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Keyword research is a funny thing. In the internet marketing world there is a lot of 

emphasis on long tail keyword phrases and making each web page target a single 

keyword term. Web sites are very small – often well under 100 pages – and the Holy 

Grail is trying to find keywords that have a “lot” of traffic and are easy to rank for. This 

puts a lot of burden on both niche selection and keyword research. All too often we see 

someone build a site without really considering the competition of the keywords they are 

targeting – or worse, not targeting any keyword consciously.  

 

Here’s the thing – you can rank for any keyword phrase given enough effort. That 

“effort” is a combination of the content on the page, the “authority” of your website, and 

the backlinks coming into that page. While some of these are not in your control many of 

the critical ranking factors are. 

 

There’s nothing wrong per se with targeting keywords with a lot of traffic and little 

competition. But these can be challenging to find. And focusing on one main keyword 

per page is good advice as long as you are bringing in a suitable number of related 

phrases and secondary keyword phrases. 

 

This is especially true now that Google is rolling out wave after wave of their Panda 

algorithm filter. The content on the page is becoming more and more of a critical ranking 

factor – and this has nothing to do with duplicate content.  

 

But it even goes beyond that. It’s possible to have a single page rank for thousands of 

keywords. Yes – thousands. 

 

 
Google Analytics stats from http://www.thinkingmanagers.com/management/strengths-weaknesses.php 

 

Getting this kind of result requires more content on the page and paying attention to the 

important on page factors and use of related/thematic keywords. It also requires strong 

domain authority, proper keyword selection, and good linking strategies – both inbound 

and outbound. 

 

One of the challenges with only focusing on long tail keyword phrases is that too often 

we limit the potential traffic of the page. The flip side is that targeting the ‘head’ and 

letting Google and Bing discover the ‘tail’ requires more content and stronger links than 

the typical internet marketer puts into a site. 

 

Regardless of whether you’re targeting specific long tail phrases or the head of the curve 

one thing is certain – proper keyword research is important for a bunch of reasons: 

 

1. Determining the likely level of effort to rank for that phrase. 

2. Determining how much traffic a keyword phrase can bring you. 

3. Finding related keywords that are searched for. 
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The rest of this report is going to focus on the most important aspect of #1 – 

“rankability”. 

 

“Rankability” Formulas  
 

When I say “rankability” I am referring to a process of evaluating how difficult it will be 

to get a webpage into the top 10 (or top 5, or top 3, etc.) of the search results in Google 

and/or Bing. I love these evaluation formulas. They are quick, easy, and if you target 

(relatively) long tail niche keywords they are often “good enough.” But no ranking 

formula is perfect. And with Google moving toward adaptive flux capacitor algorithms 

like Panda it’s getting increasingly common to see false positives. 

 

If you’re contributing to a large authority site with 10s of thousands of pages this is not 

that big of a deal. But for a microniche site or 25-50 page minisite, missing the mark on 

keyword research leads to a lot of wasted effort with little/no monetization. 

 

Any ranking formula should take into account: 

• The amount of traffic you can potentially get from that keyword phrase. 

• The amount of “competition” out there for that phrase. 

• The on-page, off-page, and authority factors the pages currently ranking have. 

 

The Amount Of Traffic 

 

There are a host of free and fee-based tools out there to help you with all of these. You 

need to be careful though not to compare apples to oranges. All the tools show you 

‘traffic’ but WHAT they mean by the term traffic can be quite different. This is true for 

many of the ranking factors that they show. 

 

For example, the Google Keyword tool gives you traffic for the broad, phrase, or exact 

match keyword phrase in terms of searches per month. 

 

Market Samurai reports traffic (their “SEOT” measure) in terms of the number of clicks 

you would get DAILY if you have the #1 search position in Google. 

 

How Much Competition Is Out There? 

 

There are many different ways to go about estimating how many other web pages are out 

there targeting the same keyword phrase: 

 

• Use a quoted (phrase match) search – e.g. “fitness bootcamp” – as this returns the 

number of pages that Google/Bing think are specifically about fitness bootcamp. 

• Check the number of pages that have the keyword phrase in the title (i.e. the 

allintitle command). The logic being that a page optimized for a specific keyword 

will likely have the keyword phrase in the title tag. 
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• Check the number of pages that have the keyword phrase in anchor text (i.e. the 

allinanchor command). The logic being that link reputation is a truer measure of 

how many pages you are really competing against. 

 

No doubt there are more – and in addition you see many combinations. The point here is 

that this is a first level filter of the “size” of the competition. This isn’t intended usually 

for detailed analysis – it’s just setting a bar. 

