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“Garrett French has solidified his reputation as one of the few true, authoritative, innovative link builders in our industry. There are only a handful of marketers who have mastered and cultivated the craft of link building. Garrett is certainly one of them.”


—RUSS JONES, PRINCIPAL SEARCH SCIENTIST, MOZ


“Link building has always been challenging. Prior to the days of Google’s Penguin algorithm, SEOs recognized that every kind of link a site could get had the potential to help improve rankings. This lead to many of us building loads of low quality links at scale. In many cases, getting a large quantity of links, even low quality ones, could really help!


When Penguin arrived in 2012, everything changed. Links are still important, but low-quality links now have the potential to actually hurt a site’s rankings.


Google experimented with taking links out of the equation, but admitted that their results were much better when links were factored in. Why? Because a link is a recommendation for your website. And sites with lots of recommendations are often the best sites.


Our goal as link builders now should be to figure out what we can do to truly get people recommending our website, our business, our authors, and our content. In this book, Garrett gives us many excellent tactics to help us do just that.


Not that many years ago, it was super easy to build links that worked to improve rankings. Today, it takes skill, smart thinking, and great execution. If you want to get better at learning how to get other people to want to link to your website, read this book.”


—DR. MARIE HAYNES, OWNER OF MARIE HAYNES CONSULTING INC.


“This is the most exhaustive, detailed, and up-to-date resource on link building I have ever seen. It is packed with modern techniques, timeless principles and in-depth tool tutorials on how to actually achieve better link building results. It’s not black hat. It’s not snake oil. It’s not made up theory—it’s experience-backed knowledge by real professionals.


Whether you’re an advanced link builder, or just getting started—this book will be your secret weapon for attaining real SEO success!”


—DAN SHURE, OWNER OF EVOLVING SEO


“This book packs a 40+year-link-building-experience punch! Strokes of genius emanate from deceivingly simple explanations and effortless workflows. Only Eric Ward and Garrett French could make the complicated world of link building look so crystal clear and manageable. This powerful edition delivers everything you need to be a successful link builder and leaves you wondering, “Wow! Why haven’t I thought of that?!” over and over again.”


—BRITNEY MULLER, SENIOR SEO SCIENTIST, MOZ


“Eric Ward and Garrett French have put together a solid, easy-to-read link-building primer. The book provides simple explanations and straightforward advice when it comes to building links; chapters are well outlined and flow from point to point. If you are new to link building, this book is a great resource for anyone looking for tools, tactics, and case studies to learn from.”


—DEBRA MASTALER, PRESIDENT OF ALLIANCE-LINK.COM


“Eric Ward has been a thought leader in how to build links the right way since before there even was a right way. His extensive relationship-building background, mixed with challenging projects, has given him insights and methodologies that are advanced and increasingly necessary in today’s internet marketing world. He has brought his many years of hard-fought experience to the pages of this book, and I heartily recommend it to anyone seeking to grow their skills.”


—BRUCE CLAY, CEO OF INTERNATIONAL SEO FIRM BRUCECLAY.COM, AND AUTHOR OF SEARCH ENGINE OPTIMIZATION ALL-IN-ONE FOR DUMMIES


“Eric Ward pioneered the practice of link building as a marketing channel and continues to be among the thought leaders of the field. His expertise and hands-on experience are virtually unmatched, and I’d recommend his book to anyone who uses links to help grow their business.”


—RAND FISHKIN, FORMER CEO OF MOZ.COM


“Those who want link building done right by the best in the business flock to Eric Ward and count themselves lucky that the maestro isn’t booked into the next millennium.”


—JIM STERNE, TARGETING.COM, FOUNDER OF THE EMETRICS MARKETING OPTIMIZATION SUMMIT AND FOUNDING PRESIDENT AND CURRENT CHAIRMAN OF THE DIGITAL ANALYTICS ASSOCIATION


“An SEO classic! This link-building book by far provides the very best advice, stories, and actionable white-hat link-building tips. This is the best link-building book I have ever read!”


