
SEO AUDIT CHECKLIST template – Part 2 – Google Webmaster tools AUDIT

about this template

This SEO template is part of a series to help companies review their own search engine marketing effectiveness. Of course, we hope it may be helpful for agencies and consultants also, but its main aim is to help smaller businesses and bloggers review their own sites. This template is for a single page on a site, so will be useful for copywriters creating and reviewing pages.

You can download it in Word format on our site at:

http://www.smartinsights.com/wp-content/uploads/2010/10/SEO-back-to-basics-google-webmaster-tools.doc
The template is part of a series of templates we’ve created to help marketers review and improve the effectiveness of all aspects of their digital marketing. 

You can view our all of our templates here: http://www.smartinsights.com/advicetype/digital-marketing-templates/ 

This template was designed by Dave Chaffey and Chris Soames of Smart Insights to summarise the main ranking factors to help you boost your position in the search results through using best practice techniques. It’s based on many years of experiences applied on real client projects.

About Smart Insights

Smart Insights is a digital marketing portal and consultancy sharing advice to help marketers get more value from their investments in online marketing and analytics. 

Our expertise is in developing winning digital marketing strategies and improving commercial results through Web Analytics (in particular Google Analytics). Our consulting advice focuses on short-term, high-impact projects where we audit and recommend improvements to clients’ SEO, Google Adwords, site and email marketing effectiveness.

Our Emarketing Essentials Enewsletter where we have regular practical advice on the digital marketing tactics that matter most in delivering better results to most companies, i.e.

· Digital strategy and campaign planning
· Actionable analytics for site and campaign optimization
· Search Engine Marketing (SEO and Pay Per Click)
· Social media
· Persuasive site design and web analytics
· Email marketing
Signup to our Enewsletter at www.smartinsights.com or our Facebook Page at www.facebook.com/smartinsights. 

If you have any questions or comments, please get in touch via www.smartinsights.com/contact-us.

about Google Webmaster tools

What is Google Webmaster tools (GWT)

Google Webmaster Tools is a system built by Google that gives you feedback on your website from how Google sees it. It shows everything from phrases used to find your site through to pages it can’t distinguish or access through internal and external links.

Why is it important?

With Google accounting for over 90% of searches in the UK and many other European countries, any  insights that Google provides about the effectiveness of your website are worth reviewing. Google Webmaster Tools alerts you to how Google sees your website & alerts you to problems it finds.. 

Online businesses often overlook the basic aspects of natural search management, but with this simple interface you can quickly see if you are ticking all the boxes.

About this guide

The name “Google Webmaster Tools” is unfortunate since it suggests it’s just a tool for techies. But we think it can also help site owners and marketers if they know what to look for. This is particularly the case with recent features showing the volume of searches and clicks you gain for different keyphrases.
In this guide we’ll show you how to get the most from it in these ten steps:

Step 1. Setup and verification.

Step 2. Review current keyphrase ranking.

Step 3. Site indexing effectiveness audit including:

Step 4. Sitemaps

Step 5. Robots.txt

Step 6. Crawl errors
Step 7. Three Ws (canonical URLs)
Step 8. Site performance

Step 9. Inbound Link Analysis

Step 10. HTML Suggestions

Step 1. Setup and verification

If you haven’t got Google Webmaster Tools setup already, you need to prove to Google that you are the site owner, this is known as site verifications. Here’s how to verify:

1. Visit http://www.google.com/webmasters
2. Sign up / Sign in

3. Add your website by entering its address

4. Verify you own the website (by following the instructions to verify using a unique code by either adding a file to your web server or add a meta tag to your home page)

5. Once verified you will have access to the GWT Dashboard

You can also checkout Google Webmaster’s YouTube channel here for some great how tos and tips:

http://www.youtube.com/user/GoogleWebmasterHelp#grid/user/B52807846359D2EA

STEP 2. Keyphrase ranking review

	Step 2 Keyphrase Ranking Review

	What is it, why is it important and how to find it?
	A fundamental part of any marketing channel is analysis & natural search is no different. While there are a whole host of metrics that you should measure natural search by, Google offer a view into an area most people put a lot of emphasis on, where your website ranks when people search for particular keywords. While this is an important metric its not the best way or most accurate way to measure natural search for your business. After all if it doesn’t bring you extra profit it is irrelevant. Monitoring your ranking in the context of other metrics is however valuable and this simple tool from Google gives great insight into the keywords you are appearing for and includes stats such as, impressions, clicks & average position. Not only does it show you that but you can dictate particular countries as well as specific date ranges.

