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THE MANIFESTO
FOR EARNING LINKS

Content is the fabric of the web and links tie together
that fabric.

In the SEO world, how we view links and earn them has
changed dramatically in the past couple decades.

The mindset has shifted from “building” links to earning them.

However, link strategy continues to be an area of contention. And Google
continues to penalize websites engaging in what it believes is spam. Simply
put: If your links are not trusted then neither is your site.

After 25 years of experience in SEO, we've seen it all when it comes to links.
We know what works, what doesn’t work, what Google wants and how to
interpret the gray areas.

While | am sure that some will disagree with our views on links, we stand
behind the statements in this document as a way to earn quality, relevant links
that can boost any SEO program and website rankings.

Bruce Clay
President of Bruce Clay, Inc. and “Father of SEO”



1 | LINKS FOR SEQ: A PRIMER

Links have been a lifeblood of search engine optimization for a long time. Ever
since Google cofounder Larry Page invented PageRank back in the late '90s,
links have been a significant way search engines determine rankings.

Even today, getting quality inbound links from other websites (aka “backlinks”)
is a crucial SEO ingredient — if they are obtained naturally and safely within
search engine guidelines.

Backlinks are incoming links (excluding ads) that point from another website to
your own. Search engines evaluate a site’s backlinks (also known as inbound
links or external links) to help determine the site’s popularity, authority and
relative importance on the web.

Link popularity comprises the
number of links and the authority
of the websites linking to your site.
Search engines recognize when a
site is popular based on the links
that point to a page on the site
from external websites.

Link popularity is factored into
search engine algorithms, most
famously through the use of
Google’s PageRank technology.
It's expected that websites will



https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/PageRank

naturally recommend high-quality resources to their readers. That'’s the
simple concept behind PageRank (and the link measurements used by other
search engines).

For example, a site about fishing might link to a site where someone can get
a fishing license. A site about stamp collecting might link to the U.S. Postal
Service. And a marketing blogger might link to a landing page for this ebook.

Because of the emphasis placed on link popularity, increasing the number of
quality links to your site can improve your search engine ranking. Research
from Backlinko shows that the No. 1 result in Google has an average of 3.8
times more backlinks than
positions No. 2 to 10. (But we
have seen sites with fewer but
higher quality links outrank
those sites with more links.)

Anchor Text

You gain link popularity with
quality inbound and outbound
links. Quality links are defined
by their content relevancy to
your site as well as their own
popularity.

An important factor in determining the quality of a link is its anchor text.
Anchor text is the text in a link that concisely and correctly describes what
that link is all about. You want anchor text to be meaningful and relevant for
internal and external links to your site.

Understanding the basics to establishing good links will help increase your
site’s link popularity and thus improve its SEO ranking.


https://backlinko.com/search-engine-ranking
https://backlinko.com/search-engine-ranking

Unlike a popularity contest, the PageRank system doesn’t give every backlink
an equal vote. In fact, some backlinks can even result in a penalty — a
negative impact on your website’s ability to rank.

In an effort to stop sites from trying to manipulate PageRank and game the
system, search engines analyze links and even penalize sites suspected to have
unnatural backlink profiles.

Here are three categories of links:

e Good backlinks: Links from authority websites in your field, experts
who write about your topic or non-spammy sites that have content
related to your website’s theme or webpage’s subject.

e Bad backlinks: Links from unrelated websites (for instance,
a dog website linking to an insurance site) don’t do you any
good and could look unnatural.

e Ugly backlinks: Links coming from link farms, spam sites, sites known
to sell links, guest posts or low-quality content (such as pages with
lists of random links and no text).

Any links intended to manipulate PageRank or a site’s
ranking in Google search results may be considered part of
a link scheme and a violation of Google’'s Webmaster
Guidelines. This includes any behavior that manipulates links
to your site or outgoing links from your site.

-Google, “Link schemes”


https://developers.google.com/search/docs/advanced/guidelines/link-schemes?hl=en&visit_id=637459890285939448-2527353864&rd=1

"As an additional note, Google claims to “ignore” inappropriate links. It is our
opinion that this means that Google does not count the link to your advantage.

However that does not mean that there is not an elf in the back room at
Google keeping score of all of the spammy links that will be used against you
in some negative way later. So, are you trusted?

To be safe, focus on link earning instead of link building.

Link popularity is not a numbers game anymore. Even more important than the
quantity of your backlinks is the quality, relevance and even the sentiment of
the text used surrounding the link and sites where those links are coming from.
(For example, If | link to you in a paragraph that says you're a terrible company
or unprofessional, that is negative sentiment and we believe that matters.)

If enough relevant, quality sites with favorable comments link to you, then your
site becomes a more trusted authority by association. So you want the best
sites, not the most, linking back to you.

Website owners and marketers should steer clear of these tactics for obtaining
backlinks:

e Sending mass email requests

e Participating in link farms

WEBSITE

e Purchasing links (though paid
links identified clearly as ads
and nofollowed are fine)

e Getting site-wide links

e Having links from irrelevant

or disreputable websites WEBSITE
E

e Using negative comments to
get links (such as Decor My Eyes)



https://searchengineland.com/decormyeyes-merchant-vitaly-borker-arrested-after-nyt-piece-on-google-57921

OUTBOUND
LINKS
MATTER,
TOO

If you link to quality
sites in your field,
then your site seems
higher quality by
association. However,
the destination page
and whole website
must be about the
same topic as your

linking page. This
makes sense from a
user point of view.

The new page must
be relevant if the link
is going to be useful
to your readers. If the
two pages are not
on a related topic,
the link may appear
unnatural to search
engines and hurt
your SEO.

Let’s take a deeper dive into three of the bad
link strategies mentioned above: link farms,
purchasing links and site-wide links ...

Link Farms

What is a link farm? A link farm is a multi-site
network of webpages that cross-link to other
sites for the primary purpose of increasing
PageRank transfer to a target site. Although

a link farm increases your popularity, it
ultimately leads to a penalty.

Link farm sites or pages are penalized by
search engines and should be avoided at

all costs. They offer no benefit to your link
popularity and are considered a form of spam.

