THE FUTURE OF SEO
TRENDS IN 2018 &
BEYOND
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Trend #1

OPTIMIZING
FOR USER
EXPERIENCE
WILL BE
CRUCIAL FOR
RANKING
SUCCESS
Last year, Larry Kim of
WordStream published a
fascinating study on how clickthru rates and engagement
rates impact organic rankings.
Kim ran multiple case studies
that looked to answer the
following questions:
1. Does Organic Search ClickThru Rate Matter?
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2. Is Organic CTR an Organic
Search Ranking Factor?
3. Can Rewriting Your Titles
Boost Your CTR?
4. Do Website Engagement
Rates Impact Organic
Search Rankings?
5. Do Engagement Metrics
Impact Featured Snippets
Selection?
While industry professionals
had long suspected that
engagement metrics and
conversion rates lead to better
organic search rankings, Kim
found evidence that this is
absolutely the case in every
test that he ran.

“SEO is continuing to
evolve in a way that
rewards your pages
and site based on how
people engage with
your content,” explained
Kim. “Studies like these
should drive home

how important it is to
optimize for the users
on page experience.
SEOs should be writing
meta data that entices
the user to click
and follow up with
great content, and
the content itself
should meet (and
likely exceed) their
expectations.”
This points to the importance
of creating content that’s
going to engage your visitors
the most. Never publish a
piece of content just to cover
a topic. As Kim points to in
the study, having negative
engagement metrics could
actually hurt your overall
organic results in 2018.
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Trend #2

VOICE
SEARCH WILL
CONTINUE
TO CHANGE
OPTIMIZATION
AS WE KNOW IT

compare that to the way you
might speak to an automated
device, more likely than
not, you are going to ask a
complete question just as you
would to a living human.

As people interact with search
engines in different ways, we’ll
continue to see a shift toward
voice-search in 2018. Because of
how users are interacting with
search engines through smart
devices, home automation and
intelligent personal assistants,
voice-search will also bring
about changes for keyword
optimization in the digital
marketing realm.

•

During his keynote speech
at SMX West in March 2017,
Behshad Behzadi, Principal
Engineer at Google Zurich,
explained that 55% of teens
and 41% of adults use voice
search daily and that the
market is growing.
For keyword optimization, this
could have a huge impact on the
way SEO professionals construct
their strategies. If you compare
the way people type and speak,
there can be large differences
even if it’s the same person
conducting the search.
Think of it this way: when you
search in Google, odds are that
you are using a combination
of keywords to try and find
the most relevant result. If we
3

Taking this into consideration,
optimization strategies should
follow a few best practices:
•

•

Focus on longtail keyword
phrases (7-9 words offer
the best conversion rates).
Provide context to search
engines via Schema
markup.
Create FAQs about your
products/service that
would include potential
voice searches from your
prospects.

55%
TWEET THIS!

41%

in

With the search algorithm’s
added ability to clarify queries,
understand search history, and
gather context based on location,
look for a further shift away
from “short-tail” keywords in 2018.
Voice search is here to stay, and it
will be relying on more nuanced
information than just a couple of
high-volume keywords.
TWEET THIS!

Focus on longtail keyword
phrases (7-9 words offer
the best conversion rates).

TWEET THIS!
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Trend #3

THE IMPACT
OF MACHINE
LEARNING
ON SEARCH
WILL BE
EXPONENTIAL
IN 2018
As of 2013, Google still didn’t
have the functionality to
understand 15% of its 500
million daily queries. Many of
these queries were “longtail”
searches that the algorithm
had never seen, and Google
wasn’t yet sophisticated
enough to understand a user’s
nuanced search intent.
5

To solve this problem, Google
developed an Artificial
Intelligence system that would
be more capable of returning
relevant results in the SERPs
with the intention of identifying
patterns between “seemingly
unconnected” searches. This
system would then store this
information to use it in future
searches to better align with
a searcher’s intent, creating
a personalized, predictive,
and conversational search
experience far different than
what had come before.
While it had long been rumored
that Google was making this
type of machine learning a top
priority, in an October 2015
interview with Bloomberg,
Greg Corrado, Senior Research
Scientist at Google, confirmed
that their artificial intelligence
system known as RankBrain had
already been analyzing search
queries for months, and that
even now, it’s still a work
in progress.

