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Google updates rock the boat…AGAIN

Re-visiting best practices

Experimenting with hypotheses

Evaluating results

Key take-aways

Agenda 
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Just Another Typical Day….. Team 

Meeting

Morning 

Coffee

Conference 

Calls

Multi-tasking

While Lunch 

Friendly Report 

Reminder From 

The Boss
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Actual HTML Title Tag

Torrance Hotels - DoubleTree by Hilton Hotel Torrance – South Bay, CA
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Dear SEO 

Team, Have 

you seen 

this before?

Help!

What 

should I 

do?

Something 

is wrong 

with my title 

tags!
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• March 10th – New SERP layout is launched

o Title tag font increased from 16 pixels to 18 pixels, 

cutting down appearance in search results by 15%.

• March 24th – “Soft” Panda update (rumored)

o Large fluctuations observed via Google Webmaster 

tools – often indicative of an algorithm update.

• May 16th – Payday Loan 2.0 (confirmed)

o Algorithm update that targets spammy queries. Not 

specific to our business, but still notable algorithmic 

activity.

• May 19th – Panda 4.0 (confirmed)

o Changes to how the Panda algorithm identifies sites 

with spammy content.

While Google regularly updates their algorithm around 500-600 times a year, a lot of 

significant updates were taking place simultaneously during this time.

April 28th – Friendly reminder from Matt Cutts



Re-Visiting Best Practices
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In addition to the algorithmic activity and SERP layout changes, we identified four consistent issues that 

were likely contributing to our title tag revisions:

• Title tags too long  - over 60 characters

• LOTS of repetition

• City name and the word “hotel” repeated in the name of the hotel and primary keyword 

target(s)

• Missing page content identifier 

• Ex: Title tag for guest room description page did not contain anything about guest rooms

• Hotel name located at the end of the title tag and getting cut off from the users view in search 

results

Possible Root Cause
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Where Google Is Headed

• Do more with less

• Bigger pixels = less space (16px vs 18px)

• Max of 55 -60 characters

• Focusing on mobile

• Mobile devices automatically display less character space.

• New SERP layout is better for ads

• Reducing character space in organic titles makes them closer 

in appearance to paid ad titles 

• Maintain SERP quality for users

• Focus on content, not keywords

While there is very little in the world of SEO that hasn’t gone through changes over the years, title 

tags have very rarely required any sort of dramatic shift in strategy. However, these latest updates 

had us re-evaluating best practice recommendations.

Time To Re-Think Title Tags?



Experimenting With Hypotheses
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Determine if Google prefers generic terms listed before branded terms or vice versa. 

Doubletree Chester hotel – Spa hotel 

Chester – Hilton

Doubletree Tower of London hotel -

Tower of London

Doubletree Sheffield hotel - Sheffield -

DoubleTree

London West End hotel - Doubletree 

by Hilton West End Hotel

Testing Google.co.uk Results
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Over a period of 60 days, we tested two different approaches for formatting  title tags. 

Performance would be measured by click-through-rate and rankings utilizing data from 

BrightEdge and Google Webmaster Tools.

Test Group 1

Structure and format similar to a short sentence
• Tested on home page

• Primary keyword untouched

• Shorten the length to 55 

characters or less

• Eliminate repetition of words

• Hotel name first, keyword second

Test Group 2

Standard structure and format



Evaluating Results
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Market Keyword Target Title Tag Example CTR
Total # of 

Rankings

Page 1 # of 

Rankings

Houston Hotels in Spring TX Hampton Inn Houston Cypress Station Hotel in Spring, TX +2pt +13% +111%

Phoenix
Hotels in Phoenix 

Area
Hampton Inn Hotel in the Midtown Phoenix Area +2pt -7% +31%

Fresno Hotels Fresno Hampton Inn and Suites Hotel in Northwest Fresno -1pt +18% +67%

Tucson Hotels Tucson AZ Embassy Suites Paloma Village Hotel in Tucson, AZ +2pt -6% +395%

Market Keyword Target Title Tag Example CTR
Total # of 

Rankings

Page 1 # of 

Rankings

Houston The Woodlands Hotels Hampton Inn Houston - The Woodlands Hotel +2pt +61% +413%

Phoenix Phoenix Airport Hotel Hampton Inn Phoenix Airport North Hotel +7pt +19% +417%

Fresno Fresno Hotels Hampton Inn and Suites Fresno, California Hotel +1pt +25% +150%

Tucson Tucson Hotels Embassy Suites Tucson Williams Center Hotel +3pt +15% +183%

Group 1

Group 2

Individual Hotel Results
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Impressions Clicks CTR
Total # of 

Rankings

Page 1 # of 

Rankings

-20% -4% +2pt -1% 175%

Impressions Clicks CTR
Total # of 

Rankings

Page 1 # of 

Rankings

-18% +17% +2pt +26% 251%

Group 1

Group 2

Group Total Results
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 For big sites, run title tag tests on top traffic pages

 Mix it up - try different formats on different pages

 Use a variation of the page type name

 Place your brand name at the beginning

 Shorter is better. Keep the length to less than 60 characters.

 If you need to go over 60 characters, make sure your sequencing has the most important 

phrases within the first 60.

 Keep it natural - avoid repetition of words or phrases.

Tips To Take-away



Thank You!

Melissa Walner


