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Abstract 

This thesis is a theoretical summary of the guidelines for financial organizations’ search 

engine optimization for website strategies. These guidelines are for anyone to use within 

a financial organization and are kept on an introductory level in the hope that almost 

anyone with webmaster access can implement some, if not all of the guidelines.  Search 

engine optimization (SEO) is a relatively new type of marketing that focuses on optimizing 

web pages to gain higher rankings in search results. The main benefit of optimizing your 

website is an increase in website traffic. An example would be typing “need fast money 

now” or “buying a house loan” into any search engine and viewing the results.  If your 

page is at the top of the search engine results, the search engine thinks your web page 

has the most relevant answer to these queries, opening the gate to potential customers. 

These guidelines provide a useful listing of best practices for financial organizations in 

order to gain more visibility on the web and attract new customers. Today’s challenge for 

financial organizations is that content marketing systems (CMS) which control the 

content on the web pages of financial organizations’ are not built for search engine 

optimization best practices. Theoretical summaries of SEO guidelines for financial 

organizations are meant to help content creators within these organizations to improve 

their search engine visibility and gain more website traffic. Unfortunately, as of today, 

guidelines for financial organizations on how to improve their search engine optimization 

are not to be found.    
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Introduction 

Finding the right information as fast as you possibly can, in seconds or fragments of a 

second, would be highly impressive. Especially when the number of web pages available 

online come to at least 4.5 million (Worldwidewebsize, 2018). Search engines do just that 

for you. Today’s search engines are a vital tool for obtaining information on the Internet. 

Search engines have a way of reading your mind when you are trying to describe 

something; a plant, for example. Let’s type into Google “green thing that grows in the 

ground”. 

 

Figure 1 Google Search results for “green thing that grows in the ground” on 1st March 

2018. 

You press enter and get a huge number of answers, all showing vegetables and plants 

that are green and grow in the ground. According to Internetlivestats, Google receives 

3.5 billion query searches from customers per day, which translates into 1.2 trillion 

unique query searches yearly (Internetlivestats, 2018).  

This gigantic number of searches makes sense as most people start their online 

journey using a search engine as a tool for the navigation or retrieval of information, 

which makes search engines a valuable link in connecting content creators, such as 

financial organizations, to content users, who often transform into customers when they 

purchase products and services online, or in a mobile app. 

It is commonly believed that if you are ranked at the top of a search query in search 

engines it is because you are a strong brand in the financial industry. However, this is not 
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necessarily true. Search for yourself. The truth is that search engine optimization relies 

on a combination of technical knowledge and development, and content marketing. This 

type of marketing is heavily influenced by user data and is in constant development. Each 

visit to your website or mobile app creates a unique customer journey with new 

information on your users that you have never seen before (Enge, Spencer & Stricchiola, 

2018). 

The markup language used in search engines offers important opportunities for 

financial companies as it offers an opportunity to enrich search results for financial 

products such as borrowing, lending, money transfers and card offerings. 

The review of guidelines for financial organizations begins in chapter one where we 

describe what is a search engine and how does it work. 

In Chapter 2 we discuss the Internet, the home of our websites and published content, 

search engines and customers. We discuss what HTML language is, and how it is 

connected to the Internet, our websites and search engines. 

In chapter 3 we discuss how these guidelines for optimizing your website strategies 

can help your financial organization in making the most out of your marketing channel, 

namely the website. 

In Chapter 4 we begin our journey covering the guidelines which help financial 

organizations optimize their search engine strategies. We will discuss what a target 

audience is and how it is connected to marketing strategy, keyword research and content 

development. These three topics are the cornerstone of a financial organization’s website 

strategies. Simply: if you don’t know who your target customers are, your website 

optimization strategy will miss its mark. 

In Chapter 5 we will discuss on-page optimization of web pages. Knowing which factors 

help rank your page in the search results and the way to optimize them plays a huge role 

in overall website optimization formulas. 

In Chapter 6 we will discuss off-page optimization. One of the biggest factors in ranking 

high in search results is an off-page factor called links, or hyperlinks, from other websites. 

These links play an important role in both domain ranking and page-level ranking in 

search engine results. 

In Chapter 7 we will summarize the thesis and propose a further research topic. 
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1 Search engine 

In this chapter we will describe what a search engine is and how it works. Being familiar 

with the program that can point customers towards your financial organization’s website 

can be very valuable, especially if customers are looking for a product or service that you 

are currently offering. As customer traffic to physical touchpoints of your financial 

organization, such as branches, decreases as a result of the digital transformation, 

locating yourself at the best spots on the Internet is just as important as your branches 

and ATMs being located at the best traffic spots. 

In this thesis the term “search engine” will be used quite a lot. Originally, this term was 

used to describe a “specialized hardware for text search” (Croft, Metzler & Strohman, 

2015). In this thesis we will use the term search engine to describe commercial 

information retrieval engines such as Google, Yahoo, Bing, Yandex and so forth. We will 

also talk about the term “index”, which is a data structure that is used to retrieve 

information from a data base more quickly and effectively (Croft et al., 2015). 

The algorithm used in search engines is complex and is not openly published by the big 

commercial search engines. The basis of the algorithm is a retrieval model that matches 

a query with a document, an image, or a video, and lists the most relevant documents, 

images, or videos at the top, ranking them in order of relevance. A well-made search 

engine also takes into account log data from user interactions, such as click-through rate. 

Click-through rate measures the number of query searches, divided by the number of 

times customers clicked on the website (Croft et al., 2015). An example would be 1000 

unique searches for the term “short term borrowings”, and if 100 people clicked on the 

website www.loanshark.com/short-term-borrowings, the click through rate for 

www.loanshark.com/short-term-borrowings would be 100 divided by 1000, or a 10% 

click-through rate. 
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Figure 2 Architecture of a search engine (Croft, Metzler & Strohman, 2015). 

For humans it is pretty simple to understand the context of an article. For a content 

creator who writes his article in HTML language, the headline is meant as a brief 

description of the content, the sub headline displays the content creator of the article, 

the small italicized numbers below the sub headline show the publication date and the 

long paragraph of text is the article content itself. 

