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I rank for some of the most competitive keywords on Google. From “seo” to “online marketing,” I dominate the
search listing pages.
Can you guess how I was able to do this?
Well, it’s not because I am smarter than you… because I am not.
Instead, I’ve been practicing digital marketing since 2001. After a while, you learn what works and what doesn’t.
So, if you want to achieve similar results, you have two options:
Option 1: Follow the cheat sheet below. It really works, you just have to put in the time and effort. And over time
you’ll slowly see your rankings, traffic and revenue climb.
Option 2: Hire my ad agency. If you don’t have the time and need it done for you, check out Neil Patel Digital.
And of course, you technically have a third option, which is to figure it out on your own. But you opted into my
list, so I’m guessing you would rather have the cheat sheet. ;)
So if you want to grow your rankings, just follow the tactics below. But before you start, keep in mind that this is
an advanced cheat sheet… so I skipped the basics.
Here goes:

Find a shoulder niche
I think we can all agree that backlinks are one of the most essential elements of SEO.
They’re still a primary currency that search engines examine when determining rankings.
So we break our backs trying to obtain high-quality, relevant backlinks.
But here’s the thing.
It can be tricky getting other sites in your niche to link to you.
After all, you are a competitor.
Linking to you could potentially dilute their rankings, which is especially problematic if you’re competing for
those coveted, heavily searched keyword phrases.
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So what’s the solution?
One technique I’ve had success with is finding a shoulder niche, which is a niche that’s closely related to your
site’s main topic.
You then create content around that shoulder niche and engage in link outreach like you would normally.
Since you’re not in direct competition with the brands you’re reaching out to, your odds of acquiring quality
backlinks should inevitably increase.
So how exactly do you come up with a shoulder niche?
I suggest using Buzzsumo because it will instantly provide you with a lot of different angles on a topic.
And you don’t even need to have a paid account to use it for this purpose.
First you enter a broad phrase.
I’ll just use “weight loss” as an example.

Instantly I get dozens of results.
Right off the bat, this particular piece of content about keto recipes catches my eye.
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I know that the ketogenic diet is really popular right now, so targeting that niche could definitely be viable.
Another resource you can use is Google News.
Again, type in a broad keyword and check the results.
After scrolling down a bit, I see another piece on the ketogenic diet.
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Just above that is another one that could also be interesting involving probiotics.

So just like that I have two potential topics to work with.
At that point, it’s simply a matter of creating great content and reaching out to bloggers and influencers.
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Use MarketMuse data
Remember back in the day when all you had to do to rank well was perform a bit of keyword research and stuff
those keywords into a 500-word article?
It was like shooting fish in a barrel.
But those days are long gone and search algorithms are more sophisticated than ever.
The Hummingbird update back in 2013 really changed the game when it introduced latent semantic indexing
(LSI), which made it so Google started looking at the greater whole or the underlying theme of a page rather
than simply keywords.
It’s what helped their algorithm truly grasp the meaning of content.
Fast forward to today, and it’s clear that effective SEO is about comprehensively covering topics rather than just
a few keywords.
One particular tool that I’ve found to be a breakthrough is called MarketMuse, which is “an AI-powered assistant
that accelerates content creation and optimization so you can win in organic search.”
This is an incredibly robust platform that does a few amazing things including the following:
It analyzes a potential topic to help you decide whether it’s worth your time to write content on it
Provides clear-cut recommendations on what to write and how to write it
Provides recommendations on how to optimize existing pages
There’s some crazy advanced AI in place here that’s light years ahead of most other tools. It’s like keyword
research on steroids.
Brafton wrote a recent article that features a case study using MarketMuse that helped them go from the number
16 spot all the way to number 2.
I really like their quote at the beginning that says, “What we really need is an algorithm that understands the
depth, quality and topics that are being discussed for the keyword you are targeting. We need an algorithm that
mimics Hummingbird and gives us a blueprint for who we need to beat and how we need to beat them.”
They then point out that MarketMuse provides that algorithm and explain its features in great detail.
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For example, there’s “depth score,” which shows how the quality of your content fares against the competition.
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So if you’re looking for a legitimate, next generation SEO tool, I highly recommend taking a look at MarketMuse.
It can help you take your SEO to the next level.

