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Directories and Search Engines

Before you can effectively promote your site to the search engines and directories, you must clearly understand their organizational structure, data collection methods, and content.

What Is A Search Engine?
A search engine is a searchable database of individual web pages whose goal is to include every site on the Web. Search engines use automated programs called spiders to crawl through the Web in search of web sites. Using proprietary guidelines, the spiders index and score pages based on the words and phrases used on the web pages. When users query the search engine about a specific topic, search engine returns a list of web sites that it considers the best match

The top search engines in terms of traffic (not in any specific order):

	· Google 

· Excite 

· Overture (formerly GoTo) 

· Lycos 

· HotBot 

· WebCrawler 

· AltaVista 


What Is A Directory?
A directory is organized much like a library. Information is categorized into sections and you are directed to a particular category based on your search query. A human editor reviews and categorizes each site before including it in the directory.

Since each site is reviewed first, directories often contain higher quality content than search engines. However, each site is generally reviewed once and never revisited, so directories can also contain a lot of outdated information - like last year's yellow pages.

The top search directories in terms of traffic:

	· Yahoo - The biggest search site of all. Do well here. 

· LookSmart 

· Open Directory 

· AOL 


Most search engines now also have a directory while most directories provide search engine results as their secondary results
Increase Your Search Engine Appeal
A good search engine ranking requires careful page preparation and attention to coding details.

Search engines are interested in your HTML tags, keywords, and links. Your carefully designed graphics, image maps, and JavaScript are irrelevant - except when they actually hurt your site ranking! Because every search engine uses different algorithms, no single strategy will appeal to all of them. However, you can take certain steps to maximize your site's appeal.

At a minimum, your site should contain the following:

	· TITLE tags 

· META tags 

· keywords 

· Good content that uses the keywords 


The TITLE and META tags go in the HEAD section of your document. ALT tags are attached to images in the BODY section for site impaired visitors that surf using a text reader.

The TITLE tag is the single most important tag on your site. Most browsers display the TITLE content in their title bar and use the TITLE content as the bookmark (or favorite in Explorer) title.
The DESCRIPTION attribute: search engines will return the text in the CONTENT as a description of your web site. Make it meaningful, attractive, and full of keywords! Not every search engine uses META tags to index sites, but enough do to make this simple technique worthwhile.

For instance, the TITLE and META description tags for a baseball team might be:

	<HEAD>

<TITLE>River City Stars Official Site

   </TITLE>

<META NAME="description" 

  CONTENT="River City Stars play great 

    AA minor league baseball in our new 

      River City stadium.  Special 

        children's promotions at every 

          home game!">

</HEAD>


Be careful with your META & TITLE tags and keyword use because too much repetition can cause a search engine to drop your site. Too few, and you may never get a good ranking. 

Directories Use A Human Touch
Techniques to receive a high search engine rating will not work with a directory. While good content is necessary for search engines, both good content AND visual appeal are mandatory in directories.

Unlike the automated search engine process, a human reviews each entry in a directory before it is included. You submit a short description to the directory for your entire site, or editors write one for sites they review. A keyword search will only look for matches in these descriptions, so be careful how you describe your site.

The typical time lag between submission of a site and its actual listing in Yahoo is five months. You can speed up the process at some directories, but expect to pay for that service. This trend will probably continue.

Unfortunately, there are no simple tips to use for directories because the process is so subjective. Unlike search engines, directory editors look for good content placed on attractive pages. When you submit to a directory, do it by hand and take your time.

Don't Make Promotion An Afterthought
Consider your search engine and directory strategies during design, not after your site is complete.

People have to be able to find your site. That will only happen if you promote it effectively. Search engines and directory listings are your most important promotional tool.

85% of Internet users depend on search engines to locate web sites. Make sure they can find yours!
How To Pick Your Keywords

Relevant, targeted keywords can get you to the top of search engine rankings and help you attract visitors interested in your web site's content and products. When your customers enter keywords to search, do they find you - or your competitors?