Google has since confirmed
that while links and content
are still the two most
important ranking factors
(while choosing not to specify
which one was the most
important), RankBrain is now
the third most important
feature of its algorithm.
For a system that relies on
identifying patterns from
previous searches, look
for RankBrain to improve
exponentially in 2018, and for
it to potentially overtake links
and/or content as the 2nd
most important part of the
algorithm in the years to come.
If you are a business owner
or digital marketer, this shift
emphasizes the importance
of creating useful content on
your site that is relevant to the
industry you are in.
Ultimately, your site will be
recognized for the quality of
the content on the page and
the value you are providing
your visitors.

in

“Search is the
cornerstone of Google,”
Corrado said. “Machine
learning isn’t just a
magic syrup that you
pour onto a problem
and it makes it better. It
took a lot of thought and
care in order to build
something that we really
thought was worth
doing.” -Greg Corrado
TWEET THIS!
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Trend #4

FAKE ONLINE
REVIEWS WILL
CONTINUE
IN 2018 AND
BEYOND

in
Over the past few years, tech
giants such as Amazon, Google
and Yelp have caught on to this
trend of fake reviews and taken
the following actions:
•

Yelp
2013
Yelp launched undercover
sting operations involving
“decoy” accounts.

•

Amazon
2015
Amazon files lawsuit against
a company offering fake
four and five-star reviews for
product pages.

A recent study by the Harvard
Business School found that every
one star increase in a Yelp rating
translates to a 5% to 9% increase
in revenue for businesses. Most
marketers understand the direct
impact these ratings have on
their client’s bottom line, and as
a result, have taken advantage of
them through fake reviews.

2016
Amazon sues three of
its own vendors for fake
reviews.

•

•

Amazon changes community
guidelines to prohibit
incentivized reviews.
•

Here are some best practices
for online reviews in 2018:

•

Amazon Sues over 1,100
sellers of fake reviews.

Online reviews are an extremely
important aspect of virtually any
business and they have huge
implications for organic rankings,
click-thru rates and purchasing
decisions.

Despite these actions, fake
reviews continue to take place
in virtually every industry.
While some of these tactics
are effective, we recommend
steering clear from these
practices and instead, focus on
high-quality reviews that will
offer value to your perspective
customers. This is a moral
decision each business must
make for themselves.

Google
2016
Google warned product
review bloggers to disclose
any compensation-based
relationships with vendors
and to no-follow any links
to sites with whom such a
relationship exists.

Online reviews are an extremely important aspect
of virtually any business and they have huge
implications for organic rankings, click-thru
rates and purchasing decisions

•

Ask for reviews in a letter
with all products that are
shipped to customers.
Post signs at your business
that reminds customers
if they are satisfied with a
product or service, to write
a review.
Email recent customers
asking them to review a
product or service.
Respond to every review
(good or bad).

By following these best
practices, you can reenforce that you care about
feedback from your audience
(constructive or otherwise).
If you do plan on replying to
all your reviews, make sure
you follow Jay Baer’s rule, “Be
quick to respond, but obey the
rule of ‘Reply Only Twice”.

TWEET THIS!
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Trend #5

Here a few simple things to
keep in mind that can help
squeeze some additional ROI
out of your existing content.

MARKETERS
WILL
CONTINUE TO
SEE RESULTS
BY IMPROVING
EXISTING
CONTENT
If you don’t have a big budget
to create content in 2018, don’t
panic! It’s not always about
taking the time, money and
effort to create new content.
Sometimes, your highest
trafficked pages might be
coming up short of Page 1 in
the SERPs just because they’re
not optimized as well as they
could be.
8

•

Make sure that none
of your content is
optimized for the same
keyword. You’d be
surprised by how often
businesses are developing
content about the same
topic, and as a result,
are not performing well
in the SERPs. Keyword
cannibalization is easily
avoidable and has the
potential to hurt even the
best pieces of content.

•

Include target keywords
in the meta title of your
page. It’s still considered
a best practice to include
your target keyword in the
title. While it’s not a primary
ranking signal, it still helps
Google understand what
you want to rank for in the
SERPs.

•

Create a meta
description that entices
a user to click on the
page. Over the past year,
there has been a growing
body of evidence that
click-thru rate (CTR) has an
impact on organic rankings.
Since we know definitively
that descriptions
themselves are not a
ranking factor, creating
a great meta description
with a solid call-to-action
for each piece of existing
content will help improve
your CTR and in turn,
rankings.

