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Introduction

Search Engine Optimization (SEO) has become somewhat of 

a buzzword. As marketers, we have a keen awareness that 

SEO is critically important, but often have little understanding 

of what it is beyond that. We know that we need to do it for 

our website to rank better in search engines. We know that it 

will help us increase traffic to our website and enter leads into 

the sales funnel. We may even have a grasp of some of the 

fundamental practices or facets involved: keywords, high-quality 

content, providing a great user experience, etc. But overall, 

as marketers, anything about SEO that involves more than a 

cursory understanding is beyond us – we don’t have the tools or 

knowledge to really grasp the basic elements.

This eBook strives to change that fact. We’ve compiled the 

knowledge of four SEO experts to provide marketers with a guide 

on the more technical, behind-the scenes aspects of search 

engine optimization. In this eBook you will find plain language 

and concise definitions of some of the most important elements 

of SEO. 

We have divided this eBook into 2 sections. The first section 

will discuss technical SEO aspects that are related to how 

search engines – particularly Google – function to determine 

results and rankings. You will gain an understanding of 

elements such as search algorithms, authority, search engine 

penalties and more. For each element, we will explain:

     What it is

     How it works 

     And why it’s important for marketers to understand

The second section will focus on the technical aspects of SEO 

that marketers and webmasters have more control over. These 

include site speed implications, optimizing your website for 

mobile, on-page best practices, site architecture and other 

important factors. For each category, we will discuss:

     What it is

     Why it is important for SEO

     And the best practices involved in implementing it into   

     your overall SEO strategy
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By reading this eBook, you will gain invaluable insight into the lesser-known, technical side 

of SEO. This will give you a much more comprehensive, well-rounded understanding of SEO, 

allowing you to firmly grasp what it is and how it works, in order to increase your website traffic, 

attract leads, and ultimately increase sales. Furthermore, equipping yourself with this knowledge 

will help you to improve communication and ease coordination between your marketing 

department and your internal or external technical/SEO team. The result: you will spend less 

time trying to understand each other and more time implementing actionable, results-oriented 

SEO initiatives.
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In order to understand SEO, we have to begin with the essentials: the search 

engine itself. How does it function? How are web pages ranked, and why 

are they ranked the way they are? To this end, this section will act as an 

introduction to how search engines (Google in particular) work, how they 

determine the results they provide in Search Engine Results Pages (SERPs), 

and how you can ensure that you integrate practices that best comply with 

the rules and guidelines of search engines. 

1
Algorithms, Authority and 
How Search Engines Function 
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What is it?

The algorithm is a mathematical formula that is used to determine which website is most 

relevant or useful in relation to a query that a user types into a search engine. Essentially, the 

algorithm is a scoring system, used to score every page on the web and then sort and rank 

them based on a given search query. Every search engine has an algorithm, and while each 

one differs, they all exist for the same reason: to provide users with the most relevant, useful 

results. 

While nobody has a complete knowledge of how each search engine algorithm operates – 

they are, after all, proprietary technology – we can safely assume that Google’s is the most 

technologically advanced. It takes into account more than 200 factors (probably many more 

than this) to establish the order of rankings, and it is constantly changing, upwards of 550 

times per year. 

What
How
Why

The Algorithm
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How does it work?

The algorithm works by measuring certain elements or factors in order to determine how a 

page will rank in search engine results pages (SERPs). Google’s algorithm usually measures 

about 30% of the more technical, on-page factors, and 70% of other factors such as links or 

social signals. These factors are used to decide why one page will rank over another page. 

Some are quite clear to us; we know, for example, that the title tags of pages are given 

significant weight. Other factors used for rankings aren’t so easily discerned, as Google and 

other search engines don’t freely discuss how their algorithms operate in detail.

What we do know, however, is that aspects such as page relevance, quality, popularity, 

credibility, trust, and so on are used to score websites. The blanket terms to describe these 

factors is authority, which acts as an indication that a particular page is more important than 

another. The higher the score and authority, the better the page will rank, plain and simple. 

What
How
Why
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Why is it important for marketers to understand?

The algorithm is important to understand because it is the foundation off which SEO is based. 

When you optimize for search engines, in effect what you are doing is optimizing for search 

engine algorithms. You are constructing or modifying your website in a way that aligns with 

the algorithm’s ranking factors. By doing this, you ensure that your website is attractive to the 

algorithm and has an increased chance of performing well in SERPs.

Furthermore, understanding the purpose of the algorithm – to provide users with the 

best, most relevant results – provides valuable guidance for implementing SEO initiatives. 