—NICK STAMOULIS, FOUNDER OF SEO FIRM BRICKMARKETING.COM


“For anyone who’s been ‘hit’ by Panda, Penguin, or any other algorithmic update by Google, this book is a must-read. It’s time to quit looking over your shoulder and start building links that will stand the test of time. Eric has been one of the foremost thought leaders on link building since before links became a dominant ranking factor, so there’s no one better to train you on seeking out and acquiring the high-quality links that will bring you visibility and mindshare that go far beyond search engine results.


—DAVID MIHM, DAVIDMIHM.COM, CO-FOUNDER OF GETLISTED.ORG


“Eric Ward is the old school mac daddy link master.”


—LEE ODDEN, CEO OF TOPRANK ONLINE MARKETING, PUBLISHER OF TOPRANKBLOG.COM


“Eric’s skill at website promotion is legendary. We’ve been using his services since 1995 and on more than one occasion had to work closely with our hosting service to keep our servers up under the high traffic loads that resulted from Eric’s publicity!”


—AMY STRYCULA, FOUNDER OF CATSPLAY.COM


“Eric Ward has been building links and educating people on how to do it the right way since before even search engines decided links were important. Read and learn!”


—DANNY SULLIVAN, FOUNDER AND EDITOR-IN-CHIEF OF SEARCHENGINELAND.COM


“Eric Ward is hands-down the smartest thinker in the space when it comes to link building. I guarantee this book will open up any mental blocks you’ve had about where to get started and set you on a path to becoming a link magnet.”


—MIKE GREHAN, PUBLISHER OF SEARCH ENGINE WATCH AND CLICKZ.COM, PRODUCER SES INTERNATIONAL, AND SEMPO BOARD OF DIRECTORS


“If you’re in SEO and take your job seriously, you know Eric and Garrett. When Eric and Garrett talk about link building, you listen. The only issue when they talk is—there’s too much genius to write it all down. So, when they do the writing down for you, you buy the book and read it. Twice. At least. You won’t regret it.”


—JOOST DE VALK, FOUNDER AND CEO OF YOAST.COM


“Eric is the undisputed master of quality link building. We’ve worked together for years and he has frequently surprised me with new insights and little-known, and easily executed, strategies to build our customers’ backlink portfolios.”


—RICHARD STOKES, CEO OF ADGOOROO.COM AND AUTHOR OF MASTERING SEARCH ADVERTISING—HOW THE TOP 3% OF SEARCH ADVERTISERS DOMINATE GOOGLE ADWORDS AND ULTIMATE GUIDE TO PAY-PER-CLICK ADVERTISING
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Remembering Eric Ward


I miss Eric Ward.


He died on October 16, 2017, and I still think of things to tell him, ask him, or just exclaim indignantly about. (We “old school” link builders love to get up in arms over just about everything.)


Talking with Eric was fun. He’d spring forth actionable ideas—sometimes unrelated to links at all—smashing unexpected ideas together from some sea of creativity. I’d drop my jaw, slap my forehead, and could not believe I nor anyone else had never thought of that before.


I think this ability came partly from his 20-plus years of pioneering the very practice of link building for customers like Disney and Amazon. That and he didn’t use a ton of tools for guidance. He relied on ingenuity to find his way forward. Within this book, I hope you’ll find some of that spark and grit—in his chapters, especially—and I hope I’ve channeled some of it as well.


If you have a moment and would like a sense of his fluid, holistic approach to link strategy development, please search YouTube for “Live Link Building Speed Consultations with Eric Ward & Garrett French.” You could also type in this URL: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7FtLhX95KgY. I played that video while writing this to try and channel that excitement of his as he articulated a great idea and took a notion, then added a layer or two until it became a fully formed, actionable campaign concept.


I’m not the only one who appreciated Eric’s abilities, though. I’d like to leave you with the words of an early customer whose website Eric helped launch when it was first published to the World Wide Web:


“Thanks for the great work on our launch, Eric. Your efforts and report were excellent.”


—Jeff Bezos, Founder, Amazon.com


Thank you, Eric. I miss you.


—Garrett French
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Foreword


by Mike Grehan, CMO and Managing Director of Acronym


For many, it’s hard to imagine a time when Google didn’t exist on the web—a time before we could simply type a few words into a box on a web page and magically be presented with all manner of content related to those keywords. Essentially, that’s how most websites are found on the burgeoning World Wide Web, which continues to grow exponentially each and every day.