If your site is included in a link farm, your site
could be penalized as well or, even worse,
banned from a search engine altogether.

They are useless and not worth anything in
assisting you with your site’s link popularity or,
ultimately, your search engine ranking.

Purchasing Links

Aggressively purchasing links that promise
sponsoring or promoting your webpage
throughout their sites can have the same
detrimental effects as participating in a
link farm.

So watch who is endorsing you because
Google may think those links are purchased.
The major search engines are aware of

the sites that sponsor or promote links
“incorrectly” and sites may be penalized for



such actions. You do not want your website or any of your site pages to also be
penalized or banned because a great link from a bad site exists.

Links obtained by any of these activities might be seen as “unnatural” or
“spam.” They could cause ranking issues and damage your E-A-T (expertise,
authoritativeness and trustworthiness — a key quality indicator by Google).

Keep in mind that guest posting may be considered spam if any money is
exchanged in any way along the process.

For example, if you're a company that offers a service to write and place guests
posts with the goal of a backlink, even if the website where those posts are
placed does not accept any money, it is considered spam by Google. (More on
that later in this ebook.)

That's why Google recommends using the “nofollow” attribute on all links
within a guest post. Google also introduced a newer attribute “sponsored” as a
way to qualify links as well. See all link attributes here.

Site-Wide Links

Sometimes a link to your website appears on every page of a site. For example,
your website development company might put a footer link on your site such
as “Created by XYZ” that points to their homepage.

These links might seem helpful, but they do not send much traffic — and
search engines may view them as spam. Run-of-site links can look like an ad. If
the links pass PageRank, they may look like paid links.

There is no reason to have an excessive number of links from a third-party site
unless it is an actual ad (and nofollowed).

We believe that it is the number of linking domains and not the number of links
that has a high correlation to ranking. Choose wisely and get very few “right”
links, so you do not look like spam.


https://support.google.com/webmasters/answer/96569?hl=en

2 | THE 23-POINT LINK MANIFESTO

Now that we've gone over a links primer, let’s talk more about ethical

links within an SEO program. Links should be a byproduct of having expert
content worth linking to. Links should be earned. That is the methodology we
believe in.

In order to improve your link popularity and earn better SEO rankings among
the major search engines, you need to attract links to your website — not beg,
barter or spam for them.

The following is a 23-point link manifesto that outlines what we believe when
it comes to links — both backlinks and internal links ...

1. Google Likes Links C

Google likes links. Links are the
“voting system” of the web, and
Google believes that they should
be earned. That said, Google does
not like manipulative link building.

2. Link Spam Kills
Rankings

Google’s link scheme guidelines
state: “Any links intended to
manipulate PageRank or a site’s
ranking in Google search results may be considered part of a link scheme

and a violation of Google’'s Webmaster Guidelines.” This includes: paid links,
unnatural links, low-quality site links, off-topic links, widget links, footer
links, run-of-site links (links in a template placed on many pages across a
site), unpoliced post sites, reciprocal links, links from pages of all the same
PageRank, many links from the same IP or sharing the same Whols, and links
with the same anchor text. Google fights this link spam.
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3. Links Don’t Make Up a Percentage of the Algorithm

In 2016, Googler Andrey Lipattsev said the most important ranking signals
were links, content and RankBrain. It's still wrong, however, to think a third
of the Google algorithm is based on links for every query. For every keyword,
based upon the intent and geographic location of the searcher, the algorithm
itself will vary the weighting percentage of inbound links. In 2020, Google's
John Mueller said links were “definitely not the most important SEO factor.”

4. Links Are Contributors to Expertise, Authoritativeness
and Trustworthiness (E-A-T)

A link is like a vote for a website, though not all “votes” carry equal weight.
In general, the more quality (determined by many weighted factors) links a
site has, the more votes, showing Google that the website is one of authority.
In this way, a site’s inbound link profile can either improve or hurt its overall
E-A-T.

5. Content Is a Link Magnet — Without It There Is
Nothing to Link To

Content is the stuff the web is made of. It's what people want to link to and
share, and when it is quality, it allows you to acquire links naturally.

6. Content Needs to Be Relevant to Your Brand

The only way to become a subject matter expert in the eyes of Google is to
have a themed website. A themed site happens when an organization creates
targeted content on the topics it is an expert on. Sites that have too many
topics all across the board are confusing to both search engines and users.

7. Write to High Quality, Not to High Volume

It is far better to write high-quality content than to aim for quantity of content.
Follow that rule, and gain readers’ trust and links. Once you can maintain
quality, then you can increase quantity. Maintaining high quality is the only way
to “blog often.”

11
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8. Keyword and Topic Analysis Should Drive Content

ldentifying opportunities to create content based on active keyword queries,
social media topics and “unicorns” the competition has can drive important
content for a website. If it is useful to others, determine if it is useful to you.

9. You Need Standout Content to Earn Links

Millions of webpages are published daily. Content needs to get noticed among
all the content out there. Only

a handful of webpages are
considered relevant enough to
make the first page of Google.
In addition, create and follow a
supportive outreach strategy to
inform others of your content. In
theory, you have already earned
the link through great content,
but nobody knows about it until
you tell them.

10. Cheap Content
Doesn’t Perform

“Cheap” content can end up being expensive in the long run. You get what
you pay for when low-quality content doesn’t perform for a site. As the
saying goes, “The cheaper you want it, the cheaper you get it” — and that
hurts quality. Hire true professionals, optimize the content, then publish. And
remember that content contributes to a brand’s key performance indicators,
brand awareness and ROI.

11. Content Builds Trust ... Over Time

As a website adds more and more content on a particular subject, the audience
starts paying more attention to it. Do it at the right level for that particular
community, and people will start remembering the brand.

12



12. Domain Authority, However Measured, Helps

The authority of the linking site, while it's not pure “PageRank,” does indicate
expertise. In an ideal world, expertise and authority are what domain authority
is all about. If a high-domain, authority site is linking to a website, in theory,
that site will have elevated domain authority, because an expert links to
another expert most of the time.

13. Link Relevance to a Website and Query Are Big
Ranking Factors

Pages that link to one another should match in relevance. For example, an
article on creating a healthy lifestyle for your dog linking to a page with dog
products. But it shouldn’t be just about the target page or site; the words
should also match how people search.

