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Introduction 
SEO copy. What is it? How do you do it? How important is it? How hard is it? How much do you have to focus on it? How 

much of it is SEO, and how much of it is copy? How do you know if you’re doing it right? 

You’re reading this book because you’ve been asking yourself these very questions. And you don’t yet have any good 

answers. 

Well, you’re not alone. There are hundreds of thousands — probably millions — of people out there, wrestling with the 

concept, just like you. Many of them SEO copywriters! So don’t feel bad. 

Hopefully, this book will answer your questions. It won’t make you an expert SEO copywriter, but that’s not my intention. 

What I want is for you to finish reading it and approach your next piece of copy with a sense of excitement and 

anticipation, not dread and uncertainty. No prizes for guessing that’s what you want too… 

As per my previous e-book, SEO Secrets, this one is written for other copywriters, business owners, CEOs, marketing 

practitioners, and webmasters. I’m not just an SEO copywriter, I’m also a business owner. And I’m no techo, so I know 

the importance of explaining things in layperson’s terms. If everyone did it, I’d know a lot more!  

This e-book is structured in three main parts:  

1) First, I provide a detailed discussion of WHAT you need to know. What is SEO copy? And what is it not? (p.9) 

2) Then I go on to discuss and resolve some examples of common problems people encounter when trying to write 

copy for both search engine and reader. (p.14) 

3) Finally I show you that you’ll probably spend less time optimizing your copy than you’d feared. ―p.51) 

http://www.divinewrite.com/seobook
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Suggestions & feedback 

If you have any suggestions or feedback, or would like to be notified of future updates to this book, please email me at 

glenn@divinewrite.com. You can also connect with me on Twitter. 

About the author 

I’m a specialist SEO copywriter. I specialize in writing web copy that will help increase a website’s search engine ranking 

(while also remaining engaging and compelling to readers).  

I rank no.1 in the world for most of my important keywords (on google.com.au). 

Keyword Google.com.au worldwide rank 

copywriter No. 1 

SEO copywriter No. 1 

website copywriter No. 1 

advertising copywriting No. 1 & 2 

website copywriting No. 1 

copywriting No. 2 

internet copywriter No. 5 

copywriting forum No. 5 

mailto:glenn@divinewrite.com
http://twitter.com/divinewrite
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Based just north of Sydney, Australia, I’ve been a copywriter for 7 

years and was a technical writer for 9 years before that. 

Numbered among my clients are some of the world’s leading 

companies including Toyota, IBM, Virgin, Telstra, Honeywell, 

Kimberley-Clark, Safe-n-Sound, Doubleday, the Australian 

Government, the University of Sydney, Raine & Horne, PMP Limited, 

Volante, Reckon and MYOB. 

I have a Bachelor of Arts in Linguistics and English Literature, and a 

Master of Arts in International Communication. 

I’m also a lucky husband and a very proud father of three. 

Thanks 

Thanks to Marie-Claire Jenkins, David Harry, Ben McKay, Angie 

Haggstrom and Bill Slawski, for your invaluable advice and feedback 

during writing. Thanks again to Ian Butler for your awesome book design, to my affiliates for helping me sell the book, and 

to all my Twitter friends who are always so giving. 

Earn money promoting this book 

Join my Affiliate Program and earn 50% of every sale you generate. 

 

http://www.scienceforseo.com/about/
http://twitter.com/thegypsy
http://twitter.com/yetanotherben
http://twitter.com/AngsCopywriting/
http://twitter.com/AngsCopywriting/
http://twitter.com/bill_slawski
http://www.mc3.com.au/about.html
http://twitter.com/divinewrite/followers
http://www.divinewrite.com/seo-copy-ebook-affiliate-program.htm
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Chapter 1 

What is SEO copy? 
The term “SEO copy” — like the term “search engine optimization” — is thrown around a lot these days. Usually 

inappropriately. You’ll often hear it in the same sentence as other equally obscure terms like “keyword density”, “latent 

semantic indexing”, “probabilistic latent semantic indexing”, “the Semantic Web” and “Web 3.0”. 

Sounds terrifying, doesn’t it? Well it’s not. If you ask me, a lot of people throw around a lot of terms, in the hopes of 

bamboozling prospective clients. ―I reckon the majority of people who so freely use these terms don’t even know what 

they mean!) 

Don’t get me wrong; some of those complicated sounding terms are very relevant to some SEO copywriters. It’s just that 

they’re not relevant to all SEO copywriters. In fact, they’re relevant to only a small percentage of SEO copy projects: the 

really big corporate sites that are trying to rank in ultra-competitive searches, like “computer”, “car” and “hotel”. For 

everyone else, SEO copywriting is a lot simpler to grasp (although not necessarily simpler to do well). 

And on that note, let’s jump in and get started! 
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A simple test 

In the interests of simplicity, I’m going to start my explanation of SEO copy with a very simplistic illustration. 

Do you know what this is about? 

Click the following image. You’ll see a block of text scroll up the page, too quickly to read. What’s it about? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

No idea? Good! I’m making a point here, by making it go fast, and I promise you’ll appreciate it far more if you bear with 

me. So try to resist the urge to watch it again. All will be revealed as you read on… 
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What about now? 

Ok, now I’ve added some clues. Click the following image. Can you tell what it’s about now? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Those keywords helped, didn’t they? 

You learned a lot from one simple signal 

Even though you didn’t have time to read the page completely, you learned that it’s about kangaroos. And you learned 

that from one very simple signal. 
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Google learns from simple signals too 

Google learns in much the same way. It wants to return relevant search results. (After all, great search results = more 

users = more people clicking on paid listings = more $ for Google.) But it isn’t very smart. Sure, it’s smarter than all the 

other search engines, but it’s nowhere near as smart as a human visitor. It can’t understand your page. It can’t infer. 

And it can’t make sense of pictures, color or music.  

Just as you were handicapped in the test above, by the speed at which the page scrolled, Google is handicapped by its 

own lack of intelligence. So, just as you did above, Google relies on some pretty simple signals to learn what your page is 

about, and to deduce whether it’s relevant to a search query.  

If those signals aren’t present, Google won’t know how to index your pages, and your site won’t rank in the searches you 

want it to — no matter how relevant your content actually is. 

You need to provide the signals 

You need to make sure all the right signals are there, so Google can fully appreciate the relevance of your content. 

Interestingly, those signals aren’t too dissimilar from the clues I gave you in the test above — the clues that helped you 

make sense of the kangaroo content, without actually reading it. Sounds unlikely, I know, but it’s true. Here’s why… 

When Google comes to your page, it analyzes the words mathematically, and makes some educated guesses about the 

subject matter, based on that math. Basically, it looks for: 

 the most frequently used words; 

 the words in headings, bulleted lists, numbered lists and links; 

 bolded, italicized and underlined words; and 

 relationships between all of the above words, and between those words and the rest of your copy. i.e. Related 

words, similar words, parts, stems, and so on. (This is where all the ‘semantic’ terms come from. (e.g. Latent 

Semantic Indexing, the Semantic Web.) 
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Google’s logic, here, is that if your page is about kangaroos, the word “kangaroos” will appear frequently, and will most 

likely feature in a lot of your headings, bulleted lists, numbered lists, and so on. What’s more, a page about kangaroos will 

naturally feature related words (marsupial), similar words (wallaby), parts (roo) and stems (kangaroo). Most likely, it will 

also live in a neighborhood of pages — a ‘cluster’ — that are somehow related to kangaroos. 

So to make sure Google does the right thing by your site, you need to hold its hand a bit. Just as I added some bold 

“Kangaroos” in my test above, you need to make sure Google encounters enough of the right words in your copy. And 

that they’re in the right places. You also need to make sure Google uncovers the right relationships between those 

words, and between the pages containing the words. 

But readers are smarter than Google, so 
you can’t dumb it down too much 

Google may need handholding, but human visitors certainly don’t. ―Not as much as Google, anyway.‖ They’ll be able to tell, 

within a second or two, what your page is about. From the pictures, the layout, the navigation, the design, the music and 

the general ‘feel’. If you dumb things down too much, by peppering your pages with keywords in inappropriate places, 

you’ll instantly put your visitors off.  

What’s more, there are times when even subtle optimization can cause problems for human visitors.  

You need to write for both Google AND 
human visitors 

The next chapter of this e-book is dedicated to resolving the Google VS Visitor conflict. Using practical examples I show 

you how to optimize adequately for the search engines, without making readability a nightmare. 
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Chapter 2 

Finding the Google-Visitor 
balance 
When you’re writing SEO copy, it’s the ‘copy’ part — the part for visitors — that’s most important. After all, visitors buy; 

search engines don’t.  