Embrace LSI
Sounds complex, yeah, but I’ll give you the exact tools to unravel this advanced form of SEO optimization. I’m
referring to LSI graphs and topic coverage.
In Brian Dean’s list of the top 200 ranking factors, he lists the following three fairly high up.
#19 - LSI keywords in content
#20 - LSI keywords in title and description tags
#21 - Page covers topic in-depth
So LSI is obviously important.
Luckily, there’s another fantastic tool that can greatly help you cover a topic comprehensively and branch out far
beyond just a keyword or two.
It’s called the LSI Graph, and despite the fact that it’s backed by DPO (double pushout) graph transformation, the
tool itself is pretty straightforward.
Simply enter in a broad keyword into the search box.
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Solve the CAPTCHA and click on “Generate.”
Here’s what I got for “seo.”

A list of keyword variations that I can potentially use in my content.
But wait, there’s more.
You can get even more ideas by clicking on a particular keyword.
Here’s what I got after clicking on “learn seo.”
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And you can keep repeating this as many times as you’d like until you have a rock solid list of LSI keywords.
I recommend adding them to a spreadsheet that you can quickly reference while writing your content.
When you’re done, your post should be incredibly rich and cover all of the angles.
An added plus is that it can provide you with ideas for sections in your content that you may not have thought of.
So I find the LSI Graph to be a tremendously helpful tool.

Focus on voice search optimization
Another huge trend that’s happening right now is the rise in voice searches.
Let me rattle off few stats to provide some perspective:
Two in five adults perform a voice search once a day
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Roughly one in five adults use it at least once a month
Millennials are the most heavy adopters with nearly 36 percent using it at least once a month
And just look at what the projected growth of voice searches looks like through 2020.

It’s significant!
I don’t know about you, but I find myself using voice search quite frequently, especially if I’m out and about and
need to quickly find information. It’s simply a matter of practicality on a smartphone.
I mean I could laboriously type in a search phrase and risk making errors, or I could simply say it aloud and have
all the information I need in seconds.
So it’s easy to see why this trend has taken off like it has.
comScore even goes so far as to say that half of all searches will be voice searches by 2020.
This means one thing—voice search optimization should be a top priority.
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Tailoring your SEO campaign with this in mind is already important and will soon be essential.
Here are some of my top tips for this.
First, you’ll want to approach keywords and titles using natural speech.
Just think about it.
When you’re performing a voice search, you’ll probably say something like “where is the best Thai restaurant in
town” rather than something more robotic like “best Thai restaurant.”
It’s all about using natural language, which often means using longtail keywords.
And as I’m sure you already know, longtail keywords are advantageous anyway and what give you a realistic
chance or ranking.
Next, you’ll want to create content that’s easy to read.
Simple, concise language is your best bet, and research from Brian Dean found that writing at a 9th grade reading
level is ideal.
So stay away from overly intellectual language and industry jargon and keep it conversational.

When it comes to content length, a high word count is considered best practices.
In fact, the average word count of a Google voice search was 2,312 words.
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For the whole enchilada on voice search optimization, you’ll want to take a look at this study from Brian Dean.
It covers virtually everything you need to know in exhaustive detail.
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Optimize for featured snippets
If you’re unfamiliar, “A featured snippet (otherwise called an Answer Box) is a brief answer to a user’s search
query, which is displayed on top of Google search results. It’s extracted from one of the top-ranking pages for
that search query and includes the page’s title and URL.”
Here’s an example of where I ranked for a featured snippet for the keyword “seo tips.”