Web crawlers, or computers, do not understand the slight difference between these 

types of information. They cannot understand that the headline expresses a blog post 

title or that the small numbers and dots written in italic lettering are the publication date 

(Herman, Adida, Sporny & Birbeck, 2015). 
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Figure 3 on the left is how browsers see. On the right is how humans see (Herman, Adida, Sporny & 
Birbeck, 2015). 

So the challenge is to speak one language on the Web so that all visual elements can 

be understood by consumers of financial information such as browsers, a human or web 

crawlers: one language for people and machines (Herman et al., 2015). In this chapter 

have talked about how a search engine processes a query, or a user search, and retrieves 

the best possible results from its index. In order to comply with the changed environment 

of the digital first age, financial organizations will need to adjust to the demands of their 

customers by transitioning from physical touchpoints such as an office or branch, towards 

digital touch points such as a website.  
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2 Internet 

In this chapter we will talk about the invention of the Internet, which is becoming one of 

the most important touchpoints for financial organizations to reach their customers, if 

not the most important.  

The World Wide Web, simply called the Web in this thesis, was first envisioned by 

Vannevar Bush in the 1940s. The Web was not actually developed until the 1990s when 

it was launched as an open client-server, meaning everyone had access to the technology. 

How the Web works is as follows: the server and your web browser, which displays all the 

material in a graphical user environment, talk to each other using a protocol called HTTP, 

or hypertext transfer protocol. The protocol carries your website content (all your text, 

images, videos, GIFs and audio files) which are written and encoded in a markup language 

called hypertext markup language (HTML) (Manning, Raghavan & Schütze, 2008). 

Using the open client-server and transferring data such as text and calculators using 

HTTP, financial organizations have shown great interest in publishing their content on the 

Internet. Internet dominance has shifted financial organizations’ content from print to 

digital. In other words, where once loan forms were printed out, today they can be 

published, and signed, through the Internet. 

2.1 HTML Language 

Hypertext Markup Language, simply referred to as HTML in this thesis, has its origin in 

the Standard Generalized Markup Language (SGML). It was developed by Tim Berners-

Lee in 1989. In simple terms, HTML is a way of defining a piece of content such as this 

thesis, an image or an audio file in a universal way for everybody to understand, and 

transferring the content between machines. The simple usage of the HTML language 

allows financial organizations to transform printed forms such as loan form or a mortgage 

loan calculator, to be viewed digital on any device imaginable.  HTML language works by 

defining the structure and content of a website using HTML tags. Each tag represents a 

piece of content such as an image, text, heading, table or paragraph. When the content 

is defined and structured, it is more easily transferrable between systems (Duff & Mohler, 

2000).  

 

http://www.cis.uni-muenchen.de/personen/professoren/schuetze/
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3 Financial Organizations 

In this chapter we will cover financial organizations and why optimizing their website 

strategies using our guidelines and rich search results, which are displayed using markup 

language such as Schema markup language, offers great opportunities for financial 

organizations in growing their customer numbers. 

 In the digital age when consumers are consuming content with their newest devices 

the market has to offer, optimizing their user experience is becoming ever more difficult. 

New screens and screen resolutions keep evolving while the content marketing produced 

from financial organizations is similar to what is was when print was the only consumable 

format out there (Rockley & Cooper, 2015).                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

Financial companies are starting to understand the shift from print to digital as most 

customers are now accessible through the internet. According to Internetworldstats 

(2018) 54% of world population are internet users, and in more developed countries such 

as the US, 96% of US citizens are internet users. The shift from print to digital has been 

quick, since 2000 the growth of internet users has been exponential, 1051% to be exact 

on average in each and every country in the world (Internetlivestats, 2018). 

One part of the financial organizations marketing strategy is the marketing channel 

optimization. Marketing channel is the process of knowing where, and how, to distribute 

its products and services to its customers (Palmatier, Stern & El-Ansary, 2015). The 

primary marketing channel for most financial organizations was physical locations such 

as branches and offices, but with the digital age, websites and mobile apps are taking 

over the as the most important marketing channel. 

As seen below, the digitization of financial organizations is different between 

countries. Northern Europeans countries have shifted from physical- to digital channels 

on a faster pace than, for example, countries in Southern Europe or the US. 



16 

 

Figure 4 Countries are in different stages of digitization (Mckinsey, 2017). 

For financial organizations the shift from physical marketing channels to digital 

marketing channels is under its way, and in order to leverage the new marketing channel 

it is becoming more and more important to optimize the customer journey. This review 

of guidelines for financial organizations to optimize their website strategies is meant for 

financial organizations to leverage this new marketing channel, the website. Opposed to 

physical locations such as offices or branches, the website is a cross-border marketing 

channel, which offers even more opportunities than physical marketing channels. 

3.1 Financial Organizations and markup language 

As most financial organizations have complex content management systems (CMS) to 

connect with their customer relations systems and product systems, the CMS systems do 

not optimize the published content. In order to optimize published content on your web 

site, this review provides financial organizations with a complete overview of guidelines 

to follow in digital content marketing. 

 Markup language offers the opportunity for financial organizations to enrich their 

search engine results using for example Schema markup language. Providing more 

detailed information for the search engines to display in search results can help your 
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website to gain higher rankings. Below are the categories options for financial 

organizations to enrich their search results.  

 

Figure 5 Categories for financial product enrichments in Schema Markup Language 

(Schema, n.d.). 

 What this means is that financial organizations can display its products in search 

results, with image, product description, interest rate and so forth. The difference 

between rich search results and normal search results is the additional information’s the 

customer receives. Normal search results display the title of the web page, meta 

description and the website link. Rich search results provide the option of adding interest 

rate, image, amount, and loan terms. 

An example would be a bank offering mortgage loans. The bank could add to its HTML 

code the enriched description of the product mortgage loan, such as the amount of the 

loan, interest rate, annual percentage rate loan terms, and the loan repayment form 

(Schema, n.d.).  
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Figure 6 the product mortgage loan and its enrichment options (Schema, n.d.) 

