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SEO: Search Engine Optimization 
Improving Your Ranking in Search Engines 

Summary 

This white paper discusses search engine optimization (SEO.) By understanding the trends in search 
engine technology and development, you can use this FAQ to design a marketing and technical strategy 
that can improve your ranking in search engines. 

• There are over 800 search engines, but 95% of users visit only three. 

• Search engines are turning into the Yellow Pages. You pay to be listed. 

• Link relevancy and link quality are the main methods now to be listed. 

• SEO is primarily a marketing strategy, not a technical strategy. 

Authors 

• Andreas Ramos has worked for a number of Silicon Valley companies. He wrote one of the first 
books on web design and managed ecommerce sites for years. He was the webmaster for a 
company that grew at over one million users per month for more than a year. Andreas lives in Palo 
Alto with his cat. Visit him at andreas.com. 

• Stephanie Cota’s clients include a number of Silicon Valley startups. She built a web-based 
enterprise system for the State of Nevada. She wrote an entire ecommerce engine from scratch, 
including secure online credit card transaction, invoicing, merchant tools, inventory control, and 
shipping fulfillment. Stephanie also lives in Palo Alto. Visit her at stephaniecota.com. 

We build and manage ecommerce websites. This includes automated tools, interactive databases, and 
other tools and technologies, many of which we’ve developed ourelves. For more, visit our website at 
CreativeConsultantsGroup.com. 

Update:  June, 2004. This whitepaper document has been completely revised and expanded. It is now 
a paperback book. The book is only $19.95. It includes more details on SEO, plus a chapter 
on Google AdWords. Visit www.CreativeConsultantsGroup.com/seo/  for the latest 
version.  
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SEO Techniques 

Main Points 

• The main point is NOT "I just register and that's all I need to do." 

• The search engine is just ONE item in your general publicity strategy. 

 

Since it takes three months or more for the SEs to index a new site, submit as soon as possible. Within 
days of starting a new website, create a index.html page, put all the relevant keywords on it, and submit 
it to Google, and crosslink it to other sites that you control. You can then spend the next month or two 
developing the site. 

Relevance Ranking 

Search engines want to be the one that offers the most relevant results so that users will return to use it 
again. 

Google introduced link relevancy. This is based on a method of academic indexing of articles. An article 
is judged to be significant if other articles cite it. The more citations an article has, the more significant it 
is. If 100 sites link to cats.com, then it will be ranked higher than feline.com that has only 20 links to it. 

Link Quality 

It also counts who links to you. A link from a major site may be worth a hundred points, and link from 
a personal site is worth only one point. If Purina.com and Friskies.com link to cats.com, that counts 
better than a dozen links from individuals on Geocities.  

This had a major impact on search engine strategies. 

• Before relevancy, search engine optimization (SEO) was a job for technical people: they wrote meta-
tags and so on. 

• With link relevancy, SEO shifted to marketing. They identify the links that they want to be linked 
from, and then go out and establish business deals with those sites. It’s a marketing and co-
branding issue. 

Overview of Major Search Engines 

There are websites that show the up-to-date market share for each search engine. 

• Chart of each search engine’s technology. Very good resource. 
http://www.searchenginewatch.com/webmasters/features.html 

• http://searchenginewatch.internet.com/links/Major _Search_Engines/The_Major_Search_Engines/  
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Keywords: Spider Food 

Search engines surf the web to index websites. They are called spiders (because they move around the 
web.) So you want to create a content-rich page that will attract spiders and give them lots of text to 
index. If you offer good spider bait , the spiders will rank your page higher than others. 

Your keywords are your elevator pitch: two or three short sentences that describe your site. Use words 
that your grandmother will understand, along with specific words for your industry.  

Study your competitors. Find the general page for your product at Yahoo, print it out, and study your 
competitors’ descriptions. Write one that includes their words and does it better. 

• General Description: We sell ergonomic office desks. 

• Specialized Description: Wholesale distribution of fully adjustable OSHA-compliant ergonomic 
office desks, work stations, and sit/stand desks. 

• Location: If it’s relevant, include your location (city and state.) In Seattle, Washington. Bed and 
Breakfast in the Three Lakes region of Missouri. 

• Service: We offer wholesale and retail. You can order online or by telephone. 