But there’s another reason too. It’s not discussed as often, but it’s just as important if you’re after a high ranking. A 

reason that makes quality even more important in SEO copy than in other forms of copy.  

That reason? In SEO copy, you’re not just trying to persuade readers to buy your product or service, you’re trying to 

persuade them to link to you too. Inbound links tell Google your site is good, so they’re critical to a high ranking. But no-

one will link to you without a good reason. Paying for links is expensive ―and against Google’s rules‖, so if you want people 

to link to you, you have to write great content. They have to know that if they link to you, they’ll be helping their readers. 

Write for visitors first 

So the golden rule of all SEO copywriting is to always write for visitors first. Forget the search engines altogether, until 

you’re satisfied your content is engaging and compelling to its target audience(s).  
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(That said, you should think about search engines before you write too — when deciding what pages to write. But once 

you actually start writing, you should forget the search engines until you’re happy with your content. But more on this a 

little further on…) 

Then optimize your copy 

Once you’re satisfied your copy conveys the right messages and that it’s appropriately persuasive, you can optimize it for 

search. 

As discussed above, this means: 

1. Using your key-phrases relatively frequently; 

2. Using them in the right places (particularly headings, lists, links and bold text); and 

3. Using words that are semantically related to your key-phrase (e.g. related words, similar words, parts, stems, 

grammatical variants). 

Sounds simple enough, doesn’t it? Only three steps, after all! Alas, it isn’t simple.  

When you actually get down to it, the same sticky situations tend to arise, again and again. And they’re all caused by one 

thing: the conflict between what (you think) Google wants, and what your reader wants.  

Pages 26-51 of this chapter are dedicated to discussing and resolving those sticky conflict situations. All practical 

guidance with realistic sorts of examples. But before we launch into that discussion, you should familiarize yourself with a 

few of the clever little techniques SEO copywriters use many, many times every day. Think of them as the SEO 

copywriter’s virtual Swiss Army Knife. 

Once you’re familiar with these tricks, you’ll find the discussion about the sticky conflict situations much easier to deal 

with. 
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Some general purpose SEO copywriting 
tips 

Forget keyword density! 

Keyword density is responsible for more heartache to SEO copywriters than any other single problem. ―I’m sure it’s 

responsible for a few of my own gray hairs.‖ But it shouldn’t be. Google isn’t at all interested in keyword density. In fact, it 

doesn’t even measure it. Apparently keyword density was used in information retrieval ―IR‖ back in the 1950s & 60s, but 

it’s not used now at all.  

For what it’s worth, keyword density is a measure of the number of times you’ve used your key-phrase, relative to the 

total number of words on your page, expressed as a percentage. E.g. If your page has 200 words, and you’ve used your 

keyword phrase 6 times, its keyword density is 3% (6/200 x 100). 

The reason keyword density is still such a popular concept is that it’s quantifiable, relative and understandable. SEO 

practitioners grasped it, and many refused to let go. 

But it’s dangerous. Most people who use keyword density place way too much emphasis on achieving a particular density 

(e.g. 3%-10%) — usually high — without any real regard to how that density impedes readability. 

Having a high keyword density won’t necessarily help you. In fact, if it’s too high, Google may think you’re a spammer, and 

penalize you. Worse, visitors will be put off if you use your keywords too liberally. They’ll find your copy hard to read, and if 

they know anything about SEO, they’ll assume you’re a spammer. 

Forget keyword density. Instead, measure your keyword frequency (discussed below). 
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Measure keyword frequency with a word cloud 

To measure the relative frequency of your keywords, run your copy through a word cloud generator. I use Wordle. Here’s 

a word cloud generated from the home page of my own website, www.divinewrite.com. 

 

Figure 1 – Word cloud generated from the copy of my home page 

As you can see, the words “copywriter” and “copywriting” are very prominent in the cloud. This means I’ve used them 

more than any other single word or phrase ―ignoring words like “if” and “the” etc.‖. 

And don’t worry if your keywords aren’t the most frequent words on every page. Just try to ensure they are on most 

pages.  

TIP: If you’ve structured your site correctly, you’ll have a cluster of pages optimized for each keyword phrase, 

and you can always make up the difference on the other pages in the cluster. (See p.18 for more information 

on clustering.) 

http://www.wordle.net/create
http://www.divinewrite.com/
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Target one keyword per page 

If you’re targeting quite specific key-phrases in your copy, you’ll find it difficult to aggressively target more than one per 

page. You can target a few extras (maybe related words), but usually only incidentally.  

For example, let’s say you want your tennis clothing page to rank well when for the following searches: 

 “blue tennis shoes California”  

 “green tennis skirts West Coast”  

 “purple tennis hats”  

 “fastest tennis shoes world”  

Let’s also assume 400 words per page. 

Now, if you try to optimize your web copy for all of these phrases, you’ll find that it becomes very difficult to read. You’d 

need to include all of the words from each of the above phrases around 5-10 times. That would mean up to half the copy 

on your page would be keywords! 

The best way around this is to create additional pages — to build a ‘cluster’ of pages around each key-phrase. 

Dedicate a cluster of pages to each keyword 

Continuing with the tennis example above, you’d have a cluster of pages for “blue tennis shoes California”, another 

cluster of pages for “green tennis skirts West Coast”, another for “purple tennis hats”, and so on. This way, only around 

10% of your copy would be dedicated to keywords. This results in much more readable, natural-looking pages.  

And in this particular example, it would also result in a much more logically structured site; a well structured site typically 

wouldn’t discuss all of the above items on the same page. 
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IMPORTANT: You must also consider your message, not just your keywords, when you structure your website. 

If you structure your website without thought to the content, you’ll end up trying to squeeze the copy into an 

inappropriate structure. 

For more information… 

 on clustering, watch me strut my stuff in this high-definition video blog post: Choosing keywords & theming 

your site – An example. 

Be specific 

When you actually sit down and try to write some SEO copy, you’ll see that it’s not always easy to include your keywords 

more often than any other single word or phrase. At least to begin with. 

The easiest way to do it is to be specific. As you write every sentence, ask yourself, “Could I be more specific?” For 

example, if you sell cheap second hand computers, don’t just say “our computers” or “our products”; ask yourself if you 

can get away with saying “our cheap second hand computers”. 

Similarly, don’t say things like “with our help”; instead, say “with the help of our cheap second hand computers”. Once you 

get the hang of it, you’ll find there are many opportunities to replace generic wording with your keyword phrase. 

  

http://www.divinewrite.com/blog/copywriting/web-copy/seo-copy/copy-clip-choosing-keywords-theming-site/
http://www.divinewrite.com/blog/copywriting/web-copy/seo-copy/copy-clip-choosing-keywords-theming-site/
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Example: Following is some un-optimized copy for the Products page of a hypothetical ecommerce website. 

Jono’s Products 

If you’re a gym junkie, you need the right gear. You want to look good and 

feel comfortable. So when you’re working out, you feel completely 

confident, and can focus on what’s important: your workout.  

Jono’s has just what you need. Our stylish, comfortable products will 

ensure you always look and feel the part.  

Importantly, they’ll actually improve your performance too. They reduce 

the risk of injury, and increase the rate of muscle recovery, so you can 

exercise safer and more often. 

Browse our products below, or search for something specific. 
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You know what this site sells, right? Gym gear. But does Google know that? By generating a word cloud from this copy, 

we’ll get a simplistic idea of what Google understands of this page: 

 

Figure 2 – Word cloud generated from un-optimized gym gear page 

As you can see, the un-optimized copy doesn’t tell Google much. From the copy alone, Google might think the page is 

about products, feelings, need, comfort and Jono (you’ll note these are the most prominent words in the cloud). 
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But by being specific, we can easily turn this around ―I’ve highlighted my changes‖: 

Jono’s Gym Gear 

If you’re a gym junkie, you need the right gym gear. You want to look good 

and feel comfortable. So when you’re working out, you feel completely 

confident, and can focus on what’s important: your workout — not your 

gym gear.  

Jono’s has just the gym gear you need. Our stylish, comfortable gym gear 

will ensure you always look and feel the part.  

Importantly, our gym gear will actually improve your performance too. 

Quality gym gear can reduce the risk of injury, and increase the rate of 

muscle recovery, so you can exercise safer and more often. 

Browse our gym gear below, or search for something specific. 
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Now let’s take a look at the word cloud generated from the optimized copy: 

 

Figure 3 – Word cloud generated from optimized gym gear page 

That’s better! Now, when Google reads the copy, it will have no doubts about the subject matter of the page. This means 

it’ll be much more likely to index the page appropriately and accurately determine its relevance to search queries. 

