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Are Search Engines effective?

“The #1 way people say they find new websites online is through Search Engines.”

- Webmaster Group International

“55% of online purchases originate from search engines.” – Overture

“A search engine visitor is 5x more likely to convert to a sale than a visitor from a banner ad.” – Search Engine Watch
An effective online marketing campaign uses a number of different vehicles both online and offline. For driving new sales to your website nothing else is as effective. Search engines have a number of advantages. 


1. National and International audience 
You have people visit your site from all over the country and all over the world. There is no other method for targeting such a diverse group. 

2. Inexpensive
Cost per visitor and cost per sales it a fraction of offline print ads and lower than any other online alternative including banner ads and email.

3. Highly Targeted
In order to find you through a search engine a searcher must enter a keyword that’s on website pages. They can enter your site directly to product pages. This is as targeted as you can get. 
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 3 types of Search Engines
1. Directories 
These are human reviewed databases that are compiled by people actually visiting your website and deciding which category you should be in and writing a description of your website.

a. Main Engines – Yahoo Business Submit, DMOZ.org, GoGuides.com, JoeAnt.com, Gimpsy.org

b. Benefits – While these engines don’t get a lot of traffic (except Yahoo), but other search engines use their results. Spidering engines like Google consider directories to have high quality content and often index the directory’s additions.



2. Spiders 
This is the traditional engine model. They send out a ‘spider’ or ‘robot’ that records all the content of your site. That content is then indexed in a database, categorized by keyword, and given a relevancy ranking. A higher relevancy ranking makes your pages appear higher when the search engine returns results to a visitor.

a. Main Engines – Google, Yahoo, Inktomi
You may not recognize these names because they aren’t all search engines. They sell their results to other search engines, like AOL, Lycos, Hotbot, Netscape, and portals like Earthlink, Cnet, and CompuServe. 

b. Paid Inclusion – Most spider engines (except Google) have gone to a paid inclusion model. This means they guarantee that your site will be listed and re-spidered, usually every week. While some still offer free inclusion there is no guarantee that you will be included in the index, you can be dropped at any time, and it can take 6 months or more to get indexed. Paid Inclusion will get you inclusion within 2 weeks.

c. Benefits – These are the databases that power most of the search engines on the web. By getting listed in these databases you can cover a large portion of all web searchers. 

3. PPC – these are the newest type of engines and they sell ranking by keyword in an auction format. If you want to have a high ranking you simply bid more for that particular word.

a. Main Engines – Overture and Google. Shopping PPCs include Shopping.com, Nextag.com, and Pricegrabber.com.

b. Benefits – Getting listed in Directory or Spider engine can take weeks or months and getting a good ranking can up to a year of trial and error. With a PPC listing you’re up and running in under a week and you can get exactly the keyword and ranking you want. 

What is SEO?

SEO (search engine optimization) is the business of getting high page ranking in the search engines. While a keyword search may produce 30,000 entries, people rarely look past the first two pages of results. If you aren’t in the top 30 page results, chances are people will never see your listings and you won’t get much traffic. 

Achieving a high page ranking is not a difficult process. How well you perform each step in the process determines how well you are ranked. While no two search engines use the same ranking formula, they all look for the same things. You just need to give them what they want. Here’s the process that I follow.

1. Choose the right keywords to promote. 

2. Create the proper site structure 

3. Create keyword and content rich pages 

4. Write Meta tags

5. Submit to the engines

6. Track results 

7. Review and revise

Choose the right keywords.

This is the most important step in the process. If you don’t target terms that people actually use, then you’re wasting your time. When I start with a new client I ask them to brainstorm 100 keywords that people may use to find their site. This can include general terms about their services or products as well as specific brand names. I also ask for a list of online competitors. By looking through their pages and looking at their keywords I can get more keywords to research.

The next step is doing research on www.WordTracker.com. This service records every keyword and phrase entered into the ten biggest search engines for the past month. By entering each of the suggested keyword I can find out how many people searched for each word and if there is a more searched for alternative. I then have a list of keywords, in order of number of searches, ready to apply to the site pages. 

Create the proper site structure.

A lot of designers don’t do SEO, but in order to build a good website they need to at least be aware of the basics so they don’t accidentally bar search engines from indexing the website.

Search engines send out ‘robots’ to index your website. These are little programs that act like a visitors web browser. Unfortunately, they use browser technology that is very old and thus cannot ‘see’ a lot of the newer technologies that people use. 

1. Frames – Frames allow you to display more than page in a browser window. The most common use is to put the left-hand navigation, which doesn’t change, into it’s own frame so it doesn’t have to reload. Unfortunately, robots can not follow frames and will be unable to index your whole site. 

2. Flash – Few robots can read Flash. If you do your entire website in Flash then it may appear that you haven’t any content and you will get a very poor page ranking. 

