WEBSITE PUBLICITY & SEARCH ENGINE OPTIMISATION
How do visitors access your website?


People will access the information contained on your website in one of three main ways:


1. Your URL (web address) – eg. www.aimhigher.ac.uk/oxdown
This might be known, guessed at or specifically promoted to potential visitors. 

Top tips:

Think about which URLs people might think to use to access your material – www.aimhigher.ac.uk/oxdown / www.aimhigheroxdown.com / www.aimhigheroxdown.co.uk – if you only register one permutation there is a chance that a potential visitor might not search any further. There is benefit in registering URLs in the former name of your organisation or in the name of a big campaign you are running for similar reasons.

Think carefully about how you promote your site and stick to short, logical URLs in print. For example, if you’re promoting content that is buried deep in your site (with a lengthy URL) on a poster just promote the main homepage URL (or a shortened URL that redirects to the appropriate page) with appropriate signposting. You can create your own redirects or use a site like tinyurl.com too.
2. Links – eg. www.aimhigher.ac.uk/oxdown from www.aimhigher.ac.uk/practitioner
Top tips:

Getting links to your site from other appropriate sites helps “join up” a visitor’s quest for information. You should think about which sites are similar or complementary to your own and target these for reciprocal links. (The number of people linking to your sites is also important in increasing your visibility in search engines).

You can find out how many people link to your site at www.wholinks2me.com

3. Search engines – eg. www.google.co.uk / www.yahoo.co.uk
Search engines are the starting point for most people when they're looking for something on the internet. This is why the most popular web sites are search engines and web portals with search functions. 
Top tip:

Increasingly users may also find a route into your website through some of your content that appears elsewhere – an RSS feed (in their feedreader) or podcast (in iTunes) for example so ensure this content includes your site URL prominently and a reason to visit.

How do search engines rank pages?

Search engines scour the internet (using “web wanderers”, “crawlers”, “spiders” or “robots”) for websites and rank the relevance of what they find using various ever-changing algorithms. These help shape the results returned when a user searches for something.

There are ways to optimise your websites so that they appear towards the top of search results for specific words and phrases.  This process is known as search engine optimisation (SEO) and you can carry this out yourself and/or engage a specialist SEO or web marketing company.

Given the changing nature of websites (and search engine algorithms) optimisation is something of a ‘dark art’ – but there are things you can do to give your site the best possible chance of appearing high in the rankings.

How can I make my website more visible in search engine results?

Avoid “black hat” methods

There are many ways to increase your site’s visibility in the search engines. Some play legitimately to the strengths of your site (“white hat” methods) while others are more devious (“black hat” methods).

Avoid “black hat” methods are these are generally discovered pretty quickly and rendered ineffective. Take the tale of Google’s recent expulsion of BMW and of BMW and Ricoh Germany for use of “deceptive practices” as a warning. (BMW had created a homepage littered with keywords and that made little sense to human visitors in an effort to climb up the rankings).

Plan your site properly

Give your pages a logical structure and try and to keep one or two areas of content to a single web page. Place important pages further up the navigation (and preferably at a high level in the site, not buried in folders lower down). This not only helps site visitors it shows search engines which parts of the site you (and thus your visitors) believe to be important.

Create quality copy to start with

Always remember that the higher quality (relevant, appropriate, focussed, and packed with useful links and references) your actual information is, the better you will do in search engines. SEO is merely the polish that will make your listings shine brighter. 

Keywords


Think about the key words and phrases that people are likely to use to find both your site and the key pages within it. 


Focus groups, surveys or plain common sense might help you work out what people want from your site and how they are searching for it.

For example, an article on student finance that only used the term “student finance” on the page mightn’t rate so highly when a user searched for related terms - “student loan”, “student grant”, “student money” or “scholarships”. 

Decide on which phrase(s) are important for each page and ensure these appear often and preferably as high up in the copy as possible. Give extra emphasis to words by using bold text. 

Consider constructing content that will register for various search terms.  One way of bolstering the key words on your site is to create hidden key-word rich reference pages which link through to the most appropriate bits of your site.  There are examples of this on the current Aimhigher.ac.uk site – as pages tend to be quite succinct, these help increase the density of keywords on the site as a whole. While search engines are getting wise to this practice, they can help as part of a rounded optimisation campaign.

Links

If you use a search term within the body of the text that relates to another page, link it to that other page. Scan the text throughout your site and look for opportunities to link to other pages, or even to other websites. Just having the link there at all increases the prominence of that term on that page.

HTML tags

Search engines give increased weight to phrases in <h1> and <h2> tags – generally headings or paragraph headings so make sure relevant text is formatted this way and the copy used in these places is good for key words. In its basic state these tags are also quite ugly, so use your stylesheet to redefine the tags.