Obviously, there’s a bit of an art to it; sometimes it ends up sounding like you’re repeating your keyword phrase over and 

over again. If this happens, you may just need to restructure the sentence or paragraph. Always remember: your site 

reflects the quality of your product or service. If your site is hard to read, people will infer a lot about your offering… 
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Invent headings, captions and lists 

Google loves headings, captions and lists. When indexing your page and determining your relevance, it pays particular 

attention to the words you use in these elements. So they’re good places to use your target key-phrases.  

Fortunately, readers love headings, captions and lists, too. So if you’re struggling to increase your keyword frequency, 

why not just invent a couple of extra headings, just to accommodate your keywords? Or throw in a new image and 

associated caption? Or a new bulleted list? So long as you’re adding value to your reader ―or at the very least, you’re not 

reducing value), you can use headings, captions and lists quite liberally. 

Although these elements are technically within the body copy, they’re somewhat removed from the flow of the body copy. 

(i.e. Many readers will scan them — or completely skip them — when reading your page, from start to finish.) This makes 

them particularly easy to optimize without impeding readability.  

TIP: You can even make extra use of your invented captions and lists, by adding keyword-rich links to them.  

Use grammar & punctuation… ‘creatively’ 

Grammar and punctuation are your friends. Honest. They are, after all, the literal difference between a long and boring 

block of text, and a great read. 

Let’s start with punctuation, as it’s the easiest to be creative with. Assume you’re targeting a key-phrase like “office 

stationery west gosford”. The problem with this phrase is that the words don’t sit together nicely as part of any 

meaningful sentence. (Not without punctuation, anyway.) The temptation is to add words around and between the 

individual keywords, but this simply makes your key-phrase dominate your page even more (it eats into the wordcount 

you might otherwise assign to meaning and persuasion). 

By using punctuation creatively, you eliminate the need for padding words. In this example, you can actually make the 

phrase read properly as part of a meaningful sentence, without changing the word order or adding any extra words. 
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Example: A heading might read: “ACME office stationery, West Gosford” or “Want office stationery? West Gosford is the 

place.” Note that the phrase “office stationery west gosford” appears in both of these examples, with its original word-

order, and without any additional words — only the insertion of a punctuation mark. 

You can also use grammar creatively, in a similar way.  

Example: Using the same target key-phrase, you might write a sentence in your body copy like: “All Central Coast 

businesses need office stationery; West Gosford is no exception.” (This is grammatically incorrect because it implies that 

West Gosford is a Central Coast business.) Alternatively, you might insert a map of your business location, and 

accompany it with a caption (and image Alt attribute) like, “Office stationery — West Gosford ACME store”. (This isn’t a 

grammatically complete sentence.)  

Fortunately, people don’t expect headings and captions to always be grammatically correct. They expect them to be 

scannable and succinct. 

Link out for SEO and credibility 

Helpful websites build brand credibility, authority and trust. But readers don’t expect you to know everything. Nor do they 

expect your website to provide all the answers, or cover all possible related subject matter. If you think your readers will 

want to know something, but it’s outside your scope or your realm of expertise, link to another site that covers it 

properly. 

A link to a helpful site is a positive reflection on you and your site. Your readers will remember your site was helpful, even 

if you didn’t provide the ultimate answer; you still pointed them in the right direction. As a result, they’ll quite likely return 

and maybe even bookmark your site, using a social bookmarking service like Delicious (see my SEO Secrets ebook for 

more on social bookmarking and SEO‖. They’ll also respect you for sharing the link, and not trying to horde visitors — at 

the expense of helpfulness.  

From an SEO perspective, linking out can actually be helpful too. If the anchor text of your link is keyword rich, you’ll be 

helping Google understand your subject matter and relevance. Outbound links are particularly beneficial when they point 

to ‘hub sites’ — the really, REALLY big and trusted ones in your field. If you link to a hub site, the search engines figure 

you’re adding value to your visitors, and this may count in your favor. 

http://www.divinewrite.com/seobook
http://www.divinewrite.com/seobook
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Google’s head of spam, Matt Cutts, hints at this: 

…if the user is happy, they are more likely to come back or bookmark your site or tell their friends about it. And so, if 

you try to hoard those users, they often somehow subconsciously sense it, and they are less likely to come back or 

tell their friends about it.” 

Translation? Outbound links can impact your ranking favorably. (When discussing ranking factors, Matt usually talks 

in terms of visitor experience.) 

Common Google-Visitor conflicts & how to 
resolve them 

Now that you’re familiar with the clever little tricks professional SEO copywriters use on a daily basis, let’s look at the 

problems you’re most likely to face when writing SEO copy.  

The biggest problems are usually caused by the conflict between what Google wants and what your readers want. 

Following are the 15 problems you’re most likely to encounter when writing SEO copy, along with some tips on how to 

resolve them. 

  

“ 

http://www.seomoz.org/blog/matt-cutts-translated-8-seo-tips-i-heard-him-tell-eric-enge
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1.  Keyword frequency VS readability 

Google wants… Visitor wants… 

Relatively high keyword frequency Natural keyword frequency 

Although Google doesn’t measure keyword density, it does assume that 

the most frequently used words are an indication of your subject matter. 

Most of the time, this is a fair assumption. After all, if your page is about 

kangaroos, “kangaroos” is likely to appear quite often. 

Visitors don’t want to notice your target keywords at all. If they do, they’ll 

be put off. If they know anything about SEO, they’ll assume you’re a 

spammer. And if they don’t know anything about SEO, they’ll assume 

you’re just a terrible writer. 

 

Solution 

Most importantly, write for visitors first. You should be aiming to make your SEO copy sound as natural as possible. Ideally, once you’ve written your 

copy, you’ll have only to make a couple of tweaks to make your keywords more prominent. 

Forget keyword density. You just have to use your target keywords more frequently than any other word or phrase.  
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2.  Keyword-rich VS persuasive headings 

Headings are vital to your SEO copy, so it’s important you leverage them effectively. But remember, they’re also vital for 

conveying your message and keeping the reader on the persuasion slippery slide. 

Google wants… Visitor wants… 

Keyword-rich headings Meaningful, persuasive headings 

Just as human visitors do, search engines rely on your headings when 

determining what your content is about. 

So from an SEO point of view, you should try to include your keywords in 

headings, wherever possible. This can, however, become difficult when 

your key-phrase is relatively long ―as most are‖, because you’re left with 

very few words with which to add meaning and persuasion. 

NOTE: We’re talking, here, about headings tagged in the HTML code as 

<H1>, <H2> and <H3>. 

Human visitors glean much more from headings than simply an 

understanding of the overall page subject matter. Your headings break 

down the page into meaningful chunks, so humans can tell which sections 

they want to read. 

This means your headings need to be meaningful, otherwise your readers 

won’t know which sections they can read, and which they can skip.  

What’s more, it means your headings are the perfect vehicle for 

persuasive writing. In fact, the objective of every heading is to draw the 

reader in — to get them reading the next line. This is difficult at the best of 

times, let alone when you’re trying to squeeze in a long key-phrase, to 

boot. 

Solution 

Firstly, don’t be afraid of long headings. You don’t have to keep them to three to five words. Anything up to about 15 words is usually OK.  

Example: You’ll notice some of my headings above are quite long. For instance, the following (from p.13) is 14 words long, and I bet you weren’t put off 

by it: “But readers are smarter than Google, so you can’t dumb it down too much.” By using longer headings, you’ll resolve a lot of the problems 

introduced by longer key-phrases. 

Similarly, don’t be afraid to use more than one sentence or clause in your heading. Two is definitely OK. (Even three can be OK, if you have to do it.) By 

doing this, you can break each of your headings into two parts: one part meaning & persuasion, one part keyword richness.  

Example: If you’re writing copy promoting the online store of a coffee roaster, and your target key-phrase is “fresh coffee beans”, you might consider a 

heading like this: “Fresh coffee beans. One click, and we deliver”, or “Buy fresh coffee beans online — All roasted to order”. In both of these examples, 

the first part of the heading is keyword oriented, and the second part is persuasion/meaning oriented. The second example is better from a 

persuasion point of view, because it uses the active voice ―“Buy…”‖, but it’s slightly worse from an SEO point of view, because the key-phrase isn’t the 

very first thing in the heading (which is, as discussed below, ideal). 
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3.  Headings that start with keywords VS headings 
that start with persuasion 

Google wants… Visitor wants… 

Headings that start with keywords Headings that start with persuasion 

When deciding what your page is about, Google pays particular attention 

to the first few words in tagged headings (e.g. <H1> headings). It assumes 

that if these words are important enough to launch your heading, they’re 

likely to be indicative of your subject matter. 

