Feature: Rise through the ranks  

  
With the media full of economic doom and gloom, marketers need to squeeze the most out of everything they do. The web is crawling with potential customers – internet analyst comScore estimates that more than four billion searches are carried out a month in the UK and over 60 billion worldwide. That’s a lot of clicks. So how well are you tapping into this resource, asks Dave Chaffey. 
 
“Organic” listings in search engine results are a far better way to optimise your web presence than sponsored cost-per-click listings. So it’s no surprise that search engine optimisation (SEO), which “naturally” boosts an organisation’s position in results lists, is now booming, with 1,500 agencies in the UK, according to E-consultancy.com.
But SEO is becoming ever more complex and competitive. In May this year, Google decided to allow UK and Ireland‑based companies to advertise in its listings when customers search for competing brands. In June, Microsoft announced its “Get paid to search” cash‑back scheme for US searchers who buy products online. 
 
The rise of Google’s “universal search”, which allows web users to view images, maps and videos within search results, has made SEO more competitive still – comScore estimates that nearly 20 per cent of search results are universal.
So where should you start? Search Engine Strategies runs conferences and events that can provide you with information, workshops and networking opportunities, while this guide offers tips and experience from agencies and marketers.
  



  
There are more than 200 activities contributing to a web page’s ranking, according to Google engineers. These include positive signals, which can boost rankings such as content and links relevant to a specific search, and negative signals, which penalise a site as an “SEO spammer”.

 
But just two essential aspects will boost rankings, says Andreas Pouros, chief operating officer at international SEO agency Greenlight. “First is improving a site’s search engine ‘friendliness’, which often includes making content changes and additions as well as alleviating impediments to search engine indexation,” he explains. “Second is link building, focusing on improving the number and quality of links pointing into a client’s site.” Most specialist SEO agencies do more than the basics, incorporating elements such as customer behaviour and market intelligence, online PR and social media into the site. 
 

A three-way split, with 10 per cent of time spent on technical optimisation, 45 per cent on content and 45 per cent on link building, is probably the best mix an agency can offer, according to Richie Jones of web design agency Yucca. 

 

On-page optimisation
  
SEO is a technical discipline, but some of the technicalities do need to be understood by content owners and editors, since they will create the copy that forms the titles, links and headings search engines use to assess relevance.

  
It’s vital to tag content carefully, says Olly Wenn of digital design agency Zolv: “We pay close attention to the way we structure content, keeping all the presentation and layout code separate from the actual content. We also ensure that the HTML tags we use best convey the content’s semantics.”    

  
This means tagging images with titles, labelling links appropriately, and paying attention to formatting elements such as headings and bullet lists so that the relative importance and hierarchy of items within the content is clear. URLs should also be chosen to best represent the subject of each page. 

  
Zolv recommends ensuring that JavaScript code is unobtrusive. This means that the HTML doesn’t carry any additional code that detracts from the content. “It’s all about achieving a high signal-to‑noise ratio,” says Wenn. “To a search engine, the content copy is relevant, whereas the code to make things flash, beep and swoosh means nothing.” So it’s worth checking the cost and quality of training and guidelines for content owners and developers as part of any agency fee.

  
SEO is a long-term project and content can be built and refined over time. Paula Jago, operations director of design agency Spring Digital, says: “A website should be viewed as a living being – apart from being well clothed, it needs to be ‘fed’ regularly in order for it to work for your business.” 

  
Blogs, video streaming, white papers, online PR and forums can all act as SEO “food” for a website, because they can all drive traffic. But, warns Jago, “that food has to be both relevant and good quality. It has to be managed by experienced professionals in order to leverage its formidable potential.”

  
Marketers know this is the case. Clare Brandish of Ragdale Hall spa hotel says her company’s web success is down to recognising that its SEO work is a long-term commitment. “We’re reaping the benefits today from work that began five years ago,” she says.

  
This commitment means Ragdale Hall now finds many customers arrive at the spa’s website via search engines. Generic search terms such as “weekend spa break”, “spa resort” and “luxury health farm” reveal how well Ragdale Hall’s search strategy is performing within Google, with the hotel site top or near top in Google’s lists.

  

Link building
  
“Everyone knows that links are important, but they tend to forget about the ones they create on their own site,” says Andy Atkins‑Kruger, managing editor at Web Certain.
Although internal links contribute a smaller technical score to your search engine ranking, you are 100 per cent in control of them. Internal links to consider include the very obvious ones of main navigation running across or down the site, as well as cross-links within the body copy and related and recommended content boxes. These should all have the relevant anchor text so the search engine can tell what you’re offering.

 
Inbound links from other sites are crucial to your ranking and can be built up in many ways. When Umbro launched a new England team football shirt, Swamp created a campaign that used a quick response code that fans could scan with their mobile phones to obtain exclusive content from the Umbro mobile internet site.

 
The PR aspect of the campaign targeted traditional news websites such as those of Sky News, The Sun and Metro, but also niche web media such as Technorati.com and fan forums. 

 
It even made use of SEO in press releases. Widgets were created that enabled fans to demonstrate their passion, embedding them in their social media site spaces. 
The campaign generated 25,000 inbound links, as well as invaluable direct traffic and launch coverage in digital and traditional media.

 
Phil Robinson, CEO of Clickthrough Marketing, says “For some sectors, great rankings can be achieved via on-page optimisation, quality content and directory submissions, but in competitive sectors, effective online PR and link building is essential for the success of an SEO campaign.”

  

Is my SEO working?
  
It’s up to you to keep your SEM agency on their toes. Be sure to ask for examples of all the reports and processes used to review and drive improvement. Here’s what to look out for:
  
1. Reported positions in the main engines and scores for your basket of target keywords. 

 

2. Site indexing reports from Google Webmaster tools.

 

3. Development of link popularity and quality.

 

4. Number of page views and visits for specific keywords from web analytics tools split out into natural and paid referrals.

 

5. Leads, sales and return on investment.