I launched my first online business in 1995, well before Google changed the web. My background is in media and marketing. I spent ten years in broadcast media followed by ten years in marketing on both the agency side and the client side. By 1995, I’d been aware of the web for some years and certainly recognized the potential from a commercial point of view. My partner in the business knew how to code HTML and build websites, most of which consisted of a few pages of text, a couple of jpg images, and a contact form. The more websites we built, the better we got at it. But there was one vital, missing component to each of those sites, which rapidly became apparent to our customers: traffic.


Building websites wasn’t the hard part of the job. Trying to figure out how to get visitors to them was. There’s this famous quote, something along the lines of, “If you build it, they will come.” It gets attributed to everybody from astronauts to movie characters. Regardless, whoever said that was not a web developer or an online marketer. Because build we did, and come they didn’t.


That same year, 1995, a guy by the name of Jeff Bezos had this remarkably dumb idea (I thought at the time) of launching a website to sell books. Books of all things. Jeez, Jeff, there’s a bookstore on every corner in the city. I can pop in, buy one, and have the first chapter finished by the end of my lunch break. And you want me to give you my credit card details online and then wait up to five days before it hits my mailbox? But more to the point, even if buying a book online was a good idea, how would Bezos get traffic? Like I say, back then, we all knew what the hard part was.


Enter Eric Ward.


Eric Ward started operating a website-awareness-building service in 1994. He went on to publish a must-read linking strategies newsletter called LinkMoses Private (ericward.com/lmp), but back then one of his first tasks was to contact Jerry Yang (who at the time was a graduate student at Stanford and co-founder of Yahoo!) to point out that the directory didn’t have a section for web promotion. And that’s what Eric did via his newly formed NetPOST and URLwire services. This was not a press release distribution service that just randomly peppered the web with the usual digital dross. This was a private email list Eric ran, made up of subscribers who were genuinely interested in hearing about new stuff on the web (a kind of early-day alerts service). And what happened when he announced a new website? It attracted links!


How could Jeff Bezos resist?


Now, I’m not going to suggest for a second that Eric Ward is responsible for the success of Amazon in becoming the world’s largest online retailer (although I will personally admit to being one of the world’s largest nitwits for thinking it was a dumb idea in the first place). However, I will absolutely give credit to Eric Ward for being the father of what we now know as link-building services.


Soon, his sleeves were rolled up, and he became master of the art of convincing people to link to Amazon and drive traffic. But not just Amazon, to the new customers he started acquiring on almost a daily basis. Imagine: This is a guy, in web-marketing terms, performing something akin to CPR. However, Eric wasn’t the only guy with the power of links on his mind. By 1998, Larry Page, co-founder of Google, had developed an algorithm largely based on social network analysis and network theory. Basically, Google was able to analyze the complex graph structure of the web and rank documents according to relativity based on the links that pointed to them.


It was the gold rush all over again. But this time the term for gold was backlink!


Once the online marketing community discovered the power of links in Google’s ranking algorithm, the race to the top was on. A top-ten listing at Google for a competitive keyword or phrase can drive hundreds, even thousands of visitors (or more) to any given website.


The thing is, not all links are equal. Some are more equal than others. And some are infinitely more equal. Search engines apart, one link can send more traffic than another. You’ll always have good and bad links. However, inside the Google algorithm, the quality of links vastly outweighs the quantity. And if you try to artificially inflate your “link popularity”—what Google giveth, Google can also, and surely does, taketh away! I coined the term “black hat, white hat” sometime around 2002. It was based on something I noticed in cowboy movies when I was a kid. The good cowboys all wore white hats, and the bad guys wore black. I used it as an analogy for those online marketers who stuck to Google’s guidelines (particularly around linking practices) and those who didn’t.


The industry has become fixated on getting links, but by any means possible. And that can be a very dangerous thing. Link building has now become a combination of understanding hugely complex ranking algorithms while applying the gentle art of persuasion.


Eric Ward and I knew each other for a very long time. We’ve shared the stage at many conferences discussing both the art and the science of developing a long-term, quality link-building strategy. And we both agreed that if you frame this as just “getting links,” then you’ll probably fail in your efforts to dominate the search engine results pages (SERPs). Because the truth is, quality links are usually the byproduct of a good online marketing plan.