Getting ranked in featured snippets is important because it gives you a huge edge over every other competitor
in SERPs.
It’s actually known as “position 0” and is even better than number 1. And it’s the first thing users see after performing
a search and stands out brilliantly.
Needless to say, this can help you generate a high volume of quality organic traffic.
While featured snippets don’t receive as many clicks (because users can often find key takeaways without
actually visiting a page), they basically steal traffic from the rest of the search results.

www.neilpatel.com

page 15

NEIL PATEL’S ADVANCED CHEAT SHEET TO SEO

So when you look at the big picture, you should still experience an increase in traffic.
In fact, a case study by Stone Temple saw a 20-30 percent increase in traffic for ConfluentForms.com when they
ranked for a featured snippet.

Not only that, it can beneficial from a branding standpoint because
your site is featured front and center, which can help improve your
authority and credibility.
Fortunately, there are plenty of opportunities to rank for featured snippets.
According to 2017 research by Ahrefs involving 112 million keywords in their US database, 14 million of them had
featured snippets in their SERP.
This means that 12.3 percent of those keywords had featured snippets, which they point out is “quite a lot.”

Amount of search queries with a Featured Snippiet
Total queries: ~112 million
Queries with FS: ~14 million

~112 MILLION
TOTAL QUERIES

No FS

87.7%

Have FS

13.3%

*data from Ahrefs

And I would imagine that this number will only continue to grow over time, especially with mobile searches
becoming increasingly common.
After all, many people want information that’s brief and concise, and they want it quickly.
So I feel that optimizing for featured snippets is a solid game plan and will only continue to grow in importance.
As for optimization techniques, here are some of the fundamentals.
First of all, you should know that nearly all (99.58 percent) of featured snippets are ranked in the top 10 search
results.
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So if you’re trying to move an existing piece of content to this position, you probably don’t want to waste your
time optimizing it if it’s way down the list in SERPs.
But if it’s say number three or four, you most definitely should.
If you’ve already reached a high-ranking position, you have a much more realistic chance.
Next, it’s nice to know which words are most commonly found in featured snippets. Ahrefs provides a list of the
top 30.

Top 30 most frequently met words in search queries with Featured Snippets
Total search queries = 2 million
recipe

2.3%

best

2.3%

vs

1.4%

make

1.3%

definition

1.3%

can

1.2%

windows

1.1%

get

1.0%

number

0.9%

cost

0.9%

meaning

0.8%

price

0.8%

chicken

0.7%

iphone

0.7%

list

0.7%

much

0.7%

new

0.7%

phone
top

0.6%

salary

0.6%

time
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0.7%

0.6%

review

0.6%

many

0.6%

name

0.6%

long

0.5%

code

0.5%

schedule

0.5%

reviews

0.5%

change

0.5%

size

0.5%

*data from Ahrefs
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This should serve as a nice road map when deciding on your approach and the specific keywords to use.
When creating content, you’ll want to provide a direct answer to a question.
I really like Moz’s approach which is to:
Ask the question in your article (that may be a sub-heading)
Immediately follow the question with a one-paragraph answer
Elaborate further in the article
This way you can still create some great longform content that’s super insightful.
You’re simple adjusting things slightly and making the answer to a question the main focal point of your content.
Beyond that, you’ll want to use organized formatting including sub-headers, lists, bullet points, etc. and expand
on the topic to answer a lot of related questions.
This falls in the line with LSI and topic coverage like I mentioned earlier.

Optimize existing content
Here’s the scenario.
You’ve got a post that’s ranking fairly well and is in the top 10 in SERPs. But it’s in the lower half somewhere
between number 6 and 10.
It’s likely generating a decent amount of traffic, but it could certainly be better.
Remember that the percentage of Google traffic by ranking breaks down like this.
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35%

Percentage of Google Traffic
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14

15

Search Result Position

There’s a huge disparity between number 1 and number 10.
So if you could take a post from being ranked number 9 to being ranked 1 or 2, it would generate considerably
more traffic, especially if it’s a heavily searched keyword phrase.
And if you do this for multiple posts, it can have a really big impact.
One way to crank up your traffic is to spend some time optimizing the existing post so that it reaches its full
potential.
Here’s what you’ll need to do for this.
First, use a tool like SEMrush to find posts that worth optimizing.
Check out the domain overview of your site by searching for it.
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Then scroll down to “Top Organic Keywords” for some ideas.

