visitors will see the Flash, but
searchbots will see the alternate content.

Using SWFObject sounds remarkably like cloaking (see the section “Using
Session IDs in URLs,” later in this chapter, and Chapter 10 for more detail).
However, Google is aware of SWFODbject and even recommends it.

(By the way, many home-page Flash animations automatically forward the
browser to the next page — the real home page — after they finish running.
If you really have to have a Flash intro, make sure that you include a clearly
visible Skip Intro link somewhere on the page.)

Flash has many good uses, and search engines can index Adobe Flash files . . .
but generally not well. And here’s the proof. Ask yourself how often you

find Flash files, or pages that are mostly Flash components, at the top of

the search results. The answer is virtually never. I've received a lot of criti-
cism over the years from fans of Flash, and they sometimes point me to
documents (generally on the Adobe Web site), talking about how well Flash
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files work with the search engines. Sure, those files can be indexed, but

they almost certainly will not rank well. Furthermore, they may on occasion
be orphaned — that is, the search engine may provide a link in the search
results to the Flash file itself, rather than the page containing the file. A much
better strategy is to provide alternate HTML content on the page, using a
method such as the SWFObject script I describe earlier.

Use Flash when necessary, but don’t rely on it for search engine indexing.

Waiting for Silverlight (to Disappear)

¢MBER

Microsoft’s answer to Flash was Silverlight, released in 2007. One occa-
sionally runs across Silverlight applications here and there, but it never
quite caught on, and is unlikely to be used much in the future for two main
reasons. Many browsers either don’t, or soon won’t, support Silverlight, and
Microsoft has ended development.

So, you're unlikely to run into problems with Silverlight. But if your site does
use Silverlight, you should understand that the problems are the same as
with Flash, but much worse.

Anything in the Silverlight animation probably isn’t being indexed by the
search engines.

Avoiding Embedded Text in Images

WING/

Many sites use images heavily. The overuse of images is often the sign of an
inexperienced Web designer — in particular, one who’s quite familiar with
graphic design tools (perhaps a graphic artist who has accidentally encoun-
tered a Web project). Such designers often create entire pages, including the
text, in a graphical design program and then save images and insert them
into the Web page.

The advantage of this approach is that it gives the designer much more con-
trol over the appearance of the page — and is often much faster than using
HTML to lay out a few images and real text.

Putting text into graphics has significant drawbacks, though. Such pages
transfer across the Internet much more slowly, and because the pages con-
tain no real text, search engines don’t have anything to index. And don’t
believe the “Google is magic” hype; Google does not read text in the images it
finds online and is unlikely to do so for a number of years yet.
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[ don’t see this happening anywhere near as much as it did in the past. A
decade ago I had a pro bono client, a nationally recognized ballet theatre
that, I discovered, had a Web site that was nothing but images. These days,
this kind of thing is much rarer, though I still run across sites with significant
portions created using images. It’s a shame to see blocks of text, full of useful
keywords, that aren’t doing the site any good in the search engines because
they’re images.

Reducing the Clutter in Your Web Pages

This is another of those “this used to be pretty important . . . probably not so
much these days” things.

It used to be that simple was good; cluttered was bad, because the more clut-
tered your pages, the more work it is for search engines to dig through them.
What do I mean by clutter? I'm referring to everything in a Web page that is
used to create the page but that is not actual page content.

For instance, one of my clients had a very cluttered site. The HTML source
document for the home page had 21,414 characters, of which 19,418 were
characters other than spaces. However, the home page didn’t contain a lot of
text: 1,196 characters, not including the spaces between the words.

So, if 1,196 characters were used to create the words on the page, what
were the other 18,222 characters used for? They were used for elements
such as these:

v~ JavaScripts: 4,251 characters
v~ JavaScript event handlers on links: 1,822 characters
+* The top navigation bar: 6,018 characters

1 Text used to embed a Flash animation near the top of the page:
808 characters

The rest is the normal clutter that you always have in HTML: tags used to
format text, create tables, and so on. The problem with this page was that a
search engine had to read 18,701 characters (including spaces) before it ever
reached the page content. Of course, the page didn’t have much content, and
what was there was hidden away below all that HTML.

This clutter above the page content meant that some search engines might
not reach the content. But is this important today? Probably not so much. On
the other hand, there are several things you can do to unclutter your pages
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that are good for other reasons, such as page loading speeds, so why not? (In
my preceding client example. [ was able to remove around 11,000 characters
without much effort.)

Use external JavaScripts

You don’t need to put JavaScripts inside a page. JavaScripts generally should
be placed in an external file — a tag in the Web page calls a script that is
pulled from another file on the Web server — for various reasons:

v They’re safer outside the HTML file. That is, they're less likely to be
damaged while making changes to the HTML.

v They’re easier to manage externally. Why not have a nice library of all
the scripts in your site in one directory?

1 The download time is slightly shorter. If you use the same script in mul-
tiple pages, the browser downloads the script once and caches it.

v They’re easier to reuse. You don’t need to copy scripts from one page
to another and fix all the pages when you have to make a change to the
script. Just store the script externally and change the external file to
automatically change the script in any number of pages.

v Doing so removes clutter from your pages!

Creating external JavaScript files is easy: Simply save the text between the
<SCRIPT></SCRIPT> tags in a text editor and copy that file to your Web
server (as a . js file — mouseover script.js, for instance).

Then add an src= attribute to your <SCRIPT> tag to refer to the external file,
like this:

<script language="JavaScript" type="text/javascript"
src="/scripts/mouseover script.js"></script>

Use external CSS files

If you can stick JavaScript stuff into an external file, it shouldn’t surprise you
that you can do the same thing — drop stuff into a file that’s then referred

to in the HTML file proper — with Cascading Style Sheet (CSS) information.
For reasons that are unclear to me, many designers place huge amounts of
CSS information directly into the page, despite the fact that the ideal use of a
style sheet is generally external. One of the original ideas behind style sheets
was to allow you to make formatting changes to an entire site very quickly.
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If you want to change the size of the body text or the color of the heading
text, for example, you make one small change in the CSS file and it affects the
whole site immediately. If you have CSS information in each page, though,
you have to change each and every page. (Rather defeats the object of CSS,
doesn’t it?)

Here’s how to remove CSS information from the main block of HTML code.
Simply place the targeted text in an external file — everything between and
including the <STYLE></STYLE> tags — and then call the file in your HTML
pages by using the <LINK> tag, like this:

<link rel="stylesheet" href="site.css" type="text/css">

Move image maps to the
bottom of the page

An image map (described in detail later in this chapter) is an image that
contains multiple links. One way to clean up clutter in a page is to move the
code that defines the links to the bottom of the Web page, right before the
</BODY> tag. Doing so doesn’t remove the clutter from the page — it moves
the clutter to the end of the page, where it doesn’t get placed between the
top of the page and the page content. That makes it more likely that the
search engines will reach the content.

Avoid the urge to copy and
paste from MS Word

That’s right. Don’t copy text directly from Microsoft Word and drop it into a
Web page. You'll end up with all sorts of formatting clutter in your page!

Here’s one way to get around this problem:

1. Save the file as an HTML file.

Word provides various options to do this, but you want to use the sim-
plest: Web Page (Filtered).

2. In your HTML-authoring program, look for a Word-cleaning tool.

Word has such a bad reputation that some HTML programs have tools to
help you clean the text before you use it. Dreamweaver has such a tool,
for instance (Clean Up Word HTML).
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Managing Dynamic Web Pages
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Chapter 7 explains how your standard, meat-and-potatoes Web page gets
assembled in your browser so that you, the surfer, can see it. But you can
assemble a Web page in more than one way. For example, the process can go
like this:

1. The Web browser requests a Web page.

2. The Web server sends a message to a database program request-
ing the page.

3. The database program reads the URL to see exactly what is requested,
compiles the page, and sends it to the server.

4. The server reads any instructions inside the page.

5. The server compiles the page, adding information specified in server-
side includes (SSIs) or scripts.

6. The server sends the file to the browser.

Pages pulled from databases are known as dynamic pages, as opposed to
normal static pages, which are individual files saved on the hard drive. The
pages are dynamic because they're created on the fly, when requested.

The page doesn’t exist until a browser requests it, at which point the data

is grabbed from a database by some kind of program — a CGI, ASP, or PHP
script, for instance, or from some kind of content-management system — and
dropped into a Web page template and then sent to the browser request-

ing the file.

Dynamic pages often caused problems in the past. Even the best search
engines often didn’t read them. Of course, a Web page is a Web page,
whether it was created on the fly or days earlier. After the searchbot receives
the page, the page is already complete, so the searchbots could read them if
they wanted to, but sometimes, based on what the page URL looked like, they
choose not to. So it isn’t the page itself that’s the problem; static or database,
the final Web page is the same thing. It’s the structure of the URL that’s the
problem, because the search engines can look at the URL and recognize that
the page is a dynamic page.

Search engine programmers discovered that dynamic pages were often prob-
lem pages. Here are a few of the problems that searchbots were running into
while reading dynamic pages:

v Dynamic pages often have only minor changes in them. A searchbot
reading these pages may end up with hundreds of pages that are almost
exactly the same, with nothing more than minor differences to distin-
guish one from each other.
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v~ Search engines were concerned that databased pages might change fre-
quently, making search results inaccurate.

v Searchbots sometimes get stuck in the dynamic system, going from
page to page to page among tens of thousands of pages. On occasion,
this happens when a Web programmer hasn’t properly written the link
code, and the database continually feeds data to the search engine, even
crashing the Web server.

v~ Hitting a database for thousands of pages can slow down the server, so
searchbots often avoided getting into situations in which that is likely
to happen.

v+ Sometimes URLs can change (I talk about session IDs a little later in this
chapter), so even if the search engine indexed the page, the next time
someone tried to get there, it would be gone, and search engines don’t
want to index dead links.

All these problems were more common a few years ago, and, in fact, the
major search engines are now far more likely to index databased pages
than they were back then. Databased pages may still limit indexing by some
search engines, though in particular, URLs with very long, complicated
structures.

Understanding dynamic-page URLs

What does a dynamic-page URL look like? Go deep into a large ecommerce
site; if it’s a product catalog, for instance, go to the farthest subcategory you
can find. Then look at the URL. Suppose that you have a URL like this:

http://www.yourdomain.edu/march/rodent-racing-scores.php

This URL is a normal one that should have few problems. It’s a static

page — or at least it looks like a static page, which is what counts. (It might
be a dynamic, or databased, page, but there’s no way to tell from the URL.)
Compare this URL with the next one:

http://www.yourdomain.edu/march/scores.php?prg=1

This filename ends with ?prg=1. This page is almost certainly a databased
dynamic page; ?prg=1 is a parameter that’s being sent to the server to let it
know which piece of information is needed from the database. This URL is
okay, especially for the major search engines, although a few smaller search
engines may not like it; it almost certainly won’t stop a searchbot from
indexing it. It’s still not very good from a search engine perspective, though,
because it doesn’t contain good keywords.
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Now look at the following URL:
http://yourdomain.com/march/index.html?&DID=18&CATID=13&0bjectGroup ID=79

Now the URL is getting more complicated. It contains three parameters:
DID=18, CATID=13, and ObjectGroup ID=79. These days, Google will
probably index this page; at one point, a number of years ago, it likely
wouldn’t have.

Today, | wouldn’t worry much about dynamic-page URLs not being indexed,
unless yours are particularly complicated. However, there’s another good
reason for not using dynamic-page URLs: They generally don’t contain useful
keywords, and the URL is an important place to put keywords. If a search
engine sees rodent-racing in a URL, that’s a really good signal to the search
engines that the page is in some way related to racing rodents, rather than,
say, dental surgery or baseball.

What does Google say? Its SEO Starter Guide (see Chapter 23) says “Creating
descriptive categories and filenames for the documents on your website
can not only help you keep your site better organized, but it could also

lead to better crawling of your documents by search engines.” Elsewhere,

a document about dynamic URLs discourages Webmasters from changing
them, while in another document it states “rewriting dynamic URLs into
user-friendly versions is always a good practice when that option is avail-
able to you.”

So, despite the document discouraging changing URLs, I believe there are real
advantages to doing so, and Google has itself stated this. In addition, many in
the SEO business agree; “rewriting” URLs (explained in the following section)
is common practice.

Fixing your dynamic Web page problem

If you do have problems, how do you make search engines read your state-of-
the-art dynamic Web site? Here are a few ideas:

v Find out whether the database program has a built-in way to create
static HTML. Some ecommerce systems, for instance, spit out a static
copy of their catalog pages, which is intended for search engines. When
visitors click the Buy button, they’re taken back into the dynamic
system. Google has even on occasion recommended this process; how-
ever, this is probably not a process used very frequently nowadays.

* Modify URLs so that they don’t look like they’re pointing to dynamic
pages. You can often help fix the problem by removing characters such
as ?, #, !, *, %, and & and reducing the number of parameters to one.
For the specifics, talk with the programmer responsible for the data-
base system.
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v Use a URL rewrite trick — a technique for changing the way URLSs look.
Different servers have different tools available; the mod_rewrite tool,
for instance, is used by the Apache Web server (a very popular system),
and ISAPI Rewrite can be used on Windows servers. Rewriting is a process
whereby the server can convert fake URLs into real URLs. The server
might see, for instance, a request for a page at

http://yourdomain.com/march/rodent-racing-scores.html

The server knows that this page doesn’t exist and that it really refers to,
perhaps, the following URL:

http://yourdomain.com/ showprod.cfm?&DID=7&User ID=2382175&st=6642&st2=
45931500&st3=-43564544&topcat_1d=20018&catid=20071&objectgro
up_ id=20121.

 In other words, this technique allows you to use what appear to be
static URLs yet still grab pages from a database. Furthermore, the URLs
then contain nice keywords, which is an SEO advantage. This topic is
complicated, so if your server administrator doesn’t understand it, it
may take him a few days to figure it all out; for someone who under-
stands URL rewriting, however, it’s fairly easy and can take just a few
hours to set up.

If you want to find out more about URL rewriting, simply search for url
rewrite, and you’ll find tons of information.

Using Session I1Ds in URLs

Just as dynamic Web pages can throw a monkey wrench into the search
engine machinery, session IDs can make search engine life equally interest-
ing. A session ID identifies a particular person visiting the site at a particular
time, which enables the server to track which pages the visitor looks at and
which actions the visitor takes during the session.

If you request a page from a Web site — by clicking a link on a Web page, for
instance — the Web server that has the page sends it to your browser. Then
if you request another page, the server sends that page, too, but the server
doesn’t know that you’re the same person. If the server needs to know who
you are, it needs a way to identify you each time you request a page. It does
that by using session IDs.

Session IDs are used for a variety of reasons, but their main purpose is

to allow Web developers to create various types of interactive sites. For
instance, if developers have created a secure environment, they may want
to force visitors to go through the home page first. Or, the developers may
want a way to resume an unfinished session. By setting cookies containing
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the session ID on the visitor’s computer, developers can see where the
visitor was in the site at the end of the visitor’s last session. (A cookie is a
text file containing information that can be read only by the server that set
the cookie.)

Session IDs are common when running software applications that have any
kind of security procedure (such as requiring a login), that need to store
variables, or that want to defeat the browser cache — that is, ensure that
the browser always displays information from the server, never from its own
cache. Shopping cart systems typically use session IDs — that’s how the
system can allow you to place an item in the shopping cart and then go away
and continue shopping. It recognizes you based on your session ID.

A session ID can be created in two ways:

v~ Store it in a cookie.

v Display it in the URL itself.

Some systems are set up to store the session ID in a cookie but then use a
URL session ID if the user’s browser is set to not accept cookies. (Relatively
few browsers, perhaps 1 or 2 percent, don’t accept cookies.) Here’s an exam-
ple of a URL containing a session ID:

http://yourdomain.com/index.jsp;jsessionid=07D3CCD4DIA6AIF3CFICADAFIAT28F44

The 07D3CCD4D9A6A9F3CFICAD4F9A728F44 piece of the URL is the unique
identifier assigned to the session.

If a search engine recognizes a URL as including a session ID, it probably
doesn’t read the referenced page because each time the searchbot returns
to your site, the session ID will have expired, so the server will do one of the
following:

v Display an error page rather than the indexed page or perhaps dis-
play the site’s default page (generally the home page). In other words,
the search engine has indexed a page that isn’t there if someone clicks
the link in the search results page.

1 Assign a new session ID. The URL that the searchbot originally used has
expired, so the server replaces the ID with another one and changes the
URL. So, the spider could be fed multiple URLs for the same page.

