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Interview Transcript
Eric Enge: Let's talk about different kinds of link encoding that people do, such as Categories
inks that go through JavaScript or some sort of redirect to link to someone, yet the Digital Marketing
ink actually does represent an endorsement. Can you say anything about the SEQ
scenarios in which the link is actually still recognized as a link?
Matt Cutts: A direct link is always the simplest, so if you can manage to do a direct Follow Us
ink that's always very helpful. There was an interesting proposal recently by :
yRODE

somebody who works on FireFox or for Mozilla | think, which was the idea of a ping
attribute, where the link can still be direct, but the ping could be used for tracking
purposes. So, something like that could certainly be promising, because it lets you
keep the direct nature of a link while still sending 2 signal to someone. In general,
Google does a relatively good job of following the 301s, and 302s, and even Meta
Refreshes and JavaScript. Typically what we don't do would be to follow a chain of

redirects that goes through a robots txt that is itself forbidden.
Eric Enge: Right.

Matt Cutts: | think in many cases we can calculate the proper or appropriate
amount of PageRank, or Link Juice, or whatever you want to call it, that should flow
through such links.

Eric Enge: Right. So, you do try to track that and provide credit.

Matt Cutts: =5
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Eric Enge: Right. Let’s talk a bit about the various uses of Nolndex, MoFollow, and
Robots txt. They all have their own little differences to them. Let’s review these with
respect to 3 things: (1) whether it stops the passing of link juice; (2) whether or not
the page it still crawled; and: (3) whether or not it keeps the affected page out of the
index.

Matt Cutts: | will start with robots.t«t. becauss that's the fundamentsl method of
putting up an electronic no trespassing sign that people have used since 1994
Robots txt is interesting, because you can easily tell any search engine to not crawl a
particular directory or even a page, and many search engines support variants such
1%

as wildcards, so you can say don't crawl *gif, and we won't crawl any GIFs for our

image crawl.

We even have additional standards such as Sitemap Support, so you can say here's a
ink to where my Sitemap is can be found. | belisve the only robots txt extensionin
common use that Google doesn't support is the crawl-delay. And, the reason that
Google doesn't support crawl-delay is because way too many people accidentally
mess it up. For example, they set crawl-delay to a3 hundred thousand, and, that

means you get to crawl one page every other day or something like that

We have even seen people who set a crawl-delay such that we'd only be allowed to
crawl one page per month. What we have done instead is provide throttling ability
within \Webmaster Central, but crawl-delay is the inverse; its saying crawl me once
every 'n’ seconds. In fact what you really want is host-load, which lets you define
how many Googlebots are allowed to crawl your site at once. So, a host-load of two
would mean, 2 Googlebots are allowed to be crawling the site at once.

Now, robots.txt says you are not allowed to craw! a page, and Google, therefore,
does not crawl pages that are forbidden in robots.txt. However, they can accrue
PageRank, and they can be returned in our search results.

In the early days, lots of very popular websites didn't want to be crawled at all. Far
example, eBay and the New York Times did not allow any search engine, or at least
not Google to crawl any pages from it. The Library of Congress had various sections
that said you are not allowed to crawl with a search engine. And so, when someone
came to Google and they typed in eBay, and we haven't crawled eBay, and we
couldn't return eBay, we looked kind of suboptimal. So, the compromise that w
decided to come up with was, we wouldn't crawl yvou from robots txt, but we could
return that URL reference that we saw.

Eric Enge: Based on the links from other sites to those pages.

Matt Cutts: Exactly So. we would return the un-crawled reference to eBay.

Eric Enge: The classic way that shows it you just list the URL, no description, and
that would be the entry that you see in the index, right?

Matt Cutts: Exactly. The funny thing is that we could sometimes rely on the ODP
description (Editor: also known as DMOZ). And so, even without crawling, we could
return a reference that looked so good that people thought we crawled it, and so
that caused z little bit of earlier confusion. 5o, robots. txt was one of the most long
standing standards. Whereas for Google, Naolndex means we won't even show it in
our search results.