If you’re a website owner, then no doubt your inbox has already been spammed with numerous emails from people who, as Eric would put it, offer to “link to your crap if you’ll link to mine.” Most likely you’ve had offers from foreign shores from companies offering to get you x number of links each week for $x per link. It’s likely that you’ve even dared to venture to reply to one of these emails to see how it works. But before you even seriously consider that and before you read the rare wisdom contained in this book, I want you to do one thing. I want you to go to your own website right now, take a pen and a piece of paper, and write down ten good reasons why you should link to your own website.


Now, if you find yourself scratching your head after four or five, ask yourself this question: If I can’t think of ten good reasons to link to my website, what makes me think other people would?


Seriously, I’ve asked everyone from owners/managers of small businesses to CMOs of major international corporations the same question and seen the same head-scratching. It’s hard to say the word search without adding the word social these days. Social media sites, such as Facebook, LinkedIn, and Twitter generate links by the millions as people connect, communicate, and share. The web has changed from a web of things to a web of people. And it’s all about connections, about the way we’re all linked together by one thing or another.


From content development and integrated marketing techniques to purely tactical link bait, you’re about to learn directly from one of the masters of online marketing. In this book, the “Moses” of link building (as Eric is fondly known in the industry) will teach you how to wisely:


■  Carry out a link audit and competitor analysis


■  Develop a structured, long-term link-building strategy


■  Identify and approach quality, top-ranking websites with a value proposition


■  Differentiate links for traffic vs. links for ranking


■  Recommend the tools of the trade for ethical link-building practices


■  Keep on the right side of search engine guidelines


Eric Ward was the smartest thinker in the space when it comes to link building. I guarantee this book will open up any mental blocks you’ve had about where to get started and set you on a path to becoming a link magnet.
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Introduction


by Ken McGaffin, Head of Marketing at Majestic


I’ve worked with Garrett French on almost a weekly basis for many years. As you can imagine, we spend a lot of time talking about link building; and no matter what the finer points of the discussion, or what obscure aspect of the art we’re talking about, I can be pretty sure that at some point Garrett will say something like, “I wonder if there’s a tool to do that?” or “Hey, that would make a pretty good tool,” or “How could we do that at scale?”


You see, Garrett French loves link-building tools.


He loves using them; he loves talking about them, and he loves creating them—and he has created some gems in his time.


That’s good news for anyone who wants to learn about link building.


Why? Because Garrett’s passion for creating tools is really a passion for solving link-building problems. And to create tools that solve linkbuilding problems, you need to have three attributes:


1.  You’ve got to have a deep knowledge of all the processes of link building. Not just the big picture, but the nitty-gritty details of what actually needs to be done.


2.  You’ve got to have the creative ability to take those processes and distill them into logical steps that make things easy for other people to understand and implement.


3.  You’ve got to know how to do it all at scale—in a way that lets agencies and individuals zip through complex processes and say, “Well, that was easy, wasn’t it?”


Garrett has all three essential attributes in spades. He’s one of the most practical people I know working in this space: He talks and writes about link building with great passion, with deep insight, and with a wonderful ability to communicate.


That’s why I’m so excited by this collaboration with link-building legend Eric Ward. Both these guys have written stuff that makes me stop what I’m doing, make myself a brew of strong coffee, and sit down for a good read. I can’t imagine a better pairing.


—Ken McGaffin
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Chapter 1





A Brief Introduction to Search, Links, and Link Building


“A link is a connection from one web resource to another.” This quote from the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C) makes web links sound so simple. And in some ways they are, or at least they were intended to be. But the web as a whole is huge and complex, made up of trillions of individual pages, files, and other content, while at its core the web is simple and made up of only two things: content and links.


Lots of links.


More links than any one person or search engine can count. Those links between pages and sites are the primary way web users navigate from one place to another online. A simple mouse click takes you from one site to another site, or from a search result to a specific page, or to a video, or a picture, or a song.


