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  Foreword



The one constant in search? Change. I’ve been covering the latest news and changes in search marketing for nearly two decades. I’ve watched Google shift the rules and SEO professionals adapt over and over. Platforms evolved, SEOs experimented. Technology advanced, SEOs learned to move faster. That cycle has never really stopped. 

But what we’re experiencing now? It feels different.

The rise of generative AI has accelerated search toward something bigger, something we could only imagine until now. For years, Google talked about building the “Star Trek computer” – a system that could answer any question instantly, conversationally, and with context. We aren’t there yet. But ChatGPT Search, Google’s AI Overviews and AI Mode, and other conversational search experiences are reshaping how people interact with information. You can see the hints of what’s coming. 

Instead of a list of links, we’re heading into an era of direct answers. This isn’t just an update to the old model. It’s an entirely new user experience.

And if history has taught us anything, it’s this: SEOs will need to evolve yet again.

Which brings me to Jeff Ferguson.

I’ve had the privilege of editing Jeff’s work at Search Engine Journal and Search Engine Land. Over the years, he became a “big gun” for certain subjects – the person I could count on when a topic needed clarity, rigor, depth, and a little bit of an edge. His essays on things like Domain Authority or the math behind Google’s algorithm helped raise the standard for how the industry thought about these subjects.

What makes Jeff’s writing so valuable is that it isn’t just tactical. It’s grounded, brutally honest, and relentlessly curious about how things really work. That’s why a book like “Killing SEO” matters. It captures more than a decade of thinking, arguing, and questioning at a time when our industry seriously needs that kind of perspective.

As you read “Killing SEO,” you’ll see the work of someone who has helped shape the conversation around SEO and, in many cases, challenged the assumptions some have held too tightly.

This book is a great reminder of where we’ve been, a guide to where we are, and, hopefully, a spark for where we’re going next.

While SEO will look different in the years ahead, one truth hasn’t changed: we still need sharp, critical voices to help us make sense of it all. And Jeff Ferguson has always been one of those voices.




— Danny Goodwin

Editorial Director, Search Engine Land & SMX
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Killing SEO was originally supposed to be something very different.

Back in the early days of the COVID-19 pandemic, when we were all locked inside baking bread and trying not to lose our minds, I started writing a book called Killing SEO, something I had first attempted back in 2015. The idea was simple: it would be the textbook for my “SEO for Marketing” course at UCLA, a comprehensive, best-practices guide to how SEO really works (and more importantly, how it should work) in the real world of marketing, especially at the enterprise level.

That book never got finished.

I wrote a killer introduction. I put together a solid section on how search engines actually work, not the myths, not the guesswork, but the mechanics. I outlined big sections on content, architecture, authority, link building, change management (which, by the way, is still one of the more unique aspects of how I teach SEO), and all the little moving parts that go into doing this thing right.

But somewhere in the process, after writing, revising, and revisiting more than a few chapters, and after a couple of solo writing trips to Sedona, Arizona to get my head on straight, I started to feel the ground shifting under my feet. SEO was changing, fast. Not just the usual algorithm tweaks or SERP layout updates, but everything. And this was before the current wave of AI Overviews, Google’s new generative modes, or the industry-wide panic over ChatGPT. Even then, I could tell that whatever I was writing might be outdated before I even hit “Save As PDF.”

I also realized I was trying to do too much. I had this urge to include everything, every note, every opinion, every bit of experience from 30 years in digital marketing. And while that might sound noble, it started to feel bloated. Worse, it didn’t feel new. I wasn’t interested in writing just another book explaining H1 tags and URL structure. Plenty of those already exist, some good, some awful, and I wasn’t convinced the world needed another one from me.

So I stepped away.

And for a while, that really bugged me. Because I still had something to say. A lot of things, actually. Over the years, I’d written a bunch of essays, articles, and opinion pieces on SEO for publications like Search Engine Journal and Search Engine Land, along with a handful of unfiltered rants and reflections that never made it past my blog or a late-night Twitter thread. Some of those pieces were born out of the writing sessions for the original version of Killing SEO. Some were published. Others lived half-finished in Google Docs.

Eventually, I stopped trying to write that book… and started rethinking what this book could be.

