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Matthew:   Hello and welcome to Marketing Smarts podcast brought to you by Marketing 

Profs. I’m your host Matthew Grant, Managing Editor here at Marketing Profs. I 
thank you for listening. According to his calculations today's guest Lee Odden 
has written 1.2 million words over the last eight years on the topics of search 
engine optimization, public relations, social media and content marketing.  

 
As a result of these tireless efforts he's become a widely recognized expert and 
popular speaker on these topics. Now Lee has published a book called Optimize, 
which not only suggests that companies need to take a holistic approach to SEO, 
Social Media and Content Marketing but also lays out in detail how they can go 
about doing this.  
 
I invited Lee to Marketing Smarts to discuss the book and what a holistic strategy 
actually looks like. He’ll talk about the steps organizations need to take in order 
to optimize the full spectrum of their content marketing efforts, and how they can 
also remain flexible enough to continually adapt to the ever changing needs of 
their customers as well as the perpetually shifting world of search.  
 
Before we get started I wanted to remind you that if you like what you hear at 
Marketing Smarts, and even if you don't, you can always leave us a review at 
iTunes or a comment on our site. You’re also welcome to reach out to me directly 
via email. My email address is mattg@marketingprofs.com. Without further ado 
let’s get started. Lee welcome to Marketing Smarts. 

 
Lee: It's good to be here, Matt. 
  
Matthew: I really appreciate you joining us. You’re sort of a big deal in the SEO world. I 

wonder if you could just quickly draw down for us how you got into the SEO 
game to begin with. 

 
Lee: Well I don't know if I am a big deal but I’m in the eternal student and pay it 

forward kind category of people so I try and share what I’ve learned. Maybe 
people seem to appreciate that a little bit.  

 
As far as getting into this business, many years ago I switched careers. I started 
working for a company selling websites to vertical markets and saw an 
opportunity to provide more value. I taught myself during my break times how to 
code. It wasn’t really code though. I used WYSIWYG editors to create web 
pages.  
 
I started selling more robust websites with forms and a little bit of interactivity for 
thousands of dollars. People were asking, "You sold us this website, how are we 
going to get people to visit it?"  
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That's where the notion of search engine optimization came into my little 
universe, working at that company and building out an online marketing practice 
and that sort of thing. That was in 1996 until 2001.  
 
In 2001 I joined forces with a public relations person Susan Misukanis, my 
business partner, to work with her PR firm. I brought SEO into pitches for media 
relations. In other words in 2001 we were a PR firm offering not only media 
placement services but also SEO to go with it. No one else was doing that at the 
time. The SEO component worked so well that we literally turned that PR firm 
into a search or internet marketing agency and called it Top Rank. We’ve been 
doing that for 12 years now. 

 
Matthew:   When I said "big deal" I wasn't trying to be overly flattering. Obviously you're a 

very active participant, I meant in the large conversation. 
 
Lee:  Of course, and I understand that. I’m just practicing what we preach, that's it. 

That's actually how we acquire customers. They say to us, "We want what you 
have. We want to know what you do or, we don't have the bandwidth to do what 
you do so maybe you know how to do it more efficiently or effectively."  That's 
how things get going. 

 
Matthew.  I didn't realize the PR origins of Top Rank. I know you talk a lot about PR and it 

certainly comes up a lot in your book. I didn't know or didn't realize that's where 
the model started and it ended up launching the business from what was 
essentially an add on the way you're describing it. 

 
Lee:   Exactly. 
 
Matthew:   You have just published this book Optimize: How to Attract and Engage More 

Customers by Integrating SEO, Social Media and Content Marketing. There are a 
ton of books out there about SEO and about content marketing. Why did you 
write this book Lee? 
 

 
Lee:  First I wanted to have a book that had a title nearly as long as Ann and T.C.'s but 

clearly I didn't quite make it. That was a big objective of mine. Really I think there 
aren't that many books if any that bring those disciplines together, search, social 
and content. Content has been an instrumental part of our practice and how we 
do what we do for ourselves and for companies for many years.  
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In fact before Joe Pulizzi helped with others to popularize the notion of content 
marketing I used to call it editorial marketing. People asked, "What do you do?" I 
would say, "I guess you'd call it editorial marketing," because we'd create this 
content as assets through which people could link to, people could share and be 
an entry point for search. 

 
I dug further and further into the customer journey and the ways you can 
influence how a customer interacts with your content and lead them to the next 
step to conclusion and even beyond to advocacy. I really started to see the value 
of the more tightly integrated approach towards using content as a platform and 
using search and social for attraction and engagement all along that journey. 

