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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 
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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. 

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 
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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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I 
Is it a Penalty? 

Algorithms versus Penalties 

There are two reasons you could experience a sudden loss of traffic from 
Google.  The first is a manual penalty applied by the spam team and that 
is the cause that is the most widely discussed.  The other reason, which 
incorrectly gets treated the same by many people, is an algorithmic 
“penalty” which is really not a penalty at all – it is a negative ranking 
factor. 

Both negative factors and penalties look the same on the surface, 
because in both cases you see a large and sudden drop in Google sourced 
traffic.  However, the underlying causes are a little bit different and in 
fixing the problems, you need to understand those differences.   

Because a negative ranking factor is completely a computer decision, you 
will not get any message in Webmaster tools and there will not have been 
any human review of your website for you to have experienced that drop 
in traffic. 

A penalty by contrast is always the result of a manual review and a human 
decision to apply a penalty as a result of that review.  You will most likely 
have been found out by a computer first, tripped som threshold in some 
way, and then sent to someone in the review team for further analysis.  
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They will have taken a look at your site, they will decide that in fact you 
have conducted one or more practices that are outside the Webmaster 
guidelines and placed a manual penalty on your website. 

A manual penalty will (almost) always result in a message in Google 
Webmaster Tools indicating in general terms the nature of that penalty.   

In this document we explain how to evaluate and fix the different kinds of 
negative factors and penalties. 

How Google Caught You 

The strength of spam fighting at Google is based upon what we call the 
Anti-Spam Trifecta: computers, engineers and algorithms.  Let’s look at 
each of these in turn and show why spam fighting at Google has become 
so very effective over the last two years and what you now need to do to 
avoid this in the future. 

First, Google has lots of computers. The precise scope of their computer 
assets are unknown, but almost certainly number in many hundreds of 
thousands of machines.  It is likely that anyone but the U.S. Government 
has as much computing power as Google. 

But just “counting machines” is not 
even half the story.  You may have 
heard of Moore’s law: the observation 
that the computing power of 
individual CPUs doubles every 18 
months to 2 years.  So what does this 
tell us about new data centers vs. 
data centers constructed just a year 
or two prior? 

Google has been experiencing a compounding effect in computing at a 
scale no other company in recorded history has experienced.  In the 
period from March 2011 to August 2012, computing power per 
(constant) dollar increased by a factor of 2.4. 
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At a technical conference some years ago an engineering manager from 
Google disclosed that engineers within Google could test new ideas using 
a cluster of a few thousand machines with access to the entire search 
index with little or no prior authorization, and have it started and running 
within a few minutes.  Think about that:  they have that many spare 
machines just sitting around for engineers to use on new ideas. 

Heck, even the individual members of the spam review team have far 
more computing power – and data – at their disposal than any of us, 
enabling them to analyze your site and your links in ways you simply can 
not do at home. 

Which brings us to all those engineers.  They have thousands of some of 
the most capable geeks on the planet and they have created an 
environment (by engineers and for engineers) where everybody is given 
all the best tools and free rein to advance the state of the art of search in 
search science and search quality. 

They have also replicated much of the academic environment of 
intellectual competition with their “20% time projects” and the continued 
emphasis to publish and patent original work. 

And finally, the third leg of this tool is algorithms which are the computer 
formulas and programs that rank pages and detect span.  This starts 
where it all began - with academic research by computer science 
students.   

Academic research is how Google was born and where they continue to 
get much of the best talent.  Doing a master’s thesis or Ph.D. research in 
the area of spam detection that shows any promise in the laboratory 
environment almost guarantees a highly coveted internship (and possibly 
later employment) at Google.   

As you can imagine, this has generated lots of (publicly funded) research 
for Google to make use of.  But it’s not all grad student research: let’s 
not forget the continuous stream of patent filings assigned to Google. 

Viewed as a whole, the combination of technology, talent and processing 
power is simply unrivaled by any non-government organization.  Where 
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the naive view may hold that it is Google PageRank that is their “secret 
sauce”, the reality is both more complex and more profound than that 
single noteworthy development. 

But what does this mean for you?  It means you can’t hide.  Anything you 
can measure about your own pages and links, Google can do far better, 
faster and with more precision.   

Plus, things you could not even begin to measure, such as the probability 
of different words and phrases appearing together or the normal 
distribution of PageRank from inbound links, are trivial computations for 
Google and many likely “fall out” of computations they are already 
running for other purposes. 

On Google’s current technology trajectory, spam detection, which 
ultimately means fully automated enforcement of the webmaster 
guidelines, will cost almost nothing in a very short time. 

Why is There Still Spam? 

Maybe you “got caught” and your competition didn’t.  Or maybe you’re 
using the latest blog network of super article spinner and it’s still working.  
Yes, Google’s spam detection is not (yet) perfect.  Or maybe, you’re just 
not important enough. 

There are (at least) three things that drive spam detection at Google. 

First, the thresholds that detect “unnatural” behavior will never be 
perfect and Google has the stated policy, both publicly and in their 
internal documents, that they will err on the side of webmasters, i.e., they 
would rather let some spam remain that inadvertently penalize non-spam. 

Second, it is pretty clear that click volume on a result is one of the 
factors that selects sites for analysis.  Intuitively this makes sense: a 
search result that does not get clicked has low impact on search quality. 

And finally, are you sure that network and spinner are really working for 
you?  Unless you have position one ranking for every search that matters, 
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how do you know that you are not under a negative ranking factor?  
That’s a rhetorical question – there is no way to know. 

The bottom line is this.  No matter what you or your competition appears 
to be getting away with today, the last couple years should be enough 
notice that these days are very limited, if not actually and completely 
gone.  You can either try to out run Google’s spam team or you can chose 
to take the high ground and never be a target.  This document and 
everything we teach assumes you have selected the latter path. 

Analytics and Magic Dates 

Throughout the SEO industry, there is a great deal of focus on algorithm 
updates and what we half jokingly call “magic dates” on the calendar 
when big changes in search results occur.   

For those of us who are studying what’s going on at Google, there is 
some legitimate reason to pay attention to these dates, but they are not 
100% reliable for diagnosing problems in individual websites. 

You should not think of any of these dates as being 100% indicative of 
what you should do to solve a sudden drop in search traffic.  Even if the 
update does appear related to something you have done in the past, you 
should still plan on doing a thorough study of all of your SEO practices. 

Something that we found over and over again is that webmasters that 
have engaged in one practice outside the guidelines, are likely to have 
also used other practices that Google disfavors. 

For example, a Google webmaster tools penalty message will tell you one 
reason that manual action was taken, but it will not tell you about 
negative algorithmic effects at all.  It might not even tell you about 
multiple penalties. 

So the particular date when you lost traffic, and an identification of which 
algorithm caught you or what kind of penalty you might be under, can be 
a useful starting point in some cases, but that may not tell the full story. 
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Chapters 3 and 4 of this manual cover link-based problems and site 
quality problems respectively.  It is our recommendation that for any 
sudden loss of search traffic that you follow the directions in both 
chapters completely. 

If you have been given a specific penalty notice then you will need to 
treat that explicitly in your reconsideration request, but please do not 
stop there – complete the entire triage. 

With that said, let’s take a brief look at the different penalty types. 

Link Based Problems 

First, consider why links matter.  Link text and PageRank are still the two 
major pillars of the ranking algorithm at Google.  But links were always 
intended to be a human-awarded measure of relevance and trust.  This 
was kind of the big idea that was responsible for Google’s early and 
continued success and ultimately dominance in search.   

Links created by or on behalf of site owners specifically to advance 
ranking disrupt this fundamental presumption and thereby Google’s core 
algorithm as well.  This is nothing new of course.   

The requirement that links be “natural” has always been key message in 
Google’s guidelines, but because the early web was created entirely 
webmasters with self serving interests, almost all of us stretched the 
envelope and it worked very well … right up to about January 2011 when 
it rather abruptly stopped. 

Of course, the question that has haunted webmaster forever is: what is 
natural?  That’s an entirely different presentation, but we’ll summarize 
the key points and get you on the right path in chapter 5 of this 
document.   

But staying focused for now on penalty evaluation and removal, our 
immediate need is to understand how Google measures what is natural 
and not so we can see those differences for ourselves. 
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First is concentration of anchor text.  You will see this referred to as over-
optimization.  Let’s say 100% of your inbound anchor text has your 
keywords in it.  Is this normal?  No, this is not at all common except 
where it has been explicitly planned or constructed by the site owner. 

The other common indicator of very “unnatural” linking is a concentration 
of links from a relatively small number of domains and/or a group of 
domains that are highly connected to each other.  This is a very common 
pattern with blog networks and was specifically targeted in January of 
2011. 

These are just two examples of what constitute unnatural linking because 
it would be unnatural for that to come about by normal marketing 
practices.  Moreover, both features tend to happen together, making it 
even more obvious that the links were “engineered” by the site owner. 

The next question is what links are considered in this analysis.  For 
example, say I did something not so great three, four or five years ago: is 
that still important today?  Can links that are 4 years old contribute to a 
penalty or negative factor today? 

Sadly, the answer is yes, they absolutely will, although if the only 
violations they find for your website ended years ago, a penalty is much 
less likely. 

Basically, every link you have ever created whether that is offsite or 
onsite, all of the link text and all the linking you have ever done in the 
history of the domain is potentially a problem, so when you are doing the 
triage we’ll explain later in this manuscript, you need to be looking at 
everything irrespective of age. 

Site Quality Based Problems 

The second category of algorithms now being run by Google to help trap 
and eliminate spam from the index calculate some measure of site quality.   

These involve measurements about pages or about groups of pages on a 
single domain.  Getting trapped by these filers will typically cause ranking 
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problems for specific pages or, in many cases, for every page on the 
entire domain.  There appear to be several different kinds of factors used 
as signals of low quality.   

The first and most obvious is what we would call keyword stuffing: the 
overuse of keyword phrases within the text on your pages.  Here is an 
example straight from Google’s webmaster guidelines: 

We sell custom cigar humidors. Our custom cigar humidors are handmade. If 
you’re thinking of buying a custom cigar humidor, please contact our custom 
cigar humidor specialists at custom.cigar.humidors@example.com. 