When a link points to a page, that page should contain keywords that match
the content of that page. But it's not just the pages that should be relevant to
one another, we believe the whole site should be relevant (see next point).

14. The Theme of the Linking Site Is Important

If you have a link coming in from an unrelated site, Google takes that into
consideration when evaluating links. Links need to come from sites that are

in the same realm of topics as the site being linked to. For instance, our site
discusses SEO. An SEO site linking to us is a matching theme, but a link from a
bakery, however sweet, is off theme.

15. The Linking Site’s Quality Counts

Google looks at the quality of sites linking to a website and takes that into
consideration when evaluating the site’s authority. Simply put, links from junk
sites are junk, and links from on-theme experts with a high authority in the
same industry are great.

13



16. Internal Linking Matters

SEO siloing is a way to theme the content on a website through links, and it
helps the website become a relevant source on the topics it publishes. This
technique helps search engines better understand what the website is about
through the strategic organization of content. (We'll touch more on siloing
later.)

17. Anchor Text Matters

To avoid link spam, you want to attract links using varied anchor text. People
usually link using the brand name, domain name or a URL as the clickable text
at least half the time. These
types of navigational anchor
text look natural and should
not be discouraged. When

an external site does link to
yours using a relevant and
high-search-volume keyword
phrase as anchor text, it may
help boost your relevance. But
too much of this good thing
could hurt you, especially if
the search engine detects a

pattern of similar anchors. v
On the other hand, keyword-

rich anchor text should be used within your own website. There's no spam
penalties on internal linking, so make those internal links reinforce what each
page is about.

18. One Redirect Jump Only Is Key

In recent years, Google representatives have said that no PageRank is lost for
any 3XX redirects (301, 302, etc.). However, all redirects come with risk, and
this risk can get larger if you have more than one redirect in place for a page
internally. Any given page may naturally experience a redirect in the case of a
site redesign (or two or three) over the years.

14



19. It’s Bad if Someone is Linking to Your Site with a
Broken Link

When a site has a broken link to another site, the user will arrive at the new
site and see a 404 error page. The majority of people will have an immediate
perception of a low-quality site. Identify incoming broken links and recover the
link equity and traffic with 301 redirects. Otherwise, many of the 404 visitors
will leave and not come back; the traffic is wasted and the PageRank transfer
is lost.

20. Links from Within Your Expert Community are Great

Every industry has a pool of “experts” — sources that are known as subject
matter authorities. Links from other experts to a website show a brand’s
authority. You can also partner with non-competing experts that are in
complementary or supplementary industries to gain PageRank and links. An
example is a ski boat site linking to a water ski site.

21. Email as a Way To Get Links Has Been Overdone

Sending email requests to try to get someone to link to you is played out and
ineffective. Our advice is not to bother. For the most part, people have email
filters and automatic delete sequences so emails seldom work today.

22. Advertising Drives Traffic, Not Link Equity

If you are buying advertising, don’t expect link equity or PageRank as a result.
If you're buying advertising to get a link that passes PageRank then expect a
penalty instead. You should not be able to buy links, and advertising is often a
purchased link. If buying ads, make sure they are “nofollowed.”

23. Local Links Are Absolutely Needed For Local
Businesses

A company cannot be an expert in their region without having experts in their
region link to them. Sentiment is a big deal here.

15
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3 | THE LINK EARNING CAMPAIGN:
GETTING STARTED

Now that we've established what we believe to be the underlying rules (or
at least best practices for links), let’s talk about how to get started. Here's a
simple three-step process to get you going on your link building, or rather,
link-earning program:

1. Determine if you have backlinks
2. Build the link-earning program

3. Monitor backlinks and prune as needed

Before you begin working to increase your link popularity, it is important to
know how your site is currently doing.

Google Search Console is a good place to start gathering your link data.
Choose “Links” on the navigation menu to get a view of top linked pages and
more. Unfortunately, your link profile in Google Search Console usually won't
be complete or up-to-date.

To get a fresher, more complete list to begin your link audit, add data gathered
from several link-tracking sources: Bing Webmaster Tools, Majestic Site
Explorer, Moz’s Link Explorer, Ahrefs or SEOToolSet.

Then you can decide if you need to increase your number of quality inbound
links as part of your search engine optimization strategy. Or maybe, you need
to get rid of badly placed links that point to your site, such as those related to
link farms.

16
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The recommended link earning process is obviously far more difficult than just
reading a summary. In general, though, there are a handful of things that need
to happen:

e Finalizing keywords

e Analyzing link opportunities
e Creating campaign content
e Attracting links

e Using link attributes

e Ensuring search engines are aware

Finalizing SEO campaign keywords. Variety is absolutely needed since
earning too many links with the same anchor text may be seen as spam. Select
the keyword, select the landing page (new or updated) and then select the
top-linking sites that you want a link from.

Analyzing link opportunities. SEO
professionals can help uncover
linking opportunities, the risks and
the estimated implementation costs.
These insights should balance the
links’ SEO value with the traffic
value with the contribution to
expertise, authority and trust.

This requires research into areas
that are related to your business or
services. Establishing quality links
also requires awareness of your
competitors and who they link to or
get links from.

17



If a site links to your competition, then you should consider getting that site to
link to your site as well. Often, this involves an analysis of the landing page for
that link and creating much better content than your competitor. Then, see if
you can get your link added or replace the competitor’s link with yours.

There are a few guidelines to keep in mind as you look for link partners:

e Keep your site focused and its links targeted.
e Look for a relevant partner site.
e Know who is paying attention to you and who you want attention from.

e Be creative and willing to share appropriate information.

Creating campaign content. It could be a blog post, an image, an infographic,
a video or something else, but it needs to be created before you embark on link
earning. Be sure to publicize the new content as appropriate. The next section
of this guide will go into more detail on how to create quality content that
supports expertise, authority and trust.

Attracting links. Traditional link building is a time-consuming process. We do
not recommend the aggressive or spammy approaches still used by many to
try to get as many backlinks as possible. (And, as the previous section stated,
links obtained through payment of any kind should be coded as such and not
pass link popularity at all.)

