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The keyword in the title is the Greek term prolegomenon [prō'lĭ-gŏm'ə-nŏn', -nən] (singular) which denotes 
a prefatory essay or a foreword to something that is supposed to follow. Accordingly, the prolegomena 
(plural) are a kind of introductory examinations designed for "preparatory exercises". By spelling out what 
"we have to do to make a science actual if it is possible" these exercises should prepare the emergence of 
the only SEO with long-term viability - a "scientific" one. 

 

 

The purpose of this paper is to persuade those who believe that search engine 

optimization is a worthwhile practice to pause, consider the state of the industry and 

reconsider its methodologies. 
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The SEO Industry is ready for a new approach 
“Natural Search Engine Optimization being dead is a popular myth because of the 
standardization of methodology that is now used. Each of the major search engines has 
released guidelines for Webmasters that detail the dos and don'ts of Web site 
optimization. Since more of the online world is aware of successful optimization 

techniques, they do not work as well. In other words, there is more competition 

from knowledgeable optimizers armed with the same toolsets.” 
(Search Insider: Three SEO Myths Debunked by Joe Laratro, Friday, January 5, 2007) 
 
The majority of SEO practitioners have reached a sort of plateau because they are 
working with the same tools and knowledge.  I often hear it said that all the SEO 
companies sound alike, have the same pitch, and that you often hear the same topics 
discussed at industry conferences with little new information.   
 
The SEO Industry is in need of and ready for a new approach with substantive 

differences. 

 

Misleading Guidelines 
Optimization guidelines and rules of thumb are part and parcel of traditional SEO.  
Guidelines and rules like aim for 2 – 4% keyword density in your copy for a particular 
search engine abound in the industry.  Such guidelines are meant to be applied 
indiscriminately to any campaign for that search engine and are typically thought to 
change only when a search engine has an algorithm update every month or so. 
 
Careful research shows that important ranking factors change between one keyword and 
another, one search engine and another, and from one month to the next. Our analysis of 
competitive landscapes shows that merely imitating easily observable behavior of the top 
10 or modifying your pages based on general guidelines is insufficient as a long-term 
sustainable model for SEO. 
 
Two very important things are misleading about such traditional SEO guidelines.  The 
first is that it makes algorithm chasing a focal point of the methodology.  The second is 
that such an approach presupposes or at least encourages the belief that search engines 
grade on an absolute scale.  A proper methodology should be centered on competitive 

analysis rather than algorithm chasing.  Furthermore, search engines actually grade 

on a relative scale (grading on a curve), not an absolute scale. 
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Competitive Landscapes 
At its foundation, search engine marketing is keyphrase driven.  The first step in any 
properly conducted search marketing campaign is to select the right keyphrases based on 
accurate market research and behavioral research of your target audience’s search habits.  
Any short fallings in this step will adversely affect the rest of your campaign. 
 
It is at least somewhat of a disconnect, having begun with a keyphrase driven approach at 
the foundation, that so many  in our industry use tools and approaches to search engine 
optimization for those keyphrases in a manner that is keyphrase indiscriminate (e.g. 
generic, search engine specific guidelines). 
 
Detail SEO decisions should be guided by keyphrase specific analysis of your 
competition, not by keyphrase indiscriminate, generic guidelines at the search engine 
level.  The competitors in a SERP (search engine results page) for a given keyphrase 

and the values of their various on-page and off-page factors comprise your 

competitive landscape for that keyphrase.  The features, strengths, weaknesses, and 
contours of that competitive landscape ought to drive the detail SEO decisions as you 
target that keyphrase for optimization.  
 

Forensic and Competitive Intelligence for SEO 
 

Forensics deals primarily with the recovery and analysis of latent evidence. 
 
The "Eureka" legend of Archimedes (287-212 BC) can be considered an early account of 
the use of forensic science. In this case, by examining the principles of water 
displacement, Archimedes was able to prove that a crown was not made of gold (as it was 
fraudulently claimed) by its density and buoyancy. 
 
