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Abstract. Search Engine Optimization (SEO) is the process of increasirg a di
ital profile’s visibility within a search engine for relevant search enggelts
pages. SEO is playing a critical role withire digital marketing and commin
cation strategies of many organizations globally. Particularly in the UK, ldigita
marketing budgets have continued to rise in the last dedadpite the ex
nomic uncertainties.

With the increase of spending in SEO related activilesumber of bus
nesses focusing on SE@rvices have emerged, offeri8§0 services withnt
founded promises. The SEO services are not regulated and do not haye reco
nized etlical standards.

Key influences such as a lack of professional intimacy and the velocity of
maket change are considered, as well as the possibility that the SEO cemmun
ty is becoming divided in its own understanding of what it fundamentallyiis. D
lution of industry specialispthrough a continual attempt at spheservation
and cannibalization of other methods of online communicatoleaving not
only SEO practitioners vulnerable, but also the very clients and consumers they
are hired to serve. This raises a clear ethgsale that requires further expder
tion.

Keywords: Search Engine Optimization, SEO, Ethics, Professional Intimacy

1 Introduction

This paper identifies a need for ethics and professional intimacynwvifie Search
Engine Optimization (SEO) industry. To dalMarketing, Business and IT research
publications have covered a wide range of material on practical guidanbe f8EO
practitioner, however,afailed discussion into the significance of ethical SEO conduct
is yet to be explored. This paper aims to determine if there is a need ffortran
mation of the SEO industries current practice and processes in ordégoasd the
future of the industry and defend its reputation.

This is a position paper underpinned with accounts from scholarigtlite asvell
as practitioner opinions from industry related blogs and reports. It witl@nce
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with an analysis of the current condition of the SEO industry and its stantkical e
SEO. The paper will finish with a discussion of ethics and profedsiatiaacy in
the SEO inddtry, as well as justification for further relevant research into theueniq
area of SEO.

2  The State of Digital

Consumer behavior has changed considerably over the last decade with ke evol
tion of multidevice and mulichannel buying patterns and behaviors, foreveuinfl
encing how organizations communicate with their consuifg&k This has placed
pressure on the organization teedome multidisciplinary with their marketingpa
proach[3]. As a result, organizations have been presented wittmnmy complex
strategic choices regarding how best to remain competitive and cut throughritre
ty and multiplicity of information on the wehi g].

Whilst some align new technology with innovation, others see changeg#idis
[7]. Convergence of new tecHngy and data available to organizations has rapidly
become overwhelming, with many orgaatians failing to meet the growing demands
of their markets relative to internal capadity)]. As such, a current perspective held
by academics and practitioners is that there is a ‘digital skills gap’, spdgifiathin
the marketing industr{38].

Following a report released by Lloyds Bank in association with the@oment’s
crosssector partnership and digital initiative ‘Go On URO], findings showed 75%
of 1,988 organizations surveyed were not investing in developing and imprdiging
tal skills (defined namely as internet, ecommerce, digital magketnd IT literacy
skills). Of the 25% seeking to improve their organizations’ digitafigiency, the
primary option wa to pursue professional consultancy and advice from Tech, IT or
digital marketing practitioners, taking a dominant 35% share of all supptons.

Whilst the Government hagone so far as to commission a survey of organizations
digital literacy, the iquiry stops there. What theednmes of those organizations that
go on to obtain professional digital support and how is it ascertainedhthaare
actually getting a quality digital service needed to ‘fill the gap’?

2.1 A Digital Marketing Skills Gap?

A recent study undertaken by Adobe Systems Limiteekaledthat only 9% of
1000 digital marketers strongly agreed they tiedoptimal skills to delivea succes-
ful digital marketingcampaign[1], however such skills wer@ot clearly defined.
There is also little scholarly litature that explores where specific competency issues



rest due to the emerging nature of the skills gap. As such, no research has fgone s
as to explore how this should be managed.

There has, however, been online discussion of a sldfisit resting with a partic
lar subsector within the digital marketing industry, with one scholar, Aleksej
Heinze, suggesting the area worst affected is that of Search Engine Marketthg and
specific practice of Search Engine Optimization or ‘SEJ]. Heinze advocates that
this is potentidy down to two areas:

“ignorance, where people just don’t know they're not getting it right; or
incompetence, where they know about it but jestime because they know
they're doing something in that area, threust have it covered.”