The title (the text that appears in the top bar of your browser) is used by all search engines for both rank and the listing that they present to searchers. Think about keywords but keep the title understandable. This is the line that must entice users from the search engine to your site, so simply having a list of keywords for a title tends not to help. Start your title with a capital letter, but do not input the entire title in uppercase. Do not use a full stop at the end of the title.

Use Alt-tags to describe each image – while you should do this for accessability anyway you can easily relate an image description to a key search term.

Meta-data


Search engines used to give a lot of weight to meta-descriptions and meta-keywords – but the fact that webmasters frequently loaded these with keywords mean that this has been devalued.

The meta-description is a more in-depth title is used by many search engines and can be thought of as a more in-depth title.

When composing your meta-description, keep it to 25 words or less and try to stick to just one sentence. Expand on the title you have chosen, adding more keywords and key search terms that have been identified and extracted from the body of the page. 
e.g. <meta name="description" content="Optimising a web site by adding title, meta-description and meta-keywords with Aimhigher, widening participation in UK universities and colleges.">

The meta-keywords tag should include any key search terms that you have identified from the body of the page. They should be separated by a comma and a space. Keep all keywords used in this tag in lowercase. Most searches are made in lowercase.
e.g. <meta name="keywords" content="web site optimisation, search engine submission, submit to search engines, optimised titles, meta-tags, key search terms, keywords, ranking, description, meta-keywords, meta-description"> 

Search engine submissions
Most search engines will seek out your website as part of their regular indexing of the web – although most also offer the option to recommend your site for inclusion. 

Google have recently launched a Sitemaps service – where you can set up an .xml file listing URLs on your site that are ripe for spidering. This allows its robots to crawl your site more intelligently.

See https://www.google.com/webmasters/tools/docs/en/about.html
Is there any advantage to paid search over natural search?

While most search engines don’t offer the ability to pay for placement in general search results, they do offer the ability to advertise next to search results. 

Paid search generally involves picking a set of keywords appropriate to your site and setting a campaign budget. Your site will appear in a “sponsored link” box at the top of the page for appropriate key word search terms. When a user clicks on the link to your site your campaign budget will decrease by a set amount.

Do be aware that in our experience a pay-per-click campaign can impact on the search engine rankings for your site via natural search but for less visible sites this may be a good way of buying prominence.

How can I make parts of my website less visible in search engine results?

As unlikely as it sounds there may be occasions that you don’t want parts of your site to appear in a search engine. If a directory on your site contains data files relating to some piece of functionality rather than standard web pages, or password-protected pages, for example. These files and pages may also affect the visibility of the rest of your site or the appropriateness of results returned in a search engine.

You can instruct robots not to index certain parts of your site using special commands which are stored in a robots.txt file. Find out more at http://www.robotstxt.org
How can I judge my performance?


There are a wide range of tools online to help you measure various aspects of your site and focus your optimisation efforts.

A free link popularity checker, index visibility checker, view of your site as a spider sees it, and a keyword density analyser can all be found at; 
http://www.spannerworks.com/seotoolkit/seo-toolkit/
The Google toolbar contains a facility that shows you the Google PageRank (the Google rating which forms a key measure of how visible your site should be in search results) of a particular site.

How can I find out more?

The websites of some of the big search engine optimisation companies contain information on the kinds of things you should be thinking about.

There are also more general hints and tips available from a range of sources. 

A good starting point is http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Search_engine_optimization
How else can I promote my website to increase traffic?


While search engine optimisation will be key in increasing the visibility of your site there are lots of other ways to promote your pages.

Here are some of the most useful suggestions;

· When giving away prizes on your site be sure to register with the competition portal sites like www.loquax.co.uk. Many compers visit these sites on a daily basis and registering here can be a useful way to increase visitors to your site.


· Take advantage of Web2.0 - Social networking sites (MySpace, Bebo), user-generated reference works (Wikipedia) collaborative sites (Flickr, YouTube) and even virtual computer game worlds (Second Life) are becoming increasingly popular, attracting large audiences. Many organisations are starting to ensure that they have an appropriate online presence in these areas as another way of promoting their main businesses.

· Just written some useful content? Try and get some links from appropriate content that already exists. As well as alerting someone to the existence of your site, a link may help bolster the visibility of your site in search engines.

· Sign up to appropriate newsgroups and messageboards and promote new and interesting copy to your target audience.

· Give users a reason to keep coming back – rotate promoted content, update regularly, create partwork content (with new chapters every month, week or day), use user submissions etc.

· Create marketing campaigns that provide a reason to visit the site – regularly. A good example being an advent calendar which reveals a key message each day along with an anagram to solve. On December 24th (after 24 visits) the user can then enter a prize draw. When promoted online and in print, this could prove quite a draw.

· Tie up your web and print messages – Why print a costly 50-page booklet if you can get the highlights across in a 4-page flyer and present the rest online increasing traffic?

· Word of mouth – Mention the site at appropriate events and include material that summarises or follows up what has happened to increase traffic.

