
   

Understanding the Mechanics of SEO as both Art and 
Science

By Ernest O'Dell

Monday, April 5, 2010

For  those who have followed traditional  search engine 
optimization “best practice” guidelines over the years, I 
want  to  share several  insights  particularly  for  business 
owners  who  are  in  highly  competitive  markets.

The definition of SEO "best practices" might be defined as  
follows:

1. A series of a static rule sets (you follow the general 
rules and you should do okay.)

2. Considered by many SEO professionals as the list of 
steps one uses to optimize any Web page

3. Is  the  only  white  hat  ethical  way  of  performing 
optimization.

Let me start with #1: there are a number of rules to follow 
when implementing an SEO campaign.  Not all rules will 
apply to all sites, or all industries.  This is not a “One-Size-
Fits-All” (OSFA) methodology.  Some sites, depending on 
their  content,  can  be  optimized  with  a  different  set  of 
rules  versus  what  may  be needed for  other  sites.   The 
more complex the site, and the “deeper” number of pages, 
will determine a few more rules than a simple site of—say
—one to ten pages, or so.
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#2: You may have heard conflicting opinions about how to 
optimize a Web page, but it usually amounts to a list of 
steps handed down from one person to another.  It almost 
appears  as  a  patriarchal  system  where  ideologies  are 
passed down from father to son.  But nothing is engraved 
in stone.

There are a lot of vendors who publish algorithm details 
with breakdowns of technical aspects including things like 
keyword  density,  character  counts,  and  hordes  of 
information—all of which changes from month to month. 
Many typical optimizers pay monthly fees and sign up for 
access to read all of these things thinking they can actually 
reverse engineer an algorithm.

Forget it.  Whether it can be done or not isn't the issue. 
It's just not worth your time.  They DO, indeed, change too 
often to keep track of them.

People make excuses all the time saying things like:

● “Well, the algorithm keeps changing,” or
● “It's technically difficult to optimize in your industry 

with any accuracy because it's so competitive,” or
● “You  need  to  keep  'tweaking'  your  pages  every 

month and follow the latest algorithm changes.”

While there is some truth to those statements, they may—
or  may  not—apply  to  your  situation.   Each  individual 
campaign needs to be analyzed on its own merits.

All of these are simply inaccuracies and excuses compared 
to the optimization of a page through mathematics.  Not 
everything  can  be  done  on  the  basis  of  numbers. 
Sometimes you have to get down to the art and science of 
good ad copy, and web site “philosophy” —coupled with a 
balanced set of keywords to content ratio to see favorable 
results.
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#3: White Hat vs. Black Hat SEO.  Let me make this short 
and to the point: STAY AWAY FROM BLACK HAT.  “White 
Hat”  is  legitimate,  clean and effective.   Think  of  “white 
hat” as “legal.”

Black  hat  will  get  you  banned.   Think of  “black  hat”  as 
search engine purgatory.  If you use black hat tactics, or 
your consultant recommends black hat, then you WILL get 
“excommunicated” into the nether realms of the search 
engines and be banned... sometimes for eternity.  There's 
no redemption.  PERIOD!

'Nuf said?

Okay.   Now that  I've  made  that  simple  and  clear,  let's 
move on.

The Art and Science of SEO

Lots of people talk about “'the art'  and 'the science'” of 
SEO, but few people really understand the difference.  The 
real solution to saving hundreds of hours (or even months) 
of work, is to use good mathematics, metrics and analytics.

Before I go any further, let me recap the part about SEO 
being an art and a science:

"SEO as a science" is where most people get all hung up.

● Where do my keywords have the most impact?
● Which  of  the  more  than 200 ranking  signals  are 

most important this month?
● What do I need to change in my pages to gain top 

visibility with the right audience for my product or 
service?

● And how do I hold on to that spot at the top for the 
maximum amount of time?
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These  are  all  critical  questions  and  must  be  answered 
individually on a case-by-case basis.   Again, this is not a 
OSFA “fix.”

This “scientific” aspect always leads to a lot of questions, 
so I thought I’d offer you a check list of places where your 
keywords  will  have  the  most  impact  and  influence  in  a 
search routine.  This  is  not  an extensive list,  nor is  it  all 
inclusive.   But,  to  deliver  each  calibration  with  any 
exactness, you would have to examine your own industry 
sector (or your “competitive landscape”) which will  vary 
from  key  phrase  to  key  phrase  and  from  industry  to 
industry.