In the world of television, there’s a thing called a “clip show.” Back when TV shows ran for 22–26 episodes a season, not the tight eight to twelve we get from today’s streaming services, showrunners needed a way to give the cast and crew a break. So they’d film just enough new material to set up a premise (a character gets sick, might die, leaves town, etc.) and then fill out the episode with flashbacks or highlight reels from earlier episodes. You don’t see them much anymore, but they used to pop up around the holidays so everyone could get some time off, and the audience still got something to watch while they were on vacation. I distinctly remember Family Ties doing one that Michael J. Fox later parodied when he hosted Saturday Night Live some years later.

Welcome to my clip show episode.

What you’re holding now is Killing SEO in a new form: a curated collection of new and selected writings spanning nearly 30 years of search engine experience, some practical, some personal, and all shaped by a deep frustration with how the SEO industry keeps chasing ghosts.

There’s still a proper SEO for Marketing textbook coming, by the way. Different title, different tone. That book will follow the structure I teach in class, focused on content, website architecture, and authority (what I call the Big Three),  with plenty on change management and real-world implementation. It’s still in the works, and once this one is out the door, that one gets my full attention.

But in the meantime, you’ve got this. It’s not a textbook. It’s not a step-by-step guide. It’s a look at where we’ve been, where we are, and where this whole thing might be going — with a healthy dose of skepticism, sarcasm, and strategy.

I hope you enjoy it. And if you’re one of my students, past or future, I’ll see you in class.

— Jeff
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MY LOVE/HATE RELATIONSHIP WITH SEO 




I really hate SEO sometimes. 

For starters, the name is dumb. “Search Engine Optimization” – you’re not optimizing the search engines; the search engines do that one their own. You’re optimizing your content and your website and making sure every link to your website doesn’t go to your home page. The search engines don’t need your help, the clients’ websites do.

But worse than the name, it’s the community that has sprung up around the profession. No, that’s not right – the SEO community is mostly made up of some very intelligent and helpful people whom I’ve had the pleasure of knowing for over two decades. Instead, let’s just say that it’s what this profession has done to this community.

At MozCon 2014, Rand Fishkin, the founder of Moz, ended the show with his famous “mad scientist” presentation about all the different tests that they’ve run and things they’ve noticed in the past year, and his predictions for the future. That year, I approached the mic to question the accuracy of calling what he was presenting as “tests” or “experiments,” because we never seem to collect enough data and there are too many variables to really reach a conclusion. He really didn’t have an answer, but instead reminded me of all the caveats that he stated at the beginning of his presentation (these tests aren’t scientific, etc.).

One of the mornings I was working on this book, an article appeared in one of the search engine marketing journals discussing some recent patent fillings made by the Google mothership. The article started with the typical caveats of any article on search (“I’m not saying these things are real…”) and then proceeded to convince you that you needed to pay attention to this information or be left in the dust. There are other blogs out there these days that do nothing but monitor Google’s patent filings like this. Always examining, never following up to show how any of these patents made a difference later.

The same month I started working on this book, Google’s Search Quality Rater’s Guidelines were leaked onto the internet. Google didn’t care about the leak because the ratings that “quality raters” provide don’t affect the rankings of the sites they rate. These folks could call your site the “best ever” or the “worst ever” and it still wouldn’t move the needle. Yet, one article claimed that it was “akin to looking into Google’s ranking algorithm” in its opening paragraph.

The problem I have with all these examples is this: People reading these posts believe what’s being presented there as facts, rather than theory. Meanwhile, while you’re trying to get some real work done with your client or company, somebody will no doubt appear and send you on a wild goose chase because “This SEO Expert said…” or “I read on a blog this morning that…” and so on.

I would imagine that this is what it feels like to be a scientist presenting to Congress. You know the difference between fact and theory, but you’re sitting across from a guy with a high school level understanding of science who controls your annual budget.

You can only partly blame the people who read the article or saw the speech and then tried to implement a strategy based on a hunch. The majority of the blame belongs to those who present these tests, no matter how many ways they caveat their results. 

Later in this book, you’ll find an article of mine that was published in Search Engine Journal about the poor quality of “SEO studies” thanks to the improper use of statistics, unethical conflicts of interest, a lack of peer reviews, and so on. When this article was released, it was mostly met with praise from some of the most important people in the SEO industry; however, a few people, who make their living publishing these shoddy studies, predictably took umbrage with my conclusions. One of the replies to the article I saw on Twitter basically stated that it wasn’t their fault that people misinterpreted the data they presented.