Obviously this is a pretty big assumption to make. If you’ve ever tried to 

write a heading or headline, you’ll know that the first words quite often 

don’t reflect your subject matter. So the need to start your headings with 

keywords can make it difficult to write headings that are persuasive and 

also meaningful to scan-readers.  

Persuasive headings quite often use the active voice. ―Active voice: “Bob 

kicked the ball.” Passive voice: “The ball was kicked by Bob.”‖ Generally, 

readers respond better to active voice because it’s a direct 

representation of what’s happening — or what you want to happen. The 

reader’s brain doesn’t have to work as hard to figure it out. 

Unfortunately, when you use the active voice, the first few words are 

typically actions, not things. Keywords, on the other hand, are usually 

things. E.g. Someone searching for gardening gloves will most likely 

search for “tough gardening gloves”, or something similar. An active 

heading, however, would be something like, “Protect your hands all day 

long with our tough gardening gloves”. As you can see, the keywords in 

the active heading would feature at the end of the sentence, not the start. 

What’s more, visitors who scan rely heavily on the first couple of words of 

each heading. (Read the eye-tracking research). If you simply position your 

keywords at the start of each heading, you’ll undermine the scannability of 

your page (as those visitors will glean much the same meaning from each 

heading on your page).  

There are also visitors who read each heading, in its entirety, as a way of 

summarizing the page. For these visitors, you need to use your headings 

to summarize each section.  

Ideally, you’ll also tell a story with the headings ―as stories are a great way 

to keep people reading).  

Solution 

Start the first heading (the <H1> heading) with your key-phrase. This is the most important heading for SEO. If you have more than one heading on your 

page, mix things up a little: start some with related or similar words, some with scanner-friendly words, and some with persuasive (active) words. You’ll 

find your choices here will be guided by the subject matter and intent of your heading.  

 

http://www.useit.com/alertbox/passive-voice.html
http://www.useit.com/alertbox/nanocontent.html
http://www.useit.com/alertbox/nanocontent.html
http://www.useit.com/eyetracking/
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Example: You’re writing copy to promote PC backup/restore software. Your target key-phrase is “backup software”. Your differentiator is the 

software’s simple set-and-forget functionality, with intelligent feedback. You might write headings as follows: 

 <H1> heading: “Backup software you can trust to set and forget”. This is the most important heading for SEO, so start it with your key-

phrase. 

 First <H2> heading: “Set a backup schedule with just 3 clicks”. This is an active heading that is still quite scannable, as the first two words 

are short, so the third and fourth words (the key meaning words for the following section) are still quite prominent. So this heading will be 

both scannable and persuasive. 

 Next <H2> heading: “Back up to your hard drive, a USB drive or network drive”. The first three words are the key for scan readers: “Back up 

to…”; they clearly signal the meaning of the following section. They’re also active, therefore more engaging and persuasive. 

 Next <H2> heading: “Proactive space management: Acme Backups tells you BEFORE you run out of space”. This heading starts with 

meaning and emotion, not keywords or active voice. It’s great for scanning and for getting readers to associate an emotion ―peace of mind‖ 

with the product. The second clause is in the active voice, but the reader, in this sentence, is the object, not the subject. They’re being acted 

upon. This is generally not ideal, but here, the key point is the software’s proactive, intelligent notifications, so the reader might feel 

comforted to be positioned as the object here, as they want the software to be thinking for them once it’s installed (i.e they want the 

software to be the actor). Finally, the second clause is slightly optimized for search; the name “Acme Backups” includes part of the target 

key-phrase. 

 Next <H2> heading: “Acme Backup software — Backup & restore made easy”. This is a passive heading, which is not as good for engaging 

the reader, but the trade-off is that it starts with the target key-phrase. Also, it has a summarizing / closure feel to it, which is suitable and, 

indeed, beneficial, toward the end of the page. (Read more about using passive voice in headings.) 

 Final <H2> heading: “Watch a demo now — See for yourself how easy backups can be”. Being a call to action, this heading is in the active 

voice. It positions the reader as the do-er, and encourages them to act now. It also promises a quick easy way, which is one of the four core 

ingredients usually found in effective headlines. What’s more, it includes part of the target key-phrase. 

As you can see, these headings are not all things to all people ―or all search engines‖. They’re a combination of SEO, persuasiveness and scannability, 

which is exactly what you need for a page that needs to be optimized, persuasive and scannable. 

 

  

http://www.useit.com/alertbox/passive-voice.html


Introduction  31    

  divinewrite.com/seocopybook 

4.  Keyword-rich VS feature/benefit-rich lists 

Readers and search engines, alike, love a good bulleted list. Sadly, they disagree on what constitutes ‘good’. 

Google wants… Visitor wants… 

Keyword-rich lists Feature/benefit-rich lists 

In its never-ending attempt to be human, Google pays particular attention 

to the words in bulleted and numbered lists when trying to learn what 

your page is about. 

So from an SEO point of view, it’s a good idea to make sure your lists are 

keyword-rich.  

Unfortunately, however, unless every list item is about the same thing, 

featuring the same words in each item can dilute the meaning and 

scannability of your list, and make it very repetitive. 

Humans like lists because they reduce reading effort. All the rubbish has 

been filtered out, leaving only the good stuff.  

This means readers are not only attracted to lists, but they also read 

them in a very specific way. They assume the list is intended to be 

scanned, so they scan it, typically with an F-shaped pattern to their eye 

movement. 

Let’s say Bill Googled “ride-on mower”. If he’s in the early research phase 

of his buying cycle when he arrives at your page, he’ll most likely be 

scanning for benefits, like “durable engine”. If he’s nearing the end of his 

research phase, or he’s already in the buying phase, he’ll most likely be 

scanning for features. Things like “10hp engine”. 

So to attract Bill to your online mower shop, you’d need to target the key-

phrase “ride-on mower”, but you couldn’t just blindly pepper every list item 

with that phrase, because you’d reduce the likelihood that Bill will read the 

list, and — if he did — the likelihood that he’d notice the benefits and 

features he’s looking for. 

Solution 

List items are most effective when short. So increasing the length, alone, isn’t a viable option. You can, however, increase the length of each list item if 

you also bold the features/benefits, and ensure the first two words of each bullet are meaningful. 

Example:  

Our Honda ride-on mowers feature: 

 Durable engines: Honda ride-on mowers are renowned for their durability. The XT68 is no exception, with a seriously tough 

10hp engine, that’ll get you to the end of the paddock and back an average of 200,000 times ―20,000km‖. 

 Fuel efficiency: The sniff of an oily rag is the Honda ride-on mower’s equivalent of over-eating! Under standard conditions, it’ll 

do 3 miles to the gallon. 

 

http://www.useit.com/alertbox/reading_pattern.html
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By adding bolding within the bulleted list, I was able to draw the reader’s attention to both the benefits and the features, and was still able to target my 

key-phrase in each bullet. All without making the bullets appear overwhelming. (Readers will still feel confident they can scan to the part they’re most 

interested in.) 

You can also try including words in your list that are semantically related to your target key-phrases (e.g. similar and related words). As mentioned at 

the start of this ebook, this is one of the things Google expects to see in naturally relevant copy.  

Example: In the example above, you’ll notice the following words / phrases, which are all semantically related to “ride-on mower”: 

 Honda 

 Durable engines 

 Durability 

 XT68 

 Tough 

 10hp engine 

 Paddock 

 Fuel efficiency 

 oily rag 

 gallon 

Interestingly, included in this collection of semantically related words are the feature and benefit my hypothetical reader was looking for. So in this 

instance, including those words — and bolding them — would actually have helped my SEO too. I’d expect this would often be the case. 
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5.  Bolded keywords VS bolded meaning words 

This is a similar situation to the lists conflict above. 

Google wants… Visitor wants… 

Bolded keywords Bolded meaning words 

Search engines assume your bolded words are a good reflection of your 

page’s subject matter. So it’s a good idea to bold your target key-phrases, 

as this will help ensure Google indexes your page correctly, and will give it 

that extra little shove when it’s deciding what results in its index are most 

relevant to a search. 

Visitors, on the other hand, use bolded words as a way to scan the page, 

as they figure out what they have to read, and what they can skip. 

So from your point of view, as the copywriter, they’re like hooks. You can 

use them to draw the reader into your copy. 