The algorithm exists to ensure that users are given the easiest, best experience when 

searching; knowing this allows you to avoid any practices that may be at odds with this 

goal. And because the purpose of the algorithm is one thing that remains static (Google has 

consistently operated on the principle of the best user experience since its infancy) you can 

ultimately protect your website when algorithmic updates and other changes occur. In the 

second section of this eBook, we will go into a detailed description of how to optimize your 

website for search engine algorithms.

What
How
Why
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What is it?

Hummingbird is a significant update to Google’s algorithm that was released in the summer 

of 2013. Its purpose is to better understand what users mean when they conduct search 

queries, rather than what they explicitly type into the search bar. What it has changed is the 

way that Google evaluates queries. Instead of focusing on specific keywords that are part 

of the query, it is getting better at understanding the entire query and the context of that 

particular search.

Hummingbird doesn’t affect rankings, per se, at least not in the way that Penguin or Panda 

did. It has nothing to do with the websites being ranked by the algorithm, and everything 

to do with how Google operates and handles searches. While the Penguin and Panda 

algorithms actually impacted the scores of websites and how they ranked, Hummingbird is 

more like the Caffeine update in the sense that it affects how Google functions as a search 

engine.

What
How
Why

Google Hummingbird
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How does it work?

Hummingbird is based around “conversational” search. It strives to produce the most 

relevant results based on the entirety of the search query. Think of Hummingbird in similar 

terms as Siri for the iPhone. When you ask Siri a question, it is in plain language; you would 

ask “where is the cheapest gas station in Toronto”, not “cheapest gas station Toronto”. 

Hummingbird tries to discern, from a search like the latter, that you are actually asking the 

former, without you having to search multiple times. 

How does it do this? Hummingbird works based on the popularity of query chains. A 

query chain is when a user modifies the parameters of their search a number of times 

in the same session. For example, a user may type in “gas Toronto”, then “gas station 

Toronto”, then “cheapest gas station Toronto”. Before, the last search in the query chain 

would be considered a long-tail search, but Hummingbird aims to produce this result 

without users having to search so many times to find what they are looking for. When a 

query chain becomes statistically significant – has enough search volume – Hummingbird 

ensures that it is offered higher in the results than it normally would have been. Essentially, 

Hummingbird tries to take general searches and figure out what kind of long-tail search the 

user would be making. 

What
How
Why
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Why is it important for marketers to understand?

Hummingbird is important because while it may not affect rankings or websites directly, it has 

the potential to affect how head terms and long-tail keywords are processed and evaluated 

by Google. It could change keywords and rankings on the long-tail, and you may find that 

some of the terms you were ranking for are no longer performing well. 

Perhaps more importantly, it appears that Hummingbird once again reinforces the importance 

of high-quality content, with an emphasis on user-experience. Since it moves away from 

exact match keywords and towards understanding what is being asked, sites that are 

better at rolling keywords normally and organically into content will perform better with 

Hummingbird, as will sites that have a knack for answering specific questions that searchers 

have about their industries. 

What
How
Why

http://www.facebook.com/share.php?u=http://info.searchenginepeople.com/how-to-gain-an-edge-with-technical-seo
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?original_referer=http://info.searchenginepeople.com/how-to-gain-an-edge-with-technical-seo&url=http://info.searchenginepeople.com/how-to-gain-an-edge-with-technical-seo&source=tweetbutton
http://www.linkedin.com/shareArticle?mini=true&url=http://info.searchenginepeople.com/how-to-gain-an-edge-with-technical-seo
https://plus.google.com/share?url=http://info.searchenginepeople.com/how-to-gain-an-edge-with-technical-seo


14How to Gain an Edge with Technical SEOeBOOK Share this eBOOK

Hummingbird best practices

While you can’t control Hummingbird, you can make 

adjustments to how you approach keywords. Hummingbird 

tries to understand and answer the questions that users 

are asking; you should do the same. The better you are at 

answering questions people may have about your industry 

or services, the more valuable you become as a source 

of information. On the right are some pointers on how to 

determine what these questions are: 

1   Develop Personas

Buyer personas will help you truly identify you target audience(s). 

An in-depth understanding of your audience allows you to create 

content that directly addresses their needs, challenges and pain 

points. 

2   Conduct keyword research

Tools such as Google AdWords Keyword Planner (an account can 

be created for free) allows you to gain insight into what people are 

searching for and how often. You can identify search queries and 

long tail keywords and cater your content towards answering the 

questions that your target audience is asking.

