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Penalty Evaluation and Recovery Program 
A step-by-step, evidence based process for getting out of Google Jail, clearing 
your good name and forever defending against further prosecution. 

 

 

 

Have you been living the free and easy Internet lifestyle these last 2 years?  
Or do you feel like you’ve been sent to Google Jail with no chance of parole?  
Maybe you’re just worried you might be locked up next?  Then this is the most 
important book you will read this year.  Maybe you are guilty.  Maybe you’re 
not.  But every website deserves a second chance and with this book you can 
get yours! 
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Foreword'

Starting in early 2011 Google went on a rampage against websites that 
strayed beyond their webmaster guidelines.  This caught nearly everyone 
off guard.  For Google’s entire history up to that point the enforcement 
of those guidelines had been spotty at best lulling many online marketers 
into a false sense of security and breeding practices that in 2011 started 
causing great harm and agony. 

It seemed there was a new Sheriff in town.  

As we write this in December of 2012 we have now witnessed 24 months 
of “The New Google” and there are still many webmasters trying to win 
back their freedom from negative actions or waiting on death row 
because of a manual penalty they can’t get fixed. 

This is the second full year of the most significant and fastest changes 
from Google in their entire history.  Those that have adapted to those 
changes continue to prosper, but many were caught unaware, off-guard, 
were paralyzed by indecision or (worst of all) retained incompetent 
counsel and ended up with additional charges and a longer sentence. 

This book is the culmination of the authors long experience in search, 
deep study of every update in the last 24 months and working on 
numerous real life penalty cases with our coaching clients.  We’ve guided 
and coached more than a dozen clients through the maze of fixing the 
negative ranking factors and manual penalties described in the pages that 
follow. 
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How to Use this Book 

This document comprises 5 chapters covering three topics: 

! Understanding the new Google algorithms and penalties generally 
and the technical framework that creates them 

! The practical step-by-step remediation of the most common 
penalties and negative ranking factors 

! The mindset and methods required to stay out of trouble once you 
get out of trouble. 

This manual is written for three audiences. 

❏ If you have a manual penalty (there will be a message in Google 
webmaster tools) or you have had a large and sudden drop in 
Google search traffic at any time in 2011 or beyond, then this book 
will show you how to figure out what happened and what to do to 
fix it.  Of course, just reading the book won’t fix the problem - you 
will have to do real work - but in the pages that follow we tell you 
what needs to be done for all such traffic losses. 

❏ If you have some reason to be concerned about your prior SEO 
practices or the quality of your site, then you can use this 
document to evaluate and preemptively fix practices that may get 
you into trouble in the future. 

❏ If you are just starting out then please please please get started 
right.  You will not need the remediation chapters, but it will be well 
worth your time to understand a bit about how the algorithms work 
and the final chapter which is our short course on “real marketing”. 

Legal Notice 

The name PERP and all references to crimes, jail, sentences and defense 
are used metaphorically, with a touch of dark humor.  Google penalties are 
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not crimes;  you are not in jail; and we are not attorneys.  We know you 
are smart enough to know this, but history tells us that the courts of the 
United States have no sense of humor that we are aware of and appear 
not to require that litigants act as smart as we know you are - hence, this 
notice. 

Moreover, the authors have made every attempt to be accurate and 
complete in our treatment of this topic however, there are no guarantees 
when it comes to this subject so the material you are about to read is 
offered as-is with absolutely no warranties of any kind explicitly or by 
implication.  Nothing in this document is intended, nor should it be 
construed, as legal or professional advice, and the authors specifically 
disclaim any responsibilities for its use. 

And finally, commercial disclosures.  This is a free manuscript.  If you paid 
someone for it, that really is a crime (a real one).  There are no affiliate 
links in this document and we have no compensation agreement with any 
of the products discussed. 

That said, we actually do make money teaching and coaching online 
marketers and entrepreneurs so we probably mention our own products 
and services somewhere in these pages.  If you like what you got here for 
free and want to pay us money to get more, we won’t stop you - we 
might even make it easy for you - but that is entirely your choice.  This 
document is offered with no obligation expressed or implied. 