 
Matthew:  Since you bring up search and social, one of the questions I was thinking about 

as I was reading through this and when I think about SEO in general is how 
much does search, like Google search today matter? I was thinking in terms of 
how much of this stuff I read during the day do I actually find through Google and 
how do i even use Google? A lot of times I use it to make sure I’m spelling a 
word correctly and things like that. It’s almost like a practical tool.  

 
A lot of the stuff I end up reading or discovering definitely comes through social 
channels especially through Twitter. On that front I understand why you would 
write the book in order to expand and really bring content and social into this mix 
in a big way. Getting back to my original question, how much does search as just 
insulation really matter today? 

 
Lee:   The question is a bit loaded in that how much it matters in a silo. It does matter in 

a silo but that's not really indicative of a typical customer journey. Search reflects 
the active intent to find an answer to a question whereas someone who is 
subscribing to various social streams or they're connected to friends or other 
professionals on the web and by their network sharing information to them they 
discover news and content information. That’s a different type of experience. 

 
When they want to find an answer a lot of times people are going to use search. 
They may go to their social network. For instance, right now I was trying to find a 
blue tooth headset that works with a laptop and it was extremely frustrating. I 
can't wait to write a blog post about this. I’m going to do an experiment. I’m going 
to go to my social network and say, "Does anybody know of this?" Then I’m 
going to use Google and several other methods to try and come to a conclusion.  
 
I think what we find is people have an idea what they want when they use 
search. Google.com alone has over 12 billion inquiries every month. Globally 
Google properties at large have over 80 billion inquiries every month. There is a 
tremendous amount of search going on and it's a reflection of someone trying to 
come to a conclusion of some kind. Someone is trying to find an answer.   
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As we empathize as marketers or communicators with reaching a particular 
audience for a particular reason part of the what the book talks about is 
empathizing with that scenario. When is it the right time for search to be a 
method of discovery? 

 
For the content we're publishing and the goals that exist for our content, when 
does it make sense for the way our target audience behaves to make sure that 
our content is easily discovered through search? When is it a mechanism to give 
them visibility to it and guide them through the sales channel or whatever 
experience they're trying to accomplish?  
 
There's an experience reflected in the book. I was going to plan a trip to New 
York with my son and I didn't know any kid friendly things to do in New York. I 
went to my social networks like Twitter and Facebook and said, "Who's got kid 
friendly suggestions for New York?"  I got all kinds of recommendations. I made 
an itinerary. Then we went to Google and searched on each of those things to 
find out the facts. All the people said go to the Bronx zoo. If I want to find out the 
times, which subway line to use to get there and so on and so forth I needed to 
go to Google to be connected with the website.  
 
As we went through our experience we took photos and shared evidence of our 
journey in text and images with the people who actually recommended these 
things in the first place. In 2007-2008 that typified this journey back and forth 
between search and social. That is what I find to be true today. Search is great 
on its own. Search is an excellent compliment for discovery through social as 
well. 

 
Matthew:    I think you mean that highlighting this fact that people go to Google for the facts 

and specific answers, but sometimes if they’re just exploring a topic it may start 
in a social way to begin with. They want ideas or suggestions from people. I think 
this really expanded to my next question. Throughout the book you talk a lot 
about having a holistic content marketing and SEO strategy. I was wondering if 
you could talk about what that means to have the holistic strategy in regards to 
content and SEO? 

 
Lee:   A lot of folks look at content or I like to call them content objects as an individual 

thing like an island. They put out a press release, a white paper, an info graphic, 
or a presentation as an individual thing. A holistic view is to keep being thoughtful 
about the totality of the content assets you have and how they work together.  
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In addition we're also thinking about a particular audience and how we can 
connect that content with that audience. Within an organization its holistic view is 
basically looking at any content produced in an organization. Usually in an SEO 
sense it's marketing that's funding the optimization initiative because they're 
trying to connect to people who are actively looking for product and services 
information to conduct transactions or a lead or a sale.  
 
There are other entities in an organization that are producing content. Looking at 
an organization's content assets holistically we're thinking about things like what 
public relations is producing because anybody producing content is creating an 
asset through which search can be an entry point.  
 
That's valuable to an organization because few organizations are publishing 
content for absolutely no reason at all. I mean spammers are. If an organization 
is publishing content just for the sake of publishing content, they're not that 
different than a spammer in my opinion because there's no reason for them. Why 
do it? 