3   Monitor social conversations

Monitoring what your audience is talking about over social media 

is a great way to help you identify the topics or issues your content 

should be focusing on. There are a variety of tools available that 

will help you in this endeavor, including HootSuite, Klout and 

TweetReach. 
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What are they?

Penalties are Google’s way of lowering the authority of websites that have gone against their 

guidelines in the past and continue to do so today. Google doesn’t refer to them as penalties 

– they call them algorithmic updates or manual actions, depending on the type. They are 

commonly referred to as penalties because, essentially, they do damage. If hit with a penalty, 

your site traffic can be reduced by as much as 50, 60, 80%. So in reality, you are being 

penalized for using practices that go against Google’s rules. 

What
How
Why

Penalties

PEnALTIES ARE GOOGLE’S WAy Of LOWERInG THE 
AUTHORITy Of WEbSITES THAT HAVE GOnE AGAInST 
THEIR GUIDELInES.
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How does it work?

There are two main types of penalties: What
How
Why

1   Algorithmic

Algorithmic penalties are completely automated. 

Google’s algorithm detects that certain rules are 

being broken and penalizes your site accordingly. 

When rules are broken that are flagged automatically 

by the algorithm, and a penalty is issued, it falls 

under this category. Algorithmic penalties affect the 

authority of your entire website. 

The time it takes to recover from an algorithmic 

penalty can be very lengthy, even more than a year. 

This is because you need to ensure that your site is 

back in compliance with Google’s rules. Wait for the 

algorithm to run again and realize that your site has 

been fixed, then HOPEFULLY your site will regain 

rankings. 

 

2   Manual

Manual penalties (Manual actions, in Google lingo) 

are when a penalty is issued manually based on 

human review. Generally, these occur when an 

algorithm can’t determine whether a not a penalty 

should be issued, so a human observer goes 

through and decides if a) a penalty is warranted and 

b) the severity of the penalty. Manual penalties can 

affect only a subset of links, certain pages or areas 

on your website, or your whole website, depending 

on the severity and extent of the infraction. 

Recovering from manual penalties does not 

take nearly as long as does recovering from an 

algorithmic penalty (you could find your website 

back up to par in as little as a month). The work 

and time required to resolve issues associated 

with manual warnings depends on the severity and 

nature of the violation, as well as the corrective 

action required by Google. 
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What
How
Why

Content Penalties which came with the implementation of the Panda algorithm, were 

introduced in order to penalize duplicate, low-quality or thin content. They were used primarily 

to eliminate scraper websites, which would rip content from one website and put it on their own. 

By adding a few links, these scraper websites would rank higher for that content than would the 

original site or author. Though these sites no longer exist, there was a fallout among other sites 

that weren’t necessarily using such black hat techniques, but for some reason had duplicate 

content. The message is clear: avoid duplicate content and focus on adding content to your site 

that is unique and adds value. 

Link penalties are in place to try and determine if websites have taken part in link-building 

or buying links. People used to buy links on high authority websites, put links on directories, 

or put them in article syndication. With updates such as Penguin, Google is becoming better at 

identifying and penalizing sites that employ these practices. For Google, it makes no sense for a 

site to rank higher simply because they can pay more, as this has nothing to do with the content of 

the website itself.

Penalties can be broken down even further into content and link penalties, 

which can be issued either algorithmically or manually. 
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Why is it important for marketers to understand?

It is crucial to understand what penalties are and how they work because they can, in effect, 

cripple your website and even your business (SEP dealt with one company that was hit with 

an algorithmic penalty who had to cut their workforce in half due to the business they lost). 

A penalty is not a simple slap on the wrist; if it is severe, you can see traffic to your website 

plummet. The corresponding drop in leads, sales and revenue that can result from this can 

be devastating, particularly because recovering from a penalty can take such a long time. 

By understanding what practices leave your website susceptible to penalization, you can 

take the necessary preventative steps to protect yourself. Ensure that your website is in 

compliance with Google’s guidelines, that you are producing unique, remarkable content 

that adds value, and that you’re focusing on attracting links instead of building them through 

spammy or manipulative practices. Link attraction will be discussed in more detail in the 

section “How to take advantage of today’s algorithm”. 

What
How
Why

$
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What is it?

Authority means very much the same in SEO as it does in common parlance. It’s a perception 

of credibility or expertise given to your website or brand based on a number of different 

factors.  The higher authority your website has, the more Google feels that you are some kind 

of expert in the industry who should be listened to. Higher authority means higher rankings in 

search results.