This feature can be found by navigating to the tab on the left of Google Webmaster tools : Your site on the web > Search queries

And should look something like:
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	Things to look out for / common mistakes
	· Track your rankings for target terms – the position in search results is clearly displayed
· See whether you have the best landing pages for your SEO. Of course Google Analytics and others will show you this better since you will see the bounce rates
· 

	Possible Actions
	· Review clickthrough rates for different terms which helps you 
· Review the effectiveness of your copy in encouraging clickthrough from the SERPs. If it’s below average for a position, then you know you have a problem
· Compare clickthrough rates for natural terms compared to different paid search / Adwords terms to help determine the relative effectiveness of copy and terms 
· Review overall SEO effectiveness from the headline figures of impressions (how many you could reach) against clickthrough – how many you are attracting to your site 
· Review marketing campaign effectiveness – how does variation occur through time 
· Review seasonal demand variations for products/services. This will work best for brand/navigational searches where you are likely to be top.

	Further tools to help
	http://www.smartinsights.com/BLOG/SEO/FIND-CLICKTHROUGH-RATES-FOR-SEO/



STEP 3. Site Indexing effectiveness audit

This section covers the tools & tactics available to you to make sure that your site is accessible to search engines. Using features within Google Webmaster tools the guide will help you both optimize your site and identify any possible issues.

	Step 4 Site Indexing Effectiveness - Site Maps

	What is it, why is it important and how to find it?
	They allow webmasters to inform search engines about URLs on a website that are available for crawling. It allows webmasters to include additional information about each URL: when it was last updated, how often it changes, and how important it is in relation to other URLs in the site. This allows search engines to crawl the site more intelligently. 

Most sitemaps reside at the following address - www.example.com/sitemap.xml however depending on the site and number of sitemaps you have. Sitemaps traditionally were only for html based webpages but have since evolved to include, images, video & news as well as good old static pages. Checkout more about each sitemap here:

http://www.google.com/support/webmasters/bin/answer.py?hl=en&answer=156184

Within Google Webmaster tools the Sitemap interface can be found by navigating to Site Configuration > Sitemaps
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	Things to look out for / common mistakes
	· Is the status of the sitemap OK. Any errors in how the file is structured etc will be flagged by Google in this area
· After a period of time does your sitemap contain significantly more URL’s than the “Url’s in web index”? This would then require further investigation
· Publishing inactive pages in the xml feed
· Publishing pages blocked in robots.txt
· Not configuring specific blog, video, image & news feeds

	Possible Actions
	· Ensure your website has one (or more)
· Ensure that the right content is in the file, so inactive or blocked pages shouldn’t be for example
· News / Images & Video should be highlighted

	Further tools to help
	To help create the sitemap checkout this tool - www.xml-sitemaps.com
Stay up-to-date with Google Webmaster updates here :

http://googlewebmastercentral.blogspot.com

	Step 5 Site Indexing Effectiveness -  Robots.txt

	What is it, why is it important and how to find it?
	Robots.txt file is a widely used asset to give instructions on crawling your website to search engines. It is used most of the time to restrict search engine robots from viewing certain files & folders.

For example if you have an admin area to your website, you would want to make sure pages & files from this area are not indexed by any search engine. Robots.txt would allow you to do this.

Most commonly found at - www.example.com/robots.txt
This is how ours is setup:
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The reason it is important is that often sites have duplicated content & files which are of no use to the site visitors and therefore no use to Search Engines either.,You can exclude unwanted folders using the “Disallow” instruction. 

