Traditional Search Engine Optimization VS. Pay Per Click

With the current rise of pay per click (PPC) advertising services such as Overture, Google and
many others, professional search engine optimization (SEO) companies are having to deal more
and more with the issue of why their clients should spend money on traditional SEO when they
can simply "buy their way to the top."

Traditional Search Engine Optimization

First | will define what traditional SEO is. Search engine optimization is the process of fine tuning
(otherwise referred to as optimizing) your web site to reflect specific keywords and phrases that
are relevant to your business and for which you want to attract visitors to your site who are
searching for such words.

This optimization relates to a variety of elements, not only on your web site's home page, but its
sub pages as well. Those elements can include things like title tags, meta tags, alt tags, link
structure, link popularity and the content of the site itself. Once your web site is properly
optimized, the goal then is to make sure that each of the top crawler based search engines find
your site and add as many pages as possible in their indices. These engines will usually start with
your home page and then work their way to other pages of the site.

This is where another important aspect of SEO comes into play - making sure the sub pages or at
least the main areas of your site are accessible from the home page. It can be assumed that if
many of your pages are optimized for different keywords and can be found in the search engines,
they will draw traffic to your site.

Search engine optimization also involves making sure your site is listed in the major directories
such as Yahoo and Open Directory to name a few. | won’t go into detail about proper directory
submissions here as that is another topic of its own but will say that it is important to make sure
you are listed in the right category and have a title and description that is reflective of the
keywords you are trying to target.

Other elements of SEO include monitoring your positioning in the search engines, making
adjustments as necessary to your site to stay in top position and submitting to new engines or
directories that come along as well.

Pay Per Click

Now | will define what PPC is using Overture as an example. PPC or pay per click is a service in
which an advertiser selects specific keywords or phrases and then creates a listing that will show
up when someone searches for that phrase. The advertiser selects an amount they are willing to
pay for each click on their listing which results in a visit to their site — thus the term “pay per click”.
At Overture, you can bid anywhere from $.10 up to $50.00 for each click.

If other advertisers have selected the same keyword or phrase as yours, you then are competing
against them for the highest position. Whoever is willing to spend the most shows up first and the
others following in order.

What makes PPC attractive in the case of Overture is that they distribute their paid listings to
other partner sites. In fact, if you bid in one of the top three positions at Overture, your listings will
also show up at some of the leading search engines including Alta Vista, HotBot, Infospace,
iWon, Lycos, MSN, Yahoo and others. They also show up in several meta crawlers and other
minor search engines. In fact, Overture claims to reach 80% of Internet users, a statistic they get
from the 2002 Nielsen/NetRatings report.



Therefore if you bid for top placement at Overture, you will show up at these partner sites as well.
There are many other pay per click programs including Google AdWords, ah-ha.com, FindWhat,
Sprinks and Looksmart to name a few. All function in a similar manner.

What PPC has allowed one to do then is to instantly “pay” their way to the top whereas traditional
SEO takes a lot of time and effort.

The overriding question then is how valuable is PPC and should it replace standard search
engine optimization techniques?

Pros and Cons of Pay Per Click

First of all you must understand that PPC will never help improve your positioning in the regular
editorial search results. PPC listings most always appear in a "Sponsored or Featured" area
which is usually at the top or side of the regular search results. While it is nice to “show up first”
there are still a lot of end users, myself included, who will not click on "paid" listings but will rather
scan through the regular editorial search results.

Pay per click will not optimize your site so that it reflects who you are and what you offer. If your
site is poorly optimized before you begin to advertise it with PPC, it will still be poorly optimized
afterwards. On the other hand, a well executed SEO plan will improve your position in the regular
editorial search results. You will have a finely tuned web site that reflects who you are and what
you offer. One particular client in the home improvement business was averaging 5% of their new
client acquisitions from their web site. They employed a traditional SEO campaign targeting 5
keyword phrases and are now seeing 90% of new client acquisitions come directly from their web
site. They have been maintaining this campaign for a period of three years now at a cost of only
$50 per month.

Another downfall to PPC is that when you stop paying for click-thrus, your listings disappears and
so does the traffic they bring. In one recent case study regarding an online architectural antique
marketplace, the client was paying a minimum of $500 per week on PPC campaigns. They were
bidding on a large number of keywords and phrases at a rate of anywhere from a penny to a
nickel per click. With the recent move by many PPC search engines to raise their minimum bid
requirements, the client was now facing budgets doubling and even quadrupling in size.
Therefore they decided scaled back their PPC budget and are now spending $500 a month on a
traditional SEO campaign that targets multiple keywords and phrases. They opted for the long
term effect of SEO as opposed to the short term results of PPC.

In most cases, once you have good positioning in the regular search results, you will continually
receive free traffic. It may require some minor adjustments from time to time but all in all brings in
consistent free traffic so long as people are searching for your products or services. You are not
held hostage to having to continuously throw money at search engines to maintain your listings.

| am not saying that PPC is bad and you shouldn’t take advantage of it. If you have the budget
that will go beyond a traditional SEO campaign, then by all means, utilize PPC as well. You gain
instant exposure and only pay for actual visitors to your site.

But never ever disregard SEO in place of PPC! SEO should be the foundation of your online
marketing strategy because in the long run, the benefits of SEO will far outweigh anything else
you do.
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