What
How
Why

Authority
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How does it work?

Since 2004, Google has been working hard at authority determination. Today, authority is given 

based on a wide variety of factors, including:

     Social shares and signals

     Inbound links and their quality

     Site traffic

     Number of subscribers to newsletters, lists, etc.

     The quality of site content

     And much more

As it stands, the only visible signal of authority is PageRank. PageRank measures the relative 

importance of a web page in comparison to all others, and assigns a number from one to ten (ten 

indicating the highest authority) to each individual page on a website. This means that each page on 

your website can have a different PageRank. The score of a page is based not only on the volume 

of back links (people linking to your website), but also the importance of the pages where the back 

links are located. For example, a link back to your site from CNN is much more authoritative than a 

link from a little known blog. You can find the PageRank of a page by using the Google Toolbar.

Apart from PageRank, all other authority signals are results-based. For example, your traffic, the 

strength of the brands linking to your website and the number of times you are mentioned as a 

brand over the web. These aspects of authority are not as easily discerned, but nonetheless, they 

are very significant factors that signal authority to Google.

What
How
Why
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Why is it important for marketers to understand?

Authority is paramount to the performance of your website. It’s a very simple equation: 

high authority web pages receive high rankings, and low authority pages are lower down 

on the totem pole. Thus, from an SEO standpoint, focusing your efforts on building the 

authority of your website and your brand is essential to success. The next section, “How 

to take advantage of today’s algorithm,” will discuss how to build authority in more detail.

What
How
Why
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How to take advantage of today’s algorithm

Building authority is critical to success in today’s search 

environment, and this is still mainly done through links. Google 

built the Penguin algorithm to battle link spam, which indicates 

that they still (and will continue to) place a lot of emphasis on 

links as signals of authority. However, the way links are obtained 

today are much different than in the past. People used to find 

article directories and directly submit their links, or they would 

buy and trade links in order to increase their back link volume. 

Today, these practices won’t help build your authority; in fact, they 

will likely do the opposite as Google gets better and better at 

identifying and penalizing such techniques. 

Today, it is less about link building, and more about link attraction. 

Attracting links and building authority requires the creation and 

promotion of unique, valuable, high-quality content. You need to 

produce good content around a specific topic area(s) relevant to 

your business if you want people to link to your site or share via 

social media. The key is to become a knowledge resource in your 

industry, an expert authority on all things pertinent to what you do 

as a company. Your good quality content should also be backed 

by other forms of content promotion. Make buzz around your 

website, conduct PR in order to obtain links from high authority 

sites, and actively promote your brand via social media. 

Here are a few other authority building tips:

     Get an authorship tag on your Google + account

     Establish as many social connections as you can,      

      especially on Google +

     Write for your customers/target audience (as opposed 

      to writing for search engines)

     Provide as much information about your services 

      or products as possible

     Actively share knowledge that is valuable and helpful 

      to your audience 

The better your content creation and promotion efforts 

are, the more likely you are to receive links from others 

considered to be authorities, which in turn can help 

establish you as an authoritative source. Valuable, unique 

content is also more likely to foster other signals of 

authority, such as social shares and forms of citation that 

will further indicate to Google that you are someone who 

should be listened to. These are all considered to be 

“votes of confidence”, and the more votes you get, the 

better you will rank.
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In section 1 of this eBook, we discussed the technical aspects of SEO that 

related to how Google functions as a search engine, in particular how its 

algorithm works to determine search results. This section of the eBook will 

focus on the technical aspects of SEO that are concerned with the user 

experience and web development side of your website. These are the 

elements that are more controllable. While nobody has the ability to control 

Google’s algorithm or ranking criteria, the areas we will discuss below can be 

changed and modified to better align with Google’s guidelines, thus positively 

impacting website performance in SERPs. 

2
Websites, User Experience 
and Technical SEO 
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What is it?

Site architecture is the term used to describe how a website is structured from a technical, 

informational and functional standpoint. Proper site architecture will consider both users 

and search engines in the web development process, ensuring that information is grouped 

and organized in a manner that is both user-friendly and easily crawlable by search engines. 

Generally, site architecture includes the following:

     Where and how to group and present information

     Logical organization and structure

     Clear, sensible site hierarchy 

     Usable, logical navigation menu

The end goal of site architecture is to produce a website that is free of usability issues, 

is structured in a way that makes it easy for search engines to crawl pages based on 

importance, and provides a pleasant, seamless user experience. 