This is where my love/hate relationship with the SEO community comes to a head. I love them for their constant quest for knowledge and understanding of the unknown. My hate is that they don’t have the proper tools or ethical guidelines to really present their findings in a truly scientific manner, so we end up with a bunch of people who think “maggots come from rotting meat rather than from flies” because of misunderstood observations. 

You may say, but Jeff, aren’t you part of the SEO community? Yes and no. The difference between me and so many other SEOs is that, I will watch Rand’s presentation, and shake his hand afterwards, but never tell a client or employer that they should test his theory because I saw it at a recent presentation. I will read the articles about patents or Rater’s Guidelines, but file it away as I would a political or religious discussion, as opinion rather than fact.

A COMMUNITY BUILT ON DECEPTION… AND SPAM




In October 2015, an article was published on Moz discussing content freshness. The concept that Google likes fresher content was nothing new, but outside of some comments made by Google and a collection of unscientific observations, most of this concept was considered more theory than fact. However, this article described a test that proved this fact by changing the publishing date on a bunch of existing blog posts to see if that content would rank better after dropping in the ranks over time.

The author, to his credit, presented his warnings that the test was to show that you should constantly be creating new content, or updating your old content with updates, and so on, to keep your freshness. However, based on the comments section, you could already tell that the black hats were going to take the easy route of just changing the dates on everything constantly. 

To make a really extreme comparison, it’s akin to putting the plans to make a bomb on the internet, but telling people, “You shouldn’t really make bombs. This is just for educational discussion purposes.”

As part of the process of writing this book, I did some research on the “History of SEO,” thinking it might make for an interesting introduction to the book. Instead of a real history, I found multiple articles that stated that the first time the term “Search Engine Optimization” was used was probably around 1997 and then a list of Google’s many algorithm updates.

If you’ve ever read one these histories, you’ll notice that it’s comprised of a combination of a few instances where Google actually made itself better through innovation, but mostly it’s a catalog of all the updates The Mothership had to update itself to keep people from gaming the system.

In reality, the term “Search Engine Optimization” was most likely first coined in 1995 by Bob Heyman and Leland Harden after the manager for their client, Jefferson Starship, wasn’t able to find their new website on an unnamed search engine. Ironically, the tactic they used to fix this issue would be considered a “black hat” method today that would get them in trouble with the search engines. This would not only be the birth of SEO, but also of SEOs trying to game the system.

In no other industry, outside of maybe tax law, have I ever seen such a large percentage of its specialists so intent on bending the rules – and those are the “good guys” (a.k.a. the “White Hats”). Sure, there are some true “bad guys” (a.k.a. “Black Hats”) out there that proudly present all their “SEO hacks” to the community like so many sexual conquests. These folks at least have the decency to be truthful in their intent of screwing over the search engines for a short-term gain in ranking.

It’s the other side of the fence, or maybe the middle, “The Gray Hats” that are somehow worse in my opinion. These folks live in the areas in between, figuring out ways to improve their position within search results without ever asking if they should or not. Then, when their rule bending ways are discovered and Google slaps them on the wrists or updates the algorithm to make sure nobody else can do what they did again, these folks scream to the heavens like a wounded animal. They are literally the person who gets caught speeding, but blames the cop for giving them a ticket.

One great example of those occurred at MozCon 2019 when Russ Jones, a noted SEO who was working for Moz at the time, presented a piece called, “Esse Quam Videri: When Faking it is Harder than Making It.” His presentation boiled down to, “Creating amazing content is expensive and hard, so for years SEO professionals created mediocre content that at least ranked, but that is getting harder and harder, so maybe we should focus on creating amazing content because at least now we have tools to make it easier.”

By the end of the presentation, Jones presentation transformed into the type of speeches given by born again drug addicts; however, the coda to the speech instructed people how they could still “get high” with a collection of “link building” methods that illustrate that he didn’t mean what he just said. 

One method instructed his audience that day to develop a separate website on a “dot org” domain with more informational/less sales orientated content that would be more attractive to other websites seeking to link to that information. He then showed that when he did this, he used the rel-canonical tag (a specialized tag initially designed to tell search engines the preferred version of a URL for a web page) to point to the less informational/more sales orientated, “dot com” version of the site so that this sales orientated version received all the authority from the links to more educational version. 

It’s not precisely “cloaking” (a Black Hat SEO method where you show one thing to users and another thing to search engines), but it clearly does not have the users’ best interest at heart. 