Keywords Reflect Your Site's Focus
Develop your keyword strategy during the site design process when you are already focused on how to communicate the purpose of your Web site. Selecting your keywords is much like writing an extremely short mission statement. Ask yourself several questions:

	· What is the site's focus? 

· Why is the site's information valuable? 

· Who is your audience? 


The answers to those questions will help you select appropriate keywords because they force you to think about how your site's content serves its intended audience. Don't limit your keywords to your products; people visit your site looking for information too.

Research Keyword Popularity
Now you should have quite a few keywords and keyword phrases that succinctly describe your product or service. You're ready to research their effectiveness by answering 2 questions:

	1. How many other sites use the same keywords? 

2. How many people actually search on those keywords? 


First, select several top search engines and find out how many results each of your keywords or phrases return. If you have a number of keywords and phrases to research, consider making a simple spreadsheet to easily organize your information.

	Search Term
	AltaVista
	Go/Infoseek
	Lycos
	Google

	ice cream
	419,374
	99,760
	541,448
	763,000

	ice cream recipes
	1458
	359
	779
	1100

	okra ice cream
	0
	0
	0
	6


Overly broad keywords rarely work well. With "ice cream" as a keyword, your site competes with many thousands of other sites for attention. However, the more targeted "ice cream recipes" phrase increases your chance of appearing near the top of the results list. If you really want to get specific, your site would always be at the top of a search on "okra ice cream" - if any users were to actually search on it.

Include Keywords On Your Page
Once you've decided which keywords are appropriate for your site, the hard work begins. You have to integrate them into your site's content in a credible way. Here are a few basic techniques to try:

	· META Tags: Insert a META KEYWORD tag into the HEAD section of your document and list all your keywords. While you should use this tag on every page of your site, you don't have to use the same keywords on each page. 

· Misspelled Names: If you're using a keyword that's often misspelled, include that misspelling as a keyword - but not as part of your content! 

· Plural Terms: Add plural forms to your keywords and using both singular and plural terms in your content. Most people use plural search terms because they hope to receive a list of results and not a single site. 

· Keyword-rich Content: Use your keywords early and often in your page content. Merely including them in the META tag is not enough; search engines assume the terms are more relevant and important if they're used in the content as well. 


Don't try to fool the search engines by repeating keywords in a meaningless way (ice cream, ice cream, ice cream, ice cream). They're wise to these spam techniques and often ban sites that use them.

A Delicate Balance
Are the keywords you chose during design still effective? Maybe not. Search engines index new Web sites every day; you have to work to stand out in the crowd. Be prepared to modify your keywords as your site and competition changes. 

Keyword selection is a delicate balancing act that begins during design and continues as long as your site is posted. It's can be time-consuming, but it's also critically important to your site's success.

Looking Good In Search Results

Every search engine uses a different method to display search results. Some rely on META tags like title and description and others pull keywords directly out of the text. Do you have a search results listing so interesting that searchers can't wait to visit the site? Or do you have a meaningless listing that confuses visitors? 

Tips to improve the appearance of your listing. 

Page Rank Isn't Everything
A high ranking is an important goal for search engine optimization, but once you get up there, how you look is almost as important as how you rank. 

Even if you have a top rank, searchers need to be intrigued enough by the search results description to click on your link. That means that the few lines of text that describe your site contents need to be clear, concise, and compelling! 

Unfortunately, there's not a single solution because each search engine displays results in a slightly different way. 

Google Search Results
Google displays the contents of the title tag first as the site title, then selects the first instance of the keyword or keyword phrase in the page's content and displays that with surrounding text. Sometimes, Google will display multiple instances of a keyword if it appears several times. The search results can be confusing because searchers have to make sense of several sentence fragments and disjointed keywords. 

An Open Directory Project (ODP) listing makes a big difference in Google search results. Google relies on ODP to provide secondary results listings and displays the ODP category and ODP editor's description along with its keyword phrase listing. 