Site Architecture What
Why
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Why is it important?

Site architecture is important because on the one the one hand, Google and other search 

engines need to be able to crawl your website – if your website isn’t crawled, it isn’t indexed, 

and if it isn’t indexed, it has no chance of ranking in SERPs. Good site architecture with a clear 

site hierarchy makes it much easier for search engines to crawl your website and ensure that all 

of the pages on your site are indexed. 

On the other hand, site architecture is also important for user experience and usability, two 

things which are beginning to weigh more heavily as ranking factors. A bad site structure 

translates to a bad user experience, which will hurt your rankings as Google gets better at 

determining which sites are good and bad from a user experience perspective. A website with 

a logical site hierarchy makes navigation easier for users – if they were to progress from the 

homepage to a service page to sub-content pages, they could do so in a way that is predictable.

What
Why
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Site architecture best practices

A logical, effective site architecture can significantly 

improve website rankings, user experience and usability. 

Here are some steps to take to ensure that your site 

architecture is up to par. 

Establish a site hierarchy. Look at your website according 

to levels. The home page of your site is the first level, and 

should aim for the most competitive keyword terms as it will 

(usually) have the highest authority. The main pages off the 

navigation are the second level, and should use the next most 

competitive keyword terms. On the lower-level pages that are 

less authoritative, you should use the long-tail, low competition 

keyword terms.

When you build a hierarchy, make sure every level is 

accessible from the level before. Also, link back to more 

important pages from lower level, less authoritative pages.

Have a clear navigation menu. Your navigation menu 

should be logically constructed and make your website easy 

to use. Important pages should lead to relevant, lower level 

pages, and content should be easily accessed without users 

having to sleuth around. 

Your site should make clear what it is you do. Get people to 

look at your home page and describe what it is you do. If they 

can’t determine this in 30 seconds, you need to change your 

homepage to better reflect the services/products you provide.
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Don’t hide content in images, iFrames or javascript. Your 

content needs to be in plain text in order for search engines 

to be able to crawl it. If it is buried in complicated javascript, 

it won’t be detected by Google. Turn off javascript and CSS 

and you can see your page as the search engines see it (the 

method for doing this will differ from browser to browser: for 

Firefox and Chrome, the web developer tool bar plug-in is 

probably the best option, and similar add-ons are available for 

other browsers). If all the content is there, then it is crawlable. 

If not, the search engines can’t see it either and you need to 

find a way to better serve that content. 

Clean your site up. Make sure your pages have clear and 

compelling CTAs, your important content is kept above the 

fold, and there are no broken links. Some good tools for 

identifying broken links on your website include LinkChecker, 

Xenu’s Link Sleuth, and Online Broken Link Checker, though 

there are a multitude of other options available. 

PAGES HAVE CLEAR AnD 
COMPELLInG CTAS

IMPORTAnT COnTEnT 
IS AbOVE THE fOLD

nO bROkEn LInkS
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What are they?

URLs stand for Uniform Resource Locators. Essentially, they are the web address of a 

web page (for example: http://www.searchenginepeople.com/inbound-marketing) and 

they appear inside the address bar of most web browsers. URLs consist of three parts:    

URLs What
Why

1   The network protocol (http://)

2   The host name or address (searchenginepeople.com)

3   The file or resource location (/inbound-marketing)
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Why are they important?

URLs are important because they are the method used to identify any resource 

on the internet, whether a web page, document, file or image. From an SEO 

perspective, they are crucial because they describe a page to search engines (and 

also to visitors). Their relevancy and accuracy are key to having the particular page 

rank well. Having an SEO-friendly URL structure throughout your website ultimately 

helps to positively impact rankings.  

What
Why

URLS   ARE THE METHOD 
USED TO IDEnTIFY AnY 
RESOURCE On THE InTERnET

http:// are the method used to identify any resource on the internet.com
http:// are the method used to identify any resource on the internet.comtify any resource on the internet.com
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URL best practices

There are a variety of steps you can take to ensure that 

your URLs are optimized for both search engines and your 

audience:

Always use lower case characters. Servers handle capitalization 

differently, meaning that it is possible your URL will be read 

differently from one server to the next. If a server is case 

sensitive, it will read www.example.com/Site and www.example.

com/site as two separate pages, and one will return as a dead 

link. On a case insensitive server, both pages will work, but you 

have effectively created two separate URLs for the same page 

of content, which is not good for search rankings.

