Search engine marketing – an introduction
This is an updated version of the Chapter 7 section in E-marketing Excellence on search engine marketing. It adds developments and details arising since publication mainly in the areas of search engine optimisation and Pay Per Click search engine advertising.

How important are search engines for web site promotion? Typically, the answer is 'very important'. The reason? They are the primary method of finding information about a company and its products. Over 90% of web users state that they use search engines to find information. If your organisation is not registered with a search engine, you make it difficult for a prospect or customer to find you unless they know or successfully guess your web address because the potential visitor is already aware of the company or brand. Similarly, if you have registered, but are outside of the top 30 search results listings for a key word combination, users will not scroll down to find you. It is just the same as not being listed, or in the wrong category in a business directory such as Yellow Pages when your competitors are. Note though, that for established brands, we commonly see from web analytics that more than half of site visitors do arrive at a site direct through typing in the web address or following a bookmark. This shows the power of branding and offline communications in driving visitor traffic. In 2003, Statmarket (www.statmarket.com) reported that direct navigation accounted for 65% of site visits worldwide, with 21% following links and just 14% arriving by search engines. For first time visits, however, search marketing is generally found to be over 20%.

You need to avoid being in the Internet black hole shown in Figure . Of the billions of web pages that have been created, many are not listed on search engines because companies are not registered or the site content is inaccessible. Make sure yours is not one of these. Ensure that you are visible in at least the Top 10 search engines and that dynamic information held in databases is visible through techniques such as URL rewriting.
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Figure 7-2 Proportion of sites accessible via search engines

How do search engines work?

To optimise your position in different search engines, it helps to understand the basis on which search engine results pages (SERPS) are generated and ordered. By understanding this you can boost your position higher than your competitors and so achieve higher levels of traffic. Search engines compile an index by sending out spiders or robots to crawl around sites that are registered with that search engine (Figure ). The spider compiles an index containing every word on every page against the page address. It weights the index according to different parameters and then stores the index as part of a database on a web server. This index is what is searched when potential customers type in key words. Google is rumoured to use at least 100 factors within its search ranking algorithm and we will explore the most important ones of these in a moment.
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Figure 7-3 Stages involved in search engine listing

Techniques for increasing visibility on search engines

There are three general marketing approaches for making a company visible through search engines: 

1. Search engine optimization (SEO)
Here the marketer boosts their position in what is known as the natural or organic listings on the SERPS pages. In Google, the natural listings are on the left as shown in Figure 7-4 (a). The position or ranking is dependent on an algorithm used by the search engine to match relevant site page content with the key word combination entered. The section below explains the basis for optimization. 

2. Pay Per Click (PPC) or paid listings
This is similar to conventional advertising; here a relevant text ad with a link to a company page is displayed when the user of a search engine types in a specific phrase. A series of text ads are displayed as is shown on right of Figure 7-4 (b). The relative ranking of the paid performance placements which are often labeled as ‘sponsored links’ is typically based on the highest bidded per click value for each key word phrase. Google also takes the relative clickthrough rates of the ads into accounts, so ads which do not appear relevant, because fewer people are clicking on them will drop down or may even disappear off the listing.
3. XML Trusted feed
This form of search advertising is less widely used. Here, the ad content is automatically uploaded to a search engine from a catalogue or document database in a fixed format which uses the XML standard. It is particularly useful for retailers who have large product catalogues. There is typically a fixed setup fee and then also a PPC arrangement when the ad is clicked on. Note that Google does not offer trusted feed at the time of writing in its main search results (but offers a free XML feed to its main Froogle shopping catalogue). XML trusted feed is offered by other portals such as Yahoo! and MSN.
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Figure 7-4 (a) Listings on Google search engine results page for key phrase [car insurance uk]
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Figure 7-4 (b) Listings on Google search engine results page for key phrase [cheap car insurance uk]

Search engine registration

For success in SEO, the first thing you need to check is that you are registered with all the main search engines. While some unscrupulous search marketing companies offer to register you on the ‘Top 1000 search engines’, in reality registering on the top 10 to 20 search engines in the countries you operate will probably account for more than 95% of the potential visitors. To find out the most popular search engines in different countries, use online panel data from www.netratings.com, ISP analysis from Hitwise (www.hitwise.com) or compilations at SearchEngineWatch (www.searchenginewatch.com/reports). 