Even if the searchbot reads the referenced page (and sometimes it does),
it may not index it. Webmasters sometimes complain that a search engine
entered their site, requested the same page over and over, and left with-

out indexing most of the site. The searchbot simply got confused and left.
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Or, sometimes the search engine doesn’t recognize a session ID in a URL. One
of my clients had hundreds of URLs indexed by Google, but because they
were all long-expired session IDs, they all pointed to the site’s main page.

These are all worst-case scenarios, as the major search engine’s searchbots
do their best to recognize session IDs and work around them. Furthermore,
Google recommends that if you are using session IDs, you use the canonical
directive to tell the search engines the correct URL for the page. For instance,
let’s say you're using session IDs, and your URLs look something like this:

http://www.youdomain.com/product .php?item=rodent-racing-gear
&xyid=76345&sessionid=9876

A search engine might end up with hundreds of URLs effectively referencing
the same page. So, you can put the <link> tag in the <head> section of your
Web pages to tell the search engines the correct URL, like this:

<link rel="canonical" href="http://www.yourdomain.com/product.php?item= rodent-
racing-gear " />

Session ID problems are rarer than they once were; in the past, fixing a ses-
sion ID problem was like performing magic: Sites that were invisible to search
engines suddenly become visible! One site owner in a search engine discus-
sion group described how his site had never had more than 6 pages indexed
by Google, yet within a week of removing session IDs, Google had indexed
over 600 pages.

If your site has a session ID problem, there are a couple of other things you
can do, in addition to using the canonical directive:

+” Rather than use session IDs in the URL, store session information
in a cookie on the user’s computer. Each time a page is requested,
the server can check the cookie to see whether session information is
stored there. (Few people change their browser settings to block cook-
ies.) However, the server shouldn’t require cookies, or you may run into
further problems.

v Get your programmer to omit session IDs if the device requesting a
Web page from the server is a searchbot. The server delivers the same
page to the searchbot but doesn’t assign a session ID, so the searchbot
can travel throughout the site without using session IDs. (Every device
requesting a page from a Web server identifies itself, so it’s possible
for a programmer to send different pages according to the requestor.)
This process is known as user agent delivery, in which user agent
refers to the device — browser, searchbot, or other program — that is
requesting a page.
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The user agent method has one potential problem: In the technique some-
times known as cloaking, a server sends one page to the search engines and
another to real site visitors. Search engines generally don’t like cloaking
because some Web sites try to trick them by providing different content
from the content that site visitors see. Of course, in the context of using this
technique to avoid the session-ID problem, that’s not the intent; it’s a way
to show the same content that the site visitor sees, so it isn’t true cloaking.
However, the (very slight) danger is that the search engines may view it as
cloaking if they discover what is happening. (I don’t believe that the risk is
big, though some people in the SEO business will tell you that it is.) For more
on cloaking, see Chapter 10.

Fiving Bits and Pieces
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Forwarded pages, image maps, and special characters can also cause prob-
lems for search engines.

Forwarded pages

Search engines don’t want to index pages that automatically forward to other
pages. You've undoubtedly seen pages telling you that a page has moved to
another location and that you can click a link or wait a few seconds for the
page to automatically forward the browser to another page. This is often
done with a REFRESH meta tag, like this:

<meta http-equiv="refresh" content="0; url=http://yourdomain.com">

This meta tag forwards the browser immediately to yourdomain. com. Quite
reasonably, search engines don’t like these pages. Why index a page that
doesn’t contain information but instead forwards visitors to the page with
the information? Why not index the target page? That’s just what search
engines do.

If you use the REFRESH meta tag, you can expect search engines to ignore
the page (unless it’s a very slow refresh rate of over ten seconds, which is
specified by the number immediately after content=). But don'’t listen to the
nonsense that you’ll hear about your site being penalized for using refresh
pages: Search engines don’t index the page, but there’s no reason for them
to penalize your entire site. (On the other hand, there’s an old trick using
JavaScript in which the search engines are shown one page, but the visitor

is instantly forwarded to another page with different content; the theory is
that the search engines won’t see the JavaScript redirect, so they’ll index the
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heavily keyworded initial page and not realize users are going to a different
one. Search engines don’t appreciate that, and often catch it these days! As
noted earlier, Google especially is quite good at reading JavaScript.)

Image maps

An image map is an image that has multiple links. You might create the image
like this:

<img name="main" src="images/main.gif" usemap="#m main">

The usemap= parameter refers to the map instructions. You can create the
information defining the hotspots on the image — the individual links — by
using a <MAP> tag, like this:

<map name="m main">

<area shape="rect" coords="238,159,350,183" href="pagel.html">
<area shape="rect" coords="204,189,387,214" href=" page2.html">
<area shape="rect" coords="207,245,387,343" href=" page3.html">
<area shape="rect" coords="41,331,155,345" href=" page4.html">
<area shape="rect" coords="40,190,115,202" href=" page5.html">
<area shape="rect" coords="42,174,148,186" href=" page6.html">
<area shape="rect" coords="40,154,172,169" href=" page7.html">
<area shape="rect" coords="43,137,142,148" href=" page8.html">
<area shape="rect" coords="45,122,165,131" href=" page9.html">
<area shape="rect" coords="4,481,389,493" href=" pagelO.html">
<area shape="rect" coords="408,329,588,342" href=" pagell.html">

<area shape="rect" cords="410,354,584,391" href=" pagel2.html">
</map>

There was a time when search engines wouldn’t read the links, but that
time is long gone; major search engines now read image maps, though some
smaller ones may not. A more important problem these days is that links in
images don’t provide the benefit of keywords that search engines can read.
The solution is simple: Use additional simple text links in the document.

Special characters

The issue of using special characters is a little complicated. Currently Google
seems to handle special-character searches well. Search for réle and for role,
and you’ll get different results. Try the test at Bing, and you’ll get almost the
same result both times.
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Consider, then, that when people search, they don’t use special characters.
They simply type the search term with the keyboard characters in front of
them. Almost nobody would search for shakespearean roles; people would
search for shakespearean roles (even if they realized that the word role

has an accented o). Thus, if you use the word role, your page won’t match
searches for role.

My general advice is to avoid special characters when possible, particularly
in really SEO-valuable fields such as the <Title> tag and DESCRIPTION
meta tag.



Chapter 10
Dirty Deeds, Done Dirt Cheap

In This Chapter
Examining the principles of tricking search engines
Understanding how you can hurt your site
Looking at doorway pages, redirects, cloaking, and more

Understanding how you may be penalized

Eleryone wants to fool the search engines — and the search engines
know it. That’s why search engine optimization is such a strange
business — a hybrid of technology and, oh, [ dunno . . . industrial espionage,
perhaps? Search engines don’t want you to know exactly how they rank
pages because if you did, you would know exactly how to trick them into
giving you top positions.

Now for a bit of history. When this whole search engine business started
out, search engines just wanted people to follow some basic guidelines —
make the Web site readable, provide a <TITLE> tag, provide a few keywords
related to the page’s subject matter, and so on — and then the search
engines would take it from there.

What happened, though, is that Web sites started jostling for position. For
example, although the KEYWORDS meta tag seemed like a great idea, so many
people misused it (by repeating words and using words that weren’t related
to the subject matter) that it eventually became irrelevant to search engines.
Eventually, the major search engines stopped giving much weight to the tag
or just ignored it altogether.

Search engines try to hide their methods as much as they can, but it some-
times becomes apparent what the search engines want, and at that point,
people start trying to give it to them in a manner the search engines regard
as manipulative. This chapter discusses which things you should avoid
doing because you risk upsetting the search engines and getting penalized —
potentially even getting booted from a search engine for life!
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Tricking Search Engines

Before getting down to the nitty-gritty details about tricking search engines,
[ focus on two topics: why you need to understand the dangers of using dirty
tricks and what the overriding principles behind tricking the search engines
are based on.

Deciding whether to trick

Should you use the tricks in this chapter, and if not, why not? You’ll hear
several reasons for not using tricks. The first, ethics, is one I don’t belabor
because I'm not sure that the argument behind this reason is very strong.
You’ll hear from many people that the tricks in this chapter are unethical,
that those who use them are cheating and are one step on the evolutionary
ladder above pond scum (or one step below pond scum, depending on the
commentator).

Self-righteousness is in ample supply on the Internet. Maybe these people
are right, maybe not. I do know that many people who try such tricks also
have great reasons for doing so and are not the Internet’s equivalent of Pol
Pot or Attila the Hun. They’re simply trying to put their best foot forward in a
difficult technical environment.

Many people have tried search engine tricks because they invested a lot of
money in Web sites that turn out to be invisible to search engines. These
folks can’t afford to abandon their sites and start again. (See Chapter 9 for a
discussion of why search engines sometimes can’t read Web pages.) You can,
and rightly so, point out that these folks can deal with the problem in other
ways, but that just means the people involved are misinformed, not evil. The
argument made by these tricksters might go something like this: Who gave
search engines the right to set the rules, anyway?

One could argue that doing pretty much anything beyond the basics is cheat-
ing. Over the past few years, I've heard from hundreds of people who have
put into action many of the ideas in this book, with great results. So if smart
Webmasters armed with a little knowledge can push their Web sites up in
the ranks above sites that may be more appropriate for a particular keyword
phrase, yet are owned by folks with less knowledge . . . is that fair?

Also, consider that the search engines have actually (although unintention-
ally) encouraged the use of some dirty tricks. For example, the search engines
don’t like people to buy links (see Chapter 17). Yet the search engines have
encouraged the purchasing of links, by rewarding the purchasing of links.
Buying links worked! (And, some would argue, still works today.) So business
man X looks at competitor Y and sees how well Y’s Web site is ranking, and
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then discovers that Y ranked the site by purchasing links. Well, what is busi-
ness man X supposed to think?

Ethics aside, the really good reason for avoiding egregious trickery is that it
may have the opposite effect and harm your search engine position. A corol-
lary to that reason is that other, legitimate ways exist to get a good search
engine ranking. (Unfortunately, they’re often more complicated and time
consuming.)

Figuring out the tricks

The idea behind most search engine tricks is simple: to confuse the search
engines into thinking that your site is more appropriate for certain keyword
phrases than they would otherwise believe. You do this generally by showing
the search engine something that the site visitor doesn’t see.

Search engines want to see what site visitors see, yet they know they can'’t. It
will be a long time before search engines will be able to see and understand
the images in a Web page, for instance. Right now, they can’t even read text
in the images, although that could be possible at some point. (Recent patents
suggest that this is something Google is working on now — but I bet it will
still be years before Google tries to read all the text it finds in the average
Web site’s images, if it ever does.) But to view and understand the images as
a real person sees them? Britney Spears could well be president of the United
States before that happens.

The search engine designers have started with this basic principle:

What the search engine sees should be what the user sees except for
certain things it’s not interested in — images, for instance — and cer-
tain technical issues that are not important to the visitor (such as the
DESCRIPTION meta tag, which <H> tag has been applied to a heading,
and so on).

Here’s one other important principle: The text on the page should be there for
the benefit of the site visitor, not the search engines.

Ideally, search engine designers want Web designers to act as though search
engines don’t exist. (Of course, this is exactly what many Web designers
have done and the reason that so many sites rank poorly in search engines!)
Search engine designers want their programs to determine which pages are
the most relevant for a particular search query. They want you — the Web
designer — to focus on creating a site that serves your visitors’ needs and let
search engines determine which site is most appropriate for which searcher.
At least that was the original theory. Over the years, the search engines real-
ized that total ignorance of SEO simply wasn’t going to happen. Now they
provide basic SEO advice.
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Still, what search engines definitely don’t want is for you to show one version
of a page to visitors and another version to search engines because you feel
that version is what the search engine will like most.

Do these tricks work?

Tricks do work, at least in some circumstances for some search engines. On
the other hand, over time, search engines have become better and better

at spotting the more obvious tricks; you don’t find crudely keyword-stuffed
pages and pages with hidden text ranking well very often these days, for
instance, though only a few years ago you did.

Could you use sophisticated tricks and rank first for your keywords?

Perhaps, but your rank may not last long, and the penalty it could incur can

last for a long time. (In most cases, the pages will simply drop in rank as the

search engines apply an algorithm that recognizes the trick, but in some

cases, a search engine could decide to remove all pages from a particular site
ng‘“‘NG! from the index; see Chapter 21 for a discussion of this disaster.)

These tricks can be dangerous. You may get caught in one of several ways:

v A search engine algorithm may discover your trickery, and your page or
your entire site could be dropped from the search engine.

v A competitor might discover what you're doing and report you to the
search engines. Google has stated that it prefers to let its algorithms
track down cheaters and uses reports of search engine spamming
to tune these algorithms, but Google will take direct action in some
cases; in fact, it does employ a team of people to examine suspected
“spam” sites.

v Your trick may work well for a while, until a major search engine
changes its algorithm to block the trickery — at which point your site’s
WBER ranking will drop like a rock.

If you follow the advice from the rest of this book, you'll surpass 80 percent
of your competitors. You don’t need tricks.

Concrete Shoes, Cyanide, TNT —
An Arsenal for Dirty Deeds

The next few sections take a look at some search engine tricks employed
on the Web.
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Keyword stacking and stuffing

You may run across pages that contain the same word or term, or maybe
several words or terms, repeated again and again, often in hidden areas of
the page (such as the KEYWORDS tag), though also sometimes visible to visi-
tors. This is one of the earliest and crudest forms of a dirty deed, one that
search engines have been aware of for years and are pretty good at finding
these days. It’s rare to find crudely keyword-stacked pages ranking well in
the search results anymore.

Take a look at Figure 10-1. The Web designer has repeated the word glucos-
amine numerous times, each one in a hyperlink to give it a little extra oomph.
I found this page in Google a few years ago by searching for the term glu-
cosamine glucosamine glucosamine; more recently, the same search phrase
didn’t pull up anything nearly as crude as this page.

Look at this tactic from the search engine’s perspective. Repeating the word
glucosamine over and over isn’t of any use to a site visitor, so it’s understand-
able why search engine designers don’t appreciate this kind of thing. This
sort of trick rarely works these days, so sites doing this are also becoming
less abundant.
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Figure 10-2:
This text is
hidden at
the bottom
of the page.

The terms keyword stacking and keyword stuffing are often used interchange-
ably, though some people regard keyword stuffing as something a little

different — placing inappropriate keywords inside image ALT attributes and
in hidden layers. (The term keyword stacking is far less common these days.)

Hiding (and shrinking) keywords

Another old (and very crude) trick is to hide text; that is, to hide it from
the site visitor but make it visible to the search engine, allowing you to fill
a simple page with keywords for the sake of search engine optimization.
(Remember that search engines don’t want you to show them content that
isn’t also visible to the site visitor.)

This trick, often combined with keyword stuffing, involves placing large
amounts of text into a page and hiding it from view. For instance, take a look
at Figure 10-2. I found this page in Google some time ago. It has hidden text at
the bottom of the page.

If you suspect that someone has hidden text on a page, you can often make it
visible by clicking inside text at the top of the page and dragging the mouse
to the bottom of the page to highlight everything in between. You can also
look in the page’s source code.

There's a big space at the bottom of this page. ..

HAddress|@ R _

hiid that cushions the joints and of the structural
keduce the activity of enzymes which break down

N by reduce swelling in joints.
its, Vitamnins & Herbs

a.com as anti-inflammatory properties. Research has shown

a.com Iy reduced in patients with rheumatoid arthritis.

r found in all living organisms, including human
agen and maintenance of healthy joints.

L, Vitamins & Herbs
L.com

<h.com]

ine emu oil emu oil emu oil kyolic kyolic kyolic wakunaga wakunaga wakunaga

.. butif you drag the cursor down from the end of the text, you'll see the hidden text.
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How did this designer make the text disappear? At the bottom of the source
code (choose View o> Source), I found this:

<FONT SIZE=7 COLOR="#ffffff"><H6>glucosamine glucosamine glucosamine glucosamine
glucosamine emu oil emu oil emu oil kyolic kyolic kyolic wakunaga
wakunaga wakunaga</H6></FONT>

Notice the COLOR="#fff£ff" piece; #f££E££f is hexadecimal color code for
the color white. The page background is white, so — abracadabra — the text
disappears.

Surprisingly, I still see this trick employed now and then. In fact, I sometimes
get clients who have a sudden inspiration — “Hey, couldn’t we just put a
bunch of keywords into the site and make it the same color as the back-
ground?” they ask, as if they have discovered something really clever. [ have
to explain that it’s the oldest trick in the book.