3. JavaScript – JavaScript is a client-side code that’s often used for navigation, like drop-down menus. Robots are unable to read the code so if all your links are in JavaScript the robots cannot work their way through your site and you won’t have your pages indexed.

4. Dynamic pages – Pages created by databases pose a potential hazard for robots. They feel they could get stuck in a loop of database created pages so they simply don’t follow dynamic URLs. 

While all these elements can be used, you need to know how and where so the robots can still index your site.

Create good pages
 The goal of the search engine is to return highly relevant pages to the keyword that a visitor enters. Which page is more relevant and thus deserves a higher ranking depends on how many times the keyword is used and where it’s used on that page. A few of the places keywords should be found.

1. Title tag

2. Description tag

3. Keyword tag

4. Hyperlinks

5. Page name

6. Header tags

7. Near the top, middle, and bottom of the page.

There is no magic formula for how many times the keyword should appear on a page. SEO professionals often discuss ‘keyword density’ or how often the keyword should appear. The general rule is to try to use the word as often as you can but not so often that it sounds unnatural. Using it too often can actually lower your page rank because the engines will think you are spamming them. 

Write Meta Tags

Meta tags help classify certain content on the page for browsers and robots. The <Title> and <Description> tags usually appear in the search engine as the description of the page. A high ranking doesn’t do any good if the description doesn’t encourage people to click on it.

The tags need to be different for every page. Repeating the same title will not get you a higher ranking, it is simply a lost opportunity to have your content indexed for different keywords. 

Off the page factors

Search engines are becoming more and more sophisticated in an attempt to present the most relevant content. They are now taking several off-the-page factors into account.


1. Page Relevancy – Some engines have started tracking the time that people spend on your pages. So if they click on your listing and then click right back to the search page the engine may demote you for having a poor quality page. 


2. Link Popularity – The engines now believe that if a lot of people link to your website, then it must be a good one. Google has taken this a step farther and decided that if they can not find you via a link on another site, they will remove you from their database. Factors include how many links you have, whether the link relates to your site, and whether link comes from a popular site. One good link is better than 100 bad ones. 



Targeting additional keywords.
In order for a page to get ranked for a particular keyword, that keyword must appear on the page. In order get a high ranking for a particular keyword you’ll need a page devoted to that keyword. There are simply to many competing pages out there for the mere mention of the keyword to rank well. 
 
Information pages are a great way to add additional content pages. Examples include FAQ pages, press releases, articles, reports, and white papers. Visitors appreciate the extra information and the page generally rank well in the engines due to their length and keyword rich content.   

Unethical SEO 

There are many ways to fool a search engine into giving you a higher page ranking. But like all ethical questions, just because you can do something doesn’t mean you should. A number of techniques were developed for legitimate reasons but were latter co-opted to spam the search engines. How do you know if something is unethical? Ask yourself these two questions.

1. Would you utilize the optimization technique if the search engines didn’t exist?

2. Would you be embarrassed if other knew what you were doing?

Search engines are constantly changing their ranking formula to prevent manipulation by unethical methods. If they catch you using these methods they will lower your ranking, drop you pages from their index, and in extreme cases, ban your website.

Search engines consider spamming any action that misrepresents the page content. Here are some of the techniques that you’ll see advertised.

1. Cloaking – Each search engine sends out a robot to spider your website. A cloaker records the IP address of the robot and then feeds the robot a different page than what  a regular viewer sees. To combat this search engines will hit a site with robots from different IP addresses to see if the content is the same. If caught your pages will be de-listed. 

2. Doorway pages – Also known as gateway, doorway, frame pages, or poor man’s cloaking. You create a page with very specific keyword density and submit it with a redirect to your regular site. These pages are generally very ugly and would never pass human scrutiny. The most recent method is to create a single frame and display your entire site through it. Software can create thousands of pages for a single keyword. 

3. Keyword stuffing/hidden text – This is one of the first SEO techniques. Search engines would give a page rank simply on the number of times a keyword is used on the page. People would repeat a keyword a 1,000 times in tiny white text on a white background. This no longer works and is considered spamming. 

4. Mirror site / Multiple domains – Submitting the exact same content under a different domain name. The engines are getter very good at eliminating this and will ignore all the pages except for one domain. 

5. Resubmit your site every month – Once a site has been listed you do not need or want to resubmit. Repeated submissions can be considered spam and actually reduce your rankings. 