 

Copyright 

The entire contents are copyright material licensed by the authors 
exclusively to The SEO BrainTrust (dba of SEO Brain, LLC) and all rights 
are reserved worldwide.  If you understand the uses and limits of “fair 
use” then please feel free to quote us, complement us, complain about 
us, or even flame us, but please don’t steal from us - metaphors aside, 
that really is a crime. 
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Sharing 

Do you know someone that needs a copy of this document?  Please let 
them get a copy of their own directly from us so we can be sure to sent 
them updates.  If you pass on your copy now are you going to remember 
to send them updates too?   

We have a system and a team to keep everyone informed of updates and 
trust us when we say there will be updates!  But we do want everyone to 
get this information so please share this link: http://seobt.co/perp.   

Yes, this will put them on our (permission only) email list - which is more 
good news for them, because anyone that needs this document now, 
would have been even better off to be on our list before “the Google hit 
the fan.” 

Dedication 

When we started The SEO BrainTrust in 2009, after working for several 
years together at StomperNet and many years more independently before 
that, we figured our two brains would be enough.  Turns out, what we do 
takes a lot more than just us, so you would not be reading this except for 
the hard work, professionalism and personal dedication of our staff.  
Thank you (alphabetically) Andrea, Janet and Stacy. 

Nor would we even be in business were it not for the long time support of 
our many customers, coaching clients and mastermind members.  Many of 
you have been with us for as long as we can remember and we thank you 
for your continued support.  That list is simply too long to do justice to 
so we’ll skip it.  You know who you are. 
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About the Authors 

Following several years of independent practice and teaching, Dan Thies 
and Leslie Rohde initially joined forces as the first two faculty members at 
StomperNet where we became the lead content producers and managed a 
substantial portion of the company until our departure in late 2009. 

We created The SEO BrainTrust to provide the very best and most 
trusted online marketing education and coaching available using 
everything we had learned together and separately in more than two 
decades in search marketing and decades more in businesses both large 
and small. 

You can find us at http://seobraintrust.com. 

Dan Thies 
It is hard to know if Dan is best known for his ground-
breaking keyword strategies, the keyword research 
service he ran for many years, his private clients’ stellar 
success with Google PPC or SEO Fast Start – the single 
most downloaded SEO ebook ever published. 

 

 

Leslie Rohde 
An engineer by training, Leslie appeared on the SEO 
scene in 2002 when he exposed the ranking 
importance of link text and then subsequently 
invented what is now called PageRank Sculpting before 
turning his focus to client work and his own affiliate 
marketing before resurfacing in StomperNet. 
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III'
Recovering'from'LinkCBased'Penalties'

 

So you’ve got a penalty… 

In this section, we are going to make the assumption that you are actually 
dealing with a link-based penalty – and just to review, this means that: 

1. You, your company, and/or someone you hired have been engaged 
in link building practices that Google doesn’t like. 

2. You have received a message from Google, in Webmaster Tools, 
about unnatural links. 

3. You may have already seen a decline in traffic from Google organic 
search. 

If #1 isn’t true, well, we’re not saying that we don’t believe you, but it 
doesn’t really matter if we believe you. Once #2 happens, your choices 
are few in number. If #3 hasn’t happened yet, that may affect your 
thinking a bit, but you still have a decision to make. 

" The “Hope” Strategy: 
You can do nothing and hope it all gets better by itself.  We have 
never actually seen a case where things “get better” once a penalty 
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is applied, but if #1 and #3 above aren’t true, it can be tempting… 
but if you have a message from Google, you need to investigate the 
situation and respond accordingly. 

" The “Cleanup” Strategy: 
You do your best to clean up the bad links, plead guilty, and file a 
reconsideration request with Google. If the “unnatural linking” 
activity was relatively limited in scope, fairly recent, and/or you 
actually have the ability to remove a significant number of bad 
links, this is probably your best shot. 

" The “Moving” Strategy: 
Rather than try to clean up the bad links, you say “the heck with 
it,” and move your site out from under the penalty – which usually 
means starting over with a new domain, but not always. Under the 
right conditions, you can render the bad links ineffective via 
technical means – some of which we will also apply within the 
“cleanup” strategy. 

That’s it. Those are your choices. However, we do have wide variety of 
methods at our disposal, some of which are well known, and others that 
the SEO community has largely overlooked. 

You can get through this – it may not be a whole lot of fun, but it can be 
done. 

We’ll explain what all of your options are – and how to go about 
recovering your site from this penalty. Your job is to pay attention, make 
the hard decisions, and get things done. 