Use a Multitrack Approach 

In the following, I assume that you have moderate web skills. If not, ask your neighbor’s 12-year old if 
she can make the changes. 

The Title Tag 

The title tag is in the HTML’s HEAD section. The code looks like this: 

<TITLE>Koi and Goldfish at Koi-Heaven.com</TITLE> 
The title is displayed in the upper left of the browser window.  

The title is also used in the description text that appears in the search engine. 

The TITLE tag’s content is what the user sees in the search engine results list. 

• Write a good title that will encourage visitors to come to your website. 

• When writing the title, use the keyword first and then the name of website. For example, Koi and 
ornamental goldfish at Koi-Heaven.com. 

• Search engines have a limit to the number of characters that they will read from the TITLE tag. This 
varies according to the search engine, but in general, use no more than 50 characters (this includes 
spaces). 
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The Meta-Description 

The meta-description tag also goes in the HEAD section. Here’s an example: 

<meta name=“Description” content=“A beginner’s guide to keeping koi fish 
in a backyard pond.”> 

Search engines display the content of the description tag to the visitor in the search engine results page. 

To write your description tag: 

• Use your top two or three keywords and write a complete sentence. 

• Look at other descriptions in Google and notice what it considers important, such as the words 
archive, news, health care, and similar. 

• Put the keyword first, then the description, and finally the company name. “Keep beautiful Koi and 
goldfish in your pond. News, FAQ, tips, information, and more at Koi-Heaven.com.” 

• Use about 250 characters (including spaces). Paste the text into Word and use Tools | Word Count 
to count the number of characters. 

Submit Your Description to the Directories 

Now that you have the description, submit this to the Yahoo! and DMOZ directories. These lists are 
edited and maintained by humans. If they think your entry is valuable, they will add it to their 
directories.  

These directories are used by other search engines. The DMOZ file is open source and any search 
engine can fetch it for free and use it to create their list of webpages. 

Since the DMOZ list is edited and evaluated by humans who are experts in those categories, it is 
considered to be more valuable than lists created by automated indexing tools. 

• To submit to DMOZ: http://dmoz.org/add.html 

• To submit to Yahoo!: They may charge a fee. http://search.yahoo.com/info/submit.html 

The Meta-Keyword Tag 

The meta-keyword tag probably causes the most problems for SEOers. 

• The meta-keyword tag tells the search engine what the webpage’s main keywords are. 
Here’s an example: 

<meta name=“keyword” content=“koi, goldfish, fish, ponds, Japanese 
ornamental fish”> 

Lots of people have heard about this tag, and yes, it was once important, so they insist that SEOers 
include this tag. However… 

• Nearly all of the major search engines ignore the meta-keyword tag because it’s too easy to use this 
to fool the search engines. We wrote about this in the Introduction. 

There’s also another problem with the meta-keyword tag: 

• The meta-keyword tag tells your competitors what your keywords are. 

You put all this work into creating the ideal list of keywords and you then place that list in the meta-
keyword field. JoesGunsAndKoi.com comes along, copies your list, and saves an afternoon of work. 
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Clients always ask us to add the meta-keyword tag. If I tell them it is useless, they think “Ha! I saw this 
tip on Fox News! Andreas doesn’t know anything about SEO!” 

So when clients want a meta-keyword tag, we put one in. It’s just a few general keywords that don’t 
give away the farm. 

And of course, you can look at your competitors’ sites and copy their meta-keyword tag into your list of 
keywords. 

File Names 

The search engines index the names of files that make up your website. If there are two files named koi-
information.html and su-inf.html, you can guess which one will be found when a user searches for koi. 

• Use your keywords for your file names. For example, koi-information.html, koi-fungus.html, and so 
on. 

• Use informative names for your files. Avoid cryptic names, acronyms, and so on. 

Logo Image 

For accessibility of the web by visually impaired users, there is a text= tag in an image. The search 
engines index the text that is embedded within the link information for an image.  

You can put text into that tag and search engines will index it. 

 

<img src=“images/logo-koi.gif” width=“150” height=“100” alt=“Keep 
beautiful Koi and goldfish in your pond. News, tips, information, and 
more at Koi-Heaven.com in Chicago. Call us at 800-KOI-FISH.”> 

 

• Add your sales pitch to the alt=”” tag in the image link. 