Obviously, though, the reader won’t be drawn in if you simply bold your key-

phrase, again and again. Instead, you should be bolding the key meaning 

phrases, like benefits, promises, statistics and — if the reader is close to 

buying — features. The things that will impress the reader. 

Solution 

The first thing to realize is that your features, possibly even your benefits, may double as key-phrases (or related or similar words). So there may not 

always be a conflict between Google and visitor.  

However, it’s unlikely that all the bits you want to bold will be target key-phrases, so at some point, there’ll be a conflict. When this occurs, first try 

bolding one or two of your target key-phrases, as well as your meaning words. 

Example: Let’s say you’re writing copy for a dust buster. Your target key-phrase is “dust buster”, but your benefits are suction power, technology and 

battery life. You might bold as follows: 

If you’ve never had a dust buster before, you should know they’re not all created equal. The most important things you need to 

consider when buying a dust buster are suction power and technology, battery life, and whether it’s rechargeable.  

The ideal dust buster will suck at a minimum of 30 kPa, will use a bagless, cyclonic technology, and will have a rechargeable 

battery that you can use for an hour, before simply plugging into the charger. 

As you can see, both your key-phrase and your benefits are bolded, and there’s no loss of readability or scannability. So both Google and the reader are 

happy. 

Longer bolding is OK too. 
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Example: If you’re promoting a USB microphone, your target key-phrase is “usb microphones” and your differentiator is voice clarity, you might write:  

“Acme USB microphones keep your voice clear. Our patented noise-cancelling technology delivers a voice signal that is 20% 

clearer than any other USB microphone under $500.” 

You can see I’ve bolded an entire sentence to capture both the target key-phrase and the benefit, and I’ve also bolded the measurable benefit. Note 

that I haven’t bolded the feature, “patented noise-cancelling technology”, because I judged that the claim of 20% clearer is more compelling. Note also, 

that the sentence I bolded is a short sentence. You wouldn’t want to bold a long sentence ―like the second sentence above‖; that would undermine the 

scannability of your page. 
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6.  Keyword-rich VS scannable VS engaging links 

Google wants… Visitor wants… 

Keyword-rich links Scannable OR engaging links 

Google assumes the words you use in your links are likely to be a good 

indication of your page’s subject matter. Especially the first two words of 

those links. It’s a rule of thumb that Google pays slightly more attention to 

words at the start of things (page, paragraph, sentence, etc.). The same 

applies to links. 

So for SEO, start links with keywords where you can. E.g. Assuming your 

key-phrase is “self-sharpening pencils”, a well optimized link might say: 

“Self-sharpening pencils from Acme to be used by American astronauts in 

space-walk.” 

Like Google, visitors who scan pay more attention to the first two words 

of a link. However, unlike Google, they’re not interested only in your 

keywords. They’re interested in meaning words and promises. Sometimes 

your keywords will double as meaning words and promises, but, more 

often than not, they won’t. When they don’t, you need to find a way to 

resolve the conflict. 

To complicate matters, if you start your links with key-phrases and/or 

meaning words, you’ll quite often end up with passive links (i.e. use of 

passive voice). While more scannable, passive links are generally 

considered less engaging. E.g. You can see the example to the left is 

passive (the pencils are “…to be used by American astronauts…”, rather 

than the active “…astronauts to use…”‖. Likewise, if you start with the most 

important meaning words, you may produce a passive link: “Our pencils in 

space: to be used by American astronauts in space-walk”. Another 

alternative might be, “American astronauts to use our pencils in space 

walk”. Although this is in the active voice, it doesn’t address the reader 

directly; it doesn’t position the reader as the do-er. 

The most engaging links tend to be active, and they tend to address the 

reader directly. E.g. “Read how American astronauts will use our 

pencils…”  But clearly, the first two words here aren’t keywords, nor are 

they meaning words. So no good for SEO or scannability. 

Solution 

You’re juggling three agendas here: 1‖ SEO; 2‖ scannability; and 3‖ engagingness. In this situation, you’ll usually have to prioritize, and cater to your 

highest priority. Unfortunately, this is one of the rare situations where there’s no effective compromise. 

Example:  

1. If SEO is your highest priority, go with, “Self-sharpening pencils from Acme to be used by American astronauts in space-walk.” 

2. If scannability is your highest priority, go with, “Our pencils in space: to be used by American astronauts in space-walk.” 

3. If engagingness is your highest priority, go with, “Read how American astronauts will use our pencils in space-walk.” 

In my humble opinion, SEO should never be your highest priority, so you should be considering only options 2 or 3 above. And realistically, the overall 

impact of one link on scannability will be minimal. So rather than go with a muddy link that few people will click on, go with the clear link that may be 

slightly less scannable: option 3. 

http://www.useit.com/alertbox/reading_pattern.html
http://www.useit.com/alertbox/reading_pattern.html


Introduction  36    

  divinewrite.com/seocopybook 

7.  Summaries that start with keywords VS 
summaries that start with meaning or persuasion 

This conflict is similar to the link conflict above. So is its solution. But because the reasons for that solution are different, 

it’s worth discussing separately. 

―Note: Summaries aren’t tagged items on a page; there’s no <summary> tag in the HTML of the page. So Google doesn’t 

analyze summaries the way it might analyze, say, a Title tag. Summaries do, however, tend to appear toward the start of 

the page, which is argued to draw Google’s attention a little more than the content toward the end of the page.) 

Google wants… Visitor wants… 

Summaries that start with keywords Summaries that start with meaning or persuasion 

As always, Google assumes the words at the start are more 

representative of subject matter than those at the end. So it’s good SEO 

practice to start summaries with your key-phrases. 

E.g. You’ve written a blog post about rapid weight loss. Your target key-

phrase is “rapid weight loss”. You might introduce it with a summary like 

this: 

Summary: 

Rapid weight loss is best achieved by aerobic exercise 

(performed at around 75% of your maximum heart rate 

(HRmax)). Read on to find out why… 

As per the above discussion, readers who scan pay most attention to the 

first two words of your summary (their eyes scan in a F-shaped pattern). 

So, to please scan-readers, you need to ensure the first two words of 

your summary are meaningful enough to allow them to judge whether the 

entire summary is worth reading. 

This means you need to start your summaries with meaningful phrases, 

not key-phrases. (Occasionally, your target key-phrases will double as 

meaningful phrases, but this won’t usually be the case.‖ 

E.g. For the aerobic zone example to the left, the entire page is about 

rapid weight loss, but the meaning of the post is that aerobic exercise is 

the key. So the meaning-laden phrase in the summary is “aerobic 

exercise”. So you might summarize as follows, for scan-readers: 

Summary: 

Aerobic exercise delivers rapid weight loss. Read on to find out 

why 75% of your maximum heart rate (HRmax) is the ideal 

zone… 

 

 

Note that, although this approach is good for scannability, it may not be 

the most effective approach, because it uses the passive voice 

http://www.useit.com/alertbox/reading_pattern.html
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(something is being done for / to you). The more engaging and effective 

approach would be to address the reader directly with an active voice 

summary: 

Summary: 

Find out why exercising aerobically (at 75% of your HRmax) 

makes you lose weight rapidly. 

This approach is active (find out) and immediate (they can find out now), 

but it subordinates the meaning (aerobic exercise) to the action (find out). 

Solution 

The conflict here is between: 1) SEO; 2) scannability; and 3) engagingness. Because you’ll have plenty of opportunities to include your key-phrase 

elsewhere on the page, there’s no need to sacrifice scannability or engagingness in the name of SEO. So we’re left with a choice between scannability 

and engagingness. 

My solution would be to use an active approach, but to ensure it favors meaningful action over immediate action.  

Example: The actual outcome would vary with each situation, but for the above example, I’d write the summary as follows: 

Summary: 

Exercise aerobically (at 75% of your HRmax) to lose weight rapidly. Read on to find out why… 

Here the summary is active, but I’ve turned the meaning (aerobic exercise) into an action (exercise aerobically) so there’s no longer any competition 

between meaning and action for prime spot in the sentence. The cost is immediacy ―we’re now instructing the reader to do something in the future 

―“exercise aerobically…”‖ rather than now ―“find out why…”‖, but I think the trade-off is worth it.  
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8.  Captions that start with keywords VS captions that 
start with meaningful description 

Google wants… Visitor wants… 

Captions that start with keywords Captions that start with meaningful description 

Google pays particular attention to the first few words of your captions. 

So, for SEO, you should make your captions keyword-rich, and you should 

start them with keywords. 

Visitors want descriptive captions, preferably with the most meaningful 

words toward the start.  