What “Recovery” Means: Realistic Expectations 

A lot of people go into this thinking that once the penalty is lifted, 
everything will be as it was before. 

Well, we’ve got some bad news for you: Google isn’t going to restore your 
rankings to where they were prior to the penalty, unless you’re one of 
those very rare cases where the bad links are a fairly minor issue, and a 
fairly small portion of your site’s total link profile. 
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Whatever traffic you were getting before, you didn’t “own” – Google was 
letting you have it, but you got greedy and they decided to take some 
action against you. 

In fact, one of the possible outcomes here is that Google says, “Okay 
Bob, after careful consideration we have decided to lift the penalty,” 
and… nothing.  

Your rankings don’t go back up, your traffic doesn’t come rushing back. 

That’s because sometimes, they simply “throw away” all (or nearly all) of 
your old links, in order to be able to lift the penalty. 

I’m not saying that this definitely will happen to you, but it can happen, 
and the worse your link profile looked before, the more likely that Google 
will simply toss the bulk of your existing links into the trash can, and 
invite you to start over. 

By the way, if they do this, they’re not going to tell you – they never tell 
you anything if they don’t have to. 

The best advice that we can offer to you is to think of this process as a 
chance to start over. You’re getting a “do-over” – perhaps starting much 
closer to “square one” than you might like, but it is what it is. 

We didn’t put you in this mess. 

We’ll try to get you out of it, but we’re not going to lie to you – success 
is by no means guaranteed, especially if your definition of success is 
“getting back all the traffic I was tricking Google into giving me before.” 

You can go through this whole thing thinking Google owes you something, 
but you better not let them see you thinking that way, if you follow our 
meaning. 

So now would be a good time for a little “gut check” – to recommit to 
building your business the “right” way – and avoiding the kind of high-risk 
shortcuts that got you where you are right now. 
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If you’ve read the last two pages and you’re still nodding your head and 
ready to go, great – let’s talk about what you need to do next. 

“Winning” a Reconsideration Request 

The good news – the very very very good news – is that Google has 
greatly streamlined and simplified the reconsideration process, and that 
means that you can get through it far more quickly now, than you could 
just a few months ago. 

When you get “the message” from Google in Webmaster Tools, telling you 
that your links suck, there’s a link in that message to begin the 
reconsideration process, but don’t click that link just yet. 

Seriously.  Do. Not. Click. The. Link. Yet. 

You’re not quite ready to file a reconsideration request. If you already did, 
you’ll probably get a message back in a few weeks, telling you that you 
still have a problem. 

Before you file that request, let’s review what you need to accomplish 
with it. There are 3 big things Google is looking for in a successful 
reconsideration request: 

1.  Identify the Problem: 
Google wants you to tell them what you did. They have a number of 
reasons for this, but the biggest one is pretty simple. If you don’t 
know what you did wrong, you are likely to do it again. Google 
won’t help you with this, other than pointing you to their 
webmaster guidelines. They won’t tell you which links are 
considered bad – that’s your job. 

2.  Significant Corrective Action: 
When it comes to “site quality” penalties, this means that all of the 
quality problems are fixed. When it comes to bad links, it’s tougher 
on both sides, because in most cases, removing every bad link is 
not possible. Google has said that they want to see a significant 
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effort in removing bad links – they also want to see real success in 
removing a good portion of them. 

3.  A Reason to Believe: 
Finally, it’s important to tell Google what steps you have taken to 
prevent future violations of their quality guidelines and “terms of 
service.” This is where your average 800-site blog network 
populated with spun content, propped up by massive link spam, is 
going to fail… and that’s why Google doesn’t bother sending 
messages to some webmasters. 

We will explain what you need to do for all three of these items. 

Our advice on this process does not come from Google, for the most part.  

It comes from spending a good deal of time working with webmasters 
through the reconsideration process, reading thousands of messages back 
and forth between Google and webmasters, and observing the outcome. 

How Many Links Must I Remove? 

There’s no magic number, and Google provides scant guidance, but the 
range on the successful reconsideration requests that we’ve seen runs 
from around 20% of bad links “removed” up to over 60%, with a few 
cases where 100% of the bad links were removed, because they were 
always under the site owner’s control. 

Realistically, expect that you will need to show a “significant effort” and 
“remove” anywhere from a third to a half of the bad links. 

