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We help businesses grow SEO, or search engine optimization, is the lowest-cost and most effective ways to drive traffic to your website. But what exactly is SEO, and how does it work? How can you make SEO work for you? That’s what you’ll learn in this guide. Table of contents For most of us today, when we need something—whether it’s an answer,
an idea, a product, a strategy, or a service—we start by asking search engines. Google alone gets 3.5 billion searches per day. So just as search engines have become important in our lives, they have also become integral to many business marketing strategies. In fact, organic search is considered to be the highest ROI channel by 49% of marketers.
Organic search is just a fancy name for regular, non-ad search engine results, and the way marketers use organic search as a marketing channel is through search engine optimization, or SEO. So how can you use the power of search engines to grow your business? In this complete guide to SEO, you’'re going to learn everything you need to know to
rank higher on Google, get more traffic to your site, and improve your brand reputation. What does SEO stand for? SEO stands for search engine optimization. Let’s break that down in the context of your website. Search: What people do when they want to find an answer to a question or a product or service that meets their needs. Search engine: A
site (like Google or Bing) where a person can perform said search. Search engine optimization: What you do to get said search engine to connect said search with your site. What is SEO? That’s all well and good, but you can tell me that RPA stands for robotic process automation and that doesn’t mean I know what RPA is. So what is search engine
optimization? A formal definition of SEO: Search engine optimization is a set of technical and content practices aimed at aligning a website page with a search engine’s ranking algorithm so it can be easily found, crawled, indexed, and surfaced in the SERP for relevant queries. A simpler definition of SEO: SEO is about making improvements to your
website’s structure and content so its pages can be discovered by people searching for what you have to offer, through search engines. The simplest definition of SEO: SEO is what you do to rank higher on Google and get more traffic to your site. Yes, Google is just one search engine of many. There’s Bing. Directory search engines. Even Instagram is
a search engine. But capturing 92% of the market share, the terms “Google” and “search engine” are synonymous for the intents and purposes of this post. Benefits & importance of SEO People are searching for any manner of things both loosely and directly related to your business. These are all opportunities to connect with these people, answer
their questions, solve their problems, and become a trusted resource for them. More website traffic: When your site is optimized for search engines, it gets more traffic which equates to increased brand awareness, as well as... More customers: To get your site optimized, it has to target keywords—the terms your ideal customers/visitors are searching
—meaning you’ll get more relevant traffic. Better reputation: Ranking higher on Google builds instant credibility for your business. If Google trusts you, then people trust you. Higher ROI: You put money into your website, and into the marketing campaigns that lead back to your website pages. A top-performing site improves the fruits of those
campaigns, making your investment worth it. So whether you want more brand awareness, online visibility, leads, sales, or loyal customers, SEO is your answer. SEO is your chance to get in front of potential customers at any stage of their customer journey. Types of SEO Google and other search engines take several factors into account when
ranking content, and as such SEO has many facets. The core three types of SEO are on-page, off-page, and technical SEO: On-page SEO: Optimizing the quality and structure of the content on a page. Content quality, keywords, and HTML tags are the key players for on-page SEO. Off-page SEO: Getting other sites, and other pages on your site to link
to the page you are trying to optimize. Backlinks, internal linking, and reputation are your off-page MVPs. Technical SEO: Improving your site’s overall performance on search engines. Site security (SSL certificates), UX, and structure are key here. The above three types of SEO are used for websites and blogs, but they also apply to three subtypes of
SEO: While all three subtypes require all three core types of SEO, they do vary in how heavily they rely on each core type. Image SEO relies heavily on technical and on-page optimizations while local SEO is more about off-page and on-page optimizations. How does SEO work? So how does Google determine which pages to surface in the search
engine results page (SERP) for any given query? How does this translate into traffic to your website? Let’s take a look at how SEO works. Google’s search crawlers constantly scan the web, gathering, categorizing, and storing the billions of web pages out there in its index. When you search for something and Google pulls up results, it’s pulling from
its index, not the web itself. Google uses a complex formula (called an algorithm) to order results based on a number of criteria (ranking factors—which we’ll get into next) including the quality of the content, its relevance to the search query, the website (domain) it belongs to, and more. How people interact with results then further indicates to
Google the needs that each page is (or isn’t) satisfying, which also gets factored into the algorithm. In other words, SEO works like a complex feedback system—to surface the most accurate, trustworthy, and relevant results for any given search using input from you, Google, and searchers. Your role is to produce content that satisfies Google’s