Sometimes your target key-phrases will be meaningful in the context of a 

description of your pictures, tables, charts, etc. But most of the time, they 

won’t be. When they’re not, you have a conflict between what Google 

wants and what your readers want. 

Solution 

If there’s a conflict, don’t spend much time trying to resolve it. Simply write your captions for Google. Remember, your readers can make sense of your 

pictures, tables, charts, etc., without having to read the caption. Google can’t.  
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9.  Target keyword VS grammatical variants 

The best way to discuss this conflict is through example: Assume your target keyword is “kangaroo”. Its grammatical 

variants would be “roo” ―part‖ and “kangaroos” ―plural‖. Is it OK use a grammatical variant in your copy? Or do you need 

to find a way to use the exact target keyword? 

Google wants… Visitor wants… 

Target keyword AND variant Target keyword OR variant 

Google is smart enough to recognize, and make sense of, both the stem 

keyword “kangaroo” and its grammatical parts.  

In fact, Google expects to see grammatical variants like “roo” on a page 

about kangaroos. Its logic is that any helpful page about kangaroos would 

naturally have instances of “roo” too (broadly speaking). If you don’t have 

them, your page may actually rank lower, even if you have a high 

frequency for “kangaroo”.  

Visitors don’t care whether you use the exact keyword or a grammatical 

variant. What they care about is meaning, readability and style. 

E.g. 1. Readers of a scientific piece about kangaroos would probably 

prefer to see “kangaroo” than the part, “roo”. Readers of an ‘Aussie 

outback’ blog post, on the other hand, would be happy to see either.  

E.g. 2. In the context of a stylized heading like, “Rabid Red Roo Routinely 

Runs Riot”, readers would expect “roo”, not “kangaroo” ―substitute 

“kangaroo” for “roo”, above, and you’ll see why‖. 

E.g. 3. All readers would expect the plural in, “Why kangaroos cost 

farmers money”. I.e. You can’t say, “Why kangaroo cost farmers money”, 

regardless of the importance of search traffic to your site. 

Solution 

It’s actually good practice to use grammatical variants instead of the exact target keyword, if you need to. (E.g. You can use “roo” or “kangaroos”.‖ It’s 

good for your readers, and — assuming the frequency for your target keyword is higher, across most of your pages, than the frequency of any other 

single word or phrase — it’s good for Google too. 

If your keyword frequency for the exact target keyword is very low, you have a bit of a conflict to contend with. I’d recommend doing whatever works 

best for the reader. Remember, Google recognizes and makes sense of grammatical variants, so if there’s any adverse SEO impact, it’ll be minimal. 

Don’t increase keyword frequency at the expense of readability, meaning or style.  
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10.  Exact string VS individual words scattered across 
the page 

Google wants… Visitor wants… 

Preferably the exact string, but either is fine Individual words scattered across the page 

When someone searches for “blue tennis shoes California”, all things 

being equal, a website that targets the exact string “blue tennis shoes 

California”, in that exact order, will rank higher than a website that 

targets just the individual words, scattered across the page.  

But for most key-phrases, targeting the exact string is very difficult to do, 

if not impossible. And it’s only getting harder, as searchers are entering 

increasingly long and specific search queries. 

And anyway, when are all things ever equal? In reality, it doesn’t make 

that much difference. Google is smart enough to pick the words out — no 

matter where or how they appear on the page — and there are so many 

other factors influencing your ranking, that your use of the exact string 

(or not) is relatively unimportant. 

Although your visitors found you by Googling a very specific phrase, it’s 

highly unlikely they want to read that exact string in your copy. They’d 

expect something far more natural — preferably something that’s 

grammatically correct (which most search queries are not)! 

What’s more, if their search query is nonsensical as an exact string (as is 

“blue tennis shoes California”), they may, in fact, be suspicious if they see 

it in that form. Many people will recognize this as an SEO tactic, and may 

construe it as spam. 

Solution 

Only target the exact string if doing so makes sense from a readability, meaning, persuasion and style point of view.  

Example: It’s easy to target the exact string if your key-phrase is something like, “My headphones fall out when I run”. 

If your phrase isn’t this natural, your first port of call should be those parts of your copy that can afford to be a little incorrect … creative (*ahem*), 

grammatically and semantically. Things like headings (yes, headings! — think newspaper headlines), labels, captions, table headers and lists. And make 

good use of punctuation; use it creatively! 

Examples:  

 Use punctuation creatively to write a page heading like, “Blue Tennis Shoes — California Comfort & Style”. 

 Use grammar creatively to write a chart caption like, “Blue tennis shoes — California wears more than any other US state”. (California 

doesn’t wear shoes, but your meaning is clear, and you’ll get away with it.) 

Otherwise, do what you can to keep as much of the key-phrase together as possible, and keep the separated words close by.  

Example: “The latest California craze? Blue Tennis Shoes” or “Dress like a Californian… In blue tennis shoes” 

And remember, Google is smart enough to find the words, even if they’re spread out. So don’t try too hard. It’ll show. 
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11.  Long VS short copy 

Google wants… Visitor wants… 

A lot of copy Only as much copy as they need 

Google likes to see a lot of copy on your pages. But it doesn’t count your 

words and strike you off the list if you don’t have enough. It’s only 

interested in your word count insofar as that’s an indication of the 

helpfulness of your page. (As a rule of thumb, a helpful page will have a lot 

of words.) 

So for SEO, the more words the better. (Unless that actually makes your 

page slower to load. Google may now be favoring fast-loading pages in its 

results.) 

A lot of copywriters rave about long copy. How much better it sells than 

short copy. Don’t listen. Long copy is not better than short! Nor is short 

copy better than long.  

Copywriting’s about the reader, not the length. There’s no inherent value 

in length. The only important metric is appropriateness. If long copy works 

for your audience, use it. If short works, use it. 

Yes, if you can get a reader to read 500 words, you can get them to read 

5000. And yes, some of the ‘legends’ of copywriting report that their 

longer sales letters pull better than their shorter letters. And yes, there’s 

evidence suggesting that high price point offerings need more copy. 

But none of that means long copy is better. It simply means that some 

audiences respond better to long copy. And they only respond better 

when all of that copy is succinct. 

For effective copy, write just enough to convey your message, to engage 

your audience, and to compel them to act. Write as much as you need, 

not as much as you can! 

Solution 

As always, write for your reader first. Then, and only then, optimize. By doing this, you won’t fall into the trap of writing ridiculous amounts of copy, when 

your reader doesn’t want ridiculous amounts of copy. Use the following as a guide: 

 100-150 words for your home page ―usability studies show you shouldn’t make your reader scroll down on the home page) 

 250-500 words for pages lower in your hierarchy (product pages, service pages, About Us pages, etc.) 

 300-1000 words for blog posts 

Having said all of that, you’ll occasionally need to write copy just for Google. Some pages may require little or no copy for visitors, but without copy, they 

may not rank. You may have to make these pages a little wordier than you’d otherwise have liked. 

 

http://www.seomoz.org/blog/new-interesting-insights-into-google-rankings-spam-from-pubcon?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+seomoz+(SEOmoz+Daily+Blog)
http://www.seomoz.org/blog/new-interesting-insights-into-google-rankings-spam-from-pubcon?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+seomoz+(SEOmoz+Daily+Blog)
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Examples:  

 Your site might be very visual — very image-based, and intuitive to use.  

 Or your products may be so self-explanatory that they need very little, or no, description. 

 You might want to include a few extra words on your Contact page, just for the search engines, otherwise it may not rank for “contact <your 

business name>”. 

In these situations, try to write copy that the reader may still benefit from. But if that’s not possible, and you’re simply restating the obvious ―painfully), 

try to find a way of presenting the copy such that the reader knows s/he doesn’t have to read it. So s/he doesn’t even try. Provide some sort of visual 

cue. Perhaps position your text below ‘the fold’ ―i.e. the reader can’t see it without scrolling). Or perhaps present it in a design element that is clearly 

‘incidental’ (e.g. make it look like an ad — then no-one will read it!). 
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12.  Keyword prominence VS succinctness 

Google wants… Visitor wants… 

Keyword prominence Succinctness 

Google may pay more attention to the words at the start of your page 

than the words at the end. But if this is still true ―and I’m not entirely 

convinced), it makes only a miniscule difference. Why? Two reasons: 

1. Technically, we’re talking about the page of code, here, not the 

page of copy. If you right-click on your page and View Source, 

you’ll see that your copy is a relatively small component in the 

code. There’s usually far more code ―before and after) than 

there is copy. So even if your keywords are prominent in your 

copy, they won’t be that prominent within the overall page of 

code. 

