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In his spare time, Nick maintains CamStudio (CamStudio.org), the world’s most popular free desktop recording software, which is downloaded 100,000 times every week.
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I would like to dedicate this book to: my beautiful and infinitely patient wife, Shirley, without whom I would be nothing – I love you; my children, Jemma and Deanna, who keep me young (but sometimes make me feel old); my mum and dad, for teaching me that there are no shortcuts in life – just work smart and hard and you’ll get there; to my brother Matt, who reminds me to keep doing what you love; Yanik Silver, who gave me my first break – thanks, buddy; to all the crazy people in DevGroup – here’s to another seven years of helping each other; to Cliff Fontenot, whose input was invaluable during the writing of this book – multumesc.




Introduction


You’ve made a fantastic decision in purchasing this guide to the sometimes baffling world of search engine optimization (SEO) and search engine marketing (SEM). My goal with this book is not to try and teach you every single thing about SEO and SEM. Instead, I want to give you a solid grasp of the fundamentals so you can get your website content found by the search engines and run paid advertising campaigns, driving visitors to your web pages and ultimately generating revenue. You’ll be able to do all this in just seven days, with each chapter taking just one or two hours to read.


Contrary to popular belief, SEO and SEM are not too complex for ‘mere mortals’ to understand and you don’t need to spend a fortune on hiring an SEO/SEM expert. I want to strip away as much of the mystique from SEO and SEM as possible, so that you have enough knowledge of all the basics and the terminology to be able to understand the ‘techiest’ of traffic geeks and even have a conversation with them. We’ll uncover the meaning of the jargon and acronyms you need to know, such as pay-per-click advertising (PPC), backlinking, social signals and algorithms.


The challenge for you is to read a chapter each day, get a grasp of the material, take the mini-test at the end to help get it all straight in your mind and then take action on what you’ve learned. You may have to revisit the material a day or two later, but by the end of the week you’ll have a good overview of the subject and know enough to know what you’re not clear on, so that you can go back over the information in the book and fill in the gaps if you need to.


This book is not a ‘magic button’ or an immediate fix for any traffic problems you have. If you’re looking for a way to get a free, instant, never-ending stream of visitors to your website, all throwing money at you, you’re going to be disappointed. You won’t find it because it doesn’t exist so, if this is what you hoped for, please put this book back and leave it for someone with more realistic expectations.


What this book will do for you is teach you how to structure your website to deliver what the search engines are looking for and thus promote it to the world. If you understand the principles in this book and follow them to their logical completion, you’ll see opportunities that even I haven’t thought of. I know it may seem far-fetched now, but – trust me – it’s true. The web is an ever-evolving thing that changes alarmingly fast but, if you follow the guidelines and principles in this book, you’ll never be left with less traffic coming to your site. You can only gain from any changes in the future.


I would love to hear your stories. You can email me at: nickthegeek@gmail.com


Nick Smith


nick@traxxon.co.uk
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Welcome to the first day of the rest of your traffic-generating life!


So you have (or want to build) a website. Whether it’s a blog, an e-commerce store, an information centre, a niche-specific portal, a company website or any combination thereof, you are probably wondering about the best ways to encourage people to visit your site.


You’ve probably heard that you have to ‘SEO’ it to get traffic from users via the search engines and to get yourself some real business. You’ve bought this book to find out more about what exactly that is and, more specifically, to get that information in only a week.


SEO does not have to be a mysterious code or formula. Today you will find out:


•  what SEO is


•  what the search engines really want


•  why you need to SEO at all.


We’ll then tell you a little about the layout of the web as it stands now and how to get started.





What exactly is SEO?


Simply put, SEO is the practice of optimizing each page on your website so that it will show as high up the list as possible in the search engine results pages (SERPs) for a particular keyword.


A keyword can be an individual word but it is more likely to be a phrase that a person types into a search engine to get a set of results. The phrase ‘underwater cat juggling videos’ is a keyword just as much as ‘where can I find an emergency plumber in Hoboken New Jersey’.


The higher your website’s page shows up in the search engine results for a keyword, all things being equal, the more people will click that link to your web page, come to your website and buy your products, ring for a free quote or whatever you determine to be your most wanted action (MWA). It is important to keep your MWA in your mind at all times, as this is the whole point of your traffic generation efforts.


It sounds simple, but the reality is a little more complicated when we consider how to get noticed.


What do search engines want?


What exactly do search engines want? How do they decide what to rank, and where? Do they even really know? Well, yes and no.


Any honest SEO expert out there, if you get them in a back room (and after they have searched you for hidden microphones), will tell you that we really don’t know exactly what the search engines want. We know what they say they want, but the actual formulas each search engine uses (the computer algorithms) for precisely how and where they rank each of the web pages on your site are kept secret, to try to minimize the ability of unscrupulous people to ‘game’ their results.