 
They should be looking at not only public relations content that could be easily 
discovered through search if not by consumers, at least by journalists, bloggers, 
or analysts. It’s the same thing with customer service content.  
 
I’m sure a lot of people listening have had experience with having an error on 
their computer. They copy the text right into their browser to find an answer. Now 
maybe they were presented with a bunch of forums that were automatically 
generated pages to try and get you to click on ads or they were presented with 
the help forum from the manufacturer of the product they were having an issue 
with.  
 
If you're optimizing knowledge based on FAQ content then you're not only maybe 
deflecting to a cost that occurred by an engagement with a call center or 
customer service staff which actually created a better user experience. You're 
actually connecting customers with a problem in need of an answer. Bam, right 
there, right then they’ll hopefully solve the problem. 

 
I also talk about holistically recruiting talent acquisition. People say they don't 
look for a job but they do. If you optimize job listings you're creating a potential 
entry point.  
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To me a holistic approach to search, social and content isn't just about looking at 
making the force multiplier that occurs, making thoughtful content the centerpiece 
of your approach and how search and social can augment discovery and 
engagement, but also looking at it from an organizational standpoint .It’s also 
looking at mapping all the assets you might have available to you and how you 
can leverage these tactics to get better performance. 

 
Matthew:  What kind of organizational resources do you need in order to make this a 

reality? I think you're absolutely right. Everything from technical documentation to 
help forums, user forums, customer service forums, all the job ads, if it can be 
found it can be optimized. If someone can search for it it could be optimized.  

 
I feel like a lot of times first of all companies don't even necessarily have internal 
SEO resources. They may be using agency. A lot of times if that's what's 
happening their marketing department is managing that agency so it's already, 
even if it's internal, tucked within a silo. What do you need to do as an 
organization to spread the word about how to optimize? Why you should optimize 
and what keywords? Suddenly this whole SEO strategy has organization wide 
implications in this holistic model. How do you actually spread the word? 

 
Lee:  SEO is so tied to a certain type of application. I try and use language that speaks 

to what everyone can relate to. Whenever there's content being produced in the 
organization I can ask, "How are people going to find this? What are you going to 
do to help people find it? How will we know if it's successful?" By asking some of 
those questions to different departments and different groups it starts to create a 
dialog around which we can present this holistic approach.  

 
It's got to involve whoever is responsible for content creation. There’s no doubt 
about that. I would not necessarily go to marketing and say, "Hey Marketing, give 
us your SEO best practices and let's go over to PR, customer service, and 
recruiting and tell them how they can use these tactics to further their goals.” 
That can work sometimes.  
 
Rather it's more about uncovering what their particular needs are or uncovering 
opportunities within those different organizations and then presenting this as a 
particular solution. If I just come forward and say SEO people have some 
preconceived notions about what that means and it can kill an opportunity right 
there on the spot.  
 
Part of the reason I called the book Optimized wasn't to say, "This is an SEO 
book,” because to me it's not. It’s got a lot of practical SEO advice in it but it's 
about the notion of what Optimize the word really means and that is the 
continuous effort to make better, to make perfect or to make improvement.  
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You know you hear about business process optimization, optimize your computer 
processing speed, or optimize this or that. That is what i mean in terms of 
optimized marketing communications. The resources are those that you already 
have.  
 
Those resources are the people in charge of departments, people in charge of 
producing content in those different departments and helping them understand, 
“Who is this for? Who is this content for? How will you know it's successful?” It’s 
about using the answers to those questions to lead to the recommendation of this 
holistic approach. 

 
Matthew:  I like how you use everyday language rather than say, "How should we optimize 

this content for search engines?" and instead just asking a very simple human 
question, "How is anyone going to find this?" 

 
That brings me to another question. The world of search, of course, is continually 
changing and evolving especially as Google makes its changes and social 
networks evolve. You advocate an adaptable approach to content and optimized 
online marketing. Highlighting that optimization as they say is more of a journey 
than a destination. Again, from an organizational standpoint how do you make an 
organization or encourage an organization to become more adaptable to what 
can often be changing circumstances search wise? 

 
Lee:    That's a really good question. From an editorial standpoint for example, we'll 

make recommendations for their fixed topics. You know in the way that in your 
publication you have a column, a particular blogger or journalist is writing a 
column or you have a feature that occurs on a repetitive basis, I will include that 
kind of recommendation, and I will also include wild cards.  