Because Google has such a huge database of English language text (as 
well as about 100 other languages) they can use statistical analysis to 
show that certain streams of text are abnormally rich in keywords. 

They are likely not able to automatically find every instance of this kind of 
abuse, but statistics can clearly handle something this obvious and flag 
less obvious cases for manual review.  

Also, this sort of analysis is probably being done as a byproduct of the 
language processing they are doing for other purposes so detecting this 
might be “free”. 

The other thing they are doing is very similar to that is detecting the over 
use of keywords in internal (on-site) navigation links.  So if your 
navigation, footer or body text links are unusually (that is, statistically) 
heavy with keywords, you run the risk of being identified as spam.  We’ll 
discuss these in more detail when we get into the actual remediation 
strategies in chapter 4. 

Non-readable text appears to be another area where Google is using 
sentence analysis, named entity identification, and part of speech 
classification to find abnormally constructed text.  These programs can 
detect sentences that are more likely than not auto-generated, created 
by “spinning” or written with very poor English grammar or spelling. 

By flagging these low quality pages and treating them specially, Google 
cleans up the index in two ways. 
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First, the most obvious advantage is that these pages will not surface in 
search results.  That by itself is a win and probably justifies the 
computing cost, but there is another advantage as well.   

By removing these pages, they also demote or entirely remove the 
positive impact that any links from these pages could have on other 
pages.  This is a huge win for search quality because a fairly “standard 
practice” for many spammers is to link low quality spun pages to higher 
quality hand built pages.   

Named variously over the years, these low quality sites that feed 
PageRank and link text to commercial sites, have been called “feeders”, 
“pumpers” and “buffers”.  Whatever the name, the purpose is the same 
and the violation of the guidelines manifest.  Eliminating these low quality 
pages attacks this technique at the source. 

Finally, there appears to be good data that they are measuring a collage 
of trust factors that, while weak when taken alone, are very good 
indicators of trust when used together.   

Measures of “trust” appear to include spiderable contact information such 
as email, address and phone number as well as a privacy policy page.  
Many of these measures appear to be adapted from what has been used 
by Google Adwords for some time. 

Making a Diagnosis 

Now let us see if we can make a diagnosis of what the problem is.  Let’s 
start with a couple of rules that we’ve found to be helpful when working 
with our coaching clients.   

First of all, in order to find what the problem is, you probably have to 
start believing that there really is a problem, so when working through the 
process we have for you in this document, go  ahead and assume that 
you are “guilty” and try to prove it for yourself. 

If you have gotten a big and sudden traffic drop along with a drop in 
rankings, then there is very high likelihood you did something outside 



I.  Is it a Penalty? 

10 

Google’s guidelines.  Yes, it is possible that you are the victim of a “false 
positive”, but you will have to complete the procedure here before you 
have the data to make your case with Google. 

The second rule is to recognize that you cannot fix what you cannot 
measure, so there are a number of tools that you will need to use.  We’ll 
cover these in chapters 3 and 4.   

And finally, you are going to have to be totally dispassionate about your 
site, your business, Google, the people you may have hired to do SEO and 
any other person or thing that might get scooped up in this process.   

The process that we teach will absolutely work but you have to be 
methodical and objective.  Don’t go into this process with the attitude 
that you are wrongly accused because that will color every judgment you 
make. 

So let us get to the actual procedure.   

First and foremost, do you have a message in Google webmaster tools?  
Whenever a manual penalty is applied, you’ll get a message.  If you do not 
have a message, but you do have a loss in traffic that means it is an 
algorithmic “penalty”, that is to say, a negative ranking factor.  This is the 
first big question you must answer: negative factor or manual penalty, so 
start with Webmaster tools. 

If you have a penalty, look at the message, because the message will tell 
generally which kind of penalty has been applied.  Of course, whatever 
sort of penalty you have, you should address that first, but don’t stop 
there.  It is entirely possible to have more than one penalty, or one or 
more negative ranking factors in addition to a penalty, so we strongly 
encourage you to do the entire triage detailed in this manual.   

But what if you don’t have a message from Google?  You still had a big 
loss of traffic and ranking, right?  So clearly something is wrong - a 
negative ranking factor - but you really don’t have any clues from Google. 

The good news is that you don’t have futz with the reconsideration 
process.  Just do everything in the chapters 3 and 4 of this manual and 
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you should be able to clear up the problem without ever talking with 
Google. 

In diagrammatic form, all in one place, here’s your roadmap. 

 

Mindset Reset 

Before we get into the nitty-gritty details, here are a few thoughts to 
help you through the process.  Some of this we’ve already said, but we’ve 
found that it bares repeating. 

Going about this with the right attitude will make it much less unpleasant.  
Nothing is going to make it fun, but we have a plan to recover virtually 
any situation so stay positive, focused on the end-goal and don’t despair.   
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What we are about to teach you should not only get you back in Google’s 
good graces, but it will help you shape a better more sustainable business 
as well: one built on a better, more solid, foundation that is far less reliant 
on Google. 

Recognize and accept that what you did to get ranked at Google 
previously is not likely to be a safe practice going forward, so you will 
need to do some new learning and adopt some different methods.  This is 
not a bad thing.  Embrace it. 

Whatever you were doing, and whatever success you got from it, you 
were using, shall we say, a “shortcut”.  Presumably you profited from that 
while it lasted.  That’s a good thing.  Now there is the next thing.  Real 
marketing! 

Whining and complaining and wishing for “the good ole days” won’t help.  
Focus instead on how to profit now and in the future by operating within 
Google’s guidelines.   

It’s time to stop trying to game what they mean by the guidelines.  We all 
know what they mean – we just didn’t want to go to that much trouble. 

Will this require some adjustment? Almost certainly.  Is it more difficult?  
Maybe, but maybe not.  As Google gets better, it will get harder to be 
bad. 

But the good news is this:  Google has yet again “raised the bar” and 
separated those that are serious from those that are pretenders.  If you 
make the decision to stay the course and learn what it takes to play in 
this new environment, the pretender’s loss is your gain. 

Be glad that you have found this manual and now have a blueprint to get 
out and stay out of Google’s bad graces and second, make the decision to 
prosper rather than whither under the newest regime.   

In the next chapter we’ll explain the new shape of Google and how and 
why it works the way it does.  This will help tremendously in 
understanding the chapters to follow. 
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II 
The Google Animals 

Black & White & Red All Over  

 

Why and How “The Animals” are Different.   

Let us first look at the original Google and the algorithm the founders 
started in a dorm room at Stanford.  The original system was based 
entirely on simple but revolutionary math that dramatically changed 
search for the better.   

The Original Google 
It rested upon two really cool ideas.  First, using anchor text to assess 
what a page was about and therefore what it should rank for.  In search 
this is called “relevance” and most search engines prior to Google used 
just the words on the page rather than inbound links.   

The second big idea was PageRank, an algorithm that gave a measure to 
the relative authority of all pages in the index.  Existing search engines at 
the time used far less robust methods such as the simple counting of 
links (called “link popularity”).   
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These two factors, relevance and authority, are the two key factors that 
underlie all search engine science and Google’s methods proved 
astoundingly successful.   

Over the years, Google did add some greater complexity to the ranking 
math but the majority of innovation was in special kinds of search 
(images, maps, currency and unit conversions, etc) and building a faster 
and larger system to serve more users.   

Fast forward to the end of 2010 and link text and PageRank, along with a 
number of lesser factors, controlled the bulk of search ranking. 

The New Google 
Now let us take a look at the new Google.   

Deep inside the new Google remains the same core algorithm, but 
wrapped around it is an entirely new kind of software aimed at keeping 
lower quality content from manipulating 
those two original core factors. 

This is a “layered defense” not unlike a 
medieval castle.  The original algorithm 
remains deep inside surrounded by 
walls, parapets and a moat. 

By itself, this is not a particularly 
dramatic change as Google has (we 
believe) used a similar approach before.  What is truly new however is the 
kind of software algorithms used to implement this new breed of 
defensive filter. 

Beginning in early 2011 with the release of the Panda algorithm, Google 
began using machine learning algorithms and that really is a major 
departure from the way Google has solved the ranking problem in the 
past.  It is also a harbinger of what’s still to come. 
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A Very Brief Introduction to Machine Learning 

It is not our intent with this book to make you an expert in search engine 
science - we are actually here to help you make money on the Internet - 
but understanding the basics of how the system works and why it works 
the way it does is going to help you understand the recovery process a 
bit better. 

Stripped of all the math, machine learning is really just “profiling”, a 
process that we humans use all the time, for both good and bad!  We’ll 
relate this back to search engines in just a moment, but to make the 
process real let’s use a non-search example that everyone should 
understand. 

Suppose we want to look at people and guess how likely they are to be 
criminals - please do not do this.  We would start with characteristics, 
called “features” in the math, that might indicate criminality.   

For example, our intuition might suggest that young people are more 
likely to be criminals than older people.  We might also believe that males 
are more likely criminals than females.  Let’s use these two features to 
start with. 

Next we need “training data”.  This will be a collection of known criminals 
and known non-criminals.  We measure the features for each of the 
people in the training set, compute the probability that they are criminals 
and compare our results with what we know about each person.  If we are 
right more often than not, then we have “confidence” in our algorithm. 

In the cases we compute the correct answer, we win.  The ones where we 
are wrong are called “false positives”.  Obviously, we want to minimize 
false positives.  One way we do that is to find more features to help 
improve the confidence of the algorithm. 

For example, maybe height and weight would be good factors.  Or 
possibly tattoos, facial bone structure or visible scars.  Please understand 
that this is not being suggested as a viable, or even moral, process – it is 
for illustration of the process only. 
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As we add more features, any one of which taken alone would not be very 
helpful, we might increase the confidence of our procedure to useful 
levels.  Now what remains is to apply our method outside the training set.  
And that is where this method can run into real problems. 

Imagine that your training set was really badly selected.  For example, all 
of your young males were known felons and all your older females were 
soccer moms without so much as a traffic ticket.  Your system will 
perform flawlessly on this (really bad) training data and fail miserably in 
the real world.  Supposing your version 1.0 release was this bad, you 
would rapidly find out - oh my the complaints - and have to add new 
features, change the importance of different features, retest with an 
updated training set and release a new version. 

