
A new phrase has entered our collective language: Just google it. How many times have you heard that? How many 
times have you said that?

Google isn’t the only search engine out there, of course, but it’s perhaps the best known. All are capable of carving a 
path straight to resources. Enter a term into a search engine’s “search” box and off it goes to find what it can on your 
subject of interest. In a nanosecond, it’s back with the search results.

Search engines can be enormously helpful to TA&D projects, because we have a lot of information to share. But 
it’s important to help search engines “see” your website when web users are searching for information. There are 
concrete things you can do so that search engines will find your pages fast and list them in their search results. This 
is called Search Engine Optimization (SEO).

The Value of SEO
Why should you even be thinking about SEO? The technical answer is that we have certain requirements and  
expectations to show that our projects are adding value to the field by supporting particular audiences. SEO helps 
provide data that shows your project is reaching people and remains an important and necessary aspect of your 
overall work. The practical reason is that we invest incredible amounts of time and energy into developing content for 
our websites and we want to make sure that people are using it.

Yes, SEO is necessary in this digital era. And it’s powerful. 

Setting a Baseline
No matter your proficiency as a web technician, everyone needs to begin in the same place for search engine  
optimization—baseline assessment. You have to establish a baseline of strengths and weaknesses of your website 
in order to track improvements and set optimization goals.

The initial assessment process looks something like this:

1. Use an analytics tool to gather information about individual page popularity, what content visitors mostly 
consume, where traffic originates, as well as the origins of referrals, among other things.

2. Evaluate your web content to determine if it is written well for the web and an audience that wants to get 
information quickly.

3. Identify any keywords that exist or should exist within your web content and identify how often those 
terms are used on your website.

Analytics Tools
There are many online tools available for examining your web traffic. Here are just a few of the most highly rated 
tools in 2012:
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• Google Analytics is one of the best free tools that any website owner can 
use to track and analyze data about web traffic. You see what keywords are 
bringing visitors to your pages and can generate a report for your website 
that includes information about visitors, traffic sources, content, and more. 
(http://www.google.com/analytics/)

• Yahoo Web Analytics is also free. According to Inc.’s 11 Best Web   
Analytics Tools guide, Yahoo offers better access control options than 
Google, a simpler approach to multisite analytics, raw and real-time data 
collection, visitor behavior and demographics reports, and customized  
options. (http://web.analytics.yahoo.com/)

• Piwik is an open-source alternative to Google Analytics with a very important difference: It is software. You 
download it and put it on a server and run it as you would any other application. It utilizes MySQL protocols and 
allows for custom variables, segmentation, and even manual queries. The tool utilizes tagging, just like hosted 
services, so it can achieve very granular levels of data analysis. (http://piwik.org/)

• Woopra is free for non-commercial use. It’s a hosted solution and offers robust visitor profiles and visitor history 
in a neat-looking dashboard. Notifications about selected activity on your site are available via Woopra. For 
instance, you may want to be notified about a 404 error—or a sign-up—and the tool will send you an email.  
(http://www.woopra.com/)

• Clicky offers a free service if you have only one website, with real-time ana-
lytics, including Spy View, which lets you observe what current visitors are 
doing on your site. Clicky’s dashboard is simple to use and presents all the 
information you want to see clearly. (http://getclicky.com/)

These are the web analytics tools that can be accessed at no cost.

Paid analytics applications can cost from $9 to over $5000 per month. Top-rated  
paid web analytics include IBM’s Coremetrics, comScore, and Webtrends. Online  
reviews and comparisons of web analytics are available from AboutAnalytics and  
TopTen Reviews.

Keywords and Terms
The term “keywords” refers to the exact words and phrases used by searchers. Keep in mind that searchers use  
phrases and even sentences as well as one word to search. You can add keywords to your website in a variety of 
places to help searchers find your content. Strategically using key words and terms can be the difference between your 
website coming up within the first few pages of a search and not showing up at all. We’ll explain some of the technical 
terms and functions of keywords, tags, and terms, then give guidance on how best to use them to guide search engines 
to your website.

Meta tags

A meta tag is a specific HTML tag used to provide concise information (or data) about a website or webpage. The word 
meta actually means “information about.” The most commonly used meta tags are: title, description, and keywords.

All three of these meta tags contain information that is meaningful to search engines. Be sure to include this information 
for your site and each of your site’s pages. Many content management systems will embed meta tags in your headings 
and URLs to support SEO.