So, with robots.txt for good reasons we've shown the reference evenifwe can't
crawl it, whereas if we crawl 2 page and find a Meta tag that says Nolndex, we won't
even returnthat page. For better or for worse that's the decision that we've made. |
believe Yahoo and Microsoft might handle Molndex slightly differently which is a
ittle unfortunate, but everybody gets to choose how they want to handle different
tags.

Eric Enge: Can 2 MNolndex page accumulate PageRank?
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Matt Cutts: A MNolndex page can accumulate PageRank because the links are still

followed outwards from a Molndex page.
Eric Enge: So, it can accumulate and pass PageRank.

Matt Cutts: Right, and it will still accumulate PageRank, but it won't be showing in
our Index. So, | wouldn't make & Nolndex page that itself is a dead end. You can make
a Nolndex page that has links to lots of other pages.

For example, you might want to have a master Sitemap page and for whatever
reason Malndex that, but then have links to all your sub Sitemaps.

Eric Enge: Another example is if you have pages on a site with content that from a
user point of view you recognize that it's valuable to have the page, but you feel that
is too duplicative of content on another page on the site

That page might still get links, but you don't want it in the Index and you want the
crawler to follow the paths into the rest of the site.

Matt Cutts: That's right. Another good example is, maybe you have 2 login page,
and everybody ends up linking to that login page. That provides very little content
value, so you could Nolndex that page, but then the outgoing links would still hav
PageRank.

MNow, if you want to you can also add a NoFollow metatag, and that will say don't
show this page at all in Google's Index, and don't follow any outgoing links, and no
PageRank flows from that page. We really think of these things as trying to provide
as many opportunities as possible to sculpt where you want your PageRank to flow,
or where you want Googlebot to spend more time and attention.

Eric Enge: Does the NoFollow metatag imply a Molndex on & page?

Matt Cutts: MNo. The Molndex and NoFollow metatags are independent. The
MNolndex metatag, for Google at least, means don't show this page in Google's index.
The MoFollow metatag means don't follow the ocutgoing links on this entire page.

Eric Enge: How about page A links to page B and page A has a NoFollow metatag, or
the link to page B has a NoFollow on the link. Will page B still be crawled?

Matt Cutts: [t won't be crawled because of the links found on page A. But if some
other page on the web links to page B, then we might discover page B via those

other links.

Eric Enge: Right. So there are two levels of NoFollow. There is the attribute on a
ink, and then there is the metatag, right.

Matt Cutts: Exactly.

Eric Enge: \What we've been doing is working with clients and telling them to take
pages like their about us page, and their contact us page, and link to them from the
home page normally, without a NoFollow attribute, and then link to them using
MNoFollow from every other page. It's just a way of lowering the amount of link juice
they get. These types of pages are usually the highest PageRank pages on the site,
and they are not doing anything for you in terms of search traffic.

Matt Cutts: Absclutely. So, we really conceive of NoFollow as a pretty general
mechanism. The name, MNoFollow, is meant to mirror the fact that it's also a metatag.
As a metatag NoFollow means don't crawl any links from this entire page.

MNoFollow as an individual link attribute means don't follow this particular link, and
so it really just extends that granularity down to the link level.

We did an interview with Rand Fishkin over at SEOmoz where we talked sbout the
fact that NoFollow was a perfectly acceptable tool to use in addition to robots.ixt.
MNolndex and NoFollow as a metatag can change how Googlebot crawls your site.
It's important to realize that typically these things are more of a second order
effect. What matters the most is to have a great site and to make sure that people
know about it, but, once yvou have & certain amount of PageRank, these tools let yvou
choose how to develop PageRank amongst your pages.

Eric Enge: Right. Another example scenario might be if vou have a site and discover
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that yvou have a massive duplicate content problem. A lot of people discover that
because something bad happened. They want to act very promptly, so they might
Molndex those pages. because that will get it out of the index removing the
duplicate content. Then, after it's out of the index, you can either just leave in the
Molndex, or you can go back to robots txt to prevent the pages from being crawled.
Does that make sense in terms of thinking about it?