Trend #5

In 2017, there was a lot of discussion
surrounding the correct length
for meta descriptions. Currently,
the recommendations from Moz
and Yoast are at around 300
characters. While we agree with that
recommendation, it’s important
to remember that this should be
optimized towards the user and
shouldn’t be at that length just to hit
a character count.
•

9
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CONTINUED...

Ensure you have a unique
H1 tag for every piece of
content. Even if the H1 tag you
implement is the same as your
meta title, it will still reinforce the
message to Google that you’re
trying to rank for that search
term. Ideally, create an H1 tag
that contains a variant of the
target keyword you used in the
title.

•

Include semantic keywords
on the page. Overstuffing
keywords in the content body
has the potential to send
spammy signals to Google. Read
through the piece of content that
you’ve created and make sure
that there is at least one variant
that’s included in a natural way.
At the end of the day, quality
content comes down to positive
user experience, so don’t force it
in if it isn’t natural!

•

Use Structured Data. Although
it’s not always used, structured
data can be a great way to get
a leg up on the competition.
Structured data helps search
engines return more informative
results to visitors in the SERPS.
For any businesses that have a
FAQ page, an upcoming schedule
of events, offer a product with
detailed specifications or have
seasonal offerings (schools or
universities), structured data
such as schema should be
considered a must.

In addition to a better overall user
experience, it also has a positive
influence on click-thru rates since
the potential visitor is given more
information on what they should
expect to see on the page. In fact,
retail firms can get up to a
30 percent increase in organic
traffic by using structured
markup like schema.

30%

increase in organic
traffic by using
structured markup
like schema.

The most surprising part
about schema is how easy
it is to implement on a
website. Google offers a “Data
Highlighter” tool that helps
you understand the pattern
of structured data on your
site. After you tag the relevant
data fields on your site, Google
is then able to present your
data in different ways that
your visitors might find more
attractive in search results.
While it sounds complicated
to implement on a website,
micro-optimization is a
ranking factor that shouldn’t
be ignored. Look for microoptimization to continue
growing in 2018 and long into
the future.
While there isn’t a proven
formula for having content
rank, following these five steps
for your existing content will
put it in a better position to
perform as well as it possibly
can in 2018 and beyond.

TWEET THIS!
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Trend #6

CREATING
QUALITY
EVERGREEN
CONTENT WILL
BE CRUCIAL
FOR ACQUIRING
NATURAL LINKS
Links are still one of the most
important ranking factors for any
site. If you’re going to succeed
at building backlinks to your
site, you need to have linkable
content assets to leverage, or else
you’re going to run out of viable
opportunities very quickly.

Whether it’s a blog
post, infographic or
resource page, the most
important aspect to
any link content asset
is creating something
that will provide a ton
of value to the visitor.
Just one or two linkable
assets can gain traction
quickly and in turn,
boost the rankings of
your website.
TWEET THIS!
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Linkable assets can take a variety
of forms, like quality articles
or infographics, or even an indepth resource page. The goal
is to provide high value to your
audience without pushing your
brand or else your success rate
will always remain painfully low.
While Google has yet to release
an official statement on “Dwell
time” (the amount of time that
elapses between the moment a
user clicks a result in the search
results and subsequently returns
to the SERPs), this data point
is becoming an increasingly
important ranking factor because
it’s a strong indicator of relevance
and matched user intent. Keeping
dwell time in mind, the end goal
for creating linkable content
assets should be to keep the
visitor on the page and engaged
for as long as possible.

Trend #6

Here are three examples of
linkable assets that you can
create and leverage in 2018
that will keep your visitor’s
dwell time up, increase the
number of backlinks to your
site and subsequently help
improve your websites Google
footprint for years to come:
1. In-Depth Blog Post
Create a great blog post that
your audience would find
helpful. For most industries,
this is the easiest link
asset format to create as it
requires the least amount of
time and resources. Aim to
create a post that has either
never been done before
or is better than anything
you’ve found on the topic.
Checklists and How-To posts
typically work the best.
Blog Post Example by
MOZ https://moz.com/
blog/click-here-seo.
It is a unique piece of
content that hasn’t been
discussed too much in the
industry. It has attracted 85
referring domains and 422
Google+ in four years.
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CONTINUED...
2. Infographic
Create an infographic that
is visually appealing and
informative. Infographics
make great linkable assets
because they typically
contain detailed information
presented in a digestible
way. They require more
resources than a blog post
but oftentimes lead to
better results.
Infographic Example by
Kissmetrics Blog
https://blog.kissmetrics.
com/bounce-rate/
This infographic does a
great job explaining bounce
rate and how it is defined. In
just three and a half years, it
has attracted 500 referring
domains.