6. Submit to 30,000 search engines for $29.99 a month – 10 search engines account for 99% of all search traffic, where are all these other engines? You’ll be listed on foreign engines, specialty engines, FFA lists, vortals, and most likely your email address will be sold to email spammers. Don’t waste your money.
7. Link Farms/ FFA (free-for-all) links – Every since link popularity became a factor people have tried to inflate their link numbers. What people don’t realize is that the quality of the link counts more than the quantity. Sites were set up to trade links between sites and the search engines very quickly penalized sites participating in this activity. 
Tracking 

One of the great things about the web is the ability to track visitors. Every time someone visits a website their browser makes a request for information. The web server responds with it’s own request. All of these responses are recorded where it can later be analyzed by savvy marketers. We’re going to track three things, page rank, click throughs, and ROI.

Page Rank

Page rank is how high a page appears on a search engines results for a particular keyword. It’s quite easy to find your page ranking. Software will take a list of your keywords, query the engines, and return your page rank for each keyword. You can then work on raising your page rank by tweaking the content of each page or by creating additional pages to target new keywords.

Click Throughs

Click throughs are how many people click on your page description and come through to your site. Along with the number of people coming to your site you can see what engine they came from, what keyword they used, what page they entered on, what pages they looked at, how long they stayed, and many other things. You can use this information to see where your traffic comes from and how you need to change your advertising mix.

A lot of hosts have a tracking package included in their hosting fees. If they don’t or if the package is inadequate, it’s very easy to add a third party tracker for about $35 a month. Two of the best are West Side Story’s Hitbox, and NetIQ’s Webtrends.

ROI (Return On Investment)

This is the most important of the three. If your advertising isn’t profitable then you need to stop and try something else. ROI is figured by taking your total sales from the website and dividing them by your total cost. You need to figure out how much you are spending overall, spending on each engine, and spending to promote each keyword. You can then concentrate your money on the best engines and keywords. 

This can be a little more difficult to track. If you have a commerce site set up you can track PPC results all the way to a sale. If you don’t, then you need to actively poll the people who call in and ask how they found you. Few people will know what engine or keyword they used but at least you will be able to differentiate leads from the web vs. offline advertising. 

.

Initial Strategy 

The initial strategy is the same for everyone. You want to get indexed in as many places as possible to see where your traffic is coming from. I do the following:

1. Design or re-design your website to meet the SEO standards as stated above.

2. Directory Submissions

3. Paid Inclusion

4. PPC

5. Build Link Popularity

Design to SEO standards

This is the most important and the most labor intensive. Time and cost will depend on the size and complexity of your site.

Directory Submission

The whole point of submitting to directories is to get noticed by other search engine spiders. Since your site is reviewed by a human, the other search engines assume it’s a good quality website for their index. It can also provide a quality incoming link to your website. 

Paid Inclusion

There are about 4 main databases that are used by the majority of the search engines on the web. You can get listed very quickly through paid inclusion and will probably start seeing listings within a month. Note: Some engines that buy their results refresh their index very infrequently, sometimes only a few times a year. This is becoming less of a problem but it explains why two engines using the same database have different results.

1. Overture Site Submit – powers all Yahoo owned engines including Alta Vista and Lycos. You have to pay to have your pages indexed and then pay for each click-through you receive.

2. Inktomi – owned by Yahoo and powers MSN. MSN is planning it’s own search index by the end of 2004

3. Fast – powers AlltheWeb 

4. Teoma – powers Ask Jeeves, Teoma

PPC

This can range from a few hundred to a few thousand dollars a month. It sounds like a lot, but it’s not how much you spend, it’s how much you earn. I have one client who spends about $2000 a month on Overture and averages a return of $30,000 a month. Anyone will be happy with that type of return.

There are dozens of PPC engines but most don’t have enough traffic to make the time investment worthwhile. Here are the biggest and the best.

1. Overture – www.overture.com 
The first and still the best. They have a straight auction format where you choose your keyword and then bid against everyone else for ranking. Only the top three bids appear on other engines. 


2. Google Adwords - http://www.google.com/ads/ 
Adwords has a slightly different pricing model designed to rank the effectiveness of the ads. You compose an ad and choose your keyword for that ad. It then goes into rotation against other ads for the same keywords. The more popular ads get a higher ranking on the page. Google sets the price you pay for each keyword depending on the amount of competition for the word. 


3. Shopping – http://shopping.com 
This is the largest of the shopping PPCs. People visit here to price shop and read reviews of products. On www.shopping.com the visitor sees a picture of the product, gets a price, and a description. This pre-qualifies the visitor and produces a greater conversion per click.  


4. Nextag – http://nextag.com 
This is the second largest shopping PPC and has basically the same structure as Shopping.com.


5. Yahoo Shopping - http://shopping.yahoo.com/ 
Yahoo is the largest online mall. Products on Yahoo Shopping sometimes show up at the top of the search results. 


6. Bizrate – http://Bizrate.com 
This was one of the first shopping PPC to record using feedback.


7. Pricegrabber – http://Pricegrabber.com
A good shopping PPC for electronic goods.


8. MySimon – http://mysimon.com
This site is focused on consumer goods.
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