Google's keyword results aren't always that helpful, but with an ODP editor’s description…. 

Note that an ODP listing will only help with one page of your site. Search directories like ODP usually only index a site's home page while Google and other search engines spider deeply into Web sites and index internal pages. 

Pay careful attention to the text surrounding your keywords - especially on your internal pages. It needs to be relevant and coherent, not part of a navigation menu or a list of keywords stuck at the top of the page. The first few instances of the keywords are the most important to Google, so carefully optimize them to get readable search results. 

Lycos Search Results
Lycos uses the text contained in the META title and description tags, so it's important to write a good, clear, keyword-rich title and description for each page you want indexed. Never just cut and paste the same information from your home page to the other pages in your site. 

If you've neglected to include a description attribute, then Lycos defaults to the first instance of the keyword in the page content.
AllTheWeb Results
Like Lycos, AllTheWeb (powered by FAST) looks for the title and description attributes in the META tags. If the description is missing, AllTheWeb grabs the first content on the page and displays that in its results section - even if it doesn't contain the search phrase. 

AltaVista Search Results
AltaVista displays the title attribute first, then the particular section of the description attribute that contains the keywords, and finally pulls the first section of page content that contains the keywords. 

That's pretty good coverage overall, but - like Google - it can result in some odd-looking results. Here are the first two search results for "natural pet food:" 

These slightly jumbled search results again illustrate how important it is to include your keywords in context both in your description and early in your page content. 

META Tags Are Important!
Here's a quick chart that shows what search engines look for and how they use META tags and keywords in their search results. 

	Search Engine
	Title 
Attribute
	Description
Attribute
	Keywords 
in Content
	ODP 
Description

	Google
	1
	n/a
	2
	3

	Lycos
	1
	2
	3
	n/a

	AllTheWeb
	1
	2
	3
	n/a

	AltaVista
	1
	2
	3
	n/a


You only get a few sentences to make your case on the search results page. You're competing with hundreds of other sites - if not more. Find out how your site looks to searchers!
Search Engine Submission - Manual Vs. Automated

Search engine and directory submission can be confusing, tedious, time-consuming, and expensive.

Manual Submission A MUST For Directories
A directory is organized into categories and subcategories. Human editors review each directory submission and evaluate the site's quality and relevance. Success only comes when you submit a high quality site to the proper category.

Because the directory submission process is geared so specifically to each particular directory, you MUST submit by hand. An automated submission program can't adequately submit to any directory because it isn't able to study the directory's structure and determine which category is best.

Directories are very popular with Internet users and Yahoo is the biggest, most popular directory. Yahoo is also the most difficult directory to get into. Make sure you follow their submission guidelines exactly to increase your chances.

Manual Search Engine Submission Takes Time
Search engines are also important: 85% of Internet users report using them to locate Web sites. All search engines allow you to submit your site manually, generally through an "Add URL" or "Suggest A Site" link - if you can find it.
The manual submission process works, but it involves many steps and can take a long time. Look at what's involved:

	1. Research search engines and identify those you want to submit to. 

2. Locate the "Add URL" link on the first search engine. 

3. Enter the URL of your site, your name, and other information the search engine requires. 

4. Repeat steps 2 and 3 for each of the remaining sites. 


You're entering a lot of repetitive information here, so be very careful about typographical errors. If you plan to submit manually to many search engines, consider entering the relevant information into a text file first, then using your computer's cut and paste functions to copy the entries into the search engines' forms. 

It can take weeks or months before your site ever actually appears in the search engine's database. You may have to submit to search engines several times before they index your site. 

Automated Submission
Avoid that endless repetition by using an automated tool that remembers your site's information. You just have to enter the information once into the form and the tool takes care of submitting to individual search engines. These tools are also useful if you need to resubmit often since the information is stored and ready to send out.