experience, expertise, authority, and trust requirements (E-E-A-T), which satisfy its searchers’ requirements. SEO ranking factors on Google So what are those requirements? What actually constitutes quality, targeted, EAT-friendly, and SEO-optimized content? Well, there are hundreds of Google ranking factors, and Google is also constantly evolving
and refining its algorithm to continue providing the best experience possible, but there are 12 that should be prioritized. According to FirstPageSage, these are the top Google ranking factors and how they are weighted: Consistent publication of high-quality content (26%) Keywords in meta title (17%) Backlinks (15%) Niche expertise (13%) User
engagement (11%) Internal links (5%) Mobile-friendly/mobile-first (5%) Page speed (2%) Site security/SSL certificate (2%) Schema markup/structured data (1%) Keywords in URL (1%) Keywords in H1 (1%) But make no mistake about the factors at the bottom of this list. As you can see in the below chart, “Other” factors, like unlinked mentions, social
signals, domain history, outbound links, and site structure, carry 1% weight. But given that there are at least 200 Google ranking factors; that’s at least 189 “other” factors that collectively make up that 1%. In other words, those seemingly small factors, like keywords in URL, that on their own make up 1%, are not so small. How to do SEO: On-page
optimization Now it’s time to talk about how to actually do SEO—how to optimize your website for these factors so you can rank higher on Google and get more traffic. This requires a combination of on-page, off-page, and technical optimizations, so we’'re going to organize the steps in that manner. Here are your on-page optimization steps: Start with
keyword research Create quality content targeting those keywords Place your keywords Optimize your titles Optimize your meta descriptions Include and optimize images Internal and external links 1. Start with SEO keyword research The first step in search engine optimization is to determine what keywords you're optimizing for. These are terms
that your ideal website visitors are likely to type into Google or other search engines, and each page on your site should target a different keyword cluster so they don’t compete with each other. How to do keyword research for SEO These are your basic steps for finding the best keywords to target with your organic content: Create your seed list:
Start by listing out the words and phrases your ideal customers are typing into Google. Think about their interests, desires, pain points, and goals, and think in terms of the language they’re using, which may be different from what you (as the expert) use. Plug them into a keyword research tool: Keyword research tools will give you data around these
keywords so you can see which terms you can conceivably rank for and where the best opportunities actually lie. Metrics include: Search volume: How many times that term is searched per month. Competition: How difficult it is to rank for that keyword. Try out WordStream’s (always) Free Keyword Tool Sort and prioritize: Put the resulting terms
and data into a spreadsheet. Now you can group them into core themes and also prioritize them. Ideally, you’ll want to target keywords with a high enough search volume to give you decent reach, but not so high that the keyword becomes too competitive to rank for. Better to show up on page one for a lower volume, lower competition keyword than
to not rank at all for a high volume, high competition keyword. You can refer to our more in-depth how-to on keyword research here. 2. Create quality content targeting those keywords Your main navigation pages (homepage, about us, contact, products, services) will target keywords, but the bulk of your keyword targeting will come from long-form
content in the form of blog posts. Quality, SEO content is: Aligned with the keyword’s intent: Make sure your content provides the information people are seeking when they search this keyword. This is why you should always search the keyword on Google first. Provides a good experience: It’s free of overly aggressive pop-ups or CTAs or other
distracting elements; uses images to depict concepts, and loads quickly and properly on all devices (more on this later in the technical SEO section). Reads naturally: Don’t keyword-stuff. Write like a human being speaking to your audience; not a content writer trying to optimize for a search engine. In-depth: Google isn’t interested in thin, duplicate,
or low-value pages. This means 1,500-2,500 words of accurate, up-to-date, information. Organized: Use your heading tags to indicate the hierarchy of information on the page. 3. Place your keywords In addition to naturally in the body of your content, you’ll want to place your keyword into specific spots on the page to indicate to Google what you're
looking to rank for. This includes: SEO title (title tag) Page title (H1 tag) At least two H2 headings Image alt text Image file name Naturally in the body URL Meta description 4. Optimize your titles For any page on your website, you actually have two titles. The title tag is the title that appears on the SERP and is the single most impactful place you can
put your keyword. The H1 tag is the title that appears on the page when you click into it. Whether or not these are the same depends on the page. To optimize your titles, be sure to: Include the keyword: If you can do it in a natural and compelling way, add some related modifiers around that term as well. Have only one H1 per page: This should be
your main headline, and H2s should be used to label your main sections. Keep title tags to 55-60 characters: How much Google will show varies (it’s based on pixels, not character counts), so frontload with the keyword. Indicate value: What does a user get out of the page? This influences whether they click on it in the SERP or on your site, and
whether they keep reading. 5. Optimize your meta descriptions The meta description is the description that appears on the SERP below the title tag. Google doesn’t always show the one you’ve provided in the SERP; it likes to build its own based on the query, but it’s still important to optimize for SEO. Google reads this description when crawling the