Matt Cutts: That's at the level where |'d encourage people to try experiments and
see what works best for them because we do provide a lot of ways to remove
content.

Matt Cutts: There's robots.oad

Eric Enge: Sure_ou can also use the URL removal tool too.

Matt Cutts: The URL removal tool is another way to do it. Typically, what | would
probably recommend most people do, instead of going the Nolndex route, is to
make sure that all their links point to the version of the page that they think is the
most important. So, if they have got two copies, vou can look at the backlinks within
our Webmaster Central, or use Yahoo, or any other tools to explore it, and say what
are the backlinks to this particular page, why would this page be showingup as a
duplicate of this other page? All the backlinks that are onyour own page are very
easy to switch over to the preferred page. So, that's a very short term thing that you
can do, and that only usually takes a few days to go into effect. Of course, if it's some
really deep URL, they could certainly try the experiment with Nolndex. | would
probably lean toward using optimum routing of links as the first line of defense, and
then if that doesn't solve it. look at or consider using Molndex.

Eric Enge: Let's talk about non-link based algorithms. What are some of the things
thatyou can use as signals that aren't links to help with relevance and search
guality? Also, canyou give any indication about such signals that vou are already
using?

Matt Cutts: | would certainly say that the links are the primary way that we look at
things now in terms of reputation. The trouble with something like other ways of
measuring reputation is that the data might be sparse. Imagine for example that you
decided to look at all the people that are in various yellow page directories, across
the web, for the list of their address, or stuff like that. The problem is, even a
relatively savvy business with multiple locations might not think to list all their
business addresses.

A lot of these signals that we look at to determine quality or to help to determine
reputation can be noisy. | would convey Google's basic position as that we are open
to any signals that could potentially improve quality. If someone walked up to me
and said, the phase of the moon correlates very well with the site being high quality,
| wouldn't rule it out, | wouldn't take it off the table, | would do the analysis and look

at it

Eric Enge: And, there would be SEOs out there trying to steer the course of the

Mmoon.

Matt Cutts: It's funny, because if you remember Webmaster World used to track

updates on the Google Dance, and they had a chart because it was roughly on & 30-
day schedule. When a full moon came around people started to look for the Google
Crance to happen.

In any event, the trouble is any potential signal could be sparse, or could be noisy,
and so you have to be very careful about considering signal guality.

Eric Enge: Right. S50, &an example of 2 naisy signal might be the number of Gadgsts
installed from a particular site onto people's iGoogle homepage.

Matt Cutts: | could certainly imagine someane trying to spam that signal, creating a
bunch of accounts, and then installing a bunch of their own Gadgets or something
like that. | am sad to say you do have to step into that adversarial analysis phase
where you say okay, how would someone abuse this anytime you are thinking about

some new network signal.

Eric Enge: Or bounce rate is another thing that you could look at. For example,
someone does a search and went to a site, and then they are almost immediately
back at the Google search results page clicking on a different link or doing & very
similar search. You could use that as a signal potentially.
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Matt Cutts: In theory. | don't think we typically don't confirm or deny whether we'd
use any given particular signal. It is a tough problem because something that works

really well in one language might not work as well in another language.

Eric Enge: Right. One of the problems with bounce rate is that with the web moving
s0 much more towards just give them answer now. For example, if you have a
Gadget, you want the answer in the Gadget. If you use subscribed links, you want
the answer inthe subscribed links. VWhen you get someone to your site, there is
something to be said for giving them the answer they are looking for immediately,
and they might see it and immediately leave (and you get the branding/relationship
benefit of that )

In this case, it's actually a positive quality signal rather than a negative quality signal.

Matt Cutts: Right. You could take it even further and help people get the answer
directly from & snippet on the search engine results page. and so they didn't click on
the link at all. There are also a lot of weird corner cases, you have to consider
anytime you are thinking about 2 new way to try to measure guality.