My opinion of this crude trick goes like this:

v~ It may help. The trick actually can work, though not nearly as often as
it used to.

v It might not hurt. You still find pages using this trick, so clearly the
search engines don’t always find it.

v ... but it might. But search engines do discover the trick, frequently,
and may penalize your site for doing it. The page may get dropped from
the index, or you may have your entire site dropped.

v So why do it? It’s just way too risky . . . and unnecessary, too.

Here are some other tricks used for hiding text from the visitor while still
making it visible to the search engine:

v Placing text inside <NOFRAMES> tags: Some designers do this even if the
page isn’t a frame-definition document. I've seen this method work, too,
but not in recent years.

v Placing text inside <NOSCRIPT> tags: <NOSCRIPT></NOSCRIPT> tags
are used to put text on a page that can be read by browsers that don’t
work with JavaScript. Some site owners use them to give more text to
the search engines to read, and from what I've seen, the major search
engines often do read this text, or at least they did a few years ago.
However, the text inside these tags probably isn’t given as much weight
as other text on a page, and over time will probably be given less and
less weight. (However, I recently read an experiment from 2015 showing
that Google still indexes the text in NOSCRIPT tags.)

v Using hidden fields: Sometimes designers hide words in a form’s hidden
field (<INPUT TYPE="HIDDEN">).Idoubt whether this does anything
to help, anyway.
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v Using hidden layers: Style sheets can be used to position a text layer
underneath the visible layer or outside the browser. This trick is quite
common and probably hard for search engines to figure out.

Some Web designers still stuff keywords into a page by using a very
small font size. This trick is another one that search engines may look for
and penalize.

Here’s another variation: Some Web designers make the text color just a little
different from the background color to make it hard for someone reading the
page to see. The text is effectively invisible, especially if it’s at the bottom of
the page preceded by several blank lines. Search engines can look for ranges
of colors to determine whether this trick is being employed.

And remember, it’s not just the search engines looking, it’s your competi-
tors, too. They might just report you. (See the section “Paying the Ultimate
Penalty,” later in this chapter.)

Hiding links

A variation on the old hidden-text trick is to hide links. As you discover in
Chapters 16 through 18, links provide important clues to search engines
about the site’s purpose. They also provide a way for search engines to
discover pages. Thus, some Web designers create links that are specifically
for search engines to find but are not intended for site visitors. Links can be
made to look exactly like all the other text on a page or may even be hidden
on punctuation marks — visitors are unlikely to click a link on a period,

so the link can be made “invisible,” allowing a search engine to discover a
page that the site visitor will never see. Links may be placed in transparent
images or invisible layers, in small images, or in <NOFRAMES><NOSCRIPT>
tags or may be hidden in any of the ways discussed previously for hiding
ordinary text.

When I think about tricks like this, though, I think, “What’s the point?” There
are so many legitimate things you can do in SEO, why bother with something
like this?

Duplicating pages and sites

If content with keywords is good, then twice as much content is better, and
three times as much is better still, right? Some site developers have duplicated
pages and even entire sites, making virtual photocopies and adding the pages
to the site or placing duplicated sites at different domain names.
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Sometimes called mirror pages or mirror sites, these duplicate pages are
intended to help a site gain more than one or two entries in the top positions.
If you can create three or four Web sites that rank well, you can dominate the
first page of the search results.

TEC/, ",

Some people who use this trick try to modify each page just a little to make

it harder for search engines to recognize duplicates. But search engines

have designed tools to find duplication and often drop a page from their
indexes if they find it’s a duplicate of another page at the same site. Duplicate
pages found across different sites are often okay, which is why content
syndication can work well if done right (see the discussion of duplicate
content in Chapter 11), but entire duplicate sites are something that search
engines frown on.

On the other hand, one strategy that works well, and is not necessarily

a “dirty trick,” is to create multiple sites. A company selling widgets, for
instance, may have a primary site, with information about all its widgets, plus
secondary sites; one focused on widgets for use during the summer, another
for winter widgets, and a third for travel-size widgets. I've seen this strategy
used very successfully, often resulting in multiple Page 1 search results.

Page swapping and page jacking

Here are a couple of variations on the duplication theme:

1~ Page swapping: In this now little-used technique, one page is placed at
a site and then, after the page has attained a good position, it’s removed
and replaced with a less optimized page. One serious problem with this
technique is that major search engines often reindex pages very quickly,
and it’s impossible to know when the search engines will return.

v Page jacking: Some truly unethical search engine marketers have
employed the technique of using other peoples’ high-ranking Web pages,
in effect stealing pages that perform well for a while. This is known as
page jacRing.

Doorway and Information Pages

A doorway page is created solely as an entrance from a search engine to your
Web site. Doorway pages are sometimes known as gateway pages and ghost
pages. The idea is to create highly optimized pages that are picked up and
indexed by search engines and that, with luck, rank well and thus channel
traffic to the site.
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Search engines hate doorway pages because they break one of the cardinal
rules: They’re intended for search engines, not for visitors. The sole pur-
pose of a doorway page is to channel people from search engines to the
real Web site.

One man’s doorway page is another man’s information page — or what some
people call affiliate pages, advertising pages, or marketing pages. The differ-
ence between a doorway page and an information page is, perhaps, that the
information page is designed for use by the visitor in such a manner that
search engines will rank it well, whereas the doorway page is designed in
such a manner that it’s utterly useless to the visitor because it’s intended
purely for the search engine; in fact, originally doorway pages were stuffed
full of keywords and duplicated hundreds of times.

Crude doorway pages don’t look like the rest of the site, having been created
very quickly or even by some kind of program. Doorway pages are part of
other strategies. The pages used in redirects and cloaking (discussed in the
next section) are, in effect, doorway pages.

Where do you draw the line between a doorway page and an information
page? That’s a question [ can’t answer here; it’s for you to ponder and
remains a matter of debate in the search engine optimization field. If a client
asks me to help him in the search engine race and I create pages designed to
rank well in search engines but in such a manner that they’re still useful to
the visitor, have I created information pages or doorway pages? Most people
would say that I created legitimate information pages.

Suppose, however, that I create lots of pages designed for use by the site
visitor — pages that, until my client started thinking about search engine
optimization, would have been deemed unnecessary. Surely these pages are,
by intent, doorway pages, aren’t they, even if one could argue that they’re
useful in some way?

Varying degrees of utility exist, and [ know people in the business of creating
"information" pages that are useful to the visitor in the author’s opinion only!
Also, a number of search engine optimization companies create doorway
pages that they simply call information pages.

Still, an important distinction exists between the two types of pages, and
creating information pages is a widely used strategy. Search engines don’t
know your intent, so if you create pages that appear to be useful, are not
duplicated dozens or hundreds of times, and don’t break any other rules,
they’ll be fine.

Here’s a good reality check. Be honest: Are the pages you just created truly of
use to your site visitors? If you submitted these pages to Yahoo! Directory or
the Open Directory Project for review by a human, would the site be accepted?
If the answer is no, the pages probably aren’t informational. The “trick,” then,
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is to find a way to convert the pages you created for search engine purposes
into pages that are useful in their own right — or for which a valid argument,
at least, for utility can be made.

Using Redirects and Cloaking

Redirecting and cloaking serve the same purpose. The intention is to show
one page to the search engines but a completely different page to the site
visitor. Why do people want to do this? Here are a few reasons:

v~ If a site has been built in a manner that makes it invisible to search
engines, cloaking allows the site owner to deliver indexable pages to
search engines while retaining the original site.

v The site may not have much textual content, making it a poor fit for the
search engine algorithms. Although search engine designers might argue
that this fact means that the site isn’t a good fit for a search, this argu-
ment clearly doesn’t stand up to analysis and debate.

v Each search engine prefers something slightly different. As long as
search engines can’t agree on what makes a good search match, why
should they expect site owners and developers to accept good results in
some search engines and bad results in others?

I've heard comments such as the following from site owners, and I can under-
stand their frustration: “Search engines are defining how my site should work
and what it should look like, and if the manner in which I want to design my
site isn’t what they like to see, that’s not my fault! Who gave them the right to
set the rules of commerce on the Internet?!”

What might frustrate and anger site owners more is if they realized that for
years, one major search engine did accept cloaking, as long as you paid for

it. Yahoo!’s Submit Pro program was in effect just that, a way to feed content
into the search engine directly but display different content to site visitors.
So cloaking is a crime, but until fairly recently, and for a decade or so, one
search engine said, “Pay us, and we’ll help you do it.” (Is that a fee, a bribe, or
a protection-racket payment?)

Understanding redirects

A redirect is the automatic loading of a page without user intervention. You
click a link to load a Web page into your browser, and within seconds, the
page you loaded disappears, and a new one appears. Designers often create
pages designed for search engines — optimized, keyword-rich pages — that
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redirect visitors to the real Web site, which is not so well optimized. Search
engines read the page, but visitors never really see it.

Redirects can be carried out in various ways:

v By using the REFRESH meta tag. This is an old trick that search engines
discovered long ago; most search engines don’t index a page that has a
REFRESH tag that quickly bounces the visitor to another page.

v By using JavaScript to automatically load another page within a
split second.

v By using JavaScript that’s tripped by a user action that is almost certain
to occur. You can see an example of this method at work in Figure 10-3, a
page I found long ago (the trick isn’t that common these days). The large
button on this page has a JavaScript mouseover event associated with
it; when users move their mice over the image — as they’re almost cer-
tain to do — the mouseover event triggers, loading the next page.

You're unlikely to be penalized for using a redirect. But a search engine may
ignore the redirect page. That is, if the search engine discovers that a page is
redirecting to another page, it simply ignores the redirect page and indexes
the destination page. Search engines reasonably assume that redirect pages
are merely way stations on the route to the real content.

A glucosamine resources - Microsoft Internet Explorer
JEiIe Edit View Favorites Tools Help
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Examining cloaking

Cloaking is a more sophisticated trick than using a redirect and harder for
search engines to uncover than a basic REFRESH meta tag redirect. When
browsers or searchbots request a Web page, they send information about
themselves to the site hosting the page — for example, "I'm Version 11 of
Internet Explorer," or "I'm Googlebot." The cloaking program quickly looks in
its list of searchbots for the device requesting the page. In addition, a cloaking
program also has a list of [P numbers that it knows are used by searchbots; if
the request comes from a matching IP number, it knows it’s a searchbot.

So, if the device or IP number isn’t found in the list of searchbots, the cloak-
ing program tells the Web server to send the regular Web page, the one
intended for site visitors. But if the device name or IP number is listed in the
searchbot list — as it would be for Googlebot, for instance — the cloaking
program sends a different page, one that the designer feels is better optimized
for that particular search engine. (The cloaking program may have a library
of pages, each designed for a particular search engine or group of engines.)

Here’s how the two page versions differ:

1 Pages provided to the search engine: Often much simpler; created in a
way to make them easy for search engines to read; have lots of heavily
keyword-laden text that would sound clumsy to a real person.

1 Pages presented to visitors: Often much more attractive, graphics-
heavy pages, with less text and more complicated structures and naviga-
tion systems.

Search engines don’t like cloaking. Conservative search engine marketers
steer well clear of this technique. Here’s how Google defines cloaking:

The term “cloaking” is used to describe a Web site that returns altered Web
pages to search engines crawling the site.

Well, that’s pretty clear — cloaking is cloaking is cloaking. But, wait a minute:

In other words, the Web server is programmed to return different content to
Google than it returns to regular users, usually in an attempt to distort search
engine rankings.

Hang on: These two definitions aren’t describing the same concept. The
phrase “in an attempt to distort” is critical. If I “return altered pages” without
intending to distort rankings, am I cloaking? Here’s more from Google:

This can mislead users about what they’ll find when they click on a search
result. To preserve the accuracy and quality of our search results, Google
may permanently ban from our index any sites or site authors that engage in
cloaking to distort their search rankings.
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Notice a few important qualifications: altered pages . . . usually in an attempt to
distort search engine rankings . . . cloaking to distort their search engine rankings.

This verbiage is ambiguous and seems to indicate that Google doesn’t totally
outlaw the use of cloaking; it just doesn’t like you to use cloaking to cheat.
Some would say that using cloaking to present to Google dynamic pages that
are otherwise invisible, for instance, or that are blocked from indexing per-
haps by the use of session IDs (see Chapter 9), would be an acceptable prac-
tice. And here’s another very common use for “cloaking”; many, many sites
display different content depending on the location of the person viewing the
page (they use IP location to do this; see Chapter 12). Thus, they show differ-
ent content to different people, including “searchbots.”

And here’s another form of “valid cloaking.” As discussed in Chapter 9,
SWFObiject is a JavaScript that intentionally displays something different to
the search engines; it shows a Flash animation to the visitor, but alternate
text to browsers that don’t read Flash and to searchbots. Google is aware of
SWFObject and indeed has announced that it reads the script, so this sounds
like a form of legitimate cloaking.

So there are many legitimate uses for cloaking. However, as I've pointed out,
many in the business advise that you never use cloaking in any circumstance,
just in case Google thinks your purpose is to “distort search engine rankings.”
My theory is that in most cases it’s fine, unless your purpose may be unclear,
in which case there’s a risk that Google may misinterpret your aims.

Tricks Versus Strategies

When is a trick not a trick but merely a legitimate strategy? I don’t know, but
I'll tell you that there are many ways to play the SEO game, and what to one
man is a trick might to another be the obvious thing to do.

Here’s an example: creating multiple Web sites. One client has fwo Web sites
ranking in the top five on Google for his most important keyword. (No, I can’t
tell you what the keyword is!) Another client at one point had around seven
of the top ten results for one of his critical keywords; several of the links
pointed to his own Web sites, and several pointed to his products positioned
on other people’s Web sites.

Now, this is definitely a trick: Build a bunch of small Web sites that point links
back to your “core” site and then link all those sites from various places. The
aim (and it can sometimes work if it’s done correctly) is to boost the core site
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by creating many incoming links, but in many cases the “satellite” sites may
also rank well. I've seen this technique work; I've also seen it fail miserably.

[s this a trick, though — building stand alone sites with the intention of
seeing which ones will rank best? And doing so not merely as a way to create
links to a core site but as a way to see what works best for search engines? |
don’t know. I'll leave it for you to decide.

Link Tricks

I look at on-page tricks in this chapter, but there’s another category, off-page
tricks, or link trickery — that is, creating what amounts to fake links pointing
to your site, links that only exist for the purpose of pushing your site up in
the search engines. In fact, link trickery is far more common these days than
on-page tricks. You can find out more about links in Chapters 16 to 19 and
about the most egregious link trick — buying links — in Chapter 17.

Paying the Ultimate Penalty

Just how much trouble can you get into by breaking the rules? The most

likely penalty isn’t really a penalty. It’s just that your pages won’t work well

QNG with a search engine’s algorithm, so they won’t rank well.

$V~
You can receive the ultimate penalty, though: having your entire site booted

from the index. Here’s what Google has to say about it:

We investigate each report of deceptive practices thoroughly and take
appropriate action when abuse is uncovered. At minimum, we will use the
data from each spam report to improve our site ranking and filtering algo-
rithms. The result of this should be visible over time as the quality of our
searches gets even better.

Google is describing what I just explained — that it tweaks its algorithm to
downgrade pages that use certain techniques. But:

In especially egregious cases, we will remove spammers from our index
immediately so they don’t show up in search results at all. Other steps will
be taken as necessary.
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One of the dangers of using tricks, then, is that someone — perhaps your
competitors — might report you, and if the trick is bad enough, you get the
boot. Where do they report you? Google provides a form (at www.google.
com/webmasters/tools/spamreport) and it’s accessible through the
Webmaster account (see Chapter 13). Bing used to provide an easily acces-
sible form, but now has hidden it away with a long convoluted URL; you can
get to it through here: http://j .mp/1NLNY3r.

Note, by the way, that a report titled Most SEOs Don’t Report Competitors
to Google on SEORoundtable.com found that 28 percent of respondents to
a survey stated that they had reported competitors for using spam tech-
niques. That may not be most, but it’s still almost a third. Yes, this really
does happen.

What do you do if you think you’ve been penalized? You can find out in
Chapter 21.
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Chapter 11

Bulking Up Your Site — Competing
with Content

In This Chapter
Creating content yourself
Understanding copyright
Finding free material

Paying for content

C ontent is an extremely important factor in getting a high ranking in the
search engines. Content is a geeky Web term that means, in the broadest
sense, “stuff on your Web site.” A content-rich Web site is one that contains
lots of information for people to see, read, and use.

