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MEGHAN ECKMAN

Videos resonate with us in ways that text-based 
content can often struggle to accomplish. While 
videos sometimes require more resources and 
investment, they engage viewers in unique 
ways that make them feel like part of a brand’s 
story. 

Customers are increasingly turning to video 
for product information and reviews before 
making purchase decisions, and mobile video 
is expected to increase 11x between 2016 
and 2020.1 However, many companies are 
plying most of their resources into blogs or developing text-based content. Companies not 
investing in video are in danger of being left behind, leaving their story untold. 

Video is critical to gaining consumer attention and remaining discoverable in search. YouTube 
is effectively the second-largest search engine in the world, and its videos have an inherent 
edge in showing up in Google’s search engine results pages (SERPs). 

Video strategy can be more resource-heavy, so companies should take the time to do it right. 
Just as websites need to be optimized for search engines, video needs to be optimized 
for YouTube. Some of the key ranking factors include audience retention, total watch time, 
keywords in the title, content of the video, and user interaction signals. Practice the following 
10 tips to optimize a video for maximum visibility. 

Customers are increasingly 
turning to video for product 
information and reviews 
before making purchase 
decisions, and mobile video 
is expected to increase 11x 
between 2016 and 2020. 

http://www.rendrfx.com/video-marketing-statistics
http://www.rendrfx.com/video-marketing-statistics
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The first step happens before hitting the record button. Make sure the video addresses 
something people are looking for. Go to forums or sites and see what types of questions 
the target audience is asking. Think about the topics customers for the product care about. 
Visit Google’s Keyword Planner to see search volume. Type in related terms in the YouTube 
search box to see what auto-suggestions appear. 

Check out the top videos that come up for the topic. How competitive are they? When 
planning for a competitive topic, find ways to differentiate. For example, if “healthy desserts” 
is a very competitive term in YouTube, consider an alternative, such as a video about low-
carb desserts, which is more specific and has less competition.

RESEARCH! PLAN THE VIDEO AROUND POPULAR 
KEYWORDS AND TOPICS.

1

Most people who click off videos do so within the first 15 seconds. Hook the viewer by making 
the introduction short and getting to the content quickly. In the first 15 seconds, introduce 
what the video is about and jump into the content as quickly as possible. At the end of the 
video, include a call to action. Ask the viewer to like the video, subscribe, comment, visit the 
blog, visit the website, or follow the company on social outlets.

THINK ABOUT BEGINNINGS & ENDINGS.2

 

The title tag should be engaging and should provide as much information as possible about the 
content of the video. Preferably, the target keyword should be placed at the beginning of the title. 

In deciding on a title, think like a user. What would make you click on that title?  Some popular 
title formats that engage users include:

• Listicles (e.g. Top 10 List, 5 Things You Didn’t Know About, 3 Ways To…)
• Tutorials, How-To, Tips and Tricks
• Question-based informational videos using Who, What, Where, Why, and How

VIDEO TITLES MATTER. CREATE ENGAGING AND 
DESCRIPTIVE ONES.

3

OPTIMIZING YOUTUBE FOR SEO  | 



4MERKLE DOSSIER 8.2

For example, if the target keyword is “gas grills,” some title options might include:

Gas Grills – Top 5 Mistakes People Make When Buying a Gas Grill
Gas Grills – How to Choose the Best Gas Grill
Gas Grills – What to Look for When Buying a Gas Grill

If the video is published on a brand’s YouTube channel, place the branding at the end. A final 
title might look like this: Gas Grills – How to Choose the Best Gas Grill | BBQGuys.com

The first 1-2 lines of a video description (approximately 120 characters) are the most important, 
since this is what YouTube users will see above the “Show More” link. The first line should 
succinctly describe the content of the video, while also using that target keyword from step one.

If the strategy is to drive viewers back to the brand’s website or another URL, the first or 
second sentence should include an HTML link back to the company’s website, so that the 
link appears before the “Show More” line.

Example description from Flash to HTML52:

WRITE A THOROUGH VIDEO DESCRIPTION
WITH KEYWORDS, LINKS, AND CALLS TO ACTION.

4

After the first two lines, include as much description as possible. A detailed description not only 
provides more content for the user, but also helps the video to rank for other relevant keywords 
or longer groups of keywords that may match a user’s search. YouTube allows up to 5,000 
characters. If there is a video transcript, consider including this within the description as well.

After providing an accurate account of the video within the description, include links such as:

• Relevant product pages
• Subscribe link to your YouTube channel
• Company website
• Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, etc.
• Related videos and playlists

OPTIMIZING YOUTUBE FOR SEO  | 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aUVVKOvOugk


5MERKLE DOSSIER 8.2

Example social links on a Merkle video:

YouTube auto-generates captions for all uploaded videos using speech recognition. 
However, auto-generated captions usually contain errors and require editing.3 Additionally, 
search engines do not crawl automated captions. When a transcript is uploaded to YouTube,4 
Google and YouTube’s search engines can better understand the content of the video. 
Additionally, adding captions will serve the hearing impaired, which assures Google that the 
content is accessible and further helps with ranking. Well-formed captions also help increase 
the watch time of your video by providing a better user experience when users are watching 
the video with the sound turned off.

UPLOAD A TRANSCRIPT AND ADD CAPTIONS.5

YouTube uses keyword tags to gauge the relevance of videos to users’ search queries. 
YouTube allows tags up to 500 characters. 

Some suggestions for identifying tags include:

• Take advantage of YouTube’s auto-suggest tool in the search bar.
• Look at competitor videos that are ranking well and note which tags they use.
• Keyword.io is a useful tool for identifying longer phrases related to your keyword. 
• Include common misspellings of the keyword.
• Add brand-specific tags so that the video has an opportunity to rank for brand queries.
• Add more general tags for the type of video (for example, tags such as “video blog” or 

“tutorial” can be added).