Eric Enge: Right, indeed. What about the toolbar data, and Google analytics data?

Matt Cutts: VWell, | have made a promise that my VWebspam team wouldn't go to the
Google Analytics group and get their data and use it. Search guality or other parts
of Google might use it, but certainly, my group does not. | have talked before about
how data from the Google toolbar could be pretty noisy as well. You can see an
example of how noisy this is by installing Alexa. If you do, you see a definite skew
towards VWebmaster sites. | know that my site does not get as much traffic as many
other sites, and it might register higher on Alexa because of this bias.

Eric Enge: Right. A site owner could start prompting people to install the Google
toolbar whenever they come to their site.

Matt Cutts: Right. Are you sure you don't want to install 2 Google toolbar, Alexa,
and why not throw in Compete and Quantcast? | am sure Webmasters are a little
savvier about that, then the vast majority of sites. So, it's interesting to see that
there is usually a VWebmaster bias or SEO bias, with many of these usage-based
tools.

Eric Enge: Let's move on to the hidden text. There are a lot of legitimate ways
people can use hidden text, and, there are of course ways they can illegitimately use
hidden text.

It strikes me that many of these kinds of hidden text are hard to tell apart. You can
have someone who is using a simple C55 display:none scenario, and perhaps they
are stuffing keywords, but maybe they do this with a certain amount of intelligence,
making it much harder to detect than the site you recently wrote about. So, tell me

about how you deal with these various forms of hidden text?

Matt Cutts: Sure. | don't know if you saw the blog post recently where somebody
tried to layout many different ways to do hidden text and ended up coming up with
14 different techniques. It was kind of a fun blog post, and | forwarded it to

somebody and said: “hey, how many do we check for™? There were at least a couple
that wasn't strictly hidden text, but it was still an interesting post.

Certainly, there are some cases where people do deceptive or abusive things with
hidden text, and, those are the things that get our users most angry. If your web
counter displays a single number, that's just 2 number, a single number. Probably,
users aren't going to complain about that to Google, but if you have 4,000 stuffed
words down at the bottom of the page that's clearly the sort of thing that if the user
realizes it's down at the bottom of the page, they get angry about it.

Interestingly enough they get angry about it whether it helped or not. | saw
somebody do a blog post recently that had a complaint about six words of hidden
text and how they showed up for the query "access panels” Infact, the hidden text
didn't even include the word access panels, just a variant of that phrase.

Eric Enge: | am familiar with the post.

Matt Cutts: | thought it was funny that this person had gotten really offended at six
words of hidden text, and complained about a query which had only one word out of
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the two. So, you do see a wide spectrum, where people really dislike 2 ton of hidden
keyword stuff. They might not mind a number, but even with as little as six words,
we do see complaints about that. So, our philosophy has tried to be not to find any
false positives, but to try to detect stuff that would qualify as keyword stuffing, or
gibberish, ar stitching pages, or scraping, especially put together with hidden text.

We use a combination of algorithmic and manual things to find hidden text. | think
Google is alone in notifying Webmasters about relatively small incidences of hidden
text because that is something where we'll try to drop an email to the Webmaster,
and alert them in Webmaster Central. Typically, you'd get a relatively short-term
penalty from Google, maybe 30 days for something like that. But, that can certainly
go up over time, if you continue to leave the text on your page.

Eric Enge: Right. So, 2 30 days penalty in this sort of situation, is that getting
removed from the index, or just de-prioritizing their rankings?

Matt Cutts: Typically with hidden text, a regular person can look at it and instantly
tell that it is hidden text. There are certainly great cases you could conjure up where
that is not the case, but the vast majority of the time it's relatively obvious. So, for
that, it would typically be a removal for 30 days.

Then, if the site removes the hidden text or does a reconsideration request directly
after that it could be shorter. But, if they continue to leave up that hidden text then
that penalty could get longer.