 

An example metric might be that there are less than 100,000 pages with a quoted search, 

and that the ratio of quoted search pages to regular search pages (the so called “PBR” – 

or phrase/broad ratio) is greater than 20%.  

 

Evaluating the Common SEO Ranking Factors 

 

This is the step most quick and dirty internet marketers skip and by most measures this is 

the most important. While we’ll never know all the inner secrets to the Google or Bing 

ranking algorithms we do know that ranking is based on a weighted combination of 

domain “authority”, page “authority”, the content on the page, and the links coming into 

the page (and the domain). 

 

Ultimately, your only competition is the 10 existing pages Google and Bing are showing 

on page one when you search for your keyword phrase. 

 

The time honored advice in professional SEO is to be a “little better” than the 

competition. What’s meant here is to look at the key ranking measures of each page in 

the top 10 and try and do a little better. 

 

Simple. But not necessarily easy. 

 

We’ll talk about a common ranking evaluation formula in a bit. Ultimately though, the 

best ranking “formula” is to try and reason to yourself WHY existing pages are ranking 

in the first place. You can use automated keyword research tools as your first filter but 

you’re wise to take a deeper look at the SERPS and make sure you understand the reason 

“why they rank.” 

 

So the basic process in this post-Panda age is something like: 

 

• Use Market Samurai, KeywordBlueprint2, Traffic Travis, MicroNicheFinder, etc.  

to find keywords that meet your traffic and SEO competition criteria. 

• Do a “sniff test” on the ones that do to make sure you can understand WHY the 

top 10 pages are ranking. 

• Now go to Bing and Google and look at the SERPs. Sometimes you see extra 

things like universal search boxes for Google local that tell you things the 

keyword tool doesn’t 
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OK, with that out of the way let’s talk about two simple and popular keyword evaluation 

formulas – the Keyword Blueprint black box approach and the Market Samurai “Golden 

Rules.” 

 

Keyword Blueprint  

NOTICE: The author of this report may be compensated for any purchases made as a 

result of clicking links from this document. 

 

KeywordBlueprint2 is a “black box” keyword analysis tool. You enter in a seed phrase 

and KB2 goes out and grabs the keyword list from the Google Adwords Keyword Tool 

and then does all the onpage, offpage, and authority evaluation for you and returns a 

RED, GREEN, or STAR ranking for the keywords. 

 

 
KeywordBlueprint 2 Professional 

 

RED means “hard” for a typical minisite. GREEN means possible with some effort (3-6 

months). STAR keywords are relatively easy – 1-3 months to ranking. 

 

Now, you don’t know how KB2 is arriving at the red, green, and star marks. The only 

thing we know is that KB2 uses the seoMoz open site explorer link database and takes 

into account domain and page authority as well as the usual onpage and offpage link 

factors. 
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The nice thing about KeywordBlueprint2 is that you can get the basic version at no 

charge. It also comes bundled with the IM Advantage set of tools and services. IM 

Advantage gives you a blog network, article network, keyword tool, high PR link share 

network and a whole bunch of other capabilities.  

 

Check out KeywordBlueprint2 here: http://0toCash.com/go/cb2 

(at the time of this writing the second exit pop gave you the squeeze page for the free 

version of KB2). 

 

Here are the criteria I use with KeywordBlueprint: 

 

• Daily exact match traffic > 25 (for long tail phrases I’ll take exact match > 10) 

• Green or star evaluation 

• If a star, I look at buying an exact match domain or using the keyword as a 

category in a silo/pyramid structure website. 

Market Samurai 

 

Market Samurai is a “white box” keyword analysis tool. It gathers the data and provides 

you some guidance but ultimately you have to use your own “ranking formula” to 

determine if a keyword is easy to rank for or not.  

 

The nice thing is that MarketSamurai allows you full access to the features of the Google 

Adwords Keyword Tool – both stemmed searches and related searches. In addition, it 

supports a half dozen or so “competition” measures and more than a dozen 

authority/onpage/offpage SEO factors. The SEO factors are rated red/yellow/green but 

how you interpret the combinations of factors and ratings is up to you. 

 

 
Market Samurai 
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Market Samurai uses the Majestic SEO link database for its offpage factors. Whether this 

is better or as-good as the seoMoz link database is up for debate. Overall, I think it is a 

wash. The seoMoz API does have a nice set of authority measures that Majestic doesn’t 

track but these can be looked up separately as needed and is free.  

 

Overall, I am a big fan of Market Samurai and have been using it since it was first 

released. As mentioned, the examples here will be using Market Samurai screen shots. 

 

Check out Market Samurai here: http://www.marketsamurai.com/c/0toCash. 