ADD DESCRIPTIVE KEYWORD TAGS.6

OPTIMIZING YOUTUBE FOR SEO  | 

https://support.google.com/youtube/answer/2734705?hl=en
https://support.google.com/youtube/answer/2734796#upload
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Tags should only be added if they reflect the actual content of the video. If YouTube sends 
users to a video based on an irrelevant tag, this could increase the bounce rate of the video, 
which would send poor quality signals and possibly lower the video’s ranking.

Example tags for the video Top Amazon Products You Can Buy for Less Than $30:5

Thumbnails are the viewer’s first impression. When a user searches for something, YouTube 
pays attention to which video they click on. Having an eye-catching thumbnail can improve 
click-through rate.  Follow some of the below tips to create a custom thumbnail:

• Select an intriguing image that tells a story and describes the video.
• If adding text, make sure it is crisp and bold so that it will be legible in small sizes.
• Use colors and text that are consistent with branding.
• Choose bright, high-contrast images where possible, so that they stand out.
• For the best resolution, thumbnail sizes should be a minimum of 1280 x 720 pixels.

For more helpful tips on creating thumbnails, refer to this article:
https://creatoracademy.youtube.com/page/lesson/thumbnails

TAKE CONTROL OF THE THUMBNAIL.7

Info cards are text or links that appear on top of the video during playback. Info cards give 
the viewer a way to engage with the video, give them a call to action, and lead the viewer 
back to the brand’s website.

Example video: Baidu’s Brand Zone, pictured on the following page.6

ADD INFO CARDS TO THE VIDEOS.8

OPTIMIZING YOUTUBE FOR SEO  | 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HYBMRkouqWA
https://creatoracademy.youtube.com/page/lesson/thumbnails
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ogJYBmL_OnU
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Playlists allow viewers to watch multiple videos without additional clicking. In other words, 
if a viewer is passively watching a video and does nothing at the end, the next video in the 
playlist will auto play. If a video is not part of a playlist, the next video that auto plays may be 
from a different channel. 

A video may be added to multiple playlists, so create several playlists by theme. If videos are 
part of a series, create a playlist for the series.

Additional Tip: Videos from any channel can be added to a playlist. If there are other videos 
on YouTube that would be helpful to the channel’s audience, such as customer product 
reviews, include those videos in a playlist on the channel as well.

Example of playlists from YouTube’s channel: www.youtube.com/user/YouTubeHelp/playlists:

ADD VIDEOS TO PLAYLIST(S).9

OPTIMIZING YOUTUBE FOR SEO  | 

http://www.youtube.com/user/YouTubeHelp/playlists
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A video’s search rank will improve with backlinks from other sites. Backlinks can be increased to 
videos by submitting video URL to other sites, sharing videos on Twitter and Facebook profiles, and 
creating a blog post. Look for opportunities to embed the video on the brand’s website. If people 
comment on the posted video, respond to the comments. This will help with engagement.

Additionally, cross-promote the videos on various online channels. Strategies could include but are 
not limited to:

• Link to blog and/or related blog posts and informational resources within YouTube video descriptions.
• Share YouTube videos on other social media networks.
• Embed or link to YouTube videos where appropriate on blog and informational resources.
• Include video content and/or blog posts containing videos within email newsletters.

EMBED, PROMOTE, SHARE, AND COMMENT ON THE 
YOUTUBE VIDEO.

10

CONCLUSION

Just as text content needs to be unique and beneficial to the user in order to rank highly in Google’s 
SERPs, video needs to answer to the same quality standards. Whenever possible, work with a 
videographer to create videos that are filmed well, with clear audio and good lighting. Plan videos 
that create value for viewers – and edit out unnecessary sections. 

Once that’s done, use these tips to help a video’s discoverability in search. While video can require a 
lot of work and investment, it is an unmatched medium for telling a story, educating, and advertising. 
Viewership trends cannot be ignored, and you’ll be meeting users on their own terms, with the 
medium they favor most. Without the proper optimization, your brand’s stories will be left untold.

1 Schroeder, Peter. 2017. “37 Video Marketing Statistics You Need To Know For 2017 [Infographic]”. Rendrfx. http://www.rendrfx.com/
video-marketing-statistics.
2 ”Top Amazon Products You Can Buy For Less Than $30”. 2017. Youtube. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HYBMRkouqWA.

RELATED LINKS
3 Edit or Remove YouTube Video Captions  |  Google Support

https://support.google.com/youtube/answer/2734705?hl=en
4 Upload a Transcript to YouTube  |  Google Support

https://support.google.com/youtube/answer/2734796#upload
5 Top Amazon Products You Can Buy for Less Than $30  |  CoolGadgets 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HYBMRkouqWA
6 Baidu’s Brand Zone  |  Merkle

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ogJYBmL_OnU

OPTIMIZING YOUTUBE FOR SEO  | 

http://www.rendrfx.com/video-marketing-statistics
http://www.rendrfx.com/video-marketing-statistics
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HYBMRkouqWA
https://support.google.com/youtube/answer/2734705?hl=en
https://support.google.com/youtube/answer/2734796#upload
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HYBMRkouqWA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ogJYBmL_OnU


9MERKLE DOSSIER 8.2

It didn’t happen overnight, but it has happened. Artificial intelligence (AI) has become a part of 
our everyday lives. It has grown beyond websites and smartphones and into our appliances, 
automobiles, thermostats, and even our toys. And it won’t stop there. AI continues to grow 
in capabilities, functions, and possibilities. We are constantly seeing new renditions and 
applications leveraging AI to better assist, manage, and optimize our day-to-day lives.   

So, it’s not surprising that AI has grown in its marketing functionalities.