“Cross domain Canonicals have been around for a few years,” SEO veteran, Bill Slawski1, told me years ago when I brought up this so-called hack during one of our chats, “and Google has been suggesting them for use when you syndicate content but want to receive the PageRank credit for content you have created.”

“It is a clever idea,” Bill continued, “but comes across as sneaky. I wouldn’t call it cloaking, but I definitely wouldn’t suggest something like that to a client. It is ethically up there with re-gifting something.”

“The Spirit of the Law vs. The Letter of the Law” is an idiomatic antithesis whereby somebody obeying the literal interpretation of the words (the “letter”) of the law, but not necessarily the intent of those who wrote the law. Google and the other search engines have stated multiple times and multiple ways that it’s all about great content on a properly built site, but meanwhile, we have SEOs telling people that “If you change the date on your posts a lot, you’ll rank better!” How is that producing great content on a properly built website? How does that help the person who is looking for answers?

I’ve spent my career telling (and retelling) people what we’ll discuss in this book. That there’s no “trick” or “hack” to search engine optimization. With rare exception, great SEO is executing the best practices for your content and website that you should be doing anyway because you own a website.

HUBRIS AND YOU

Hubris (noun): Excessive pride of self-confidence.


While I was working on this book, the SEO tool company, Moz, released the results of its annual State of Local SEO Industry Report. The report covers various aspects of this segment of the SEO business and covers aspects such as company infrastructure, tool and software usage, gaps in the marketplace, strategies and tactics, and “local ranking factors.”

It’s that last one there that I’ve always had an issue with. As we’ll discuss later, most of the knowledge of the workings of SEO have come from the communal sharing of information and while that data isn’t always obtained in the most scientific methods, it’s usually presented with a “Hey, this worked for me.”

However, when local SEO strategies are collected from a group of about 1400 local SEO experts and presented as actual “local ranking factors,” then a line has been crossed. Quite simply, none of us actually know the specifics of the search engines’ ranking factors, local or otherwise, so to present things in this manner is yet another example of the unique hubris of the members of this industry.

You never see an engineering trade publication survey 1400 hobbyists who launch model rocket ships for fun and ask them how a SpaceX rocket works just by looking at it from the outside. I’m sure some of them would be able to get the broad strokes, like that it carries fuel and that there’s a spot for the astronauts to sit, but once you get into the proprietary details, they would probably shrug and say, “Not without a schematic!” if they even knew to ask for something like that in the first place. 

“But wait,” you may ask, “isn’t that what your book is about?” Good grief, I hope not. In this book, what you’ll read about are as close to verified facts as you can get out of Google and the other search engines, and you’ll never see me stating that one item is more important than another unless I got it right from Google. If I talk about using TITLE tags, it’s because we can see that Google and the other search engines use the TITLE tag to create the headline in search results. If I say that Google uses the TITLE tag as part of its determination of the topic of your webpage, it’s because Google has confirmed as much. I will never state that you should keep using the META Keywords tag, even though Google says it is obsolete, because, “I have a hunch.”

Let’s talk about the other side of this equation: Website owners.

Website owners, I wrote this book for you, but we really need to have a talk. For as long as there has been search engines, there have been website owners angry about the fact that their website is not the top result for a given search. As far as they are concerned, they are entitled to the first result purely because they exist and anyone who tells them otherwise is some sort of grifter.

I have some bad news for you: It’s going to take some effort. While this book is all about demystifying those efforts so that the usual collection of humans focusing their intelligence on keeping the customers and shareholders happy can shoulder the load previously carried by SEO experts, it’s still work.

In my experience, most companies would rather think that Google is up to no good rather than admit their website was poorly constructed. So, when I show up with the results of my SEO Audit in hand, telling them that their HTML is a mess and their site is slow, I usually get looks that make me feel like I need a security escort to get back to my car safely. I know you spent a lot of time and money on that website, but if you learned what is in this book first, it would have saved you all a lot of time.

KILLING AT SEO (a.k.a. SEO Will Never Die)




I first started writing this book back in 2015. Ten years have passed, and nothing has occurred in that time to make me change the opinions, theories, strategies, and tactics you’ll find in this book. Back in 2015, a trade publication released one of many annual “wrap ups” that have become a tradition for the SEO industry every December. This particular article happened to be about “SEO Trends in 2015” and was the usual collection of quotes from industry experts on the subject.
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