This new version of your “criminal classifier” is really the same “code” but 
with different “data”.  Hence, when we talk about Panda and Penguin you 
will see the term “data refresh” used to describe this very thing. 

Returning now to search … 

Google has massive amounts of data about pages, domains, the links 
connecting pages together and the interaction of searchers with search 
results.  From this, they can select a wide range of features, train 
algorithms to identify lower quality content and then review the 
performance of these algorithms using their (human) quality raters.   

Where our (silly) example would clearly fail in practice to identify 
criminals, Google has enough statistical data about the web that machine 
learning is a very viable approach to detect spam.  The only thing they 
really need is lots and lots of computers, and we know that is not a 
problem! 

Judging the Animals by Their Spots 

Google does not disclose the precise features they measure and feed into 
their algorithms, but they have given us some useful general guidance 
and, to quote Yogi, “many things can be observed just be looking”. 
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During all of 2011 and 2012, we worked with dozens of our coaching and 
private clients; we collected numerous messages and responses from 
Google during reconsideration requests; tracked all the updates, real and 
rumored; picked apart every public statement by Google; and did our best 
to investigate the problems and solutions reported by others. 

This is not an easy task.  Anecdotes are inherently unreliable and real 
world cases often have multiple overlapping problems making it 
sometimes very tough to know which problem is causing a loss in traffic. 

Also, some penalties, and all negative ranking factors, are not “all or 
nothing”.  That is, you get your ranking lowered, but you are not 
completely removed entirely from the index.  For example, you may drop 
from position 3 to position 80, we work with you to get rid of links and 
cleanup your content, and you recover to position 15.  Is such a partial 
recovery complete or are we still missing something?  These are complex 
cases to diagnose. 

And Google has not made this any easier by releasing multiple updates 
very close together in time thereby making it even harder to separate 
which algorithms to associate with what sorts of features.  It is also 
abundantly clear that there are many more significant updates than the 
very few that are named and announced by Google. 

This was a very murky process.  But sad to say, there were a lot of cases 
to look at, which allowed us to create a fairly comprehensive view of what 
Google was attacking with each of the more significant updates. 

As a result, several of our Platinum coaching members did recover from 
both penalties and negative factors over the last 18 months by following 
the guidance we put together from this study. 

We provide the detailed procedures in chapters 3 and 4, but it’s worth 
noting here some general observations about how these new algorithms 
work and what to expect in the future. 

First, the animals are subtractive.  All of the filters that were released in 
the last two years serve to diminish rankings that were earned using 
techniques outside the guidelines.  So if you can escape being profiled as 
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having manipulated rankings or providing low quality, then you will find 
ranking operates almost identically as it did prior to 2011.   

Second, machine learning is here to stay.  Machine learning is the 
approach taken for both Panda and Penguin, the two major algorithms 
released in 2011 and 2012.  This is a technology that Google has been 
experimenting with for some years and the sudden explosion of their 
index and a quantum leap in computing power has finally made this a 
viable option to use at scale. 

Third, we should expect the algorithmic “penalties” (negative ranking 
factors not announced in webmaster tools) to increase in proportion to 
the manual penalties.  That just makes good sense because that is what 
engineers do: they take a process that is partially or entirely manual and 
automate it. 

Finally, the kinds of spam, what to do about them and how to avoid them, 
are frankly all patently obvious and have been for years.  The webmaster 
guidelines are the public standard by which spam is measured and that 
has gone nearly unchanged over the years.  The Pandas, Penguins and all 
of the unnamed animals in the menagerie were invented simply to enforce 
what was already stated.  Going forward, you should assume that 
enforcement will increase. 

 

 

A Quick Look at Panda 

The first and most famous of the animals in the 
Google “zoo” is named Panda.  This algorithm 
was rolled out in early 2011 and was the first of 
the machine learning based algorithms.  It was 
(we think) very rushed and as a result had many 
problems and false positives initially.  
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Panda is also unique in one other respect and that is the computation of a 
site-wide score that impacts ranking for every page on the site (more 
about this in the next chapter).  Previously, pages were ranked 
irrespective of the domain they belonged to.  This is no longer entirely 
the case. 

These two things were fundamental changes in a way that the Google 
operates and subsequent updates and additional algorithms have 
continued along the same lines. 

As is the case with all machine learning approaches, Panda measures and 
grades a collection of several different signals, but the primary focus of 
the algorithm appears to be external linking and cross site duplication of 
content.   

Finally, as an interesting sidebar, Panda was not named for an animal.  
Panda is the last name of the engineer that created the primary 
technology for that algorithm.  

Google was clear when the algorithm was released in February of 2011 
that it was named for an engineer.  The black and white animal craze 
actually began outside of Google and they subsequently adopted it. 

 

An Even Quicker Look at Penguin 

The next of major algorithms was named Penguin.  
This really is a black and white animal (we can find no 
engineer at Google named Penguin). 

In contrast to Panda, Penguin is largely about site and 
content quality and trust factors.  Also, it appears to 
be rife with special cases and as we write this in 
December of 2012, it remains under active 
development at Google.   
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Also, the boundary where Penguin leaves off and the several “animals 
without names” (see below) begin is not entirely clear.  Some of the 
effects attributed to Penguin may be independent or, conversely, some of 
the separately followed updates may actually be features of Penguin.  To 
a very real extent, it simple does not matter. 

No matter how Google has actually packaged or named the code, our 
purpose of providing actionable advice to webmasters and online 
marketing consultants is completely satisfied by knowing what marketing 
and SEO techniques are safe, which are not, and how to utilize web 
technology in a manner that results in long term sustainable results. 

The Many Animals that Have No Name 

Google has stated that they do about 500 updates 
per year – that works out to be 1.4 per day on 
average.  Most of these are going to be data 
refreshes, possibly not even a large data refresh, but 
just a change to a single weighting factor somewhere 
in the algorithm.  That would still be considered an 
update because it has to be pushed out all the data 
centers.   

There will also be dozens of updates that will be minor tweaks and 
changes to existing algorithms or the addition of new specialized search 
features such as anchor links and mini-site-links.  Then there will be 
several significant yet unnamed and maybe even (largely or entirely) 
unnoticed changes without any guidance or information from Google.  
And finally, there are the very few named updates that everyone is 
watching.   

So recognizing that a complete inventory of the meaningful but unnamed 
updates is impossible, here are a few that are at least recognized and 
noteworthy.  Again, for our purposes - and yours - how the programs are 
named and packaged is not all that important.  The primary reason to 
include this is to provide background so you know what the industry is 
yammering on about. 
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Keyword Stuffing 

This might actually be a central part of Penguin but there is some 
ambiguity about that.  Whatever the case, Google was pretty specific 
when this change was released and we’ve seen widespread examples of 
sites being negatively impacted where they meet the general profile.   

The “Red Pen Test” (discussed in a later chapter) was developed 
specifically in response to this change.  The technology behind this 
algorithm is almost certainly statistical language analysis that Google is 
already doing for other reasons. 

EMD Update 

EMD stands for Exact Match Domain and describes an update where EMDs 
tended to lose ranking.  This was widely and incorrectly characterized as a 
penalty or a spam signal.  The reality is very different.  Going back at 
least two years Google was aware that EMDs were getting more lift in 
search results than was appropriate.  This update really just took away a 
long standing advantage, putting EMDs on almost a level field with other 
domains. 

Parenthetically, the reason this is such a difficult problem - it took them 
some years to solve and the solution is by no means complete in our view 
- is that EMDs look very much like “navigational queries”.   

For example, cnn.com should be #1 for ‘cnn’ and we expect nasa.gov to 
be first for ’nasa’.  Those are easy.   

But what about cheapflights.com?  It makes sense that it is top ranked 
for ‘cheap flights’ as a ‘navigational query’ but it is a ‘keyword search’  
too.   

So let’s take this one step further and search for reallycheapflights.com.  
It exists, but Google does not (correctly in this case we would say) treat 
that as a navigational search but instead as a long(-ish) tail search query. 
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It is somewhat likely that Google is doing what is called “named entity 
detection” to help make these choices.  Getting your EMD to be treated 
as a navigational search is outside the scope of this document, but feel 
free to contact us if you are interested in getting our help with that. 

Bigfoot 

This update is one of a number of completely 
unannounced updates with no official name.  It was 
observed and subsequently named by Dr. Peter Meyers 
at SEOMoz but there has never been comment from 
Google.  

By itself, that’s not much of a story, but the way Dr. 
Pete measures ranking changes, this completely 

anonymous update was bigger that several major named updates. 

So what?  Indeed, this is not truly actionable, but there is an important 
lesson here nonetheless:  Google tells us about only a very few updates 
and what they select to share may not have anything to do with how 
important it might be to us. 

Google rankings are not a static quantity.  They change with location, 
with personalization and on a daily basis as a result of the (stated under 
oath) 500+ updates per year.  That’s between 1 and 2 updates per day. 

So the lesson of “bigfoot” is threefold: 

1. Don’t obsess over rankings.  Whatever you can measure is at 
best good just that day, for you at your location.  It is likely that 
everyone else in the world sees something different today and 
that even you might see it change tomorrow. 

2. Don’t obsess over algorithms and updates.  They can be a clue 
in penalty and negative factor diagnoses and recovery, but 
outside of that narrow purpose there is nothing actionable about 
tracking the algorithm.  Instead, do real marketing and position 
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yourself for the long term and ignore the machinations at Google 
– see chapter 5 for more detail. 

3. There are more “animals” then we know or will ever be told 
about.  Even watching closely we could easily miss important 
updates buried in the normal “flux”. 

What’s important to take away from this is the nature of how Google 
works and why and a view of how it is likely to change in the future and 
that is our purpose with this chapter. 

By looking at the recent changes, illustrating how they work, why they 
were necessary and what more is likely to come, we hope to inoculate you 
against some of the time wasting and idle worrying we often see from 
online marketers. 

Why So Many Animals? And Why Now? 

There has been more change in Google’s ranking algorithms and practices 
in the last two years than in the entire prior history of Google.  So one 
has to ask the question “Why so much and why now.”   

The genesis of the problem is the update 
named Caffeine.  Now Caffeine was not an 
“algorithm” update.  It is an 
“infrastructure” update which just means 
that it is code that allows Google to do the 
same thing they were doing but do it 
faster or more efficiently than before.   