Offering the customer a better customer journey by enriching search results is an 

exciting option for financial organizations. The search results become more alive and look 

like a billboard sign on the customer’s device. Below is a rich search result from Google 

(2018) where the search term is credit card awards. The top search result is displaying 

not just its title, meta description and website link, but a bullet list of credit card types 

and images of those results. 
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Figure 7 search results from Google (2018) using the search term credit card awards 

The possibility to enriching your websites using markup language can result in more 

clicks from search results with more detailed information and a picture of your product 

or logo. Being aware of this new possibility could help your organization in reaching to 

current- and new customers. 
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4 Website guidelines 

In this chapter we will start our review of guidelines for financial organizations of website 

strategies. The biggest challenge facing financial organizations in optimizing their website 

strategies is that nearly all content management systems (CMS) which financial 

organizations use are not programmed to optimize their content for search engines. In a 

financial organization, a huge amount of content is produced to support their products 

and services. Being able to create the content for the customers you want, at the time 

they want it, and in the correct form that they want is especially important for the success 

of your business (Rockley & Cooper, 2012). 

For financial organizations, the purpose of website is to publish content to support 

your brand, products and services. The website is a whole new channel for customers to 

reach and engage with your brand. This opportunity to engage with your customers 

through a whole new channel creates a challenge: how best to find the right customers 

or, how best to be found by the right customers. 

The website guidelines for financial organizations I am presenting should benefit all 

content creators within a financial organization. As their job focuses on producing 

content to support the products and services of their financial brand, using the guidelines, 

they can more accurately target their customers and reach them with enhanced search 

engine rankings for the relevant keywords. 

If these guidelines are not enough, the search engines themselves provide a great 

toolbox of instructions which, if implemented, should help the user understand websites 

and their content. Implementing search engine website recommendations will massively 

improve your website ranking. 

As a content creator for your company, your responsibility should be to create unique, 

original and descriptive content for your products and services. Really try to reflect on 

how your customers might describe your brand, services or product. Use these words 

when creating content on your website (Google, 2018). 

Developing a search engine-friendly website architecture requires a significant 

amount of thought, planning, and communication throughout the company due to the 
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large number of factors that influence how a search engine sees your site and the many 

different ways in which a website can be put together, as there are hundreds and 

hundreds of tools that developers can use to build a website for financial companies and 

organizations. Unfortunately, many of those tools are not designed with search engines 

rules or search engine crawlers in mind (Enge et al., 2015). 

Try to design your web page in a logical hierarchical manner (Google, 2018). It should 

be built like a family tree, with the great grandmother, the oldest and wisest of them all 

and the leader of the group, at the top, to the youngest great granddaughter who is an 

infant, or the newest addition to the family. A valuable tool that helps web crawlers 

search for your content is a sitemap file that is submitted to Google Search Console that 

describes the hierarchy of your website structure and points to the most relevant pages 

(Google, 2018). 

Ensuring your website follows the recommended best practices for image, video and 

structured data upload is essential. Page load time is one of search engines factor in their 

algorithm, and large files such as images and videos that are not optimized for fast 

download can affect the webpage load time and thus, hurt your ranking in search results. 

An example is CSS and JavaScript files that affect the understanding of the page. The 

search engines provide webmaster tools and information on how to avoid these mistakes, 

as well as offering debugging tools to scan your website. 

Often problems occur in content management systems (CMS) of financial 

organizations that can affect accessibility of web crawlers. One of the problems is the 

user generated ID number that is often created at the beginning of certain website 

procedure, such as an application for a loan or an insurance. As in below example, the 

unique URL is created when the ID k=wofw71, me, is identified. The tracking of the user 

IDs and the indexing of the web page are in conflict with each other. The web page is the 

same and the website crawlers count it as one page, but with unique URL IDs generated 

for each user, it can result in incomplete indexing of the website (Google, 2018). 

 

Figure 8 Consumer loan application that generates a unique URL using a ID number 

k=wofw71 
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Overall your focus as a webmaster is to optimize the customer’s journey through your 

company’s website. Treating the customer with care and focusing on his wants will help 

you greatly in securing your search engine ranking. Customers seek information, and 

sometimes text does a better job than for example images in displaying important 

information. As search engines are only in the beginning stages of understanding image 

content, it is necessary to describe thoroughly the content in the images using the alt 

attribute tag (Google, 2018).  

Make sure your website is healthy. A healthy website means that everything on the 

website is working. Links, images, videos, redirects and so forth. Make sure your content 

is for human first, meaning adaptive to different browsers, screens sizes, and visually 

impaired readers, and that the loading time is as fast as possible. Loading time can be 

minimized using a professional server service provider. It is also recommended that you 

secure your site using an encrypted protocol, or HTTPS. The HTTPS secures the customer’s 

safety on his website journey (Google, 2018). 

4.1 Target audience 

Your web page content tells a story which is most likely not interesting to everybody in 

the universe. One way of ensuring that your web pages communicate your content 

efficiently is by looking at your audience. Why are they visiting your website and what are 

they looking for? What will satisfy most of your audience’s needs or reasons for coming 

to your site and how can you do just that? These questions should arise when you are 

listing your products and services to be displayed on your website and the content that 

is going to support your products and services in satisfying your customers (Mohler & 

Duff, 2000). 

 So before you start creating stories, start by defining your optimal customers and their 

interests. By doing this you can create customer personas and base your web page stories 

on this information. This process is called defining your target audience. If you have a 

fishing store, you can include as many fishing related keywords as possible. Also, you can 

start assuming and adding layers on top of your fishing assumption. For example, if your 

customer likes fishing, the outdoors might be another of his preferred categories. Now 

you can create two layers of keywords to target: fishing keywords and outdoor keywords. 