Solely ensuring your researched keyword phrase is located 
in these on-page locations will help you a lot, but will not 
be the total equation.

Let’s start with 10 very easy influences. Make sure your 
keyword phrase is:

● prominently  displayed  in  the  very  beginning of 
your Title tag and in your Description tag,

● prominently  displayed  in  your  H1 or  H2 Heading 
tag.

● Use a balanced ratio of keywords in your body text 
(content) on your page

● Use it at least in a single occurrence of link text (in 
a  way  that  make sense  to  the reader)   In  other 
words,  if  your body copy is  describing something 
that you have on other pages within your site, link 
them to those pages, along with the proper “alt” 
tags.

● Use your important keyword phrase as a cluster of 
words forming the phrase (a whole phrase).

● Don’t  feel  that  you  have  to  “over-do  it.” 
Sometimes  a  lower  ratio  is  better  than  a  heavy 
ratio of keyword to content.

● Shorter URLs often seem to do better these days.
● Make sure you try to use your keyword phrase in 

about 80% of your in-bound links.
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● Your  remaining  20%  of  in-bound  links  should  be 
synonyms so you avoid looking “contrived.”  (Trust  
me on this one: the search engines WILL catch it if  
you try to over-do it on the synonyms.)

● Always  remember  that  even  mild  optimization 
mixed  with  good  keyword  research  can  make  a 
huge  difference in  your  success  on  the technical 
side of SEO.

Now  let’s  briefly  look   at  "SEO  as  an  Art"  —or  the 
“creative” side of SEO.

One of the biggest parts of SEO that people refer to is the 
"art of SEO."  This is the “creative” side.  This is the side 
where a good copy writer can really shine as a wordsmith 
and really make your copy jump out and grab people by 
the eyeballs.

While this part of SEO gets touted a lot, not many people 
really know what they're doing, nor do they know how to 
explain it as an “art form.”  By the term "the art form of 
SEO" I refer to the creative possibilities, or getting into the 
mind and thoughts of  the visitor.   You have to get into 
your visitors'  heads...  their  emotions.   Sometimes, doing 
that  seductively can be the subconscious “doorway” into 
their inner-most psyche.

Coupling your keyword research and keyword forensics to 
the  proper  balance  of  content  and  “hypnotic”  ad  copy, 
along  with  an  “impossible  to  resist”  Call  To  Action  will 
ensure  a  higher  ratio  of  conversions  from  visitors  to 
clients.

Creativity can be used for things like:

● Exploring  keyword  data  to  draw  in  the  right 
audience to your site

● Exploring  the  type  of  content  that  your  ideal 
audience is seeking

● Making  the  most  out  of  things  like  high  interest 
topics  or  using  original  ideas  (ie.  Nostalgia, 
sentimental memories, etc.)
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By  using  creativity,  you  can  often  pull  in  the  largest 
audiences for the maximum percentage of the time, while 
being  completely  different  from  your  competitors. 
Creativity  and  SEO  helps  separate  you  from  the 
competition which also gives you advantages.  Creativity is 
what separates the men from the boys.

And finally, there is a very powerful third part to SEO that 
I’ll briefly touch on: it has to do with SEO accuracy.

Too  many  people  think  they  need  to  beat  the  search 
engine algorithm in order to win the day. This is just not 
true.  Whether it's Google, Yahoo, Bing—or a number of 
minor search engines that get their feeds from Google—it 
is  NOT the search engines  your  competing  against.   It's 
your competitors.

Theoretically—and  for  all  practicality—it  is,  indeed, 
possible to dominate your marketplace in web searches. 
To do so will require a precision and accuracy that most of 
your  competitors  will  not  invest  time  and  money  into 
doing.

In other words, “you get what you pay for.”

You can do the optimization once (or have it done), get it 
right the first time—if you're lucky.  But you don't want to 
depend on luck: especially  if  it  turns negative.   You can 
have a complete picture of your competitors strengths and 
weaknesses and you can even identify any threats to your 
visibility,  before they occur,  take action on them before 
they  know what  hits  them,  and  maintain  dominance  in 
your marketplace.

Why  go  through  all  the  turmoil  of  waiting  weeks  or 
months to get top exposure on the search engines?  It is 
now possible to do so in a minimum number of moves and 
“get  it  right”  the  first  time  without  a  lot  of  stress  and 
headaches.   Constantly  going  back  to  the  stale  best  
practices  list and  expending  labor  on  a  project  for  can 
delay your results for weeks, if not months.
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