For you “Google historians”, the Florida and Big Daddy updates were also 
infrastructure updates.  In the case of Caffeine, it allowed them to more 
deeply spider the web at a much higher rate.   

Google’s business reasons for implementing Caffeine were no doubt 
sound, but what they had not accounted for was that much of the 
additional content was of such poor quality that it caused a serious 
impact on search quality.   
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Panda was the first search algorithm roll-out following Caffeine and was 
intended specifically to counter (some of) the negative consequences of 
Caffeine.   

It is interesting to note that the same increase in computing power that 
made Caffeine possible, simultaneously made the “fix for Caffeine” 
possible – Moore’s law.   

The “law” (which is an observation really) states that computing power 
doubles every 12-24 months.  This is a compounding effect, so the 
computers used in a Google data center built today are 4 times more 
capable than one built just two years prior.  The somewhat bizarre 
predicament this creates is that programmers have (literally) more power 
than they know what to do with! 

That’s where machine learning enters the picture.  These are horribly 
inefficient programs by virtually any measure but what if you have 
(virtually) infinite computing resources?  Efficiency no longer matters.  
Google is not quite there just yet, but they are close enough that they 
can throw enormous power at the problem and win. 

Hence, “the animals”.  The major updates - Panda and Penguin - are both 
machine learning based.  The two programs measure many different kinds 
of signals and come up with numerical scores for individual pages and for 
entire domains.  The scores from these two algorithms are then combined 
with the scores from yet other algorithms - including the core algorithm 
eventually - to create a combined “vote” that is ultimately how search 
results are ranked.  

Adding a new “animal” is 
straightforward in principle:  create 
and test a procedure, rate the result 
improvement with human reviewers, 
add one more “vote” to the ranking 
score and come up with another 
black and white animal name for the 
press release.  Or, more likely, don’t 
name it at all and just release it 
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without notice. 

We may not see any new animal names in 2014.  We might instead see 
the existing beasts get “tougher” by adding more features to measure 
and a stronger vote in the ranking.  That’s hard to tell, but we can be 
certain that machine learning that combines numerous on-page, domain 
and off-domain factors is the new norm. 

Google’s Guidelines and Leaked Documents 

Despite all of these changes in Google over the last couple of years, there 
are some things that have remained almost entirely unchanged.  Chief 
among those are the webmaster guidelines and the rating documents 
used by human reviewers.  Both then and now, the intent has not 
changed at all and the standard itself has changed very little.   

The guidelines have been updated, clarified and better or more extensive 
examples added, but has that really changed what webmasters were 
expected to do?  Was there really that much new information?  No.   

This is not rocket science.  Deciding to abide by the guidelines may or 
may not be an easy decision depending on your point of view, but 
understanding the wording and the intent behind the guidelines has 
always been abundantly clear. 

Similarly, the confidential internal spam raters guidelines have leaked out 
of Google three times that we know of and while there are differences 
over the years, the “standard of review” has remained largely unchanged.   

Google has always been very explicit that they would rather let a low 
quality site remain in the index than mistakenly or inappropriately take an 
acceptable site out of the index.  None of this should really be a surprise. 

The real difference today versus a couple of years ago is the level of 
enforcement of these standards and for most people that was a most 
serious surprise.  We are rapidly approaching a time where the guidelines 
are no longer optional – as they have been for years – but are now instead 
much closer to requirements. 
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Which should mean that “black hat SEO” is just a (recent) memory, right?  
Well, no, that’s not entirely true, but practices that violate Google’s 
guidelines will become increasingly more difficult, less efficient and 
unprofitable.  Special cases will remain, but they will diminish in number 
and importance. 

For the person with a “real business” this is good news.  For many years 
we have been faced with a terrible dilemma:  “Should I do marketing with 
real long term benefit or should I exploit the latest Google loophole like 
many of my competitors are doing successfully?” 

As Google continues to get better at eliminating these shortcuts, abiding 
by the webmaster guidelines becomes more and more the obvious choice. 

Escaping the Zoo 

But what does “following the guidelines” really mean?  In working with 
clients, we’ve found that many folks get the wrong idea about this so 
let’s be completely explicit. 

Historically, the standard appeared to be “don’t spam”, be “just good 
enough” or “not horrible.”  That was never really the intent, nor even the 
wording, of the webmaster guidelines. 

The contest was never “best”.  The contest was “best of the worst”.  
Part of the reason for that is Google had a big appetite for content, even 
really bad content.  And spam fighting was not really job number one.   

Instead, keeping up with the other search engines, growing market share, 
trying to find a way to monetize their new business and those sorts of 
things were what was really driving the needle and Google.   

Not so much anymore.  Now, search quality really is a factor for a variety 
of reasons so what we are going to see in the future is a lot more of what 
we saw in 2011 and 2012.   

Today, the quality standard is far higher than it once was.  Google no 
longer is in need of more content - in fact, quite the opposite.  Content 
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now is a bigger problem for them than ever before.  That’s the reason 
that authority is more of a factor in ranking results and why they have 
had to go to such great lengths to remove low quality content from the 
index.   

So if you really want to position for the future (say yes!), you can see 
that the quality standards will continue to increase as more and more 
pages enter the index and more and more people come onto the web and 
more and more people continue to try to game the system.   

So what does the model look like?  Well, there might be more animals, or 
maybe just stronger animals … or maybe both.  What there will not be is 
fewer or weaker animals.   

You can also bet there will be more negative factors without warning 
replacing some of the manual penalties you see today - this is what 
programmers do: take the manual bits and automat them.   

The penalties will probably be faster applied as they will do those updates 
more frequently and they will probably be more severe in nature.  So all in 
all, it looks kind of bleak until you realize that the people who actually 
survive and prosper in this will be left with far, far greater opportunity and 
bigger pay off for doing it right.   

So here’s the bottom line: the real view you should have to escape the 
“Google zoo” today and to stay out of the zoo into the future is to take a 
far more proactive view of the webmaster guidelines. 

Don’t just focus on just getting out of a penalty today.  Set your sights a 
bit higher and plan on building a long term strategy that will never again 
be a target at Google. 
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III 
Recovering from Link-Based 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. 



III.  Recovering from Link-Based Penalties 

30 

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 
service (if a single service planted the linsk there), or as difficult as 
contacting each site and begging for the links to be removed. 
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 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 
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, 
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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. 



III.  Recovering from Link-Based Penalties 

46 

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) 

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. 
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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. 

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. 
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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. 

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. 
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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 
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IV 
Improving Site Quality 

With all this talk about updates, we thought it might be helpful if this 
guide – in addition to giving you a rock-solid plan for dealing with 
penalties – also helped you understand what Google is up to, and how you 
can get on the right side of the search engines for good. 

What Does Quality Mean? 

As if it weren’t enough that you can’t just go out and get links the way 
you used to, Google’s “Black and White Animal” updates (Panda in 2011, 
Penguin in 2012) have put a real squeeze on a whole lot of different 
websites. 

What’s coming in 2013? The “cow” 
update?  

We don’t know yet, but we do know that 
it will represent another attempt by 
Google to accomplish their objective – 
which is to deliver high quality search 
results, with less influence upon those 
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results from folks like us who want to put our thumb on the scale. 

There’s that word again… Quality. 

What Google is trying to do with these updates isn’t to “punish” bad 
content – that’s a side effect – but what they’re really trying to do is 
reward high quality content – the kind of content that searchers are 
delighted to receive. 

I was looking at a web site yesterday, as part of a comprehensive review 
of a client’s backlinks, and… well… this site is so typical of the kind of 
thing that people create without thinking about anything more than “how 
to make money.” 

Let’s look at it together, shall we? 
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This is the top 800 pixels or so of the most recent post on this site, also 
known as “just about everything a visitor would see if they clicked 
through to this page from a search result.” The technical description is 
that this is everything a visitor sees “above the fold.” 

The owner of this site is clearly hoping to rank when people search for 
“make money Adsense tips” – and the golden pearl of wisdom they offer 
is one word: “Array.” 

Clearly, whatever “instant magic money plugin” they are using is a little 
bit broken here, but it really doesn’t matter how good the content is 
here… searchers are going to click (if it ever actually ranks), and click 
back right away, because the entire site SUCKS. 

Seriously – you could have the best writers in history, and a site like this 
is going to have trouble, because it’s designed to fail from the beginning. 
It’s pretty much 100% advertising “above the fold” – you’d have to scroll 
down to read the content. 

Google’s Panda update, along with 2-3 other updates since, have targeted 
this kind of low quality garbage for destruction. Apparently somebody 
didn’t get the memo. 

Look – we know your site isn’t like that, but when you’re looking at 
Pandas and Penguins and Cows and whatever else Google comes up with, 
it’s helpful to understand that preventing this kind of site from ranking is 
one of the things they’re trying to accomplish. 

What Does Google Want? 

Every search engine – Google, Bing, Blekko, DuckDuckGo, Baidu, whichever 
– is trying to deliver good search results for their users. Ideally, their list 
of search results in response to a query would represent the 10 (or 7 or 
whatever) best answers to that query from the entire web. 

The web is really big. It’s hard to be one of the ten best, and for most 
high volume queries, you could argue about which of several hundred 
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pages are actually among the top ten results… but you could never argue 
that the site we just looked at would ever be one of them. 

Of course, the Googlebot can’t actually read what you write, well, not 
exactly, and it can’t really “see” how nice your site is, so they have to use 
some rough approximations.  

They have to “cheat” a little bit, in other words – because they can’t 
really know – all search engines have to do the same thing. 

From Google’s perspective though, as long as whatever system they use 
is right far more often than it is wrong, they get better search results for 
their users. 

What Google would really like, is to be able to find that mythical “10 best 
answers” without being unduly influenced by the efforts of SEOs. As a 
result, we end up with systems that reward things other than “lots of 
anchor text links” and “sticking keywords in all the right places.” 

But can these rough approximations screw up? Of course they can – they 
may reward a site that doesn’t quite deserve to be there, because it gives 
off all the right signals, and they may punish a site that does deserve to 
rank, because it does not. 

“Don’t Target Keywords” 

Something a Googler said to Dan once has stuck with us ever since.  

He said, “Google would prefer that you don’t target keywords.” 

Don’t. Target. Keywords. 

That’s what he said. Just like that. 