 

(NB: This will get you access to the free version of MS that does not include the SEO 

competition module. You absolutely NEED the SEO competition module to use MS 

properly though for niche keyword research.) 

 

Ranking Criteria Basics 
 

As I said before, any keyword selection technique should consider three key elements: 

 

• The amount of traffic you can potentially get from that keyword phrase. 

• The amount of “competition” out there for that phrase. 

• The on-page, off-page, and authority factors the pages currently ranking have. 

 

If you’re using a black box tool like Keyword Blueprint you’re trusting them to take 

these elements into consideration and return a red/green/star ranking. So from there you 

just double check the stars (or greens) as I’ll describe below. 

 

If you’re using a white-box tool like Market Samurai you have more options. A popular 

one is called the Golden Rules and has its roots in Ed Dale’s “30 Day Challenge” 

program (http://challenge.co).  

 

Remember – there is no magic. Market Samurai actually comes with 3 different pre-built 

filters (Golden Rules, Challenge, and Long Tail) and you can make your own.  

 

Here’s the “Golden Rules” ranking criteria in a nutshell: 

 

• Broad match SEOT > 50 

• PBR > 15% 

• SEOC < 100,000 

• SEOV > 30 

• “all green” SEO factors for PR, BLP, Yahoo, Title, and URL. 

 

(by the way – it is often VERY difficult to find a keyword that fits this strict evaluation 

criteria. There are lots of variations of this basic scheme – most involve relaxing the 
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SEOC and/or looking at lower traffic numbers – and that’s ok. Again, there’s no perfect 

formula) 

 

Now, this isn’t a tutorial in SEO factors but here’s some background on these 

measurements: 

 

SEOT in Market Samurai is the estimated amount of daily traffic that keyword would get 

if it were #1 in the organic Google search results. To get this figure they take the monthly 

traffic for the keyword (as reported in the Google keyword tool), divide it by 30 to get the 

daily, and then take a percentage (48%) of that to get the number of clicks in the #1 

position – or just use the SEOT value MS gives you. 

 

By default, Market Samurai is using broad match for the keyword traffic. So the traffic 

for the phrase red shoes would include ALL of the traffic for red shoes, big red shoes, 

narrow width red shoes, red shoes sale, etc. Again – this is neither good nor bad – it’s 

just the way the criterion is set up. 

 

PBR stands for “phrase broad ratio” and is trying to measure whether the majority of 

search result pages Google returns are actually about your keyword phrase.  

 

SEOC is another controversial measurement – and it has a misleading name (“SEO 

competition). It’s the number of pages Google shows when you put the keywords in 

quotes. Roughly, this is a measure of how many pages Google feels are exactly targeted 

to the keyword phrase. Generally, low numbers indicate keywords that may be easier to 

rank for than others. Again – this is imperfect but it’s a measure. 

 

SEOV is the equivalent amount it would cost you daily to buy traffic for that keyword 

and be #1 in Google Adwords. Basically, SEOV is just the Adwords estimated cost per 

click times the SEOT.  

 

The next set of figures come from the SEO tab in Market Samurai and they are measures 

of the pages that are currently ranking for your keyword in Google. Again, the idea is to 

look at what’s currently ranking and see if it’s vulnerable. 

 

PR is Google page rank. BLP is the number of backlinks to that specific page. YAH is 

whether the domain is in the Yahoo directory. Title is whether the keyword appears in the 

title tag of the page, and URL is whether the keyword appears in the URL for the page. 

 

Market samurai uses a red/yellow/green coloring system and criteria to color the 15 

competitive ranking factors. In The Challenge criteria we only look at 5 of them and want 

all greens.  
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Evaluating Keywords 
Looking at traffic (SEOT), and the number of competing pages (SEOC and PBR) is 

really just a first order filter. It’s way too easy to get false positives unless you’re 

targeting very long tail phrases. 

 

The real meat of evaluating a keyword comes in the SEO tab of Market Samurai and 

similar tools when you look at the top 10 pages Google/Bing are showing and evaluate 

them. 

 

Let’s look at some examples of the SEO factors for the top 10 ranking pages. Keep in 

mind – looking at monthly (or daily) traffic and “competing pages” – whether you 

measure it in quoted searches, intitle, allinurl, or any other way – is just a first order filter. 

It doesn’t tell you anything about how strong the real competition (the top 10) is. 

 

Example 1 – fitness bootcamp 

 

Here’s our first example – the top pages for the keyword phase fitness bootcamp: 

 

 
Top 10 results for fitness bootcamp 

 

 

Now, the coloring scheme can be really valuable but also a little misleading sometimes. 