It’s not really that simple, of course, but we can’t know what the exact 
process is on Google’s side.  Our gut feeling after all these “ReCon” 
requests we’ve been able to observe, is that webmasters who focus on 
removing the “lowest quality links” are actually buying themselves more 
work. 

That’s because the lowest quality links, for the most part, have the least 
impact on ranking. Google’s already pretty good at dealing with the 
obviously bad links.  
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So if you have to decide between trying to get rid of a bunch of comment 
spam that’s already nofollowed, or removing that tasty run-of-site blogroll 
link from the PR7 blog, where you paid the blogger in bitcoin… sorry – the 
one Google cares about most, the links they most want to see removed, 
is the one that you probably you liked the most. 

Which is one of many Things That Suck™ about this process:  

Google will not tell you which links are the “bad” links. They have their list. 
They want you to make a list of your own, and they want your list to 
include a lot of the same links that are on their list. 

Does this mean that you will remove, disavow, or otherwise destroy 
“perfectly good” (albeit unnatural) links, that Google didn’t even know 
about? 

Yes, it does – and that’s why Google isn’t about to just hand you a list of 
the bad links to work on. They want this process to be unpleasant for 
you. They want you to voluntarily get rid of spam that they were unable 
to detect, and then, they want you to tell them that you did it. 

I may have mentioned that this isn’t necessarily going to be fun. 

Fortunately, we have a few “little tricks” up our sleeve that can make the 
process of “removing” bad links a little bit easier, and when we explain 
what these tricks do, you’ll understand why we keep putting quotes 
around the word “remove.” 

Evaluation Step One:  
Exploring the Link Profile 

The first thing you need to figure out is how many “unnatural” links 
you’re dealing with, and where they are. 

There are several services available that can provide you with a starting 
point, including Google’s own Webmaster Tools (look under the Traffic 
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section, for Links to Your Site). Let’s talk about WMT first, then some 
alternatives later on. 

While you can download spreadsheets of your inbound links from Google, 
and we do recommend that you do so, one of the handiest features 
(especially for consultants) is the ability to quickly assess the situation. 

 

First off, the total number of links shown gives you a pretty good idea of 
what your “worst case scenario” may be. In the example above, you can 
see that the site “only” has 8,314 links pointing to it.  

If those links are 100% unnatural (this is more common than you think) 
then we’re probably going to be working toward the removal of several 
thousand links. 

In extreme cases (this particular site is one such case), maybe more, 
because in this case, more than half of the inbound links for the domain 
come from a single website. We might hope for the best, but Google’s not 
going to let us off the hook if we get one site to remove bad links – they 
want to see you work for it. 

So in this case, they’re probably going to want us to remove all 4500 of 
those links, and then a good chunk of the remaining bad links. 
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That sounds really bad, but maybe it’s not. There’s more than one way to 
remove a link – and hopefully, not all of the links pointing to your site are 
bad and unnatural.  

To get a better sense of how big the job is going to be, you can follow 
the “More >>” links under “Who links the most” and “Your most linked 
content” to get a better feel for the situation. 

Exploring “Who Links the Most” 

If you click the link under “who links the most,” you get a list of domains, 
showing you how many different pages each domain links to. 

 

Clicking on the listing for each domain shows you which pages that 
domain is linking to, and how many links are pointing to each one.  
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You can then click on each of your pages, to see which pages on that 
domain are linking to your site.  

 

This allows you to actually take a look at the page carrying the link, and 
determine whether you’re dealing with “unnatural links” or not… and 
whether you even need to worry about them – because a link that is 
“nofollowed” is not a link you need to worry about removing. 
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In this case, we found a LOT of links from this domain, which might have 
been seen as “unnatural,” we caught a break, because they were all from 
a discussion forum the site owner had been active in, and ALL of the links 
were nofollowed. 

Finding “nofollow” on a bad link is great, because it’s already been 
blocked, and Google doesn’t need you to remove it. 

Exploring “Your Most Linked Content” 

When you click through to look at the “most linked content,” you’re 
presented with a list of pages (URLs), showing the number of links 
pointing to each page, and the number of linking domains. 

