
Search basics

Googling

KNOW HOW SEARCH WORKS 
The evolving spider science of the Google algorithm.

SEO: Search Engine Optimization
How to serve the right content, to the right people,  
on the first try.

KICKSTART
GUIDE
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1 http://searchengineland.com
2 http://www.netmarketshare.com
3 http://www.searchenginejournal.com
4 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Search_engine_results_page

Content on the web is indexed by spiders that crawl billions of pages. Google’s search algorithm asks more than 200 

questions: Do the keywords appear on the page? In the title? In the URL? Directly adjacent to the URL? Does the page 

contain synonyms for the keywords? Is the page from a quality website? What is the page’s rank? How many  

high-quality outside links point to the page? How important are those pages? 

About a half-second after the search query, a list of links is produced.

In the sprawling digital world, search is the bread of life. Google indexes hundreds of millions of pages and responds 

to 5.5 million queries every day (about 63,000 per second).1  Search has improved so dramatically since the early days 

of the web that now, people expect to find exactly what they’re looking for on the first page. Because Google owns 80 

percent2 of search-engine-market share, here, our SEO discussion refers to Google search rank.3

The top five results on the SERP 
account for 67% of all clicks.  
Clicks on the second page of 
SERP account for 3.73%.4 
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With the recent addition of voice-activated artificial intelligence assistants like Google Assistant, Siri and Alexa, search 

engines are augmenting the graphical interface with a voice interface that is able to parse natural language and puzzle out 

compound questions. Which is to say, Google search engines grow smarter at understanding intent—at a conversational 

level—with every query. To improve search rank, content must move beyond keywords to capture search intent.

Step one: Focus on people and content, not keywords and rank. Reverse engineer the SEO process to 

discover exactly what people are looking for. First, investigate your target persona. What questions are they trying to 

answer? Which of the following describes their search? 

Navigational searches go directly to a website, e.g., brand searches, Facebook, Apple.

Informational searches are people looking for answers, e.g., Weather, Lyft.

Commercial searches lead users to a purchase, e.g., adopt a dog, off-site data storage.

Transactional searches are trying to complete a specific task, such as subscribe to WSJ, pay gas bill.

Use traffic analytics in your Google Search Console to better understand users’ intent. If you 

build authority in your subject matter area—they will come.

Step two: Speak their language and add contextual clues. Content should be 

structured to provide traditional SEO value (with keywords in page title, heading, body copy, 

meta descriptions and page URL) and written in a natural, conversational tone with concepts, 

synonyms and natural language to capture semantic SEO value.

Google uses natural language processing and machine learning to better understand user intent. Then it makes data-

driven decisions about what the user wants, and delivers a list of people, places, information, things (oh yes, and 

adverts) she can choose from in order of relevance.

Business objective: Develop a clear goal such as, 

“Increase subscription to community solar gardens.”

Discovery: What questions are people asking about 

solar gardens? Do they know what a solar garden is? 

Who among them cares about solar power?

Tools: Go to answerthepublic.com, filter for U.S., and 

search on “solar gardens,” then on “renewable energy.” 

You can also research keywords at Google Keyword 

Planner and http://keywordtool.io/. Look at related 

searches and Google Suggest for more ideas. 

Content creation: Based on your research, you’ll 

see that people aren’t asking many questions about 

solar gardens, but they have lots of questions about 

renewable energy—a synonym for solar energy. Include 

renewable energy concepts in your content to rank for 

these related search terms.

The meta title appears to lead to a transactional site.

This URL leads to the home page.

This meta description includes contextual clues such as:

a) concepts surrounding solar energy 

b) a synonym for solar gardens

c) a definition of who is eligible 

d) electricity cost-savings benefit 

e) appeal to energy conservationists

Minnesota Solar Garden Subscription
www.MNsolargardens.com       

No matter where you live, you can join 
a community solar program to reduce 
your electricity bill and contribute to a 
cleaner world with renewable energy.    

The key to SEO is building your audience. Continually increase relevance and authority on your topic with content that 

matters to the people looking for it. 

Find out where your site ranks here: https://moz.com/researchtools/ose/

41% of adults 
used voice search  

daily in 2017.
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2 BUILD CONTENT WITH NATURAL LANGUAGE 
Voice search changes the SEO game.

EXECUTE
Try it out. 3
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