With just a quick glance, I can see that my post involving the keyword “instagram search” is a great candidate
for a makeover.

Notice that it ranked number 9 with a volume of 246,000.
So it’s right on the precipice of generating a ton of traffic.
It just needs a little TLC.
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After clicking on the “instagram search” link from SEMrush, I’m able to find the specific post.
Here it is just like SEMrush said located toward the bottom of the SERP at number 9.

This is definitely something that’s worth my time.
The only question is, what exactly should I do in order to optimize it?
Here are some suggestions:
Increase the length (aim for around 2,000 words)
Look for information that can be updated and add new facts, figures, data, etc.
Adjust formatting to make it more scannable
Add more images
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Optimize existing images
Add some internal links
On top of this, it’s smart to reshare it on social media, and you may even want to reach out to influencers to see
if they’ll share it with their audience.
Now keep in mind that this is unlikely to result in a major improvement overnight, and it’s not guaranteed to hit
number 1.
It just doesn’t work like that.
But if you’re patient and cover all of the bases, you should see some definite improvement within a month or
two.
And once you find the right recipe that works, you can rinse and repeat to get the absolute most out of all your
posts.

Use the skyscraper technique to
outrank your competitors
All if fair in love and SEO. At the end of the day, search engine algorithms don’t discriminate.
They’re not going to automatically rank one post higher simply because of who write it.
Of course authority plays into it, but that’s a whole different story.
What I’m trying to say is that everything in SEO is fair game, and if you execute the right sequence of actions, you
can outrank the competition.
One of my favorite strategies for doing this is the skyscraper technique, which involves three key steps:
1

Find link-worthy content

2

Make something even better

3

Reach out to the right people

This tactic involves some of the same principles as what I discussed in optimizing existing content but is specifically
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designed to usurp your competitors’ top content.
Here’s what you want to do.
Start by using a tool like SpyFu to spy on a key competitor. I’ll use ProBlogger as an example.
Enter in their URL.

Hit enter, and you’ll see their monthly domain overview.
Scroll down to the “Top Keywords” section, and you can quickly tell which particular posts are generating the
most traffic.
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Note that the free version only gives you five of their top keywords, but that’s usually sufficient to work with and
still supplies you with a boatload of helpful information.
You can learn more by clicking on a keyword.

Here’s what pops up when I click on “how to make money by blog.”
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Some of the key information I want to check out is monthly searches (local and global) and ranking difficulty.
Ideally, the keyword will receive a fairly high number of monthly searches and be easy to rank for.
Now let’s say that I’m interested in competing for this particular keyword.
The next thing I want to do is go back and click on “View all organic keywords.”

From here I can find the link to the specific article that’s ranking for that keyword.
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Click on that and it takes me to the actual post.

At this point, my goal is to look it over and identify potential areas for improvement.
Then it’s time to “skyscraper it” by making it even better.
Some ideas include:
Creating a post that’s longer and more comprehensive
Updating it
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Making the content easier to digest
Adding visuals and other media
Etc.
Now the final step in the process is to reach out to the right people. And what’s the best way to do that?
Here’s a little trick.
Use a tool called Backlink Watch.
First type in the URL of the post.
You’ll then get a list of all of the sites that are linking to your competitor’s URL.