• Use the keyword in the image’s filename.  

• For example, images/logo-koi.gif 

Some people will point out that Google has an index of images. Yes, it does, but what it indexes is the 
text description of the images, not the images itself. No search engine can identify an image. It’d be 
wonderful if they could index an image: they could identify all the photos of hot housewives and block 
those pages. 

The H1 Header 

Okay, now we’re getting into the body of the HTML. Here is perhaps the most common SEO error. 

• Use an H1 heading on the front page. Google gives emphasis to words in the heading because 
headings carry information about a page. 

Web designers don’t like the H1 heading because it’s big and ugly. Instead of H1, they use images or 
body text and modify it with SPAN, DIV, or CSS. That looks nice, but Google wants to see a heading.  

By using images or SPAN, the web designer inadvertently undermines the webpage’s indexability. 
Images can’t be indexed, so Google won’t see those headings. Body text that uses SPAN will be treated 
as body text, not header text. To get Google to index the heading, use an H1 tag to mark the heading. 

• Use the main keyword as the first word in the heading, such as Koi Experts of Chicago. 
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The Body Paragraph 

The body text is the text on the front page. This text should be descriptive, informational, and have lots 
of keywords. 

• Put your main keyword at the beginning of the body text. 

• Repeat the main keyword several times within the first 25 words. 

• Work the other keywords into the body text. 

• Repeat the main keyword at the end of the front page. 

• Use complete sentences in your text. 

• Avoid phrases such as “Best in the World!” Some search engines ignore these phrases. 

• Use words that mark information, such as news, guide, and summary. 

• Google also offers Local Results. If a user adds a city name into a search, the user will see a list of 
relevant businesses and services in her city. If your location is relevant to your product or service, 
add your city, telephone number, and zip code to your front page. 

Hyperlinks 

The search engines give more attention to the text in hyperlinks, since these take effort to create and 
hyperlinks often point to information. 

• Put the keywords in the hyperlink. Example: Read <a href=http://www.koi-heaven.com/koi-
fungus.html>how to cure fungus in koi</a>. 

• On the first page, add links that point to your informational pages. 

• Note that the file has an informative and relevant file name. 

Site Maps 

Some websites uses JavaScript or roll-down menus for the navigation. However, some search engines 
ignore JavaScript and thus won’t follow the links at your site. There is the same problem with site maps 
that use images. 

• Create a plain text site map that lists all of the webpages. Place a plain text link to the site map on 
the index page. 

Validate the HTML 

Some search engines pay attention to the quality of your HTML. One of the differences between 
amateur and professional websites is whether the HTML is written correctly. 

• Write clean HTML code.  

• Use HTML validation software to make sure your code is compliant to the current standards. 

Relevancy and Quality Strategies 

Due to Google, it’s also important how your site is displayed at other sites. 

• Who Linked to You?: You can use AltaVista or Google to see who has links to your site. At either 
one, type link:your-domain.com (for example, link:cats.com).  
You can also use http://www.marketposition.com/linkpopularity.htm 

• Link Exchange: We saw above that only 7% of users get to your site via search engines, but 46% use 
links to get to your site. The more links to your site, the higher you are ranked at Google. Identify 
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one or two link exchange services and use them. Visit your competitors and see what they use. 
Identify relevant business types and contact them and swap links. If you sell flowers, swap links 
with bridal services, mortuaries, and so on. Think about your type of customers and swap links 
with the type of restaurants and bookstores that they also visit. 

• Update: Update your site every month. Make changes. Otherwise, search engines may see that your 
site hasn’t changed and you will lose points. Many sites were created in 1997-98, and have not 
changed since. In many cases, the owners have forgotten the passwords! 

Other Strategies 

• Newsletters: 47% of users followed direct links (7% use search engines). So send out a monthly or 
quarterly email. Implement a text box so users can submit their email address. Send a brief, chatty, 
friendly email. 

• Signature Text : A signature line is the line of text about yourself which is appended automatically 
at the end of every e-mail that you send out. You must add your e-mail address and URL to your 
signature line. For example:  
Willy Katzenjammer  
Visit our Bed & Breakfast in Mendecino at www.willy.com for a free drawing.  