Ve have to balance what we think is best for our users. \We don't want to remove
resources from our index longer than we need to it, especially if it's relatively high
guality. But, at the same time, we do want to have a clean index and protect the

relevance of it.

Eric Enge: Rignt. Mote that Accesspanels.net has removed the hidden text and they
are still ranked no. 1in Google for the guery "access panels”

| checked this a few days ago, and the hidden text had been removed. The site has &
"last updated” indicator at the bottom of the page, and it was just the day before |
checked.

Matt Cutts: That's, we probably shouldn't get into too much detail about individual
examples, but that one got our attention and is winding its way through the system.

Eric Enge: Right. VWhen reporting web spam, writing a blog post in a very popular
blog and getting a lot of peoples’ attention to it is fairly effective. But, also
Webmaster tools allows you to do submissions there, and it gets looked at pretty
guickly, doesn'tit?

Matt Cutts: It does. We try to be pretty careful about the submissions that we get
to our spam report form. We've always been clear that the first and primary goal
with those is to look at those to try to figure out how to improve our algorithmic
guality. But, it is definitely the case that we look at many of those manually as well,
and so vou can imagine if you had a complaint about a popular site because it had
hidden text, we would certainly check that out. For example, the incident we
discussed just a minute ago, someone had checked it out earlier today and noticed

the hidden text is already gone.

We probably won't bother to put a postmortem penalty on that one, but, it's
definitely the case that we try to keep an open mind and look at spam reports, and
reports across the web not just on big blogs, but also on small blogs.

We try to be pretty responsive and adapt relatively well. That particular incident
was interesting, but | don't think that the text involved was actually affecting that
guery since it was different words.

Eric Enge: Right. Are there hidden text scenarios that are harder for you to discern
whether or not they are spam versus something like showing just part of a site’s
terms and conditions on display, or dynamic menu structures? Are there any

scenarios where it's really hard for you to tell whether it is spam or not?

Matt Cutts: | think Google handles the vast majority of idioms like dynamic menus
and things like that very well. In almost all of these cases, you can construct
interesting examples of hidden text. Hidden text, like many technigues, is on a
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spectrum. The vast majarity of the time, vou can look and you can instantly tell that
it is malicious, or it’s a huge amount of text, or it's not designed for the user.
Typically we focus our efforts on the most impartant things that we considertobe a
high priority. The keyword stuffed pages with a lot of hidden text, we definitely give
more attention.

Eric Enge: Rignt.

Matt Cutts: So, we do view a lot of different spam or guality technigues as being on
a spectrum. And, the best advice that | can give to your readers is probably to ask a
friend to look at their site, it's easy to do a Ctrl+A, it's easy to check things with
cascading style sheets off, and stick to the more common idioms, the best practices
that lots of sites do rather than trying to do an extremely weird thing that could be
misinterpreted even by & regular person as being spamming.

Eric Enge: Fzir enough. There was a scenario that we reported a long while ago
involving a site that was buying links, and none of those links were labeled.

There was a very broad pattern of it, but the one thing that we noticed and thought
was & potential signal was that the links were segregated from the content, they
were either in the right rail or the left rail, and the main content for the pages were
in the middle. The links weren't integrated with the site, there was no labeling of
them, but they were relevant. That's an example of 2 subtle signal, so, it must be
challenging to think about how much to make out of that kind of a signal.

Matt Cutts: \We spend every day, all day, pretty much steeped in looking at high-
guality content and low-guality content. | think our engineers and different people
who are interested in web spam are relatively attuned to the things that are pretty
natural and pretty organic. | think it's funny how you'll see a few people talking
about how to fake being natursl or fake being organic.

It's really not that hard to really be natural and to rezlly be organic, and sometimes
the amount of creativity you put into trying to look natural could be much better
used just by developing a great resource, or a great suide, or & great hook that gets
people interested. That will attract completely natural links by itself, and those are
always going to be much higher guality links because they are really editorially
chosen. Someone 15 really linking to you because they think you've got a great site
or really good content.