How do you achieve registration? The good news is that registration with many search engines is free. It is possible on these sites to ‘Add a URL’ free of charge, for example www.google.com/addurl.html where you supply your home page URL and Google will index all the linked pages. It is recommended that automated submission tools are not used since these can be considered a search engine spamming technique. In fact, if you have links from other companies that are registered with a search engine, many search engines will automatically index your site without the need to submit a URL. You can check that you are registered with search engines by:

1. Reviewing web analytics data which will show the frequency with which the main search robots crawl your site.

2. Using web analytics referrer information to find out where sites visitors originate from.

3. Checking the number of pages that have been successfully indexed on your site. For example, in Google the search [ inurl:www.davechaffey.com ] this lists all the pages of Dave’s site indexed by Google and gives the total number in the top right of the SERPS.

Search engine optimisation (SEO)

The importance of SEO is suggested by Figure 7-5 which shows that the higher rankings in the SERPS get significantly more clicks than lower listings. However, you will still drive visitors to the site if you are not in the top 3 results as suggested by the Research Insight ‘Understanding consumer search engine behaviour’. 

The key to successful search engine optimisation is achieving key phrase relevance since this is what the search engines strive for – to match the combination of keywords typed into the search box to the most relevant page. Notice that we say ‘key phrase’ (short for keyword phrase)’ rather than ‘key word’ since search engines such as Google attribute more relevance when there is a phrase match on a page. Despite this, many search companies and commentators talk about optimising your ‘keywords’ and in our opinion pay insufficient attention to key phrase identification. Key sources for identifying the key phrases your customers are likely to type when searching for your products include your market knowledge, competitors sites, key phrases from visitors who arrive at your site, the internal site search tool and the key phrase analysis tools listed at the end of the chapter:
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Figure 7-5 Relative traffic projections based on the ranking on search engine results pages (Source: Atlas DMT Research Insights, http://www.atlasdmt.com/insights) 

Although each search engine has its own algorithm with many weighting factors and they vary through time, fortunately there are common factors that influence search engine rankings. These are, in approximate order of importance: 
1. Frequency of occurrence in body copy. The number of times the key phrase is repeated in the text of the web page is a key factor in determining the SERPS position for a key phrase. Copy can be written to increase the number of times a word or phrase is used (technically, its key phrase density) and boost position in the search engine. Note though that search engines make checks that a phrase is not repeated too many times such as ‘cheap flights.. cheap flights.. cheap flights.. cheap flights.. cheap flights.. cheap flights.. cheap flights.. cheap flights..’ or the key word is hidden using the same colour text and backgound and will not list the page if this key phrase density is too high or it believes ‘search engine spamming’ has occurred. Relevance is also increased by a gamut of legitimate ‘tricks’ such as including the key phrase in headings, anchor text in links and with a higher density towards the start of the document.

2. Number of inbound links. Evaluation of inbound links to determine ranking is one of the key reasons Google became popular. Page Rank helps Google deliver relevant results since it counts each link from another site as a vote. However, not all votes are equal – Google gives greater weight to links from pages which themselves have high Page Rank and the link anchor text or adjacent text contains text relevant to the key phrase.

3. Title HTML tag. The keywords in the title of a web page that appears at the top of a browser window are indicated in the HTML code by the <TITLE></TITLE> keyword. This is significant in search engine listings since if a key phrase appears in a title it is more likely to be listed highly than if it is only in the body text of a page. It follows that each page on a site should have a specific title giving the name of a company and the product, service or offer featured on a page. Greater weighting is given to key phrases at the left of the title tag and those with a higher keyphrase density. The Title HTML tag is also vital in search marketing since this is typically the text underlined within the SERPS which forms a hyperlink through to your web site. If it is an effective call-to-action that demonstrates relevance you will receive more clicks which equals more visits and the search engine will determine that your content is relevant too.

4. Meta-tags. Meta-tags are part of the HTML file, typed in by web page creators, which is read and displayed by the browser. They are effectively hidden from users, but are used by some search engines when robots or spiders compile their index. In the past, search engines assigned more relevance to a site containing key phrases in its meta tags than one that didn’t. Search engine spamming of meta tags resulted in this being an inaccurate method of assessing relevance and Google has reported that it assigns no relevance to meta tags. However, other search engines such as Yahoo! Search do assign some relevance to meta tags, so it is best practice to incorporate these and to change them for each page with distinct content. There are two important meta-tags which are specified at the top of an HTML page using the <meta name=”> HTML keyword:

i. The “keywords” meta-tag highlights the key topics covered on a web page. 

