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» white paper

Increasing Website ROI Through  
Search Engine Optimization (SEO)

BY  J O N  PAY N E  &  S C O T T  J O HN S O N

Y O U R  B E S T  P R O S P E C T S  A R E  S E A R C H I N G  F O R  Y O U !  

You’ve built a great Website. It’s strategically sound, professionally designed, and quickly meets 

the needs of various types of site visitors. Congratulations! Now what?

A recent Forrester Research report estimates that 80% of overall Web site visits begin in a search engine or 

directory service. Why is this so significant? Because it means your prospects are no longer waiting for you 

to find and sell to them. Instead, they are finding you, and your competitors, instantly via Google, Yahoo!, 

MSN and other search engines. In this new environment, by the time your phone rings, or you receive an 

online inquiry, your prospect has often already decided that yours may be the best company for them. Their 

business is now yours to lose. This concept is so important that it needs repeating. Today’s consumers buy, 

they do not wait to be sold!

Every minute of every day, the Web is teeming with millions of searches, people actively looking for products, 

services or information. Getting these motivated searchers to your site can obviously have a dramatic impact 

on your bottom line. The best part is that, aside from any investment you may choose to make in profes-

sional assistance — it’s free! As your website begins to become effectively optimized for high search engine 

rankings, the increased traffic won’t cost you any more, no matter how many new visitors  

you attract. 

The results of optimization efforts can be accurately measured and tracked, allowing you to test different 

strategies and tactics, and quantify the results to a high degree, including ultimate conversion rates and 

outstanding, measurable ROI. You’ll be able to compare how your site performs against your competition. 

And you’ll be able to measure your ROI with precision, making Search Engine Optimization perhaps the most 

powerful marketing tool ever. 

But the fact is that few Internet searchers ever read beyond the first page of search engine results. So what 

steps can you take to help your site consistently occupy a top position in the search engine rankings for 

searches related to your business? The answers can be both stunningly simple and mind-numbingly complex. 
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W H AT ’ S  I N  A  W O R D ?  U N D E R S TA N D I N G  H O W  S E A R C H  E N G I N E S  W O R K .

People communicate with each other in a variety of ways. But we all search the  

Web using the same basic communication tool: words. And understanding how the various search engines 

match up Web pages with the keywords their users enter is the first step in optimizing your site’s  

performance results. 

Search engines use automated software programs known as “spiders” (because they “crawl the Web”) to 

find Web pages, which are then evaluated and ranked. While their methods and mathematical ranking algo-

rithms differ, what’s important is what they all have in common. Their spiders can’t see Flash animations, 

they don’t react to colors or graphic design, they can’t watch streaming video, — so they focus on the words 

on the Web pages they “crawl,” as well as how those words are structured within the body of the text, and 

the HTML code of the page. What words are used on the page, whether they’re part of a link to another 

page, how unique they are when compared with other keywords, and how often they appear on a particular 

page. While we have deliberately oversimplified this description of a complex process, the takeaway idea is 

this: both content and context matter greatly when trying to achieve high search engine rankings.

So where do you start? Keyword research can show you what terms your competitors are using, and whether 

or not they would also be effective for you. It can also help you build a list of potential keywords to incorpo-

rate into the text of your site, and most importantly, determine which words and phrases will be most profit-

able and effective for you. Beyond the words themselves, how you use them — in headings, titles, links, 

subheads, etc. — and how they relate to the other words on the page also has a direct effect on their impor-

tance in a search engine’s ranking of your web pages.

A full knowledge of the most effective keywords and phrases for your industry and how to use them can 

also help you determine their value in Pay-Per-Click (PPC) marketing (more on this later), comparing overall 

search volume with the relevance to your target audience, again to ensure maximum ROI. 

Example: If you owned a barbershop, it’s logical that potential customers might search 

the keyword “barbershop” when looking for you, right? But how would you weed those 

customers out from people searching for information on the popular “Barbershop” 

movies or TV series? Or those seeking information on barbershop quartets? If instead you 

optimized for less obvious terms such as “haircut” or “hair styling,” you’re results would 

probably be more appropriate.

A complete understanding of the most effective keywords and phrases for your particular industry and a list 

of the words and phrases your prospects are using to search for you are a crucial first step that can bring 

literally thousands of new visitors to your site. 

» I N C R E A S I N G  W E B S I T E  R O I  T H R O U G H  S E A R C H  E N G I N E  O P T I M I Z AT I O N
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A  L I T T L E  H E L P  F R O M  Y O U R  F R I E N D S :  T H E  I M P O R TA N C E  O F  L I N K S .

