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You have probably heard about SEO, which stands for "search engine optimization." You may have heard of SEM, "search engine marketing." However, have you heard of SEF? Probably not, because I think I have just coined the acronym. It means "search engine friendly." Not that no one has used that phrase before now. I just don't think anyone has used the term as an acronym because it doesn't sound chic enough. I think it's going to catch on in a big way and I'll tell you why.
SEO is something done to your website or web page that is meant to increase its ranking in the search results for specific keywords or terms. How is this accomplished? This is where the controversy enters the picture.
Before SEO firms came on the scene, search engines were fairly simple. They would sample your page and determine its theme from a count of the meta keywords and meta description in the head portion of your HTML document. It became apparent to some webmasters that they could cram lots of keywords, relevant or not, onto a page and get the site listed higher in the search results. As the engines evolved, they would also sample the content of the page and how it related to the meta tags.
Search engines continued to become more sophisticated and were eventually able to spot most of the tricks used by webmasters. Thus, webmasters were always trying to find new ways to get to the top of the search results. Using mostly trial-and-error, they were able to determine what various search engines used to rank a page. Terms such as "keyword density", "prominence" and "density" were used by the industry. This marked the beginning of the SEO industry.
As search engines closely guard their criteria commonly referred to as "algorithms," SEO companies exploit this void in knowledge by promising extraordinary results. The problem with these promises is that the search engines are always in a state of flux. Not only that, but changes that are made to a website are not instantly reflected in the results. Changes in the search rankings can take weeks and even months, making a cause-and-effect relationship nearly impossible to prove. By the time you may have proved it, they have changed their formula.
Search engines, such as Google, have become so sophisticated that such SEO techniques are no longer valid. What I do as SEO is making a website search engine friendly. There are no guarantees that you will be placed highly. "Search engine friendly" or SEF (remember, you read it here first), simply means that there are no barriers to the search engines such as "splash pages", frames, and source code that prohibits search engine robots. Furthermore, images need coding (alt attribute), so that they can be indexed by the search engines. The content must incorporate words that would commonly be used by someone generically searching for what your site has to offer.
Many SEO firms claim they will "find" the perfect keywords for your site's content. You can probably determine this on your own, if you know your business and audience. Sure, they can see what phrases get the most "hits." Again, you can do this yourself using free on-line services or just enter the keywords into a search engine such as Google and it will tell you how many pages relate to that term. Don't be surprised, if it's in the millions. You only need to concern yourself with the sites that are in the top positions. Do they relate to what you offer? If they do, it's a match. Some SEO firms will go for unique terms such as "small xyz widgets" and sure enough, your site will be number one for anyone looking for "small xyz widgets." The problem with this is that virtually no one will use that as a search term. So, concentrate on what the average person would use as a search term when looking for keywords.
Also, concern yourself with the title tag of your site. It appears to the visitor at the very top of the browser. If your company is called "Jane's Café", but your big seller is your homemade apple pie, your title tag should not be "Jane's Café," it should be "Homemade Apple Pie from Jane's Café." Use relevant keywords in your title that are likely to be used in a search for your site.
Besides keywords is your content. This is the heart of your site, the reason people would want to visit it. Part of your content may be links to other relevant resources both within your website as well as sites external to yours. The links are most efficient when the anchor text (text on which the visitor clicks to use the link) is relevant to your content.
That's just about it. A good webmaster should provide this as part of their service to you. If they don't, yes an SEO company can make the changes. However, a good webmaster can probably do it for less with the same results. So, your best bet is to have your site designed by a webmaster that already makes the site SEF (I like it more every time I write it). Why pay to have your site designed and then again to make it SEF, when it could be built properly in the first place?
Now, for a reality check. No one can guarantee you a top spot in any, let alone all, search engines. This is not to be confused by those promising this. What I mean is they can not possibly deliver unless your site is so unique that nothing else like it exists or the terms they use are so obtuse that no one would use them anyway. Beyond SEO or SEF, another very important element in rankings is the number of relevant and high quality websites linking to yours. That is another topic. Be aware, there are many companies willing to separate you from your money to provide this service, too. Again, that's another topic.
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