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The Big Picture:

Use Statistical Analysis to Answer 

Important SEO Questions



Resources Available:

www.seomoz.org/dp/ims2010



Correlation ≠ Causation

The more I wear suits, the more I speak on panels.

Therefore: wearing suits causes me to speak on panels.



Understanding Correlation Significance

No Correlation

Exact Match 

Domain

Perfect 

Correlation

Most of our data for search rankings falls in this region
(which we’d expect given algorithms w/ 200+ ranking factors)



Question #1:

How to Best “Optimize” a Site for 

Search Engine Rankings



Methodology

• 11,351 SERPs via Google AdWords Suggest

• 1st Page Only (usually ~10 results per page)

• Correlations are w/ Higher Position on Page 1

• Controlled for SERPs Where All (or None) of the 

Results Matched the Metric



Methodology

Looking for elements 
that higher ranking 

pages have that 
lower ones do not

NOT looking at raw 
counts of how many 

pages featured a 
given element
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Highest Stderr = 0.0241804



Our Interpretation

• Exact match domains remain powerful in both 

engines (anchor text could be a factor, too)

• Hyphenated versions are less powerful, though 

more frequent in Bing (G: 271 vs. B: 890)

• Just having keywords in the domain name has 

substantial positive correlation



Highest Stderr = 0.00350211

KWs in Body

KWs in Alt Attribute
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KWs in URL

KWs in Title



Our Interpretation

• The Alt attribute of images is interesting

• Putting KWs in URLs is likely a best practice

• Everyone optimizes titles (G: 11,115 vs. B: 11,143). 

Differentiating here is hard.

• (Simplistic) on-page optimization isn’t a huge factor



Highest Stderr = 0.0269818
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Our Interpretation

• More reasons to believe Google when they say 

.gov, .info and .edu are not special cased

• The .org TLD extension is surprising – do they earn 

more links? Less spam? More non-commercial?

• Don’t forget about branding/user behavior - .com is 

still probably a very good thing (at least own it)



Highest Stderr = 0.0033353
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Our Interpretation

• Shorter URLs are likely a good best practice 

(especially on Bing)

• Long domains may not be ideal, but aren’t awful

• Raw content length seems marginal in correlation



Question #2:

What Kind of Links Matter & How 

Should We Evaluate Links?



Highest Stderr = 0.00335677

# of Linking Root 
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Our Interpretation

• Links are likely still a major part of the algorithms

• Bing may be slightly more naïve in their usage of 

link data than Google, but better than before

• Diversity of link sources remains more important 

than raw link quantity



Highest Stderr = 0.00415058
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Our Interpretation

• Many anchor text links from the same domain likely 

don’t add much value

• Anchor text links from diverse domains, however, 

appears highly correlated 

• Bing and Google are relatively similar in evaluating 

these metrics



Correlation of Page-Level Link Valuation Metrics



Our Interpretation

• PageRank (and similar algorithms) are not particularly 

representative of rankings (but are somewhat correlated)

• Linking domains are likely a better metric than raw links

• Page Authority is reasonably good, but has a way to go



Correlation of Domain-Level Link Valuation Metrics



Our Interpretation

• No single domain valuation metric is especially well 

correlated with rankings

• Rankings of individual pages may be more 

disparate we typical think re: “domain authority”

• Overall, we’re still very naïve when it comes to 

understanding how links influence search rankings



Question #3:

How Does Google Instant Change 

Keyword Demand / SEO?



http://www.readwriteweb.com/archives/report_google_search_box_in_firefox_accounts_for_9.php

Are Most Users Seeing/Using Google Instant?



Methodology: Keyword Referral Search Data

• Look at keyword sending traffic via analytics

• Distribute into groups by word-length

• Analyze shifts in demand by keywords that 

brought visits to the site

• Compare from period prior to Google Instant 

and directly after



http://www.mecmanchester.co.uk/blog/google-instant-data-after-12-days.html

Via MEC Manchester (UK)
5 Sites, 4 Verticals, 10K+ Keywords



Via Distilled Consulting (UK)
11 Sites, Various Sizes (3.5K – 75K weekly visits), 75K+ Keywords

http://www.distilled.co.uk/blog/seo/impact-of-google-instant/



Via Conductor
Multiple sites, 880K visits, 10Ks of keywords

http://blog.conductor.com/2010/09/what%E2%80%99s-been-the-impact-of-google-instant-on-searcher-behavior-so-far-not-much/



Interesting Takeaways

• Google Instant seems not to have shifted keyword 

demand by much (if at all)

• Google “suggest” has been out for a long time 

already; users are likely accustomed to this feature

• The “long tail” may get longer/shorter over time, but 

Instant seems less responsible than other factors



Q+A

Rand Fishkin, CEO & Co-Founder, SEOmoz

• Twitter: @randfish

• Blog: www.seomoz.org/blog

• Email: rand@seomoz.org



Extra Time??

Let’s Do a Bonus Round!



Bonus Question:

How Much Does “Relevant” Content 

Matter for SEO?













Methodology: LDA (Latent Dirichlet Allocation)

• Build an LDA model based on the English 

language Wikipedia dataset (8mil+ pages)

• Generate scores for top 10 rankings across 

several thousand search results

• Look at correlation of search rankings with 

scores (in process)



Chance of word is because of a topic
= 

(Number of times the document already uses that topic a lot)
X

(Number of times that word has been in that topic)

Simplified LDA Formula



Tool to Test it Out

http://www.seomoz.org/labs/lda



Tool to Test it Out

http://www.seomoz.org/labs/lda



Tool to Test it Out

We might need to 
work the “relevance” 

of our content

http://www.seomoz.org/labs/lda



Interesting Takeaways

• There may be more to “on-page” optimization then 

just using target keywords in the right places / ways

• Search engines keep saying “make relevant content” 

– perhaps we can get more scientific and precise about 

what “relevant” means

• Our LDA topic modeling work is still in its infancy. 

Expect more data, correlations, etc. in weeks to come.
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