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There are two long-term trends that digital marketers need to bear in mind 
when thinking about their approach to search engine optimisation. 
  

For one, while not perfect, search engines (led 
by Google) are getting better by the day. 
Google's explicit aim ï to develop its services 
for users, rather than for advertisers ï has 
successfully guided it to dominate search.  
 

Second, the web is becoming dominated by 
social media. Data research specialists IDC 
expect that, by 2010, 70% of the web's content 

will be created by individuals. It marks the end of the industrial media age ï  
and the emergence of the network as the system by which people will 
disseminate information. 
 

Both these trends have profound implications for the role of marketing in the 
future.  

 

In the early days of the internet, search engines were heavily reliant on the 
information provided by websites about themselves. For a time, search engine 
optimisation (SEO) seemed simply to be about loading a website's content 
and metadata with the correct keywords. Appearing at the top of the search 
results was not about what you did, but about what you said you did. 

 

If we think about Google as a machine and 
focus on the algorithm itself, it is easy to forget 
that what it is really trying to do is to read 
human clues to the reputation of individual 
pages. At its simplest, it is looking for people 
linking to or visiting web pages and taking 
those two things as clues to the usefulness of 
the site. 
 

As search engines become more sophisticated, 
they will increasingly incorporate user data to validate their results. The 
numbers of people visiting a site; the time that users spend on a site; the 
depth of their engagement; whether they return over a period of time; how 
many people add it to their social bookmarking tools such as Digg; all will 
potentially be taken into account. 
 

The closer that Google and others get to reading real interaction, the better 
they will become at separating the sites that look relevant from the sites that 
are relevant. Inevitably, it will become ever more difficult to fake the quality of 
a webpage.  
 

At the same time, the monolithic 'search results' page is fragmenting. 
Personalised search results and vertical search engines (including the various 
Google services and virtual search engines such as Amazon) are increasing 
the area over which terms are contested, and varying the contexts in which 
they might be considered. 

ñ Google is not a search engine. Google is a reputation-

management systemé radical transparency is a double-edged 
sword, but once you know the new rules, you can use it to control 
your image in ways you never could before.ò 
 

Clive Thompson, Wired, March 2007 

The industrial media age was about ñmass mediaò ï it took a 
corporate effort to produce and distribute content via channels like 
the press and TV. 

 
The control of content production and distribution is now shifting to 
the individual ï itôs simple ï and the success of this content is 

dependent upon its usefulness to the rest of the network. 

http://www.google.co.uk/
http://www.idc.com/
http://digg.com/
http://www.amazon.co.uk/
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Given that this is the case, by far the best way to rank highly for a given term 
is to offer what the search engines are getting progressively better at finding ï 
content that is genuinely useful to those people searching for that term.  
 

The same principle applies whether it is a product name or a commercial term 
that is important to your business. For either, you must earn the attention.   

 

The increasing prevalence of social media, means that there is now an 
abundance of individual clues to reputation ï through blogs, forums, 

comments, video responses, customer 
feedback and so on.  
 
As this 'social web' matures, search engines 
will rely more on these human clues to 
understand how they can best rank those sites 
that compete for the attention.   
 
Effectively, it gives search engines a rich, self-
regulating, rapidly responsive source against 

which it can verify the claims that a website makes about what it does.  
 
In the short but eventful life of the social web thus far, the "wisdom of crowds" 
has proved to be remarkably effective at creating and organising information.  
 
Those who misunderstand the importance of this network effect see the glass 
half-empty ï it's worth noting that those who initially dismissed Wikipedia 
because anyone could edit it were citing precisely the same quality that drew 
others to embrace it. Detractors saw its vulnerability to ignorance and 
vandalism; proponents saw the opportunity to revolutionise the ownership of 
information.   
 

Meanwhile, social networks such as Facebook and MySpace are 
complementing and sometimes displacing search, as they create highly 
focused, trusted networks of recommendations. The advent of open source 
networking applications such as Open Social looks likely to push this to a 
whole new level. As Jeff Jarvis has been saying for some time on his 
BuzzMachine blog, we don't need any more social networks on the internet ï 
the internet is the social network. 
 

 

Many search marketers talk about óethical search engine optimisationô when 
what they really mean is simply compliance with the search engineôs 
acceptable user policies. This is misleading and doesnôt help brands to fully 
appreciate the digital environment.  Search engines are not the gatekeepers 
of morality, nor are they the law. For most marketers 'ethical' means 'risk 
aware'; not getting penalised or banned from search engines for breaking their 
rules.  
 
2007 saw the most aggressive attack thus far by Google on reputation 
traders. Many low-quality directories were prevented from passing on 
reputation; several big publishers (including the Wall Street Journal and 
Forbes) had their toolbar PageRank (Googleôs indicator of reputation) 
reduced; and several high-profile sites found to have bought reputation were 
penalised by a drop in rankings.  
 

Reputation will increasingly be 
determined by: 
 
Blogs, forums, comments, video 
responses, customer feedback, 
podcasts, newsfeeds, ebooks, 
bookmarking,   reviews.... 
 
 as the social web matures. 

http://www.wikipedia.org/
http://www.facebook.com/
http://www.myspace.com/
http://code.google.com/apis/opensocial/
http://www.buzzmachine.com/
http://online.wsj.com/public/us
http://www.forbes.com/