 
This is a very tactical example of being adaptable. We're going to use those wild 
cards as a way to create dynamic content in response to what's going on in the 
industry, or even practice a little news-jacking as David Meerman Scott does to 
create our content. That's very specific.  
 
This means to take a step back in terms of adaptability, to have this process of, 
"We have a hypothesis of how these things are going to work as we implement 
them, and we have methodology for monitoring our progress or key performance 
indicators towards our goal and then we have analytics in place to measure the 
actual impact.” Optimization to me is the ability to extract input from that data to 
further refine our goals that process.  
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That is an adaptable approach. We're very customer centric in what we're doing. 
Instead of saying, "Let's put our eggs in the SEO basket, or the paid search 
basket, or marketing basket.” Rather what's driving our content approach is, 
“What are we trying to achieve as a business? Here are the different customer 
segments that we believe will be our customers. How can we give them what 
they want so we get what we want?" 

 
By focusing on customer behaviors and broader technology changes in terms of 
how they discover, consume and engage in content we can develop our 
marketing strategy to be very adaptable in that regards. We're not tied into 
search. We're not tied into social media. We're not tied into email or paid 
advertising necessarily. We’re simply using those as tools at our disposable to 
help customers get what they want so we get what we want. Then in the process 
it makes us adaptable. 

 
Matthew:  There is something you point out in the book in terms of being adaptable. It 

means not just doing things once and feeling like it's done. For instance you 
mentioned SEO training. These companies say, "Yes we did that training six 
months ago and everyone is up to speed." No, this training has to be an ongoing 
process.  
 
It’s the same thing with, as you were saying a lot of emphasis placed on being 
customer centric, finding out as much about your customer as possible, and 
doing customer research. Again, I feel like it's something people say they created 
the personas last year so they’re all set. Being adaptable on some level just 
means in terms of training, in terms of research, in terms of business intelligence 
that you see this as an ongoing need and you're constantly doing it. 

 
I want to swing back to just the SEO word in a sense and how sometimes if you 
bring SEO into the conversation people have preconceived notions of what 
belongs to that and sometimes it can seem very technical or arcane. You say 
though one of the critical things you have to do as a company is a technical SEO 
audit. I think I know what a technical SEO audit is but I wanted to hear it from 
you. What are the different components of a technical audit? On some level what 
are the people in terms of keywords searching for? What are the real technical 
pieces of SEO that people need to be mindful of? 

 
Lee:   First understand that Google, while becoming more transparent in the last year 

and a half is still quite a black box when it comes to how it is that they make 
decisions about what's the best answer in search results. Through many, many, 
many engagements and monitoring correlations, and in some rare cases 
causality can be observed, we have developed a sort of checklist of things to 
look for.  
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We take a look at a company website and the difference between where it is 
today and where it should be to improve its performance when it comes to 
Google. What folks need to understand in terms of how search engines work and 
how good the engines work is by making copies of our content. That’s what 
they're serving up in the search results. They’re not actually serving up our 
content. It’s their copy. 

 
Being able to make a copy, to follow links that exist in and out of your website 
and also the text content that exists within it is very, very important. It comes 
down to things like server speed and how fast your pages load. It comes down to 
the use of code, how the pages link to each other, and the organization of the 
site, all kinds of things like that.  
 
A technical audit is basically a process through which a site is evaluated and 
recommendations are made with the intended outcome of making the experience 
between Google bot, the software that goes out from Google to copy websites, 
and your site to be as efficient and effective as possible.  
 
That’s a raw technical SEO audit. You’re looking at site architecture. You’re 
looking at code that might cause difficulty in the search engine following links. 
There are server related issues that can happen, especially when it comes to 
how fast pages load and that's actually a ranking signal, slow or fast. You can 
imagine if Google can get all the webmasters in the world to improve the speed 
of which their pages are loaded just by a small percent, it translates into massive 
amounts of savings and hardware for Google as they run the software that goes 
out and copies webpages.  

 
In the book I talk about four or five different audits. A technical SEO audit is one 
of them. There are other audits we do in terms of keyword research. We identify 
what the terms are that people are actually searching on. Do those phrases 
actually exist in the right places on a company website?  
 
We do an audit on the content on the website itself in terms of does the content 
of the site actually speak in the language of the customer? Does it guide them 
toward a conclusion or does it just ramble on about features and benefits?  
 
