How To Make Your Web Site More Effective
Publish Your URL!

Many people publish a website at a web address and think that their job is done!  ‘Build it and they will come’ is not an apt philosophy in today’s internet!  It is important to provide your customers/potential customers with as many reminders as possible of your web address.  

Make sure the address is on every piece of paper that your customers receive from you – it should be on all invoices, proposals, newsletters, Christmas Cards, business cards, all of your company stationery, marketing and promotional materials, pens, calendars, company vehicles, annual reports, press releases and all adverts in newspapers, yellow pages, on the internet, etc.

Get every person in your company to change their email signature to include the URL (as well as phone contact information, address etc.) and ensure their signature goes out on every email.  It is amazing how few people use email signatures effectively, and yet they can be a great marketing tool!

Another way of ensuring that your web address gets known amongst your customers and potential customers is to ensure web sites that they will access have your URL on them.  StatMarket research suggests that 21% of web site visitors get there via links from other sites, so it is well worth investing some time looking into the different methods by which you can add your web site link to other sites.  Sometimes this will cost money – to publish banner ads or sponsor ads on another web site – but it is possible to get your link published for free on other sites. Many companies will publish your link for free if they get a reciprocal link on your site for example.  If you do provide reciprocal links, be sure to weave the links into the content of your site to make them more relevant to the needs of your customers, so that they will get the best use from those links also.  Look out for sites that have good content that is applicable to your market, as such sites are likely to attract the most visitors that could be potential customers for you.
If you can write articles for sites that attract a great number of hits, that can be a way to attract more visitors to your site.  There are a wealth of websites who make your content (articles of interest to people in your industry, or to your customers) available free to anyone looking for content/articles for their web site.  Check out sites like http://www.goarticles.com   This can be a good way of getting your web site address on many web sites, accompanied by an article that conveys your expertise!
To determine how many links there are on other websites linking to your url, go to Google.com and type link:yoururl – you may be surprised!  Microsoft.com returns 124,000 links of this kind, Amazon.com returns 202,000!  
Given that one of the factors that determines how your site is ranked on most search engines these days is the number of links to your site from other sites, as well as link popularity, it is worth spending some time getting your URL onto as many other sites as possible!  However, note that it is important to check out the quality of the site that is linking to you also.  Be especially wary of viral marketing sites that ‘spam’ your website link all over the internet.  Most search engines are now wise to this scheme, and ALL customers get turned off by it!  Here is an excerpt from Google’s explanation of site ranking within its search engine listings:
PageRank relies on the uniquely democratic nature of the web by using its vast link structure as an indicator of an individual page's value. In essence, Google interprets a link from page A to page B as a vote, by page A, for page B. But, Google looks at more than the sheer volume of votes, or links a page receives; it also analyzes the page that casts the vote. Votes cast by pages that are themselves "important" weigh more heavily and help to make other pages "important." 
Important, high-quality sites receive a higher PageRank, which Google remembers each time it conducts a search. Of course, important pages mean nothing to you if they don't match your query. So, Google combines PageRank with sophisticated text-matching techniques to find pages that are both important and relevant to your search. Google goes far beyond the number of times a term appears on a page and examines all aspects of the page's content (and the content of the pages linking to it) to determine if it's a good match for your query
Search Engines
The most common method visitors will use to find your web site is by using a Search Engine – in fact research shows that 80% of first time visitors find web sites using Search Engines.  Keep an eye on www.searchenginewatch.com and www.statmarket.com to determine which search engine is commonly the most popular, as the popularity of search engines changes on an almost daily basis these days!  However, google (http://www.google.com ) and yahoo ( http://www.yahoo.com ) are usually pretty high up in the list, and AOL is currently perceived to have the highest conversion rate of referrals to orders.
When adding your site to a particular search engine’s listing, read carefully the instructions for that particular search engine, as each has its own way of determining how your site will be listed and found, especially if you are using their ‘free’ submissions service – usually the search engine staff check each submission of the paid services, so if you entered some information wrongly it is more likely that any mistakes will be rectified.  In general, it is worth paying for the paid submission services as they are much faster (often 24-48 hours to be included, as opposed to several months for free services) and your site is much more likely to get accepted into the listings that way.
Be aware that you should check your position with the search engines regularly as they change their algorithms for determining which sites rank highest often, and this can have a drastic affect on your positioning.

There are a number of useful tools to help you to submit websites to many search engines in one go – among them Web Position Gold, which I can recommend.  A good source of tools of this kind is http://www.download.com   

Always, always, always add your site to http://www.dmoz.org – the Open Directory Project – a directory of the web.  So many people forget to do this because the speed with which a web site is added to the directory cannot be guaranteed, and it can take months!  However, once your site is on here, it is guaranteed to appear in lots and lots of search engines all over the web.  The Open Directory powers the core directory services for the Web's largest and most popular search engines and portals, including Netscape Search, AOL Search, Google, Lycos, HotBot, DirectHit, and hundreds of others.  Similarly, inktomi is the core directory service for Yahoo, About, Hotbot and MSN and is another highly recommended service.
How do Spiders work?
Search Engines use Spiders or Crawlers to determine which content to include.  Spiders crawl through your web content and index relevant content.  It is important to know how this is done in order to know how to design your site so that it will be optimized for  inclusion.

Firstly, you should know that Spiders do not like slow-loading sites and will give up indexing a page/site if it encounters slow-loading Flash or graphics pages.  Also, large graphics and flash elements on your web pages take up space that could be used for more textual content that would raise your site’s rating with the search engines, so there is good reason to include fewer graphics and more relevant textual content on your web site.