Before we go on, let us take a step back and define “artificial intelligence.” In the simplest 
of terms, artificial intelligence can be defined as any task that empowers a computer to 
automate (or manage) a human task. For example, When one schedules a report to run 
overnight and be distributed to the appropriate individuals, you are programming a computer 
to perform the human task of generating the report and emailing it. Another example would 
be any of your emails that are programmed into your email automation solution and set to 
deliver an email based upon a series of predefined rules and guidelines.   

With such a definition, one starts to realize that in one form or another, they have already 
been working with artificial intelligence. In fact, the entire marketing technology stack has 
different forms of artificial intelligence. From the data management platform to the content 

THE AI INVASION
OF DIGITAL 
MARKETING
If you’re still deciding whether 
you’ll go there, you’re already 
late to the party. 

ZIMM ZIMMERMANN
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management system and email automation platform, all of them provide a method of artificial 
intelligence in the management and execution of any number of marketing activities.

MACHINE LEARNING

Within AI, there is a subset of capabilities referred to as “machine learning.” Machine 
learning (ML) is commonly seen as AI with the capacity to learn and optimize without human 
programming. In some capacity, one could perceive ML as an automated multivariate testing 
solution that is able to optimize its performance based upon changing data. ML need not 
wait for humans to provide it with the programming on how to respond to the data, nor to 
even identify the winner within a multivariate test. Instead, ML will recognize the “winners” 
on its own. In fact, ML takes it one step beyond human managed multivariate tests. Where a 
human finds one winner out of a multivariate test, ML will find the corresponding winner for 
each of its own self-defined audiences. Each aspect of the test is aligned to the appropriate 
consumer based upon ML’s knowledge and understanding of the consumer.  

ML automates, manages, and optimizes any number of marketing activities and business 
processes.   From call center routing to email execution and site optimization, ML will leverage 
a defined algorithm and data to determine what is the next best experience for an identified 
individual – and then deliver that interaction without waiting for marketing to execute the 
identified interaction (see Figure 1).

Marketing has been leveraging ML based executions for years, and the proficiencies have 
grown. As the amount of structured data has increased, ML has amplified its capabilities 
and methodologies in orchestrating experiences between a consumer and brand. Where 
channels operated independently of one and another, ML provides the means of managing 

MACHINE LEARNING

DEEP
LEARNING

ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE MACHINE LEARNING ALGORITHMS
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the complexity and magnitude of an omni-channel marketing 
ecosystem. It provides the only means by which a company 
can manage each individual consumer experience within 
the context of the consumer’s defined expectations and 
interactions.

DEEP LEARNING

Within ML, there is a subset of capabilities referred to as 
deep learning. Deep learning (DL), commonly associated 
with neural networks, leverages multiple processing 
algorithms attempting to model high-level concepts within 
multiple abstract levels to understand the full dynamics of 
a situation. Each level processes a set of information that is 
passed to the next level, with each stage understanding a 
different aspect of the object, concept, or situation. Within 
this form of processing, deep learning can understand more 
complex circumstances (e.g., speech to text, translation, 
photo recognition).  

One of the primary means in understanding the difference between DL and ML, beyond the 
neural networking, is that DL can learn and optimize based upon a lot more data. DL can 
leverage both structured and unstructured data. It can perceive patterns, which traditional ML 
may not have enough insight, data, or analytical aptitude to total understand. 

SO, HOW IS AI CHANGING MARKETING?   

Let’s take it in a step-by-step approach. When we look at how marketing has orchestrated its 
interactions between customers and a brand, we can take a very simplified view of how AI 
capabilities have evolved. Initially, a company would start with some rules-based marketing in 
identifying and managing the interactions between a company and the consumer. The rules 
would be predefined interactions, which would set up responses based upon a consumer’s 
engagement. For example:  A “thank you” email is distributed upon the trigger of a purchase. 
Or a series of drip emails are set in place upon the registration of an event. Both examples 
represent AI orchestration of an email – albeit rudimentary ones.  

ML comes into play when we leverage a self-learning model into the orchestration mix of 
consumer interactions. Where rules-based AI has a predefined action to execute, ML will 
look at the available information to determine what next action would be best. In the example 
of a purchase, ML would look at the available audience, interaction, product, and behavioral 
data to determine the next best experience that should be delivered. Based upon this 
deep understanding and previous interactions with similar “look-alike” consumers, ML might 
deliver an upsell, as it understands the consumer to have a higher propensity toward related 

As the amount 
of structured 
data has 
increased, ML 
has amplified its 
capabilities and 
methodologies 
in orchestrating 
experiences 
between a 
consumer and 
brand.
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impulse buys. ML will then take the consumer’s response (positive or negative) and add that 
learning into its algorithmic considerations for the next person who matches the previous 
consumer’s characteristics.  

So, when AI is managed through rules, the experience is delivered based on the very limited 
context that is fed into the rules-based system. Within ML, the experience changes based 
upon audience, context, and content, as determined by the type of AI orchestration that 
is leveraged within the context of the consumer engagement. To that end, AI can employ 
several different levels of orchestration, depending on the audience and context of the 
situation. The diagram in Figure 2 outlines the types of AI orchestration utilized relative to the 
amount of data and depth of consumer personal effectiveness.

For years, marketing has leveraged campaign management and email automation AI 
solutions in delivering one-to-many or one-to-some experiences; however, with the increase 
in data and AI capabilities, ML has empowered marketers to deliver one-to-few and even 
one-to-one personalized experience.  

As demonstrated in our previous examples, the dynamics of the email changed based upon 
predictive (even cognitive) understanding of the consumer. This algorithmic model took into 
account a host of data – from audience to context and content – in formulating its decision 
on what would constitute the next best experience to deliver.  The power of this model is 
what moves us from audience-based targeting to cognitive interactions.   