Eric Enge: | think yvou have z little bit of the Las VVegas gambling syndrome too.
When someone discovers that they have something that appears to have worked,
they wantto do more, and then they want to do more, and then they want to do
more, and its kind of hard to stop. Certainly, you don't know where the line is, and
there is only one way to find the line, which is to go over it.

Matt Cutts: Hopefully the guidelines that we give on the Webmaster guicelines are
relatively common sense. | thought it was kind of funny that we responded to
community feedback and recommended that people avoid excessive reciprocal

inks, of course, some of these do happen naturally, but, people started to worry and
wonder about what the definition of excessive was. | thought it was kind of funny
because within one response or two responses people were like saying "if you are
using a ton of automated scripts to send out spam emails that strikes me as
excessive.

People pretty reasonably and pretty guickly came to a fairly good definition of what
is excessive and that's the sort of thing where we try to give general guidance so
that people can use their own common sense. Sometimes people help other people
to know where roughly those lines are, so they don't have to worry sbout getting to
close to them.

Eric Enge: The |ast guestion is 2 link related guestion. You can get 2 thunderstorm
of links in different ways. You get on the front page of Digg, or you can be written up
in the Mew York Times, and suddenly a whole bunch of links pours into your site.
There are patterns help by Google that talk about temporal analysis, for example, if
wiou are acguiring links at & certain rate, and suddenly it changes to a very high rate.

That could be a spam signal, right. Correspondently, if vou are growing at a high
rate, and then that rate drops off significantly, that could be a poor guality signal. 5o,
if you are a site owner and one of these things happens to vou, doyou need to be
concerned about how that will be interpreted?

Matt Cutts: | would tell the average site owner not to worry because, inthe same
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way that you spend all day thinking about links, and pages, and what's natural anc
what's not, it's very common for a few things to get on the front page of Digg. It
happens dozens of times a day, and so getting there might be a really unique thing
for your website, but it happens around the web all the time. And so, & good search
engine to needs to be able to distinguish the different types of linking patterns. not
just by real content, but breaking news and things like that.

| think we do a pretty good job of distinguishing between real links and links that are
maybe a little more artificial, and we are going to continue towork on improving
that. We'll just keep working to get even smarter about how we process links we see
going forward in time.

Eric Enge: You might have a very aggressive guy that is going out there and he
knows how to work to Digg system, and he is getting on the front page of Digg
every week or so. They would end up with a very large link growth over a short
period of time, and that's what some of the pundits would advise you to do.

Matt Cutts: That's an interesting case. | think at least with that situation you've still
got to have something that's compelling enough that it gets people interested in it
somehow.

Eric Enge: You have appealed to some audience.

Matt Cutts: Yeah. \Whether it's a Digg technology crowd or a Techmeme crowd, or
Reddit crowd, | think different things appeal to different demographics. It was
interesting that at Search Engine Strategies in San Jose you saw Greg Boser pick on
the viral link builder approach. But, | think one distinguishing factor is that with a
viral link campaign, you still have to go viral. You can't guarantee that something will
goviral, so the links you get with these campaigns have some editorial component
to them, which is what we are looking for.

Eric Enge: People have to respond at some level oryou are not going to get
anywhere.

Matt Cutts: Right. | think it's interesting that it's relatively rare these days for
people to do a guery and find completely off-topic spam. It absolutely can still
happen, and if you go looking for it you can find off-topic spam, but it's not a
problem that most people have on a day-to-day basis these days. Over time, in Web
spam, we start to think more about bias and skew and how to rank things that are
on topic appropriately. Just like we used to think about how we return the most
relevant pages instead of off-topic stuff.

The fun thing about working at Google is, the challenges are always changing and
wou come into work and there are always new and interesting situations to play
with. So, | think we will keep working on trying to improve search guality and
improve how we handle links, and handle reputation, and in turn, we are trying to
work with Webmasters who want to return the best content and try to make great
sites so they can be succassful

Eric Enge: Thank you very much.

Matt Cutts: Always a pleasure to talk to you Eric.
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