• Advertising : Most users follow links. So put your URL in your media advertising: print, TV, radio, 
giveaways, and so on.  

• Sensible URL Name: Don’t use long or difficult names. Don’t use “misspelled” names such as 
cingular.com, scient.com, and so on. People won’t remember the odd spelling and they give up. 

• Dotcom: Use .com as your main site, not other alternatives: Avoid org, net, and other extensions. 
People are accustomed to dotcom. 

Keep Out Spiders 

In certain situations, you may not want spiders to index all of your site. Perhaps you have pages that 
are not relevant to the public. If you have a small site on a slow server, some 10-15 spiders visit your site 
every day and they navigate every single link, which slows down your site. 

You could allow perhaps the main page to be indexed and then block the indexing of the rest of your 
site.  

There are two ways to keep spiders out of your site: the robots.txt file and the robots meta tag.  

The robots.txt file is a file with a list of files which should not be indexed by a visiting spider. Simply 
create a text file, add a list of files, and place it in the main HTML directory where your index.html file 
resides.  

• User-agent: * # directed to all spiders Disallow: /cgi-bin/sources Disallow: /access_stats Disallow: 
/cafeteria/lunch_menus/  

The robots.txt file is respected by many search engines. However, it's not guaranteed. 

There is also the robots meta tag. This is a tag that is placed in the head tag of each web page to exclude.  

• <META NAME="ROBOTS" CONTENT="NOINDEX, NOFOLLOW"> 

The noindex means it should not index the page. Nofollow means it should not follow any links from 
this page. This tag however is not universally r espected. 
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Spam Tricks 

Here are various spammer tricks. Don’t use these. You will be penalized at search engines. I list these so 
you can avoid them. 

• Invisible Text: Put black text on a black background. This is invisible to the user, but visible to the 
spider. Search engines notice this, and ignore these pages.  

• Keyword Stuffing : Duplicate (or triplicate or more) words in your meta tags. 

• Misleading Keywords: Use misleading words, such as mp3, napster, sex, and so on for a flower 
site. Search engines look for this and if their spider sees that you have duplicate words or irrelevant 
words, they will ignore you. 
Another mislead trick is to add your competitors' names so that when people search for them, your 
site appears. Your competitors can point this out to search engines and you will be deleted. 

• Meta Refresh Tags: You arrive at a page, but it jumps you to an unrelated page. The first page uses 
a misleading keyword (MP3, Napster, cars, etc.) and the second page is a redirect to a sex page. 
Search engines notice this and purge those pages. 

Web Traffic Analysis 

Web Traffic Analysis : Your web site keeps track of every click that happens. All of this information is 
recorded in web traffic logs. You use “web traffic log analysis” programs to display this information in 
charts and tables. This is extremely valuable information. For example, 

• Traffic analysis shows which pages are popular and which are not popular. This gives you a basis 
for rewriting or deleting material. 

• Traffic analysis shows you how users came to your site: it lists the other sites from where they 
came. You can contact those sites and suggest cross-linking or banner ads, to improve that traffic.  

• Traffic analysis shows the next site that your visitors are hopping to. Again, you can contact those 
sites and suggest link exchanges. 

• Traffic analysis shows you which search engines are sending traffic to you. You can increase your 
exposure at those search engines and reduce expenses at ineffective search engines. 

• Traffic analysis shows you the keywords that users use when they search for your site. You can add 
those words to your meta tags, front page, and develop additional material. You can delete 
ineffective words. 

In short, web traffic analysis is a major diagnostic tool for tuning your web site. To use this effectively, 
hire someone who understands how to use these tools. 

Paid Placement 

There is another way to get ranked highly in search engines. This can put you at the top of a search 
engine nearly instantly. Pay Per Click, also called Paid Placement (PPC), is a paid advertising service 
that place your ad on a search engine. 

• In SEO, you tweak the HTML and hope that the search engine will index your webpages. You also 
hope the search engine will use your carefully crafted sales pitch. But you have very little control 
over the results. 

• In PPC, you pay to play. You have complete control over the text to be displayed. Placement is 
based on how much you pay: the more you pay, the higher your ad will be placed. 
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PPC generally means using the Google AdWords and Overture ad placement services. At both of these 
services, you place a bid and your ad is displayed according to the other bids within the same category. 