page to understand what it’s about. To optimize your meta description: Include the keyword and related keywords if you can do so in a natural and compelling way. Keep it short: Ideal meta description length is 155-165 characters. Make it compelling: Remember, showing up in search results is just the first step! You still need to get searchers to
click. Include a concise description, a clear benefit, and a call to action, like ad copy! Here’s an example of a real-world meta description in search results: Meta descriptions = SEO “ad copy” 6. Include and optimize images Images are a key player in SEO optimization. They keep users engaged with your pages, enhance the quality of the information,
and provide opportunities for you to rank and generate traffic to their host pages through image results. Plus, Google has increasingly been making the SERP more visual. Here’s how to do SEO optimization for images: File name: Save the file name with the keyword, with dashes instead of spaces. Add alt text: Alt text stands for the text alternative of
an image, and it’'s how Google “sees” an image on a page and detects its relevance to the keyword. It also makes your site accessible for screen readers, and if images break, the alt text will still appear. Don’t keyword stuff here. Imagine you’'re describing the image to someone who can’t see it—that’s what it’s there for! Compress: Large images can
slow down the speed of your site. Compress them to reduce file size and properly size them. You shouldn’t need images much wider than 1000px, but every site is different. 7. Internal and external links When doing SEO for blog posts, you’ll want to add both internal and external links. External links: Find 1-3 pages relevant to the topic you're
targeting, on other sites that have high domain authority, and link to them in your post. This helps to build trust with Google. Internal links: Link to other blog posts on your site in the content of the post you're writing—just like I did in that last bullet, using “high domain authority” as my anchor text. This gives Google multiple pathways to any given
post, making your site easier to crawl as a whole. How many to include here depends on the length of the post and the amount of other content you have available to link to. Keep the links relevant to the page and to the anchor text you use. Pro tip: It’s natural to add links to old blog posts in your new blog posts, but you should also go back into old
blog posts and add in links to new posts. How to do SEO: Off-page optimization All of the steps above are on-page SEO strategies. Off-page SEO, on the other hand, is what you do on other pages of your website, other websites, and even other platforms to help your page to rank. Here are some off-page SEO tactics 8. Earn and reach out for backlinks
Backlinks, or links to your site from other websites, are the third most important Google ranking factor. Backlinks from higher credibility sites are, of course, more valuable than those from lower credibility sites. The more high-quality backlinks you have, the higher you’ll rank. Image source So how do you get more backlinks? There are several
strategies, but a few include: Producing original, authentic content worthy of getting backlinks. Proactively reaching out to sites for which a link to your content would be a useful addition. Guest posting PR coverage 9. Share your content on social media In addition to linking to your homepage in social media profiles, you should also be regularly
sharing your blog posts with your feed. This earns you referral traffic, and the more eyes on a post, the higher the chances of generating backlinks. Social media itself isn’t a direct google ranking factor, but your activity on the platforms and users’ engagement with your content there send social signals to Google that influence your ranking. 10. Build
your brand reputation When determining how high to rank a particular page on your site, Google doesn’t just look at that one page. It takes into account your brand as a whole, which it does so by looking at other information about it across the web—including reviews, ratings, listings, awards, and even unlinked brand mentions. As such, building your
brand reputation by optimizing your listings, gaining positive press, and asking for reviews is essential for SEO. Much of this falls under the realm of local SEO but there are plenty of brand-building strategies that apply to non-brick-and-mortar businesses too. How to do SEO: Technical optimizations Technical SEO optimizations are done on the back
end of your website to make sure it meets Google’s site security and user experience requirements, as well as to make it as easy as possible for Google to do its job on your site. Here are some of the main technical optimizations to take care of: Page speed: In addition to image sizes, the code behind your website content and the order in which it loads
can impact page speed. This where lazy loading and page speed optimizations come into play. Security: Make sure your site is using HTTPS rather than HTTP. Mobile-first: Being mobile-friendly doesn’t cut it anymore. Google’s indexing is now mobile-first, so your site needs to be fully responsive. Core Web Vitals: These three metrics are used to
quantify a user’s experience with your page. You can learn how to improve your Core Web Vitals here. URL structure: An organized site structure, such as by using /blog, /landing page, /product buckets, makes it easier for Google to crawl your site, for users to navigate it, and for you to segment data in reports. Site architecture: Ideally, a user should
be able to access any page on your site in three clicks or less. Internal linking is key here. Canonical URLs: A canonical URL is the URL that you want to represent a set of duplicate pages. Google will do its best to identify the canonical URL for any given set of duplicates, but you can also indicate this to Google through canonical tags or 301 redirects.