Let’s look at this keyword’s competition a few different ways. First, let’s look at it by the 

basic ranking criteria of PR, BLP, YAH, Title, and URL: 
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All greens ranking filter for keyword fitness bootcamp 

 

What do we see? 

1. This is a “rankable” keyword based on our all green criteria. We have at least one 

row that is green for PR, BLP, YAH, Title, and URL (position #7) 

2. Google is showing a bit of universal search results here. The URLs between 

position #9 and #10 are a row of 4 images. Note that the images have little/no 

linking and they are ranking likely because of their host domain and the alt text. 

3. For a number of the URLs the BLP (backlinks to the page) is 0. For a number of 

URLs it is in the thousands. 

4. Google considers the keyword relevant for local results (see the listing at #1). If 

you look at the results for the keyword fitness boot camp (i.e. split “bootcamp” 

into two words) you see a big Google local box dominating the top 10 results. 

 

This is a good first example – our rankability criteria is saying that we can get our page 

into the top 10, but looking at these results there are some other considerations. 

 

First, I am always suspicious when I see “0” for the number of backlinks. For an image 

this is fine but for a normal webpage I’d want to see if this page is just part of a trusted 

authority that itself has TONS of links coming in so it’s leeching it’s ranking from that 

authority.  

 

Second, I look for examples where Google is showing universal search results with 

YouTube videos, images, local results, etc. All these can push the “normal” web page 

results down under the fold and basically force you to get a top 3 position in order to get 

any meaningful traffic. 

 

So, my major concern with this keyword would be that even though it appears to be 

rankable according to our “all green” criteria is Google going to consider this a local 

query and basically push all but the top 1-3 results down. 
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Example 2 – wide angle digital camera 

 

Let’s look at another example – one that comes up a lot. Often, you’ll be tempted to bend 

the rules a little bit. Maybe you find a keyword you literally fall in love with but not all 

the criteria say “go.” 

 

This is where you need to step back and look at the forest through the trees. Here’s the 

basic ranking criteria table for ‘wide angle digital camera’: 

 

 
Basic SEO ranking filter for wide angle digital camera 

 

So what are we looking at here? 

• There’s no direct “all green” match but position #3 has 4 out of 5. 

• All but 2 of the listings have relatively low backlink counts. 

• Only one page has the on page factors implemented – and that’s a shopping 

aggregator. 

• None of the domains are an EMD (exact match domain). 

• The keyword isn’t in the URL in 9/10 cases. 

• Every listing’s domain is in the Yahoo directory 

 

A lot of folks would be tempted to rank a keyword like this. There’s a tendency to accept 

only 4 out of 5 ranking criteria (or something similar if you’re using a different set of 

measures). And that can lead to frustration. Here’s the bigger picture: 

 

 
Bigger picture view of ranking factors for wide angle digital camera 
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The colors here can be both helpful and deceiving here: 

• Every URL that’s in the top 10 is from a big website (IC column). 

• Every URL’s main domain has TONS of links built to it (BLD column). 

• 9 out of 10 domains are 9+ years old (DA column). 

 

(I don’t know about you, but I consider 2+ million backlinks “red”!) 

 

Looking at this table you can draw a simple conclusion – the reason these pages are 

ranking is because of domain authority more than anything.  

 

DCResource.com has no backlinks to the page, no on page factors yet it ranks #2. Why? 

My guess is that the words ‘wide’, ‘angle’, ‘digital’, and ‘camera’ are in the content for 

the page in-context a number of times and that the website is large, established, and has a 

shit load of backlinks related to digital camera and lenses. 

 

Can a brand new domain with an EMD microsite targeting this specific phrase rank in the 

top 10? Probably. Will it be easy? Probably not? 

 

Why? Because all the pointers here are looking at valuing age and authority above fresh 

content and optimized on page factors. You can have low backlinks to the page as long as 

the domain has a few thousand pages and a few 10s of thousands of incoming links. 

 

How would you go about ranking for this keyword with a microsite or minisite? 

• Use an aged 10+ year old domain 

• Plan on getting 500+ links of varying quality 

• Make sure the site is in the Yahoo Directory 

 

Another approach with a new domain would be: 

• Use an exact match domain name 

• Plan on getting 20-50 very strong links and probably 500-1000 links of varying 

quality 

 

Either way, I’d be prepared for a multi-month battle given the domain authority and size 

of the sites that are ranking. 

 

Example 3 – Branded Product Categories 

 

This type of result is coming up more and more. The trend with Google and Bing is to 

award the manufacturer’s website a top listing as well as major commerce stores. This 

makes physical product affiliate marketing more challenging than it’s ever been. 