For search engines, content has a more narrow definition: words, and lots of
’em. So if you're interested in search engine optimization, you should con-
centrate on the text part of your Web site’s content (the right text, of course,
using the keywords you find out about in Chapter 6). You don’t need to worry
about pictures, video, or sound — at least as far as the search engines are
concerned — because those forms of content generally don’t help you get
higher rankings. (Which is not to say that these things don’t have a place in
a search-engine strategy — see Chapter 20 for information on using video,
for instance — but it does mean that when you're talking about getting Web
pages ranked, it’s mostly the text that counts.) You don’t need Flash anima-
tions, either, because although some search engines index them, they don’t
index well; how often do you find a Flash page ranking highly in the search
results? As explained in Chapter 9, if you do use Flash extensively, you
should also use alternate text for the search engines to read.

What you should be concerned about is text — words that the search
engines can read. Now, it’s not always necessary to bulk up your site by
adding textual content — in some cases, it’s possible to get high search
engine rankings with a small number of keyword-laden pages. If that’s your
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situation, congratulations. Sit back and enjoy the fruits of your rather mini-
mal labors and skip this chapter. But if you don’t find yourself in that happy
situation, you need this chapter.

You may find that your competitors have Web sites stacked full of content.
They have scores of pages, perhaps even hundreds of pages — or hundreds
of thousands — full of text that is nicely laden with all the juicy keywords
you're interested in. That’s tough to compete with.

This is a critical issue, something that is often a real challenge for site
owners. This chapter describes a slew of shortcuts to free and low-cost con-
tent, such as government materials, marketing and technical documents from
manufacturers, and even something called copyleft.

Creating Content Three Ways

\\3

You can compete in the search engines in several different ways: Create a
few well-optimized pages, get lots of links into your site, target keywords that
competitors have missed, and put masses of content on your site. (Chapter 4
has more on these “basic” strategies.) In some cases, when going up against
a well-entrenched competitor, you may have no choice but to fight on sev-
eral fronts. You may find that you must do something to stack your site

with content.

Evaluate competing sites to help you determine at what point you should
stop adding content. Compare your site to competitors that rank well in
search engines. The major search engines also use link popularity to rate
Web pages. If you're sure that your site has more well-optimized pages than
those competing sites, it may be time to stop adding content. You may want
to focus instead on getting links to your site. (For more on that subject, check
out Chapters 16 to 18.)

I've got some bad news and some good news about creating content:

+* The bad news: The obvious way to create content — writing it yourself
or getting someone else to write it for you — is a huge problem for many
people. Most people find writing difficult, and even if they find it easy,
the results are often less than appealing. Perhaps you know someone
who can write well, and you can convince this person to write a few
paragraphs for you. But are your powers of persuasion sufficient to get
you 10, 20, or 50 pages? What about 500 or 5,000? You can always pay
someone for content, but the problem with paying is that it costs money.
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+ The good news: You can use some shortcuts to create content. Tricks
of the trade can help you quickly bulk up your Web site (even if your
writing skills match those of a dyslexic gerbil and your funds make
the Queen of England’s bikini budget look large in comparison). Note,

&g\‘J\BEH though, that these tricks involve using someone else’s content.
<&

Here are three different ways to get content for your site:

v Write your own content.
v Convince (pay, force, bribe) someone else to create your content.

v Find existing content from somewhere else.

Writing Your Own Stuff

The obvious way to create content, for many small-site owners anyway, is to
start writing articles. That’s not a terrible idea in many cases. Thousands of
sites rank well using content from the sites’ owners.

If you use the write-it-yourself approach, keep the following points in mind:

v Writing content is time consuming, even for good writers. You may
want to evaluate whether you can devote the time to writing and
maintaining your own content and then allocate time in your sched-
ule to do so.

1 Many people are not good writers. Not only is the writing process time
consuming, but the results are also often sad.

v~ If you do write your own stuff, pleeze spill chuck it. Then have it
edited by someone who has more than a third-grade education and then
spill chuck it again.

Q&N\BE” . .
& Do not rely on a word processor’s grammar checker. This tool is worse

than useless for most writers. Grammar checkers are of benefit only to
those what already has a good grasp of grammar.

What will you write about? The obvious topic, of course, is your product or
service (assuming that your site is selling something). The more you can say
about each item you sell, the better. That should keep you busy for a while,
but eventually, most businesses find that they have written all they can about
their products, and they still don’t have a large site, so the next few sections
present a few other ideas.
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Summatrizing online articles
Here’s a quick way to get keywords onto your page:

1. Use the search engines to track down articles related to your
subject area.

2. Create a library area on your Web site in which you link to these
articles.

3. For each link, write a short, keyword-laden summary of what the
article is all about.

The advantage to this kind of writing is that it’s fairly quick and easy.

You may want to include the first few sentences of the article. This strategy
comes under the gray area of copyright fair use. What really counts is what
the article’s owner thinks. In most cases, if you contact the article’s owner
(and you don’t have to contact that person), the owner is happy to have you
summarize the article, excerpt a small portion of it, and link to her site. Most
people recognize that this process is good for them! However, occasionally you
find someone who just doesn’t get it and creates a fuss. Just remove the link
and move on.

By the way, a number of highly popular and successful blogs (in particular,
celebrity and news blogs) are based on this very concept — that is, sum-
marizing other people’s work. The fancy term is content curation; if you think
this might work for you, search for the term to learn more.

You may want to approach the owners of the sites you're linking to and ask
them to add a link back to your site. See Chapter 17 for more information.

Reviewing Web sites and products

Similar to how you summarize, you can link to useful Web sites and write
short (yes, keyword-laden) reviews of each one.

You can also write short (um, keyword-laden) reviews of products related

to the subject matter covered by your site. An additional benefit of such a
program is that eventually people may start sending you free stuff to review.
There are many successful sites — earning money mainly from advertising —
based solely on this concept, such as PopGadget.net and Engadget.com,

and a number of companies that promote businesses by finding bloggers to
review products; search for the terms influencer marketing and blogger out-
reach to learn about this form of marketing.



Chapter 11: Bulking Up Your Site — Competing with Content 7 83

Convincing Someone Else
to Write Content
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You may find that having articles written (by others) specifically for your site
is rather appealing, for two reasons. First, someone else does the work, not
you. Second, if it doesn’t turn out well, someone else (not you) gets blamed.

One approach, assuming that you can’t force someone to write for you, is to
pay someone. Luckily (for you), writers are cheap. For some reason, people
often have a bizarre vision of a glamorous writing life that’s awaiting them. (It
has been over 20 years since I wrote my first bestseller, and I'm still waiting
for the groupies to turn up.) So you may be able to find someone locally to
write for you for $10 or $12 an hour, depending on where you live and how
well you lie. Or, maybe you can find a high school kid who can string together
a few coherent words and is willing to work for less.

If you work for a large corporation, you may be able to convince a variety
of people to write for you — people who may assume that it’s actually

part of their jobs (again, depending on how well you lie). Spread the work
throughout various departments — marketing, technical support, sales, and
so on — and it may turn into a decent amount of content. Still, you can use
quicker and easier ways to get content, as described in the next section.

If you pay someone to write for you, draw up a simple contract saying that
the work is a work for hire and that you’re buying all rights to it. Otherwise,
you don’t own it and can use it for only limited purposes that are either
stated in the contract or are more or less obvious. If you ask someone to
write an article for your Web site and you don’t get a contract giving you
full rights, you can’t later decide to syndicate the article on other sites or

in newsletters. (Chapter 17 has more information on this syndication stuff.)
Worse, perhaps, is that without a contract the writer has the legal right

to sell the work to other Web sites. (This happens a lot, by the way.) If an
employee writes the material for you on company time, the work is generally
considered a work for hire and company property. However, if you have a
very small company with an informal employment relationship and the writ-
ing is outside the scope of the employee’s normal work duties, you should
request that the employee sign a contract.

A huge (politically incorrect) business has grown up over the past few years:
overseas outsourced SEO work, specifically (regarding this chapter’s subject)
the outsourcing of articles written for SEO purposes. If you hire an Indian
writer or a Chinese writer, for example, you may find that the writing, um,
doesn’t sound quite right. In fact, some of this work is truly dreadful. On the
other hand, you can find people in these countries (and in other, less obvious
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nations, such as South Africa) who can write very well and can produce arti-
cles for your site for around $10 to $20 apiece. If you want to try this method,
you can find writers on sites such as Elance.com, Naukri.com, Guru.com, and
oDesk.com.

There are also companies that will manage content for you. They’ll work
with you to develop a content plan and write the content. Search for the
terms content creation and content marketing and you’ll find lots of options.
For instance:

v+ Brafton: www.brafton.com

v IdeaLaunch: www. idealaunch.com

Using OPC (Other People’s Content)

Writing or hiring is the slow way to create content. Using someone else’s
content — that’s the quick way. See the following list of quick content
sources for your site (I explain the details later in this chapter):

v Product information: Contact the manufacturer or distributor of the
products you sell on your site for marketing and sales materials, techni-
cal documentation, and so on.

1 Web sites and e-mail newsletters: Contact the owners of other sites and
e-mail newsletters and ask whether you can use their work.

v Government sources: Check U.S. government Web sites for free
materials.

1 Content-syndication sites: A number of sites provide free content for
the asking.

v “Advertorial” services: Companies such as ARAcontent (www.
aracontent .com) provide free articles, often known by the term
advertorials (because they are generally ads posing as editorial
content — advertorial firms don’t actually use the term advertorial, of
course). These companies provide both print and Web content.

v Traditional syndication services: Numerous companies sell syndicated
materials you can use on your site.

+* Open content and copyleft: This unusual new movement is probably
based on the old Internet maxim “Information wants to be free.”

1 Search pages: You can search at a site to generate a search results page
with your favorite keywords.


http://www.aracontent.com
http://www.aracontent.com

\NG/
V?‘“

Chapter 11: Bulking Up Your Site — Competing with Content 7 85

1 Press releases: You may be able to find press releases related to
your area of business. They're copyright free, and you can use them
as you want. (Of course, you should make sure that they’re not from
competitors.)

1 A Q&A area on your site: This is a way to serve your site visitors and
get keywords onto the site.

v Forums or message boards: With forums and message boards on your
site, your visitors create the keywords for you. This is a very powerful
concept, by the way; in fact, it’s a basic building block for many online
businesses. There are many very successful businesses that are purely
based on letting other people create the content through the “commu-
nity.” (Ever heard of Facebook?)

This list gives you a good idea of the sources of content, and the “Hunting for
Other People’s Content” section, later in this chapter, explores how you find,
evaluate, and procure content from these sources.

Before [ show you how to help yourself to someone else’s content, | need to
warn you about a critical legal issue: copyright law. You must have a work-
ing knowledge of copyright restrictions so that you can properly evaluate
whether (and how) it’s appropriate to use the content you find. The next sec-
tion gives you an overview of what you need to know, and the additional free
chapter at http://SearchEngineBulletin. com goes into excruciating
detail, in case you’re curious.

Understanding Copyright —
It's Not Yours!

WING/
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I'm continually amazed at how few people understand copyright — even
people who should know better.

When I speak to clients about adding content to a Web site, [ sometimes
hear something like this: “How about that magazine article I read last week?
Let’s put that up there!” Or maybe, “Such and such a site has some great
information — let’s use some of that.” That’s called copyright infringement.
It’s against the law, and although serious harm is unlikely to befall you in
most cases, you can get sued or prosecuted. Plus, it’s just, well, not very
nice. (That’s the perspective of a writer who has found his work stolen on a
number of occasions.)
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Let me quickly summarize copyright law so that you have a better idea of
what you can and can’t use on your site:

1 As soon as someone creates a work — writes an article, writes a song,
composes a tune, or whatever — copyright is automatic. There’s no
need to register copyright; the creator owns the copyright whether or
not it has been registered. Most copyright works, in fact, aren’t regis-
tered, which is a good thing. If they were, the Library of Congress, which
houses the Copyright Office and stores copyright registrations, would be
the size of Alabama.

v If you don’t see a copyright notice attached, it doesn’t mean that the
work’s copyright isn’t owned by someone. Current copyright law doesn’t
require such notices.

v~ If someone owns the copyright, that person has the right to say what
can be done with, um, copies. Therefore, you generally can’t take an
article you find in a newspaper, magazine, or Web site and use it with-
out permission. (There are exceptions, which you find out about in
a moment.)

v In the United States, certain kinds of copyright infringement are felonies.
You may not only get sued but also prosecuted.

v If you don’t know whether you have the right to use something, assume
that you don't.

»* You can’t just rewrite an article. Derivative works are also protected. If
the result is clearly derived from the original, you could be in trouble.

v Copyright has to be expressly assigned. If you hire me to write an
article for your Web site and I don’t sign a contract saying that you
own all rights or that the work was a work for hire, you only have the
right to place it on your Web site. [ still have the right to use the article
elsewhere.

A number of exceptions can prove very important when you're gathering con-
tent, so listen closely:

v~ If it’s really old, you can use it. Copyright eventually expires. Anything
published before 1923, for instance, is free for the taking. Some things
after that date are expired, too — most materials published before 1950
are probably in the public domain — but it gets complicated. Search for
copyright flowchart to find charts that may help you figure it out.

v~ If the “guvmint” created it, you can use it. The U.S. government
spends millions of dollars creating content. This content is almost never
copyright-protected.
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v 1If it’s donated, you can use it. Authors often want you to use their mate-
rials. If they have given the public permission to use it, you can use it.

v It’s only fair. Copyright law has a fair use exception that allows you
to use small parts of a work, without permission, under particular
conditions.

[ strongly suggest that you read the free chapter at http://SearchEngine
Bulletin.com to get the details on copyright and make sure that you beg or
borrow, but not steal, other people’s work.

Hunting for Other People’s Content

[ list different types of other people’s content and warn you about copyright
earlier in this chapter. Now it’s time to get out there and grab tons of content.
You're about to find some great places to look.

Keywords

When you’re out on your content hunt, remember that the purpose is to find
keywords to add to your site. You can do that in several ways:

v Find content with the keywords already in it. You want content that
has at least some of your keywords, though you’ll often find that it’s
not enough.

v Add keywords to the content you get. In some cases, you shouldn’t
edit the content because you're expected to use the content without
changes. In other cases, you may be allowed to modify the content. You
can, for instance, modify open content (described later in this chapter),
and some syndicators allow it. As syndicator Featurewell says, “Clients
can make minor edits to stories and photos, provided they do not modify
or change the meaning, tone or general context of the articles ....”
Thus, you can replace a few words here and there with your keywords,
as long as the article still makes sense and retains the same tone
and context.

v “Chunk up” the article. Break it into smaller, Web-friendly pieces and
separate each piece with a heading (containing keywords, of course).

Newspapers often modify content they buy. A syndicated column you
read in New York may be different from the same column run in a paper
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in Los Angeles, because newspapers cut and modify for space reasons or
because they don’t like the way something is worded.

When adding content, you're generally interested in adding pages with a vari-
ety of keywords sprinkled throughout. Remember, if you have a rodent-racing
site, you want lots of pages with the words rodent, racing, race, event, mouse,
rat, and so on.

Product information

Does your Web site sell products that you buy from a wholesaler or manu-
facturer? If so, contact your source and find out what materials are available:
brochures, spec sheets, technical documentation, or user manuals. Take a
look at anything the manufacturer has available. (I have one client who built
an entire retail Web site around the idea of scanning and posting brochure
content from wholesalers. It’s a multimillion dollar business now.)

In many cases, the material may be available in Adobe Acrobat PDF files. You
can post these files on your site within seconds, and they will be indexed by
the major search engines, including Google. However, such files generally
don’t rank well in the search engines, so the ideal approach is to also convert
the work to HTML files.

In fact, you may want to convert PDF files to Web pages for several reasons:

1 Web pages load more quickly than PDF files.

v After a file is converted, you can link from the document into your site,
whereas a PDF file itself becomes orphaned in the search result — a file
with no indication of, or link to, the site it comes from.

» You can insert keywords into the <TITLE>, DESCRIPTION, and
KEYWORDS tags, and stress keywords by putting them in bold, italic,
and <H> tags.

» You can add links to other pages within your site.

»* You can do more keywording in Web pages, adding headers, side naviga-
tion, footer links, and so on.