Use dashes to indicate spaces. If you need to separate words 

for purposes of clarity, dashes are the way to go. This is the 

practice that Google recommends in its webmaster guidelines. 

While underscores separate words well enough from a user 

standpoint, Google actually reads underscores as word joiners, 

not as separators.

Make sure your URLs are “hackable”.  If the URL structure 

throughout your website is good, users should be able to 

erase a portion of a URL to get back to a different page. For 

example, if I am on the page www.site.com/products/running-

shoes, if I take out /running-shoes in the address bar, I should 

be directed back to www.site.com/products. 

OPTIMIZE. OPTIMIZE. OPTIMIZE.
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Limit the use of URL parameters.  URL parameters are 

variables used in the URL to pass data from one page to 

another. An example would be when an e-commerce site adds 

“sort=price_ascending” to a URL to present items in order of 

price from low to high. They are also often used to differentiate 

brand, filter content, and translate pages, all of which change or 

determine the content of a page. However, some parameters – 

Session IDS, for example – have no effect on the content of the 

page itself, but create multiple URLs. If possible, avoid the use 

of URL parameters. If they need to be used, try and limit them. 

Fewer URL parameters will help you reduce the generation of 

internal duplicate content. 

Keep your URLs concise. The more obvious and concise a 

URL, the better. Not only does it better describe the content 

of a page, it also makes it easier to copy and paste, share in 

conversation and even put on a business card. 

Do not use session IDs. Session IDs are URL parameters that 

identify users for the duration of their visit to your site. They 

create duplicate content because they effectively create 

multiple versions of a URL that direct to the same page. As 

will be further explained on the next page, you want to avoid 

duplication as much as possible. 
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What is it?

Duplication can describe either internal or external duplication. External duplication is 

when your website has content that is unoriginal and exists on another website. This 

issue became particularly salient with the release of Panda, which aimed to identify 

and penalize scraper websites – sites that would rip content from another and place it 

on their own. However, many other sites that weren’t using this practice were caught 

in the crossfire, and rankings plummeted. Avoiding external duplication is as simple as 

ensuring that you produce unique, high-quality content that adds value.

Internal duplication is when you have multiple URLs on your website for the same page 

of content. Webmasters may not even realize this is happening; some CMS’s may create 

them automatically without your knowledge. When multiple URLs exist for the same 

page of content, Google guesses which page is the best or most authoritative and puts 

the others in a supplemental index. While internal duplication isn’t as harmful as external 

duplication, it is the type we will be focusing on.

Duplication What
Why
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Why is it important?

Though it’s not as big of an issue as it once was, internal duplication can still lower 

overall authority. Search engines have trouble determining which version of the 

page to index, whether they should direct authority to one page or separate it 

across multiple versions, and which version they should rank in results pages. 

Essentially, it makes your website less friendly to search engines because it 

decreases the efficiency of crawling; it can limit the number of pages that are 

crawled, and if duplicate content is indexed it can hinder page performance in 

search engine results.  You are not getting as much benefit from your inbound links 

as you could be because authority may be split across multiple pages, meaning your 

website is not as effective as it could be. 

What
Why

InTERnAL DUPLICATIOn CAn 
LOWER OVERALL AUTHORITY.
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best practices for avoiding internal duplication

Though it may not be completely unavoidable, there are ways to mitigate the 

effects of internal duplication, which can help increase efficiency and make it 

easier for search engines to crawl your website:

Do not use Session IDs. As already mentioned in our discussion 

of URLs, the use of session IDs creates duplicate content, 

effectively creating a unique URL for each visitor for the same 

page.

Limit the use of URL parameters. The more parameters you use, 

the more duplication will occur. If parameters are necessary, try 

to limit the number used. 

Use canonical tags. Canonical tags allow you to tell Google 

which page to give authority to. This means that they don’t 

have to guess which among the duplicated pages is the 

best one. However, keep in mind that canonical tags are 

suggestions, not directives, and Google can choose to ignore 

them. 

Google Webmaster Tools. In the Google webmaster Dashboard, 

under Crawl, click URL Parameters. This section gives you the 

ability to select how you want Google to crawl particular URLs. 

However, this option will not help for Bing or other search 

engines. 
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What is it?

On-page optimization refers to the area of SEO that focuses on making the structure and 

content of a website both user- and search engine-friendly. It describes the practices 

used to optimize the factors that can impact the performance of web pages in organic 

search results – title tags, web copy, Calls-to-Action (CTAs), keyword placement, 

keyword density, and so on. 