Voila! You can instantly see precisely which sites have linked to them.
Now the final step is to reach out to those sites and let them know about your content.
Considering that they already linked to something similar (in your competitor’s content), there’s a good chance
that many will link to you as well.
And with the right touch, you can surpass your competitor and achieve rock solid rankings.
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Get serious about YouTube SEO
Video is huge right now. HubSpot even found that the average person watches 1.5 hours of video per day, and
15 percent watch more than three hours each day.
So this is certainly a medium I recommend using for marketing purposes.
But how does this relate to thriving in SERPs?
It’s simple. Crush it at YouTube SEO to increase your exposure in SERPs. If you can rise to the top of YouTube,
odds are you can achieve a solid ranking in Google.
First of all, you need to realize just how much Google loves featuring YouTube content.
Google eats it up.
And this makes sense considering Google bought YouTube back in 2006.
Here’s what pops up when I search for “what is seo video.”
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Just below the featured snippet and “People also ask” section, there are three videos. All of which are from
YouTube.
Notice they’re not from Dailymotion, Vimeo, Twitch, etc.
It’s strictly YouTube content.
The logic here is that by following best SEO practices on YouTube, you can potentially get your video content
featured on page one of Google.
You’re really killing two birds with one stone because you’re improving your ranking both on YouTube and
Google at the same time.
Now I don’t have time to launch into an exhaustive guide on YouTube SEO, but here are some of the most
important guidelines.
First, make the title at least five words long because this allows you to incorporate your entire keyword in without
having to stuff it or make it sound unnatural.
Second, incorporate your target keyword into the video description just like you would with standard SEO.
Third, treat the video description almost like a blog post where it’s robust and provides plenty of detail.
Here’s an example from my video on SEO for beginners.
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It’s actually much longer than that, but you get the idea.
Fourth, be sure to actually say your target keyword in your video.
Why?
Because YouTube now transcribes its content, and saying the keyword helps it better understand what your
video is about.
And finally, use targeted tags.
While this isn’t monumentally important, it certainly helps and also increases your chances of being found in
related videos.
For a heck of a lot more information on YouTube SEO, check out this epic guide from Brian Dean.

Strategically link to micro influencers
If you’ve ever read my content, you know that I include plenty of external links.
I’m constantly linking to original research studies, experts, influencers, and so on.
While some marketers shy aware from this fearing that readers will click on another post never to return, I
personally embrace it.
I feel that at the end of the day, it’s all about providing readers with the best possible content.
And if the best way to do this is to link to other sites, I’m totally fine with that.
But the strategy I’m about to discuss is just a little different and specifically involves linking to micro influencers.
It works by getting quotes, opinions or data from individuals who are experts in their field and then adding links
to them.
I personally try to aim for a high volume with a link roughly one every 100-150 words or so.
The more people you link out to, the better chance you have of getting a reciprocal link in return. It’s a numbers
game.
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And the reason I target micro influencers with sizable but not huge followings is that they’re more likely to be
thankful for me featuring them in my content and linking to them than a macro influencers with hundreds of
thousands or even millions of followers.
It’s often a big deal for micro influencers but only a drop in the bucket for macro influencers.
They also tend to be more receptive when I shoot them an email.
I also try to stay away from brands and just focus on individuals because I find they’re more likely to respond.
Here are the specifics.
Create your content just like you always would—longform with at least 2,000 words is usually best.
But when you’re doing your research, be on the lookout for helpful information from people who meet the right
criteria.
Let’s say that I was writing a piece about recent social media trends, and I came across this article by Alex York
on Sprout Social.

I then click on this link to learn a bit more about Alex.
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From there I find his Twitter account and check it out to find that he has a small following of just over 1,000 people.

Knowing this, I’m pretty sure that he would be receptive to me reaching out to him later on, so I go ahead and
add a nice little nugget of information of his to my post.
Once I’m done, I simply go back and contact each person I included in my post saying something along the
lines of…
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I recently came across your article and was so impressed with it that I included
a quote in my recent post. I thought you might like to check it out. Also, feel
free to share it.

In many cases, the person will be very flattered and willing to link to your piece.
And it’s the ultimate win-win because the person you link to is getting extra exposure, and you’re getting a link.
I also find that once you get the hang of the process, it becomes very natural and doesn’t require a massive time
investment.