Example: <meta name="keywords" content="book, books, shop, store, book shop, bookstore, publisher, bookshop, general, interest, departments,">

ii. The “description” meta tag denotes the information which will be displayed in the listing of web sites in the web browser when a web page is found.<

Example: <meta name="description" content="The largest online book store in the world.">

Other meta-tags are used to give other information such as the type of tool used to create the web page. Remember that incorporating the names of competitors is now not only underhand, but case law in the UK has demonstrated it is illegal. 

5. Hidden graphic text. A site that uses a lot of graphical material or plug-ins, is less likely to be listed highly. The only text on which the page will be indexed will be the <TITLE> keyword. To improve on this graphical images can have hidden text associated with them that is not seen by the user (unless graphical images are turned off), but will be indexed by the search engine. For example text about a company name and products can be assigned to a company logo using the ‘ALT’ tag as follows:

<IMG NAME= ‘Logo’ SRC= ‘logo.gif’ ALT="Eastern Engineering – lathes and milling machines">

Again due to search engine spamming this factor is assigned lesser relevance than previously, but it is best practice to use this since it is also required by accessibility law (screen-readers used by the blind and visually impaired, read-out the ALT tags).

Directories

Web directories or catalogues are constructed and presented differently to search engines. Directories are not constructed automatically by robots and spiders, but are human generated. A human being will place each reference to a site in a category. After you submit your URL to a site such as Yahoo! (for which a fee is payable) or the Open Directory (www.dmoz.org) (which is currently free) it will be reviewed by a human and then included if it is thought to be of a suitable standard. Inclusion in 

both of these directories and others such as Business.com can assist in boosting Page Rank as explained in the previous section. Another difference is that directories do not give comprehensive access to all web pages. When you search a directory, you are not searching the entire web, but the list of company names, categories and for Yahoo!, the 25 word description of the site. 

E-marketing Excellence – Danny Sullivan on Search engine registration

A shock for graphic designers; Danny Sullivan, editor of respected Search Engine Watch (www.searchenginewatch.com) says:

‘Search engines prefer “big, dumb and ugly pages’

He also emphasises the importance of the title tag, he says:

‘After the page content itself, the title tag is the most important. Keep the title short, attractive, and enticing, and it will work well both for search engines and people reading a description of your page’.

E-marketing Insight – Understanding consumer search engine behaviour

Search marketing firm iProspect conducted research on how we search, the results are instructive:

· Over half of Internet users search at least once a day

· Around half use search toolbars from one of the providers such as Google, Yahoo! or MSN

· 81.7% will start a new search if they can find it in the first 3 pages (typically 30 results). So, to some extent, it is a myth that if you are not in the top 10 you will receive no visitors - it depends on the quality and relevance of the listing also. The detailed figures were: 22.6% try another search after first few results; a further 18.6% after reviewing the first page (41.2% cumulative); 25% after checking the first two pages (67% cumulative) and 14.6% the first three pages (81.7% cumulative)

· Users tend to choose the natural search results in preference to the paid search listings according to a sample figures for selection of natural search were 60.8% for Yahoo! and 72.3% for Google. This figure increases for experienced users. This suggests that companies who concentrate on paid listings only are limiting their visibility
Source: Iprospect research, Spring 2004 (www.iprospect.com) 

Pay Per Click (PPC) search marketing

Pay per click (PPC) search marketing refers to when a company pays for text ads to be displayed on the search engine results pages when a specific key phrase is entered by the search users. It is so-called since the marketer pays for each time the hypertext link in the ad is clicked on. As a search user, you can identify the pay per click text ads since they are usually under the heading ‘Sponsored links’. You can see them on the right side of web page in Figure 7-4. The position in these paid listing, as they are also known, is determined by the amount bid by a company to be near the top of the listing. 

Paid search listings or sponsored links are very important to achieve visibility in all types search engines when an organisation is in a competitive market. If, for example, a company is promoting online insurance, gambling or retail products, there will be many companies competing using the search engine optimisation techniques described in the previous section. Often, the companies that are appearing at the top of the listing will be small companies or affiliates. Such companies are less constrained by branding guidelines and may be able to use less ethical search engine marketing techniques which are close to search engine spamming. If you look at sites near the top of the listings for any of the keywords above, you will find that are ugly pages which look bad, but search engines like. Furthermore, smaller organisations can be more nimble, they can respond faster to changes in search engine ranking algorithms such as the Google Dance by changing the look and feel or structure of their site. A small company can make changes in hours or days, for a large organisation it may take weeks, months and in some cases, years.