In this case, AI moves to the point of optimizing every stage of the consumer’s journey – 
delivering relevant personalized experiences through algorithmic orchestration of interactive 
moments. ML provides the only means to orchestrate an automated series of next best 
experiences, which move the customer from one point to the next. Where each moment 
within the customer relationship is understood, analyzed, and optimized in real time. AI 
considers every action and non-action to better understand the validity and relationship 
between a brand and consumer. These cognitive AI marketing solutions have become the 
core in the development and nurturing of customer experiences.

Whether the AI is rules-based or powered by ML, marketing has changed. Marketing has 
evolved. ML provides marketing with the ability to once again make consumers addressable, 
to the extent that personally identifiable information creates a true 360° view of the customer.    

Marketers can no longer discuss when or if they are going to leverage AI as part of their 
strategy – because it’s already happening. Instead, they need to discuss where and how 
to leverage the full functionality and capabilities offered by AI solutions – within the today-
and-tomorrow context of marketing. They must quickly decide how the full breadth of AI 
can be integrated into the orchestration and optimization of their customers’ experiences. 
The paradigm has already shifted, and we are amid an entirely new means of customer 
engagement and expectations.
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In today’s digital marketing 

ecosystem, a few things are 

universally understood about the 

state of our industry: content is king, 

links still matter, and

technical SEO is more 

important than ever.

KYLA BECKER

WHAT IS TECHNICAL SEO?

“Technical SEO is defined by configurations that can be implemented to the website and 
server (e.g., page elements, HTTP header response, XML sitemaps, redirects, meta data, 
etc.). Technical SEO work has either a direct or indirect impact on search engine crawling, 
indexation, and ultimately ranking. As such, technical SEO doesn’t include analytics, keyword 
research, backlink profile development, or social media strategies.”

—Technical SEO, as defined by TechnicalSEO.com

The practice of technical SEO is aimed at the optimization of various web development 
features to ensure that sites put their best foot forward as search engines crawl and 
render their content. Ultimately, the goal is to make sure that the search engine accurately 

https://technicalseo.com/what-is-seo/
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understands the page’s information when indexing it within its database. This accuracy is 
crucial to search performance, as it directly dictates which queries (and their subsequent 
result pages) are appropriate for your content to appear in.

While technical SEO is only one aspect of search engine optimization, the overall online 
performance of a website can be greatly improved through the implementation of technical 
optimizations. In this regard, it helps to think about technical SEO as the hull of a sailboat 
and traditional SEO as the wind in your sails. A ship must be structurally sound before it sets 
out to sea, or it risks capsizing; it will also be dead in the water without the wind to propel it 
along its journey.

If your site is a sailboat, and your SEO the wind in its sails, then it follows that Google is the 
sea you traverse. It is imperative that you grasp the concept of how search engines like 
Google work in order to be successful on your journey.

WHY DOES TECHNICAL SEO MATTER?

While search engines may be getting smarter, they 
are not progressing as quickly as web development 
technologies – machine learning is great, but it is not 
the answer to everything!

A search engine’s mission is to serve the best results to 
users based on their intent. This is often accomplished 
by considering the relevance of a page to the user’s 
query (based on the content), the popularity of that 
page with other users (based on incoming links), and 
the quality of the user’s experience while on that page 
(based on mobile friendliness and page speed, for 
example).

Sometimes, all these pieces can be in place and of the highest quality, and yet the page 
ranks poorly. Many would first look to their content or the user experience to diagnose the 
problem, but more often than not, the issue stems from a lack of understanding of the page 
by search engines. This is where technical SEO comes in – the core functions of a search 
engine need to be considered in order to know whether it’s a page’s technical development 
or its content/UX that is hindering its performance.

LET’S BREAK IT DOWN.

At their most basic, search engines can be distilled down into three core functions: 1) crawling, 
2) indexing, and 3) ranking. However, as Google and other leading search engines are 
becoming increasingly capable of executing and parsing JavaScript to fully render webpages, 
an additional step needs to be considered: rendering.

More often than 
not, poor ranking 
stems from a lack 
of understanding 
of the page by 
search engines. 
This is where 
technical SEO 
comes in.
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CRAWLING  |  “Can search engines access my page?”

As Gary Illyes, a Webmaster Trends Analyst at Google, put it, “Crawling is the entry point for 
sites into Google’s search results. Efficient crawling of a website helps with its indexing in 
Google Search.”

Driving Organic Gains Through Complex Site Migration 
and Consolidation for ShoppersChoice

Challenge Merkle facilitated the migration and consolidation of around 75 domains 
owned by a single client, whose cross-domain canonicals were not being respected, 
into three domains and two subdomains.

Because duplication was so rampant, product pages were ranking for irrelevant sites, 
leading to a poor user experience. This resulted in higher bounce rates and lower 
conversion rates.

Solution Through Merkle’s recommendations, the client aligned landing pages so 
users (and search engines) were getting the right experience on the client’s websites.

Results Post-migration, e-commerce conversion rate and revenue both increased 
by 23% Y/Y. Organic traffic conversion increased by 14% and revenue by 17% Y/Y.

Year 1
Year 2 | Organic Y/Y
Year 2 | All Site Y/YCONVERSION RATE

REVENUE

A good example of duplication handling can be found in a site consolidation 
project Merkle executed for a retail client in 2017.
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In order to make sure search engines can crawl all of your important pages, it is important 
to lead search engine spiders (aka bots) to them and also help them crawl more pages. 
Generally, accomplishing these things includes providing accurate and up-to-date sitemaps 
to search engines as a signal of preferred page prioritization; using <a href> elements 
for internal and external linking, as this is how bots find new pages to crawl; and properly 
handling duplicate content, so that bots clearly understand which pages are authoritative.

RENDERING  |  “Can search engines see my content and user-experience?”