If you don’t have a website, you probably haven’t given much thought to links. But if you do have a website, be it a small blog or a huge corporate presence, then links take on a whole new meaning. In fact, links on the web will help determine the level of success your site will have on the web. In addition to the “humans” clicking on those links, every major “bot” (search engine) uses some form of link analysis when determining search results.


The purpose of this book is to simplify the complex online world of web links and help website owners create and execute link-building campaigns that attract links, increase traffic, and improve search rank.


A BRIEF HISTORY OF LINKS AND SEARCH ENGINES


As much as we take the web for granted today, it was only 28 years ago that the very first website was created. No other websites linked to it because there were no other websites.


And there were no search engines to use to find it.


The world’s first website and web server, http://Info.cern.ch, launched on August 6, 1991, by the web’s creator, Tim Berners-Lee, an engineer, computer scientist, and MIT professor. View the first website in Figure 1–1.
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FIGURE 1–1. Info.cern.ch: The World’s First-Ever Website


The site still exists today, and there are more than a half-million other websites that now link to it. A half-million links. That sounds like a lot of links, doesn’t it?


Search engines like Google also exist today (see Figure 1–2 on, page 3). Hundreds of millions of sites link to Google, and billions of searches are performed there every day. Having your site appear high in a search engine’s natural search results can be very profitable for most businesses. However, very few people outside of Google and Bing really understand how search engines compile results, and even fewer understand how to affect those results (i.e., make a site rank higher).
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FIGURE 1–2. Google’s Search Box


There are many factors involved, and some of the most important are links from other sites to yours. The web of today is comprised of trillions of links between sites. Somehow Google and other search engines analyze these links and draw conclusions about your site based on the links that point to it.


Like a fingerprint, your links uniquely tell Google about your site. Who links to you and how they link to you is now one of the single most important factors that all search engines rely on when ranking results.


It didn’t start out that way. The web’s first search engine, called Wandex (see Figure 1–3), and the engines that followed (most of which are gone now), didn’t analyze links at all. They only analyzed your website, the assumption being that your website would be the most accurate way to determine what your website was about.


As logical as that sounds, it didn’t take long for web marketers to figure out how search engines worked and could be manipulated, and the game was on.


As the years went by, search results became less and less accurate, with those most adept at manipulating the results being the big winners, while the searcher often ended up on a page that was not very helpful.
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FIGURE 1–3. The Web’s First Search Engine, Called Wandex


ENTER GOOGLE …


Then Google came along with the idea of using the very fabric of the web itself, links between sites, as a method for determining which web pages were most relevant for any given search.


In other words, the web would collectively determine where a site should rank, based on which sites attracted links. Think of a link as a vote. And while on the web some votes matter more than others and some can actually hurt your search rank, it’s the best analogy to use to introduce you to the concept of link building.


Put simply, you can directly impact your search rankings if you understand how and why links matter and what you have to do in order to earn them. It isn’t about quantity; it’s about quality. A few links from the right places are better than a ton of links from sites with no value.


Link building is both art and science. There are many ways to build links. There’s what some people call the “white hat” approach, where you have a website devoted to a particular topic, and you look for and contact people who care about that topic. You let them know about your site in hopes that they’ll link to your site from their site. This is a slow and methodical process, and it can produce amazing results if done correctly.


But there are other approaches, like sending a few million email messages to a list of people you don’t know, with links in your email telling them about your site. This is commonly referred to as “spam.”


The approach you choose for building links should be based on the content of your site, not spam. Automated link building does not result in your site earning quality links that will help your search rank.


For example, if you have an ecommerce site with generic products that can be purchased anywhere, why would anybody link to that site? There are 500 other sites where someone could buy the same product. For instance, take a look at the results for a search on “golf clubs” in Figure 1–4.
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FIGURE 1–4. 3.3 Billion Results for a Google Search on the Phrase “Golf Clubs”


Why would another site link to your site instead of any of those other 500? The truth is, in this scenario, you’ll have a hard time building links without paying for them. On the other hand, the more freely you create and provide unique content about subjects that you have some passion for, the more freely you will find your site able to attract and earn links. It’s not as complicated as you think, really. My colleagues have often heard me say, “Every site has its own linking potential depending on its subject matter, depth of content, and intended audience.”