The following quote illustrates the basic principle of forensic science, “Every contact 

leaves a trace”: 
 
“Wherever he steps, whatever he touches, whatever he leaves, even unconsciously, will 

serve as a silent witness against him. Not only his fingerprints or his footprints, but his 

hair, the fibers from his clothes, the glass he breaks, the tool mark he leaves, the paint he 

scratches, the blood or semen he deposits or collects. All of these and more, bear mute 

witness against him. This is evidence that does not forget. It is not confused by the 

excitement of the moment. It is not absent because human witnesses are. It is factual 

evidence. Physical evidence cannot be wrong, it cannot perjure itself, it cannot be wholly 

absent. Only human failure to find it, study and understand it, can diminish its value.” 

- Professor Edmond Locard 
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The forensic and competitive intelligence dimension of SEO is the process of uncovering 
and analyzing available evidence to determine the weaknesses and strengths of your on-
line competitors related to natural search. 
 
You and your competitors form a competitive landscape the contours of which are 
formed by all of the on-page and off-page factors that influence ranking for a particular 
keyphrase.  Every competitor leaves its impact on that contour similar to density and 
buoyancy with water displacement.  That impact reveals the weaknesses and strengths of 
a competitor. 
 
Search engine ranking is a relative grading scale, not an absolute grading scale.  In a 
classroom setting where tests are graded on a curve, adding a new student to the mix can 
affect the outcome of everyone else’s test; a poor student in one way, a good student in 
another way. 
 
The contours of a competitive landscape determine the effectiveness of various 
optimization decisions.  The different competitors affect the contours the same way 
various students affect the grading curve for their class.  Every competitor has an effect 
on the contours of the landscape.  The contours reveal which SEO factors are most 
important and in what order or degree of importance.  The contours also reveal what 
ranges of values are optimal for those factors. 
 
“Wherever a competitor ranks, whatever Web copy he writes, whatever he optimizes, 

even unconsciously, will serve as a silent witness against him. Not only his title tag or his 

keyword density, but his relevance, the title tags from his link partners, the mistakes he 

makes, the contour impact he leaves, the content he syndicates, the links he gives or 

collects. All of these and more bear mute witness against him. This is evidence that does 

not forget. It is not confused by the seduction of pagerank. It is not absent because you 

did not measure it. It is contour evidence. Contour evidence cannot be wrong, it cannot 

perjure itself, and it cannot be wholly absent. Only human failure to find it, study and 

understand it can diminish its value.” 

- Michael Marshall 
 

Multivariate Analysis 
Multivariate statistical analysis in statistics describes a collection of procedures which 
involve observation and analysis of more than one statistical variable at a time.  These 
techniques look at the pattern of relationships between several variables simultaneously. 
 
This is needed in competitive intelligence for SEO because the importance of various 
optimization factors in a competitive landscape is influenced by other factors within that 
landscape.  A landscape that exhibits predominately weak off-page factors may allow for 
on-page factors to have a stronger effect on ranking.  A landscape that exhibits 
predominately strong content relevancy for on-page factors may cause there to be less of 
an impact of keyword density on ranking and so on.   
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These various ingredients affect one another.  Akin to baking a cake, how much sugar 
you need depends on how much flour you use, which depends on how many eggs you’re 
using and so on.  Multivariate analysis discerns the balance needed between various 

optimization factors in a landscape.  It allows you to learn faster which optimization 

factors warrant attention, in what order, and to what degree.  This is much better 
than looking at each factor independently and experimenting (trial and error) with them 
one at a time. 
 