As mentioned, Google is now executing JavaScript and CSS. This means that Google can 
now crawl and index what is known as dynamic content, which is content that is added to the 
page through JavaScript and CSS styling. Dynamic content is found in the browser’s view of 
the content (the DOM) rather than the HTML source code. 

Parsing JavaScript and reading dynamic content allows Google to better understand the actual 
experience a user has with a page. This includes, but is not limited to, the page’s mobile 
friendliness and what that experience is like for the user. Google is also able to determine 
whether or not a user is being bombarded with intrusive pop-ups, technically known as 
interstitials, which block a user’s ability to read and interact with the content on the page.

* Note: As of January 10, 2017, Google announced that it would take a stronger stance on 
intrusive interstitials on mobile web pages, warning that consequences such as  penalization 
and negative ranking performance were possible.

So, how can you be sure that Google can understand your page? Googlebot, with its ability 
to execute JavaScript and index dynamic content, has gotten pretty good at understanding 
web pages.  But there are a few things to remember when it comes to making sure search 
engines like Google get a clear and accurate understanding of your page’s content: 

1. Don’t block crucial page resources in the robots.txt file.
This is an important technical aspect to keep in mind throughout the life of your site. 
Blocking crucial page resources, such as JavaScript, CSS, and image files, can greatly 
hinder a bot’s ability to render and index a page optimally. The key takeaway here is to not 
block page resources that directly impact how users (and thus bots) see the page.

2. Try to load content automatically.
This recommendation is in contrast to having content load based on a user interaction, 
such as a scroll or a click. Crawlers like Googlebot do not scroll or interact with clickable 
elements, so content that is only loaded based on one of these actions is likely to go 
unseen by bots, thus remaining uncrawled, unindexed, and unranked.

INDEXING  |  “How can I, technically, make my content more relevant?”

Indexing content goes much further than just adding URLs to a search engine’s indices. While 
scoring to determine SERP positioning does happen right before ranking, search engines 

TECHNICAL SEO  | 
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prioritize and index pages based on their content. More specifically, they are looking to 
understand what the content is about and what topics it relates to before properly cataloging 
it within their indices. Thus, a search engine’s ability to understand what content is about is 
the key to optimal indexation, search relevance, and appropriate ranking performance.

To help search engines better understand your page content, a number of technical solutions 
can be leveraged:

• Optimize a page’s meta data.
This is a great first place to start, as page titles and header tags are still primary ranking 
signals. Properly optimized meta data takes into consideration keyword weighting (left to 
right), clear and consistent branding, engaging calls to action, as well as character limits.

• Leverage structured data markup.
This solution assists in creating clear context, so search engines can better understand 
your site’s critical content, what it’s about, and its relevance. For retail brands, for example, 
marking up product offerings, review and rating results, and location-specific information 
can assist with generating rich search results that impact click-through rate (CTR).

WRAPPING IT UP

With so many levers to pull in search engine optimization, it’s important to not forget the 
critical components that are technical optimizations. Without them, you are likely to find many 
holes in your proud sailboat, and your journey will run adrift before it begins.

Just as you would not bar your ship’s captain from inspecting certain areas of your ship for 
quality, nor should you bar search engines from the crucial areas of your site. Remember not 
to block access to valuable pages on your site with tools such as the robots.txt file. And as 
beautiful as your ship might be, ensure that it is also functional, doing the job it needs to do 
by providing a great user experience that search engines can also see.

In today’s world of handheld devices and high expectations for connection speeds and load 
times, this means optimizing for mobile users and looking into things like Progressive Web 
Apps to enhance the performance of your site.

Finally, once you unmoor your ship and set sail, ensure that the captain (bots) knows the 
route by providing structured data markup as a map that clearly communicates the intention 
of the page and its relevance to its intended topic.

With these key components in place, your ship will not only be seaworthy, it will be able sail 
to new worlds through the efforts of your traditional onsite SEO.

TECHNICAL SEO  | 
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THE PRESENT REALITY AND THE 
OPPORTUNITIES AHEAD

The rise of virtual assistants and increasingly accurate speech recognition technology has 
brought voice search squarely into the forefront of the digital marketing conversation. In May 
2017, Google itself touted that 20% of all Google app searches were conducted via voice 
search, and other sources from around the industry echo the sentiment that voice search is 
becoming a pivotal way that users interact with their devices.

But how has voice search really changed day-to-day marketing practices to date, and how 
do things stand to change moving forward? To answer that, we must first start by better 
defining what voice search is.

ANDY TAYLOR
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VOICE COMMANDS VS. VOICE QUERIES

Many widely cited studies analyzing the rise of voice search, such as a Northstar Research 

survey commissioned by Google1, include metrics on the share of users who use voice 
activation to direct their devices to accomplish tasks like playing a song or calling mom. 
While these types of interactions might meet some definition of voice search, in reality, 
they’re something else entirely: voice commands.

Voice commands are, for the most part, of little importance to marketers, as there is little opportunity 
for a meaningful marketing interaction when someone is simply looking to call mom.

On the other hand, true voice searches, or voice queries – as I’ll call them to differentiate 
them from voice commands – seek to find information just like traditional search. These are 
meaningful opportunities that a brand has a chance to be a part of, and in a way that’s useful 
for both users and the brand itself.

The elimination of voice commands from voice search assessments limits the extent of the 
role that many studies say voice search is now playing. Still, the rapid growth of voice queries 
is likely to continue. The question is – do search marketers need to adjust their current 
strategies in any major way to take advantage of that growth?

SEARCH BEST PRACTICES ARE STILL VOICE SEARCH BEST PRACTICES

Some of the studies around voice search, such as Microsoft’s research evaluating Cortana 
data, have indicated that people use different syntax when vocalizing searches vs. typing 
searches.2 That may well be the case, but when we look at the queries that trigger paid and 
organic search results on Google, it’s difficult to see any significant changes over time to 
some key query characteristics.