They’re willing to take a hint. It’s not a problem if the relevant keywords 
are on the page – maybe even in the title if that makes sense – but what 
Google doesn’t want us to do is beat them over the head with our 
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keywords in an attempt to force them to put our page into the search 
results. 

They’ve always felt this way. The only difference is that NOW, with Panda, 
Penguin, and all the little un-named updates in between, they can actually 
do something about it. 

How they go about it, and what you need to do in response, is the story 
of SEO in 2013. 

It’s Science – Sort Of 

The approach that we, Dan Thies and Leslie Rohde aka the SEO 
Braintrust… the approach that we take to this – along with at least some 
others in the SEO community – is pretty simple. 

Google makes a change, and its effect on search results can be observed. 
What is ranking better, what is doing worse.  

We can measure and observe this using tools which collect search results 
every day over time, and comparing the “before and after” picture of a 
lot of different search results. Some of us have invested a great deal of 
money in developing these tools. 

Once we can see the change, read what Google has to say about it, and 
examine the sites that have risen and fallen, we can start to ask 
questions, and begin to form a hypothesis.  

It usually goes something like this: 

What can Google measure, and how do they measure it? 

What can they do with that information, to achieve their stated 
objectives? 

Does this actually match up with what we are seeing in search results? 
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So with Panda, for example, we saw that Google was talking about thin 
content and duplicate content. So we asked, how can they actually 
measure that? 

The “right” way to do duplicate content, for example, is very expensive, in 
terms of the computation required. In fact, it’s so expensive that they 
can’t be doing it the “right” way. They have to be using an approximation 
– they have to be “cheating” a little bit. 

What we do know is that every time you search, Google compares the 
“snippets” that they collect from each of the results, and they eliminate a 
bunch of duplicate or nearly-duplicate results. 

 
Millions of times every day, Google does a “duplicate content” comparison 
between several pages, by comparing these snippets when people search 
for stuff. 

They can use this to create a “score” for every domain that shows up in 
search results, representing how often that site’s content has been 
filtered out of a search result recently because of a duplicate or near-
duplicate snippet. 
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So, although they can’t actually compare every document on the web to 
every other document on the web, and identify the actual duplicate 
content, they don’t have to.  

They can “cheat” by using data that they already collect. By leveraging a 
calculation that they already have to do. 

And this, dear friend, is a big part of what the first Panda update did. 

Why are we telling you all this? Because we want you to know that the 
recommendations and suggestions that we make in this report aren’t just 
pulled out of thin air, or re-hashed versions of what other people are 
saying. 

Can Google’s black-and-white animals be tricked into seeing something 
that isn’t really there?  

Well, sort of, up to a point, but the bigger problem – the one we all need 
to think about – is how to make sure they don’t see your site as low 
quality, when it isn’t. 

So what we’re going to give you here is intended to help you improve 
your site’s quality in Google’s eyes – most often by actually improving it 
(that’s important), but other times, by making sure that you cover all the 
bases to avoid being falsely seen as having a low quality site. 

So in the rest of this section, we’ll go over the three big pieces you need 
to deal with, give you a checklist that you can use to make sure you’ve 
got it all covered, and close with some thoughts on how you can move 
forward in 2013. 

Big Piece #1:  
Content Quality (Panda) 

There are five areas where you can make significant improvements in how 
Google perceives the quality of your content. Some of them are as simple 
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as using the content that you already create more effectively, while 
others are a little more work. 

Improve “Thin” Content 
Search engines can use quick approximations and leverage computation 
that they already have to do, in order to determine how much of the 
content on a page is actually unique.  

Look for pages on your site that don’t provide much in the way of unique 
text content, and think about how to make that stuff more useful to your 
visitors. 

Yes, this is real work – but when you’re trying to convince a search engine 
that you really have one of the ten best answers to a searcher’s query, 
it’s hard to sell them a page that has very little to say. 

Some pages, by design, aren’t going to add very much. Every site has 
navigational pages that are useful to people, but don’t have very much 
unique content. 

As an example, Wordpress sites have category and tag pages, which are 
just lists of posts. You can make these pages better by writing a unique 
excerpt for each post, and displaying that Excerpt on the category and 
tag pages. 

You can also reduce the impact of these lower-content pages by keeping 
the number of categories and tags you use reasonable – nobody needs 
thousands of different tags, and tags that are only used on one post 
aren’t helpful to anyone. 

Eliminate Duplicate Content 
There are two kinds of duplicate content that can cause you trouble: in-
site duplicates, and cross-site duplicates. 

In-site duplication occurs when you have many pages on your site with 
the same, or nearly the same content. Cross-site duplication occurs when 
the content on your site is also found on other sites across the web. 
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Eliminating or reducing in-site duplication is simply a matter of recognizing 
where it occurs, and taking steps to consolidate pages, or if the pages 
actually do serve a different purpose, adding more content to the page. 

Dealing with cross-site duplication can be more challenging.  

We shouldn’t have to tell you that simply reproducing the same content 
that others have already published does not make your site uniquely 
useful – even if you are doing a super duper job of “curating” the content 
that you use. 

The bigger problem – one that a lot of folks experience – is when other 
sites reproduce your original content, either via scraping, republishing the 
content from your RSS feeds, or other means. 

Make sure that your original content is protected with author attribution 
(rel=author), where it makes sense to do so. I’m not a big fan of using 
rel=author for the product descriptions in an ecommerce store, but for 
the rest of your site’s content, it absolutely makes sense. 

Bloggers can also reduce the impact that the scrapers, syndicators, 
“curators” and others have on your site by using Excerpts for their posts, 
and publishing only the Excerpts in your RSS feeds. That way, your posts 
are not duplicated as much. 

By the way, one of the best protections that you have against these 
issues is to actually “win the snippet war” – by making sure that you are 
attracting real natural links to your site, so that when Google starts 
chopping duplicates off of a search result, your listing is the one that 
remains. 

Author attribution will also help with this, but here, as in many areas of 
SEO, natural links are a big help. 

Get The Grammar Right 
Shortly after the Panda algorithm was released, a friend of mine told me 
that he’d completely solved the problem, simply by making sure that all of 
the content on his client’s sites showed up as “Basic” or “Intermediate” 
on Google’s “reading level search.” 
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If you’re not familiar with this feature, you aren’t alone. On any Google 
search result page, click the Search Tools button, and select Reading 
Level from the menu. 

Before you start trying to “dumb down” your site’s reading level, let’s be 
very clear about one thing: my friend wasn’t entirely correct about the 
cause and effect here.  

In fact, that should be obvious if you simply use Google for any length of 
time with this feature turned on. You see “Advanced” stuff in search 
results all the time. 

What my friend was actually doing in order to get his impressive Panda-
recovery results was in fact very simple: they re-wrote or edited nearly all 
of the content on the site using an advanced grammar checking tool.  

This process improved the quality of the site’s content (in this case, 
mostly product descriptions on ecommerce sites) in a measurable way, 
sometimes dramatically. 
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There are a number of great tools for doing this kind of work, including 
Grammarly.com, and my favorite Mac application, Grammarian 
(http://linguisoft.com/).  

We wouldn’t have believed this could possibly work, if we hadn’t seen it 
work so often, but the fact that there is a “Reading Level” feature in 
search, and that Google does so much synonym matching and fancy 
“parts of speech” analysis to deliver search results, makes it clear that all 
the pieces are in place at Google to make “bad grammar” a feature of the 
Panda algorithm. 

Not to drive off onto a tangent here, but if they’re doing what we 
suspect they’re doing, then this kind of analysis would also “catch” the 
vast majority of the “spun” content out there, and flag it as low quality. 

Enriching Your Content 
Another silly thing – we had a lot of silly things coming in shortly after 
Panda and Penguin… but this one stuck too. 

We had a blogger, hit pretty hard by Panda, who did nothing but add an 
image to every blog post, and recovered a great deal of the lost traffic 
from that effort. 

It sounds stupid, because it is, but remember, Google can’t actually 
measure the actual quality of your actual content – all they can do is use 
rough approximations, and bet on these guesses adding up to something 
useful. 

If it makes sense to add images, video, transcripts, PDFs, etc. to your 
site’s pages, from a user’s perspective, then it absolutely makes sense to 
do so from an SEO perspective. 

By the way, the same guy who tipped us off about the grammar thing? He 
is also a big advocate of using multiple product images on ecommerce 
sites, with multiple views of the product. 

We agree – but would encourage you to look for ways to do this that 
actually enhance and improve the visitor experience on your site. That’s 
because what people do after they click through from a search result 
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might also matter a lot. You know, “giving you money” and that kind of 
stuff. 

Improve Searcher Acceptance 
This one is a little tough to nail down, in terms of testing and all that, 
because there’s a huge bias in the data that will always make it look like 
this is true, even if it’s not, but… well… it makes sense, even if it’s not 
true, so take it for what it’s worth: 

People talk about “bounce rate” as a possible signal to search engines, 
but as I’ve been screaming for years, search engines can’t actually 
measure that. 

What they can and do measure is the “dwell time” – how long it takes 
from the time a searcher clicks on your listing, until they return to the 
search results page, or if they return at all. 

Google does measure this, and they’ve even used it to add cool features 
to the search result page when you click back to it. 

Could they also use this as an indirect ranking signal – a way of measuring 
the quality of the site? Absolutely, and as long as they are careful about 
how they measure it, this would be far more difficult to “game” than you 
might think. 

So instead of going and clicking on your own search listings, never to 
return; or clicking your competitor’s listings and then clicking right back, 
think about other ways to improve searcher acceptance. 

As an example, if you publish with Wordpress, do you have links to other 
related, interesting, and popular posts on your blog posts? Do you use 
teaser images to increase the click through rate on those? 

More importantly, do you think that would help your site do better in 
general, even if it doesn’t help you rank better? 

Exactly. 
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Anything that makes your user experience better, gets people to use your 
site more, and all of those good things, will also help you sell more stuff, 
get more leads, and indirectly, it will even help you get more links. 

Big Piece #2:  
Other Quality Signals (Panda) 

There has been a lot of speculation about Panda – of course – because it 
had a big impact on a lot of people, and because Google is actually saying 
very little. 

There are other signals available to Google, things they can measure, 
which may or may not actually be a part of any algorithm, but which, 
when you look at them, simply make sense. 