In addition to evaluating and ranking keywords, search engines place varying 
degrees of importance on the links between Websites. The vast majority of web pages 

in most search engine databases have been found via other Web pages that the search engine has already 

indexed. The more active links that exist to a particular page, the better its chance of achieving a superior 

ranking. Having your site listed in various online directories, for example, is one way to create a measurable 

effect on your site’s appearance in search results. Why? Well it’s a popularity contest of sorts. If other, well-

established and well-trusted websites link to your site, they are in essence vouching for your site, or voting on 

its behalf. Your site looks better and more relevant simply by being associated with other respected sites.

Did you know: Yahoo! will return a list of pages linking to a given site? The search 

command is linkdomain:example.com.

The outgoing links on your Web pages are also analyzed and used to determine your site’s relevance to other 

pages in the database. Even where the links appear within your site can be of great importance in deter-

mining how it is ultimately ranked in a given search. But the “inbound” links to your site will always be the 

most important factor, as they represent other humans vouching for your site — rather than just relying on 

your site to vouch for itself. This concept is known as “independent citation”, and is no different than the 

everyday example of checking the references of a potential new-hire. You want to hear the prospects’ story, 

but you’d also feel better hearing a few other people give good recommendations. 

S I T E  D E S I G N  A N D  S T R U C T U R E :  S A F E  L A N D I N G S  A N D  E F F E C T I V E  D I R E C T I O N .  

One of the most important aspects of a successful SEO effort is the overall 
structure of your site itself. The search engines need to be able to crawl the site effectively; even 

minor errors in code or overly-difficult navigation can thwart the spiders and leave important pages excluded 

from the final results. And the design and internal mapping of the site can affect ranking in a variety of 

ways, from subtle to dramatic. 

Armed with your list of keywords, it’s important to place them properly to deliver visitors to the best landing 

pages for their particular search. Different keywords can have different effects depending on where your 

visitors are in the buying process, whether they’re gathering information, comparing alternatives, or actively 

deciding where to buy. By mapping the relevant search terms and phrases to the right pages, you can match 

visitors’ arrival points to their intentions, all with the goal of maximizing the return from the increased traffic 

generated by the search engines. 

Campaign tracking software allows you to measure your results precisely to learn what pages are being 

viewed most often (and which are being ignored), how often searchers visit before buying, and how long the 

conversion process lasts. 

» I N C R E A S I N G  W E B S I T E  R O I  T H R O U G H  S E A R C H  E N G I N E  O P T I M I Z AT I O N



P.O. Box 70091
Baltimore, MD 21237
443-690-4487 phone
www.ephricon.com

4

For most searches, your home page is not the best landing page. Many visitors are best directed to interior 

pages where they can immediately find the specific information they seek. 

PAY- P E R - C L I C K  ( P P C ) :  I N S TA N T  R E S U LT S

While “organic” (unpaid) searches are usually the most cost-effective form of 
long-term Internet marketing, building dramatic results can take time, typically 
a matter of some months. By far the fastest way to start attracting traffic immediately is a Pay-

Per-Click campaign. Google AdWords and Yahoo! Search Marketing (formerly Overture) services are the two 

leading PPC providers. MSN’s search engine currently uses Yahoo’s paid ads, but will be rolling out their own 

PPC program in the near future.

The PPC business model is very straightforward: advertisers place bids on specific search terms, then pay 

that bid amount only when a searcher clicks on their ad(s). Think of it as a very highly targeted form of paid 

advertising. Complete control is one major advantage of a PPC campaign, allowing for quick placement, 

immediate returns, precise tracking and copy testing, and specific ROI measurement. But be aware that it’s 

a two-sided coin: because your competitors also have the same ability to measure their own activities and 

results, PPC campaigns usually require active management and close monitoring to be most effective. Some 

PPC programs (such as Google’s AdWords) also take into account the clickthrough rate (CTR) of your ads. 

Thus, the ability to create an ad that is more compelling and attracts more users to click on it will actually 

help your ads to be positioned higher and will even cost you less per visitor than the cost to your competi-

tors. This is another way a SEO professional can actually save you money and dramatically increase traffic to 

your site.

Example: Does Google always reward the highest PPC bidder with the best placement? 

No! Both your ad’s click through rate (CTR) and your bid amount will determine your 

ranking. If your bid is 50 cents and your CTR is 1% you will be lower than someone whose 

bid is 40 cents and CTR is 2%. Why?  Think about it from Google’s standpoint. They 

make 10 cents less per click, sure, but they get twice as many clicks. Thus, over 100 

visitors they’ll make 40 x 2 or 80 cents instead of just 50 x 1 or 50 cents. That is why 

it is critical to run PPC campaigns correctly — write compelling ads and target the right 

people — not just unqualified prospects. Better CTR saves you money! 

PPC also allows for contextual advertising, where your ads also appear on pages with related content, not 

just in the listing accompanying searches. This can sometimes expand your target pool to include those 

interested in your message before they even initiate a search.