For example, we have: All redirecting to this one canonical URL: Crawlability/indexability: Your sitemap and robots.txt together tell Google what you do and don’t want Google to crawl and index. Schema markup: Schema markup helps Google (and other search engines) understand the types of content you have, allowing it to display rich results when
applicable. For example, sitelink schema can give you more real estate on the SERP: While review schema can give you more appeal: There are lots of schema types that apply to different types of businesses. You can learn more about schema & markup in our guide to schema for SEO. SEO tools You can’t carry out effective search engine optimization
without data, and to get data, you need tools. Luckily, most of them are free. The best SEO tools for an optimal SEO strategy are: Google Analytics: This is the gold standard for website traffic analytics, and it’s free. Use it for any and all SEO metrics to measure your performance, such as traffic, time on page, engagement with page, number of pages
per session, and (lots) more. Google Search Console: GSC is essential for content-focused and technical SEO. Although some Search Console data appears in Google Analytics, there is a lot you get in the platform on its own. Use it for Core Web Vitals, granular query analyses, indexing, and more. Keyword research tools: As mentioned above, you’ll
need these so you can find keywords that are realistic for you to target in terms of search volume and competition. Use my roundup of the best paid and free keyword research tools to find the right one for you. SEO software: If you're going to look at deeper SEO metrics like backlinks, competitive information, and more advanced keyword data, you'll
need a paid SEO tool like Ahrefs, Moz Pro, Screaming Frog, SEMrush, etc. Some of these offer free trial versions or free services for the first 500 (or something) links. Website graders: Whereas the aforementioned tools are often complex and require you to know how to make sense of the data, website graders can simplify SEO for you and offer more
guidance. Head here to get an instant SEO audit with our Free Website Grader. SEO strategies and best practices Let’s finish off with some SEO strategies, best practices, and tips to help you get the most out of your time. Always, always search the keyword: What you think users are looking for when they perform a particular search in Google may
not be what they’re actually looking for. Keyword intent matters, so always search the keywords you're trying to target to make sure you have an intent match. Be patient: SEO takes time. Like, a lot of time. It can take a few months before you really start to see the fruit of your efforts, but once you start seeing the impact, the benefits compound over
time—so don’t give up prematurely! Focus on quality: Google is always updating its algorithm and coming out with new SERP features, but at the end of the day, it’s all designed to surface the best content out there. So your focus should always remain on creating useful, trustworthy content consistently. That is the best SEO strategy above all else.
Maintain your content: While the consistent publication of quality content is the top Google ranking factor, this should not be at the expense of letting old content go stale. Regularly refresh your evergreen pages to preserve their SEO value and get consistent traffic growth over time. Track and measure: Report on your traffic and site data regularly
so you can see what topics resonate most with your audience, detect issues, and set goals for traffic growth. Continue to learn SEO This guide should get you off to a firm start with SEO optimization, but we have a number of additional resources to help you learn SEO. Many of them have been linked in the guide, but here are some more: And as we
mentioned above, you can get a free, instant SEO audit with our free Website Grader. ArticlesBlog TopicsLessonsToolkitsPresentationsVideosWebinarseBooksPodcastsGlossary © 2025 Ahrefs Pte. Ltd. (201227417H) 16 Raffles Quay, #33-03 Hong Leong Building, Singapore 048581 SEO stands for search engine optimization. It is the process of
making your website more visible in search engines like Google without paying for ads.SEO is sometimes called SEO marketing, SEO optimization, or organic search marketing. It can help you earn organic (unpaid) rankings like this:As a result, you can gain more brand awareness and traffic. SEO involves making your site more appealing to both
users and search engines.The four main elements in a well-rounded SEO strategy are: Keyword Research: Finding out what your target audience searches for On-Page SEO: Optimizing webpages and their content Off-Page SEO: Getting other sites to link to your site, which can boost its reputation Technical SEO: Improving your site's overall
performance and accessibilityYou will learn more about these elements later.The term "SEO" can also refer to a person, such as a "search engine optimization expert" or similar.Search Engine Marketing vs. Search Engine OptimizationSearch engine marketing (SEM) promotes a business through unpaid or paid results on search engines, often both.