What we mean by this is the best target sites for your site to pursue and earn links from are going to be different from those for another site. Here’s a great example: If you have a site that sells archery equipment and that also has excellent archery-related content, there’s a target site you would want to have a link from (see Figure 1–5). Prepare to be surprised.


Why is that site so valuable? Think of that site’s intent, purpose, and author credibility. It’s legitimate and trustworthy, and you can’t get a link from this site just because you want one. You have to earn it. You have to have archery-related content of merit. You have to find the owner/author of the site, reach out to them in the proper way, and recognize that not every site will be given a link, which is one additional reason the engines trust that site. Content of merit earns these types of links.
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FIGURE 1–5. A Valuable Link for an Archery Products Online Retailer
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FIGURE 1–6. Sometimes Link Building is Knowing When NOT to Get the Link


Now take a look at the site in Figure 1–6. Which of the two sites do you feel was created by a group with a singular interest and passion for archery? The answer is obvious when you look at a pair of sites about a very specific topic, like those featured in Figures 1–5 and 1–6, on pages 5 and 6, respectively. Unfortunately, the overwhelming majority of SEO and link-building services you can buy today are not going to help you, could hurt you (with penalties), and at best will be ignored as if they do not exist. You will have spent money for nothing.


While outright penalties and banning from the engines are rare and can be corrected over time, this is a slippery slope to be standing on while building links. It’s also true that you often cannot control who links to you, so the engines must be cautious about levying a penalty until they have enough evidence. But here’s a way you might want to think about it. Google employs hundreds of computer scientists and librarians, all of whom are a lot smarter than most of us are. They work every day to improve Google’s ability to identify link spam, paid links, link networks, and other linking schemes. If we can spot link spam, it’s only a matter of time before they will. Do you want to base your linking strategy on trying to fool a few hundred computer science Ph.D.s who are being paid to produce the most accurate search results possible?


In the next chapter, we explore how to identify and ultimately create content that makes your target audiences’ lives easier (we call that “high-utility content”). Because being useful, helpful, timely, and insightful is the essence of link-worthiness.
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Chapter 2





What Makes a Website Link-Worthy?


So what is the motivation for one website owner to link to another website? The fundamental principle of the web is to allow any document to link to and to be linked from any other document. This is how Sir Tim Berners-Lee intended it when he first proposed the hypertext protocol in 1989 as a way to help researchers interlink related documents from computers all over the world.


It’s interesting that nearly every commercially related web development since its founding has been in some way related to the link (that is, an attempt to find new ways for one site to be linked to another). Banner ads are, at their core, just a link from one site to another. So are text ads, whether on websites, in newsletters, or in email messages. And like buttons, badges, icons, etc., are all just another form of links. A pay-per-click (PPC) listing, a tweeted URL, or a list of search results are nothing more than links. Even that cool widget you created is a link. Anything to be clicked on that shuttles people from one place to another while online constitutes a link. In this chapter, we will discuss links and what contributes to making a website link-worthy.


USEFUL CONTENT EARNS LINKS


The development of all forms and fashion of linking types has never improved on the original, and no amount of cleverness will ever change one universal truth: The less useful your content, the less likely you are to ever receive a link to it.


If we think of the word “useful” as a continuum, then the most useful sites are those that provide rich quality content on a specific subject on which the editor or provider is an authority. Think of the U.S. Government’s National Cancer Institute (what was once known as CancerNet). Located at www.cancer.gov, the site is the ultimate example of content on the right side of the continuum—tens of thousands of pages on every facet of cancer, all free, all generated by experts in the field. See Figure 2–1.


In fact, with no online marketing department, the National Cancer Institute’s website has tens of thousands of links pointing to it from other sites around the world. It’s one of my standard sermons: Useful content gets linked. When CancerNet hired me for some link analysis and strategy, there wasn’t a whole lot for me to do. It took me less than a month to augment and improve what was already in place—a great collection of inbound links. My impact was minimal, if any.
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FIGURE 2–1. National Cancer Institute’s Homepage


But the reality is we can’t all be the National Cancer Institute. Most sites simply do not have the kind of content that engenders tens of thousands of links. So what do you do? What if you are simply trying to sell a few widgets and don’t have any reference to quality content? If your site lands on the left side of the useful continuum, you accept that you are not going to get many links. And those links you do get, you will probably have to pay for. And those links you pay for are not likely to help your rankings and might even hurt them.