3. Industry Resource Page
Create a resource page
that includes information
from an industry. This is
another link asset that
takes limited resources to
create as long as you have
a subject matter expert that
can put it together. These
are usually curated lists
of resources on a specific
topic that someone would
bookmark and refer to
because it’s highly useful
and authoritative.
Resource Page Example
by Computerscience.org
https://www.
computerscience.org/
resources/women-incomputer-science/
The resource includes
information regarding clubs,
competitions, summer
camps, open courses,
government programs,
top schools, and career
resources. If your marketing
team decides to create a
resource page for your
business, this example is
the structure that should be
followed.
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Trend #7

GOOGLE IS
CLOSELY
MONITORING
GUESTPOSTING
FOR LINK
BUILDING
12

In the middle of 2017, Google
published a post on the
Webmaster Central Blog that
reminded webmasters about
the risks associated with
large-scale article campaigns.
In the post, Google detailed
how they’ve seen an increase
in spammy links in articles
referred to as contributor posts,
guest posts, partner posts or
syndicated posts.
Google explained that they do
not discourage this practice
if the articles, “inform users,
educate another site’s audience
or bring awareness to your
cause or companies. However,
what does violate Google’s
guidelines on link schemes is

when the main intent is to
build links in a large-scale
way back to the author’s site.”
Some indicators of violating
these guidelines include:
•

Keyword stuffing

•

The same article being
published across many
different sites

•

Using writers that are not
subject matter experts

In 2018, ensure sure that
you’re including external
links that include useful
information and don’t have a
heavy focus on exact-match
anchor text.
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Trend #8

PAGESPEED
IS AN
IMPORTANT
RANKING
FACTOR
In January 2018, Google made
the follow statement:

“People want to be
able to find answers to
their questions as fast
as possible — studies
show that people really
care about the speed
of a page. Although
speed has been used in
ranking for some time,
that signal was focused
on desktop searches.
Today we’re announcing
that starting in July
2018, page speed will be
a ranking factor for
mobile searches.
13

A one second page delay
can cost a business...

$2,500,000
in lost sales annually

TWEET THIS!

The ‘Speed Update,’ as
we’re calling it, will
only affect pages that
deliver the slowest
experience to users
and will only affect a
small percentage of
queries. It applies the
same standard to all
pages, regardless of
the technology used
to build the page. The
intent of the search
query is still a very
strong signal, so a slow
page may still rank
highly if it has great,
relevant content.”

Following Google’s
announcement, digital
marketers should focus on
improving the PageSpeed of
their site to a load time of
3 seconds or less.
In a study by Kissmetrics, they
found for an e-commerce site
that makes $100,000 per day in
revenue, a 1 second page delay
has the potential of costing a
business $2.5 million in lost
sales every year.
At Vertical Measures, we are big
fans of, “PageSpeed Insights”,
because it not only gives a
speed score, but also actionable
insights that explain what can
be done on the page to improve
its current speed.
Run tests across your most
valuable subfolders to ensure
that you are doing everything in
your power to get visitors onto
your site as quickly as possible.

in

Following Google’s
announcement, digital
marketers should
focus on improving the
PageSpeed of their site
to a load time of
3 seconds or less.
TWEET THIS!
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Trend #9

AMP WILL
CONTINUE
TO RISE IN
SIGNIFIGANCE
AND THE
MOBILE INDEX
WILL APPEAR
IN 2018
The booming growth of
smartphones and tablets in the past
5 years has completely changed
the way we digest information and
news. Often plagued by websites
with poor user experience and
high bounce rates, it had become
increasingly clear that Google
needed to find a solution for faster
and more reliable web browsing.
In late 2015, Google made the
announcement that they would
be launching a new open source
initiative called Accelerated Mobile
Pages, which aimed to improve the
performance of the mobile web.
With an emphasis on PageSpeed
over the past couple of years, it
should come as no surprise that
Accelerated Mobile Pages are
something that Google identifies as
a crucial component of any website.
If you take into consideration
that 53% of users leave a page
if it doesn’t load after
3 seconds, reducing page load
times is essential to search
performance and user experience.
15
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At the Pubcon conference
in October 2016, Gary Illyes
confirmed that Google is
splitting into two indexes, with
one being dedicated to mobile.
The mobile index will be the
primary index, while desktop
will become secondary with
less frequent updates. Matt
Southern of Search Engine
Journal explained further:

When asked about a launch
date in June 2017, Illyes
commented, “We don’t have
a timeline for the launch
yet. We have some ideas for
when this will launch, but
it’s probably many quarters
away. Our engineers’ timeline
was initially end of 2017.
Right now, we think more
2018”.

