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Search engine optimization — or “SEQ” — has changed as quickly as many of the other aspects of
the web. There’s a real art to being able to create a site with optimal SEO, and the criteria are
constantly shifting!

It used to be that you could insert basic “meta tags” into your pages, and that would tell a search
engine how to categorize your site in searches. For the most part, this is no longer the case —
there are almost no search engines left that still use meta-tags as the primary means to
categorize a site. However — and this is where it gets confusing — meta data is still very relevant
to good SEO.

Most recently, the trend has been for most of the major search engines to relay on Google's
method, and more and more search engines are being powered by Google itself. Google uses a
number of ranked criteria to categorize your site. So, when users search for something that may
be part of your webpages, Google returns your URL in their SERP (search engine results page)
in the following ways:

1) Based on the actual text of your site, Google will return your site in a SERP - based on a count
of the actual occurrence of the keyword searched for, by the user. Google does not rely on meta-
tags any more to do this. Instead, it first counts the text embodied within the site. When you do a
search on Google, notice that it brings a cached version of a paragraph that is relevant or
contains the words that you have searched. This is part of the problem if a site index page is
mostly graphics — which diminishes your return rankings in “keyword” searches.

Speaking of images - if you must use them instead of text, make sure to also use an ALT tag to
describe the image. In other words, if you have used an image in place of a word, for example a
"HOME" button, use alt tag coding to represent the file name for that button. You may also code
the image so that the ALT tag will appear when a user positions the mouse over it. This will get
picked up by most search crawlers, and it's a good general practice for usability standards.

Some sites that rely heavily on graphics will place relevant keyword text at the bottom of the page
in the same background color as the page itself - this is not visible to a user, but a search engine
can see it, and uses this to categorize the site. THIS IS BAD NEWS!! (Editor’s note: Google’s
new algorithms are being used to discriminate between this type of “keyword text loading”, and
legitimate criteria.)

Of course, if you have a Flash-based site — and more and more sites are moving to Flash — you
have to use “code behind” to work around this requirement. Your developer/programmer can
show you how to do this.

2) Google also relies on human volunteers to manually help categorize submissions within the
“DMOZ.org” — which is their ‘Open Directory Project’.

Some major search engines used to require that webmasters register their sites manually — but
this became largely unnecessary some time ago. Relevant content will show up as each search
engine spider works its way across the web. Of course, this is a huge and ongoing process, so it
may take some time before your site ranks higher, post-changes. Calling on an international
roster of volunteers does speed things up a little.
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One major caveat - do NOT pay for the services of third party providers that promise to register
your site and guarantee a certain ranking! Most of these are relying on outdated methods (such
as meta-tags), and cannot control the structure, behavior or results of major search engine
spiders — despite their promises to the contrary.

Smaller, lesser-known search engine sites sometimes rely on the larger engines for their listing to
refresh, and since tons of sites rely on GOOGLE, if you follow the Google rules, half the battle is
won.

Some sites offer fee-based listings — be wary of these. Some want you to pay, in order to be
listed in their results — and some require a fee if you need to get into their system quickly. This is
largely unnecessary, when more and more major search engines are relying on the Google
algorithm.

Don’t forget - if you want to appear at the very top of a list, you can often pay for that type of
listing. It’s called a “Sponsored” or “Preferred” result, and it is usually visibly different from other
returns — Google ‘Sponsored Links’ appear at the very top of the results list, on a background that
is shaded light blue or light green. However, some sites do not visually differentiate the paid
listings, so you have to make sure that they are offering their users an honest service!
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In closing, here are a few final tips from a colleague who has substantial expertise in the area of
SEOQO:

1. Remember to use your “anti-robot” tag (which stops eMail harvesters) to your advantage

2. Using specific page titles on each of your web pages is a good move, as it will ensure multiple
pages of your site are getting listed within different keyword searches

3. Use lots of relevant, appropriate key words - take a look at competitor sites if you're not sure
which keywords are best to use.

You can do this by looking at the source code via your browser by clicking View — Source Code.

Provide keywords and descriptions

Some indexing engines look for META elements that define a comma-separated list of
keywords/phrases, or that give a short description. Search engines may present these keywords
as the result of a search. The value of the name attribute sought by a search engine is not
defined by this specification. Consider these examples,

<META name="keywords" content="vacation,Greece,sunshine">

<META name="description" content="ldyllic European vacations">

Pages Yahoo! Wants Included in its Index
e Original and unique content of genuine value
o Pages designed primarily for humans, with search engine considerations secondary
e Hyperlinks intended to help people find interesting, related content, when applicable
¢ Metadata (including title and description) that accurately describes the contents of a web
page
e Good web design in general

4. Write good, concise copy, using your keywords. Avoid using “great!”, “the Best!”, “excellent!”
and other similar words and phrases of that type in your copy (It doesn't help to distinguish your
web site!)

5. Include relevant copy on the first page (Home page) of you site this will also help to properly
categorize your site.
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Here are some great links to further research search engine optimization (SEQO) information:

http://www.searchengines.com/search _engines 101.html (This site also has some great links to
free and low-cost ways to market your site - lots of info here! The only thing on this web site that
isn't completely up-to-date is their article on meta-tags. For better information on the topic, see
the next link.)

http://www.clickz.com/search/opt/article.php/1478501 (This article talks about why you don't
need meta-tags - those invisible, searchable bits of text - anymore. Very important to those of
you who've been using commercial services which promise great search engine optimization
results...and which DON'T deliver on that promise.)

http://www.searchenginewatch.com/webmasters/article.php/2168011 (Here's an older series of
articles — in a tutorial format. More wonderful information to be found here — but disregard the
parts that refer to “search engine submission”, which is no longer completely necessary.)
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