To participate in PPC campaigns, clients or their agencies commonly use PPC ad networks or brokers to place and report on Pay Per Click ads on different search engines. Two of the most important PPC ad networks are Overture (www.overture.com) which is owned by Yahoo! and Espotting (www.espotting.com). For example, in Europe, in 2004, placing an ad on Overture would enable advertisers to display the ad on Yahoo!, MSN and ISP Wanadoo. It is necessary to deal direct with Google, which have their own PPC ad programmes such as Adwords Select http://adwords.google.com. 
Different advertisers bid on particular key words to achieve the listing that they want. Typical aims are to be top, or to be in the top 3 or 5 sponsored ad links. Espotting estimates that 97% of its traffic to its advertisers’ destination sites are from the top 5 positions. 

Advertisers decide on the maximum Cost Per Click (CPC) they are prepared to pay. If this is more than the current top position, the Cost Per Click will be reduced so that it is just sufficient for you to be top. If your bid is less than the current Cost Per Click of the top position, you will be placed according to the ranking of your bid.

A minimum bid of $0.10 is typical, with a maximum capping on bids and amounts spent per month possible.

For Google, the listing position is based on two factors: the maximum CPC and also the Clickthrough rate. These two figures are multiplied together to give a ranking position. This ranking system rewards well-targeted, relevant ads.

With PPC as for any other media, media buyers carefully evaluate the advertising costs in relation to the initial purchase value or lifetime value they feel they will achieve from the average customer. As well as considering the Cost per Click (CPC), you need to think about the conversion rate when the visitor arrives at your site. Clearly, an ad could be effective in generating clickthroughs, but not achieve the outcome required on the web site such as generating a lead or online sale. An implication of this is it will be more cost-effective if targeted microsites or landing pages are created specifically to convert users to making an enquiry or sale. This is not a form of advertising to use unless the effectiveness of the web site in converting visitors to buyers is known. 

Table 7-1 shows how cost per click differs between different keywords from generic to specific. It also shows the impact of different conversion rates on the overall CPA or CPO. It can be seen that niche terms that better indicate interest in a specific product such as ‘womens car insurance’ demand a higher fee. The table also shows the cost of PPC search in competitive categories. Advertising just on these 4 keywords would cost €33,000 in a single day.
The cost per acquisition (CPA) or Cost per Outcome (CPO) can be calculated as follows:

Cost per acquisition = (100 / Conversion rate %) * Cost Per Click

Table 7-1 – Variation in Cost per click for different key phrases in Google UK, 2004

	Keywords 
	Clicks / Day 


	Avg. CPC 
	Cost / Day 
	Avg. Position 
	CPA @ 25%

conversion
	CPA @ 10%

conversion

	Overall 
	5,714 
	€5.9 
	€33,317 
	1.3 
	€23.4


	€58.4

	insurance 
	3,800 
	€5.4 
	€20,396 
	1.3 
	€21.5


	€53.7

	"car insurance" 
	1,700 
	€6.6 
	€11,119 
	1.2 
	€26.2


	€65.5

	"cheap car insurance" 
	210 
	€8.4 
	€1,757 
	1.1 
	€33.5


	€83.7

	"womens car insurance"
	4.1 
	€10.5 
	€43 
	1.0 
	€42.2
	€105.4


Given the range in costs, two types of strategy can be pursued in PPC search engine advertising. If budget permits, a premium strategy can be followed to compete with the major competitors who are bidding the highest amounts on popular keywords. Such a strategy is based on being able to achieve an acceptable conversion rate once the customers are driven through to the web site. 
A lower cost strategy involves bidding on lower cost, less popular phrases. These will generate less traffic, so it will be necessary to devise a lot of these phrases to match the traffic from premium keywords. 
Optimising Pay per Click

Each PPC keyword needs to be managed individually in order to make sure that the bid (amount per click) remains competitive in order to show up in the top of the results. Since each advertiser will typically manage thousands of keywords to generate clickthroughs manual bidding soon becomes impractical. An example campaign on the Espotting network in 2003 is given below

E-marketing Excellence - Pricerunner use the Espotting network

The Campaign:

15,000+ keywords

Generic: 'cars'

Highly targeted: '4x4', 'buying a saloon', 'BMW Z3'

URL link for all keywords took consumer straight to the relevant pages

The Result:

25,000 click-throughs 

26% went on to a retailer & 18% conducted a sale 

Cost £3,000 = Sales £1.2 million

Jamal Hirani, Managing Director, Pricerunner said simply “Pay Per Click is the best form of advertising we have found."

Some search engines include their own bid management tools, but if you or your agency is using different Pay Per Click services such as Overture, Espotting and Google, it makes sense to use a single tool to manage them all. It also makes comparison of performance easier too.