One commonly posited comparison is that voice searches tend to be longer-winded than 
typed searches. Looking at data from Google’s paid and organic report across Merkle 
advertisers, we don’t find much movement in the share of queries attributed to different 
character length buckets.3 This report provides query-level data on when an advertiser’s text 
ads and organic links appear in the search results.

The Google paid and organic report does not report on all queries, but the share of AdWords 
text ad traffic that is unattributed to a query in this report has remained unchanged over the 
last couple of years. This indicates that voice searches aren’t just piling into the unattributed 
bucket and that we should see some shifts in the queries that are reported on, if voice search 
were having a meaningful effect.

Looking at word count buckets, we similarly don’t see much of a shift over the past three years.

These clearly aren’t the only measures of how long-winded searchers are, but in both cases, 
there are indications that Google users seem to be searching similarly today as they did at 
the beginning of 2014.

VOICE SEARCH  | 
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Another common refrain with regard to voice search is that users tend to ask more questions 
when vocalizing a query than when typing it. Again, going to the Google paid and organic 
report, we find that the share of queries that contain either a question word or question mark 
has remained fairly stable over the past few years. There was an unusual spike in Q4 2015, 
but share quickly reverted back to its previous level in January 2016.

Character Count of Google Queries that Trigger Paid and/or Organic Results
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Thus, by several measures, the queries triggering paid and organic search results today are 
fairly similar to those that drove paid and organic results more than three years ago. This means 
that either a) voice search does produce different types of queries than traditional search, but 
it’s just not a meaningful enough part of the whole search pie to impact overall query attribute 
comparisons, or b) voice searches aren’t really all that different from traditional searches.

It’s difficult to assess the extent to which either of these possibilities is true, since search 
engines don’t provide any way to segment voice searches from total search traffic. Either 
way, with so little change over the past couple of years, it’s not clear that most brands need 
to adjust current paid and organic strategies.

However, these types of analyses don’t speak to the rise of what I’ll call voice orders, in which 
someone uses a voice assistant to immediately order a product, which might be considered 
a subset of voice commands.

THE RISE OF VOICE ORDERS

Google Home and Amazon Echo users can already order products by voice command, with 
Google Express notably partnering with major retailers including Walmart and Target to offer 
a wide range of products that can be purchased in this way. These capabilities can make 
for quick product ordering, especially in the case of  specific items that consumers have 
ordered in the past.

Such quick interactions seem to make the most sense for individuals ordering low-price 
products that need to be purchased regularly, like cleaning or grocery items. Compared to 
other products, consumers more commonly buy low-price incidentals in store rather than 
online. In the future, however, the convenience of ordering by voice and the rise of cheap 
or free, high-speed shipping may steadily cannibalize what used to be quick runs to brick-
and-mortar stores.

In the case of digitally savvy customers who are likely to turn to this method of shopping, 
brands may indeed need to think about investing in strategies aimed at acquiring these 
customers now, as the ease of reordering the same product repeatedly may lead to less 
movement between brands for these users. Once these users get in the cycle of buying a 
competitor’s product, it may be difficult to get back in front of them.

For more complex purchases, it’s difficult for users to rely solely on voice ordering. Most still 
need to interact with screens and navigate through different product offerings from multiple 
brands. For example, a high-school junior isn’t going to place an order for a prom dress 
without a visual first, and no amount of purchase history data is going to set Amazon or 
Google up to know intuitively what the best product offering would be in this situation.

It’s possible these interactions could also change because of new technology or shifting 
consumer behavior, but it seems that the optimization techniques used to help a brand 
appear prominently on both Google and Amazon today will hold true for many searches 
moving forward, even if they are triggered by a voice assistant.

VOICE SEARCH  | 
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MOVING FORWARD

Without a doubt, voice-issued queries, commands, and orders are growing as users become 
more comfortable using voice technology to interact with their devices. As such, brands 
need to be cognizant of how user behavior is changing and how those changes stand to 
transform marketing best practices.

In the case of interactions that might be deemed commands 
rather than searches, it’s not obvious that brands should 
ever try to insert themselves into these situations, nor may 
there be much opportunity to do so from the voice platforms. 
Users looking to call home likely want to do little else.

In the case of true voice queries, there’s no doubt that 
volume is growing, but Google paid and organic report 
data indicates that queries today are still fairly similar 
to the queries consumers used years ago. As such, 
for most brands, it is not necessary to immediately 
change anything significant about their paid or organic 
optimization strategies, purely because of the growth of 
voice search.

Voice orders are also certainly on the rise, but the scope of situations in which individuals 
want to order in this way seems limited currently.

Given this shifting playing field, brands are best served by focusing on specific optimizations, 
rather than getting wrapped up in generic hype.

If there are new queries to bid on with ads or to optimize content around, follow your current 
best practices to incorporate them into your marketing strategy. If you sell products that are 
likely to be purchased through Google Home and/or Amazon Echo, consider partnering with 
Google Express (or selling products through an existing partner, like Walmart) and/or Amazon 
in order to be eligible. But remember, in most cases, such a decision should be based on 
more than just voice ordering. 

If wholly new marketing possibilities come about with the evolution of voice interactions, 
consider whether their potential to change consumer behavior is worth the effort required to 
capitalize on them. 

If this all sounds like business as usual, it is. There will always be a hot new topic of discussion 
in digital marketing, and the most successful brands are those that see through the hype to 
discern exactly what’s changing and where new opportunity truly exists.

     In the case of true 
voice queries, there’s 
no doubt that volume 
is growing, but Google 
paid and organic 
report data indicates 
that queries today are 
still fairly similar to the 
queries consumers 
used years ago.