If you don’t want to accept this reality and truly want to earn links to your site, you have one (and only one) other option: Make it link-worthy.


WHAT IS A LINK-WORTHY SITE?


Let’s imagine you have an online magic store that caters to professional and amateur magicians. On your site, you sell tricks, supplies, hats, capes, and wands—even the saw-the-person-in-half gag.


If your content were nothing more than an online store, why would anyone link to it? You might get a few links on any magic-site web guides and link lists. But then what? If you are an online store with nothing but products as your content, then you must look to associate/affiliate programs as a means of generating links. Basically, you’re paying for them. But maybe there is something more you can do, if you are willing to roll up your sleeves.


What if, along with your products, you create a searchable database of information on magic? What if you had complete biographies of more than 700 magicians? What if you had a section devoted to magical world records, or a glossary of magical terms, or a directory of magicians on the internet?


This would then be an excellent example of how a store site can add rich, relevant content, value, interest, and community to its website, as well as sell merchandise. Just about any writer who writes about magic and/or reviews websites would write about this site, and any magic fan with a website and a curated list of handpicked links would be likely to link to it.


The above is not just a wide-eyed, hypothetical example. It exists at http://www.MagicTricks.com (featured in Figure 2–2, on page 10).


I know from experience that it’s difficult to find high-trust online venues and curator/site reviewers willing to link to sales sites. The more a site offers deep information on a certain subject in the form of databases, community, guides, forums, reviews, etc., the more likely editors or curators will feature it in their own content. Whether it’s a business or consumer site, the more content-rich the site is, the better, especially if the site’s mission is sales. A site designed to sell a product is far different from a true reference site with hundreds and hundreds of pages of free information on a particular subject.
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FIGURE 2–2. Ecommerce Site with Link-Worthy Content


The National Cancer Institute and MagicTricks.com could not be more different from each other, yet they do have one incredibly important thing in common: Both have topic-specific content written by passionate experts.


The best analogy I can think of to explain a sales-focused website is a public library. A library is, first and foremost, about content, although it does sell things. You can buy copies of books, order maps, buy online database search time, or rent study offices or PCs. Some libraries even have video-rental services and snack shops or restaurants. Money definitely changes hands at a library. But nobody would confuse this commerce with a library’s true mission: being content curators and helping patrons find that content. In like manner, a website also needs to be a library of information on whatever its focus might be. Add great content to your product site.


Why bother? Because useful content gets linked. Products don’t. (Well, they can; it just requires adding useful content to them. See Chapter 18 on building links to sales.)


In the next chapter, we will explore link building campaign design. From that “campaign design” perspective, we’re investigating all the stakeholders in your effort to earn links—not just your SEO team. This is a valuable chapter, even if you’re building links to your own personal website projects. Knowing the “spheres” you’re working with can turn up surprising ideas and directions.
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Chapter 3





Link-Building Campaign Design


Quite often, link builders working outside of your organization will design campaigns based on their personal or agency strengths, tools, and processes. When the campaign ends, the links stop.


For example, in our work with clients, which typically involves expert engagement (often bloggers or other publishing experts in a space), much of the value we create is in the relationships established, not to mention the expert content we create. When we stop engaging the experts, the relationships cool off and the link momentum slows down. This is because our clients have typically not developed the infrastructure and processes to keep developing these relationships (this book is for them). For link-building agencies specializing in link buys or rentals, the decline in momentum can be even more drastic.


Designing an effective, sustainable link-building campaign (or series of campaigns) requires a delicate balance and a precise understanding of an organization’s strengths and weaknesses, as well as carefully described and easy-to-measure goals. This chapter will help you to more effectively design and measure your next link-building campaign. At the very least, it will get you thinking a bit more broadly about link building!


PLANNING CAMPAIGN SCOPE: SIX FACTORS THAT IMPACT CAMPAIGN DESIGN


There are six broad factors we’ve discovered that impact a link-building campaign’s scope. Ideally, a link builder in the campaign design phase has a suitable amount of time to think about and consider all these factors. In doing so, they will probably discover a few more factors unique to their organization’s situation. The more factors you can take into consideration and design for, the more unique and effective your campaign will be.