Such behaviors of SEO practitioners explored by Heinze aremeetial to the
SEO industries reputation and the SEO clients in need of quality SEOesenv&
ticularly as it is happening at a time where changes in digithhology and marke
ing techniques are occurring at a rapid [&€. This places more pressure on SEO
prectitioners to ‘keepup’ as well as putting participating businesses involved at threat
of mdtreatment and exclusion.

2.2 SEO- A Brief History

SEO is the culmination of long term optimization techniques, tactics andyssate
to help a web presence (namely websites, social profiles, vatebapps) achieve
sustainable rankings in search engine results pages for related seare$| IRl he
aim of SEO isa drive traffic back to a web presence to generate brand awareness and
engagement as well as leads and conversions.

Whilst advances in technology push for greater cohesion of digital timeykac-
tices, SEO is very much impacted by search engioeepss and the opacity of their
algorithms, a factor which makes SEO unique from other digital etiackdiscplines
[46].

Search engines are “special websites that have indexed billions of pagéds
make it easy for [users] to find a website or page in anntisfd]. Popular search
ergines include Google, Bing and Yahoo however, popularity of search enging
from country to countryA search engine algorithm is a computational process that
determines what etent should be served in its seamtgine for any given query
[40]. It is compounded of 200 website signals such as region, on page tectetical el
ments, content and backlink profilg3].

Each year search engines roll out 800 changes to its algorithm without der
warning or indication of whathe algorithmic changes will b§86]. This means the
SEO industry is based solely upon an ever gimgnand undisclosed algorithm that
lacks transparency and can beidifft to predic{47].



However, search engines such as Google do offer some guidanebruasters
and SEOs about recommended routes to optimizingbasiteethrough their “Quality
Guidelines”[13]. The guidelines can besstcribed as a compendium of best practice
standards, SEO practitioners can either choose to comply with or natohptying
with best pratice guidelines runs the rishf being excluded fronoogle’s search
results indeX50]. A number of papers have been published focusing on identifying
the key variables of the search engine rankingrikgn [48], [43], [15], however full
trarsparercy on al algorithmic processes and search engine ranking factors will likely
never be achieved9].

Further to this, though an SEO practitioner may follow all best praatickelines
specified by a search engine, results are not guaranteed or take @rathgidng
time to manifest in search engine results pages (SHBR#s)n response, some SEO
practitioners choose to adopt other less virtuous manipulationstactisnnaturally
and, in most cases, temporarily boost a digital profile up searcheeragikingq5].
Knowingly or unknowingly utilizing such SEO practices is harmful to mogaoiza-
tion’s digital profiles and webpages.

With such exploitative techniques still occurring, this raises thetiqneof wheh-
er an intensified focus on the concept of ethical practice is needed to protect clients
and consumers against inadequate or negligent SEO services.

It is important to note that this paper does not aim to demonizatia® iedustry,
which like any other occupation has both moral anchéral actors operatingnder a
shared occupatiofi4]. That being said, the actions of a less honorable subset of SEO
practitioners have tarnished perceptions of the SEO ind{&2]y with the use of
unnaural manipuétion tactics posing just one explanation for the stigma surrounding
SEO. Concepts such as the velocity of change, industry fragmentatignafessio-
al intimacy are explored later in this paper to furthéramceunderstanding of uniet
ical behavior.

2.3 A Fractured Industry

One subset of SEOs willingly engaging in foul ypldoes not define and ethically
shape an entire generation of SEOs, rather, an analysis of available literature and
opinions of key industry speakers has beeslyard to determine if there is a more
obtrusive barrier to ethical price occurring. Resedrshowsthat velocity of change

in the industry $ inextricably linked to a practitioners’ ability to adapt to new skills,
resulting in dilution of technical and strategic understanding as well as ditizsth
professional identity51].

Since the launchral continual revision of two of Google’s biggesgaithm p-
dates (‘Panda’ and ‘Penguin’), traditional SEO changed drasticallyinghifs focus



from paid practices (considered ‘spam’) to ‘earned’ methods, aswaith traditional
marketing processd85]. It gained mainstream attention and did not do much to help
the reputation of an already abstruse industry. Whilst the algwritielped tom-
prove quality of output, SEO has needed to adopt new verticals such as coate
keting, public relations and saetimedia marketing31] as a form of selpreservation
and to remain competitive.