On-Page Optimization What
Why
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Why is it important?

On-page optimization is important because it is an aspect of SEO that you have a 

high-degree of control over. It involves taking the steps necessary to make your 

website more search engine friendly in order to achieve better search engine 

rankings. Because it is internal to your website, you have much more influence over 

on-page optimization than you do with off-page SEO, where results are often based 

on external factors that are out of your control. Thus, failure to optimize critical 

components of your website is a costly mistake, as even simple modifications can 

result in significant improvements to site performance. 

What
Why
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On-Page best Practices

There are many important on-page optimization components that are 

paramount to the improvement of a website. Below are some of the areas you 

should be focusing on in order to optimize the pages on your site:

Good, unique content. High quality, original content that adds 

value can improve your site by leaps and bounds, for both users 

and search engines. If you have thin or poor quality content, 

work on improving it. Ensure that good content is kept above 

the fold and is structured in a semantically logical way.

Title tags. Title tags are the single most important on-page 

element, apart from the overall content of your site. Make sure 

they are keyword optimized and are the appropriate length 

(about 70 characters) so they are fully visible in SERPs. The best 

title tags include your primary and secondary keyword, as well 

as your brand name. Ensure that your important keywords are 

placed close to the beginning of the title tag and that your title 

tag is actually relevant to your page.

URLs. Your URL structure should clearly and logically display 

the hierarchy of information of each page. This helps search 

engines determine the relevancy of the page in relation to a 

given search query.

H1

CONTENT/KEYWORDS

URL

TITLE TAG

META DESCRIPTION

IMAGES
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Image Alt attributes.  Ensure that image alt attributes include 

relevant keywords. For example, if your targeted keyword 

is “winter coat,” the image alt attribute should read <img 

alt=”winter coat”> (it should also be relevant to the image itself). 

Meta description tag. Ensure you have a well-written meta 

description in order to encourage traffic to your website. Try 

and keep targeted keywords intact, ensure it is the appropriate 

length (about 156 characters) so it is fully visible in SERPs, and 

always include a call-to-action.

Keyword density. There is no magic number or percentage of 

keywords to include in content. The best method is to include 

keywords in a linguistically natural way. Avoid harmful practices 

such as keyword stuffing or overuse. 

HTML and CSS. Ensure that the content of pages is crawlable 

by search engines. If important content is hidden in code, 

search engines will not be able to read it, meaning they can’t 

identify any keywords you are targeting or crawl any links 

included.
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What is it?

Mobile search is a quickly emerging pattern of search behaviour that sees users 

conducting more and more searches on their mobile devices. As smartphones, tablets 

and the like become more popular, and their ease of use increases, we will see more 

people using them to surf the internet and find what they need on search engines.

Mobile Search What
Why
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What are you looking for?

Why is it important?

The use of mobile for search is growing at an astounding pace. On the web in 

general, and on consumer-facing websites in particular, we are seeing a shift 

towards mobile search. Users are increasingly surfing the net on their mobile 

devices, enjoying the flexibility, speed and convenience it offers. In fact, 81% of 

mobile searches are driven by these very factors, according to Google and Nielsen’s 

2013 Mobile Search Moments report. And given the rate at which mobile search 

is increasing, we will see mobile usage surpass that of desktop usage in the near 

future, even as early as the next year or so. 

This transition from desktop to mobile represents a change in search habits, and 

once new habits have been established, that’s what people will stick to. In order 

to stay relevant, you have to deal with the mobile experience on your website. 

While we haven’t yet seen a significant re-ordering of search results from desktop 

to mobile, we are beginning to see mobile friendly sites gaining advantages in 

rankings. This will only become more important as Google puts more weight on 

mobile friendliness as a ranking factor.

What
Why
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Mobile Search best Practices

Like many other aspects of SEO, mobile search best practices are 

the same from a search engine and user experience standpoint. 

Essentially, improving user experience on mobile will help 

improve rankings, especially since mobile friendliness is only 

going to become a more significant ranking factor. Below are the 

areas you should focus on to optimize your website for mobile.

Responsive Design. Implementing responsive design will 

eliminate the majority of usability issues on your mobile site, 

and is the single best option available for mobile optimization. 

With responsive design, your CSS adapts based on screen 

width, which means your site will rebuild itself to cater to mobile 

searchers. Furthermore, because sites with responsive design 

are using the same site for desktop and mobile, search engines 

only need to index once and website maintenance is easier.