1 Huffman, Scott. 2017. “OMG! Mobile Voice Survey Reveals Teens Love To Talk”. Official Google Blog. https://googleblog.blogspot.
com/2014/10/omg-mobile-voice-survey-reveals-teens.html.
2 Virji, Purna. 2017. “How Voice Search Will Change Digital Marketing — For The Better!”. Moz. https://moz.com/blog/how-voice-
search-will-change-digital-marketing-for-the-better.
3 “About Measuring Paid & Organic Search Results - Adwords Help”. 2017. Support.Google.Com. https://support.google.com/
adwords/answer/3097241?hl=en.
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What to Consider When Implementing a Loyalty Program

THE ROADMAP
TO LOYALTY PROGRAM SUCCESS 

Everyone knows that loyalty programs offer immense benefits for brands, such as improved 
customer acquisition and retention, more data to inform and hone sales efforts, and a direct 
pipeline of communication to high-value customers. But not every loyalty program is the 
same, and different enterprises have different expectations from their loyalty initiatives. In 
other words, there isn’t a one-size-fits-all loyalty solution for all businesses

So, what should a company consider when implementing a loyalty program? While they may 
differ in the details, the most effective loyalty programs share some common traits and a set 
of best practices that all businesses should pursue when choosing one for themselves.

SARA HOGAN

http://500friends.com/blog/2017/03/22/How-to-Increase-Member-Engagement-by-Striking-the-Right-Balance-with-Loyalty-Design
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GETTING STARTED, BECOMING CUSTOMER CENTRIC

First, some background. Loyalty is crucial to the future success of any business, but why? The 
answer is deceptively simple: Customer-centric brands have always been (and will always 
be the most successful. Nothing creates more of a competitive advantage than knowing 
and understanding customers to a greater degree than other businesses in the market. This 
knowledge allows companies to comprehend customer behavior and make the changes 
that can best influence that behavior to achieve their objectives. After all, data is the fuel that 
drives competitive advantage.  

Despite the advantages, loyalty programs are 
sometimes ignored as a legitimate marketing 
science. In fact, loyalty programs often deliver 
profitability more effectively than other marketing 
disciplines, while at the same time creating 
emotional connections between brands and their 
customers. With loyalty initiatives, brands can see 
a direct, near-immediate impact, which isn’t always 
possible with top-line marketing activities – and 
not just in terms of customer retention. The right 
loyalty program can be instrumental in attracting 
new customers, not just rewarding existing ones.

So if loyalty programs are important, and if they 
are the tool with which brands can actualize their 
customer obsessions, where should companies 
start?  And when?

BEGIN WITH THE BASICS

The time is now – customer expectations are changing as technology is evolving, and a 
loyalty program can help leverage today’s omni-channel environment to meet customers 
where they are and in the ways they want to be met. But getting there starts with the basics.

In order to be effective, a loyalty program must align with core business objectives, the 
overall business strategy and brand value proposition, and relevancy for the audience.  
Implementing a program for its own sake is pointless if it doesn’t support a broader strategy. 
And implementing the wrong loyalty program that doesn’t fit with a company’s objectives 
can be equally unproductive. Some companies get caught up in loyalty program features 
and metrics like membership size, promotional adoption, or the prestige of affinity networks, 
while never actually considering how a program meshes with what the company wants to 
achieve or how it conducts its current operations.

At the same time, a loyalty solution must deliver true customer value. This includes rewards 
that are relevant, high-quality, and coveted, but also less transactional aspects like positive 

What is Customer Centricity? 

This strategic approach 
recognizes that personalization 
and segmentation are grounded 
in relevant and meaningful 
member identification. It leverages 
thoughtful program design and 
program experience to effectively 
and efficiently capture strategic 
interactions with the brand across 
the member life cycle. It aligns 
communication to behavioral 
triggers, increasing relevance, 
improving personalization, and 
supporting actionable design in 
connecting actions. Additionally, 
it integrates across touchpoints 
to enable awareness and drive 
interaction with program and brand.

THE ROADMAP TO LOYALTY PROGRAM SUCCESS  | 
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experiences (with the brand or the program), quick response time to questions or issues, 
and alignment with personal values and beliefs. Whenever they engage, customers make 
a strong statement about loyalty program value: the rewards and the brand must be as 
valuable as the consumer’s investment of time and money.

These twin concepts of business objective alignment 
and customer value must be interlinked, as both 
are crucial to the prevention of loyalty program 
abandonment. But there are two equally important, 
base-level considerations for implementing a 
successful loyalty program: internal buy-in at the 
highest possible level of corporate governance 
and realistic expectations regarding time frame and 
budget.

Getting consensus and sponsorship from the 
C-suite will make the difference between a 
successful loyalty implementation and one that fails 
to deliver the expected benefits. This is because 
instituting a loyalty program isn’t like switching a 
software vendor; it can require changes to the 
culture and to the organization as a whole and 
potentially restructure the way a company does 
business. True loyalty infiltrates every aspect of a 
company’s operations; without executive backing, 

Shifts Affecting Customers

Technology: Customers are asking 
for simple, affordable, single-
platform technology.

Relationship: Customers’ loyalty is 
driven by the personal relationships 
they have developed with their sales 
associates, delivery drivers, etc. 

Ease and simplicity: Customers 
value ease and simplicity, and there 
are opportunities to streamline 
the experience to better serve 
customers.

Cost and retention: Customers 
are finding it increasingly difficult 
to manage their labor costs and to 
retain consistent, skilled employees.

MEMBER LENS PROGRAM LENS

VALUE PROPOSITION

MEMBER EXPERIENCE EXECUTION

RETURN ON INVESTMENT

How compelling are the program rewards
and benefits?

How does the program compare to competitive 
programs and industry benchmarks?

How quickly can members earn and redeem?