“Having a separate index
for mobile creates
an opportunity for
Googlebot to strictly
crawl the responsive/
mobile version of a
web page and index
it accordingly. This
could lead to Google
delivering better mobileoptimized content to
people searching on
smartphones. In addition,
with expedited indexing,
Google can get breaking
news out to users faster
than ever before.”

What do these
changes mean
for you and for
SEO in 2018?

53%
TWEET THIS!

Prioritize mobile over
desktop. At the minimum,
have a mobile or responsive
version of your site. Matt
Southern, of Search Engine
Journal explained that,

“Google prioritizing
mobile over desktop
sends a message that
SEOs and site owners
should do the same.”
For large businesses or news
organizations – get listed on
Google News. This will help
with the visibility of content
in search results as well as
faster indexing.
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WHAT DO OTHER EXPERTS SAY
ABOUT THE FUTURE OF SEO?
“RankBrain is sophisticated enough to learn what
people are looking for when they don’t search
specifically for what they are looking for. It can do
this because it has so much data, and it is confident
it can effectively provide the answer the searcher is
looking for, even if they don’t use the correct question.
And if it is truly learning, then the quality of the
results should be improving over time.”
– Seth Nickerson, Senior SEO Strategist, Vertical Measures

“Mobile will be the ecosystem Google will
prioritize. We saw it already with the Mobile-First
Indexing announcement, which should become a
reality during this same 2017. However, what I see
the biggest investment going, in particular for
enterprise SEO, will be PWA, which is what Google
considers as the ideal mobile solution.”
– Gianluca Fiorella, SEO & Inbound Marketing Strategist, Moz
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WHAT DO OTHER EXPERTS SAY
ABOUT THE FUTURE OF SEO?

CONTINUED...

“Voice devices and voice search is absolutely the future
of search. 24 million voice dedicated devices in homes
in the US by year end, or a 400% increase over last
year’s 5 million devices sold in the US. This will force
marketers to remap the entire customer journey,
including the search path, type and terms used. This
will require content in general to change as well as
introduce a 3rd platform, outside of desktop browser
searches and mobile browser searches, for which to
optimize and report on.”
– Damon Gochneaur, Partner, Aspiro Agency

“Looking at this data, I think that it is very possible that
companies are trying to answer both SEO and content
with in-house content teams. Having hired in the SEO
industry since 2000, I can honestly say that its extremely
difficult to find a competent writer with advanced SEO
skills. If this is the case, there are huge opportunities
for people with this skill-set already or for those work
for it. It is highly likely that we could see a rise companies
pushing out a lot of new content, but not having the
expertise to solve for highly technical challenges, which
would keep the performance down.”
– Jim Bader, Senior Director of SEO Services, Vertical Measures
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OUR ADVICE
FOR 2018
The most important
message that we want to
spread for 2018: “Content is
(still) King”.
The quality of your content
has always been important
to search engines and users
alike for several reasons,
but even with shifts in
technology and updates to
Google’s algorithm, quality
content is still the best
way to rank above your
competition.
Stop creating pieces of
content just for the sake
of it. Start creating content
that is better than your
competition and no-one else
in your industry is talking
about. Most importantly,
make sure you are providing
valuable information for the
visitors to your site. Getting
them there in the first place
is the hard part. Don’t
blow it.
This year will be a race to
see who can adequately
answer searchers’ questions
in the most efficient
manner. While focusing
on user experience, meet
your audience halfway by
providing quick, relevant,
useful content that
users want to consume
completely, and you’ll see
organic success in 2018.

TWEET THIS ebook to friends!
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NEED HELP
WITH YOUR
WEBSITE’S
SEO?
Start with an audit of
your website and uncover
opportunities that will directly
impact your business.

Get Started By Contacting
Us Today!