SEO is the subset of SEM that focuses on organic results. It generates traffic that you don’t have to pay the search engine for. Pay-per-click (PPC) marketing is the subset of SEM that focuses on sponsored (paid) results. It involves setting up ad campaigns, paying to run them, and generating traffic.Paid results don’t always appear on search engine
results pages (SERPs). When they do, they usually appear at the top with a "Sponsored" or "Ad" label.Like this:PPC can give you immediate visibility for high-value keywords, whereas SEO can take weeks or months to show results.However, organic results tend to have higher click-through rates because users often trust them more than ads. Organic
results can also generate sustained traffic at little to no ongoing cost.Check out our dedicated guide to learn more about SEO vs. PPC.Why Is SEO Important?SEQ is important in digital marketing because it helps you capitalize on the organic brand awareness and traffic that search engines generate.For example, this brand’s SEO strategy yields
around 7.4 million monthly visitors, according to Semrush’s Organic Research tool:If you don’t use SEO, you’re unlikely to rank prominently for relevant terms. This limits your ability to reach new prospects and persuade them to convert.Users will probably go to a competitor instead.A higher ranking typically translates into more impressions and a
better click-through rate.Since website SEO improves the user experience, it can also lead to better engagement and conversion rates, plus increased traffic from other sources—not just search engines.Ultimately, SEO can deliver a good return on investment.SEO works by aligning your website with how search engines define good search
results.Search engines use complex processes and criteria to rank results, aiming to provide users with the best search experience.By optimizing your website and content according to these systems, you can gain more visibility. However, SEO is not a perfect science.Search engines are somewhat secretive about the systems they use and constantly
change them to improve search results.Therefore, testing, analysis, and adaptation are crucial to SEO success.How Do Search Engines Work?Search engines work by crawling, indexing, and ranking content on the internet.Here’s what each process involves: Crawling: Search engines use automated programs called bots or crawlers to explore the web
and discover content. They primarily follow hyperlinks to find new pages. Indexing: After analyzing the content, the search engine determines if it’s eligible for indexing. If it is, the content is added to the database of possible search results. Ranking: When a user enters a query, the search engine tries to understand the search intent. It then uses a
complex algorithm to present the best results from its index.When your content appears in search results, it can take various forms, such as traditional search listings (the standard blue links).Google also displays SERP features (non-standard results) to enhance the search experience.For example, this SERP includes a popular products section:The
SERP also includes rich snippets, which are normal results with extra elements like images and star ratings:Use the Semrush Sensor to check the prevalence of SERP features in your category and country. Factors that influence your presence, positioning, and appearance on the SERP are known as ranking factors. They include: The relevancy and
quality of your content The presence of keywords on your page The number and quality of links from other sites, which can boost your reputation How you use schema markup to help search engines understand and categorize information on your site The speed and usability of your siteGoogle's process for including and ranking paid results works
differently. You can learn about it in our Google Ads guide.Types of SEOHere are some of the most important types of search engine optimization marketing:On-Page SEOOn-page SEO is the process of optimizing webpages to improve their search visibility. It focuses largely on using keywords effectively.Keywords are relevant search terms you want
the page to rank for. They help show search engines and users that your content is relevant to their search.Incorporating your keywords into the body content and the following locations when it is natural to do so is best practice: Title tag: The HTML page title that can appear in SERPs Meta description: The HTML page summary that can appear in
SERPs H1 tag: The HTML element that contains the on-page title Subheading tags: HTML tags that contain subheadings (H2s, H3s, etc.) Alt text: HTML image descriptions URL slug: The unique part of the webpage addressAvoiding keyword stuffing—forcing in keywords where they do not belong—is also important because Google considers this a
spammy practice. Violating Google's spam policies can lead to a penalty that harms your search visibility.Use Semrush’s On Page SEO Checker to get on-page SEO recommendations tailored to your site. Off-page SEO refers to actions you can take outside of your website to improve its search visibility.It most commonly involves link building, which is
the process of getting other high-quality websites to link to your website.These links are called backlinks, and they can help your SEO by signaling that your website is useful and trustworthy.Other off-page tactics like social media management, online reputation management, and email marketing can indirectly benefit your SEO by driving brand
awareness and engagement.Use Semrush’s Link Building Tool to start building quality backlinks.Technical SEOTechnical SEO involves improving the technical aspects of your website to enhance its search visibility.Ensuring that search engines can crawl and index your website properly is the most important aspect of technical SEO. This may
involve:After ensuring proper crawling and indexing, focus on user experience factors such as page speed, website security, and mobile-friendliness.Use Semrush's Site Audit tool to check your site for over 140 on-page and technical SEO issues. Image SEOImage SEO is the process of optimizing images on your website to make them appear more