You can then split the outdoor category into different sub-categories. People who like 
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hiking, people who like climbing, people who like kayaking, people who like sailing, 

people who like skiing, people who like snowboarding, and so on. Each sub-category has 

its own multiple categories. Now you can split people who like snowboarding into brand 

specific categories and target brand related keywords. You can split each keyword group 

into location based, gender based, age based, language based, device based and even 

religion based market groups. Today’s options for targeting customers are pretty specific, 

so choosing your target audience is very important. Creating the right stories based on 

your target audience’s previous content assumption will improve your chances of 

success. Testing different target audiences can be done using bought advertisement. 

Facebook ads and Google ads are an example. The reason you may want to explore the 

option of buying traffic to your website at the beginning and testing different target 

audiences is time. It takes much less time to create ads and rank in the top spots on for 

example Google instead of ranking organically. It could save you the headache of creating 

stories for the wrong customers. 

 

Figure 9 Search results on Google IS for the search query kaupa rúm 
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4.2  Keyword research  

A great way to generate highly relevant content for your customers is by finding the 

search terms your customers use and implementing them as search phrases on your 

landing pages. Keywords such as „keyword research “are search terms which help users 

understand the content of the article or page. The first step is to understand which search 

terms or search queries are driving customers to your website in the first place. Next you 

can find the keywords or search terms that should be driving traffic to a specific location 

in your website (Chaters, 2012).  

Look at the words your competitors and customers are using. Obviously, competitors 

have their own brand names and product models. But if you look deeper, which words 

are your competitors using to describe their products and services? Which words can be 

found in their product listing? You can take a look at their HTML code and look at which 

words they use in their title and description tags. You can find their navigation pages and 

index all the words they use in the site map, navigation categories and product site pages 

and add all these words to your keywords list (Moran & Hunt, 2014). 

Examining your clickstream data using various tools is a great start. Then you can move 

on to building the keyword cloud or keyword cluster of words that generate the inbound 

stream of traffic to your website (Chaters, 2012). 

There are a number of great tools available for finding the keywords that should drive 

traffic to a specific location in your website. Although they are not exactly perfect 

(Chaters, 2012) they will give you a good indication of the estimated traffic you can expect 

from a keyword, but nothing more than an estimate.  

A good way to generate new keywords is to import your competitors’ keywords. You 

can use tools such as google keyword planner and simply type in your competitors’ 

website and it should generate a handful of keywords which your competitor is using. 

Another way is to dig through your competitors’ website and scan all the on-page 

elements such as  

 Page title 

 Meta description 

 H1, H2 and H3 
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 Page description and/or product description 

 Site map (Chaters, 2012). 

4.2.1 Long tail keywords 

Long tail keywords are a combination of words that represent a very long and specific 

search query (Jerkovic, 2009). 

After studying search patterns, Google estimates that about half of all the terms typed 

into their Google Search engine are one-of-a-kind words (Google, 2018). Which means 

that going after the most popular search terms is often too big of a bite to swallow for 

most companies. Long tail keywords are often 3-5 words and describe the product or 

service in further detail. It can be about the usefulness of the product, quality, and 

functionality, solutions to problems, industry terms or extensive product names. These 

long tail keywords often have very low competition, which should be a great place to start 

your search engine optimization journey. Amazon is a great example of scalable long tail 

keywords. When they started with books back in 1994, using the keyword “book” alone 

wouldn’t have pushed them ahead of their competition, but listing all of their books with 

their titles, authors and book features was a long tail keyword winning tactic. Instead of 

using one big keyword they created product listings for millions of books using their 

unique product titles, author names and industry terms.  

4.2.2 Competitor keywords 

As in the regular field of marketing, competitor analysis can be done in the SEO field of 

marketing. In most cases, keyword tracking is carried out and the performance of 

keywords can be compared to other competitors in your field. Identifying keyword 

overlap, or the cluster or segment of words that you and your competitors are both 

targeting, is an essential task for webmasters. Your competitors’ content, metadata, links 

and footers are all keyword rich and give you a clear idea of your competitors’ keyword 

strategy for each of their products. Learning which keywords your competitor is targeting 

and you are not, is called keyword mining (Chaters, 2012). 

There are numerous tools available for finding the keywords of your competitors in 

metadata, links, footers and content or you can simply do this by hand. However, take 

note that the by hand approach will take some time. 



26 

4.3 Metadata 

Your competitors may have manually changed their metadata, which includes keywords 

in titles and meta descriptions within the HTML of the pages themselves. Below you can 

see a manual method where I have added the MozBar Chrome extension to view the 

metadata of various pages. 

 

Figure 10 Chrome Mozbar by Moz.com 

Although metadata does not improve organic ranking in search results, a strong 

written metadata may improve CTR in search engine results and thus improve ranking 

(Chaters, 2018). 

4.4 Links 

Hyperlinks from domain strong websites are one of the most important ranking factor for 

search engines. Backlink tracking can be done on your competitors’ websites. You should 

also pay careful attention to the structure of their web trees. Both of these factors can 

give you excellent clues about your competitors’ views on their products and services. 

Backlink tracking your competitor can give you an overview of which pages have strong 

page authority and are hard to compete with, as well as figure out which products and 

services have weak backlinks and offer an opportunity for you to rank well for these 

keywords. Understanding your competitors’ web trees can give you more ideas about 

how they categorize their products (Chaters, 2012). 

4.5 Footers 

Footers are links from one web page to another within the same website, and are there 

to guide the user to similar content. Footers are used as a popular navigation tool for 

customers and serve the search engines as well, as search engines use footers in their 

indexation of the website. In almost all cases footers are named with an ahref tag called 
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anchor text. The anchor text can in most cases provide great competitor analysis as it 

provides keyword rich content (Chaters, 2012). 

4.6 Content development 

Content is the essence of your brand. It is what visitors use to determine the value of your 

website, and the same goes for search engines. Original and well-written content is 

essential to the success of your website efforts. The quality of your content efforts is 

measured by your search engine rankings and whether a visitor is likely to purchase your 

products and services. Having a strong content strategy and following the guidelines for 

website optimization is a winning formula, as both tactics should focus on optimizing the 

customer journey and making it as positive as possible. A successful customer journey 

should end with a conversion goal. It may be the purchase of a product, service or signing 

up to the newsletter (Jones, 2008).   