Title tag

Also called the title element, the title tag defines each page and any documents on your site. Make sure each title is 
unique, relevant, and accurate. Concentrate your energy here to create the best, most concise description of your page. 
The contents of this tag will appear in the browser and in the search results. Think in words and phrases and keep the 
length within 70 characters to avoid having just part of the title information display. Shorter page titles will also make it 
easier for users to copy and share your content.
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Want to know more?   
NICHCY gives free, frequent 
webinars for the TA&D  
network on how to use  
Google Analytics. Join us!

Want to know more?  
• Clickz.com’s July 2012  

article, 5 Free or Darn-Near 
Free Web Analytics Tools 
Besides Google

• Open Forum’s article, The 
10 Smartest Web Analytics 
Tools

http://www.google.com/analytics
http://www.inc.com/guides/12/2010/11-best-web-analytics-tools_pagen_2.html
http://www.inc.com/guides/12/2010/11-best-web-analytics-tools_pagen_2.html
http://web.analytics.yahoo.com
http://piwik.org
http://www.woopra.com
http://getclicky.com
http://www-01.ibm.com/software/marketing-solutions/coremetrics/
http://www.comscore.com/Products/Digital_Business_Analytics
http://webtrends.com/
http://www.aboutanalytics.com/category/web-analytics
http://web-analytics-review.toptenreviews.com/index.html
Clickz.com
http://www.clickz.com/clickz/column/2195049/5-free-or-darnnear-free-web-analytics-tools-besides-google
http://www.clickz.com/clickz/column/2195049/5-free-or-darnnear-free-web-analytics-tools-besides-google
http://www.clickz.com/clickz/column/2195049/5-free-or-darnnear-free-web-analytics-tools-besides-google
http://www.openforum.com/articles/the-10-smartest-web-analytics-tools/
http://www.openforum.com/articles/the-10-smartest-web-analytics-tools/
http://www.openforum.com/articles/the-10-smartest-web-analytics-tools/


Description

The content of the description meta tag serves as a summary of what the site is about for search engines. For this tag, 
you will be writing in sentences or even a small paragraph. The keyword phrases you have developed will be very  
useful here as you make them part of the description as a whole.

Make each of your page descriptions unique to the content of that page. This practice not only helps bring searchers 
to the right pages of your site, but it will also help search engines see the relevance of your pages (and therefore rank 
them higher in search results). The description should be between 150-160 characters.

Keywords
You can use keywords to attract search engines. First, pick the appropriate words for your content, then place them 
where the engines can “see” them.

How do we choose keywords?
• Make a list of words that describe what your site is about. What is the topic? Be aware that one word may 

have several meanings.

• Use these terms and others to create phrases descriptive of your site.

• Also look at each page of your site and choose terms and phrases that are specific to that page.

• Add some synonyms to your list.

• Identify common misspellings and add those as well.

• Use one of the tools in the box at the right to get keyword into either  
tool to identify related words that searchers use.

If your web analytics application is up and running, you can use it to look at your site 
to determine what searchers are using in actual searches. Go to the “Traffic Sources” 
section, and then “Overview.” There are the terms being used to find your site, listed 
by frequency.

Look at all the pages on your site. Add these terms to your keyword list.

Where do we put our key words?
Now that you have a preliminary list of keywords, it’s time to be strategic about using them. Here are three general 
rules:

• Location, location, location. Keywords need to be in specific locations to be found by search engines.  
The H1 titles, opening and closing sentence of opening and closing paragraphs, and URLs are great places 
to start positioning keywords. (Note: Many content management systems will help embed page titles in 
URLs. See our section on content management systems.)

• More is not always better. Keywords are essential in order for search engines to find information on your 
site. However, saturating your site with keywords can work against you. Your keywords should make up 
only about 20% of the words used in your web content.

• Keep it simple. Strategically select your keywords so they cover a broad spectrum. You want your  
keywords to be just that — key. So take care in selecting and placing your keywords, both when using them 
in tags and within the text.

Important advice – don’t “stuff” the keyword meta tag (adding lots of terms) and don’t repeat words within this tag. Keep 
in mind that keywords, just as in all SEO efforts, need to be updated frequently.

For more information on title tags

Visit: http://searchenginewatch.com/article/2154469/How-to-Write-Title-Tags-For-Search-Engine-Optimization and for 
meta description tags, visit http://www.highrankings.com/metadescription.