prominently in search results and enhance your overall SEO performance.For example, image optimization can help you gain exposure like this:Common image SEO tactics include: Resizing and compressing images to improve page load speed Adding alt text (HTML image descriptions) to help search engines and users with screen readers understand
what images depict Ensuring images are visually appealing and useful to your audienceAccording to Semrush Sensor data from September 2024, Google displays images in the top 20 results for over half of U.S. SERPs. Many users also go directly to Google Images.Therefore, image SEO provides a significant opportunity to drive traffic to your
website.Video SEOVideo SEO is the process of creating and optimizing videos for maximum visibility in search results. This includes results on search engines like Google and video platforms like YouTube.Common video SEO tactics include: Performing YouTube keyword research to discover what videos users search for Adding keywords to your
video title and description Using schema markup to help search engines understand embedded videosCheck out the range of video marketing apps available in the Semrush App Center.Local SEOLocal SEO is the process of improving your visibility in location-based search results.For example, when someone searches "outdoor store near me" or "
[CITY] outdoor store":Local SEO is important if you serve customers in a specific area or have brick-and-mortar locations people can visit.One of the most important factors in local SEO is optimizing your Google Business Profile because Google evaluates and ranks profiles (rather than webpages) in map-based results.Other tactics include: Listing
your business in online directories Encouraging and responding to Google reviews Publishing localized content on your websiteUse the Semrush Local toolkit to streamline and improve your local SEO strategy.How to Get Started with SEOTo understand SEO and how it works, you need to put it into practice. Here's how to get started:Conduct a
Technical SEO Auditlf search engines can't crawl or index your site properly, your other efforts might go to waste. So it's smart to begin with a technical SEO audit.Enter your domain into Semrush's Site Audit tool and click "Start Audit."Create or sign in to your free account (which lets you audit up to 100 pages per month). Then, follow the steps to
set everything up.The tool will check your site for over 140 issues.Once your audit is ready, click the number in the "Errors" section:These are the most severe SEO issues on your site.Click "Why and how to fix it" for more information about each one. Use the "Send to..." buttons to create tasks for your team in your project management tool or
CRM.After you've fixed the issues, rerun the audit to check that everything is working properly.You should also see your Site Health score improve.Keyword research is the process of discovering what search terms your target audience uses.It is important because it tells you what these users want. Using keywords effectively can also help you rank
higher for them.One way to find keywords is with Semrush's Keyword Magic Tool. Enter a broad starting term related to your business, choose your country, and click "Search."The tool will gather "Broad Match" keywords that contain your starting keyword or a close variation.We recommend that SEO beginners filter for keywords with a low keyword
difficulty score (KD%).Like this:Why focus on low KD% keywords?The lower the KD%, the weaker the competition from other sites. This makes it easier to achieve a high organic ranking.This is especially important when you are just starting out in SEO.With a Semrush subscription or trial, you can get a personal keyword difficulty score (PKD%) for
each keyword. This measures ranking difficulty for your domain in particular.You can also use these keyword metrics to identify the best keyword opportunities: Intent: The type of search intent behind the keyword. It can be informational, navigational, commercial, or transactional. It indicates what kind of content the typical user is looking for.
Volume: The keyword search volume, which is the average number of Google searches each month, according to our data. Trend: How actual search volumes have fluctuated over the past 12 months. This can help you understand if a keyword is seasonal or declining or increasing in popularity. SF: The number of types of SERP features present. Click
the number to see which ones they are and get insight into search intent, or click the icon to see the SERP for yourself.When you find keywords you want to target, save them with the "+" button.Create Quality ContentTo rank prominently for your target keywords, you need to create quality content—accurate and original content that satisfies search
intent.For example, people who search "best [PRODUCT TYPE]" are typically looking for product recommendations, reviews, and comparisons to help them decide which specific product to purchase.High-ranking brands address that intent by conducting in-depth tests and sharing their findings in a well-written and well-presented blog post:These
pages are also optimized for search. The keyword usually appears in the title tag, H1 tag, body content, and URL slug Internal links should point to other relevant pages on the site Schema markup can help search engines understand the articleFor help creating search-optimized content, use Semrush's SEO Writing Assistant.Build BacklinksWhen
another site links to your URL, it indicates that your page or site is useful and trustworthy.That's why Google considers backlinks when ranking search results.You can start building your reputation with Semrush's Link Building Tool.The tool identifies link-building prospects—sites that might link to you—based on your target keywords and
competitors. It gives each opportunity a rating based on: The potential benefits of earning the link: Links from relevant, high-quality domains tend to carry more weight. The expected difficulty in acquiring the link: Some sites provide backlinks more readily than others.The tool then helps you send outreach emails to your prospects and monitor the