For practitioners who attempt to adapt to new digital communications @sctic
formulating an SEO strategy becomes a minefield of its own as each realveas
its own bespractice guidelines, as well advartising standards, that must be expertly
abided by to avoid any legal and ethical pitf§28].

Sourcing succinct and direct information on new marketing disciplieesmes
increasingly difficult with the amount of disinformation peeting the SEO comun
nity [18]. As the SEO industry splinters into its own esoteric factions of routesto be
practice[54], SEO’s are challenged with making the most accurate and ethi¢al dec
sion This is typically undeakenthroughconsultation ofpeer reviewsgffectively
relying upon other people’s intuition, which can heefi-meaning but misguidéd.
This can mean the route to mastering a practice becomes convoluted as thacSEO p
titioner is required to continually seek answers and regainlidaityi with an ever
changing algorithm and required strategisponseg24]. As a result, this increases
stbsequent risk of “slow learning and the tendency to revert to previousaaes.

Therefore, can practitioners say they have truly graspecbthplexties of present
day SEO and deem themselves an expert, or leguired changes to procedure and
skillsets tempered this develment? For this very reason, when looking at SEO as a
whole, it is coming more difficult than ever to define exactihat the industry is
[55] and ultimately, harder to implement a unified code of ethics.

3 Towards a Code of Ethics?

As defined by Cornell9], a ‘Code of Ethics’ can be typically segmented int® di
tinct elements 1) an introduction or preamble, 2) a statemermiwposes and values,
3) specific rules of conduct which may be swided in various ways, and 4) ingpl
mentation of the code, which will define administrative processes, regoréind
sarctions”.

Whilst it is believed that some SEO companies have deseélteir own code of
ethics[27] this is not true for the SEO industry in its entirety. Individual SE@-fre
lancers, SEO departments and SEO companies may have unique etitieal red-
vant to their own SEO service but the industry is without a unifying anttieaed

L [26]p.8
2 [39] p.116



ethical code or rational process for its implementation. This situadsnbben e-
scribed by one online publisher as a gesture without "t¢&}th"

Despite an increasing awareness of a need for a unified ethical code of conduct
[45] within the SEO indusy, the process is made more complex as SEO practices
and processes transcend various industries, devices and countries. Ehevrigfioso
many factions to consider, it raises the question of who would,ud,ciake owne
ship of managing anchéorcing such a code of ethi¢87]?

3.1 Existing Regulatory Guidelines

Although there is a “Consumer Protection from Unfair Trading Retiguk” act,
with an intent to protect consumers from unfair, misleadingggressive online ma
keting practice$20], this is only inlhe context of the following breach of law: ‘spam’
(‘unsolicited solicitations by tephone’), ‘unclear advertorials’, ‘targeting of thi
dren’ and casual use of the word ‘free’. Such areas are not relevant tac¢tieepof
SEO.

The Internet Advertising Breau[21] has begun to recognize the apparent need to
regulate the Search industry, with the introduction of a ‘CAP code’ forbroadcast
marketing and advertisin@]. However, search regulation appears to focusueie-
ly on paid search techniques such agper-click (PPC) with no concrete glance
on organic SEOnkstead, the SEQO practitioner is offered the followingrimfation:

“For policies related to Search Engine Optimization (SEGge the ind
vidual policies of Search Enginel22].

Whilst searchengines release their own best practice policies there is no sanction
that states it must be followed explicitly.

3.2 SearchEngine Marketing Trade Association (SEMTA)

In October 2014 the SEMTA (semta.eu) was foundedtrade assodtion repe-
senting search engine marketing business in the UK arap& At the time of wti
ing this paper, the association is still in beta and as such, the assdsiggbdmo gain
traction within the Search Marketing and SEO community. Whilst this st ohef-
nitely a po#tive step towards delivering a unified ethical message of progress, in
keeping with marketing demands for the SEO industry, this alliarca leng way to
go to help elevate the confidence in and reputation of the Search infd@3try

3.3 Lessons from SEMPO

Takingkey learning’'s from the SEO industry within the United States of rhaage
a not for profit trade organization that represents the search and digitatimar
industry, called SEMPO (sempo.orgyhas formed out of a desire for Search Mé&rke
ers to work toweds a more centralized understanding of Search Marketing best pra



tice. A code of ethics was defined for SEO practitioners to follow and each year an
annual industry survey, in association with Econsultancy, is reldasgive some
insight into the “Sta of Search”. Whilst this offers a much needed insight into search
standards within the US, SEMPO hafid itself as the following:

“SEMPO is not a standards body or a policing organization. Membership
in or involvement with SEMPO is not a guarantéa particular firm's cag-
bilities, nor does it signify industry approval or disapproval of their practi
es [41].