Nevertheless, there are SEO-approved and search engine-friendly ways to
attract links. Once you have done your research to analyze keywords and
understand what target websites you'd like to gain links from, it's time to
get creative.

People are way too busy to detect great content unless it is recommended.
And while influencers are a great way to get noticed, sometimes you need
to mention your great work yourself. Spend a few minutes reaching out on
a regular basis, and you’ll likely build links naturally over time. To get you
started, we list 50 ways to get quality links later in this ebook.

18



Using link attributes. You can qualify your links to Google by using certain
technical attributes within the <a href ...> HTML tag. These attributes tell
search engines when a link may not be totally relevant to your site or other
important things like if the link is paid. These include the rel="“nofollow” and
the rel="sponsored” attributes.

This code hints to the search engines that you have a link but to not follow or
count that link. Used appropriately, it also tells the search engines that you
believe the link to be appropriate for additional information but it may not be
completely relevant to your site. Applying such an attribute is necessary for
any paid link, or for when the link’s goal is not link popularity but visitor traffic.

This way you can provide a useful link for your site visitors but stay clear of
looking like you are spamming.

Making sure the search engines are aware of your links. You want all pages
of your site and those referencing you to be crawled and indexed by the search
engines. To submit your own webpages to Google, go to the “URL Inspection
tool” in Search Console, enter a URL and click “Request Indexing.” For more
details, see our article How to Submit a Website to Search Engines.

URL Inspection Tool, Google Search Console

19
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To encourage faster re-indexing of the pages that contain a link to your site,
you can create a link post on Twitter or another social media channel, which
search engines will crawl. Do not rely on other sites to know that you want
Google to crawl their links, or which page you want the search engine to find.

3. MONITOR BACKLINKS AND PRUNE AS
NEEDED

Once you've implemented a link-earning program, you want to monitor your
website’s link profile (i.e., the full list of links that point to your site from other
websites). Once you know how to find backlinks to your site, you can evaluate
them and remove the lowest quality links from your link profile.

Google’s Penguin signal (now part of the core algorithm) analyzes a site’s link
profile, and if its inbound links look suspicious, Google will devalue the links.
Whether you are trying to recover from a penalty or just safeguarding your site
proactively, it’s critical to monitor backlinks and keep your link profile clean.

Here is the general process for finding and removing harmful links from your
link profile: :

1. Monitor backlinks to your
site — Who's linking to me?

2. Evaluate your link profile
— What makes a
bad backlink?

3. Remove backlinks
by “link pruning”

— How do | get rid of
bad links?

4. Use Google’s Disavow
tool — What’s my last resort
if they won’t cooperate?

20
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Monitor Backlinks

You can use the same backlink checker tools mentioned in Step 1 to monitor
backlinks on an ongoing basis. Start a spreadsheet with all the linking page
URLs in one column. To do this efficiently, export your inbound links from each
tool and merge the data using Microsoft Excel or Google Sheets.

Example spreadsheet listing inbound linking sources and their data

Evaluate Links

Once you’ve learned how to find backlinks and compiled your link profile
spreadsheet, you'll need to evaluate each of the links for quality and decide
which ones need to be removed.

Evaluating backlinks is tedious business. After a while, you may be able to
recognize an “inorganic” (unnatural) link just by its URL, but for most of them
you'll need to click and examine the web page where the link resides. If it's on
a low-quality or spam site, you don’t want to be associated with it.

21



You can create your own scoring
system for judging link value. We
recommend using Majestic’s Trust
and Citation Flow metrics (as shown
in the example spreadsheet above) or
Moz's SEO ranking scores.

In your spreadsheet, create columns
to keep track of the link information,
contact information for the

website owner or webmaster and
correspondence records.

Remove Inorganic Links
(Link Pruning)

Now that you know which links
should be removed, you’ll need to
create an email template you can
send to website owners requesting
link removal. To prune a link, you
want the webmaster to either 1)
remove the unwanted link from their
website or 2) add rel="nofollow” to
the link.

In your email, explain who you are
and what you're trying to accomplish.
Give specific information, including
links, needed for the site owner to
process your link removal request.

Record the date of this first link
pruning request in your spreadsheet
so you can follow up and verify
whether the link has been removed.
Send second and third requests, if
necessary.

22



Use your spreadsheet to keep track of everything. If you have received a
manual action, you’'ll need documentation of your efforts when communicating
with Google.

To find out who is responsible for a website, you can use a whois lookup
such as https://whois.domaintools.com/. Site owner or webmaster contact
information may also be available on the website.

Example of website information shown on a whois lookup for Amazon.com

Having a valid email or physical address for either the owner or a technical
contact is helpful. But increasingly, sites are opting to keep contact information
private. The type of information available varies with each site, but here is
what you might include in your spreadsheet:

Owner name

IP address

Owner address
Owner email

Owner phone number

Registrar name

Technical contact
Name servers
Created

Updated

Expires

Data source (the website or whois registry
where the data was found, in case you need
to refer to it again)

23
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For the correspondence record, include the following in your spreadsheet:

e Date of initial contact
e Date of received response

e Removal verified: If the received response is that the link has been
removed, you will want to go to the linking page and confirm it has been
removed or nofollowed. You can then put the date of removal in this
column.

e Other response requests: You may receive a response outside of simple
compliance to your request. Record any response you get, including
requests for payment to remove the link.

e Date(s) of follow-up contact

Disavow Link Domains as a Last Resort

In many cases, your link-pruning requests may be ignored or rejected, the
site owner may demand payment to comply with your request, or no contact
information may be available. All is not lost!

You can submit a disavow file to Google and Bing that basically says, “l don’t
want these links, but all my attempts to have them removed have failed, so
please disregard them.”

To disavow backlinks, you create a disavow file listing the domains and/

or specific URLs you want to disavow. Then you upload it to Google Search
Console and Bing Webmaster Tools. It’s appropriate to include low-quality link
sources on your disavow file.

Your spreadsheet that contains all the details and correspondence records
gives you the proof you need if you have to submit a reconsideration request
with Google following a manual action, beyond the disavow file.

In the case of a manual action, going through this process may be necessary.