 

The first URL listed is a page that could just as easily have been removed 
from the site long ago, since it’s a product release announcement for a 
product that isn’t even shipping any more.  
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If all 3,644 of those links turn out to be “unnatural,” we can get rid of 
them simply by getting rid of that page, or adding a Disallow directive for 
that page to our robots.txt file. 

Technically speaking, Google doesn’t actually need you to remove any bad 
links – they just need those links to be rendered ineffective.  

You can remove a bad link and make it ineffective, of course, but you can 
also make the link ineffective by not letting the Google crawl the page. All 
those links point to that one page, Google doesn’t have that page 
indexed, so the link points to nothing. 

Links to pages that Google isn’t allowed to crawl don’t affect rankings, so 
you can proudly report to Google that you blocked crawling of the page 
that the bad links pointed to. 

Don’t worry, I’ll explain how all that works, and how to do it, in just a bit. 

That second URL listed is the site’s home page – and it’s receiving 2,938 
links from 802 source domains. If a bunch of those turn out to be bad 
links, well, “we’ve got a problem, Houston” – because those links – or at 
least a good chunk of them – will actually have to be removed. 

Evaluation Step Two:  
Assess the Situation 

Okay – you’ve done a bit of exploring. You have a sense of where the bad 
links are coming from, how many there are likely to be, and which pages 
the bad links are pointing to. 

Now let’s go through the critical factors you need to consider in taking 
your next action. First off, and in most cases far more important than 
“where the links come from,” is “which pages the bad links point to.” 

" The Home Page: 
Bad links to the home page are the worst kind to deal with, because 
you have fewer “technical” options for rendering those links 
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ineffective. This means that you’re usually stuck with a choice 
between getting those links removed, or moving the home page – 
and moving the home page is very much a last resort. 

" Internal Pages: 
Bad links to internal pages, particularly if it’s just a handful of them, 
can be a very easy problem to solve. Simply moving those pages, or 
blocking the spider from crawling those pages, takes care of the 
bad links. You have to do this very carefully, because you want to 
keep any human visitors who might be coming through links to 
those pages, but I’ll explain how to handle this.   

However, you can’t simply ignore “where the links come from.” In fact, 
now is the time when we tell you to build as big a list as possible, of the 
domains carrying bad links, the pages those bad links are on, and what 
pages they point to. 

You can do this with nothing more than Google Webmaster Tools – in 
fact, if you look at how Google’s Disavow Tool works, they assume that all 
the bad links are part of the list found in Webmaster Tools. 

However, you might find that some things are actually a good deal faster 
if you use some third party tools, such as: 

" AHREFS (www.ahrefs.com) 
plans start at $79 per month. 

" Majestic (www.majesticseo.com) 
plans start at $49 per month. 

" SEOMoz OpenSiteExplorer (www.opensiteexplorer.org) 
free with limited data, plans starting at $99/month 

Each of these services offers different ways to analyze the backlinks 
pointing to a site, various takes on link quality, etc. – and reporting on 
which links are nofollowed, which can be a big help if you are dealing with 
a big list. 

If you hired an “SEO expert” from Outer Bozokistan to spread comment 
spam all over the web, chances are good that a whole bunch of the links 
they created for you are nofollowed.  
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Knowing which links are nofollowed allows you to strike those links off 
your list, because nofollow has already rendered them ineffective. In fact, 
the nofollowed links are not going to be on Google’s “naughty links list” 
for your site at all. 

This leads us to the next step, which will help you figure out what you’re 
going to do with all those bad links. 

Evaluation Step Three:  
Organize, Categorize, Prioritize 

At this point, you’ve got a list of bad links, and need to sort through that 
list to figure out how you’re going to get rid of them. 

Some types of links are easier to remove than others. Add a column to 
your big list for the link type, and go through the list to fill that out. 

The following list, which is by no means comprehensive, covers the most 
common types of bad links. 

" Profile Links 
Creating profiles on social media sites, forums, etc. in order to stick 
backlinks in the profile has been a popular method of creating 
artificial links. If you actually have login details for the sites you 
created the profiles on, you can remove these links pretty easily, if 
not quickly. If you used one of the popular spamming tools to 
create them, have no idea how to log into any of them, and   

" Forum Links 
Links planted in discussion forums, either in your “signature,” or in 
the text of forum posts, can be easy to remove, or difficult, 
depending on whether you have access to log in. 