Site Speed. Site speed on mobile can directly affect a 

business’s bottom line. If your mobile site is slow and 

provides a poor user experience, you will have a very high 

bounce rate, and it’s unlikely that visitors will return. Ensure 

that the speed of your site is adequate, because there will 

be other websites (your competitors) that will provide a good 

user experience if you can’t.

Strong location information. Much of mobile optimization is 

handled by Google, which makes conclusions based on the 

locality of searches. However, you have to help Google out 

on your end by having strong location indicators on your 

mobile site. Include things like your phone number, address, 

maps and so on directly on your pages. 

Eliminating errors. Ensuring that your mobile site is error-free 

is a simple but important step. Google Webmaster Tools 

provides a list of common mobile mistakes and how you can 

avoid them. Using this resource to assess your mobile site 

is an easy way to identify and eliminate any errors on your 

mobile site that may negatively affect user experience.
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What are they?

Canonicals refer to two things – canonical URLs and canonical tags. A canonical URL is the official 

URL of a page in the event of internal duplication (if a single page with the same content has multiple 

URLs). The process of canonicalization is when Google picks the URL that they think is the best. 

Canonical tags are items that allow you to ease the process of canonicalization, signaling to Google 

that all authority should be given to one page over another. Essentially, they indicate to Google that 

the duplicate pages should not be given any authority and should not be indexed. However, it is 

important to remember that canonical tags are suggestions, not directives, meaning that Google can 

choose to ignore them. 

Canonicals What
Why
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Why are they important?

While not as harmful as it once was, internal duplication can still decrease your 

overall authority because it makes the crawling and indexation of your website 

more difficult for search engines. Canonicalization is a process that helps mitigate 

this duplication. It helps search engines to determine which of your pages should 

be given all authority and credibility, meaning that authority won’t be split across 

multiple URLs and thus will not negatively impact the rankings of pages. 

What
Why

AUTHORITy fROM SIMILAR OR RELATED PAGES 
ARE COMbInED TO CREATE OnE SInGLE 

AUTHORITATIVE PAGE. 
(authority is redirected, googlebot is redirected, users can access both.)

ca·non·i·cal·ization
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Canonical best Practices

Many internal duplication issues can be mitigated using the best practices 

outlined in the above section on Internal Duplication, but sometimes 

duplication is unavoidable. Here are some ways to make the canonical URL 

more easily identifiable for search engines:

Canonical Tags. When necessary, include canonical tags in 

order to signal to Google which page they should pass all of 

the authority on to. For example, if you have both 

http://example.com/page.html and http://www.example.com/

page.html?tracking=yes for your home page, be sure to include 

a canonical tag that indicates which of these pages you want 

all authority to be directed to. This is done by including a <link> 

element with the attribute rel=“canonical” to the <head> section 

of the non-canonical (duplicate) version of the page. 

301 Redirect. A 301 redirect is a permanent redirect indicating 

that a certain page has moved to a different URL (kind of like a 

change of address card). It is also very useful when your home 

page can be accessed using multiple URLs, because it directs 

users (and search engines) to the correct page. Like a canonical 

tag, this ensures that all authority is given to the preferred 

page.

Avoid certain redirect methods. Avoid other redirect methods 

such as 302 redirects and Meta refreshes. 302 redirects 

indicate that content has moved temporarily. Search 

engines will keep the original page indexed and will not 

pass any authority to the new page. Meta refreshes are also 

a form of temporary redirect, but operate on a page rather 

than server level. They are not recommended due to both 

poor usability and because they have been flagged as a 

technique used by spam sites to deceive users and search 

engines. Generally, it is best practice to avoid temporary 

redirections. 
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conclusion

The technical, behind-the-scenes elements of SEO are not as 

commonly understood as some of the higher-level aspects. 

For many marketers, there is an absence of knowledge 

surrounding certain SEO practices and techniques, which 

can complicate coordination between teams within your 

organization, or worse, see your marketing budget being used 

inefficiently for very little return. That’s why it’s so important 

that marketers develop a more comprehensive, top-to-bottom 

understanding of SEO. Whether you do SEO internally or have 

an external service who handles it for you, knowing what each 

aspect is, why it’s important, and what you can do to make it 

work more effectively for your online presence can help you 

improve communication and better coordinate efforts between 

different teams in order to achieve your online marketing goals. 

The end result: a more effective, integrated SEO strategy that 

will drive traffic, attract customers and ultimately increase sales.
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Learn how to

make your 
website performance 
skyrocket 
with an Inbound Marketing Consultation

Get a fREE Consultation Today
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