However, if you are just trying to get rid of low-quality links, you can simply
disavow them and be done with it.

24
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4 | CREATING QUALITY, LINK-WORTHY
CONTENT

You don’t have to look further than Google itself (and a qualified SEO expert to
help you interpret Google) to understand the SEO strategies you need to focus
on in order to rank. And Google has plenty to say on quality content.

Expertise, authoritativeness and trustworthiness (E-A-T) are three principles
upon which quality content is created, according to Google. E-A-T is important
for most websites, but for “Your Money or Your Life” topics (those that Google
says “could potentially impact a person’s future happiness, health, financial
stability, or safety”), it is critical.

The concept of E-A-T is discussed at length in Google’s Search Quality
Evaluator Guidelines (SQEG). Understanding the practical applications of
E-A-T will help ensure you have content that’'s worthy of links and rankings.

When it comes to link-worthy content hosted on your website, here’'s a quick
summary on how Google evaluates it:

R

N

Qf: Q.

Authority
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Expertise is a page-level assessment (versus a whole site). For this, Google
wants to consider the expertise of the content creator and the content creation
process.

Authoritativeness builds on expertise, and takes three things into account:

1. The authority of the content creator
2. The authority of the content itself

3. The authority of the website as a whole

To achieve authority, one must be a recognized expert on the matter, whether
a brand or a person. We know that links and mentions are also key, though not
mentioned directly in the SQEG.

Just like authority, trustworthiness is assessed on multiple levels:

1. The trustworthiness of the content creator
2. The trustworthiness of the content itself

3. The trustworthiness of the website as a whole

Trust is about reputation. And reputation matters, especially when authority
and expertise are important. As a component of that, we believe that overall
online sentiment is a key part of trust.

Read more:
e The Complete Guide to the Fundamentals of E-A-T
e |s Sentiment an SEO Trust Signal?

e How to Use Sentiment Analysis to Strengthen SEO Trustworthiness
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LINK-
WORTHY
CONTENT
IS ...

Link-worthy
content is created
with expertise,
demonstrates
authority and comes
from a trustworthy
source. Link-worthy
content is best

published on your
site to reap the
rewards of rankings
and traffic, not on
anyone else’s site.

GUEST BLOGGING FOR
LINKS: FRIEND OR FOE?

You cannot build your website’s expertise
and authority without great content and
great links. If you do not have xpert and
authoritative content, your site has less of a
chance of ranking in the search results.

Still, many brands believe that building links
by publishing content on other sites will help
them build their authority. They think they
need to get their content out there on other
networks so that they can build a name, get
links and clients.

We believe that giving away all your best
content to other sites is a mistake, and here’s
why:

When you create expert content and put it
on someone else’s site, what you are doing is
building that website’s expertise, not yours.
You are driving traffic and potential revenue
away from your site and onto someone else’s.

On the other hand, if you create the content,
optimize it and publish it on your site, you
build the expertise of your website. And then
you can earn natural, quality links because
people want to share your content.

We're not downplaying the value that sharing
content in other communities can have. But
it's not a solid SEO strategy (and it might not
even be a good business strategy). Google
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wants you to build high-quality content that people want to link to and share.
That way, you earn backlinks naturally.

But there’s another, perhaps more compelling, reason to not use guest posts
as a link strategy: it may be considered spam.

Google has said over the years that if any money is exchanged within the
process of creating or posting an article with a link, this is spam.

And sometimes there are gray areas. For example, if you paid for a service that
wrote content for you and then placed that content on another site (even if the
publishing site was not paid to accept it), that is spam, according to Google.

And, those sites that accept these articles can be penalized. So the bottom line
is that no one will win.

So what’s the takeaway? Guest post for reasons other than link building. If
you want to contribute content as a way to add value to a community, that’s
perfectly fine. But don’t expect it to build quality links nor boost your website’s
authority.

Read more:
e Paid Guest Posting: More Proof That It’'s Bad for Business
e Where Should | Publish Content for Best Results?
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5 |50 WAYS TO GET QUALITY
RELEVANT LINKS

Now that you have the foundation for a link-earning program. It's time to get
started! How about 50 (yes 50!) ways to earn quality links? Let’s go!

This list is different from many other link-building-idea lists in one important
way. We stay focused on how you can add value for your audience through
your website.

1. Ask, Sometimes It Works

When it boils down to it, links are about relationships. The business you
run may be of service to another business and its audience. Think about link
earning first in terms of building a library of helpful content resources to link to.

Then think about people in your network that could use the resources you have
to offer. It can be as simple as asking another business if a link on their site to
yours might benefit their audience.

Example: A music website might have a great collection of music and articles
on a particular singer or band. Form relationships with the artist’s fan

clubs. Some may accept articles, and some will simply link to your great
content. This would be a relevant link, and a win-win. Fan clubs love free
information for their audience.

As another note here, if they just mention your site, maybe asking for a link to
be added to that mention will make it more useful for you both.

2. Do Some Blogger Outreach

Since a big part of links is relationships, think about who you know. Who in
your industry would benefit from knowing about your website content and
sharing it with their readers?
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Some bloggers like to link out and some do not. Some will gladly curate and
some need to write for themselves. Some are influencers and some are not.

Choose what is most appropriate for your content, and work with the bloggers
as best fits your industry and content. Forge relationships with those people.

3. Approach Colleagues Gently

Think of your current business network as a gold mine for getting links.
However, depending on the industry you're in, you want to tread lightly when
asking for a link. A mere mention of the content you're working on that might
be a fit for their audience could work.

Example: If you publish a research report, even a competitor’s audience
would appreciate reading it. This type of content is almost always attractive
to others in your space.

And remember, never compensate anyone in your industry — even if they are
influencers and you’'d really like the link. This is against Google’s guidelines.

4. Write for Your Audience’s Audience

Your audience will be more likely to share your content if it helps expand their
audience reach. What would make your audience want to share your content
with their audience?

An example is a newspaper
journalist. When trying to

get in front of the journalist,
your content should be less
about what things they (the
journalists) like and more about
what their readers like. This
approach (what their readers
like to read) is very powerful.
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5. When You Have a Link, Stay Engaged

You might be surprised at which sites are linking to your site. Do the research.
Find the relevant domains that link to your site, and forge a relationship. If they
have a quality site that’s relevant to your industry, stay in touch with them.