 

Let’s look at Husqvarna saw blades: 
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Basic SEO ranking filter for Husqvarna saw blades 

 

Looking good! #7 is an all green row. And all the listings have low backlinks and the 

pages have low PR. Bingo! 

 

Not so fast. Here’s what the SERP looks like on my big monitor: 

 

 
Snippet from 1900x1200 monitor display of Google search result 
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Notice the problem? There’s no room there for you. 

 

The ads take up a lot of real estate and then the authority listing for Husqvarna.com takes 

up most of the rest of the above the fold real estate. And then that is followed by 

Google’s shopping results and ANOTHER Husqvarna page. 

 

That’s why it pays attention to look at the actual search listings once you find a 

candidate keyword. 

 

And if you expanded the criteria filter past the 5 greens you’d see: 

 

 
 

This is a similar story to the wide angle digital camera. Here we have big sites with lots 

of authority AND a branded vendor ranking above other pages. Again – could you rank 

for this term? Probably. Is it is good keyword to target right away? Probably not unless 

you are prepared to counter the domain/site authority with a lot of quality links. 

 

Example 4 – Revenge Of The Microsite 

 

Let’s wrap this up with an example where a small site *is ranking* in the top 10: Dyson 

DC14. 

 

 
SEO Competition matrix for Dyson DC14 

 

Here we have two EMD URLs in the top 10! 

• DysonDC14.org 
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• DysonDC14.com 

 

Clearly these two sites are the newest and the smallest. They are ranking because of the 

EMD name, on page factors, and nailing the backlinks to the page. This is a good 

example of precise laser targeting. 

 

Now look at the bar above them. 

 

Overstock doesn’t have the EMD but they have authority and coupled with the on page 

factors they rank higher.  

 

Amazon (as usual) has a strong offering – domain authority, backlinks to page, and a mix 

of good on page factors.  

 

Dyson.com is the vendor and even the homepage can rank because of “vendor authority.” 

 

What are the prospects of the two minisite URLs cracking the top 3? 

 

Challenging.  

 

They just don’t have the authority or the compensating factors yet. Again, they certainly 

could in time but you have to overbalance your strengths (in this case the backlinks) to 

achieve this.  

 

So in many ways this is similar to our Husqvarna example – complete with the caveats. 

One extra thing about this term is that the results being shown aren’t quite in alignment 

with what Google is showing… 

 

This is actually pretty common. Google is constantly playing with variations on the 

universal search results and sometimes you can find Google SERPs that include YouTube 

videos, shopping images, etc. but aren’t picked up by Market Samurai and the other 

keyword tools. 

 

This is a prime example. Look at this screenshot of the SERP with the top ads cut off: 
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Organic SERP for Dyson DC14 

 

You have both shopping results and videos on the SERP that don’t appear in the Market 

Samurai extraction. Again, this is common with ALL the keyword tools – Google is 

always changing their HTML layout for the search result pages and every tool can miss 

additions and sections of universal search results.  

 

That’s why it pays to check the actual search result pages once you’ve found a keyword 

you are interested in. When you do this you want to make sure you’re logged out of your 

Google/Bing account and that you’ve cleared cookies. You don’t want Google serving 

you results based on a cache or their knowledge of your prior search history. 

 

Wrapping Up 
 

So where does this leave us? 
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Well, the basic rule of SEO is to be a little better than the competition. This is good 

advice and these days it means that we have to move beyond wrote ranking criteria and 

look at the SERPs and a broader set of factors and try and reason why the existing pages 

are ranking. 

 

We can’t fight domain authority head-to-head with a new domain. You have to take a 

guerilla approach based on backlinks and expect to greatly exceed the backlink count of 

your competitors – double or triple the count at the same quality kind of thing. 

 

So if you want to follow what’s already working and just do it a little better you have a 

road to hoe. Usually with niche sites the “be a little better” approach is what’s the most 

time efficient. If it isn’t, you just don’t build a site in that niche or a page on that 

keyword. 

 

But if this is a passion or represents a huge money maker for you then you can look into 

being more efficient and focusing more on quality (i.e. quality of links) and less on the 

quantitative numbers. This is where hand placed authority links come into play. Spending 

the time to contact webmasters and negotiate manually placed links on high PR pages can 

have a multiplicative effect. The challenge is the manual effort involved in getting these 

kinds of links. 

 

Just remember - ultimately, you can usually rank for any keyword term given enough 

time and effort. Ranking formulas are great because they give us a quick and easy way to 

go through the niche keyword selection process. But they are not a substitute for what’s 

between your ears. You still need to do the next level of analysis or realize that the 

number of “false positives” you have may be significantly higher than expected. 

 

 