backlinks you acquire.Track Your PerformanceTrack your SEO performance to see if your efforts are working. Then, make adjustments based on what you learn.First, import your target keywords into Semrush's Position Tracking tool.The tool lets you monitor your overall organic visibility, where 100% means a top ranking for all keywords and 0%
means you rank outside the top 100 for all keywords.It also provides a full rankings breakdown for each keyword.You can sign up for alerts about important ranking changes.Set up Google Analytics 4 (or an alternative analytics tool) to track SEO metrics like organic traffic and conversions.Remember that it can take weeks or months to see the results
of your efforts. Allow enough time before changing your strategy.Keep Learning SEOPracticing SEO is the best way to continue your learning journey and could be key to growing your website's revenue.Before you dive in, make sure to create and explore your free Semrush account.It provides access to market-leading SEO tools and a wealth of
helpful resources, including SEO courses. What is SEO?SEO stands for search engine optimization, which is the process of improving a website’s visibility in organic search results on Google and Bing, or other search engines. SEO involves researching search queries, creating helpful content, and optimizing the user experience to improve organic
search rankings.How did SEO start?Search engine optimization started in the 1990s — its name came from either: Jefferson Starship’s promoters Danny Sullivan, now Search Liason at Google Niche marketing agency According to legend, Jefferson Starship discovered SEO when fansites outranked the band’s site. Adding what are now known as
keywords to the band’s website saw its rankings grow for “jefferson starship.”Search engine optimization has evolved since the days of Jefferson Starship, with Google becoming the leader in the industry. That’s why, when talking about SEO, most people are talking about Google SEO.If you’'re curious to learn more about Google and its impact on
SEO, check out our timeline of Google algorithm updates.Understanding SEO’s definition is only the beginning of understanding how it works. First, you need to learn how search engines work, as their advanced algorithms power the search results and determine where websites appear in the search results. Then, you can understand how SEO
works.Search engines like Google have one goal: To organize the web’s information.That’s why they operate like librarians by reading content across the web and adding it to their library. In SEO terms, we refer to this process as crawling (reading the web’s content) and indexing (adding the content to the library).The comparisons between librarians
and search engines don’t stop there, though.Like librarians, search engines want to provide their users with helpful, reliable, and accurate information. That’s why search engines evaluate the content they crawl and index — and consider more than 200 factors when they do!So, when the time comes and someone does a search, the search engine can
pull the most relevant (and trustworthy) piece of content from its index, much like a librarian finding the perfect book based on someone’s interests.Here’s a summary of what we covered: Search engines crawl the web via web crawlers or spiders. Search engines index this crawled content. Search engines evaluate the crawled content using more
than 200 factors. Search engines use their evaluation and index to generate relevant organic search results. Search engine optimization uses how search works to optimize a site for organic search results.Like search engines evaluating content based on more than 200 ranking factors, SEO does the same. Search engines like Google publish best
practice guidelines, and many professional SEOs share their findings from working on hundreds of sites.These ranking factors are bucketed into a few types of SEO: Off-page SEO, which defines your site’s online reputation. You’ll often evaluate your off-page SEO by looking at your external backlinks (what sites link to your website) and the authority
or reputation of those backlinks. On-page SEO, which emphasizes your site’s existing and future content. You’ll evaluate several areas here, including title tags, meta descriptions, keyword targeting, content helpfulness, and more. Technical SEO, which focuses on your site’s accessibility. You'll evaluate things like your site architecture, page speed,
accessibility, internal linking, and other areas that often require collaborating with a developer. Local SEO, which focuses on your site’s visibility in localized search results, like ‘bakery near me’ or ‘bakery in la’. You'll evaluate a few areas here, including your local listings (think Google Business Profile), on-site content, and more. Ecommerce SEO,
which emphasizes your site’s product-based URLs. You'll often evaluate your ecommerce SEO similar to your on-page SEO, with the addition of schema markup and Google Merchant Center. Search engine optimization works by optimizing the above buckets to meet search engine best practices.SEO is important for several reasons, helping
businesses: Reach their target market Connect with consumers and business buyers at every funnel stage Educate users to help them make informed decisions Invest in a cost-effective marketing strategy Improve traffic quality Increase lead generation Generate revenue SEO optimization helps consumers, too. When companies optimize their sites for
search, they make it easier for people to find them online. This is helpful for people looking for niche products, services, or information. “Google uses automated ranking systems that look at many factors and signals about hundreds of billions of web pages and other content in our Search index to present the most relevant, useful results, all in a
fraction of a second.” Google Search Central Source There are more than 200 SEO ranking factors, including: Backlinks Page speed HTTPS Domain Structured data Title tags Meta descriptions And more These ranking factors fall into the following buckets:On-page SEOYour on-page optimizations will focus on the following areas: Title tags: Like a
headline, title tags convey a URL’s purpose, and appear in organic search results. You'll optimize title tags for SEO by including your target keyword, as well as writing something that’s engaging and authentic. Meta descriptions: Like a subline, meta descriptions expand on your title tag. You’ll optimize meta descriptions for SEO by including your