This is especially important if they are well connected and/or the site’s owner
is an influencer within your industry. They might need guest bloggers, and
you could potentially offer useful content to their audience. In your author
biography, you can also include a link to your site, provided it is to the
homepage and is not a keyword (but instead uses your company name).

6. Host a Contest

On a trip to the Bruce Clay India office, the team took the opportunity to run
a contest in which private consulting time with Bruce Clay was the prize. The
content generated a lot of mentions and shares, drawing attention to Bruce
Clay India and the contest page itself.

If you do something like this, your website might receive links from your social
media followers (see No. 28 for why social links/mentions matter) and from
your colleagues’ blogs and websites.

7. Host an Event

Think of ways you can enrich your local community with an event. Example:
You might host a virtual event to divulge some of your business-success
secrets to professionals in your area.

Then, tell people about your “mini-summit” through an events page. You will

get some links to the page (and maybe some clients as well). Once the event

has passed, consider doing a 301 redirect from that event’s page to your main
events landing page.
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8. Join Local-Focused Organizations

Your business is part of a local community. Being listed in directories, like the
Better Business Bureau (BBB) and Chamber of Commerce, secures a link.
Local listings also help your potential
customers find and learn more about
you. And if you're in good standing
with organizations like the BBB, it can
lend credibility as well.

Also, is there a significant attraction in
your area (such as a local kids camp)
that gets a lot of links? Sponsor them
and get a link on their website (see No.
10 for more).

-
|-|
L 2
1l 3

Related: Is Sentiment an SEO
Trust Signal?

9. Speak at Events and Have Something for the Audience

If you speak at industry events, offer something useful for your audience to
download after the talk. Provide a link to the resource and encourage them
to share.

Example: You may have the results of an informal survey, an ebook, or some
other content on your website that would be helpful to the audience in
some way. Create a link to drive traffic to the page. They may, in turn, share
it with others.

10. Do a Sponsorship

Do you want to make an impact on your community? Sponsorships can do that
and get your name out. Moreover, you can obtain links to your website from
the organization you're sponsoring, as well.

Think local softball teams, not-for-profit activities (like a beach cleanup),
school scholarship funds and so on.
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11. Reference an Industry Leader

Write content that references an opinion of someone in the Top 10 in your
industry. You may not even need to interview them. You can draw upon
previous statements they made elsewhere (with attribution).

Identify the influencers in your industry who tend to either link to articles
mentioning them on their site or share such posts on social media. These are
the ideal targets.

12. Create/Review Case Studies

Write case studies that your audience can learn from. You could identify major
blunders that were turned around. Or hot breaking news stories (that involve
terrible losses or even massive wins). This idea ties well into the “unicorn”
approach we will discuss in No. 14.

Example: In the digital marketing community, journalist Danny Sullivan
who wrote and spoke a lot about Google ended up joining Google as an
employee. That was news for months and a hot topic that many in the
industry choose to write about.

Also remember that, similar to the nightly news, “dirty laundry” types of
headlines are always read and quoted with links (narrative on society omitted).

13. Start a Blog

Having a blog is one of the basic tenets of attracting links. After all, the content
you're blogging about focuses on your business and brand. While a blog is
essential to your SEQ, it doesn'’t stop there.

Blogs that tend to do best express strong opinions about matters in their
industry, things that their clients care about and so on. That doesn’'t mean
every post is controversial. Every now and then, plan to tackle a topic that
matters to your industry or business with gusto.

Example: Say you have a casino in Las Vegas. Every so often, you might
tackle the topic of gambling safely, or express an opinion on the changing
regulations you face.
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14. Create Great “Unicorn” Content

“Unicorn” content is any article that strikes a community’s chord. You’ll know a
unicorn article by the high level of traffic, comments, shares and backlinks
it generates.

You'll want to latch on to a unicorn. For example, take note of what your
competitor’s unicorns are, and write your own unique content on that same
topic.A unicorn article stands out
from the competition, meaning
it's better than other articles on
the topic.

To take advantage of each of your
unicorns, publicize them well
within the community.

This content should ideally be
published on your website. If you
publish this type of content on

a third-party website, include
embedded links to your site.

One approach similar to this is creating “skyscraper content.” This is similar to
unicorn work, except it's on the level of an entire website. Find a great website,
mimic it, do it better, add engagement, then see if links to that other site can be
switched to links to your site instead (see No. 34 for more on this).

15. Consolidate Landing Pages
Do you have a handful of similar landing pages on your website that garner a

lot of traffic and links?

Assume you have two great pages, one page on how to choose the right
microscope for your job, and the other page on how to choose a microscope for
your specific needs. You should consider combining the content from those two
landing pages and 301 redirecting the page(s) to the chosen URL.
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The popularity of those landing pages now combined gives you one powerful
webpage that reaps the benefit of aggregate traffic and links.

16. Help a Reporter Out

If you're short on money for public relations, you can take matters into your
own hands. HARO (Help a Reporter Out) connects you with reporters who are
looking for subject matter experts in your field.

If you get interviewed for a story that will run on the web, it's likely you'll get a
link to your website when you are cited.

17. Be Interviewed by Bloggers

Creating quality content these days means citing credible sources. One way
that bloggers like to cite sources is through interviews. Find out who the
writers and bloggers are in your industry, and become top of mind for them.

Engage with their content online. Add value by commenting or resharing, and
you'll start to build a relationship.

Ask them what they’re working on, and let them know you’re available to
offer quotes or interviews on “X” topics whenever they might need it. This will
almost always guarantee a link to your website when you're cited in the article.

18. Interview Experts

A great way to attract links and traffic to an article is to interview experts
yourself. People like to be recognized for their expertise and every expert has
their own audience. The people you interview will usually share and link to the
article on your website.

Try an in-depth article interviewing just one or two experts, or a “roundup”
that features quotes from many. The more experts you can pull together in a

roundup post, the better!