Use 404 errors to your advantage
I’m sure you’ve encountered a 404 error at some point.
It look something like this.

No matter how well you run your site and how meticulous you are about checking your links, visitors are going
to get hit with 404s at some point.
It could be the result of a mis-typed URL, a broken link or something else.
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While most experts agree that 404s don’t hurt your SEO directly and won’t lead to penalties, they can hurt you
indirectly.
By this I mean they:
Disrupt the user experience
Create frustration
Can hurt your reputation and dissolve your brand equity
On top of that, E-Business software platform Mintox makes a great point:

When a link directs users to a page that returns a 404 error, Google recognizes
that the page is no longer available and removes it from their search index.
It also drops all of the PageRank from links pointing to the page, rendering the
links worthless.”

So there you go. 404s certainly aren’t going to do you any favors.
But what if there was a way to actually use 404s to your advantage?
It turns out there is.
Not only can you assuage the negative effects but actually improve your SEO at the same time.
And it’s pretty easy. All you have to do is create a custom 404.
On it, you should include branding elements to make it unique and internal links to top pages on your site.
You may also want to include a search box to quickly reroute users to the information they’re looking for.
Also, for many brands a dash of humor works well for minimizing the user’s frustration.
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Here are a couple examples of sites that have nailed it.
First, there’s ModCloth.

Notice how they seamlessly weave in popular pages from their site.
And here’s one from MailChimp, which has a nice bit of humor as well as a convenient search bar.
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If you’re not sure how to go about constructing your own 404 page, just check out this post from UX designer
Rachit Gupta.

Maximize security
In mid-2014, Google officially announced that it was using security as a ranking signal.
More specifically, sites with HTTPS were favored over those with just HTTP.
Here’s what they had to say about it.

And it’s easy to see why they started taking security into account.
Cyber attacks have become a growing problem with an attack occurring every 39 seconds.
What’s worse is that small businesses are especially vulnerable because they tend to lack the heightened security
of larger organizations, making them easy targets.
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In fact, small businesses account for 43 percent of all cyber attacks.
While security is important in general, it’s especially vital if you’re an E-commerce business who’s doing transactions
online.
So my final point on this checklist is about maximizing security.
The best way to go about this is to obtain a secure socket layer (SSL) certificate.
According to SangFroid Web, “Data from Google Chrome usage shows that more than 70 percent of Chrome
users are visiting HTTPS-enabled websites, which indicates that browsing via HTTPS is becoming the norm.
Armed with that data, Google is taking steps to ‘encourage’ the global adoption of SSL/HTTPS.”
Fortunately, this isn’t a big deal and isn’t super expensive. There are even some free options out there.
Check out this resource from Instant SSL for more on this.
The bottom line is that you should definitely make the switch from HTTP to HTTPS by getting an SSL certificate if
you haven’t done so already.
Google has made it abundantly clear that this is a ranking factor.
And with the state of cybersecurity being like it is, I would guess that digital security will continue to become
more and more important over time.

Conclusion
I find SEO infinitely interesting.
The fast rate of its evolution and the constant tinkering of search engine algorithms are what make for an optimal
user experience and also what keep SEO marketers on their toes.
And it’s amazing to think of how far this practice has come just in the past decade.
We’ve gone from very basic keyword research to incredibly complex techniques that run the gamut from onpage, off-page and technical SEO.
The points I’ve listed in this guide should ensure that you cover most (if not all) of the bases.
Whether it’s making your posts in-depth by using LSI keywords, creating content that outranks your competitors
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or beefing up security, this should make for a comprehensive approach that’s necessary for succeeding at
modern SEO.
In turn, you can expect a significant improvement in your rankings and all of the benefits that come along with it.
So now that you finished the cheat sheet, it’s time for you to implement everything you learned… or if you feel
overwhelmed you can always reach out to me.
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