2. The whole keyword prominence recommendation originally 

came about because, years ago, Google could read only a 

small portion of your page of code (a certain number of 

kilobytes of data). These days, it can read the entire page of 

code, so there’s no constraint to worry about. 

Visitors want you to get to the point. Well, actually, they want you to get to 

something that interests them, whether or not that happens to be your 

point. 

Now, the thing that interests your reader may not always be your target 

key-phrase ―even if that’s actually what they Googled‖. 

E.g. You sell mobile phones. Your target market is 15-18 year old 

females. Your key differentiator is the fact that you have the biggest 

range of pink phones with plans offering free SMS. Your key-phrase is 

“pink mobile phone free sms”. So what do you write in your copy, 

remembering that it needs to get visitors reading and keep them 

reading? Well, let’s think it through… 

When 15 year old Breanna arrives at your sales page, she can see 

instantly — from your product shot — that you sell pink phones. She can 

see you offer plans with free SMS — from the banner overlaying the 

product shot. She’s not interested in the fact that you have the widest 

range; you either have the phone she wants, with the right plan, or you 

don’t. So the copy doesn’t have to tell her any of this. And it certainly 

shouldn’t lead with any of this. 

Then what should it lead with? What’s going to get Breanna reading and 

keep her reading?  

What about the benefits? The improved social connectivity? The fashion? 

The freedom? The excitement? I don’t know if these are actually the 

things that 15-18 year old girls value. My point is that these girls will 

engage with the copy better if it leads with the things they do value — 

whatever your research reveals those things to be. 

Solution 

This particular ‘conflict’ is hardly a conflict at all. There’s very little — if any — benefit in focusing on keywords toward the start of your copy. On the other 

hand, there’s a lot to be gained from focusing on benefits at the start of your copy. So do that, without compromise. Lead with the things that will sell 

your offering — don’t lead with keywords. Write for the reader first, and lead with the promise, the benefits. 
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13.  Title tags that start with keywords VS Title tags 
that start with brand 

The Title tag is a line of code in the HTML behind your page. It looks something like this: 

<title>Australian Institute of Architects</title> 

When the page is displayed in a web browser, the Title displays at the top left: 

 

Figure 4 - How the Title tag displays in a web browser 
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Google uses your Title tag to generate the title of your listing in the natural search results. 

 

Figure 5 - How the Title tag displays in Google 

Google wants… Visitor wants… 

Title tags that start with keywords Title tags that start with keywords… sometimes 

Title tags are very important to Google. They’re judged to be very 

representative of your page’s subject matter. And within the Title tag, the 

first two to three words are given the most weight. 

So for SEO, you should definitely include your keywords in your Title tags. 

And if possible, put those keywords up front. 

 

Unless you’re a big brand, visitors will respond best ―click through more 

often) to Title tags that start with keywords. Remember, if Google finds 

any of the words from the searcher’s query in your Title tag, it bolds them 

in the search results. Due to readers’ tendency to scan in an F-shaped 

pattern, this is far more likely to draw the reader’s eye if the keywords are 

in the first couple of words of the Title. 

If you’re a big brand, on the other hand, visitors will respond best to Title 

tags that start with your brand name. When they see a familiar name, 

they tend to click on it because it makes them feel comfortable and 

secure.  

http://www.seomoz.org/article/search-ranking-factors
http://www.useit.com/alertbox/reading_pattern.html
http://www.useit.com/alertbox/reading_pattern.html
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Solution 

Start your Title tag with keywords, unless you’re a big, recognizable brand.  

Example: “Office furniture London — Modular desks that grow with your business” 

But don’t forget, the rest of your Title tag has to be compelling and engaging, and it has to describe the page. Think of it as the headline for an ad — 

you’re trying to get people to read on and click through. The better your title, the more people will click on it. Be descriptive and accurate. In fact, why 

not consider the four criteria for an effective headline? 

 Self Interest – Does it promise a benefit to the searcher? 

 Quick, Easy Way – Does it offer one? 

 News – Does it contain any? 

 Curiosity – Does it sound interesting? 
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14.  Keyword-rich VS persuasive, meaningful 
Description tags 

The Description tag is a line of code in the HTML behind your page. It looks something like this: 

<META NAME="DESCRIPTION" CONTENT="Pocono Whitewater Adventures, 

whitewater rafting, paintball, mountain biking, river canoeing, 

canoeing, and kayaking on the Lehigh River and in Lehigh Gorge 

State Park. Located in Jim Thorpe, Pennsylvania the heart of the 

Pocono Mountains."> 

Google sometimes uses the Description tag as the description ―or ‘snippet’‖ of your page in its search results. 

(Sometimes it simply compiles a snippet from the copy it finds on your page, and sometimes it grabs a description from 

your DMOZ description (if you have a DMOZ directory listing).) 

  

Figure 6 - How the Description tag is sometimes used by Google 

 

http://www.dmoz.org/
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Google wants… Visitor wants… 

Google wants to yawn — It’s not interested in the 

Description tag 
Persuasive, meaningful description + keywords 

In the words of Google’s head of spam, Matt Cutts: “Even though we 

sometimes use the description meta tag for the snippets we show, we 

still don't use the description meta tag in our ranking.” 

‘nuf said. 

As with the Title tag, if Google actually uses your Description tag for its 

snippet, and it finds any of the words from the searcher’s query in your 

snippet, it bolds them in its search results. And again, due to readers’ 

tendency to scan in an F-shaped pattern, this is far more likely to draw 

the reader’s eye if the keywords are in the first couple of words of the 

Description. 

Beyond that, readers respond best if your Description tag is (gasp!) 

descriptive, as well as engaging and compelling. It doesn’t hurt to be 

creative either. 

Solution 

There’s no conflict here. The Description tag is not an SEO device. It’s sometimes a persuasion device, and that’s all. So treat it as you would the 

content for any ad, only in this ad, you’re selling the page to which you want the reader to click through. Start with your keywords, so the first few words 

stand a good chance of being bolded. Then, with the rest of the Description, do your best to convince the reader to click through to your site. 

Example: Here’s an example Description tag. I included it because it shows you can be creative to engage and persuade your reader. You don’t have to 

do the same old boring stuff everyone else does. 

<meta name="DESCRIPTION" CONTENT="Logitech USB microphones. We sell ‘em. And they 

is great. They make your voice louder. Far out, hey?! If you like, we can hook you 

up with one. We’ll charge a lot more than Amazon, but you’ll love the product 

description. And when did you last like one of theirs?" /> 

 

  

http://googlewebmastercentral.blogspot.com/2009/09/google-does-not-use-keywords-meta-tag.html
http://www.useit.com/alertbox/reading_pattern.html
http://www.useit.com/alertbox/reading_pattern.html
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15.  Keyword-rich VS helpful, descriptive image Alt 
attributes 

When a vision-impaired person accesses your page, their screen reader describes pictures by reading aloud the 

associated Alt attributes. These attributes are defined in the HTML behind your page, and they look something like this 

(the bolded bit is the Alt attribute): 

<img src="filename.gif" alt="Cheap second hand computer in use" title="Cheap 

second hand computer in use"> 

Google wants… Visitor wants… 

Keyword-rich Alt attributes that start with keywords Helpful, descriptive image Alt attributes 

Because the search engines assume your pictures have something to do 

with your subject matter, they pay some attention to the Alt tag when 

indexing your page.  

And as with all the elements it pays attention to, Google pays particular 

attention to the first few words. 

So try to include your keyword at least once in your Alt text — preferably in 

the first few words. 

Unlike Google, the real users of image Alt attributes (vision impair people) 

want accurate, descriptive text. Words that actually convey the content 

and meaning of the associated image. 

Sometimes, your keywords will help convey the true content and meaning 

of the image. E.g. Your page discusses the storage of pistachios. Your 

target key-phrase is “keeping pistachios fresh”. Your page features a 

photo of a recommended storage container. To describe the photo, you 

might use the Alt attribute: “Keeping pistachios fresh with an air-tight 

glass cookie jar.” 

Often, however, your keywords will simply get in the way of your image 

description. E.g. Your page sells universal remote controls. Your target 

key-phrase is “too many remote controls”. Your page features a photo of 

a woman programming her Logitech Harmony Universal Remote. The 

most useful Alt attribute for this image would be something like, “Smiling 

woman programs Logitech Harmony Universal Remote using online 

configuration tool.” As you can see, only one of the words from your key-

phrase fits here. 
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Solution 

If a conflict between Google and reader occurs, it’s a tricky one to resolve, because: 

1. The SEO benefit of image Alt attributes is moderate; and 

2. To people who use screen readers, image Alt attributes are quite important. Without a useful Alt attribute, they simply can’t make sense of 

your images; however 

3. The percentage of site visitors who use image Alt attributes is typically quite low — most of your visitors simply ignore image Alt attributes. 