Just how do you convert PDF files? If you own Adobe Acrobat, you can try to
use that program, though you may not like the results. Search for pdf to html
converter to find other converters. None of these tools is perfect, so you may
have some clean-up work to do on the PDF files.
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Web sites and e-mail newsletters

The Web is so full of content that it’s about to sink. (Well, not your site, obvi-
ously, or you wouldn’t be reading this chapter.) Why not grab a few articles
you like from other sites or from the e-mail newsletters you subscribe to? In
fact, you may want to go hunting to find articles for this very purpose.

If you ask nicely, many people are happy to let you use their content. In fact,
as I explain in Chapter 17, many people use content-syndication as a strat-
egy for site promotion. They want people to use their stuff, as long as the
sites that are using the material provide aftribution (clearly state where the
material is from and who wrote it) and then provide a link back to the site
of origin.

Asking for permission is quite easy: Simply contact the owner of the article
you saw on a site or in a newsletter and ask whether you can use the article. |
did this on one occasion and, within /0 minutes, received a positive response.
Within 16 minutes, [ had an article on my site that was loaded with keywords
and that ranked very highly in the search engines in its own right. (I real-

ized that the author’s page ranked #3 for one of my critical keywords. Thus,
within minutes, I had a page that had the potential to rank very highly for
some important keywords.)

When you talk to the article’s owner, make sure that you praise the article.
(After all, you do like it, or you wouldn’t be asking. Too much good content
is out there to be using garbage.) Also, clearly state that you will provide the
owner’s bio at the bottom of the article and a link back to the owner’s site.
(Right now, maybe you're thinking, but isn’t that duplicate content? Yes, it may
be, but I get to that subject a little later in this chapter.)

If you own your own site, you have it easy: You can simply save the e-mail
response from the article’s author as evidence of permission to use the
article. If you're working for a large corporation with a legal department,
however, you have a bigger problem: Your lawyers, working under the prin-
ciple of “common sense is dead,” will expect you to have the article’s author
sign a 32-page document providing permission, declaring that he has the
right to give permission, and signing over exclusive and lifetime rights to the
article and any spin-off toys or clothing derived from it, in this or any other
universe. (I didn’t make up that universe bit, by the way; I took it from a very
real publishing contract.) Sorry, I don’t know how to help you here. (I would
tell you to just remember what Shakespeare said — “First thing we do, let’s
kill all the lawyers” — except that I'm sure my publisher’s legal department
would get upset, and I actually do quite a bit of work in the legal business so |
guess [ shouldn’t complain . . . .)
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Where can you find these articles? Search for Web sites that are likely to have
the type of information you need. (You’ll want to avoid sites that are directly
competing.) Keep your eyes open for blogs and newsletters.

Try searching for a combination of one of your keyword phrases and the
words article and newsletter — for instance, rodent racing article and rodent
racing newsletter.

How do you know who owns the copyright to the article? Here’s a quick gen-
eral rule: If the article has an attribution attached to it, contact that person.
For instance, many e-mail newsletters are either written by a single person
(in which case you contact him) or have a variety of articles, each one with
an author bio and an e-mail address (in which case you contact the author,
not the newsletter itself). In many cases, the author has given the newsletter
one-time rights and still owns the copyright.

Some mechanisms used for syndicating content make it hard for search
engines to read the syndicated content! So, you need to make sure that you
use the right technique. See “Content-syndication sites,” later in this chapter,
for more information.

Government sources

I love government sources because they’re huge, with a surprising range of
information. In general, documents created by the U.S. federal government
are in the public domain. Under the terms of Title 17 United States Code sec-
tion 105, works created by U.S. government departments do not have copy-
right protection.

However, you should be aware of some important exceptions:
v The government may still hold copyrights on works that have been

given to the government — bequests or assignments of some kind.

v The law is a U.S. law, making U.S. government works copyright free. Most
other governments hold copyrights on their works.

v In some cases, works that nongovernmental agencies create on behalf of
the government may not be protected by copyright — the law isn’t clear.

1 Works created by the National Technical Information Service (NTIS;
www.ntis.gov) may have a limited, five-year copyright protection.

v The United States Postal Service is exempt from these regulations. The
Postal Service can have copyright protection for its works. (It doesn’t
want people printing their own stamps!)


http://www.ntis.gov
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v In some cases, the government may publish works that were origi-
nally privately created works. Such documents may still be copyright
protected.

Even with these exceptions, vast quantities of juicy government content are
available. Now, don’t think, “Oh, there probably aren’t any government docu-
ments related to my area!” Maybe; maybe not. Where do you think all the

tax billions go? The money can’t all go to defense, bridges to nowhere, and
studies of crustaceans on treadmills!. And yet it has to be spent somehow, so
some of it goes to creating vast amounts of Web content!

You can place this content directly on your Web site. You'll find the content
in Web pages or Adobe Acrobat PDF files; as discussed earlier in this chapter,
you’ll probably want to convert PDF files to HTML.

You will find not only useful documents for your purposes (text-heavy docu-
ments that search engines can read) but also other materials that may be
\3 useful for your site, such as videos.

Here are a few good places to find government materials:

v FedWorld: www . fedworld.gov

1~ Government Printing Office:
e Catalog of U.S. Government Publications: http://catalog.gpo.gov/
¢ Federal Digital System: http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys

v Library of Congress — Government Web Resources: http://lcweb.
loc.gov/rr/news/extgovd.html

v CIA’s Electronic Reading Room: www. foia.cia.gov

Or, just try this search syntax: site:.gov your keywords. For instance, typing
site:.gov rodent racing tells the search engine to search within . gov domains
only for rodent racing. (A lot of search results are returned for that search,
though, surprisingly, nothing is returned when you search for site:.gov
"rodent racing".)

Content-syndication sites

In the “Web sites and e-mail newsletters” section, earlier in this chapter, I dis-
cuss the idea of finding Web pages or e-mail newsletter articles you like and
asking the owners for permission to use them. Well, here’s a shortcut: Go to
content-syndication sites.


http://www.fedworld.gov
http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/
http://lcweb.loc.gov/rr/news/extgovd.html
http://lcweb.loc.gov/rr/news/extgovd.html
http://www.foia.cia.gov
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Content-syndication sites are places where authors post their information so
that site owners or newsletter editors can pick it up and use it for free. Why?
Because you agree to place, in return, a short blurb at the bottom of the
article, including a link back to the author’s Web site.

Should you use these sites? Perhaps, if you can find something relevant that
is of high quality. I would search for the article (try using Copyscape . com)
to make sure it doesn’t appear a thousand times elsewhere, though (a few
times is okay; again, I discuss duplicate content later).

Here are a few places to get you started in the wonderful world of content-
syndication:

v Article Dashboard: www.articledashboard. com
v EZineArticles.com: www.ezinearticles.com
v GoArticles.com: www.goarticles.com

+* The Open Directory Project’s List of Content Providers: www . dmoz .
org/Business/Publishing and Printing/Publishing/
Services/Free Content

There are scores of these syndication libraries, so you’ll have plenty of
choice. (You'll find a lot of duplicates, though.)

Some Web sites have their own syndication areas — libraries from which you
can pick articles you want to use. Also, see Chapter 17, where I talk about
syndicating your own content and point you to other syndication sites.

Make sure that when you grab articles from a content-syndication site you're
not using a competitor’s article! All these articles have links back to the
author’s site, so you don’t want to be sending traffic to the enemy.

Geeky stuff you must understand

[ have to get into a little technogeeky information now, I'm afraid. I hate to do
it, but if you don’t understand this topic, you may be wasting your time with
content-syndication.

Many syndication systems use a simple piece of JavaScript to allow you to
pull articles from their sites onto yours. For instance, take a look at this code
[ pulled from a site that syndicates news articles:

<script src="http://farmcentre.com/synd/synd.jsp?id=cfbmc"> </scripts>


http://www.Copyscape.com
http://www.articledashboard.com
http://www.ezinearticles.com
http://www.goarticles.com
http://www.dmoz.org/Business/Publishing_and_Printing/Publishing/Services/Free_Content
http://www.dmoz.org/Business/Publishing_and_Printing/Publishing/Services/Free_Content
http://www.dmoz.org/Business/Publishing_and_Printing/Publishing/Services/Free_Content
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This piece of code tells the Web browser to grab the synd. jsp file from the
farmcentre.com Web site. That file uses JavaScript to insert the article into
the Web page. Articles or other forms of content can be automatically embed-
ded in other ways, too, such as using <iframe> tags.

The problem is that the search engines may not read the JavaScript that’s
pulling the content into your site, as [ explain in Chapter 9. They can read
JavaScript, and sometimes do. Google, for instance, can read content placed
into Facebook pages. Have you noticed that as you scroll down a Facebook
page, the page grows? This is done using all sorts of scripts (look at the
source code; you won'’t see much content, but plenty of scripting). Google
can read the content that is pulled by the scripts.

Does that mean it will do the same for your pages? Will Bing? [ don’t know,
but my advice is not to risk it. If you want to ensure that the search engines
read your content, avoid placing it onto the page using JavaScript.

So the risk of using JavaScript to drop content into your site is that the
coding gets ignored. The syndicated article you wanted to place into the Web
page never gets placed into the page that the searchbot reads! All the time and
energy you spent placing content is wasted.

As for <iframes> tags, search engines follow the link that’s used to pull the
page into the frame and view that content as though it were on the origin
Web site, leading to the orphan problems discussed in Chapter 9.

This whole geeky topic strikes me as quite humorous, really. Thousands
of people are syndicating content or using syndicated content, mostly for
search engine reasons. People syndicating the content want to place their
links on as many Web pages as possible, for two reasons:

1 Readers will see the links and click them.
v The search engines will see the links and rank the referenced site higher.

Also, people using the syndicated content are doing so because they want
content, stuffed with good keywords, for search engines to read.

And in many cases, both the syndicators and the people using syndicated
content are wasting their time because search engines aren’t placing the con-
tent, seeing the keywords, or reading the links!

To make sure the content you use works for you, follow the suggestions in
this list:

v Don’t use browser-side inclusion techniques. That includes JavaScript
and iframes.
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1 Use server-side inclusion techniques. That includes server includes,
PHP, and ASP. If you're not sure whether a technique is server side or
browser side, ask a knowledgeable geek — you want an inclusion tech-
nique that loads the content into the page before it’s sent to the browser
or searchbot.

+ Use manual inclusion techniques. That is, copy and paste the content
into your pages directly. Plenty of content relies on manual inclusion,
and you may even get content owners who are using automatic-inclusion
techniques to agree to let you manually copy their content.

As long as you're aware of syndicated content’s pitfalls and how to avoid
them, it’s quite possible to find syndicated content and make it work so that
you reap the search engine benefits of having that content on your site.

A hosted-content service hosts the content on its site along with a copy of your
Web site template so that the content appears to be on your site (unless you
look in the browser’s Location or Address bar, where you see the company’s
URL). The problem with these services is that search engines are unlikely to
pick up the content because they see the same articles duplicated repeatedly
on the same domain. Google, for instance, will probably keep one set and
ignore duplicates. (Also, see the section “A Word about Duplicated Content,”
later in this chapter.) And in any case, the content isn’t on your site, it’s on
the host site!

The problem with automatic updates

Another problem with content-syndication sites involves aufomatic updates,
which allow a content owner to change the content immediately. For exam-
ple, sites that provide weekly or monthly syndicated newsletters often use
automatic updates. The content provider can use this technique to update
the content on dozens or hundreds of sites by simply changing the source
file. The next time a page is loaded on one of the sites with the syndicated
content, the new information appears.

But if you're adding content for keyword purposes, automatic updating may
not be such a good thing. If you find an article with lots of nice keywords, it
could be gone tomorrow. Manual inclusion techniques ensure that the article
you placed remains in place and also allow you to, for instance, break the
article into chunks by adding keyword-laden headings. (Although it’s hard to
say whether a site owner who uses automatic updating is likely to let you use
manual inclusion, plenty of content is out there.)

Traditional syndication services

Content-syndication is nothing new — it has been around for a hundred
years. (I just made up that statement, but it’s probably true.) Much of what
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you read in your local newspaper isn’t written by the paper’s staff; it comes
from a syndication service.

Some syndication services sell content for your site. In general, this material
should be better than free syndicated content. However, much of the free
stuff is pretty good, too, so you may not want to pay for syndicated mate-
rial until you exhaust your search for free content. (This content is often

fed to Web sites using RSS feeds, so see the upcoming section “RSS syndica-
tion feeds.”)

Here are a few places you can find commercial syndicated material:

v Featurewell: www. featurewell .com

v Brafton: www.brafton.com

1 Moreover: www . moreover . com

v StudioOne: www . studioonenetworks.com

v+ Universal uclick: www.universaluclick.com

+* YellowBrix: www.yellowbrix.com

v The Open Directory Project list of content providers: www . dmoz . org/

News/Media/Services/Syndicates

Specialty syndication services provide content for particular industries. For
example, AKZO Media (www.akzomedia.com) provides content for the real
estate industry.

RSS syndication feeds

RSS is one of those geeky acronyms that nobody can define for certain. Some
say it means really simple syndication; others believe that it means rich site
summary or RDF site summary. What it stands for doesn’t really matter. All
you need to know is that RSS is an important content-syndication tool.

RSS systems comprise two components:

v An RSS feed, or a source of content of some kind

v An RSS aggregator or news reader, or a system that drops the information
from the feed into a Web page

For example, all top search engines provide RSS feeds of their news head-
lines, at least for personal or noncommercial use. You can install an RSS
aggregator on your site and point it to an RSS news feed. The page will then


http://www.featurewell.com
http://www.brafton.com
http://www.moreover.com
http://www.studioonenetworks.com
http://www.universaluclick.com/
http://www.yellowbrix.com
http://www.dmoz.org/News/Media/Services/Syndicates
http://www.dmoz.org/News/Media/Services/Syndicates
http://www.akzomedia.com/
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Figure 11-1:
Look for
these sorts
of icons and
links to indi-
cate thatan
RSS feed is
available.
|

contain recent searches on news headlines. (Google allows you to use the
feed to place Google News into your site, although it also states that you
can’t use the news feed “to increase traffic to your site.”)

The big advantage of RSS feeds is that you define the keywords you want to
have sent to your site. Tell the feed that you want feeds related to rodent
racing, and, naturally, content is fed back to you with the keywords rodent
racing in it, along with lots of other, related keywords.

What you need, then, is an aggregator that you can install into your Web
site. Aggregators range from fairly simple to quite complicated — and that’s
assuming you have some technical abilities in the first place. (If you don’t,
there’s no range; they're all complicated!) RSS feeds can be integrated both
browser side and server side. Again, you probably need server-side integra-
tion to make sure the search engines read the inserted content.

Also, often RSS feeds merely pass a link to material on another site, in which
case you don’t benefit much. Make sure that you're getting useful content
passed to your site. (Many content-syndication companies use RSS feeds to
distribute their work.)

To find RSS feeds, keep your eyes open for RSS or XML symbols and other
indicators showing that an RSS feed is available — many blogs, for instance,
provide RSS feeds. You can see examples of these icons in Figure 11-1.

J view Fee d XML RSS | Atom

About Feeds | J| XML |

) IRDE|

(. Subscribe to this feed using | [ OUTLOOK.EXE v

Subscribe to this blog's feed

However, you must remember that just because you find an RSS feed avail-
able doesn’t mean that you can put it into your site without permission. In
fact, many blog owners provide feeds so that their readers can view the blogs
in a personal RSS reader; you can, for instance, subscribe to RSS feeds within
Microsoft Outlook, Internet Explorer, and a Yahoo! or Google account. Before
you use a feed, read the feed license agreement or, if you can’t find it, contact
the owner.
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In contrast to the automated syndication techniques I mention earlier in this
chapter (under Content-syndication sites), which use JavaScript and other
browser-side systems for inserting content, RSS aggregators for Web pages
often use server-side techniques, so the content is inserted into the Web page
before the search engines see it. That’s what they call in the search engine
business A Good Thing. (Some also provide browser-side widgets to do the
work, which isn’t so good.)

If you decide that you want to go ahead with RSS, you need an aggregator.
Try searching for news aggregator, feed aggregator, or rss aggregator.

Open content and copyleft

Have you heard of open-source software? This type of software is created
through the contributions of multiple individuals who agree to allow pretty
much anyone to use the software, at no charge. Another movement that
doesn’t get quite the same attention as open-source software is the open-
content or creative commons movement. Open content is free and available
for your use.

Open content relies on the concept known as copyleft. Under copyleft, the
owner of a copyrighted work doesn’t release it into the public domain.
Instead, she releases the work for public modification, with the understand-
ing that anyone using the work must agree to not claim original authorship
and to release all derivative works under the same conditions.