For example, you might write an article on “What the Top 10 Digital Marketers
Predict Will Be Most Successful in [X Year].”
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19. Educate, Educate, Educate

Part of building your business into a brand involves thought leadership. You
do indeed have a specialization and unique insights. Share those with your

audience on your website to help them do something or understand a topic
better.

This act of creating unique, quality, educational content benefits your
website’s search engine optimization, too. Google wants to feature high
quality webpages in its search results, and its ranking algorithm is designed
to find them.

20. Offer a Webinar

As part of a low-key, educational
approach to sales, webinars are
great. People love free training. You
can embed the recorded webinar on
a webpage with the transcript. This
engaging content can drive traffic
and links.

Consider partnering with someone

in your industry who has a large
audience. You can tackle different aspects of a topic together, and you’'ll benefit
from the partner’s wide reach.

21. Do Original Research on a Topic

Creating standout content that people want to link to and share takes time.
Put your journalist hat on and take a deep dive into a topic to create a long-
form webpage. Consider topics that have burning questions in your industry, or
timely topics as well.

22. Create a Whitepaper

A whitepaper is a great way to demonstrate your expertise. Use them to show
you're aware of the challenges facing your clients and can offer solutions.
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Example: Maybe you are selling a revolutionary new cleaning system. In a
whitepaper, you could show how it is more cost-effective and friendlier
to the environment than other systems. You can use this content asset to
gather emails in exchange for the download.

Aside from gathering email addresses for drip email campaigns, whitepapers
can rank on their own merit. A useful whitepaper also gathers links.

23. Create a Graphic

Graphics are big wins in the link world. People like easy-to-digest visuals, and
if you do it right, these can spread like wildfire.

One example is an infographic that shows trends in an industry, like the types
of jobs available, their salaries, employment rates and so on.

To facilitate a link, make it easy for people to share by offering a link for
attribution, and add your logo or company name to the image. Make sure that
you take the same care creating visuals as you would with text content. That
means everything is fact-checked and quality.

24. Create Videos and Other Shareable Visual Content

YouTube is the second largest search engine, aside from Google’'s web search
engine. In all cases, the power of a shared video or image link is massive and it
must be a priority.

You can create a video, host it on YouTube and then offer a link for more
information from the video that leads viewers to a page on your website.
You might even have existing content that will translate well into a video or
infographic or other engaging image.

Example: Let’s say you have a style-focused YouTube channel. You might
create a video reviewing a new beauty product and include a link to a full
review on your site within the video. That would let people learn more (and
even buy the product with your affiliate link attached).
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25. Be Mentioned in a Podcast
or Create Your Own

Consider putting your useful content in
front of podcast creators. They, in turn,
may mention that content in one of their
episodes as a resource on the topic.

Starting your own podcast is simpler
than you might think and is another way
to develop exciting, rich media content
that makes people aware of your brand
and can result in short- and long-term
links to your website.

Example: Say there’s a podcast that tackles psychology issues, and you
have an ebook on overcoming anxiety. A mention of the tips in your ebook
on a podcast is like a verbal testimonial. It could carry a lot of weight with
listeners and lead to people visiting your site and linking to your content.

26. Create and Promote Web Tools

Create useful tools that people can access on your site.

Example: On BruceClay.com, we offer some of our popular tools for free,
integrated into our SEQ Guide. Use the tool’'s name as the anchor text for
the link when you link to the tools yourself.

27. Get a Mention in Wikipedia

Obtaining a link from Wikipedia does not pass link equity since all their
links are nofollow. However, it can give your site a huge boost in traffic, and
probably expert status.

Since the community at large maintains Wikipedia, obtaining a link may not be
too difficult if you are truly worthy.
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Example: Say you are a thought leader when it comes to software
development. You might identify Wikipedia articles that talk about your
involvement in software development. Or your thought leadership content
could be a reference.

But be aware that Wikipedia frowns on self-promotion. Editors will likely
reject any links that you try to insert on behalf of you or your business. Worse
yet, if you are too persistent about adding links to your site, your website can
be added to a spam list.

The key is in your approach. Focus on adding value with content, not links.
For more information, read Wikipedia’s general guidelines for links.

28. Get Mentions in General

Online mentions (such as in social media or reviews) are important, too. They
help search engines determine that people have an interest in what a brand
is about.

Social mentions may not generate valuable links to a site. However, social
mentions signal to the search engine how people are talking about a brand.

Example: Pizza Franchise-A may be mentioned
more often and more favorably than Pizza Franchise-B.

29. Create Quizzes and Puzzles

People just love to take quizzes, and that engagement is an important step.
Create a quiz that you can run on social media, where a click to the webpage
for the right answer gains traffic.

And as they finish your quiz, be sure to give them social icons to easily share
your quiz with others. If it is fun, then word may spread and links can be
generated.

Example: If you run a dating website, you might create a quiz on “Your Perfect
Soul Mate.”
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30. Attract Links from the Right Neighborhood

Links from spammy sites can harm your website. Keep this in mind as you'’re
earning links. If your link profile has a fair amount of these types of links (think
“Viagra”), it’s risky business. Google devalues these types of links in general
(so no value to your site) and in some cases, penalizes them.

31. Get Listed in Online Directories

For getting listed online, think geography-specific directories that would be
relevant to your business. Add your business link there.

Example: YellowPages.com or Angie’s List, to name just a couple. In many
cases, this may also include the BBB (remember No. 8 on this list), but there
are many others you should consider.

32. Get a Link Audit

An SEO vendor or a consultant that
is savvy in link earning will have

all the tools and data needed to
decide if your backlink profile needs
cleaning up. This will point you in the
right direction on what to do next.

These audits can typically cover
things like:
e Link analysis from Google Search Console link reports
e Link analysis utilizing proprietary tools
e Anchor text analysis

e |dentification of links that need to be pruned, general link-pruning
guidelines and recommendations for how to submit for reconsideration

e On-page Google Guidelines violations testing (spam audit) to find
on-page spam violations (cloaking, hidden text, hidden links, etc.)

e Content quality evaluation including duplicate content check and other
poor quality content
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e Detailed plagiarism check for main content

e Checking for any other possible link spam-related problems

33. Buy a Competitor

A merger or acquisition has the potential to give you some great (or bad) links.