As Google (2018) states themselves, the content strategy is the core of your website 

strategies. The technical adjustments needed to fit the search engine guidelines are just 

the technical part. Content strategy is what drives valuable customers to your website 

and what the search engines reward your website for. 

According to Google (2018) “Creating compelling and useful content will likely 

influence your website more than any other factor. Users know good content when they 

see it and will likely want to direct other users to it”.  

Write for people, not search engines (Jones, 2018). This is a phrase you will find both 

on Google Help pages and in many SEO books. However, this phrase can be improved: 

write for people, with the best practices of search engines in mind. The reason for this 

emphasis on making web pages for humans first is that this is the business model of 

search engines such as Google. Their whole business model is to retrieve the best possible 

content for each individual user. 

With this in mind, creating original content for your customers should be your content 

strategy. Duplicating content from other companies or organizations will never succeed 

in the long run. Especially when search engines reward original and meaningful content 

and penalize duplicate content (Jones, 2008). 
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5 On-page optimization 

In this chapter we will cover the guidelines to optimizing on-page content. On-page 

content comprises all the variables that make up a web page such as the name of the web 

page and the images, videos or text that appear on a web page. As search engines are 

only information retrieval programs, making sure the program can read and understand 

your web page content is essential (Ingeniux, 2009). 

Developing and obtaining a SEO friendly website takes a lot of effort, planning and 

good communication with the teams involved due to the huge amount of factors that 

influence the ranking of a website in search results. Financial organizations are seeing a 

consumer shift from human contact points to display touchpoints, such as mobile phones 

and computers. The customer’s digital journey can be tweaked and optimized from 

search to conversion (Enge et al., 2015). 

 

5.1 Page title 

The page title is an important ranking factor and guides both the customer and the search 

engine in knowing what the content is about. It highlights the topic of the content and is 

displayed in search engine results (Manral & Hossain, 2012).  

The HTML tag for the page title is called <title>. For example, the name of this chapter 

in HTML language is <title>Page title</title>. Each page on your website should have a 

unique title, chosen carefully based on what your customers are searching for, and 

highlighting what your content is about (Google, 2018). 

5.2 Meta description 

Meta description is the text displayed for each web page in the search engine results 

which describes what the content of the web page is about. The reason meta descriptions 

are included in our guidelines for financial organizations  on optimizing search engine 

website strategies is that they affect log data, or click-through data. If your description of 

the content of the web page is compelling to the customer, they will click on your web 

page and enter from the search results page. 

Most search engines automatically display a meta description text from your web 

page. However in most cases it is the first lines within your first paragraph, and in most 
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cases does not provide the customer with the best description of your content. Editing 

your meta description manually using an original description of your content can improve 

your click-through rate. Use natural language and be descriptive of your content 

(Ingeniux, 2009). 

In the image below I give an example of the meta descriptions displayed in Google 

Search results when entering the query “car loan Ireland”. The red boxes highlight the 

meta description text of the search results. 

 

Figure 11 Search Results from Google query "car loan Ireland" (Google, 2018). 

 

5.3 Structured data markup 

Structured data markup is a shared markup vocabulary that helps search engines to 

better understand web page content. It allows web pages to be shown in different search 

features, such as in searches for recipes, product reviews and credit cards. Markup 

vocabulary was created by the big search engines such as Google, Bing, Yahoo and Yandex 
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and is named Schema. The schema vocabulary focuses on defining and enriching 

properties such as HTML code on websites. With better defined objects, the search 

engines can improve their search results and make them richer for the end consumer 

(Schema, n.d.). 

A collaboration between the industry leaders is rare, especially if you control over 97% 

of the market (Statscounter, 2018). But collaboration between the giants was found to 

be beneficial to each individual search engine and it was recognized that the search 

engine industry having a unified structured data markup would be more successful than 

each individually having its own structured data markup language and rules (Schema, 

2011). 

Schema markup is a code that you can put on your website to help search engines 

display more informative results. Significantly, you the creator of the website can custom 

create the code you put on your website to display the results you think are the most 

important (Schema, 2011). 

Schema provides “pre-filled” definitions for microdata tags which you can customize 

according to your content (Moz, 2018). The reason this is important is that the html 

language provides us with tags such as <h1>Felix</h1>. The server sends a protocol filled 

with HTML code such as the <h1>Felix</h1> example, and the tags help the web browser 

translate this information and display it for the customer. In the above example the html 

tag tells the web browser to display Felix in heading 1 format. The search engine 

understands the tags, but not the content Felix. It has to retrieve and place a value on all 

of its indexes. Did we mean Felix Baumgartner the Austrian skydiver or Felix the cat, a 

cartoon character created in 1919? Markup language such as schema does just that for 

you. They add additional html tags to better describe the content for the search engines. 

The additional tags are called classes and each of them has a parent class, or category. 

When including the parent classes, the total number of markup tags amount to 824 

different tags (Schema, 2018). 

Let’s explore schemas for banks and financial institutions and discover how it can help 

financial institutions and organizations in identifying themselves better, promoting their 

products more efficiently and displaying loan calculators in search results.  
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The additional HTML tags, or classes, available in schema language for financial 

organizations can be distributed into three classes or categories (Schema, n.d.): 

 A financial product 

 An offer or service to the customer 

 Better identification of a bank 

 

The picture below shows all the possible financial markup solutions for enriched 

search results for loans, exchange rates, credit cards and even banks accounts (Schema, 

n.d.). 

 

Figure 12 the conceptual map and hierarchy of the financial extension (Schema, n.d.). 

5.4 URLs 

The URL code is the name of the web page you create in your CMS system. It is important 

to place a name on your web page that is descriptive and relevant to the product or 

service you will be listing on your web page. Each page in your domain should have a 

unique name and it is recommended to keep the URL short and sweet as customers have 

short attention spans (Ingeniux, 2009). 

