A “Positioning” Primer

A Non-technical Guide to Improving Your Website’s “Position” In Search Engine Ranking

Since the majority of non-profit organizations with websites contract with outside expert technical expertise for all or a great part their site design and maintenance, their management and staff is often unaware of some issues that can drastically impact on the effectiveness of their web presence.  However, it is incumbent on non-profit managers responsible for managing outside contractors to be aware of some “technical” issues and ask the right questions if they expect to achieve the desired results.

Here are a few questions and tips related to how the website will be “positioned” vis-à-vis internet search engines and why this is vitally important to the success of your website.

First, by “positioned”, I mean how high on the list of search engine query results your website appears.  You probably know that a disproportionate number of visitors will get to your website by using search engines such as Google and AltaVista, as compared with a direct link to your site on some other website.  So, the higher your website appears on the query result list, the better your chances of getting a visitor… someone who will see and, hopefully, act on your message.

How exactly can you improve your position?  There is no simple, guaranteed recipe because each search engine has different rules that determine how they produce their query result list, but there are three basic variables that affect these results to one degree or another.  I will list these first then provide some tips on how to manage each of these variables with an eye toward improving your position.

1. Metatags – these are keywords that appear in a special section of your webpages; unseen by your visitors but used by search engines

2. Viewable text – this is the text you have published in your webpages precisely for all your visitors to see

3. Links to your website from other websites

Metatags

Most web pages are simply text files with “tags” that are simply instructions to your browser on how the text should be displayed.  For example,

<b> is the “bold” tag, so all text following that tag will be displayed in bold font until the end-bold tag is reached: </b>.  Metatags are simply tags that do not affect display but rather have a special purpose such as documenting when the page was written, who is the author, etc.  Some of these metatags allow the author to specify keywords that allow the webpage to be indexed and used by search engines.  For example, if this article were a webpage, its metatag keywords might appear as:

<meta name ="keywords" content="non-profit, website, search, engine, position, tips, metatags”>.

So, how do metatags really work?  The search engines associate your webpage address (URL) with each of your keywords, “non-profit”, etc, so the next time someone performs a search using any of these, your webpage will be included in the query result list.  

Tip:  Insist that your website contractor, or staff if you maintain your website in-house, prepare metatags with the appropriate keywords but make sure those keywords actually appear in the text of that page.

Viewable Text

Another important variable in the “positioning” puzzle is the text that you have carefully prepared for your visitors to read.  Some search engines give less weight to metatags and more to the visible text in order to discount metatag manipulation and misuse.  By the way, even the “alt” text associated with images, is considered part of the viewable text.

Tip:  As you write or edit text for your pages, consider the effect each significant term may have on your website positioning.  If you want visitors to find your page using a particular search term, make sure that term appears appropriately in your text as well as your metatags.

Links to your website

A number of leading search engines take the number of links to your site published elsewhere as an indicator of popularity or “relevance”.  The more links to your page, the more relevant your page is and the higher position it earns.

Tip: Seek out other websites that might be interested in a link exchange agreement.  Complementary websites are good candidates, including corporate sites.

Tip: To find out which websites link to yours according to the Google search engine, type “link:” followed by your website address.  For example, the following Google search: link:www.foundationcenter.org recently showed over 9,000 links to the Foundation Center’s website. Exactly the same technique is used by AltaVista and Lycos.

Other considerations

There are some free and somewhat useful software packages designed expressly to help you create good metatags.  However, keep in mind that there is no tool that can adequately automate keyword selection for metatags.  That is a job best suited for good, old-fashioned brainpower.

Tip: Invest the effort into good planning; matching your website text and metatags to your organization’s mission and development strategy.

In an effort to increase revenue, most search engines now charge a fee to list you prominently as a “sponsored link”.  You should think carefully about the cost versus benefit of this option.  A good positioning strategy should obviate the need for this and save you the expense.

Positioning services, for a fee, of course, may help if you can afford them but are not essential for a successful positioning strategy.  Do not be confused between such positioning services and submission services, often free, that simply submit your new website to the search engines.  

Tip: Do use a free submission service but be wary of high priced positioning services without performing a value analysis (ROI).

Putting it all together

All three of the variables are important to consider if you want to improve the position of your website in search engine results.  Since each search engine has different criteria, the importance of one variable over another is difficult determine.  The most effective strategy should include all three variables with the same attention to ongoing maintenance as you would apply to the text of your webpages.  More importantly, you should design and maintain these positioning variables as an important adjunct to a solid branding and marketing strategy, of which your website is only one part.

If you are designing a new website, make sure that search engine positioning is considered in your development plan.  If you are maintaining an existing website, review your current positioning with test searches using all the major search engines and review the positioning variables to determine if and how they might be improved.  

In either case, make sure your website maintenance plan includes positioning. It could help make your website a success.

Some Helpful Resources

· SearchEngineWatch.com (http://searchenginewatch.com/) - the definitive resource on search engines; how they work and tips on positioning

· SearchEngineGuide.com (http://www.searchengineguide.com/) - another helpful resource

· NetMechanic.com (http://www.netmechanic.com/promote.htm) - tools to improve your ranking position
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