Suppose there’s an opportunity to purchase a competing and popular website
in your same industry. If you buy it, then you will have the option to either
consolidate the sites, thus combining links, or generate new link prospects
from having an additional site.

Tip: We highly advise SEO services including a link audit as part of
your due diligence when acquiring a new domain (see No. 32).

34. Perform a Competitor Backlink Analysis

Find out the quality sites that are linking to your competition and try to hijack
those links. This is not as nefarious as it sounds, especially if your resource on
a given topic surpasses the competitor’s page.

Contact the webmaster and ask them to consider your page as a more relevant
source for their readers. Hijacking links is fair competition.

35. Reanimate Links on a Competitor’s Site

When your competitor has websites linking to them but the competitor’s page
returns a 404 error, it creates an opportunity for you.

Example: Let’s say your competitor had an article on how to create a custom
wood table, step-by-step, but it has been moved. Now that page looks
broken to visitors. You are a furniture maker who has a great article on this
(or you can whip one up).

Contact the webmaster and offer them a better link — to your relevant

webpage — instead. Also remember to keep your links updated so that this
doesn’t happen to you.
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36. Evergreen Your URLs

Without changing your URLs, you can replace old content with newer, more
relevant content. That way, any links to the existing page still benefit the site.

Example: If you have a page on Ford Mustangs with data from 2017, you
might replace the content with the current year’s data. Do this each year.

37. Fix All 404s

A 404 “not found” error occurs when a user reaches a page URL that
doesn’t exist. As we mentioned in No. 35 on this list, this creates a bad user
experience. A 404 error is especially problematic if the broken page has a lot
of inbound links.

Just as you can find dead links to competitors and “hijack” them, your
competitors can do the same to you.

Routinely run reports to identify any
404s. Then 301 redirect each 404
URL to its most relevant equivalent
live page (if the page returning a 404
truly no longer exists).

In the interim, create a custom 404
page that can direct users to helpful
content. This is recommended in
Google’s guidelines.

38. Fix Your Site’s Quality

Another reason to address 404s and have good content is to raise the quality
of your site. This is an indirect link-earning technique.

The publishers of quality websites and the people in charge of building links

for those websites will not link to a site that is not maintained. A low-quality
website cannot be considered a link-worthy subject matter expert. Again, the
reason is user experience.
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39. Link Prune

If your website has been hit with a penalty, sometimes the best option is
to cut the junk. See our backlink evaluation flowchart and link removal

recommendations for more.

40. Perform Site Migrations with Care

PageRank cannot transfer from an old site to a new site until you can get the

old pages recrawled by the engines.

To facilitate that, submit the old URLs to Google and Bing via an XML Sitemap
file (see Google's recommendations on this). The PageRank will transfer in a

matter of days instead of months.

43. SEO Silo Your Website

Once you obtain links, the next concern should be to make the most of the link
equity you receive. You can magnify the PageRank flow of those incoming links
by using SEO siloing — a hierarchy structure of your URLs and content through

linking.

For example, you might have a page
that answers a common FAQ in

your industry. But that landing page
should also have a call to action that
keeps that visitor engaged within
your site, pointing to a relevant page
on the same topic.

The term siloing originated as a way
to identify the concept of grouping
related information into distinct
sections within a website. Much

like the chapters in a book, a silo
represents a group of themed or
subject-specific content on your site.
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The reason this grouping is such a high SEO priority is that search engines
award “keyword” relevancy within their index based on the page and then the
rest of the site with the most supporting relevant content.

Well-ranked websites are founded upon the concept that a website should
physically be organized like a doctoral dissertation.

A dissertation has a clearly identified title, abstract, table of contents, then
content laid out to reinforce the overall theme of the dissertation as a whole,

all with references and footnotes supporting the subject.

Related: SEO Siloing: How to Build a Website Silo Architecture

44. Post Answers on Question-and-Answer Sites

Quora is an example of a Q&A website that has nofollowed links. But the trust
of those links is high, and you control the number of mentions based upon the
number of answers you provide as the expert.

Another option is a forum. This is only good for industry credibility, and
certainly not for links for search engines. Unfortunately, a forum is generally
a place where someone that does not know the answer gets answers from
others that do not know the answer.

Therefore, carefully look at the audience and the quality of the answers before
joining a forum.
45. Rank in Search Engines

One of the best ways to become an expert in Google’s eyes is to create content
that demonstrates your expertise and authority (Google PDF).

The better you do this, the more you become perceived as an expert. Once you
start ranking for search queries time and time again, you will naturally be the
site that people reference in their links.
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46. Get Rating and Reviews

While you may not have much control over what ratings and reviews say, they
do send links to your site.

Expanding on that thought, think
about industry review sites that

you can get to review your site or
business. Are there local award
contests? Does your local newspaper
do a “top places to work” or a
fastest-growing list?

All of these reviews can generate
business and possibly links,
especially if they come from a trusted
resource.

47. Get Testimonials

What is your strategy for gathering testimonial reviews from your audience?
Reach out to happy connections on a regular basis and ask for a testimonial on
their website with a link to your home page.

48. Use Reciprocal Links with Care

There is much debate about reciprocal links (aka | link to you and you link

to me back). The bottom line is that if you are linking between similar and
relevant websites, it may not be a bad thing. Think of it as adding value to one
another’s website.

Example: If you are a real estate agent, you might have a community
resources page of helpful businesses in the area, such as local lawyers. By
extension, one of those lawyers may also have a resource page or a blog
article about helpful resources for their audience, like real estate agents.
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49. Expand the Relationship with Existing Links

Websites that have linked to your website previously might link again. Is there
another page on your website they might also be interested in linking to?
Reach out and propose something.

50. Guest Blogging: Choose Wisely

Posting to other authority websites may make sense, but choose carefully
when vetting and strategizing your guest blogging opportunities. Google's
official stance is that guest blogging for links is against their guidelines.

Related: Where Should | Publish My Content for the Best Results?
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NEXT STEPS

Now that you have a roadmap for earning quality, relevant links, it's time to
start putting those ideas into action. Stay the course; just like anything in SEO
these things take time. Remember that quality SEO is a long-term strategy
and that putting your audience first is the most important principle when
earning links.
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