None of these things is a “crippler” all by itself – but enough negative 
signals, in the absence of positive signals, is going to lead to a problem, 
either today or in the future. 

If you haven’t been hit by Panda yet, you don’t want to be… so take 
some steps to make sure you are giving off as many good signals as you 
can. 

Domain Signals  
Can we forget about the whole “aged domain” thing already? How long 
ago a string of letters and numbers got turned into a domain name says 
NOTHING about the quality of the site. 

However, there are some signals that Google can pick up from your 
domain name registration records that could give them an idea of who’s 
running a legitimate business, and who’s got something to hide. 

Take, as an example, “anonymous” domain name registration, which is 
popular with a certain segment of the SEO community. It could be that 
some of those people DO have something to hide, but for the rest of us, 
how does anonymous registration look to a search engine? 
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Right. It looks almost as bad as fake information. 

The best “quality signal” you can give with your domain registration is 
that it’s not anonymous, and actually matches the information provided 
on your site as much as possible. 

Entity & Contact Info  
Speaking of things that make your legitimate business actually look like a 
legitimate business, how many real, legitimate, genuine, business websites 
have you see that don’t have any physical contact information on them? 

How many of them don’t actually have the name of the entity behind the 
site, displayed prominently on the site? How many of them lack a privacy 
policy, terms of use, etc? 

If you’re collecting personal information like email addresses, phone 
numbers, etc. – do you clearly and prominently link to a privacy policy, 
that actually discloses what you’re going to do with that information? 

If you don’t do all that, you can get your Adwords account shut down – 
seriously – so do you suppose they think any more highly of it when it 
comes to organic rankings? 

Probably not, eh? 

If you’re collecting personal information, are you doing that on a secure 
(HTTPS) page, with a form that submits data to a secure (HTTPS) URL? 

It can’t hurt, and it might really help with both SEO and conversion… 
we’re just saying. 

Make sure you are consistent within your site, with domain registration, 
legal stuff, etc. – and make sure that it would all pass a human “smell 
test” as well. 

Mentions & Social Acceptance  
There’s been a whole lot of hubbub about Google+, whether +1’s affect 
rankings, and so forth.  
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There are serious antitrust issues around this – whether Google would 
actually use their monopoly in search to attack the “social network” 
competition, but it’s complicated. 

So everybody’s got an opinion about that, and I’m here to tell you that it 
doesn’t matter. 

It doesn’t matter how they measure, what they measure, and all that – 
because unless you’re trying to game the system, you need not worry 
about it. 

Remember the buzz a couple years back when somebody figured out that 
Facebook “likes” correlate with higher ranking? Well, duh – if you are 
ranking better you’re going to get more traffic, and more Likes… but tails 
don’t wag dogs… right? 

It doesn’t matter if people clicking the +1 button or a Facebook Like 
button, or any of that helps you rank as a direct ranking factor, because it 
helps you reach more people.  

Which is kind of the point of online marketing. 

The only thing that’s “actionable” about any of the speculation on social 
signals is that you should have a social marketing strategy.  

You should be engaging with your audience socially, and building an 
audience through social channels. Which, you should be doing anyway, 
even if there were no such thing as a search engine. 

Outbound links  
The places your site links to could be a positive signal (maybe), but that 
would be too easy to game, in our opinion, to be a super strong signal, 
but … it can’t hurt your rankings to link to good resources. 

It can definitely hurt your rankings – in fact, you can even force Google to 
put a warning on your search listings or slap you with a penalty – if you 
link to bad sites. 

This is a more common problem than you think.  
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If you allow comment spam on a blog, for example – it can add up, 
especially when the outbound links point to malware, and other forms of 
badness. 

Even something as simple as allowing users to create profiles with 
followed links can lead to consequences as severe as manual penalty 
action. 

If you allow any kind of user generated content – especially outbound 
links (followed or not) – you need to keep an eye on that stuff. 

Allowing users to create followed links on your site is begging for trouble, 
but even a nofollowed link could lead to a malware delivery site, a phishing 
site, or worse. 

Regular updates  
It’s another one of those “correlations” that is hard to nail down with 
testing – there are too many uncontrollable variables here – but it is very 
clear that sites which regularly update their content tend to do better in 
search. 

Does that mean you should slap a blog on your site, and start writing a 
one-word post every day? (Maybe it could just say “Array” like that site 
we looked at in the beginning…) 

Not so much. Quality matters, and it trumps “freshness” by a long way.  

You’re not going to trick Google into thinking you have a high quality site 
by publishing junk. If your quality is poor, you can’t make it up with 
volume, but you’re also not going to win this game by sitting there with 
the same 42 pages that you had on your site in 2006. 

If you don’t already have a blogging strategy for your business, it’s time. 
It’s been time. And the blogging strategy should go hand-in-glove with 
your social strategy, and the rest of your marketing strategy. 

We’ll have some more to say about that in the next section. 



IV.  Improving Site Quality 

66 

Excessive Advertising 
We shouldn’t even have to tell you that the site we looked at in the 
beginning of this section has way too much advertising on it. Way, way, 
way too much.  

It’s not a crime to sell advertising, but when it starts to hurt the user 
experience, it’s also going to hurt your rankings. 

Google has developed sophisticated tools to analyze page layouts, 
determine what’s being seen where, and deliver less traffic to sites that 
try to force too much advertising on users. 

This one should be very easy. Look at your site, think like a user, and ask 
if it’s too much. Then have someone who isn’t you do the same.  

Most sites with excessive advertising also have every other possible 
quality problem you can imagine, but if you’re one of those rare cases 
where the ads are the only issue, you can fix that pretty easily. 

Big Piece #3:  
Keyword Stuffing, Forcing, and Webspam (Penguin) 

Up to this point, pretty much everything I’ve talked about in this section 
is about the Panda algorithm, Google’s “site quality” measurement. 

Now it’s time to talk about Penguin, which is probably the most poorly 
understood updates in the history of Google. 

Here’s what they said about Penguin just prior to the launch: 

In the next few days, we’re launching an important algorithm change targeted at 
webspam. The change will decrease rankings for sites that we believe are violating 
Google’s quality guidelines. This algorithm represents another step in our efforts to 
reduce webspam and promote high quality content. 
 

Penguin does one thing: it attempts to identify web sites that are likely to 
be spam. It’s a document classifier – and it probably works a lot like the 
spam classifier that your email program uses. 
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A signal here, a signal there, and if there are enough spam signals, it’s 
spam. The score Penguin returns is something along the lines of “how 
likely is it that this page is spam?” 

The toughest part about Penguin is that you could get “hit” by it, without 
actually having a spammy website, if you were getting a lot of links from 
spammy sites. 

That’s because having a “spam rating” for every site allows Google to 
decide which sites they simply can’t trust, when it comes to links. S 

o every spam site out there that’s linking to you, and used to help you 
rank, suddenly stopped helping one day. 

Are you being “punished” for having spammy sites link to you? No – but 
you’re no longer being rewarded. 

If the government sends you a tax refund check, and they accidentally 
added a few extra zeros to it, you don’t get to cash that check, because 
when they “fix the glitch,” you’ll be on your way to prison. 

Google has “fixed the glitch” with webspam, and although you’re not 
going to jail, it may have affected your rankings. 

If you were caught up in that, we’re sorry – it sucks. But most sites that 
were affected by Penguin simply need to do some more marketing, get 
some more links, and rebuild. 

At the same time, Google also rolled out a less-talked-about “keyword 
stuffing classifier,” and that’s something you do need to pay attention to, 
because it can hurt you badly, and unfortunately, it targets things that a 
lot of SEOs considered “best practices.” 

What “Don’t Target Keywords” Means 
Obviously, Google isn’t trying to tell us not to use important and relevant 
keywords on our pages. That would be stupid and counterproductive, by 
making it more difficult for them to find stuff for searchers. 
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What they don’t want is for you to attempt to manipulate rankings, but 
stuffing keywords in every chance you get. There are 3 main areas where 
this can happen, and it’s not always intentional on your part. 

Inbound Links 
If you watched the bonus video from section 2 (on link based penalties), 
then you’ve already heard Dan’s talk on this, so we’ll keep it brief here. 

Anchor text in the links pointing to your site does help the pages those 
links point to rank better, up to a point.  

Once upon a time, there was almost no practical upper limit on how much 
anchor text you could “pile on” with inbound links. 

That’s no longer the case. 

As you add more incoming links with anchor text, it helps for a while, then 
it stops helping, and if you keep piling on, eventually, it might even hurt, 
because at the very least, you’ll end up getting a human reviewer at 
Google to consider a penalty for unnatural links. 

Most of the discussion around the SEO community about Penguin focuses 
on anchor text, and inbound links from other sites. Which is weird, 
because Google was pretty clear about what they were trying to do, and 
that’s not it. 

Most of the effects that people observe, where pages that had “excessive 
anchor text” got hurt by Penguin, are probably the result of the pages 
that gave them the links being classified as webspam, and dropping off 
the map. 

You lose a bunch of links, you lose a bunch of ranking… and that 
happened to a lot of people in 2012, on more than one occasion. 

However, you can absolutely go too far with anchor text links nowadays, 
so my advice is simple: 

 If you’re pushing over 10% anchor text to any page, you’re past 
the point where more of it can help, and if you keep going you will 
eventually get hurt. 
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 If you’re already on page one, “more anchor text” is probably not 
going to help you at all. 

 If you’re going to add anchor text links, do it slowly, and be aware 
that every unnatural link creates additional risk. 

If you’ve been paying attention at all, we don’t see how any of this 
becomes a problem for you going forward, but you may have some 
cleanup to do, if you’ve been buying, renting, stealing, or manufacturing 
mountains of anchor text links. 

Internal Links 
Internal links within your site are a trickier matter. It’s almost certain that 
the “keyword stuffing” classifier is working on these, but you have a 
difficult balancing act to play, between using links that are helpful to 
visitors, and stuffing your links with keywords. 

A lot of the old tricks, which honestly we’ve been telling people to stop 
doing for years, are squarely in the cross-hairs of the Penguin algorithm. 
Run of site footer links, sidebar links, etc. – if it’s not clearly there for 
humans, it’s an added risk. 