We look at the social media friendliness on and off the site.  We also look at 
linking. What is the link footprint? Who is linking to the site? Who is linking to 
competitors? Who is linking to competitors that are not linking to the client 
website? How we can go about doing that in a better way?  
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Through these audits or assessments of the current state of affairs we compare 
that to where they should be to be competitive and actually even dominate in a 
particular market. What comes with that is a whole host of recommendations 
which can then be implemented. That’s a lot of what the book is about. It’s the 
core of what we do in our consulting practice. 

 
Matthew:  You mentioned keywords. I think that's the main thing people associate with 

optimization. "If I want to be found with these keywords I’ve got to have them all 
over my site in a good way." In your book you say at one point that ranking based 
on keywords is inherently flawed. What did you mean by that? 

 
Lee:   There are a couple things that come into play in that statement. First is the notion 

that ranking is not as useful as it used to be. In other words, CEO's would 
commonly use a ranking report. Executives in a company would use the position 
of their company according to a particular keyword when they did a search on 
Google or Bing as a reflection of how well their SEO was being performed. They 
would use a ranking report which uses the position of webpages on a company 
website according to keywords they're optimizing for as an indication of 
performance.  

 
There is a problem with that. For example, I’m in Toronto right now. If I search 
from Minneapolis I’d have very similar experience. It might be different I guess 
between countries. If I’m in Boston and I search for blue tooth headset or if I’m in 
Minneapolis and I type in blue tooth headset I’d have pretty much the same 
results.  
 
When you run a ranking report as a business you could go off that ranking report 
and know that predictably this is what my customer's experience might be. We'd 
want to increase our rankings and then the assumption is that with higher 
visibility within search results, there will be more traffic, more leads, and more 
sales.  
 
Now with personalization, social search, search history, and the integration of 
Google plus and its ability to influence search for an individual person, plus the 
geographic location of where they're searching from, all combine to make a very 
unique experience. It's not predictable anymore, this notion of search rankings.  
 
The only useful thing about rankings anymore is making a relative comparison for 
yourself. I can search from my location in Toronto and do that once a month as a 
check. I look at that trend over time and compare that to my web analytics.  
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I’m tracking the word Optimize and I look at Google trying to track whether my 
book site ranks for the word Optimize or not. I can see that two months ago it 
didn't show up in the first ten pages but now it should be on page one or page 
two. That’s a positive sign. That doesn't mean that everyone in the world who 
searches on the word Optimize is going to see the exact thing. It's like the KPI. 

 
The other angle, and I’ll be more succinct about this part of the answer, is 
keywords. There are broad and there are niche keywords. A lot of folks will do 
keyword research. They'll take products and services information, they'll plot 
them into a keyword research tool and  find out what the most popular versions 
of a particular set of phrases are. Then they'll try and optimize against those 
phrases.  
 
That's all fine and good but it's only one dimension. What’s recommended in the 
book is to try and understand the customer journey, awareness, interest, 
consideration and purchase and think about what it is that they care about in 
those different stages of the buying cycle. Then think about how they can 
synthesize that information into search keywords? You're actually optimizing 
according to what will specifically be of interest to the customer at that stage. The 
idea being that you'd be able to guide them through that journey as they enter it 
into their search queries. 

 
Matthew:   That brings us back to this customer eccentricity and how key it is when you're 

devising this holistic strategy. You need to actually understand your buyers and 
understand what some people have called their information goals as well as their 
information foraging habits. Then you're showing up in the right way, at the right 
time for them, with the right information when they're looking for it. 

 
We're at the end of our time and I know there's a ton more we could talk about. 
Hopefully I can coax you back onto the show a little down the road. As the 
parting shot, if people want to find out more about you and your company or 
specifically about the book, where would you send them? 

 
Lee:  You can certainly take a stab at typing the word Optimize on Google and we 

should be on page one or page two. You can go directly to OptimizeBook.com, 
and of course it's the American spelling of the word Optimize with a z. Again it’s 
OptimizeBook.com.  

 
I’ve been writing for eight years about these topics at TopRankBlog.com. I 
figured out that there are over 1.2 million words of mine there. Of course our 
agency for anyone that needs help in these areas is at TopRankMarketing.com. 
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Matthew:   When you said one million words I remember seeing a documentary about Jack 

Kerouac and William F. Burroughs that said, “Jack Kerouac had already written 
one million words when I met him.” Now you've written more than Kerouac had 
written before Burroughs had met him. That's all I’m going to say.  

 
Thank you very much Lee for joining us and enjoy Toronto. Listener, thank you 
for listening here to the end. This has been the Marketing Smarts podcast 
brought to you by Marketing Profs. I’ve been your host Matthew Grant. Talk to 
you next week. 