" Blogroll & Footer Links 
If you, or someone you hired because they claimed to be an SEO 
expert, have paid to have your links placed in blogrolls and/or the 
footer area of websites, it may be as simple as canceling the 
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service (if a single service planted the linsk there), or as difficult as 
contacting each site and begging for the links to be removed. 

" Rented Links 
Somewhat ironically, the easiest bad links to get rid of are the ones 
that you pay for on a monthly basis, via old link networks like 
TextLinkAds, because all you usually have to do to get rid of the 
links is cancel them, stop paying, and move on. 

" Blog Networks 
If you participated in blog networks, or automated “article 
distribution” services, this can be tough. The operators of these 
networks should, at this point, be removing their sites from the 
web, and many of them have, but it’s not always that simple. In 
many cases, 

" Thieving-Scraping-Spinning-Robot-Bastard Links 
At least some of the bad links pointing to your site are probably on 
automated “scraper” sites, which you have no control over, never 
asked for a link from, and have approximately zero chance of 
contacting to get rid of the links, because they’re completely 
automated and nobody’s reading the email. Mark these for the 
Disavow tool and move on. 

" Comment Spam 
If you were a very lucky comment spammer, you only spammed 
sites that slap a nofollow on all links in comments, which means 
that those links mean nothing. However, if you were less lucky, you 
may have bought a list of “dofollow” sites, or those that use 
“CommentLuv” or similar plugins, and you have a whole bunch of 
links that will be very difficult to remove. 

" Article Syndication Databases 
Once upon a time, article syndication was a very easy, and very 
effective way to get traffic, and find sites that wanted to publish 
content from you. Well, nowadays, real websites don’t get content 
from places like EzineArticles.com, and now would be a good time 
to remove any articles you have submitted to those sites. The best 
thing that can happen these days is that your content ends up 
being part of a spam site, and for a “best thing,” that’s not very 
good. 

" Guest Blogging Spam 
Mentioning this here will undoubtedly be controversial, but… it is 
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what it is. Guest blogging isn’t always spam, but when the content 
is of low quality, when the content is stuffed with keyword links, 
when the content isn’t relevant to the site it’s on, or when the links 
aren’t relevant to the content, you’re probably well over the line of 
what Google would consider spam. 

" Link Exchanges 
Another one we hate to even mention, but… if you missed the 
memos that went out several times over the past decade, linking to 
another site simply because they link to you is considered spam by 
Google, Bing, and every other search engine, and has been pretty 
much forever. 

Why bother categorizing it all? Two reasons. 

First, by categorizing it, you have a much better chance of convincing 
Google that you know how to NOT spam in the future. Your 
reconsideration request will not succeed, unless you convince Google that 
you aren’t going to be a problem for them in the future. 

So if you’ve been using blog networks, comment spamming, and guest 
blogging spam to build links, then you want to identify each type, show 
Google how much you’ve removed, and explain to them how you will 
prevent this from happening again. 

If they see you engaged in four different types of link spam, but you only 
identify and deal with two of them, your reconsideration request will be 
rejected. Even if you stopped doing something years ago, you still want 
to acknowledge that it happened, and explain why you aren’t going to 
start doing it again. 

Second, categorizing it helps you actually implement technical solutions, 
remove bad links, and solve the problem. 

So let’s talk about getting rid of bad links. 

You can go ahead and put that “humble pie” in the oven now, because 
you’re going to be eating it soon, but first, let’s see how many of the bad 
links we can make “vanish into thin air” through a little technical trickery. 
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Bad Link Removal Step 1:  
Technical Solutions 

As we mentioned previously, sometimes the bad links can be rendered 
ineffective, without actually removing the links themselves. 

This is by far the easiest way to get the job done, and although it likely 
won’t be enough to get you out of trouble, it can greatly reduce the 
amount of hard work you have to do. 

The simplest technical method is one that we call, “move, block, and 
redirect.” You will use this for each internal page that the bad links point 
to. 

" Move:  Either create a copy of the page at a different URL, or 
simply change the URL of the page. How you do this depends on 
your content management system. In Wordpress, it’s a simple 
matter of changing the “slug” on the post. By changing the URL, 
you are leaving the old links behind. 