Romancing the Mighty Search Engines  /  3

Tools that help you  
identify keywords  

http://www.keyworddiscovery.
com/search.html

https://adwords.google.
com/o/Targeting/Explorer?__
c=1000000000&__u=100000
0000&ideaRequestType=KEY
WORD_IDEAS

http://searchenginewatch.com/article/2154469/How
http://www.highrankings.com/metadescription
http://www.keyworddiscovery.com/search.html
http://www.keyworddiscovery.com/search.html
https://adwords.google.com/o/Targeting/Explorer?__c=1000000000&__u=1000000000&ideaRequestType=KEYWORD_IDEAS
https://adwords.google.com/o/Targeting/Explorer?__c=1000000000&__u=1000000000&ideaRequestType=KEYWORD_IDEAS
https://adwords.google.com/o/Targeting/Explorer?__c=1000000000&__u=1000000000&ideaRequestType=KEYWORD_IDEAS
https://adwords.google.com/o/Targeting/Explorer?__c=1000000000&__u=1000000000&ideaRequestType=KEYWORD_IDEAS
https://adwords.google.com/o/Targeting/Explorer?__c=1000000000&__u=1000000000&ideaRequestType=KEYWORD_IDEAS


Using Analytics to Improve Your Website
We identified a few web analytics applications in an earlier section. Once the analytics code has been embedded into 
the site, allow 4 to 6 weeks to collect a bit of data before you proceed with making data-driven decisions. Here are some 
of the elements you’ll probably want to be looking for.

WHO is coming to your site?
Once you have your analytics installed, you can start looking at your website data by reviewing four things:

 • Who’s coming to your site?

 • How long are they staying?

 • Where are they spending their time?

 • How many visitors are brand new?

It is important to develop an understanding of who is coming to your site, so you can determine if you are successfully 
reaching your target audience and how you might better serve those you are reaching.

Now that you know how many people are visiting your site, finding out how much time they spend becomes the next 
essential nugget of data. Visitors who spend 10 seconds or longer on your site are consuming information before they 
leave; this is the group of users that you want to grow. Pairing the who with how long provides an excellent foundation 
for modifying your website, but there are a couple of additional steps that can help to better refine this process.

Just as it is valuable knowing which pages people frequently visit and spend time on, it is equally important to recognize 
which pages people are bouncing off. Bounce rates let you know how quickly somebody comes to your site/page and 
immediately leaves. The bounces can be attributed to a variety of things, such as web crawlers, spammers, how easy 
visitors find it to navigate your site, how clear you’ve been about what your project offers, and even how easily visitors 
can find what they need. The first two factors you have little control over, but the latter three can easily be addressed. 
Bounce rates can help inform the urgency of making changes that will address these particular issues.

One of the most important numbers that you can retrieve from analytics is the number of new visitors coming to your 
site. Although it is important to have returning and repeat customers, the number of new visitors you receive really 
proves whether your SEO efforts are being successful or if changes need to be made. New visitors are those who have 
come to your site for the first time and have found you through various search methods; a great indicator of SEO. Small 
numbers of new visitors means that there is work to be done to get you “found” on the World Wide Web.

WHAT pages are drawing the most visitors?

When it comes to improving your SEO, popularity matters, and your analytics will tell you how each of your pages is 
performing. Typically, there are some pages of your website that win the popularity contest; those are the pages to focus 
on when doing the initial SEO work.

Use the data you’ve collected through your analytics to guide and structure writing for web and keyword usage and 
placement. Once you have addressed how your content is written and displayed on the pages as well as the manner in 
which keywords are used, then you can return to your analytics for data as to where else to make similar adjustments 
on your site.

WHERE are the visitors coming from?
The flow of people coming to your site is called traffic. Knowing the source of that traffic helps in broadening SEO. The 
three primary traffic sources are direct, referral, and search.

Direct traffic refers to users that go directly to your website by entering your website’s address into their browser.

Referral traffic refers to users getting to your page from links found in other sources such as newsletters or  
other websites (not search engines). Some of your most important dissemination partners are organizations 
that refer web traffic to your website. You’ll want to know who your top referrers are and foster those relationships.
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NICHCY links to many of our TA&D and other partner projects throughout its website. Arranging “link exchanges” 
with other projects can improve both projects’ search engine optimization!

Search traffic refers to users who come to your site after entering a term or phrase in a search engine (Google, 
Bing, Yahoo). The more prominently your website appears in the search results, the more likely it is that your 
overall site traffic will increase.

In Conclusion
If you follow the suggestions in this guide, you will optimize your website for search engines. And that’s a great thing! 
So…

 • Use a CMS suited to your project’s needs.

 • Write the way web readers read.

 • Make it easy for visitors to share your content.

 • Use data to improve your website.
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