Not only are all the ranking formulas for each search engine kept secret, but each search engine also has a different formula, which is changed and refined on almost a daily basis.


What the search engines say they want basically boils down to one thing: user experience. They want their users to have a good experience. This is where exactly what they want becomes less relevant. When Jane goes online and types in her search query for ‘best cat food recipe’, they want her to get just that: a listing of web pages that each contain information directly related to ‘best cat food recipe’.


They don’t want Jane to find someone who merely saw a good opportunity to make some money and made their site look to engines as if it was the place for ‘best cat food recipe’ but – when she clicks on it – it offers nothing but poor-quality information covered in advertising banners. (This happens a lot!)


The question you might now be asking yourself is, ‘If I write, design and build an amazing site that delivers the perfect user experience and that is all they really want, is SEO necessary?’


Why do SEO at all?


You might think that, if you provide an amazing user experience, the search engines will find you eventually. This may be true, but it is not a guarantee. Being a search engine is like being a person walking into the Dallas Cowboys’ stadium at half-time and told to pick the best fan. You may be the best and biggest fan in your heart, but who is the guy going to notice the most? Will it be you, in your T-shirt emblazoned with ‘Cowboy’s Biggest Fan’ up on the back row, or the man in the cowboy outfit and the massive Stetson on the front row, with the flare gun?


Eventually, search engines may be able to check every site as a human would, but that is decades off, and would no doubt require artificial intelligence. Till then, SEO is the only real way to equip yourself with that cowboy get-up and flare gun and so get noticed before your dreams of being chosen as the Cowboys’ fan of the day turn to so much dust (or maybe that was just my dream…).


So now that we know that we have to do SEO to get noticed by the search engines, we need to understand how this translates into a good user experience.


What’s a ‘good user experience’ to a search engine?


To answer this question, think about it for yourself a second. When you like a page on a website, what do you do?


In our earlier example, what if, instead of finding that junk ‘best cat food recipe’ page, you found the best site in the entire world for cat food recipes? What would you do? You’d probably bookmark the site, stay there a while, copy some recipes, watch any videos they have and share the website URL on Facebook with all your friends on ‘Cat Lover’s Anonymous’ and that forum at Cats Forever magazine.


All of these things show a very good user experience. That’s what the search engines are looking for from your site and from every page on it. They (the search engines) want your users to have a good user experience with your content, but you won’t get many users (in the thousands) unless they can find you and know you exist. This is where SEO comes into its own.


Let’s take a moment and focus on you and your business, with this in mind.


What’s your good user experience?


Now that we know that we need to show the search engines a good user experience, let’s consider exactly what that means for you. It depends on what you are trying to accomplish for your website overall and on each of its pages.
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•  Do you want readers to see your blog?


•  Do you want people to buy products from your e-commerce store?


•  Are you trying to increase brand awareness for your company?


•  Do you want to build an email list of prospects?


•  Are you aiming to get leads for your business?


•  Are you promoting a cause and requesting donations?


In all the cases above, you require a response from your visitors. This means that each of your web pages needs to be making that action easy for them – even provoking them to make that choice.


If you have an e-commerce store and you SEO it to within an inch of its life but none of your visitors ever buys, what good is it, really? If you create a blog, what would be its point if no one ever looked at it for longer than a few seconds?


The search engines use ‘time on site’ data as part of their ranking formulas. They look at things such as bounce rate (the percentage rate of users who stay for a few seconds, then return to their search results), how many pages the average visitor goes through, and so on.


If you ignore this factor, you may see your search engine rankings drop over time or, at the very least, watch your competition overtake you in the rankings if they have taken care of it. There is more on this later in the week.


So now is the time to sit back and think like a visitor who has never been to your site before.


•  What would you want to see?


•  What is most important to you as a user?


This is not necessarily what actually is most important but what the user thinks is most important for them.


•  What sort of graphics do you want?


For instance, if you are targeting professors who probably don’t want fancy graphics, you probably shouldn’t go for a super whiz-bang animated masterpiece but should choose a more refined, academic style.


You are most likely an expert in what you are trying to promote but, because sometimes it’s hard to take a step back, it might be important for you to ask your friends and family. Be sure to get as much feedback as possible from people who are interested in your topic but not experts in it. Discussion forums and Facebook groups are great places to help you get started and give you comments on your efforts.


Researching your competition


Once you know what you want to do and have an idea of what your visitors want, it’s time to do a little initial competitive research. (For more advanced methods of doing this, see Thursday’s chapter.)
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Let’s say you have – or want to set up – a website for your insurance company and you want to see what your competition is and how they’re marketing themselves.