The contentious issue of whether the SEO industry needs a centralizedtassoci
that works to lobby on behalf of the disadvantaged SEO poaetitand misinformed
client, is still open to debate. However, it does raise the question dfiertihe SEO
industry needs, not onlg selfregulated legislative framework that defines broad
principles for best practicéut also a route tactively enfocing industries comrty
ment to said principals. Much like Google can penalize a website for viplaést
practice guidelines and even go so far as tandex’ a site from its search engine, if
an SEO practitioner cannot deliver on best practice, stibald have their ability to
practice revoked?

Conversely, would this be unfair punishment when SEO activityusded upon
an ambiguous algorithm that is infamously hard &ljot no matter how much inge
rity the SEO practitioner has?

Whether the SEnhdustry should adopt a transcendent, practicable and potentially
enforceable code of ethics is an important topic yet to be discussed in desteliidd
ars and practitioners. However, in orderbtain and secure professional autonomy,
it is imperative he SEQopen a dialogue to discusee possibility of ethical regulation
soon, asif an industry cannot regulate itself a body will step and it will regulate tha
industry, whether they wish it or rigq28].

4 Ethics and Professional Intimacy in SEO

Many concefs form the foundation of ethics in the practice of SEO. As explored
in the previous sections, they can be circumstantial, knowledge or ope@rven
[19]. This section of the paper explores whether ethical practice is intrinsicadbdlin
with the concepbf professional intimacy, that which is between the SEO client and
SEOQ pratitioner.

Professional intimacy is described as the openness between that of amtient
practitioner[2]. It is a philosophy that frames the importance of comdient reb-
tionship management with an aim to improve customer satisfa@®jn

Typically addressed in ‘servisaanagement literatuf@], [11], the concepof pro-
fessional intimacy contextualized in a digital marketing setting is yet toleemert-
ed.



The implications of professional intimacy in the context of SEQgests the SEO
practitioner should have an implicit understanding of their clienty the¢ds and
overall objectiveg34]. This can be difficult to achieve due to common stresses in a
maketing agency setting such as “overburden, overwork, corrosive stresshiend
lenting time presure$?. This, in conjunction with a rapidly evolving industry, can
diminish intimacy over time if not controlled.

As aforementioned within previous sections of this paper, a sub&#0 pragt
tioners have become notorious with exploiting SEO clients lackdérstanding of a
search algorithnf5]. Doing so takes advantage of the trust intimacy conjures, and has
the potential to undermine the practitiomdient relationshig23]. As a reslt, a lack
of intimacy can breakdown the positive regard the client holds for thepg&@tian-
er, negatively impacting SEO practitioner and industry reputéion

In response, HollyoakH 9] suggests it is valuable for SEO practitioners td-cha
lenge existig cultures and systems within a company to wstdad what part of the
practtionerclient experience is destroyingrpeived value and leaving clientslvu
nerable. As such, further research is required to determine whenteast encou
tered throughouthe practitioneclient experience to determine how a more magnin
ful and profitable relationship can be achieved. Such insight into dteimestion-
ships could inform a motion to improve industry reputation and ethicdluobn

Whilst assessing the guetitionerclient relationship is vital to becoming a critically
reflective SEO practitioner, it is important to consider whether tragegsional irit
macy is obtainable within the constraints of the SEO industry§eAsch engine abg
rithms are ambiguoud can be argued that full disclosure on SEO processsheir
outcomescan never be attained, as practitioners may not be atgeptain why any
particular outcome was producefP7]. This raises the fundamental question, can
genuine professional intiney ever be achieved if search engine algorithms cannot be
known intimately?

5 Conclusion

The paper focused on the topics of industry fragmentation, exploitati@ep&E-
tice and a lack of professional intimacy between the client and companysisig@os
reasons for a breakdown in ethical conduct within the SEO industry. Cuadizp-
tions of such themes in the context of SEO have been arbitrary and relatidely u
exploredto date. A such the position paper advocates the value of further research
into thisarea.

% [53]p. 19
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