This was an exciting concept a few years ago, though it seems to be fading. The
home page of the Open Content Alliance site (www.opencontentalliance.
org) hadn’t been updated for five years when I checked it recently, for
instance. Still, you might want to check out these sites to see if you can find
anything useful:

1 Creative Commons: www . creativecommons.org

+* The Open Directory Project’s open content page: http://dmoz.org/
Computers/Open_ Source/Open_ Content

v+ Wikipedia List of Wikis (many contain articles with some form of open-
content license): http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List of wikis

Watch for competitors’ information. Some companies use open content as a
way to get their links onto the Web.


http://www.opencontentalliance.org/
http://www.opencontentalliance.org/
http://www.creativecommons.org
http://dmoz.org/Computers/Open_Source/Open_Content
http://dmoz.org/Computers/Open_Source/Open_Content
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_wikis
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Search results pages

The great thing about search results pages is that they have the exact key-
words you define, liberally scattered throughout. When you conduct a search
in a search engine — whether you're searching Web sites, a directory of
magazine articles, or news headlines — what does the search engine return?
Matches for your keywords.

RSS provides one way to insert searches — in particular, searches of news
headlines — into your pages. Even though the page’s content changes con-
tinually, you don’t have to worry about the content changing to a page that
doesn’t contain your keywords, because the content is a reflection of the key-
words you provide. You may also be able to find search pages that you can
manually copy and paste. Sites that contain large numbers of articles and a
search function may be good candidates. Run a search; then, copy the results
and paste them into a Web page.

Make sure that the links in the search results still work and that they open
the results in a new window. (You don’t want to push people away from
your site.)

Press releases

The nice thing about press releases is that you can use them without permis-
sion. The purpose of a press release is to send it out and see who picks it

up. You don’t need to contact the owner of the press release, because you
already have an implied agreement that you can simply post the release
wherever you want (unchanged and in its entirety, of course).

You may be able to find press releases that have the keywords you want, are
relevant to your site in some way, and are not released by competitors. For
instance, if you're in the business of running rodent-racing events, companies
selling rodent-racing harnesses and other gear aren’t direct competitors and
may well have press releases you can use.

Where do you find these press releases? Try searching for press releases
at a search engine. Combine the search term with some keywords, such as
rodent racing press release. You can also find them at press release sites,
such as these:

v EmailWire: www.emailwire.com

1 Free-Press-Release.com: www . free-press-release.com

1+ Hot Product News: www . hotproductnews . com


http://www.emailwire.com
http://www.free-press-release.com
http://www.hotproductnews.com
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v I-Newswire.com: http://i-newswire.com

1 M2PressWIRE: www.presswire.net

v Online Press Releases: www.onlinepressreleases.com
v OpenPR.com: www . openpr. com

1 PR Newswire: www.prnewswire.com

+ PR Web: www.prweb.com

v PR.com: www.pr.com

v PressBox.co.uk: www . pressbox.co.uk

v+ PRLeap: www.prleap.com

+* PRLog.org: www.prlog.org

v TransWorldNews.com: www . transworldnews . com

You can even subscribe to press release services so that you get relevant
press releases sent to you as soon as they’re published.

0&A areas

After you attract sufficient traffic to your site, you may want to set up a
question-and-answer (Q&A) or Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ) area
on your site. Visitors to your site can ask questions — providing you with
keyword-laden questions in many cases — and you can answer them.

A number of free and low-cost software tools automate the creation and man-
agement of these Q&A areas. Search for fag web software and you'll find them.

Message boards

Message board areas can be quite powerful, in more than one way. Setting up
a message board — also known as a forum or bulletin board system (BBS) —
allows site visitors to place keywords in your site for you! A message board
often draws traffic, bringing people in purely for the conversation.

Do you own a site about kayaks? As you sleep, visitors can leave messages
with the word kayak in them over and over. Does your site sell rodent
supplies? While you go about your daily business, your visitors can leave
messages containing words such as rodent, mouse, and rat. Over time,

this process can build up to thousands of pages with tens of thousands

of keywords.


http://i-newswire.com
http://www.presswire.net
http://www.onlinepressreleases.com
http://www.openpr.com
http://www.prnewswire.com
http://www.prweb.com
http://www.pr.com
http://www.pressbox.co.uk
http://www.prleap.com
http://www.prlog.org
http://www.transworldnews.com
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BBS systems — even cool ones with lots of features, such as the ability to
post photos — are cheap — often free. They’re relatively easy to set up, even
for low-level geeks. Don’t underestimate this technique: If you have a lot of
traffic on your Web site, a BBS can be a great way to build huge amounts of
content. Search for terms such as bbs software and forum software.

Blogs

Blogs are sort of like diaries. (The term is a derivation of Weblog.) These
systems allow people to write any kind of twaddle — er, musings — they
want and then publish this nonsense — um, literature — directly to their
Web sites. My cynicism aside, you can find some extremely interesting blogs
out there.

In fact, over the past few years, blogs have become important SEO tools —
search engines seem to like them and to visit frequently to index them. In
fact, Google even owns one of the top blogging-tools companies, Blogger
(http://blogger.com). (Would you bet that blogs hosted by Blogger are
indexed by Google?!)

There are also free and low-cost blog programs that you can install directly
onto your Web site. WordPress, for instance (www.wordpress.com), is a
very sophisticated blog system with free versions, that’s relatively easy to
install. (For everything you need to know about using WordPress, check
out the latest edition of WordPress For Dummies, by Lisa Sabin-Wilson.)
WordPress is probably the world’s most popular blogging system; a survey
found that 24 percent of the world’s Web sites use WordPress software.
Because it is so sophisticated and flexible, many sites that you wouldn’t
really consider to be blogs use the software. In fact, blogging systems are
really CMS — Content Management Systems, software that simplifies the pro-
cess of creating and managing Web pages.

Also, some blog-hosting services provide a way to integrate pages into your
Web site, and blogs can be effective SEO tools, if you can find a way to create
enough content. Although many people set up blogs, the number that main-
tain them is far lower!

If you use any tool that allows visitors to post messages on your site, you
should monitor and delete inappropriate messages. Many search engine
marketers use such tools to post messages (known as blog spam) with links
pointing back to their sites.

Blogs can be quite useful for search engine optimization, but [ don’t think
blogs are an SEO magic bullet, as some people have suggested. Blogs are a


http://blogger.com
http://www.wordpress.com
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way to get more content onto your site, and the pages may get reindexed fre-
quently (though there may not be much of a difference between the speed of
indexing of “blog” content and other content as there used to be). They also
have tools that interlink blogs, so if you run an active blog, you can get links
back to your site. However, the big problem with blogs is that someone must
have the time to write frequently, the inclination to write frequently, and the
ability to write well and to write what people want to read. This is often a
tall order!

A Word about Duplicated Content

The idea behind duplicated content is that search engines don’t like the same
content appearing in different places; after all, why would they want to pro-
vide people with lots of different ways to get to the same information? As a
Google employee stated on the Google Webmaster Central blog (http://
googlewebmastercentral .blogspot .com):

Our users typically want to see a diverse cross-section of unique content
when they do searches. In contrast, they’re understandably annoyed when
they see substantially the same content within a set of search results.

What does Google do about duplicated content? In general, it tries to elimi-
nate copies. For instance:

... if your site has articles in "regular” and "printer” versions and neither
set is blocked in robots.txt or via a noindex meta tag, we’ll choose one ver-
sion to list.

A lot of paranoia exists about duplicated content; people talk about how sites
can get themselves banned for using duplicated content. Most of this talk is
gross exaggeration because sites often have good reasons to have duplicated
content. Perhaps you're running news feeds from a popular central source or
using press releases about events in your industry. It wouldn’t make sense
for search engines to penalize people for such innocent uses. Thus, as this
Google employee stated,

In the rare cases in which we perceive that duplicate content may be shown
with intent to manipulate our rankings and deceive our users, we’ll also
make appropriate adjustments in the indexing and ranking of the sites
involved. However, we prefer to focus on filtering rather than ranking adjust-
ments . . . so in the vast majority of cases, the worst thing that’ll befall web-
masters is to see the "less desired" version of a page shown in our index.


http://googlewebmastercentral.blogspot.com
http://googlewebmastercentral.blogspot.com
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Read those comments carefully and you’ll see that they are directed toward
duplicate content on your own site; in days past, a common SEO trick was to
create a single page of content, then make hundreds of copies, thousands
even, each slightly different. So, for instance, you might have essentially the
same content, but “customized” for thousands of different cities. The search
engines didn’t like that kind of “duplicate content” game.

The issue of the same content appearing on multiple sites is very different,
though. In fact, there are various reasons why search engines can’t penalize
sites for republishing content. Whom will they punish — every site holding
the content or all but the first one to publish it? Also, how would they know
who was first?

Here’s another reason that the search engines can’t “punish” sites for dupli-
cated content. Say that I've noticed that your rodent-racing site is coming up
quickly in the search ranks, and you’ve got a lot of excellent, unique content
related to the exciting world of racing very small animals. If | were of a nefari-
ous bent (which I'm not, but if [ were . . .), here’s what I'd do: Build a bunch of
Web sites on different servers, but build them anonymously. I'd then “scrape”
data from your rodent site and republish it on these other sites, forcing the
search engines to penalize you.

In any case, the search engine designers know that there are really good
reasons for the same content to appear on different sites; press releases, for
instance, are designed for wide dissemination, and why wouldn’t a range of
sites want to present the same release to their various audiences?

In general, then, the dire warnings about duplicated content are wrong.
The main problem using content that appears elsewhere is that the
search engines can’t rank everyone #1 for the same content, so it has to
make a choice.

So what can you do about duplicated content, with articles you get from
syndication sites, for instance, or press releases you drop into your site? If
you want to make it more likely that the content isn’t ignored, mix it up a
little: Add headings within the pieces, change a few words here and there,
surround it with other information that’s unique to your site, and so on. But
don’t worry about a penalty, because if every site that contains duplicate
content were dropped from Google’s index, the index would be empty.
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Finding Traffic through
Local-Search Marketing

In This Chapter
Discovering how local search works
Optimizing your pages for local-search marketing
Submitting to the major local-search systems
Submitting to other local-search systems

Working with the Review sites and Yellow Page sites

’ ncreasingly, the Internet is being used as a tool for finding local resources.
You can find not only information or buy online, but you can also find
homes for sale in your neighborhood, compare local independent insurance
agents, and shop at stores close to you that sell the products you need.

Thus, it’s increasingly important to keep local-search marketing in mind when
optimizing for search engines — that is, to target by not only a searcher’s
keyword but also by the searcher’s geographic location (sometimes known as
geo-targeting). Local search is the generic term given to the ability to search
for information related to a particular location — a state, a city, or even a

zip code.

Why You Shouldn’t Skip This Chapter

Wait! Before you skip this chapter because you have a purely online business,
you need to understand the two basic reasons you should consider local-
search marketing:

+»* You have a local business.

v Your prospects — your target customers — search locally.
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Say you are a local business. You sell insurance in your town or own a local
health-food store or are a personal trainer with clients within a 5-mile radius.
Clearly, you don’t need to rank well on the terms insurance, health food, or
personal training. You need to rank well on the terms insurance denver, health
food waco, or personal training paducah. There’s no point in competing for
general terms against hundreds of thousands of other companies when
you're interested in a fraction of the searches; in fact, the really good news is
that it’s much easier to rank for a local term than a nonlocal term. The work
required to rank on Page 1 for the term personal training will be far more than
the work required for personal training paducah.

But, say you're not a local shop for local people. You sell to anyone, any-
where. You may find that the people you want to reach don’t search for
generic terms — they search for generic terms in combination with local
terms. You may discover this concept if you do a good keyword analysis,
which [ describe in Chapter 6. Most people don’t search for lawyers, for
instance; they search for lawyers in a particular city. They don’t search for
insurance; they search for insurance in a particular state or city. They don’t
search for mortgages — they search for mortgages in a particular city.

You may find then, that if you want to reach the largest number of people, you
have to consider the local aspect even if you sell nationally. Large online busi-
nesses targeting home buyers, for instance, often create local-search — targeted
pages designed to reach people in thousands of different locales.

Understanding Local-Search
Marketing’s lmportance

The local aspect of search is hugely important. Remember, for all the
e-commerce hype, e-commerce accounts for only a small portion of the
overall economy; in other words, most sales are made offline. The
Department of Commerce, for instance, estimated that in the fourth quarter
of 2014, e-commerce accounted for just 6.5 percent of total retail sales.

So offline sales are still extremely important, but they undoubtedly are often
affected by online activities. For instance, research has uncovered these
gems about Internet users:

v Most are off-channel, Web-to-shop (W2S), or ROBO (Research Online,
Buy Offline) buyers. That is, they research products online before
buying offline.
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v When in the brick-and-mortar stores, almost half of Internet users spend
extra dollars on products they didn’t research.

v More money is spent offline after online research than is spent online
after online research.

v A study released late in 2011 (GroupM Search & Kantar Media Compete)
looked at retail sales in Automotive, Consumer Electronics and
Entertainment areas; 93 percent of buyers surveyed had used Web
search engines as part of their research process, and most buyers had
clicked on organic-search links, rather than PPC links.

v The study also found that one of the most popular pages viewed by
shoppers was the store-location page, showing that visitors are not
doing idle window shopping; they are looking for stores to visit.

1 Forrester Research estimates that “online influenced offline sales” are
over $1 trillion a year.

When you search at a major search engine using keywords that indicate you
are probably looking for a local business or service — mexican restaurant,
attorney, pizza, and so on — the search engines will provide local results;
search results pulled out of their local directory, along with a map.

Looking through Local Search

All the major search engines — Google, Yahoo!, and Bing — have local search
features, incorporated into their map systems but still accessible from regu-
lar search. You can see an example of local-search results, from Google Maps,
in Figure 12-1, and in Figure 12-2, you can see the type of results that can be
displayed for a particular business.

Local searches are carried out if you include location information in your
search: pizza denver or tax attorney rhode island, for example. However, the
local search engines also have a good idea where you are (I explain how
next), so for many types of searches, if they think it’s a local search they can
provide local results even if you don’t tell them where you are. Search any
of the big three search engines for pizza, for instance, and they’ll assume
that you're likely looking for a pizza place, so they include local search in the
results. Search for car insurance, japanese restaurant, or hair salon, and you’ll
get local results.
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How Does Local Search Work?

Local search is based on several different methodologies, including the sci-
ence known as geolocation, the science of trying to figure out where the heck
a computer is, geographically speaking. Say, for example, that a computer
contacts a search engine and says, “Hi, 'm computer 67.176.77.58; can
you search for information about rodent racing and send me the results?”
How does the search engine figure out whether that computer is in Colorado
and thus wants information about the famous Rocky Mountain prairie dog
racing, or is in Florida and is interested in the famous African Gambian pouch
rat races?

Well, local search generally works in a few basic ways. Different services use
different combinations of these methods.

Search terms

If someone types dentist new york, the search engine can be pretty sure that
the person is looking for a dentist in New York, not a dentist in Oklahoma
City. Simple, eh? I can be in Denver, Colorado, but if | type dentist new york,
the search engine will display a map of New York.

Partner and localized sites

Search services can guess at a location based on the Web site someone is
using. If someone is searching at www.google. fr, it’s a good bet that the
person is in France; if someone searches at www.yahoo. co.uk, that person
is probably in the United Kingdom. In other cases, partner sites can be even
more specific, and related to a particular region or even city.

1P numbers

Internet Protocol (IP) numbers identify computers on the Internet. Every com-
puter connected to the Internet at any moment has a unique IP number.

With information being sent to and fro — from your computer to Web sites
and back — there has to be a way for the information to be “addressed”

so that various servers on the Internet know where to deliver the informa-
tion. Thus, every computer connected to the Internet has an IP number, or
IP address.


http://www.google.fr
http://www.yahoo.co.uk
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In some cases, two or more computers share an [P number, as in a situation
in which a house or an apartment is using a cable or digital subscriber line
(DSL) connection, with several computers connected through a single router;
but for the purposes of figuring out location, this information isn’t important,
of course.

In some cases, computers “own” a particular IP number: Turn the computer
off now and turn it on next week, and it has the same number. This is known
as a static IP number. Often, however, computers share IP numbers. Log out
of a dialup account now and in five minutes dial back in, and your computer
is assigned a different IP number (known as a dynamic IP number). That IP
number is shared among many computers, but only one computer can use
the number at any particular time.