We recommend looking at your internal linking practices with this in mind, 
and for that, along with keyword stuffing within the text of your pages, 
starting with the “Red Pen Test” is your very best bet. 

The “Red Pen” Test 
Dan wrote up a big old blog post about this back in April 2012, which you 
can read if you like (http://seobraintrust.com/red-pen-test/) - the 
process is pretty simple. 

1. Print out a copy of your web page – start with the home page. 
2. Run a highlighter over all the “SEO keywords” on the page. 
3. Highlight all the “unnecessary” links on the page. 
4. Take a red pen to every unnecessary keyword and link. 

Every use of a keyword, and every link, that you didn’t actually need to 
use to get the message across to your visitors, gets marked over with a 
red pen. The results can be shocking. 
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When you look at the result, you may be shocked to discover just how 
much keyword stuffing is going on. Then think about how many times you 
have the same problem within your site.  

Is every page keyword stuffed? Would a “keyword stuffing classifier” be 
likely to give your website a bad score? 

If this has happened to you – if the Penguin has bitten you, it’s not a 
matter of fixing one page – it’s a matter of fixing a lot of pages, and 
changing a lot of practices, that have been near and dear to SEOs for 
over a decade. 

Loopholes and Dangers (TITLE exception) 
Like we said before, the idea of “keyword stuffing” in internal links is a 
tricky business.  
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Google can’t go too far with that idea, because they don’t want to falsely 
label the entire web as spam, so they’ll be looking at the most extreme 
cases, and carving out a lot of little “loopholes” to avoid trouble. 

For example, if a link exactly matches the TITLE of the page it links to, 
they have to treat that differently than a link which is “just keywords.” 

We shouldn’t have to tell you that trying to abuse these exceptions can 
be a risky proposition, but… well… “trying to abuse these exceptions can 
be a risky proposition.” You’re on your own with that. 

Site Quality Checklist 
 

❏ Entity & Contact Clarity: 
Make sure that your domain name registration matches what’s on 
your site, and that it’s easy to find physical contact information, 
and other legal info, on your site. 
 

❏ Author Attribution: 
Google’s “rel=author” system allows you to claim ownership of the 
content that you create. The system is not perfect - currently a 
business can’t be an author, but they’re working on that, and it’s 
too important not to get it right. 
 

❏ Fix thin and duplicate content: 
This doesn’t mean “deleting pages that don’t get much search 
traffic,” as that-site-that-rhymes-with-Oz said to do. Panda is a site 
wide thing, not a page by page ranking factor, and you shouldn’t 
remove content unless it really serves no purpose.  
 

❏ Keyword Stuffing Check: 
Take the Red Pen Test, checking on the different types of pages on 
your site, and look at the way you have set up internal linking, 
especially links that are only there to help another page rank. 
 



IV.  Improving Site Quality 

72 

❏ Upgrade & Update: 
Improve your content, make it more engaging, use related page 
links, images, and other methods to make your content more 
engaging. Get those social buttons you were meaning to add into 
your site, and start doing regular updates to your content. 
 

❏ Don’t forget the grammar: 
It may sound a little stupid, we know, but if you’ve been hit by 
Panda, use a grammar checker while you’re rewriting content – and 
not the useless one that’s built into Microsoft Word – use a real 
professional one like Grammarly.com or Grammarian. 
 

 

The New Model for SEO 

If it sounds like everything you used to know about SEO has become a lie, 
well, maybe that’s being a little dramatic, but it’s absolutely true that 
things are changing. 

We were all warned. We had fun manipulating the search results, didn’t 
we? 

Some people are still doing that – continuing to exploit the shrinking 
loopholes in search engine algorithms – in fact, some of my best friends 
are very prolific spammers, but they’re all prepared to take their lumps, 
lose everything without complaint, and move on when the time comes. 

In the next section, we’re going to talk about what’s coming next, and 
how you can prepare yourself for the future of search. 

It’s time to start doing “real marketing.” 
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V 
Winning this Game 

In this section, we go beyond penalty recovery and talk about how to 
make more money online by doing real marketing.  By “real” we mean 
marketing that is focused on benefiting humans, not on gaming the 
technical characteristics of the online medium.  Real marketing does not 
depend on the medium. 

On the other hand, the online medium is different and just understanding 
marketing is not enough.  You must simultaneously be doing the right 
thing for the people in your market while also optimizing your use of the 
many different platforms and systems that are unique to the web. 

The presentation in this chapter is a very brief summary.  The subject is 
would clearly fill a book by itself – in fact, it’s an entire course.  The 
reason we’ve included this summary here is to help you buy the time you 
will need to recover your Google traffic. 

The process we teach for cleanup and penalty removal will work, but you 
have to be able to “last the distance” and that is almost always about 
having the money to keep going. 

It will take time to fix the problems on your site, remove links and 
complete the reconsideration process and if you cannot last the distance, 
then you cannot win, no matter how well you execute.   



V.  Winning this Game 

74 

There are three key activities that will give you the best chance of 
surviving the time it takes to complete your cleanup and the 
reconsideration process. 

First, we’ve seen many cases where just a modest amount of good 
marketing is sufficient to overcome negative factors so one of the first 
things we have our clients do is to put in place some of our simplest 
marketing strategies even while they are working through the cleanup in 
chapters 3 and 4. 

Publishing original content on a blog several times per week and starting 
or extending your presence on social media can only help your traffic and 
might even counteract some portion of your decline in ranking.  Blogging 
and social media are both processes that can be done very efficiently in 
both cost and time. 

Second, our marketing strategies are not confined to Google organic 
traffic alone, so while you are trying to recover the Google traffic you’ve 
lost, you should also be developing and profiting as much as you can from 
other sources.  Social media is obviously one, but paid traffic (so long as 
it converts profitably), email promotions and joint ventures make a lot of 
sense. 

Finally, increase your visitor value through improved conversion, additional 
offers or better pricing.  These are things under your direct and 
immediate control. 

Note that in all cases these initiatives are good to keep running even after 
you have recovered in search and that’s key point to keep in mind not 
just during your recovery, but as long as you are in business thereafter. 

Google is Not Your Master 

Google does not actually own your business, but if you can’t live without 
the traffic they send you, then you don’t really own it either.  It is never a 
good idea to have your business wholly dependent on one outside 



V.  Winning this Game 

75 

influence or partner, be it a single traffic source, a single supplier or a 
single customer. 

On the other hand, Google is not your servant either.  Just because you 
were number one for your keywords for years and years does not mean 
that they owe you that.  The fact is that times have changed in the last 
24 months and you will have to change with them.   

Once you have actually put in the work to build a good solid long term 
search presence that abides by Google’s guidelines then it can be a very 
reliable source of high quality traffic.  However, to rely completely on 
Google traffic alone is basically stopping halfway. 

To really make the best use out of search, you should use it not only for 
its instant value, but also as a platform to launch your brand into other 
channels.  Your goal should be a wide presence on the web where you 
have many different sources of traffic, Google being only one of them.   

Aim to have your traffic diversified among Twitter, Facebook, referrals, 
direct, various paid sources and email as well Google organic.  This is 
much healthier business and much less exposed to changes at Google. 

Focus on Your Audience 

Getting to this ideal starts with a focus on the audience that you are 
trying to serve rather than a focus on Google.  The money is not in 
Google.  The money is in – as they say – the list or, to generalize to other 
media, the audience. 

The audience is the people in the niche you serve and that is your real 
source of traffic.  Your business exists to serve that audience and it 
ultimately succeeds only to the extent that you serve them.  So instead 
of thinking about just traffic, let’s think about the audience. 

That starts with recognizing that your audience is not just on Google.  
They hang out and interact in a whole bunch of different places and when 
you can engage them wherever they are, you will diversify your traffic 
sources as a result. 
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Our good friend Paul Colligan coined the term ISYOT – I’ve Seen You Out 
There – and what he is talking about is that leaders in any market are in all 
of the different channels their core audience frequents. 

Diversify Your Traffic Sources 

You can find which channels you need to be in and which channels you 
should be developing more thoroughly just by looking at your analytics.   

Look at the traffic sources where you are getting decent conversion.   

Look at the other traffic sources that are converting and see if you can 
develop more of those.  This will leave you less prone to problems at 
Google.   

Making these changes will make your business better as a result so view 
this as an opportunity.  After your recover from your penalty, if you have 
done these things as well, now your business is even stronger than it was 
before your traffic dropped. 

Content Fuels Online Marketing 

The entire web is composed only of content and links between content. 
As users of the web we have those two things as the only reason we use 
it at all.  One of the first rules of marketing is to give people what they 
want, so clearly we should be giving them content. 

The two simplest – and yet extraordinarily powerful – content strategies 
we teach are based on Twitter and Blogging.  Both are very simple and 
time efficient and will have positive impacts on your traffic.  Blogging also 
generally has a rapid impact on longer-tail ranking. 

The stumbling block for most people when it comes to blogging is that 
they do not know what to write about, but it turns out the answer is 
sitting right there in front of you. 
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This is one of those insights that is so obvious that the most common 
reaction is a palm to the forehead.  So here goes: 

Your audience is already talking about their area of interest, 
the products and brands in your market, news and new 
developments and rumors and gossip.  Since they are already 
talking about all that stuff, they must be interested in it ... so 
just write about that! 

This is the conversation in the marketplace. 

Once you start following your audience using blogs, forums, Facebook and 
Twitter, you’ve solved what to write about – write in response to what 
everyone is already talking about.  Isn’t that the meaning of 
conversation? 

The Conversation in the Marketplace 

Your customers and prospects were in your market before you and they 
were already searching online, messaging each other on Twitter, liking and 
sharing on Facebook and posting on forums. 

Once you are focused on the audience, then you will notice the existing 
conversation.  Having found it, now join it.  We teach different levels of 
engagement using different platforms.  Here are a few examples to get 
you started. 

Twitter 
Find what common hash tags are being used and follow the influences in 
your marketplace.  Find the best tweets in your market and retweet them.  
Create unique insights of your own and post those.   

Using hash tags and reposting influencers messages will get you 
discovered and followed as well.  All of this can be scheduled so it takes 
just 10 minutes a day and about 30 minutes once a week. 

Remember that this is a conversation, not an infomercial, so promote very 
sparingly.  Your goal should be to establish the qualities of know, like and 
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trust.  Two or three commercial messages each week might be all you 
need. 

