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HOW SEO HAS EVOLVED 
IN THE 2020S
Five core concepts that affect how we SEO 

#contentstrategyseattle
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AGENDA

1. Introduction 
2. The rise of the knowledge graph 
3. From keywords to topics 
4. Structured data as a complement to natural language processing 
5. Accessibility and prioritizing core web vitals 
6. A renewed interest in building trust 
7. Discussion
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SEO FROM 2000-2015
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SEO UNTIL 2015

1. SEO was more formulaic: 
a certain number of words, 
pages and keywords could 
more or less guarantee 
success.
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2. The "HubSpot model" 
brought brands success: 
Information architecture 
isn't as important as 
long-tail landing pages 
for major topics

SEO UNTIL 2015
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SEO UNTIL 2015

3. Rank tracking was the 
major way brands/agencies 
tracked SEO progress.
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4. Mobile SEO was pretty 
much nonexistent.

SEO UNTIL 2015
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SEO UNTIL 2015

5. 2013: Hummingbird 
update + "not provided" 
data shifted optimization 
from keyword stuffing to 
better content
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THE END OF THE 2010S
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LATE 2010S SEO

Mobile SEO experiences 
became a major priority for 
search engines. 
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LATE 2010S SEO

Natural language processing techniques 
were quietly become more advanced.
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LATE 2010S SEO

Expertise 
Authority 
Trust 
YMYL

IN OUT
Doorway pages (too many 
thin content pages) 
Keyword stuffing
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LATE 2010S SEO

Meanwhile, cookie-based display advertising grows $$
$ for Google while user experience doesn't necessarily 
keep up. 
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LATE 2010S SEO

Intent becomes 
necessary to 
understanding how to 
optimize for a specific 
query.
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LATE 2010S SEO

Question-answer optimization becomes popular.
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SEO UNTIL 2015

Digital activity diversifies 
to non-indexed social 
networks.
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WHAT'S HAPPENED RECENTLY?

1. BERT and MUM updates highlight natural language processing in the role of search indexing. 
2. Core Web Vitals update intensifies need for quality web user experiences. 
3. Google is trying to work with news media to better incorporate publishers' needs (paywalls, news-

first indexing) into search. 
4. COVID-19 brought to light Google's ability to understand/control for misinformation. 
5. Search is not the only place people find information, but it is where they go to confirm and 

understand new information. 
6. Voice search and more diversity in search users means the long tail gets ever longer.
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FIVE BIG SEO CHANGES
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1. THE RISE OF THE KNOWLEDGE GRAPH
Building brand entities through the semantic web
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FROM QUERIES TO ENTITIES

Search engines operate 
from topic graphs that link 
related terms based on 
most commonly used and 
associated words or topics.

Main topic Subtopic 1 Subtopic 2 Subtopic 3

cake icing party chocolate

soccer/football
player and club 
names

scores and 
statistics places to play

your brand
location and 
hours product reviews brand values
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YOUR WEBSITE IS YOUR ENTITY

As brands move from "drive traffic to the website" to 
more platform-specific social interactions, holistic, 
well-considered websites are the centralized home 

for in-depth brand and product information. 

What this means for strategists:  
Establishing a solid knowledge graph means aligning  
brand information architecture with audience needs 

from the beginning. 
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2. TOPICS TAKE PRIORITY
Question-answer based optimization was only an interim fix on the way to topic optimization.
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TOPIC-FOCUSED OPTIMIZATION

• Still relies on keyword research to determine audience needs 

• Favors more comprehensive pages and web experiences  

• Similar to "content pillars" strategy, where information about similar topics is linked and grouped 
together during optimization 

• Understanding audience intent is crucial for selecting topics and core phrases. 

• More chance of search visibility if topic experiences are clearly connected and mapped in website 
architecture early. 

• Well-written, comprehensive pages and experiences get higher visibility in search because they 
rank for a number of long-tail terms.
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CHOOSING QUALITY TOPICS/KEYWORDS

1. Review aggregate search volume whenever possible to determine topic priority. Google Trends and 
Q/A data (i.e., Answer the Public) is often informed by auto-complete predictive text and not 
reflective of how people actually search. 

2. Align how users search with brand goals rather than one-off lead generation initiatives. 
3. Run topic comparisons with competitors. What questions will your approach to a specific topic 

attract that your competitors do not?
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3. STRUCTURED DATA IS MORE IMPORTANT 
THAN EVER
BERT and MUM need a source of truth to draw meaning from unstructured data.
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NLP=NATURAL LANGUAGE, 
PROCESSED

• Natural language processing algorithms like Google's 
BERT and (soon to come) MUM understand 
unstructured text and images better than ever. 

• Search engines still need a defined source of truth to 
establish facts quickly: Google My Business and Schema 
structured data. 

• Wikipedia and Wikidata are also used as independent 
sources of truth. 

• Recommendations for strategists: Plan for schema 
markup as soon as possible; it'll help your sites perform 
better in search.
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4. PRIORITIZING ACCESSIBILITY
Speed and alt text are only part of the equation.
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CORE WEB VITALS ARE DRIVING THE CHANGE

CLS 
cumulative layout shift

FID 
first input delay

LCP 
largest contentful paint
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PLANNING FOR ACCESSIBILITY
• Ensure all buttons and content-rich images have descriptive, useful alt text. 

• Keep core web vitals in mind -- especially for mobile experiences. 

• Limit unnecessary/cosmetic javascript for business websites. 

• Ensure address, phone number and contact information is easy to find, preferably in the site's 
footer and on a contact page.
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5. ESTABLISHING TRUST SIGNALS
Expertise-Authority-Trust finally has some legs.
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TRUTH MATTERS
• Authors and datelines are important (again). 

• In-line affiliate links should be disclosed as 
advertising. 

• Links to and from your site remain a sign of 
trust. 

• Editorial or content policies have new 
Schema markup and are noted as important 
in Google's quality documentation. 

• Content that supports brand trust -- product 
documentation, active help sections, regular 
website updates -- also supports SEO.



Prepared by Deborah Carver / The Content Technologist, LLC | Confidential and proprietary

QUESTIONS
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RELATED LINKS

• Google's expanded developer SEO 
documentation 

• schema.org 

• Google's rich results checker 

• Google Lighthouse check for Core Web Vitals 

• Guide to CLS 

• Moz's guide to javascript SEO 

• Technical SEO tools, including Schema 
markup generator 

• Starting out with branded SEOon The 
Content Technologist

https://developers.google.com/search/docs/guides/get-started
https://developers.google.com/search/docs/guides/get-started
http://schema.org
https://search.google.com/test/rich-results
https://developers.google.com/web/tools/lighthouse
https://jessbpeck.com/posts/completecls/
https://moz.com/blog/javascript-seo-guide
https://technicalseo.com/tools/
https://www.content-technologist.com/brand-seo-guide/
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THANK YOU!

Presented by Deborah Carver 
Principal Consultant, The Content Technologist 
www.content-technologist.com 
deborah@content-technologist.com
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