Bid management software Such as Atlas One Point (www.atlasonepoint.com) and BidBuddy (www.bidbuddy.co.uk) can be used across a range of PPC services to manage key phrases across multiple PPC ad networks and optimise the costs of search engine advertising. The current CPC is regularly reviewed and your bid is reduced or increased to maintain the position you want according to different strategies with amounts capped such that advertisers do not pay more than the maximum they have deposited.

As more companies become aware of such tools a perfect market will exist. The companies who become top will be those which can justify not only the Cost per Click but the best lifetime value from the customer. Already, some financial services companies can model lifetime value from particular key phrases and select customers accordingly. For example, if someone types ‘cheap car insurance’ they are liable to have a lower lifetime value than some who types in “Directors car insurance”. Ultimately, it will be the companies with the broadest range of products who can justify the highest fees. For example, Tesco.com which offers a range of products and services will be able to generate a higher lifetime value from a company acquired through search marketing in comparison with a company that just offers car insurance.

Beware of the fake clicks

Whenever I describe the principle of PPC marketing to marketers, very soon a light bulb comes on and they ask, “so we can click on competitors and bankrupt them”. Well actually no. The PPC ad networks detect multiple clicks from the same computer (IP address) and say they filter them out. However, there are techniques to mimic multiple clicks from different locations such as software tools to fake clicks and even services which you can pay a team of people across the world to click on these links. It is estimated that in competitive markets 1 in 5 of the clicks may be fake. While this can be factored into the conversion rates you will achieve, ultimately this could destroy PPC advertising. We believe, that longer term PPC will move to something similar to affiliate model when marketers only pay when sale or someother outcome on a site occurs. This will favour companies with the best conversion rates on their sites.
New Glossary entries

Allowable customer acquisition cost (CPA)
The maximum acceptable cost for gaining a new customer typically based on consideration of the lifetime value for gaining that customer type

Average order value (AOV)
The typical amount spent in a single visit to a retail site for a particular customer group

Cloaking

Getting a search engine to index content for a URL that is different than what a searcher will ultimately see i.e. serving different pages to the searchers to those served to search engine robots by identifying the type of visitor.
Customer lifetime value (LTV)

A modelled future value of customers over a set number of years based on future purchases and customer acquisition and management costs

Doorway pages

Pages deliberately created which are optimised for particularly key phrases or search engines in order to increase listings in SERPS which often re-direct to other pages in sites. Typically they are entry points that are not part of the main navigation. They are considered to be an unethical approach known as search engine spamming. Ethical search marketers instead create search entry pages that are part of the main site navigation which are themed around particular phrases customers are likely to use.
Google Dance

A periodic change to the search engine algorithm weighting that affects rankings and so causing companies positions in the SERPS to change, sometimes dramatically.

Key phrase 

The combination of keywords typed into a search engine by user

Keyphrase density

The percentage importance of a keyphrase in comparison with the total number of words within a title, meta tag or web page.

Link anchor text

The text used to form the blue underlined hyper link viewed in a web browser defined in the HTML source. For example: Visit Dave Chaffey’s web log is created by the HTML code:

<A HREF= “http://www.davechaffey.com”>Visit Dave Chaffey’s web log</A>

Link farms

Interlinked sites set up to increase Page Rank. Considered to be search engine spamming. 

Page Rank.

An index used to assessed the interconnections between web pages. A trademark of Google. Based on “link popularity” or the number of inbound links and the Page Rank of the linking sites.

Pay per click (PPC) search marketing 

Refers to when a company pays for text ads to be displayed on the search engine results pages when a specific key phrase is entered by the search users. It is so-called since the marketer pays for each time the hypertext link in the ad is clicked on.

Search engine results pages (SERPS)
The pages generated and displayed by a search engine after a search engine user types in their key phrase.

Search engine spamming
Unethical actions deliberately taken by marketers to mislead the search engines and give a higher ranking such as use of link farms, doorway pages and cloaking.

Touch strategy
The sequence, frequency and content of outbound communications such as e-mail and direct mail.

URL rewriting

A technique used to make complex web addresses for pages associated with dynamic content such as product catalogues or news articles visible to search engines. 

Web analytics

Techniques used to assess and improve the contribution of E-marketing to a business including reviewing transaction log files, online reach data, customer satisfaction surveys, etc

Updated by Dave Chaffey (www.davechaffey.com) September 2004.

PAGE  
1
Search engine marketing article: Source: www.davechaffey.com 