Keep a simple URL structure (Google, 2018). Google makes it clear to the webmasters 

and creators of websites what they want in terms of URLs: logical words which are easily 

readable for the user, not the creator. The reason for using words instead of number IDs 
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is to help the user understand the content inside the link. Making overly complex and 

long URLs can cause problems for both crawlers and users, as duplication of similar 

content may occur and will be hard to differentiate. For example http://reykjavik.is/laus-

storf is easily readable and informative of the content of that page while 

http://reykjavik.is/nidurstodur-utboda-fer-2012 & http://reykjavik.is/nidurstodur-utboda-fer-

2011 make it extremely hard for the user to differentiate between the content and 

understand the value of words and number IDs which are only relevant to the creator of 

the website. They are also almost exact duplicates of each other, with only a single digit 

at the end to differentiate them. For the search engines and their crawlers this task is 

almost impossible; how can the search engine know if the user wants fer-2012 or fer-

2011 when they search “niðurstöður útboða”?  

 

 

Figure 13 Niðurstöður útboða: FER 2011 (Reykjavik.is, n.d.). 

 

To make the task of web crawlers even more difficult, in the above example there is 

no title or content to describe what this page is about or what differentiates it from FER 

2012. But we will cover headings and body content in other chapters.  

Financial organizations use a variety of content managing systems such as Adobe or 

Drupal. A key thing to remember is to keep the URL short and sweet for the consumer. 

Google also states that overly complex URLs, especially those containing multiple 

parameters such as loan amounts or interest rate amounts can result in websites not 
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being properly indexed by website spiders. The reason for the problem in indexation for 

search engines is that each new user creates their own unique URL ID when for example 

entering the loan amount they are interested in. Although the website is the same, the 

URL changes to reflect the entered loan amount and thus, multiple URLs point to the 

same web page, which often results in difficulties. 

Long URLs are also very unlikely to appeal to the user or be searched for. Below 

example is from the Bank of Iceland, or Islandsbanki. They provide students with student 

loans to buy computers. The URL of the page is very long but in Icelandic language it 

makes sense. The words in the URL are targeting young people and the main keyword at 

the end is calculate computer-loan. Which is understandable. 

https://www.islandsbanki.is/einstaklingar/ungt-folk/ungt-folk/lan/reikna-

tolvukaupalan/  

When entering the loan amount and other information the calculator spits out a 

website with the URL 

https://www.islandsbanki.is/default.aspx?PageId=a143ab13-0ff0-4768-b4e9-

5a2ce5569329  

To humans this URL makes absolutely no sense, not even in Icelandic language. To 

search engines is provides no information what so ever. Google and other search engines 

provide help with URL structure to prevent duplication of URLs. Dynamic URLs are one 

type of URL that is problematic for web crawlers as they are duplicates of the same 

website but with new queries such as loan amounts. Listing all of your problematic URLs 

in a robots.txt will help you block web crawlers’ access to problematic websites (Google, 

2018). 

5.5 Sitemaps 

A sitemap is an XML file which acts like a map of your website. Each sitemap lists the 

hierarchy of your website. The search engines recommend submitting your most recent 

sitemap to improve the search results of your web page (Sitemaps, 2008). 

If your site is very large, has a large archive of content pages that are not well linked 

to each other with hyperlinks, is new and has very few external links to it, or is very rich 

in media content such as videos and photos then creating a  sitemap could be very helpful 
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for your website. Search engines usually discover your website if it is properly linked but 

creating a sitemap usually helps web crawlers (Google, 2018). 

A sitemap can be created for your website structure, video structure and photo 

structure to secure a correct crawling of your content and make all of your content 

available for consumers and search engines to read (Google, 2018). You can either create 

a separate sitemap for your photos and videos or include them in one master sitemap. 

The choice is yours.  

5.6  Headings 

Headings are used for summarizing and describing content on a web page. Headings on 

a web page are very similar to the heading on a newspaper or a school paper. Headings 

make it easy for the reader and the search engine to understand what the content on the 

web page is about. Heading tags typically make the text on the web page larger than the 

normal text to create visual cues for the reader. The headings explain the context of the 

text which is displayed beneath them. Headings are wrapped around <H1>, <H2>, <H3> 

tags and so forth, where H1 is at the top of the hierarchical structure of the web page 

content (Google, 2018). 

In the image below I show an example of how headings are displayed in Google Search 

results when entering the query “car loan Ireland”. The red boxes highlight the heading 

text from the search results. 
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Figure 8 Search Results from Google query "car loan Ireland" (Google, 2018). 

 

 

5.7  Image optimization 

Inserting images on your website can substantially enrich the user experience, but search 

engines can’t see, or can they? Search engines are becoming better and better at “seeing” 

images, with technology such as Google drag and drop search field for images, which uses 

artificial intelligence to index and analyze the picture uploaded, and provide information 

about it. With this tool you can drop an image into a search box and get search results for 

that image. While you can’t control the search engine image reading algorithm, you can 

control two elements that give the search engines context for those images (Enge et al., 

2015): 

 Filename 
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 Alt attribute text  

The filename provides the search engines with clues about the content. Naming the 

image 23455345ka.jpg tells the search engine nothing about what is in the picture. A clear 

description of the picture with a brand name is sufficient (Enge et al., 2015). 

The alt attribute text permits you to specify the alt attribute which is a place where 

you can provide more details about the image and use keyword specific descriptions 

(Enge et al., 2015). 

5.7.1 Choose the right file name 

The first part of image optimization is choosing the right file name. The name should be 

very informative and descriptive of the image content and the context of the article (Enge 

et al., 2015).  

5.7.2 Scale for image optimization 

The website loading time is becoming more and more important for optimizing websites. 

Both consumers and search engines are dependent on the page load time, and will reflect 

their opinion of whether the page load time is too long. Try to use pictures with as few 

pixels as possible. A picture as large as 2500x2500 pixels will increase the load time of the 

website and hurt its overall landing page optimization (Enge et al., 2015). 

5.7.3 Responsive images 
Making the images responsive, meaning they adjust to different screen sizes, is essential 

to optimize the images. Adding the <picture> attribute is a solution that scales the image 

size in accordance with the screen the user is using (Enge et al., 2015).  