"The ability to learn faster than your competitors may be the only sustainable competitive 

advantage." 
- Arie P. De Geus, former coordinator, group planning, Royal Dutch/Shell quoted by 
Peter M. Senge (source: "The Fifth Discipline”) 
 

 

Introduction to SEMLogic 
SEMLogic™ employs an extensive amount of multivariate and quantitative analysis 
in gathering competitive intelligence for SEO research.  Brokerages and institutions have 
used quantitative modeling for years. But there's always been a mystique surrounding it. 
The actual inputs into the model tend to be closely guarded secrets. The models have 
been called black boxes, while the models' programmers have often been dubbed 
"quants" or "rocket scientists," and kept holed up in back rooms. (Source) 
 
It is important to keep in mind that SEMLogic’s findings are specific to particular 
keyphrases and competitive landscapes and should not be interpreted as indicative of 
how search engines determine the ranking of pages generally. This is not a reverse 
engineering of search engine algorithms. Reverse engineering search engine algorithms is 
not only unnecessary and insufficient for the task at hand, but it is also impossible. 
 
Many in the SEO industry have the mindset that the search engine is their competitor or 
even their enemy. The search engine is not your competitor, nor your enemy. Your 
competitor is your competitor. Competitive intelligence, not Don Quixotic attempts at 
reverse engineering algorithms, should be your focus. 
 
With regard to the reverse engineering of search engine algorithms being unnecessary 
and impossible, consider the following analogy. If you and several other people are 
running from a grizzly bear, you don’t have to outrun the bear to escape. You only have 
to outrun the other people. Similarly, with search engines you don’t have to beat the 
algorithm. You only have to beat your competitors. 
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A Few Key Components of SEMLogic 
SEMDistance™ is the distance between two competitors in the SEMasphere™. This is a 
distance in high dimensional space that takes into account multivariate analysis of over 
100,000 data points from information about on-page and off-page factors in the 
competitive landscape.  SEMDistance™ is a much more informative measurement of a 
Web page’s strength relative to its competitors than using search engine ranking alone. 
 
Personalization of search is a serious problem for traditional SEO, but SEMLogic™ 
makes the necessary analysis manageable. SEMDistance™ tells us the true strength of a 
page relative to its competitors even if its ranking position becomes indiscernible due to 
shuffling of the ranks from personalization. 
 
Difficulty Score™ is a measurement of how hard it is for one competitor to overtake 
another taking into account a multivariate analysis of on-page and off-page factors for 
each and competitive strengths of each relative to the remainder of its competitive 
landscape.  It also takes into account the varying degrees of effort required to make 
improvements for certain SEO factors. 
 
 

Optimization Effectiveness Index (OEI) ™ is a measurement of an entire competitive 
landscape that reveals the stability of rankings among the top pages and the intensity of 
the landscape.  It helps you avoid unprofitable campaigns and seize opportunities. 
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F = Off-page Factors   (actually represents multiple metrics) 
N = On-page Factors   (actually represents multiple metrics) 
Competitor TTTT   = a page that is the subject of diagnostic analysis 
Competitor C1 . . . n = pages that are compared in multivariate analyses (typically n ≥ 100) 
 

OEI™ is a score that looks at the leading competitors for a keyphrase and evaluates how 
hard it is to match their competitive strength which is a good indicator of how difficult 
the keyphrase is to optimize for.  This analysis involves comparing each of the top 
contendors with the remainder of the top 100+ competitors. 
 



  Page 8   

 
 

Fortune Interactive:  The Future of Search Marketing TM 

3200 Atlantic Avenue, Suite 100, Raleigh, NC 27604 � www.FortuneInteractive.com � 1-888-SEMLOGIC 

OEI™ looks at each of the leading competitors and performs a multivariate analysis 
examining on-page and off-page metrics to determine which leading competitors are 
closest in overall strength.  For each of these closest competitors, a difficulty score is 
calculated to determine how hard it is for the competitor to overtake the leading 
competitor it threatens.  This encompasses 100+ separate calculations each of which 
involves 99 multivariate analyses.  One OEI™ score comprises 9900 calculations and 
31.4 million relationships.  An on-page factors only OEI™ score comprises 9900 
calculations and 1 million relationships. 
 
Two important assumptions underlying OEI™ are: 

• Our Difficulty Score™ corresponds to real world SEO obstacles. 
• Ranking stability among the leading competitors is a good indicator of 

competitiveness for a landscape. 
 
 