Within Google Webmaster tools,, under site site configuration you will see a crawler access option. Once selected, Google will give you an insight into how it views your robots.txt file:

It will tell you:

· If it found the file and managed to view it
· The last time it downloaded the file
· If there were any errors while reading the file
· What it found in your robots.txt file
What you can do:

· Test specific URL’s to see if it would allow or disallow the google-bot from seeing it
· Generate a robots.txt file from a simple interface, this can then be copied onto your website
· Remove specific URL’s from the Google Index. Sometimes, blocking URL’s that have been indexed by using robots.txt can take some time to come into affect. Using the Remove URL tool within a matter of days (sometimes hours) your url’s can be out of the Google index


	Things to look out for / common mistakes
	· Ensure that your robots.txt file isn’t set to block all search engines. Often, when sites are being developed the developers will block all search engines from viewing the site so that customers do not see it until its ready. When site launch date comes around updating this file is often over looked and this will have a very negative impact
· Ensure your CMS, cgi-bin, anything that isn’t static content viewed by your users, so any development files like php or javascript files are all blocked from search engines

	Possible Actions
	· Generate / Update your robots.txt file to ensure only the pages YOU want are being indexed
· Block any code or admin areas
· Remove any duplicate or unwanted URL’s from Google’s index
· Test your robots.txt file in the 

	Further tools to help
	http://www.robotstxt.org/

http://www.google.com/support/webmasters/bin/answer.py?hl=en&answer=156449
Terminology:

User-agent = The name of the robot that comes to the website. So this could be, Google, Yahoo, Bing etc etc. You can set specific rules per search engine. * means All / wildcard

	Step 6 Site Indexing Effectiveness - Three W’s or not

	What is it, why is it important and how to find it?
	This area resides within the Site configuration > Settings section of Google Webmaster tools. There is one main question / test for your website:

1. If you type - example.com (no W’s) does the website:

a. Issue an error message?

b. Display the full website as normal

c. Redirect me to www.example.com/

This is quite an important factor for both website usability but also your indexing effectiveness. If your website returns an error, still surprisingly common we find, you may potentially be using losing visitors. 

If it just displays the full website then there is still a risk that search engines will be able to view an entirely duplicate version of your website. While most search engines are wise to this now its definitely best to save them the time & effort.
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	Things to look out for / common mistakes
	· Your main website should only be accessible via one main url. I would recommend www. as the main route
· Ensure that the configuration does a page for page redirection. From example:
· example.com/test-page.html > www.example.com/test-page.html

	Possible Actions
	· Instruct your web-team to update the server configuration to display your chosen primary URL. The main purpose is that any user requesting your non chosen URL is 301 redirected to the appropriate URL

	Further tools to help
	http://www.stepforth.com/resources/web-marketing-knowledgebase/non-www-redirect/


	Step 7 Site Indexing Effectiveness - Crawl Errors

	What is it, why is it important and how to find it?
	This area resides within the Diagnostics > Crawl Errors section of Google Webmaster tools. This area is particularly important as it will alert you to any issues Google has while it is crawling your website. It is likely that if Google is having issues then other robots will too. Errors can range from simple things like URL’s you have restricted in the robots.txt file or that a URL it is looking for lands on a dead page.

If Google is experiencing errors while indexing your website it is likely that it could be affecting your rankings and you should seek to remove the issues. Even more importantly the issues could also be affecting the user experience of your website.
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	Things to look out for / common mistakes
	·  Large number of Not Found errors.

·  Customers are likely to be experiencing the same issue

·  Inbound links to that page will lose their value

·  Traffic to that page is more likely to bounce and leave

·  Unusual ‘Restricted by robots.txt’ number

·  A particular rule could be configured incorrectly blocking Google from pages you actually want to appear in its index

·  Unusual error codes being issued by your website while Google Index’s it

	Possible Actions
	·  Error fixing is the name of the game with this section. You can download a table of errors straight from Google Webmaster tools. I suggest sending this to your web team and asking for any errors to be corrected.