5.7.4 Alt tags 

HTML alt tags name objects for images. They are added to images that are displayed on 

a website. When uploading images to your web page, use alt tags to describe precisely 

what the image is about, its content and how the image is related to the web page, such 

as keyword specific description of the object, person, place et al. (Enge et al., 2015). 

5.7.5 Internal links and anchor text 

Internal links are HTML tags that redirect the user to another web page within your 

domain using a website URL address coded in an HTML tag called an anchor tag. The 
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HTML <A> tag, or anchor tag, enables content creators to make almost anything a hotlink 

to the outside world or to another page on your site. The <A> tag can be used with 

graphics, text and multimedia elements. There are several types of anchor tags, but the 

anchor tag used for internal links is called the HREF tag. Clicking the item sends the 

browser to the URL address specified in the HREF attribute. 

The text displayed on the website in the HREF tag is usually not the full URL address, 

meaning you can name the internal link however you want. Most of the time, internal 

links are used to guide the user to similar content inside your domain. Internal links are 

meant to make navigation easier for the customer, so use them wisely and in natural 

contexts. 

Having a sitemap helps index your website, but having a good internal link structure 

helps the search engines spiders crawl through your website and digest which web pages 

share similar content. As a content creator and web page owner you should focus on 

keeping customers intrigued throughout your content and guiding them through your 

website from one page to another, taking them one step closer to purchasing your 

products or services (Ledford, 2008). 

The most effective methods for internal linking according to the Search Engine 

Optimization Bible are “text links, links within the footers of your pages and inline text 

links”. 

 Search engines index domains using website spiders which jump from one link to 

another within your website. Connecting web pages within your domain is crucial for 

search engine optimization as you want to connect the pages that have similar content, 

in order to help the search engines interpret the hierarchy of your web page. Also, 

connecting similar web pages within your domain can help raise the page rankings of 

connected pages if one of them receives quality external links (Nielsen & Loranger, 2006). 

You should avoid linking from one page to another if the pages are not directly related 

content wise. For example, on a page about consumer loans, links to life insurance, 

company loans and asset management are unlikely to be relevant to users (Jones, 2008). 

Make sure to create a link hierarchy by creating links from the home page to all the 

major themes or categories of your site such as consumers, companies, markets and 
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About Us, or linking from the home page directly to product categories such as loans, 

savings, cards and investing (Jones, 2008). 

In addition to using the anchor tag to link to a web page within your domain, you can 

use the anchor tag to link to a web page outside your website, which is called external 

linking (Mohler & Duff, 2000). 
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6 Off-page optimization 

In off-page optimization, we focus on the ranking factors that are outside the jurisdiction 

of web page content. Off-page optimization means how connected your developed 

content is too credible outside sources, meaning other websites with high domain 

authority linking to your website (Chaters, 2012). 

The website structure and the external and internal links are the main focus in off-

page optimization. When search engines index millions of websites, their index formula 

is often described as spiders. These website spiders crawl through your website and jump 

from link to link, collecting all the readable data that the website has to offer. Making 

sure the website spiders have access to all of your websites and website data is the 

essence of website optimization (Enge et al., 2015). 

 

6.1 Link building 

Moz estimates that links pointing towards the domain level page of your website count 

on average as 21% of the page authority ranking. Meaning 21% of your web page value 

and ranking strength in search results comes from domain links. Another 20% of your 

page authority value comes from links that point towards your page-level web pages 

(Moz, 2018).  

So if www.finance.com is the domain page, www.finance.com/loans is the page-level 

website. Although we do not know the exact percentage of emphasis the search engines 

place on both domain page links and page-level links, we know that the search engines 

place a strong value on websites which have credible sources pointing in their direction. 

Having high authority websites pointing in your direction is taken to mean that you are a 

credible source of information and are creating original and exciting content (Giomelakis 

& Veglis, 2015). 
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Figure 14 Domain page links help build authority on page-level (Enge et al., 2015). 

 

External links are links from other domains that have an HTML tag called an ahref tag 

that has your website address and makes it possible to visit your website in one click. 

External links are sometimes used as bibliographies, they are referring to the owners of 

a piece of text. A webpage using an external link could also just be recommending the 

best financial companies in Norway and listing them up in a row. In the mind of a search 

engine, the external link is treated as a vote of confidence which tells the search engine 

to trust this website as it is likely to have good, usable content (Fishkin, 2017). 

There is another positive impact of having external links from other domains. Having 

external links from other domains may attract visitors from these domains as with one 

click on the external link they can visit your website. From a business perspective this can 

have significance import as high authority sites probably have a large number of visitors, 

so if these websites link to your website, your traffic could receive a considerable boost 

(Moogan, 2017). 

Page-level strength is the cumulative value of a number of factors such as domain-

level strength, page-level anchor text, page-level keyword usage, page-level social 

referrals and most importantly, page-level links from external websites. Page-level links 

are hyperlinks from other websites linking to one page within a domain, such as 

https://www.barclays.co.uk/loans/personal/. In this case, www.barcleys.co.uk is the 
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domain, but /loans/personal/ is the page. According to Moz, page-level links are almost 

as valuable as domain-level links and make up almost 20% of the total weighted ranking 

of a web page. Page-level links follow the same pattern as domain-level links; the stronger 

the domain of the link that is pointing in your direction, the higher credibility you will 

receive from the search engines. The more unique credible links you receive, the more 

credible your web page becomes (Moz, 2018). 

 

 

6.2 Social media 

Today social media is an important channel for financial organizations to reach their 

customers. Important updates, customer service and product offering can now be done 

through social media channels, which are preferably used as an additional layer on top of 

other channels. The distribution of factors that influence the page authority of your 

domain and web page are now influenced by social signal. Meaning social media signals 

are now a factor in your search engine optimization strategies. As social media websites 

become smarter and more agile, they adapt more effectively to search engine indexation 

using markup language e.g. Facebook uses open graphs to add layers to its social media 

platform for better indexation of its content. Improved content indexation is now 

influencing the page authority rankings of financial organizations (Zimmer, 2008). 