1  Pick one of your offerings at random, like home insurance. Go to Google and type it in. If you service a certain geographical area, type in “home insurance your city”.


2  Now look at how many different results you get. For home insurance hoboken (without the quotation marks), I got about 1,570,000 results.
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To narrow down your search, type the search term in quotation marks. For “home insurance hoboken:” I get just 26,000 results. This is because the search engines are showing pages focused on those words in that exact order, which is a better indication of your level of competition for that search term.
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3  Take a look at those in the top ten. These ten get about 70 per cent or more of the clicks, depending on the subject and how well it is covered.


4  Click each link and look at what they are doing with their page.


–  Are they focused on getting people signed up to a newsletter?


–  Do they have plenty of content?


–  Do they have a super-slick design or are they minimal in style?


–  Do they give away freebies in exchange for an email address? If so, sign up using a non-work-related email address and see what they do. Keep copies of all emails they send, to give you more ideas.


5  How is the website set up as a whole?


–  Is it a glorified brochure or do they have a tiered website structure with a home page linking to secondary pages?


–  Does there seem to be a constant stream of new information, or is it more static and never changing?


–  Is it a Facebook fan page?


[image: image]


Don’t be put off by what looks like a huge SEO mountain to climb when you first type in a search term, as this isn’t a true indication of your competition. In reality, the number of your competitors is far, far lower.
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Now that you know what the competition is doing, what can you do to improve on what they are doing? How can you make your site more interactive? You know that the search engines love user feedback, so think of how you can offer more ways for users to give you feedback. Be creative here: there are hundreds of online interactions you can create, so make a note always to be thinking of more.


The landscape of the Internet today


Who holds the keys to search right now? Pretty much the universal answer to that question is Google. The sheer massiveness of Google is mind-boggling. According to the latest statistics, Google has roughly 66 per cent of the search market in the US. Yahoo and Bing (Microsoft), which have to some extent now joined forces, have a combined share of around 28–9 per cent. Google is therefore twice as big as the two next largest competitors combined.


For international searches, this number is even larger. In the UK, for instance, Google has a market share of over 90 per cent, with all the other search engines scrabbling around for the scraps. If you are targeting just customers in your own country, it might be worth a quick check to see what Google’s market share is where you are.


Google owns not only ‘regular search’ but also ‘video search’ (it owns YouTube, the third most searched site in the world) and ‘image search’. It also dominates ‘map search’ and looking for local businesses. If you look for it online, Google probably has you covered. This is therefore where you should focus your SEO efforts.
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While focusing on optimizing your site for Google, make sure you are also indexed by Bing and Yahoo. Making your site more Google compliant will make your site more Bing compliant, because both are really just looking for the same thing and, with Bing serving up the search results for Yahoo as well as themselves, it cuts down your workload even more.
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Summary


Today you learned that SEO does not have to be a mysterious code or formula. It’s the key to generating traffic to your site – but not just any traffic: the point of your website is to attract buyers, not just visitors. You have learned what the search engines really want – a good user experience – and why you need to SEO. Everything you do should be geared around those two things. If it doesn’t make people click or can distract buyers from buying, it should be immediately removed from your site.


We discussed ways to start to research the competition and find out how your competitors attract users to their site. Always do this before you invest in a keyword, to make sure that you can improve on what the competition offers and that you are not wasting your time.


You also learned about the layout of the web as it stands now and why you need to spend your time focusing on optimizing your site for Google.







Fact-check [answers at the back]


 1.   What does SEO stand for?






	a)   Sequenced echo optimization
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	b)   Search engine orchestra
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	c)   Search engine optimization
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	d)   Sending extras out
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 2.   What’s the purpose of SEO?






	a)   To get a constant stream of visitors to your site
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	b)   To make your pages profitable


	[image: image]







	c)   To get your pages scanned
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	d)   To get your pages noticed by the search engines
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 3.   What do search engines aim to make their search algorithms?






	a)   As simple as 1-2-3


	[image: image]







	b)   Harder to crack than the National Security Agency (NSA) mainframe
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	c)   Impossible to analyse completely
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	d)   Open source to everyone
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 4.   How often do search engines change their criteria?






	a)   Constantly and randomly
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	b)   Every once in a while
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	c)   Every other week
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	d)   Every year
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 5.   What do search engines want the most?






	a)   Lots of graphics on your site
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	b)   You to be seen by millions
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	c)   A good user experience for their searchers


	[image: image]







	d)   Sites full of advertising
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 6.   If you put a search in quotation marks, what does this make the search engine do?






	a)   Look for those exact same words in that same order
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	b)   Think you are being sarcastic
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	c)   Do a search for something random


	[image: image]







	d)   Turn on special SEO powers
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 7.   Which of the following can be a website for an online business?
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