Avoid Spam
If you've spent much time on the Internet, you've probably seen the ads that promise: "We'll submit your site to the Top 1500 search engines for only $19.99!!!!" What 1500 search engines? There just aren't that many. Some of these services are just scams: their main goal is to mine your email address and send you spam email in the hopes of selling you another useless service.

Reputable automated submission providers try to screen out the scam/spam sites, but you may still get spam email after you submit. Some of the smaller search engines generate revenue by selling your email address. Even the large search engines sometimes contact you with special offers and sales pitches. Avoid this problem by using an alternate email address when you use automated submission tools.

Some webmasters think they can get ahead by submitting their site as often as several times per day. Actually, this practice just gets them kicked out entirely. Until you're listed, submit your site once a week - but no more often.

A Listing Is Only The First Step
Even if you've successfully gotten your site listed in all the major search engines and directories, you can't relax. Your next step is to move your site to the top of the rankings because the vast majority of users don't look past the first few pages of results.

Manual submission works, but a good automated search engine submission tool saves you time and lets you concentrate your efforts on directory submissions and search engine optimization.
Improve Link Popularity in 10 Easy Steps
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Why bother with link building? Link popularity and link quality are very important because every major search engine now considers them as a part of their ranking algorithms. If you don't have links, you won't rank well for competitive keywords.

Link popularity is the measure of inbound links to your web site.

Fortunately, there are a lot of ways to improve your link quality and popularity, which will give you a boost in the rankings. Here are some guidelines to help you set up your own linking campaign:

1. Prepare your site first

Before you start your link building campaign, take time to get your site in shape. Make sure your site looks professional, has good content and is easy to navigate. Avoid broken pages – internal links that don’t work – it puts potential linkers off. 

Directories have gone on record saying they may exclude sites with broken links and page errors. Directories want only professional looking sites in their databases.

2. Budget time for link building

Don't expect to grow your link popularity overnight. Budget time every week to work on link building. If you force yourself to spend a couple hours a week on link building, it will become part of your routine. Pick one day a week and set aside time as your "link building time." If you don't make it a priority, it won't get done. 

Link building is an incremental activity. Over time these one or two new links start adding up until they are hundreds or even thousands of links. 

3. Establish realistic link goals

Don't expect to see instant results. Link building is difficult, frustrating and time intensive. Convincing another web site to link to you can be exasperating. If you get one good quality link a month you're doing better than the majority of sites out there.
Track your progress so you know who you've asked already. It could be embarrassing to ask a site for a link if they've already given you one.

If a company initially declines your link request, wait a while and then ask again.

4. Develop internal management support

Explain link building in terms management will understand and in ways that will get their attention, such as describing the relationship of link building and increased revenue.

5. Link popularity is all about quality

Be selective about the sites from which you request links. Search engines use the popularity of the site linking to you as a key ranking criteria. 

And don't even think of using a link farm! Link farms are sites that exist solely to link to other web sites. Link farms are a blatant attempt to inflate your link popularity, and search engines take a dim view of them. Google in particular has been known to ban sites found using a link farm. 

Try to identify non-competitive sites in the same field as your site. Links from sites that are related to your area carry more weight than sites from Aunt Sue's favorite horse site. That doesn't mean you should refuse a link from Aunt Sue. On the other hand, links from sites within your industry are strong endorsements for your site.

6. Develop a relationship with a site

Before you ask for the link, get to know the web site. Establish yourself as a real human first. That way, when you ask for a link, it's harder for them to say no. 

Impersonal broadcast emails asking for links are spam. Don't do it!

7. Provide the linking code

Make it easy for other sites to link to you. Send the prospective linker the exact HTML code you want in the link and suggest which page you want the link from. Make it easy for them and your success rate will go up.

8. Get directory listings

Jumpstart your link campaign by getting directory links first. This is especially important if you have a new site or a site with no inbound links. A shortage of inbound links puts your site at a severe disadvantage because link analysis is an important part of every search engine's ranking algorithm.