One unique feature of PPC campaigns is the ability to quickly scale them up or down depending on your 

desired outcome. Not all advertisers always want the maximum number of responses at all times. You can 

run PPC campaigns in limited geographical areas, and even set and modify a monthly budget cap to control 

the volume of traffic to your site. If responding to inquiries in your line of business is a time-consuming 

» I N C R E A S I N G  W E B S I T E  R O I  T H R O U G H  S E A R C H  E N G I N E  O P T I M I Z AT I O N
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process, you can modify the campaign quarterly or even monthly based on the ROI and conversion data you 

collect to target and attract only the highest quality leads.

O N G O I N G  I M P R O V E M E N T :  T H E R E ’ S  A  S E A R C H E R  B O R N  E V E R Y  M I N U T E .  

As you begin to optimize your Web site based on a comprehensive SEO strategy, 
clearly defined goals and a phased action plan, you will undoubtedly run into 
challenges. Integrating strategically sound copywriting with optimal layout, design and functionality can 

sometimes seem like the proverbial mixing of oil and water. Yet the results are clearly worth the effort.

The real key is to remember that you’re creating content to be viewed by human beings, not robots; your 

pages should never read as though they were written for a search engine. Users come first. If you should 

encounter a conflict between copywriting and your SEO goals, let the copy set the direction, and look for 

other ways to achieve the optimization objectives. There’s usually more than one good way to improve your 

rankings. What’s more - all the traffic in the world won’t help you generate any new business if your website’s 

visitor-to-lead conversion rate is 0%. 0% of ten times the traffic is still 0. Better to find a balance — perhaps 

opting for a strategy that may draw 20% less traffic, but converts at a 50% higher rate — you’d still be much 

better off than the other way around.

However, be aware that there’s sometimes a tendency to overdo it, which could put your site at risk of a 

potential penalty or even having it banned outright. Several years ago it was common to insert keywords into 

every possible location on a page, from headings to the first words in every paragraph, every link, and even 

image descriptions. Today that’s not only not necessary, it could very likely cause a page to be flagged by 

the search engines as a SPAM page, created only to attract search engine listings, and be either penalized or 

banned permanently!

Your prospects are out there, searching the Web even as you read this. Make it easy for them to find you, 

and then give them what they’re looking for when they arrive, and success will take care of itself. 

T H E  B O T T O M  L I N E  I S  T H E  B O T T O M  L I N E .  

Finally, you may wish to seek the services of a reputable professional for all or 
part of your optimization program. While there are many SEO firms out there, its important to 

take your time and make sure you select one that you are comfortable with and fits your business goals. 

The complex nature of SEO techniques has spawned many online scams, that promise incredible results 

overnight and for prices that are far below what the many hours involved in a legitimate SEO program would 

cost. Be advised that SEO is a custom service, not a one-size-fits-all commodity. Whether you’re hiring a 

firm for an initial assessment, a one-time “polishing,” a complete Website overhaul, or an ongoing, long-term 

search marketing campaign, remember, you get what you pay for!

» I N C R E A S I N G  W E B S I T E  R O I  T H R O U G H  S E A R C H  E N G I N E  O P T I M I Z AT I O N
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With the tools and resources now available, you can directly map tangible benefits to every dollar invested. 

When done right, few (if any) other marketing methods can match the highly measurable, impressive ROI 

of a professional search engine marketing campaign. By nature, SEO targets and attracts those prospects 

that have already specified that they are interested in what you have to offer. What’s more — your ad and 

website are presented to them at their request, at the moment in time they wish to see it. Right prospect. 

Right message. Right time. That’s target marketing at its best! Try telling your TV, radio or print ad repre-

sentative that you only want to pay for your message to be seen by customers who’ve specifically requested 

it — and at the exact moment they want to see it! Planning, executing, monitoring and tracking have all 

evolved light years beyond simply counting the number of page hits. And new opportunities for improved 

ROI are coming online like never before. Search Engine Optimization affords you one of the last remaining 

legal means to gain a strategic advantage over your competition. All you need to do is grab  

opportunity by the mouse and click. 

A B O U T  T H E  A U T H O R S

Jon Payne is the Principal and Owner of Ephricon Web Marketing (http://www.ephricon.com).  

Mr. Payne has designed and executed highly successful SEM/SEO campaigns for a multitude of clients 

across a wide variety of industries. He maintains a blog about SEO and other Internet marketing topics  

at http://www.jonpayne.net.

Scott Johnson is the Principal of Rock Creek Creative, a 20-year-old strategic marketing firm in 

Bethesda, Maryland. Rock Creek serves government, corporate and non-profit clients both internationally 

and domestically. You may visit their website at http://www.rockcreekcreative.com. 
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