Factor 1: What’s Working Well for You Already?


We like to start client discussions with a question about what’s working well already—and not just in link building! For example, we may ask how our clients currently generate their leads. Recently, it turned out that one of our clients had an email list of 10,000 subscribers that they’d built up a great relationship with over the course of the past 10 to 15 years! They estimated that at least 10 percent of their list comprised active web content publishers, which made this list the perfect place to begin designing a campaign.


On the more link-oriented side, we ran through some questions with a prospect recently to discover their linkable assets. They didn’t have time or resources to create content, which is our organization’s linkable asset strength. When we asked what had been working, they mentioned that they had products that they could give away for nonprofits and bloggers to use as prizes in raffles and other types of contests. This understanding then informed the link opportunities we discovered for them in that we were able to systematically discover massive numbers of prequalified prospects.


We encourage you to think about what’s working well already and to keep that in mind throughout the discussion in this book. Supporting and growing from what works can be far easier and more economical than trying to create something entirely new that does not stem from currently existing strengths.


Factor 2: Your Business and Marketing Goals


Specific business and marketing goals are often missing in link-building campaign design, especially when a campaign is designed in a vacuum without input from other departments.


Because link building has the capacity to impact goals far beyond your SERP (search engine results page) rankings, we highly recommend that link builders understand and support the company’s specific business and marketing goals in the campaign design phase. Not only will this ensure the link builders have a continued role in the organization, but by solving the problem of “how can link building support x,” they will uncover a solution that may be unique in the market. The link-building goals section, starting on page 209, demonstrates some things link building can impact, but it’s far more important to start with your organization’s goals in mind.


Factor 3: Your Linkable Assets


What about your organization is linkable? This can include in-house “social media celebrities,” your organization’s brand, your organization’s story, your free tools or widgets, your unique and helpful content, your available creative talent, actual budget and more. Further, consider that your industry’s definition of “linkable” can and will differ from those of other industries. If all your competitors have free web tools, then this is no longer a strong differentiator and may not incite interest and links.


See Chapter 5 for an overview of linkable assets, from discovering them on your site and within your organization to identifying what your competitors and industry publishers have done to attract links. In Figure 3–1, the illustration demonstrates an effective example of linkable content.


Factor 4: Link Opportunities in Your Space


The link opportunities that exist from market to market can be quite different. For example, if you’re targeting a consumer market, it could be that work-at-home-dad bloggers are a key segment for you. But if you sell specialty bulldozer parts, then engaging the daddy bloggers might not make as much sense.
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FIGURE 3–1. Illustrations Help Content Become More “Linkable”


Your market—in particular, the publishers catering to your market that you want to earn links from—determines the scope and type of opportunities available to you. Remember to always look for list results. See an example of list results in Figure 3–2. They will save you hours of searching. Further, the presence of lists indicates a robust publishing niche.


Factor 5: Departments Requiring Your Input and Influence within the Organization


As a link building agency, we find ourselves working primarily with the search engine optimization (SEO) department within an organization. Our methods typically involve content creation and industry expert engagement. This sometimes means we have to get approval from departments like PR, content strategy, social media, marketing, even the CEO before the campaign can really get rolling.
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FIGURE 3–2. Typical List Results for Fashion Blogs


We typically try to identify the department that our contact is most embedded within, the department in which they have the most influence, and then we work to keep the campaign within their authority so that we can have the fastest impact. The more departments requiring input, the more work the link builder will have to do in mediating cross-departmental concerns.


However, for sustainable, ongoing link-building campaigns (and often these may not be called link-building campaigns internally), you will need to work the political scene within your organization and be constantly on the lookout for ways to “link-enhance” what others are already doing.


Factor 6: Your Available Resources


At the end of the day, your link-building campaign will come down to the amount of time and money you can put into it. Knowing how much time you can spend yourself, and how much work you can ask for or require of others, can help you to define the entire scope of the project. Often—and rightfully so—your available resources hinge on your abilities as a link builder, as well as your abilities in effectively communicating probable and actual returns on investment. In Chapter 4, we will look at some probable areas of link building’s return.
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