Take a look at this IP number: 67.176.77.58. This number uniquely iden-
tifies a particular computer in Colorado. If a server sends a page to that
address, the page can go to only one place because at that moment only one
computer on the Internet is using that number to identify itself. It’s like a
telephone number. Every telephone in the entire world has a unique number
(when you include the country code). Pick up the phone and dial the full
number, and there’s only one telephone in the world that you can possibly
be connected to.

An IP number is a hierarchical system. A block of numbers is assigned to

a particular organization or company; that organization or company then
assigns blocks of numbers to other organizations or companies, which can
then assign their numbers to different organizations or companies, or divi-
sions within a company, and so on.

Consider, again, 67.176.77.58. This number is “owned” by Comcast
Cable Communications, a large American cable-TV company. In fact,
Comcast has a large block of numbers: 67.160.0.0-67.191.255.255.
Within that large block lies another block that Comcast uses in Colorado:
67.176.0.0-67.176.127.255. Clearly, 67.176.77.58 lies within
this block.

If you want to see this process at work, a number of sites tell you where
you are, or at least where they think you are. I just visited [IP2Location
(www.ip2location.com), and it identified my city — though not my
exact zip code, and it got my latitude and longitude wrong.

Local-search marketing with IP numbers isn’t perfect; it’s definitely an impre-
cise science, for a few reasons:

+* You can’t assume that a number assigned to a company in a particu-
lar area is being used in that area. It’s possible for two computers
using two IP numbers that are just one digit apart — 67.176.77.58
and 67.176.77.59, for instance — to be thousands of miles apart. An
IP number block assigned to an organization in one area can be used


http://www.ip2location.com
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by many different computers in many different locations. For example,
a computer in San Francisco assigned a block of [P numbers may use
those numbers for computers in branch offices in San Diego, Oklahoma
City, and Seattle.

v+ Dynamic IP numbers are “here today, there tomorrow.” When you dial
into a network and are assigned an IP number, you could be in California
while the computer that assigned the number is in Virginia. When you
log off and someone logs on and takes your number, the new computer
might be in Wyoming. In particular, AOL messes up IP location because
it assigns IP numbers to dialup users all around the country.

Still, geolocation is getting better all the time. Although the authorities that
assign blocks of [P numbers provide very basic geographic information, this
information can then be combined with other clues, such as hostnames. For
example, it’s possible to trace the path taken by a communication from one
computer to another and get the IP numbers and hostnames of the servers
between the start and destination computers. Hostnames sometimes contain
geographic names that help IP-location systems figure out where they are.

Another clue: Some major Internet service providers (ISPs) assign blocks of
[P numbers geographically, so when you crack the code, you can figure out
where people using that ISP actually live. Using clues such as these, geoloca-
tion engineers at various companies specializing in this science can fairly
accurately locate IP numbers.

So the system isn’t perfect, but it’s close much of the time. In any case, it
doesn’t usually need to be spot on. If you're searching for pizza in your town,
for instance, Google doesn’t need to know your exact address; it shows a map
with pizza places, and you can zoom in to your specific location if you want.

Google lets searchers actually specify where they are. Click the cog icon at
the bottom right of a Google Maps page, or at the top right of a search results
page and select Search Settings. Click the Locations link in the left column,
and you’ll see a box into which you can enter your street address. The only
problem is that the vast majority of users don’t know about this setting (and
it messes up your search results when you travel without remembering to
change your location, of course).

There’s another way Google figures out your location; by tracking your loca-
tion on your cell phone, if you’re using an Android phone with a Google
account set up. Go to https://maps.google.com/locationhistory/
and prepared to be spooked by what Big Brother knows about you.
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Two Ways to Reach People Locally

Let me summarize:

v Search engines are providing local search services, encouraging people
to search locally.

v People often type location names with their keyword searches.

v~ If the searcher doesn’t provide a geographic term, but the search engine
still thinks it’s likely to be a local search, the search engine will “guess”
where the searcher is.

Now, it’s important to understand that when you do a local search, the

major search engines pull data from two main indexes (ignoring the PPC
index and the specialized indexes, of course — see Chapter 2). They have

the regular organic search results, which are based on the keywords and,

to some degree, your location. (Even if you don’t use a geographic term in
your search, Google is likely to find organic pages that it thinks are from busi-
nesses in your area.) But it also has a totally separate index to pull from, the
Local results, providing the data such as that shown in Figures 12-1 and 12-2.

This type of data is both good and bad. It’s good, because it gives you an
extra chance of ranking. Perhaps you’re not doing too well in the organic
results, but you are doing well in the Local results, and your site appears
high on the page next to the map. Or, if you do a really good job, your busi-
ness can turn up in the local search results — up by the map — and in the
organic results, probably lower down on the page (not always; sometimes the
map and Local results are displayed before the organic results, sometimes
embedded in them). The bad part is that you have more work to do: They are
completely different indexes, so you need to do different things to rank well
in each one.

So your job, if you want to rank well for local searches, is to know what to do
for both of these indexes. [ begin with the index I've been telling you about
already, the organic-search index, and then I discuss the Local index.

“Localizing” Your Web Pages

[ see this all the time with my consulting clients: Web sites that need to rank
for local search terms but that haven’t the slightest hope of doing so. An
example is my rodent-racing client in New York, the owner of the Big Apple
Rodent Racing track. (Okay, I made up this client, but bear with me.) He came
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to me saying that he wanted to rank well for rodent racing new york, and in
fact to rank well for various New York boroughs.

There was one big problem, though. He didn’t have a single page with the
term rodent racing and the name New York. The only page that contained New
York was his Contact Us page, and that page contained only contact informa-
tion and a map . . . it didn’t contain the words rodent racing. So my client had
not a single page that was a good match for rodent racing new york.

So the very first step to take if you want to rank locally is to make sure that
you have local terms in your pages. Ideally, have these terms not just in a
Contact Us page but on every page.

The problem with putting your location in only your Contact Us page is that
while you’ve probably created dozens, scores, maybe hundreds of lovely
keyword-rich pages, you have just removed one of the most important
keywords and put it on a separate page. If you want Google to think a page
is related to a particular location in addition to finding certain keywords,
you need to make sure the location name and keywords appear on the same
pages! So, here are a few things you can do:

v Include your full address in your Web pages. Include your street, city,
state, and zip code. Although you can put the address in the footer, ide-
ally it should be near the top of the page somewhere. (If you don’t know
about prominence, see Chapter 7.)

If you have more than one address, put all the addresses on each page.

v Include in all your pages the names of all locations you're inter-
ested in. Include a list of city names, for instance, in your footer or in
a sidebar, ideally with links to pages with information about each of
those cities.

1 Create a Contact Us page for every location you have. If you have five
office locations, you need five Contact Us pages.

v Put important keywords on your Contact Us pages.

v Find other reasons to mention the city and zip code in the body of
your text. If possible, put them in <H> tags; use bold font on some of the
references, too.

+ Include location names in your filenames. Your URL should contain
the name of the location for which you are trying to rank well. So, for
instance, instead of yourdomain.com/pizza.html, you could use
youdomain.com/pizza-phoenix-az.html.

v Include the city name in your TITLE and DESCRIPTION meta tags.

v Include city and state names in link text when linking from other sites
to yours. See Chapter 16 for more information.
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You should think carefully about what location names are truly important.
Different types of searches use different types of location terms. For instance,
when people search for insurance, they often search with a state name: car
insurance colorado, renters insurance texas, and so on. For real estate, people
usually search with city names or even neighborhood names. For attorneys,
people often search using city names but rarely neighborhood names. So you
should think about which terms are important and target those terms.

Getting a few keyworded links to your site with the location names in com-
bination with the product or service keywords can be very powerful, so

read Chapter 16 carefully. Consider also actually optimizing a few pages for
specific locations, using the location and product or service keywords in the
<TITLE> and <DESCRIPTION> tags, in H1 headers, several times in the body
text, in links to the page, and so on. My rodent-racing client should probably
have a page optimized for New York Rodent Racing, one for Brooklyn Rodent
Racing, another for Manhattan Rodent Racing, and so on.

Use the Geo meta tags

You might want to also use geo meta tags at the top of your homepage and,
if you have multiple locations, place the appropriate tags into each of your
contact pages. These tags tell the search engines your exact location. Here’s
an example:

<meta name="geo.placename" content="200 E Colfax Ave, Denver, CO 80203, USA" />
<meta name="geo.position" content="39.740037;-104.984418" />

<meta name="geo.region" content="US-CO" />

<meta name="ICBM" content="39.740037, -104.984418" />

Google doesn’t use geo tags; Google believes they are not reliable, because
they often get copied from one Web site to another or are left in sites being
created using page templates, by Web developers who are not paying atten-
tion. Reportedly Bing may use them, though, as they can be created very
quickly and easily, so you might as well do so. There are various geo-tag
sites that will create tags for you: You simply provide your location address,
and the system will build the tags. Try these sites (or if they are not working
search for geo meta tag):

V¥ www.geo-tag.de/generator/en.html

V¥ www.mygeoposition.com


http://www.geo-tag.de/generator/en.html
http://www.mygeoposition.com/
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Incidentally, talking of templates, you might also want to check whether your
pages contain a content-language tag, like <meta http-equiv="content-
language" content="en-gb"s>. You can just remove this; although
common, it was never part of the HTTP specification, and had poor browser
support. Instead, use the lang tag, like this: <html lang="en-US">. The
first piece (in this case, en) specifies the language (English), and the second
specifies the country (US). Search for html language codes and 2-character
country codes to find the appropriate codes. If these codes are set for a differ-
ent language or country, you may be telling the search engines that you are
outside your actual location.

Google Webmaster (see Chapter 13) also has a Geographic target setting
that lets you tell Google what country the site should target and a lan-
guage setting, too (see the International Targeting settings). Registering for
Local Search.

In Chapter 13, you read about how to get your site listed in search engine
indexes. Let me quickly cover another form of search engine submission here:
submitting your business to the search engine’s local-search indexes.

First note that your business may turn up in the results even if you take no
action. The major search engines pull data from a lot of different sources. If
you have a business that has been picked up by some kind of business direc-
tory, your business has likely ended up on the local-search indexes of the
major search engines. For instance, if your business has a business phone
listing, you are almost certainly included.

Being in the index doesn’t mean that you can rest on your laurels, though.
Just because you are in the index doesn’t mean you’ll necessarily rank well.
In any case, there are lots of local-search directories, not just the major

ones, so you still have work to do. For instance, Google, Yahoo!, and Bing let
you add information about your business directly to the local-search index,
increasing the likelihood of being found during a local search and increasing
the amount of information that’s seen when your information is viewed. Also,
you may want to consider the upgrades that some of the search engines sell
and that may help push you above your competitors. Table 12-1 summarizes
the top three search engines’ local-search systems.

A quick word about Yahoo!. As I mention in Chapter 1, Yahoo! gets organic
search results (and PPC ads) from Bing. However, Yahoo! still manages
Yahoo! Local results itself. That is, the system is separate from Bing, and so
your listing in Yahoo! is managed separately from your listing in Bing.
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Table 12-1 The Big Three Go Local

Site Description URL

Google Maps/  Free, including the ability to https://www.google.
Google My add video and pictures;ifyou =~ com/business

Business have more than ten locations,

you can submit a data file. To
the user, the service appears
to be called Google Maps.
However, in communications
with businesses, Google is
branding the service Google
My Business.

Yahoo! Local Free or $9.95 per month if
you want to add pictures,
a “tagline,” and a business
description.

Bing Places Free, including photographs.

https://www.bingplaces.
com

Grabbing control of (or adding)

your business listing

In Table 12-1, in the previous section, I provide the URL of each local ser-

Yo b6

vice'’s

ground zero,” where you can go to start a new listing or take control

of your current listing. You can also start a different way: at the search
engine itself. Starting at the search engine shows you where you already
stand in the local results, and from there you can grab control of your cur-

rent listing or add a new one.

1. Go to the search engine and search for your product.

For instance, if you own a pizza parlor, search for pizza along with your
town’s name (just to make sure that Google searches the correct locale).

If you see your business listed, that’s great!

2. If you don’t see your business listed, see whether it’s on the full page

of results.

You should see a link to more local results. Google, for instance, at the
time of writing, has a link under the local results that says More or some-
times More Results Near [Location] or Map Results, or you can click the

map if one is shown.


http://https://www.google.com/business
http://https://www.google.com/business
http://https://www.bingplaces.com
http://https://www.bingplaces.com
https://www.google.com/business
https://www.bingplaces.com

Figure 12-3:
A business
page shown
in Bing
Local.
|
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3. If you still can’t find your business, add your business name to the
search and search again.

Search Roddy’s Rodent Pie Shop pizza denver, for instance.

4. If you're still not there, try searching for the business name and
location, with no product or service keyword.

Search Roddy’s Rodent Pie Shop denver, for instance.

5. If you're still not there, your business probably isn’t listed, so go to
the appropriate link in Table 12-1 and add your listing.

If you do find your business, though, you need to find your way to the
expanded data (see Figure 12-3 for an example). Click various places on
the listing; if you end up in your business’s Web site, click the browser
Back button and come back . . . try clicking something again. These sys-
tems all work a little differently, and differ across time, too. (At the time
of writing, on Google you can click anything over the listing except the
links; on Bing click anywhere except on the URL in the listing; and on
Yahoo! click anywhere on the listing and you’ll see the expanded data.)

anthony's pizza denver - [ % 5N - O
€ i [ D www.bing.com/entities/search?q=anthony%27s + pizza +denver&filters=segment%3a’local “&pin=YN Q

Local results for anthony's pizza denver
Bing Loca!

Anthony's Pizza & Pasta
S G

Open today Avrora

*adko Yelp (34

Full review fock
Sea all business listings

Full raview

Take a look at what’s on your business page — a little sparse? Don’t
worry, you’ll be able to change that soon. You need to look for a way to
grab control of your business.

215
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6. Look for a link or button that says something like Is this your busi-
ness? Verify your listing; Do you own this business?; or Are you the

business owner? (see Figure 12-4) and then click it.

You’re on your way to taking control of the listing.

Google: Look for the “Are you the business owner” link

the most comfortable dent ] § X
atthe H &
4 3
+ @
e atmosphere at the A J‘nmm. i \' 7 ‘D‘(\ﬁ‘
S Marco's Coal Fired Pizza -
Ballpark
sedesiex Mar 17, 2015 IS 745 eviens onyelpie
[ staffwas supe fiendly and helpiul in geting an appoiniment on
Full review © Is this your business? Verify your listing
Figure 12-4: | = e A zLanmer
e |r\ 4m century Eur:ne uer5 people believed in ... Full review Denver, CO 80205
Somewhere, P
Today: 11:00 am ~ 11:00 pm Cloged. Will open in 58 Mins
somehow, Photos Loy 110
vou can | ] -] - I
take control
of your busi- R
ness listing. |
|
Bing: Look for the “Do you own this business” link

Yahoo!: Look for the “Verify your listing” link

The sort of information you provide depends on which system you're
submitting to, of course.

7. Select some kind of business category and then enter information
such as these elements:

® Your street address

* Your phone and fax numbers
e Alink to your Web site

¢ A business description

* The payment methods you accept
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® Your operating hours

e The year your business was established
¢ The languages spoken by your staff

¢ The brands you sell

¢ Photos (of anything: your staff, your location, your products,
and so on)

* Videos

[ recommend that you add as much as possible. Add as much text —
with keywords, of course! — as many product and brand names, as
many photos as you can, as many videos as possible. Adding keywords
helps your listing become a match for more possible search phrases,
and in any case, adding content to your listing may give your listing a
little oomph in the search results.

The major systems, such as Google, require, not surprisingly, some kind
of verification that you really are authorized to manage the business
listing. They typically do this authorization by either phone verification
(they send a code to your business phone, which you must then enter
into the Web account) or they send a postcard containing a code to
your place of business. After you log back in to the system and enter the
code, your information is accepted, and your changes will go live. (In
other systems, such as the ones I talk about next . . . well, there seems to
be a degree of trust about who you are.)

Google is now allowing business owners to post “live” to their business list-
ings: messages about special promotions, new products, or whatever else
you think might be useful to customers. You can also find a Google certified
photographer to come to your location, photograph your business, and
submit the photographs to Google My Business (http://www.google.com/
maps/about/partners/businessview) and even request a Street View
photography session of your business; this is intended for businesses that
have large properties that Google Street View camera cars can’t reach, such
as pedestrian malls, amusement parks, college campuses, race tracks, bike
paths in parks, and so on (http://maps.google.com/help/maps/
mapcontent/streetview). You can even submit interior maps of large
buildings; you may have noticed that many malls, airports, department
stores, and even theaters now display interior floor plans — showing each
individual store within a mall, for example — on Google Maps (see https://
www.google.com/maps/about /partners/indoormaps).