How effective is the program in driving 
incremental spend?

How dilutive is the cost of rewards and benefits?

How significant is the program liability?

How easy is it for members to interact with
the program?

How connected are the program touchpoints?

How does the experience compare to competitive 
programs and industry best practices?

How personalized is the experience?

How effectively and efficiently is the program 
operating?

How integrated is the program across 
business units?

What program data is collected and how is it 
leveraged?

VA
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resistance to these necessary changes can be hard 
to overcome.

Likewise, it is imperative to set realistic expectations 
by establishing time frame and budget goals that 
consider all organizational priorities (ideally with 
C-suite assent). While loyalty programs deliver 
direct results, they may not always be reflected 
immediately, and without appropriate perspective, it 
can seem like ROI is stalled. Successful companies 
embody this perspective, and for them, loyalty is a 
way of life. And such an important organizational 
overhaul starts at the top. More often than not, if 
executive management is not aligned to loyalty, 
the effort stalls mid-project, due to lack financial 
support, organization alignment, and technical 
resources necessary to do it right.

GETTING IT OVER THE LINE

Organizational Alignment. As with any initiative of 
this magnitude and scale, loyalty programs must be 
executed flawlessly. And even though you’ve secured 
enthusiastic C-suite buy-in, the executive staff is not 
going to manage the development, implementation, 
and maintenance of a program. The ultimate success 
of the program depends on support and commitment 
from all areas of the organization, and even from third-
party providers. Communication needs to be clear and 
constant, to ensure all stakeholders are on the same 
page and all aspects of the program are coordinated 
and actioned at the right times. A mechanism needs 
to be in place to collect and share data, integrate with 
existing systems, and track the performance of the 
program.

Data Management & Governance. Success hinges 
on having this support structure in place before the 
program is launched. This includes building and 
maintaining an active customer database. Companies 
often focus on the innovations a loyalty program can 
deliver, to the detriment of the basic processes of 
collecting and storing customer data and ensuring 
that customers are engaged with the brand.

Blueprint for an Effective
Loyalty Program

1. Establish corporate 
significance and operating 
commitment.

2. Integrate relevant brand-centric 
positioning across the program 
value prop.

3. Tailor the program structure 
toward target membership and 
desired participation. 

4. Enable a personalized 
and connected program 
experience to shape the 
desired outcome.

Fun
It holds people’s attention 
in an entertaining way.

Relevant
It provides clear and 
customized information.

Engaging
It identifies with individual 
needs and wants.

Social
It connects people with 
each other.

Helpful
It is efficient, easy, and 
adapts over time.

Five Dimensions of a Positive 
Customer Brand Experience

THE ROADMAP TO LOYALTY PROGRAM SUCCESS  | 
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Addressing security and liability concerns ahead of time is obviously important to execution 
as well. Robust loyalty solutions must store and process data from a wide variety of sources, 
in huge volumes and at high velocity, and ensuring the security of this data is paramount.  

Technology. Selecting the right technology partner begins with the program design. More 
specifically, an organization should have a complete loyalty program design in place before 
selecting a technology provider. Otherwise, the organization is choosing technology based 
on a set of unknown variables or designing a program based on the capabilities and 
limitations of a platform, rather than the needs of the organization and its customers. The 
technology should be able to support each aspect of the loyalty program to ensure the 
flawless execution and the optimal customer experience.

GETTING THE RESULTS

The impact of loyalty programs extends far beyond net membership growth, satisfaction 
surveys, and incremental revenues; it affects overall business performance and brand 
health. An effective loyalty program will allow a brand to identify its best customers as well 
as develop attributes for acquiring new best customers. These aren’t simply customers who 
spend the most – they are customers who serve as ambassadors and introduce a brand to 
other like-minded people. These are the customers – connected, loyal customers – that a 
strong loyalty program will identify, reward, and replicate.

GETTING IT RIGHT

Choosing to implement a loyalty program is no casual undertaking.  Though the right one can 
deliver myriad benefits, insights, and data – and ultimately reinvigorate a brand – it takes a lot 
of groundwork ahead of time to create an environment fertile enough to support an effective 
loyalty program. Making sure that a loyalty program aligns with business objectives, has the 
right buy-in and expectations, and is executed and measured appropriately goes a long way 
toward determining its effectiveness.

Key Benefits of Financial Modeling in Support of a Business Case for the Loyalty Program

 Validate program design and identify ROI opportunity.

 Provide relative perspectives on thresholds for program performance (e.g., renewal rate, program 
engagement metrics, rewards redemption rate, etc.).

 Assess break-even points and tolerance levels to control cost exposure stemming from variance in 
key metrics (sensitivity analysis).

 Estimate program reward and benefit costs and claims at the member level to evaluate and prioritize 
resources.

 Leverage from a budgeting/forecasting standpoint across finance, operations, and marketing.
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Google Product Listing Ads (PLAs) are more important than ever, generating 
75% of non-brand paid search clicks for retailers at a conversion rate of 30% 

higher than non-brand text ads. 

Google continues to develop new ad formats for capturing shoppers in 
this space, giving advertisers a myriad of options and levers for managing 

Shopping campaigns.

Merkle has developed resources for advertisers to learn best practices for 
optimizing campaigns and driving strong performance.

Take Your Shopping Program to
the Next Level

 Download our PLA Playbook 2.0
to read about the current state of Google Shopping and for key 
areas of focus for advertisers.

 Watch our PLA Webinar
on demand to hear from our team of experts about how to use the 
latest features and tools to improve campaign performance.

Interested in speaking with our team? Email marketing@merkleinc.com
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the top twelve search marketing agencies across 25 criteria.
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earns great feedback for its paid search offering due to its method of categorizing 
known, semi-known, and unknown audiences to personalize and target searchers.”
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