Another huge factor in the impact of social media signals is the page authority factor 

that the social media websites have; strong page authority translates into high search 

engine ranking for the page-level social signals, such as your company’s Twitter page. It 

should rank highly on search rankings as the page authority of Twitter is very high. The 

same goes with Google+, Facebook, Instagram, YouTube and Pinterest profiles (Dover, 

2011). 

It is especially true for Google+, the social media platform from Google. It has strong 

qualities in delivering content from financial companies and organization branded 

profiles and scoring well on search engines (Shepard, 2013). 

 In a recent study of website ranking factors Moz’s experts found that social signals 

from Google’s social media website Google+, had strong impact on the overall website 
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rankings of a website. According to Frasco (2013) “Factors such as social signals (e.g. 

Facebook shares/likes or how many fans/followers someone has) have become 

noteworthy to the SEO industry and are considered as the new "link building" metric” 

 In another study by Search Metrics (2013) they confirmed the importance of social 

signals on website rankings, especially emphasizing the importance of Google+. 

According to Slegg (2014) “Google doesn't yet seem to be using Facebook and Twitter 

social signals when it comes to ranking, there are still plenty of benefits, and factors such 

as +1s, shares, likes or the number of followers have a definite positive impact on website 

rankings”.  

While social media provides new channels to reach your customers, content creators 

must always remember the importance of SEO for all shared content on your company’s 

social media channels and websites.  

6.3 Authority 

The number of backlinks, the quality of the backlinks, the content you as a financial 

organization share, and also your website’s history are all factors that affect your web 

page authority. The authority is the end result of your content marketing along with off-

page and on-page optimization. It is your compensation for all your hard work, most often 

represented on a scale of 0-100 and called page authority or page rank. As you might have 

figured out by now, search engines like and reward original and trustworthy content that 

is from an established and trustworthy website with high search result rankings (Bing, 

2018). 

Domain authority is something that search engines reward to trustworthy websites. 

Therefore content marketing and SEO practices are a long term marketing strategy for 

financial organizations. Make sure your domain name and URLs are there for the long run 

and are continuously updated to reflect the latest search engine standards (Giomelakis 

and Veglis, 2015). 

PageRank is an estimate of the importance, or credibility, of a web page. It is 

considered one of the most successful link-based ranking methods, as demonstrated by 

the Google Search engine. Today, most search engines probably use some form of 

PageRank style indexing to rank web sites. The higher its PageRank value, the more likely 

the web site is to rank for the target keywords.  
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Given that nobody knows the PageRank algorithm except the staff working for Google, 

many have tried to replicate the algorithm by using keywords and search engine results 

positions (SERPs) and indexing the web pages that showed up in the fifty first search 

results for a couple of thousands keywords in a variety of categories such as health and 

beauty, home appliances et al. One such replication was done by Moz. Below I list the 

factors that influence the PageRank algorithm, according to Moz. 

As mentioned earlier, nobody knows the formula used by search engines. In their 

webmaster guidelines, Google, Bing, Yahoo and Yandex all list recommendations for 

webmasters to follow in order to comply with the newest guidelines for optimizing their 

web pages. 

Below, to provide a visual representation of estimated ranking factors and their 

weights, I present a study done by Paddy Moogan for Moz (2015). In the study, 150 highly 

experienced SEO specialists were asked to estimate the importance of various factors 

involved in Google Search rankings. Below are their combined estimations. 
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Figure 15 Weighting of thematic clusters of ranking factors in Google (Moogan, e.g.). 

As most marketers would agree, links have the largest PageRank weight of all the 

factors. Both domain-level links and page-level links make up about 40% of the total 

weight of factors in the PageRank, or authority of a Web page. That should tell all financial 

organizations that focusing on getting high value links from trusted web sites is one of 

the most important factors in succeeding in the online world (Moz, 2018). 
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7  Discussion 

Rules and more rules. This thesis is a theoretical summary of the guidelines for financial 

organizations’ search engine optimization for website strategies. Following the search 

engines’ guidelines can be exhausting but very rewarding at the same time. As you 

implement the best practices for website strategies you slowly start to use the best 

practices in your day-to-day content creation. By reading this thesis on guidelines for 

financial organizations to optimize their website strategies for search engines you should 

have gotten a pretty clear idea of how to use this guide to help your financial organization 

get found more frequently by customers. Although the guidelines for financial 

organizations on SEO best practices are similar to guidelines of other types and natures, 

what makes financial organizations unique is the markup language ability of schema to 

represent financial products in search results, and the complex architecture of financial 

organizations’ websites, which often use complex CMS systems to incorporate several 

databases.  

Financial organizations are slowly taking the digital leap into the 21st century as their 

major customer touchpoints are transforming into digital contact points, such as their 

company website and mobile apps. During this transformation, effective SEO is as 

important as creating company branch signboards used to be. Optimizing websites to 

reach out to established and new customers is as important as putting a sign up outside 

a branch or store with the opening hours. 

Thanks to the continuous development of the indexing formula of search engines 

these best practices are ever evolving. So although this thesis gives you a pretty clear task 

list, indexing formulas are in continuous development by the lead information retrieval 

experts of Google, Yahoo, Bing, and Yandex. In order to comply with the newest search 

engine guidelines, make sure you continuously visit the webmaster web pages of the 

search engines. Make sure your website follows the guidelines and standards of the 

search engines, which can also be found in the webmaster guidelines on the search 

engines’ websites. Also make sure every single one of your pages is made for humans 

first, and search engines second.  
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This guide is meant to be used by financial organizations. That being said, 

implementing a successful SEO marketing plan takes a lot of cross-department work, 

depending on the size of the company. Often it requires successful co-operation between 

various departments such as the marketing department, owners of the content 

management system, content marketing department and the web analysis department. 

The next steps for this thesis would be to research markup language further, enriching 

websites in different sectors with rich search results generated with schema markup 

language and viewing if they impact the SERPs ranking
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