Google also pulls data about businesses from other locations. For instance, if
you post events to Eventbrite.comand Eventful . com, your events may
probably end up in your business listing. (Of course, both accounts need to
have the exact same business name and address to make sure Google can
match them up.)


http://www.google.com/maps/about/partners/businessview/
http://www.google.com/maps/about/partners/businessview/
http://maps.google.com/help/maps/mapcontent/streetview/
http://maps.google.com/help/maps/mapcontent/streetview/
https://www.google.com/maps/about/partners/indoormaps/
https://www.google.com/maps/about/partners/indoormaps/
http://Eventbrite.com
http://Eventful.com
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Increasing the odds

Grabbing control of your listing is a great start and may even be a factor that
helps your site rank a little higher. But what can you do to increase the odds
that your site will rank well in the local results? Here are a few ideas:

v A huge part of the local-ranking algorithm is based on your location;
it’s harder to rank for shoe shop denver if your shoe shop is somewhere
in a suburb. Although many businesses can’t do anything about this,
some service businesses actually get a mailbox as close to the center
of town as possible and register that address as a business location. (It
can’t be a Post Office box; you need a mail box that you can register as a
“suite number.”)

v Get more local directory listings, from other business directories and
Yellow Page sites, as [ explain later in this chapter.

v Get links from various other sources directly to your Web site, especially
with good location keywords in them (see Chapter 16).

v If you have multiple addresses, get multiple business listings.

Keep an eye on your local listings, to make sure things aren’t getting
changed. Google has some real bugs in its Google Places service. If you
respond to reviews, the responses sometimes disappear; competitors
may post bad reviews; if you've changed your address recently (the last
couple of years), you may find your address changing back to the old one,
and so on. (See the section “The Other Side of Local: Review Sites,” later in
this chapter.)

Finding More Local Systems

NG/
&

More local search systems are out there — many, many more. You may

want to use a listing service to submit your data en masse to many of these
directories. These services gather information about businesses and then
distribute that information to dozens of different Web sites, such as Internet
Yellow Page sites; various business directories such as MerchantCircle and
HotFrog; map companies such as MapQuest; search engines; and review sites
(such as Yelp).

Be careful with this strategy. Make sure to use a tool that will allow you to
post your information to several of these in one go (I cover some in this
chapter.) You’ll want to have a place you can come back to in the event you
need to update or modify your contact information. If your location changes
and you have listings created for both the new and old location, you could be
hurting your local search ranking.
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These services often also distribute data to Google, Yahoo!, and Bing, but
that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t take control of your listings on those ser-
vices. You should, in fact, because these services don’t provide the search
engines with as much information as the search engines allow you to upload
directly. Also, it can take a couple of months for the data to work its way
across the distribution network.

These services distribute to numerous other local search systems, such as
iBegin, InfoUSA, InsiderPages, Judy’s Book, Kudzu, Localeze, MerchantCircle,
MojoPages, Superpages/Switchboard, and YellowPages.com. It’s less impor-
tant to contact these services directly, so you might just let a service submit
data to these places.

One of the oldest of these services is Universal Business Listings (UBL;
www.ubl .org). UBL currently has around 150 services on its distribution
list, and has packages beginning at $79 a year.

Yahoo! even has one of these distribution services, Yahoo! LocalWorks
(https://smallbusiness.yahoo.com/localworks), though it’s on
the pricey side, currently set at $30 a month to distribute to 50 directories.
There’s also Yext (www . Yext . com), which works with around 40 directo-
ries for $200 a year and up, and Synup (www . synup . com), which charges a
monthly fee per directory (it has around 200), but also provides access to
50 directories for free.

You may want to compare options; these services come with such features
as review reports (showing you reviews about your business being posted
to these directories), reports showing you where you are already listed, and
automatic upload of photos and videos.

Why do you need to be in all these directories? You'll get links back to your
site, and links are always good, especially from “trusted” sources, as many of
these local directories are (see Chapter 16). In addition, some of these local
directories sometimes come up in the search results, giving you another
opportunity to be found even if your site hasn’t come up on the results for a
particular search (or even if it has; see the Part Il WebExtra, Grab More Page
One Listings Using this Sneaky Technique, for a discussion of how to get mul-
tiple links on a single search-results page that lead to your site).

And another reason to get into as many directories as possible is that the
major search engines are developing partnerships with many different types
of local information companies, such as local directories, review sites, menu
and coupon services, and so on.

Google, for example, has partnered with various different directory sites to
provide reviews to Google Maps: sites such as UrbanSpoon . com, Yelp.com,
OpenTable.com, Gayot.com, Zagat .com, Menutopia.com, Dimmi.com.
au, and others.


http://www.ubl.org/
https://smallbusiness.yahoo.com/localworks
http://www.Yext.com
http://www.synup.com
http://www.UrbanSpoon.com
http://www.Yelp.com
http://www.OpenTable.com
http://www.Gayot.com
http://www.Zagat.com
http://www.Menutopia.com
http://www.Dimmi.com.au
http://www.Dimmi.com.au
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In other words, the major search engines are pulling local data from a large
variety of sources, and those sources vary between search engines, loca-
tions, and subjects. Do a few searches for your particular phrases and loca-
tions and figure out who'’s feeding data to whom. Then go to those sources
and see how you get listed.

If [ ran a restaurant, for instance, | would want to get my menus into Zagat,
Menutopia, and MenuPix . com; submit a listing to CitySearch; and figure out
how to get reviews into Wcities.com, Zagat, 10Best . com, ViaMichelin, Gayot,
and the local papers’ Web sites. Also, though of course I don’t condone this
type of behavior, let’s be honest: Some of your competitors are dropping fake
reviews into review sites, to prime the data pump, as it were. But [ come to
that subject in a moment.

Don’t Forget Local-Local Directories

Don’t forget local directories that perhaps don’t feed data to the major
search engines but that are still likely to be important in their own right. For
instance, if | owned a restaurant in Denver, | would want to know how to get
areview into 5280 magazine, which maintains a popular restaurant guide

at www.5280 . com/restaurants. You get a link to your Web site, which the
search engines like (see Chapter 16), and because it’s a popular site for locals
looking for good eats, you will probably get real, live traffic, not just search
engine traffic.

Yet another important category of local directories is what I call “local-local”
directories. So far, I've looked at just the “local” directories, which cover the
entire nation, or even multiple nations. But there are also “local local” direc-
tories that cover one particular locale.

For instance, if I had a business in Philadelphia, I'd be checking into sites
such as these:

V¥ www.visitphilly.com

V¥ www.infoaroundphilly.com

v www.philadelphia-city-directory.com

v www.philadelphia.com/places

I'm sure there are others I haven’t found in my rather quick search. Again,
getting listed in these sorts of directories is good because


http://www.MenuPix.com
http://www.10Best.com
http://www.5280.com
http://www.visitphilly.com/
http://www.infoaroundphilly.com/
http://www.philadelphia-city-directory.com
http://www.philadelphia.com/places
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+* You'll get links to your site, and search engines love links (or rather,
they reward you for links; see Chapter 16).

v These directories will come up in local searches now and then,
providing another avenue for people to find your site.

v These directories may have a few loyal users who go there looking
for businesses.

The Other Side of Local: Review Sites

Figure 12-5:
Would you
like these
reviews
pointing to
your busi-
ness?
|

There’s a very important aspect that you have to know about many of these
local sites: the reviews. Plenty of these sites allow anyone to post a review
about your service. If you never have disgruntled customers and always have
ecstatic clients, that’s great. But how many businesses can say that? See
Figure 12-5, for instance. How would you like these reviews about your busi-
ness? There’s nothing to complain about “I really loved the service,” but how
about “Horrible experience” or “Hit or miss at best”?

2 Complete Auto x Ee - o
&« C' A [ www.yelp.com/biz/complete-auto-care-denver-2 B - =
y FrTony S IZBIZ0TE .
Saint Louis, MO WL
- ¥4 1 friend Horrible experience. The whole time | was getting an
O 4 reviews attitude from the salesperson. My brake pads were under
warranty and after a 2 hour brake inspection they told me
that | had to go to the original store that | bought the
brakes. | asked aren't you guys all the same company. He
said yes but it is policy. When | got to the other
the salesman there said that is not the case
Was this review...?
Useful 2 Funny | | 5 Cool
1. 12/18/2013
Lakewood, CO D e
%4 1 friend Hit or miss at best. Went in for a lifetime alignment about
O 16 reviews 4 weeks ago. Tech did a great job but rear pinion angle
on the jeep was still about 3degrees off (better than it was
after | lifted it though)
Took it in today an they're frying to tell me | new to buy a
new driveshaft and that they won't touch a 'modified'
vehicle. Tech today just couldn't grasp the concept of how
a u-jointed driveshait works (input and output must be
parallel). After almost 2 hrs of wasting time there. took it
to the location on Colfax, and the tech there
had it ready in 25 minutes.
Avoid this location and head over to Colfax instead
Was this review ...7
Useful 5 Funny 3 Cool
. DOODE oo
«| Denver,CO
%3 54 friands 1 really loved the service | received from this location. Not M
»
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And how about that psycho competitor? Think he might post bad reviews
about your business just to get one over on you? It happens all the time.

Why is it important to have good reviews? A few reasons.

v [ don’t know for sure, but the number of reviews, or your review star
rating, may have some effect on your ranking in the search engines
local results. It’s clearly not “best reviewed sites get ranked first,” but
the ranking algorithm may at least take reviews into consideration to
some degree.

v+ When a potential customer has to decide which business’s site to click,
which one do you think will get the click? The business with 10 reviews
and 1.5 stars, or the 5-star business with 50 reviews?

v To dilute any bad reviews you get. One or two bad reviews mixed in with
a bunch of good reviews probably doesn’t do a lot of harm.

Now, it’s true that sometimes bad reviews are warranted. But it’s also true
that sometimes

v A single disgruntled customer can start a feud, posting terrible reviews
everywhere he can, sometimes using multiple accounts so that he can
post multiple reviews to the same service. Remember, as the search
engines pull data from various different sources, bad reviews at several
sites could all end up posted on your business’s Google listing.

v Angry customers are more likely to complain about you publicly than
happy customers are to praise you. Anger energizes people more than
contentment, so one or two angry clients can totally mess up your
review profile.

v People sometimes post fake reviews — in particular competitors, of
course, but sometimes angry ex-employees (spouses, business partners,
and so on).

v+ Some unscrupulous people are using the threat of bad reviews as a form
of extortion, trying to get money, products, or services out of businesses
in exchange for not posting bad reviews.

True Story: While working on this chapter, I got a call from a dental surgeon
in California, who asked for help removing a bad review from his site. He told
me that he has a client who owes him $8,000 and refuses to pay; the client
told him that “if you keep calling me I'm going to ruin you in your online
reviews . ..l have a big family!” It’s an unfortunate truth that many unscrupu-
lous customers are now using reviews as a tool of extortion.
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So it’s essential, even if your business is totally dedicated to customer ser-
vice, that you keep control over the reviews process, and you do that by
making sure that people who like you post reviews. Even if you have a few
bad reviews, having enough good reviews will dilute the bad ones.

Go check your business in the local listings. Do you have bad reviews pull-
ing your star rating down? If so, what can you do about it? There are two
approaches: Get the reviews removed or dilute the bad reviews.

Removing bad reviews

Can you get rid of bad reviews? Probably not — well, sometimes. It’s
extremely hard to get bad reviews removed from these review sites. The
review sites themselves, in most cases, are protected from prosecution for
libel or slander, so your threats probably won’t help! On the other hand,
Yelp.com — one of the most important review sites — has been sued by a
group of small businesses for extortion, the argument being that Yelp’s sales
staff offers to remove bad reviews if a business pays for advertising. If, how-
ever, you have reason to believe the reviews are part of some kind of feud
against you, or if they clearly violate the review site’s policies, you may be
able to get them removed, but you would have to have a pretty good argu-
ment. (In the case of removing bad reviews from the major search engines,
it helps if you have personal contacts inside the companies; if, for instance,
you are spending tens of thousands of dollars a month on PPC, you might get
some assistance!)

One of my clients was being harassed by a crazy competitor, who was post-
ing bad reviews to Google Maps. I complained to Google, and, after months
and several complaints, they removed one of the fake reviews . . . but not the
other, which was just as obviously fake.

To complain to Google about a review, log into your Google Places account,
then go to your listing page in Google Maps, and use the Flag as inappropri-
ate icon by the review (a little flag picture). This may not get their attention.
So, after you've waited a while, log in to your Google Places account, select
Help (top right), and look for the Contact Us area; you should find a link
that says something like My Listing Has Incorrect Information. You can use
this system to contact Google. After you've had a contact from Google once,
you’ll have an e-mail address you can use next time!

Most review sites allow you to respond to reviews, by the way. You should
always respond to bad reviews and (politely!) give your side of the story;
apologize for dropping the ball, if necessary. Research shows that such
responses can soften bad reviews, limiting the damage to your business.



224 Part ll: Building Search Engine-Friendly Sites

3

A\

Diluting bad reviews

By far the easier process is to dilute the reviews — that is, to make sure
you have enough good reviews to overwhelm the bad ones. (Of course, this
doesn’t work for you if everyone hates your business!) In fact, if you have a
large number of good reviews, with a few bad reviews, that’s fine; nobody
expects perfection. Getting lots of good reviews will, over time, bring your
star rating up and make those pesky bad reviews less obvious. It doesn’t
necessarily take much time. You can often turn things around in a month or
two — I've seen a business go from 2.5 stars on Google to 5 stars in about
six weeks.

So, how do you get those reviews? Ask your clients! Perhaps give out cards
(maybe to the clients who are most clearly happy with your service) asking
them to review your site at Google, Yahoo!, Yelp, and so on. (Most won't,
but some will.) Perhaps you could have a computer terminal actually at the
point of sale and ask people whether they would write a review right there
and then. Many reviews are now being posted from smart phones, so if you
build strong rapport with customers, you may be able to get them to post
reviews right away — especially your “locals” or regular customers (if they
keep coming back, presumably they like you!). Remember, it doesn’t always
take a lot of reviews to make a difference, so a little work here and there can
really help.

One more thing: You can never get started creating positive reviews too
early! If you have few (or no) reviews, a single bad review can cause huge
problems. So it’s a good idea to “inoculate” your business against bad
reviews before you get them, by building up good reviews now!

Identifying important review sites

Which review sites are most important? Clearly, the major search engines
themselves are very important, perhaps the most important. But the other
review sites that are important to you will depend on your business. For gen-
eral retail, Yelp.com is hugely important. For many types of service business,
Judy’s Book (www . judysbook . com) is critical. Medical clinics need to look
into Vitals.comand HealthGrades. com. If you're in the travel business —
hotels and restaurants, for example — TripAdvisor.com is essential. Other
popular sites include Kudzu . com, Local . com, and MerchantCircle.com.

Here’s how to figure out what review sites are really important to you. Search
for businesses in your industry in Google and look at their reviews. Each
review shows which review site it was pulled from; you’ll want to be reviewed
in those sites.


http://www.judysbook.com
http://www.Vitals.com
http://www.Vitals.com
http://www.TripAdvisor.com
http://www.Kudzu.com
http://www.Local.com
http://www.MerchantCircle.com
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Working with the Vellow Pages

Another form of directory to be considered is the Yellow Page Web sites,
which are sites created by the old Yellow Pages companies. The Yellow Page
business is in serious trouble, and by now, the Yellow Page companies must
be worried.

Historically, the (paper) yellow page business has been incredibly profit-
able; the biggest companies make billions of dollars each year, with profits of
many hundreds of millions. They're real cash cows, but they’re being steam-
rolled by the Internet.

Millions of computer-literate, Internet-loving people never pick up a Yellow
Pages book or, perhaps, pick one up just once or twice a year, compared
with several times a month in the pre-Internet days. The number of people
who use the book is declining precipitously as local searches move online.
More and more, | hear from my small-business friends that they are giving
up on advertising in the Yellow Pages. One friend, the owner of a small gym,
stopped paying for Yellow Page ads probably a decade or more ago, telling
me that “they just don’t work anymore”; he gets more business through his
Web site than he ever did from the Yellow Pages.

The Yellow Page companies