·  If you have turned a page off which carried a lot or weight in the search engines but you no longer want traffic to land on it make sure this page is 301 redirected to an equivalent page or home. This will pass on any links & rank the page had to the page you redirect to and it will no longer appear in search results. Link reconfiguration from third-party sites where you can contact selected site owners to change the link pointed to and the anchor text is an effective SEO technique.

	Further tools to help
	HTTP Error Codes:

http://www.google.com/support/webmasters/bin/answer.py?answer=40132&hl=en
Fetch as Googlebot tool in Google Webmaster tools will help identify issues :

Dashboard > Labs > Fetch as Googlebot


	Step 8 Site Indexing Effectiveness – Site Performance

	What is it, why is it important and how to find it?
	One of Google’s more recent additions to the Google Webmaster tools site. This tool allows you to see the time it takes for your page to load. This is important for a number of reasons:

·  If your pages load slowly Google will index your site less often as it doesn’t want to put further strain on your server as this could hamper user experience

·  Users will also see the same page speed (changing slightly depending on location, internet speed etc) but it is slow sites have higher bounce rates and lower conversion

See Page Speed in Google Webmaster Tools:
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	Things to look out for / common mistakes
	·  Particularly slow pages, pages with lots of information on can often load slowly and drag your average down

·  Any recent upward spikes in the graph - likely to indicate issues with your website

	Possible Actions
	·  Install Google Page Speed as it recommends within Google Webmaster tools. This will allow you to send specific instructions to your web team

	Further tools to help
	· Yahoo Y Slow is a similar plugin to Google Page Speed - http://developer.yahoo.com/yslow/
·  Best practice for speeding up your website from Yahoo - http://developer.yahoo.com/performance/rules.html


	Step 9 Ranking Factors - Inbound Link Analysis

	What is it, why is it important and how to find it?
	Inbound links are a key factor in any websites ranking. Google Websmaster tools give you insights into this area. Navigating from the left hand side you need to click on Your site on the web  > Links to your site. It should look something like:
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	Things to look out for / common mistakes
	·  All your links going to a handful of pages. You need to utilize all the pages on your website to help you target as many specific keyterms as posible

·  All the links coming from different pages of the same website. Also known as sitewide links these links will have a detrimental affect on your rankings

· Meaningless or the same anchor text. Having Anchor text that says “click here” or are all your brand name will not help you rank 

· Make use of the drill downs now available to see which pages are getting links from which domains

	Possible Actions
	· Export your links

· Review the number of domains link to you

· Ensure no spammy or inapropriate sites are linking to you

· Use the domains to find other related sites you could target as part of link building campaigns

	Further tools to help
	Majestic SEO & Open Site Explorer are two of the best link analysis tools around:

http://www.smartinsights.com/search-marketing-alerts/best-link-analysis-tools-for-seo-and-online-pr/
http://googlewebmastercentral.blogspot.com/2010/10/webmaster-tools-links-to-your-site.html



	Step 10 Ranking Factors - HTML Suggestions

	What is it, why is it important and how to find it?
	This section of Google Webmaster tools is a great asset for evaluating your on-page performance. While it doesn’t do everything you would want for full on-page analysis it does help with some of the basics. You can find this section on the left hand side under Diagnostics > HTML Suggestions.
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This area can be quite important and covers some of the very basic elements of SEO. Making sure you titles & meta descriptions are correct, not duplicated and working hard for your webiste is a key foundation.



	Things to look out for / common mistakes


	· Missing Tititle tags - Key to get fixed quickly

· Duplicate title tags - Key to avoiding duplicate content

· Duplicate description tags - while it is likey that your rankings will remain unaffected its not ideal and could mean you are displaying incorrect information

	Possible Actions
	· Suite of title & description updates across your website

· Process & procesdures put into place to make sure pages don’t go live with missing or duplicate titles / descriptions

	Further tools to help
	Checkout our onpage optimisation guide for further help in this area:

http://www.smartinsights.com/blog/digital-marketing-strategy/on-page-optimisation-guide/
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