" Block: Add a Disallow directive in the robots.txt file on your site, 
preventing the spider from crawling the old URL for the page. If you 
don’t know how to use robots.txt, I’d suggest downloading SEO 
Fast Start (www.seofaststart.com/download) - it’s free; or reading 
Aaron Wall’s in-depth (http://tools.seobook.com/robots-txt/) 
which goes into much more technical detail. 

" Redirect: Set up redirects (301 or 302, doesn’t matter, but a 301 
is slightly more browser-friendly in this case) so that human visitors 
to the old URL will be redirected to the new URL. Spiders (like the 
Googlebot) will not follow these redirects, because they aren’t 
allowed to crawl the old URL, but humans will, which means that 
you won’t lose any of the traffic that was coming in from your links. 

If you are using Wordpress, the redirects may be created automatically 
when you change the slug on the post. 

You will want to test your setup, to make sure the redirects are working 
correctly for people, and verify that the robots.txt file is blocking the 
right URLs (the old ones). 
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Google has a robots.txt checker built into Webmaster Tools. Under Health, 
look for Blocked URLs. It is likely that Google will send you a message in 
Webmaster Tools, telling you that “important pages on your site are 
blocked / can’t be crawled” or some such. This is to be expected – they 
just want to make sure that you know about the URLs being blocked via 
robots.txt. 

Warning: when you move pages to new URLs, there may be some links 
on your site that still point to the old URL. This is not a “fatal” condition, 
because the redirects keep it from being a problem for your visitors, but 
you’d rather clean it up at some point so your internal links are doing 
everything they can for you. 

You will want to keep track of all of the pages you have blocked in this 
way, because that list will become part of your reconsideration request. 

Unfortunately, it’s unlikely that this will be enough to solve your problem, 
unless you’re one of those rare cases where all of the link spam points to 
internal pages. Links to the home page are difficult to deal with in this 
way, because it’s not so easy to move the home page, and most of the 
time, there are a lot of GOOD links pointing to the home page as well. 

You can take that humble pie out of the oven. It’s time to eat. 

Bad Link Removal Step 2:  
Outreach 

There is nothing quite like emailing a site owner, after you have spammed 
their site, and asking them to remove the spam for you. 

Seriously – this is not fun. 

Hopefully, you will only be emailing site owners to ask them to remove 
links that you paid them for in the first place, because that’s not nearly as 
embarrassing. 
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The next step in the process is to contact web sites, ask for links to be 
removed, follow up on the requests, and document all of the efforts you 
are making, so that some low-wage peon at Google can read about it 
while they weigh the merits of your reconsideration request. 

Super awesome. Anyway, here are some tips to help you out: 

" Put a higher priority on the links you’re more likely to get removed. 
That is to say, links where the site owner got paid in some way for 
the links. Sites that you have spammed should get lower priority. 

" If you have dropped comments on “Dofollow” blogs, you’ll have 
more success if you explain how to find and remove them. For 
example, “search for comments by smamguy@example.com, you 
can trash them all.” 

" If you used XRumer or some garbage like that to mass spam the 
web, good luck finding any sympathy. Comment spam costs site 
owners time and money, and don’t be surprised if you are quoted a 
fee for removal services. 

" Always try to make it easy – if the site owner can search for links 
to spam-domain-999-viagra-cialis-poopoo.com and delete them all, 
then tell them that. 

" Explain, apologize, and make your request. Keep track of when you 
send these requests (the date), because you will want to include 
that information in your “Disavow Report” later on. 

" If some “SEO expert” you hired did this to you, feel free to throw 
them under the bus, and blame them for the problem, when you 
contact web sites. 

I’m not going to give you a template to use – you can find plenty of 
examples on the web – but this works much better if everyone isn’t 
sending out the same form letter.  

Some of your link removal requests will succeed – and others will not. 
Document your efforts – even when they fail – and prepare to move on to 
the next step. 

Nobody owes you a link removal, unless they sold you the links while 
promising that Google would love you for it – and the people who used to 
sell links can be a little hard to reach these days. 
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Bad Link Removal Step 3:  
Reconsideration & Disavowal 

Okay – you’ve removed some of the bad links through technical trickery, 
removed others via the tried-and-not-fun method of asking people to 
remove them, and maybe even removed some bad links that you could 
just log in somewhere and delete. 

Now it’s time to file that reconsideration request. We recommend writing 
it up in a word processor or text editor, and then copying and pasting into 
the form at Google. 