Abstracting 
This is our unique approach to what many call “curation”.  This works 
wonders to improve organic traffic and nicely leverages the Twitter 
technique. 

The way we teach Abstracting, it is a unique 50-100 summary of 
someone else’s article.  We do not quote from the original at all and we 
always include a followed link to the source.   

We chose 50-100 words because it is a “bite size” chunk that is easy for 
your audience to consume, while still being long enough to either make 
some point or tell your reader why they might (or might not) want to 
click-through to the original. 

There are a couple different ways to use abstracting, but let’s start with a 
really simple one.  Be a trusted “clipping service” for your niche.  The 
website techmeme.com is a great example.  They don’t really present a 
unique “voice” or view – they just report. 

You can instead “color” your reporting of current events with your own 
unique viewpoint.  That’s what we do at http://seobraintrust.com and on 
our personal blogs as well. 

In both cases, you become a part of the ongoing conversation and will 
gather a following either because your feed is convenient or your 
viewpoint useful or fun. 

And So Much More 
The Twitter and Abstracting processes are just two of the conversation-
based strategies we teach.  There are many more and once you start 
these two, you’ll probably accidentally discover some of the other 
strategies on your own. 

What is most likely to happen is that you have far more that you know 
you could do than could ever be done in the time available. 
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Prioritize 

In this document we have presented a lot 
for you to do.  We get that.  Worse, time is 
ticking away and your traffic is way off 
from what it was which probably isn’t 
helping your stress level. 

You will need to prioritize in order to be 
able to get it all done.  How do you do 
that?   

Start with your goals and work backwards to the activities that go into 
making those goals happen.  And bear in mind that no items are ever 
equally important so do not get trapped in deciding you have to do two 
things at once because they are equally important.  We will talk about 
serializing those things next. 

Prioritizing, of course, is always the highest priority, because until you do 
that, you do not know what to start on.  Make a list of what needs to be 
done from chapters 3 and 4.  Then look at the Twitter and Blogging 
strategies in this chapter.  Now you need to order the list. 

There is no one simple answer to this, but here is the rule of thumb to 
consider.  Getting a penalty removed is important, there is no doubt 
about that, but adding more revenue, via additional marketing, means you 
have more time to get the penalty removed.   

So do you have other traffic sources you can grow while you recover 
Google traffic? What can you economize or delay in the way of expenses?  
These are things to consider because you do not really know how long it 
is going to take to correct a negative factor or get a penalty removed.   

By starting the conversation-based marketing we described above, you 
might see some rebound in traffic and sales even before you get the 
penalty removed.  

Each situation is going to be different and it starts setting goals and 
prioritizing appropriately.  Then, how do you make it all happen? 
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Serialize 

Second only to having the wrong priorities, 
the next thing that causes people a lot of 
problems is not serializing their work. 

Multitasking is a myth. 

The only way to actually get multiple 
projects done is to do one and then do the 
next and then do the next.  When you try 
to do multiple things at once, it actually just delays them all and delays 
the resulting income or other benefits too. 

This is probably not new information to you, but here is the one simple 
procedure to get stuff done as fast as possible. 

First, you work on your top activity until it is done or until you are waiting 
on some external events to move forward.  For example, maybe it is a 
reply from reconsideration request or maybe some work that is being 
done by an outsourcer or employee.   

Second, while you are waiting and blocked on your top priority task, work 
on your next priority task until it too is done or blocked.  Repeat this 
procedure in priority order.   

It is very, very rare that you will have more than a small number of 
projects in work at once if you follow this procedure.   

Also, you should make the chunks of work you do either very large or 
very small and always a very high value in either case.  Let’s look at a 
couple of examples. 

Something very short like picking between two web themes that your 
designer proposed for a website. That is probably something that you 
want to do because it helps define your brand.   

Something very long might be to write that 20 page eBook lead item that 
you are going to put on the website.  That is something where you carve 
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out a big chunk of time.  You sit down and you get it done.  You take no 
interruptions including phone calls while you are making that happen.   

If you prioritize and serialize, you will be making the best use of you time 
and give yourself the best opportunity to last through this period of lower 
traffic so you can get the work done, rescue your site and be a better 
business as a result. 

Post Operative Recovery 

Once you have gotten the negative factor fixed or the penalty removed, 
it is not over yet.   

What you do post recovery is almost more important than what you did 
during recovery and for that you might reflect on an old samurai saying: 
“When victory is achieved, tighten your helmet strap.”   

One of the great enemies of success is complacency.  After your penalty 
is removed, you may need to resist recidivism.  If you fall back on your old 
ways, if you do what you did before, you will get what you got before and 
even worse.  Recognize that Google has a very long memory, it’s sort of 
what they do, they store stuff.   

Can you imagine what it is going to look like if you recover from a penalty 
and then some time later, short time or longer, the same site gets under 
that or some other penalty.  How hard do you imagine it is going to be to 
get that second penalty removed?  So be sure to keep what you have 
learned in getting a penalty or negative factor removed.  Move forward 
with  a very different approach, one that is not going to put you 
anywhere close to being outside the Google Webmaster Guidelines.   

To do that, do real marketing.  Do not chase Google, serve instead the 
people in your market.  Diversify your traffic sources and do not rely upon 
search to feed your entire business. 
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The Secret of Ongoing Success 

And that bring us finally to our last message in this manuscript and that is 
the secret of ongoing success within the marketing.   

First is mindset.  As we have talked a great deal about it in this 
manuscript, Google is not your competition.  Your competition is your 
competition.  Do not try to be better than Google.  All that really means 
is you are just trying to be better at being bad then they are being good.  
Stop that game.   

If you have a penalty or negative factor, playing that game is how you got 
here.  If you have not had a factor or negative factor or a penalty yet, 
then do not get in that game because it is a little bit too late to play.  
Instead, be better at being better.   

Focus on your audience.  Be better than your competition at serving that 
audience.  And then do it more efficiently than your competition.  This 
has been the rule in offline business forever.  Retail businesses do not try 
to game the chamber of commerce.  They try to serve their customers 
better than the business down the road.   

Second is strategy.  If you are audience focused and use multiple channels 
and utilizes synergy across those channels, you can build a business that 
serves your customer base using real marketing and is diversified so that 
even if there are hiccups at Google, you are not exposed badly.   

Third, recognize that all marketing on the web lives on content.  It is the 
fuel for all online marketing.  What the conversation in the marketplace is 
made of is content, other people’s content and your own.  Have a 
coherent content strategy.  It is a core element of marketing online. 

Yes, you can use other people’s content but there can be no scraping and 
no spinning.  That will absolutely end you up in penalty territory.  For your 
own original content, here too, absolutely no spinning.  You can repurpose 
in multiple channels and multiple media and you should do that because it 
is a great source of leverage, but no copies in the same medim.   
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Fourth, the processes you use in your business are a huge source of 
leverage.  This is how you buy your time back.  You cannot hire and train 
without processes to hire and train those people to follow.  This is how 
you build a larger business and how you control the quality of your 
business.   

People ultimately are what drive your business.  You can use micro 
tasking, outsourcers, employees as long as you make your processes 
teachable and we have several projects that allow you to do just that.   

Fifth, a lot of people talk about the tools they use.  Tools are great.  We 
love tools too, but use them sparingly.  Many tools attempt to give you a 
shortcut – be careful of that.   

Tools that help you operate more efficiently or get more leverage, that is 
great.  Tools that do things like automatic posting or widespread 
distribution in an automated way or (god forbid) spinning are not just 
dangerous, but actually evil.   

Finally, pile on.  Use every success for even greater success.  Contests, 
events, high-end link bait, press and publicity, these are all things that are 
the result of doing good marketing.  Use that as a foundation to do more.   

You will notice in this entire description that there is nothing about SEO 
really.  There is only real marketing.  Real marketing using online mediums 
and processes which as a side effect are going to improve your search 
engine ranking.   

If you focus thoroughly on it or solely on SEO, you probably are going to 
end up doing the wrong things.  If you focus first on your audience in 
doing real marketing and accommodate SEO to the extent you need to, 
that is probably a better place for you to be for long-term online success. 
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VI 
Additional Resources 

PERP – The most up-to-date version of this document is always available 
at http://seobt.co/perp.  By signing up, you will get updates as they are 
published as well as the other content we mail on an ongoing basis. 

Our Blog – We curate important news and publish full-length original 
material.  Opt-in to receive additional free training via email. 
http://seobraintrust.com. 

Dan’s penalty recovery presentation from BrainStorm 2012 you can (and 
should!) view at http://seobt.co/penalty 

The most recent leaked rater’s guide we have posted at 
http://seobraintrust.s3.amazonaws.com/google-guidelines.pdf 

Dan’s free SEO ebook: www.seofaststart.com/download) 

Aaron Wall’s robots.txt tutorial (http://tools.seobook.com/robots-txt/) 

Some Useful Tools 

Shaun Anderson built a tool to monitor the key Google webmaster 
guidelines pages. http://www.hobo-web.co.uk/webmaster-guidelines/ 
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See chapter 3 for how to employ these jems: 
AHREFS: http://ahrefs.com 
Majestic: http://majesticseo.com 
SEOMoz: http://opensiteexplorer.org 

Our Products and Services: 

As promised, there is nothing for sale anywhere in this manuscript, but if 
at some point in the future you find that you need even more help from 
us than these 100 pages can provide, rest assured that more is available. 

Here’s a quick overview of what we currently offer. 

White Hat Black Belt – Our foundation SEO training that teaches how 
to be the best at doing good. 

Link Liberation 3 – Our flagship online marketing course that forever 
frees you from thinking about the technical details of search so you can 
focus instead on building real customer value.  

Gold Membership – Our low-cost monthly training membership featuring 
Masters Track live trainings and The BrainDump update service. 

Platinum Coaching – Ongoing group coaching via phone and live chat to 
help Link Liberation graduates take their businesses to the next level. 

Private Mentoring – Available by application only, we work one-on-one 
with a small number of high achievers. 

Of course, if you’re in a hurry, then feel free to contact us at 
support@seobraintrust.com with what ever special needs you have, or 
just watch our blog and follow us on social media to catch the next 
opening of our various programs. 