So you need to make a decision. Is SEO more important to you than the small percentage of visitors who need image Alt attributes? I’m glad to say, I 

can’t resolve this one for you. I’ll leave that unpleasant task in your capable hands. 
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Chapter 3 

Write quality, and you won’t have 
to optimize it much 
The three key take-aways from Chapter 2 are: 

1. Write for your reader first, focusing on being engaging, helpful, meaningful & persuasive. 

2. Once you’re happy with the reader-focused copy, optimize for Google. 

3. If the needs of your reader conflict with the needs of Google, most of the time, find a compromise that favors 

the needs of your reader, or don’t compromise at all. 

Admittedly, there’s a lot to digest in Chapter 2, and some of it is quite difficult to implement. But take heart. If you do 

write for your reader first, and you do focus on quality, you’ll find you won’t have to do much optimization of your copy at 

all. This chapter explains why. 

Quality content is naturally optimized 

Google is getting smarter. It now takes context and ‘hidden’ meaning into account when learning what a page is all about. 

(Thus all the talk about latent semantic indexing, probabilistic latent semantic indexing, the semantic web, Web 3.0, etc.) 

Unfortunately, many SEOs have taken this as a cue to consciously optimize context and hidden meaning. But they’re 

missing the point, if you ask me. While Google’s investing millions of dollars in algorithms that identify naturally written 
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content, these SEOs are spending more time optimizing their copy, making it even less natural, in the process! Ironically, 

by trying so hard to give Google what it wants, they’re giving it precisely what it doesn’t want. 

I’m not saying you shouldn’t optimize your copy. Far from it. ―I’ve just written a whole book on how to do it right, after all!) 

What I’m saying is that you no longer have to try as hard as you used to. Simply by writing quality, natural content, you’re 

already half way there, because it naturally contains many of the elements the search engines look for when assessing 

relevance, and the search engines are now smart enough to find those elements.  

To refresh your memory, I’m talking about: 

1. Frequent use of key-phrases; 

2. Appropriate placement of key-phrases (e.g. headings, lists, links and bold text); and 

3. Use of words that are semantically related to your key-phrases (e.g. related words, similar words, parts, stems, 

grammatical variants). 

When you write helpful content that specifically targets your reading audience, you naturally do a pretty good job of these 

things. 

Don’t believe me? I suspected you wouldn’t. So I’ve dug up some non-SEO copy I’ve written over the past year or two, and 

analyzed it to see if it naturally contains the things that SEO copywriters would normally focus on. 

Four examples of copy that contain these elements 
WITHOUT optimization 

Below are four pieces of non-SEO copy. When I wrote them, I wasn’t targeting any particular keyword, I was just writing 

on a supplied topic. ―And I swear, I didn’t optimize them at all during this exercise.‖  
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Piece 1 — Brochure copy for rainwater tank manufacturer 

Here’s a screen grab of all seven pages of the copy. I’ve highlighted all the bits that Google would be likely to expect in a 

piece of copy about rainwater tanks. (Download the actual Word document.) 

 

 

http://www.divinewrite.com/downloads/Formit-Company-Brochure-Copy.doc
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Figure 7 – Un-optimized copy with key-phrases & semantic elements highlighted 

As you can see, the copy is chock-full of key-phrases, related words, etc., without any optimization, whatsoever. 
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Now let’s take a look at the word cloud: 

 

Figure 8 – Word cloud of un-optimized copy 

Clearly, the important keywords appear very frequently in the copy. 
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Piece 2 — Non-SEO web copy for pearl retailer 

Here’s a screen grab of both pages of the copy. I’ve highlighted all the bits that Google would be likely to expect in a piece 

of copy about pearls. (Download the actual Word document.) 

 

Figure 9 – Un-optimized copy with key-phrases & semantic elements highlighted 

And the word cloud… 

 

Figure 10 – Word cloud of un-optimized copy 

Again, the copy is full of key-phrases, related words, etc., without any optimization, whatsoever. 

http://www.divinewrite.com/downloads/Divine-Pearls-Web-Copy.doc
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Piece 3 — Non-SEO web copy for concept artist 

Here’s a screen grab of all six pages of the copy. I’ve highlighted all the bits that Google would be likely to expect in a 

piece of copy about concept art. (Download the actual Word document.) 

 

 

http://www.divinewrite.com/downloads/Evolve-Pictures-Web-Copy.doc
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Figure 11 – Un-optimized copy with key-phrases & semantic elements highlighted 

And the word cloud… 

 

Figure 12 – Word cloud of un-optimized copy 

Again, the copy is full of key-phrases, related words, etc., without any optimization, whatsoever. 
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Piece 4 — Non-SEO web copy for executive search firm 

Here’s a screen grab of all four pages of the copy. I’ve highlighted all the bits that Google would be likely to expect in a 

piece of copy about executive search. (Download the actual Word document.) 

 

 

Figure 13 – Un-optimized copy with key-phrases & semantic elements highlighted 

http://www.divinewrite.com/downloads/Perring-Group-Web-Copy.doc
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And the word cloud… 

 

Figure 14 – Word cloud of un-optimized copy 

As per all of the above examples, the copy is full of key-phrases, related words, etc., without any optimization, whatsoever. 

You still need to optimize… But not as 
much 
While all the above examples are pretty well optimized, naturally, if any of these clients had told me they wanted to use 

their copy as SEO copy, I’d definitely have performed a dedicated optimization review. But it wouldn’t have needed much. 

Really just a word here and there. 

Example: I might have added another two or three instances of “art” to the concept art piece.  

Note also that I’ve been writing SEO copy for many years, so I’m sure SEO is at the back of my mind every time I write, 

even when I’m not focusing on it. If you haven’t been writing SEO copy for long, your copy might not be so SEO-friendly to 

begin with. You might need to spend a little more time optimizing than I do.  

Still, if you follow my advice, and write for readers first, focusing on quality, I think you’ll be surprised. You’ll spend a lot 

less time optimizing your copy than you expected. 
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Conclusion 
When you’re writing SEO copy, it’s the ‘copy’ part — the part for visitors — that’s most important. After all, visitors may 

buy from you; search engines definitely won’t.  

In fact, the ‘copy’ part is even more important in SEO copy than in other forms of copy. Remember, you’re not just trying 

to persuade readers to buy your product or service, you’re trying to persuade them to link to you too. (Hopefully, one day, 

all those spammers cluttering the Web with meaningless, keyword-stuffed content, will realize this.) 

So always write for visitors first. Always. Assuming you’ve done some keyword research to decide what to write about, 

forget the search engines altogether, until you’re satisfied your content is engaging and compelling to its target 

audience. 

And if you do that, the good news is, you’ll spend a lot less time optimizing the finished product than you feared. 

Now begone! Do some work already!  

Earn money promoting this book 

Join my Affiliate Program and earn 50% of every sale you generate. 

http://www.divinewrite.com/seo-copy-ebook-affiliate-program.htm
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Buy my other ebooks 

If you liked this ebook, I think you’ll like my others too… 

SEO Secrets 

SEO Secrets: The DIY guide to topping google is a comprehensive 213 page DIY search 

engine optimization (SEO) guide for small business owners, bloggers and SMB marketers. 

It details a practical 10-step process that will get you to the top of Google. It's more than 

tips & tricks, and more than advice. It's a comprehensive process you can start 

implementing NOW. 

Buy now and download instantly… 

The Copywriting Scorecard for Bloggers 

The Copywriting Scorecard for Bloggers: Score your posts out of 100 is a 98 page ebook I 

co-wrote with Australia’s leading blogger, Darren Rowse ―aka Problogger‖. It allows you to 

objectively measure the quality of your blog posts, from a copywriting point of view, using 

tried and tested best practices. You simply check how many recommendations you’ve 

incorporated into your post, then complete the electronic scorecard, and it automatically 

calculates your score out of 100. The higher your score, the more effective your post is 

likely to be. 

Buy now and download instantly… 

 

http://www.divinewrite.com/seobook
http://www.divinewrite.com/seobook
http://www.divinewrite.com/problogger-scorecard-ebook.htm
http://www.divinewrite.com/problogger-scorecard-ebook.htm
http://www.divinewrite.com/seobook
http://www.divinewrite.com/problogger-scorecard-ebook.htm
http://www.divinewrite.com/seobook
http://www.divinewrite.com/problogger-scorecard-ebook.htm
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