Problems to Avoid: Free Submit to be Delisted 

Major crawlers rely on link relevancy, not URL submissions. The vast majority of submissions to Add 
Your URL are spam. 

A number of search engines penalizes pages if they are submitted. "The free Add URL is a magnet for 
spam and low quality pages, so we intentionally give those pages a lower ranking," said Michael 
Palmer, chief technical officer of Inktomi's search services division. 

AltaVista added manual confirmation to its Add URL page. This stops automated submission. 
AltaVista estimates 90% of submissions are spam from submit robots.  

Is That It for SEO? 

What we’ve listed above is basic SEO. This is what most SEO companies do for you. 

There is a great deal more to SEO. There are far more sophisticated ways of doing SEO. Over the last 
three years, we’ve learned more about SEO. Andreas worked as an SEO manager in San Francisco for a 
while. 

We rewrote the original white paper from scratch (Really. We started all over again.) and described in 
detail how search engines work, how they index the web, how the web works, why some websites are 
at the top, lots of specific methods for SEO (including illustrations and examples), and a long chapter on 
PPC (paid inclusion) services.  

PPC is perhaps the most significant SEO method now, because it works the best, yet it is very poorly 
explained, because SEO companies keep that secret. Well, we tell all. It’s all in the book. Only $19.95. 

• For more information, see www.CreativeConsultantsGroup.com/seo/ 
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Outsourcing SEO 
If you don’t want to spend days at optimizing the site for search engines, you can hire out the entire 
project to Search Engine Optimization (SEO) services. They keep track of search engine changes, modify 
your page, study your competitors, and so on.  

Finding a SEO Service 

To find an SEO service, talk to the head of marketing at other companies and find one that you can 
trust.  There are many disreputable companies out there. Anyone can call themselves an SEO service. 
Make sure they address the following issues: 

• Get keywords from your marketing department.  Remember: you know your customer best, but 
they can suggest phrases based on keyword phrase popularity, competitor rankings/keyword 
usage, and by looking at your traffic logs. Work closely with them, because a good SEO company 
will research your niche and have insights that benefit  you greatly.  

• Site content: Integrate the keywords into the existing site.  The  SEO will examine, recommend, and 
make revisions to your site. You should have a content writer who can work with them. 

• Your Code: They should be able to discuss the technical aspects of your site in terms of SEO.  Have 
them talk with your technical staff. 

• Link Popularity: They should aware that linking to relevant sites is an essential part of SEO and 
offer concrete suggestions for a strategy. If they simply say that they will submit you to 500 search 
engines, walk away. 

• Ongoing Search Ranking Efforts: They should discuss with you that search engine optimization is 
an ongoing effort (including the trend towards link popularity) and together with you, they should 
plan a maintenance and reporting schedule.  This includes log traffic and reports on rankings for 
both you and competitors. 

 

They should be clear that SEO is a constantly changing area, and strategies, rankings, and results are 
not predicable or stable. 

Red Flags 

Here’s how to spot an incompetent or fly-by-night SEO. 

• Any spamming techniques. Automated submission will blacklist you at search engines. 

• Not requesting your traffic logs. This shows lack of technical competence. 

• Not asking about your competitor websites. Lack of strategic planning. 

• Not submitting manually to major search engines/directories: Automated submission will blacklist 
you at search engines. 

• Asking you for keywords, instead of keyword phrases.  

• Not consulting with your marketing people. 

• Not informing you that ongoing optimization is required and implying that optimization is a one-
shot deal.  
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How Much for SEO? 

An average budget per year: 

• Small commercial site $1,500-$10,000.  

• Large commercial site $20,000-$60,000.  

• Very large site (such as Dell with thousands of products) $60,000-$200,000 

Do I Really Need to Hire an SEO Company? 

• If your company can assign the SEO task to someone as a quarter-time job (it will take about a 
quarter of her overall work week every week) who has moderate HTML skills, then you can keep 
this in-house. This is the best solution: you and your employees have the biggest stake in the 
success of your company. Buy our book on SEO (see www.CreativeConsultantsGroup.com/seo/ ) 

 

If you don’t have someone who can do the SEO, then you’ll have to hire an SEO service. Be sure to find 
a company that will represent your interests. Several problems can arise: 

• Many SEO companies are basically a few people who know HTML, but they are not marketing 
people and don’t understand key words, how to write a professional sales pitch, how to develop 
advertising strategies, and so on. 