target keywords, as well as including a call-to-action (CTA). Keyword targeting: Keywords are the words or phrases (also called queries) that people use to search online. You’ll use keywords in your title tags, meta descriptions, and content to indicate your content’s relevancy to searches. Content helpfulness: Quality is key to search engine
optimization. Produce helpful content that shares your unique perspective or advice, and you’ll send a positive signal to Google about your content and site. Internal linking: Like road signs, internal links help users (and search engine crawlers) navigate your site and understand your content. You'll optimize for this SEO element by using descriptive
anchor text to link to your content. You can learn more about on-page SEO in our guide!Off-page SEOYour off-page SEO optimizations will focus on the following areas: Backlinks: Like citations in academic papers, backlinks endorse your website. You'll optimize your backlink profile by producing helpful and unique content, from tools to studies, to
attract links from reputable sites in your industry. Directory listings: Like a phone book, directory listings can help users and search engines discover your site. You'll optimize for this SEO element by claiming your Google Business Profile (if relevant) and joining relevant directory sites. Reviews: Like backlinks, reviews provide helpful context about
your site and its usefulness. You’ll optimize for reviews by inviting users or customers to share their feedback, whether on your local listings or website. You can learn more about off-page SEO in our guide!Technical SEOYour technical SEO optimizations will focus on the following areas: Domain: Your domain is like your home address. You'll start
your SEO journey by selecting a domain name. For long-term success, choose a domain that represents your brand and vision vs. a keyword-based domain name. Robots.txt: Like a stoplight, a robots.txt file provides search engine spiders or crawlers direction. You'll use this file to allow spiders to crawl your site. You can also use it to stop them from
visiting URLs like your paid landing pages. XML sitemap: Like a map, an XML sitemap provides search engine crawlers with your site URLs. As a part of this SEO optimization, you’ll generate and upload an XML sitemap to Google Search Console. Page speed or Core Web Vitals: Search engines value delivering an excellent user experience, which is
why Google uses Core Web Vitals as a ranking factor. You’ll compress images, minify code, and more for this optimization. Structured data: With structured data or schema markup, you can provide search engines with more context about your content. Different types of schema include FAQ, LocalBusiness, Product, and more. HTTPS: Deliver a secure
user experience with a website that uses HTTPS. You'll optimize for this search engine optimization ranking factor by purchasing and installing an SSL certificate. Site architecture: Like a city, you’ll build your website. As a part of this SEO optimization, you'll focus on creating a logical site structure, which will require thinking about your long-term
vision for the site. Website accessibility: Let anyone experience your website with site accessibility upgrades. These upgrades including image alt text, as well as design-based changes that website plugins can provide. You can learn more about technical SEO in our guide!Keep in mind, the above list of sub-buckets just gives a glimpse of the available
ranking factors. What’s important to know when having SEO explained to you is these factors have different weights.For example, external backlinks are one of the most significant ranking factors because they signal an endorsement of your website from another site. You can think of them like citations at the end of a research paper — that’s how
Google came up with the idea of using them!So, when you practice SEO, you’ll prioritize certain factors over others.Typically, the goal of SEO is to improve one (or more) of the following metrics: Rankings Traffic Leads Sales Since SEO can benefit every funnel stage, from awareness to purchase, businesses need to create a smart SEO optimization
strategy. A smart strategy, for example, focuses on bringing qualified traffic to drive sales to make SEO worth the investment.Now that we’ve covered the basics of SEO, what’s next for you?If you want to learn SEO, there are plenty of online resources from reputable sources. Hint: These sources rank at the top of search results because they're well-
known to Google as reliable sites for SEO information.You can also check out our complete SEO glossary to get more definitions and explanations of essential SEO terminology!Besides reading, though, consider getting hands-on experience with SEO.You can do this by: Creating a site Applying for an internship Playing with SEO tools Using our SEO
checklist Getting first-hand experience will teach you a lot about how SEO works and how to improve your skills! You can also explore our SEO FAQs to get answers to some of the most common SEO questions.You've learned a lot, from SEO’s meaning to SEO’s functionalities, and now you’re ready to bring search engine optimization to your
organization’s digital marketing strategy.Want to check your website’s SEO performance for free? Get a comprehensive SEO report with data-driven recommendations to boost your rankings with SEO.com, a free DIY SEO tool! Enter your website URL to instantly analyze performance, research keywords, monitor rankings, and more. Try it
today!FAQsLooking to learn more about search engine optimization? Browse our FAQs:SEO is different from pay-per-click (PPC) advertising because SEO is not advertising.Search engine optimization focuses on improving a website and its content, while pay-per-click advertising focuses on improving an ad campaign and its ads. Both SEO and PPC
appear in search results, with their placement in the paid and organic sections of search results depending on numerous factors, which shows how SEO and PPC work together to boost your visibility in search engines.