The way to overcome this disadvantage is to get a few quality links. A good way to start is to get listed in as many directories as you can. There are many directories out there, and the more you can get into the better. 

A few to target include:

· Open Directory 

· Yahoo 

· LookSmart 

· Zeal.com 

· Joeant.com 

· Business.com 

Be aware that most of these directories require you to pay for a listing. It's worth the expense.

All submissions to the Open Directory Project (ODP) are free. The majority of directory editors are volunteers. Increase your chances of being accepted quickly by carefully following ODP submission guidelines.

9. Consider bartering for links

It's a good idea to have something to offer in return for a link. Many sites won't link to you unless you link back to them or otherwise make it worth their while. Create a Resources or Partner page that allows you to have a place from which you can easily link to them. 

You might also offer to work a barter arrangement with them. If you have a popular site with their target market, they might consider free advertisements in exchange for a link. If the link is of great value to you, be prepared to give something back. 

10. Link building alternatives

If time constraints keep you from link building, consider outsourcing your link popularity work. Link building is undoubtedly the most time consuming part of search engine optimization. You may find it is not cost effective to do it in house. That doesn't mean you shouldn't do it, it just means you hire someone else to do it for you.

Outsourcing to a reputable link building firm ensures good links and could be a more efficient model for you if you are already time limited. 

One word of caution if you do chose to hire a company specializing in link building: make sure any firm you hire follows good link building practices. Ask them to describe the process they use to request links. Make sure they follow a personalized approach, and don't simply spam sites with requests for links.

If they refuse to discuss their link building methods you can assume they use impersonal widespread email drops or link farms - that's spam.
Just do it!

Link popularity is important and the link building process needs to be given high priority. Link analysis is only going to get more important to search engines, not less. Search engines have found it highly resistant to manipulation and a legitimate way to measure the importance of a site. 

So think of link building as a long-term investment in your site. 

Thoughts

People assume a top ranking automatically means high traffic. But high rankings only bring traffic if the rankings are for good keywords. If you've done all your optimization around "yummy orange cakes" and nobody enters that in a search you won't get any traffic. 
Search engine optimization is a multi-step continual process. It's not cheating; it's helping search engines do their job more efficiently. Optimization takes a lot of time and patience. Don't get discouraged: search engine optimization pays for itself in increased revenue. It is worth the time and trouble.

Specialty Search Engines: These are great for sites devoted to more esoteric topics like medical research, antiques, or other specialized interests. Submission is usually free. While they deliver less traffic to your site than general search engines, the traffic you do get is quite targeted. Is there one for your area of business
Web Rings: This is another good option for niche sites, non-commercial sites, or special interest sites. A web ring is a group of Web sites related by topic. The traffic you get from other members of the Web ring will be targeted traffic. However, most Web rings accept any sites that are on topic, so the quality of other member sites may be low and that could reflect badly on your site. 
Viral marketing - use email, print advertising, and word-of-mouth to promote your site. Common, easy-to-implement techniques include: 

· Send to a friend: Include an email link on your important pages and encourage visitors to send the page to their friends. People are more likely to visit sites recommended by people they know. 

· Signature Lines: We certainly hope you aren't wasting the optional signature line in your email program! Include your full name, site URL, and a pithy description of your site on every email - even personal emails.

· Bookmark This Site: Use some simple JavaScript code to encourage repeat visitors with a "Bookmark This Site!" icon on your page.

· Leave Some Messages: Online message boards and bulletin boards are another good way to draw attention to your new site. Include your site URL in your signature line and user profile.

These are all easy and free ways to promote your site and encourage visitors to return. 

An Exite survey once reported that 50.5 percent of searchers in the Excite study never looked past the first search results page and only 29.2 percent made it to the third. 

Successful sites tune their Web page content to match how people search and optimize pages for particular, short search terms( 2 to 3 words).