Here’s the outline for what you need to write: 

1. We got a message about unnatural links, and we have identified a 
number of bad links. These have been created by doing the 
following bad things: 

2. List of bad things you did (comment spamming, profile spamming, 
etc.) 

3. Whose fault it is – “we hired SpamCo SEO Services after they cold 
called the CEO” or whatever. It’s okay to say “I did it.” 

4. Here are the steps we have taken to remedy the situation: 
a. List technical steps taken 
b. Talk about the amount of outreach you have done 
c. Mention any domains / sources that you removed a lot of 

links from 
d. Mention any URLs that you moved and blocked because bad 

links pointed to them 
5. Here’s why this will never ever happen again 

a. We are super sorry about this 
b. Everyone in the organization who could possibly have 

anything to do with SEO or links has been trained not to do 
this 

c. (We fired the SEO company and plan to never hire anyone to 
build links again) 
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d. Our policy from this day forward will be to just do lots of 
good content, lots of good marketing, and never attempt to 
manipulate Google SERPs ever again. 

6. We will be submitting a Disavow Links file shortly. 

This request, combined with your Disavow Links submission, must be 
enough to convince Google of the following three things: 

1. We know exactly what we did that was bad 
2. We have done everything possible to fix it 
3. We will never do anything bad ever again 

Now, the “Disavow” submission doesn’t have to be done at exactly the 
same time as you submit the reconsideration request, but it should come 
within a day or two – we would recommend having both ready, and 
submitting both at about the same time – first the reconsideration 
request, then the Disavow Links file. 

We could try to explain how to handle the Disavow tool, but Google has 
already done a fine job of it, so just go read that: 
http://googlewebmastercentral.blogspot.com/2012/10/a-new-tool-to-
disavow-links.html 

What Happens Next 

Once you’ve filed your reconsideration request and uploaded your 
Disavow file, you get to wait. Typically it’s not more than 2-3 weeks at 
this point. 

Google will answer with one of four possible responses: 

1. “There was no penalty, so no action has been taken.” This is rare, 
but we have seen several of them. It’s good news, sort of – you 
may still have some work to do on site quality, you may have lost a 
bunch of bad links to an automated process, but you don’t need to 
worry about a link-based penalty right now. 
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2. “We still see unnatural links, try again.” This can mean that you 
didn’t actually identify and deal with all of the unnatural links, or 
that they just don’t think you tried hard enough to remove them. 

3. “We have partially removed part of the penalty.” This is about as 
good as the second response, because you still have a problem. 

4. “You win.” They have lots of different and weird ways to say this, 
but if they lift the penalty, you win, and now you have a fresh start. 

When To Give Up 

If your first attempt at reconsideration fails, there are really only a couple 
reasons why that can happen. 

The most common problem is that you didn’t actually identify and deal 
with all the different types of unnatural links you have.  

There’s no point trying to argue about whether your guest blog post 
about “10 ways to save money on baby shoes” with the 3 keyword links 
in it pointing to your product pages, is spam or not. Get over it. Unnatural 
means “not natural.”  

Fixing this may simply be a matter of disavowing more links, or it may 
mean that you need to actually ask for some links to be removed, or 
rendered ineffective. 

If that guest blog post is good marketing for you, great – then keep it – 
but have them slap a nofollow on those links. That’s good enough for 
Google. 

If you’re buying advertising on a site and you like the traffic you get from 
it – carry on – but make sure their links to you are nofollowed. 

The other likely cause for a failure with reconsideration is that Google 
simply doesn’t feel like you have suffered enough, or in their terms, 
“made a substantial effort.” Push for some more link removals. 
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When you have removed every unnatural link that you can, and it’s simply 
not enough, it may be time to just move on, and start over on a new 
domain. 

When you have lost so much traffic that your business is dying, and you 
can’t afford to keep burning time and money trying to get rid of links, it 
may be time to just move on. 

In fact, it may be time to move on before it gets to that point. 

Bonus Video: Changing Domains 

Moving on to a new domain, in order to avoid a penalty, is a somewhat 
complex process, assuming that your site actually got real traffic from 
real humans in the first place. 

In fact, Dan spent an hour and change explaining the whole thing, step by 
step, at our “BrainStorm” live event in August 2012, out in sunny San 
Diego, and you can get the video recording of that presentation here: 

http://seobt.co/penalty 