• You’ll meet with the top people, who will say they will do the work. However, the work is usually 
assigned to low-paid staffers, part-time workers, or unpaid interns. It may even be offshored to 
India. The workers will be swamped with multiple projects (as many as 20-30 projects per month). 
Despite the assurances, your company will be poorly handled. 
To avoid this problem, meet personally and privately with the person who actually does your SEO 
work. Ask her how many projects she is handling. If she is good, consider hiring her as your in-
house SEO person. 

• A number of SEO companies are basically marketing companies that entered the SEO field. 
Traditional marketing is in serious trouble, partly because of SEO and technical marketing. SEO can 
become rather technical. Marketing people however generally have no idea about the technical 
issues in SEO. If your site uses Java, databases, transaction payment software, SSI, and so on, the 
marketing people will be unable to work with this and they will make serious mistakes. The person 
who does your SEO work must be competent at HTML. 

• The technical basis of SEO is extremely complex and very obscure. The search engines are based on 
logarithms and information cluster technologies. Go ahead and look at the top SEO chat lists and 
search for logarithms. You’ll see that from 600,000 discussions, there are perhaps two or three short 
discussions about logarithms. The vast majority of SEO workers have no idea that logarithms even 
exist, much less what this has to do with SEO. When you consider hiring an SEO company, ask 
them to explain logarithms to you and see what happens. 
There’s also network theory, which is a field of abstract mathematics and physics. The web is based 
on network theory. Yet again, the vast majority of SEO companies have never heard of this.  
 

I know this personally, because I’ve talked with many SEO workers, SEO managers, and the head of 
SEO companies. 

We don’t do SEO as a main part of our business. We build and manage ecommerce services for 
companies. To improve the ecommerce revenues, we do the SEO for our clients. That is why we know 
about this, and that’s also why we don’t mind revealing the insider methods of SEO in our book. For 
more, see www.CreativeConsultantsGroup.com/seo/  . The book is only $19.95. 
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Conclusions 

Does This Work? 

I’ve managed SEO projects for some 20 sites, ranging from very small sites to large corporate sites for 
$200 million startups. Here is what I’ve learned. 

• SEO can fail if the site’s key concepts are vague. If people don’t know what the company offers, 
they’re not going to be able to find it. This is a problem for new products or services. For example, 
the idea of SEO itself as a service has been around for three or four years (1999-2004), yet in early 
2004, many highly technical people in Silicon Valley still don’t know what SEO is. 

• SEO can fail if the company is in a market niche that is collapsing. I did the SEO for a company that 
does car leasing services. The company has been in business for 20 years. However, by 2002, the car 
leasing market pretty much ended because car companies are offering zero interest financing. 

• If your site offers hundreds of products, it may be difficult to stand out against smaller, more 
focused competitors. A possible strategy is to create a series of smaller sites (in other words, sub 
companies) for the various product groups. 

• SEO is successful if a site is tightly focused on a service or product, there are relatively few 
competitors, and the product is unique. For several clients, this has worked out very well.  

• One of our clients is a small company with a $65,000 product. They tried $30,000 print ads in trade 
magazines and got zero response. We did the SEO and produced 12 solid leads in the first 60 days. 

• Another client sells specialty shoes on the web. He is the largest distributor in the USA, both online 
and offline, for his market. The majority of his sales are online. SEO works for him because he has 
seven brand names. We built SEO strategies for each brand name, and in most cases, he is ranked 
#1, ahead of the manufacturer for that brand. 

Can There Be Total Failure? 

The San Francisco Realtors Association uses a name that is hard to remember. Is it realtor or realty? Is it 
San Francisco or SF? Is it association or organization? They use org, not com. The site uses only 
graphics. No text at all. No keywords or text. The result: No visitors. 

Resources 

Update: June, 2004 

This white paper has been completely revised and expanded. It is now a paperback book. It includes 
more details on SEO, plus a chapter on Google AdWords. The book is only $19.95. Visit 
www.CreativeConsultantsGroup.com/seo/ for more. 

For Further Reading 

• Links, resources, and more at www.CreativeConsultantsGroup.com/seo/seo-links.html  