A common problem recently, with the emergence of server side functionality on web sites, is that if some pages on your site require session ids/cookies or parameters to be passed from page to page it is unlikely that these pages will be indexed, because Spiders cannot create sessions or cookies.  Where server side functionality is required, try to ensure that you have a few content pages that do not require session ids etc. that will be accessed before a user logs in or places items into shopping carts, so that this problem is reduced.
Spiders take a lot of notice of the title of a web page, and they use the title as the title in the listing of your site on the search engine listing page, so it is important to ensure that you use the title tag for each web page and give each page a meaningful name, using words that your customers may be looking for in search engines.  Another tip is to use capital letters in the titles of your pages, as search engines rank words containing capital letters more highly than those in lower case.
The final thing to be aware of is that when linking to other pages within your site it is important not to use images or javascript to generate the links if you wish these links to be ‘Spidered’.  Spiders and robots cannot traverse these types of links.  It is also a good ploy to use textual descriptive text within the <a> tags of any link, so that the Spider can use that to determine the relevance of the page linked to.

Keywords
Of course, using keywords in the content of your website is one of the most important factors that determine your site’s ranking within search engines.  Keywords that you believe your customers will use to search for your site should be used as many times as possible in the front page of your web site (default.htm, index.htm etc.).  Generally speaking, the more times the same keyword/phrase is found in your meta tags, title of your document, headings or at the beginning of paragraphs, the higher your site will rank within the search engines if the user types in that keyword/phrase.  However, some of the search engines have clever ways of working out whether the keyword is repeated because it is very relevant to the context, or simply to get a higher ranking.  Again, try to ensure that keywords contain capital letters, and try to use them as close to the beginning of paragraphs as possible.  Keywords contained in Meta Tags are given slightly higher value by some spiders (though are not used by others) so ensure that you use Meta Tags in each web page on your site.  The most important Meta Tag is the Keywords Meta Tag:
<META NAME="keywords" CONTENT="Keyword1, Keyword2,….”>

It is important to carefully determine which keywords or phrases your customers/potential customers may be using to find your site.  Note that most searches submitted to search engines are two or three word phrases rather than one word.  Also, it should be noted that the more “unusual” the word/phrase the customer is going to type to find you, the easier it will be to appear at the top of the ranking in the search engine (as there will be less competition for that phrase), so emphasise unusual words or phrases where possible.  For example, Apogee Interactive Inc. sells Storm Center software called “StormCentral”.  Keywords such as “storm” and “center” are unlikely to put Apogee at the top of the search engine ranking, whereas phrases such as “Apogee Interactive” and “StormCentral” are likely to be far more effective.  Brand/Trade names of companies or products are typically good keywords to use, as they tend to be fairly unique.
A good way to work out which keywords will be most effective is to use the tools within http://adwords.google.com – usually this site is used to create a sponsored ad that will appear when a search engine user uses certain keywords (and this is highly recommended as a very effective way of getting well-targetted sales leads to your web site, if used correctly), but I tend to use it simply to find out which keywords I should use in my web sites, without ever buying a sponsored ad!  One of the tools is called the ‘Keyword suggestion tool’ and it lists all pseudonyms or matching phrases for the keyword/phrase that you enter.  It also lists expanded matches (plurals and related phrases).  Overture has a similar tool at http://inventory.overture.com/d/searchinventory/suggestion/ but the Google one is far superior. Another useful tool is available at http://www.Addurl.com but unfortunately it is not free.  Use the pseudonyms and phrases to help you to add content to your pages that will increase the number of visitors you attract from search engines.
Robots site settings
Some sites use the robots.txt file, or the robots meta tag, to tell Spiders etc. which parts of the website they may access.  Be careful not to misuse this feature, as it is quite easy to accidentally remove your site completely from Search Engine listings!
To allow Spiders and Robots to access all content on your site include the following meta tag:

<meta name="ROBOTS" content="allow;all"> 

To prevent them from accessing any content on your site, include the following meta tag:

<meta name="ROBOTS" content="disallow;all">
General Search Engine tips

Check out where your site currently appears in the search engine listings as compared to your competitors (those higher in the rankings for the same keywords/phrases).  Try to determine why their pages are coming up ahead of your website pages.

To find out your general ranking, and compare it to other sites, download the Google Toolbar and check out the ranking of each site you visit.

To determine how many times your site is listed in any particular search engine type allinurl:www.yourdomain.com into the search field.  Most search engines support this phrase in their search criteria, and return all pages found for that url/domain.  On the first page there should be some indication of how many results were found for that query.  To give you an idea, Microsoft.com comes back with around 3 million results when this query is passed to Google.  Most of my web sites come back with between 100 and a few thousand.  If your site does not appear 100+ times, try to work out why.
A good way of checking what your site looks like to Spiders is to use the Lynx tool which is a tool that effectively views your website the way a Spider sees it.  This may help you to determine why your site does not appear.
General Tips on Making Your Site More Effective
Avoid the use of frames.  Frames often ‘hide’ the content of the frames from web searches and Spiders, and can cause problems when visitors bookmark pages on your site (often the page they think they have bookmarked is not the page they return to).

Employ a specialist placement service once per year to get your site the premium positions in the search engines.  If you are doing this ahead of an important event be sure to give them a couple of months notice as it can take some time to get into some of the search engines listings.  Apogee can help with placement services but there are a number of services of this kind available on the web.

Make Your Website Look Good!  There really is no excuse for having a website that does not look good these days!  If you cannot afford specialist help from quality graphic/web designers such as Apogee Interactive Inc., use free templates and graphics offered by a quality site such as Design Galaxy.
