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Local Search 2023: 
Must Know/Must Do
 



@milestonemktg  |  #engage2023

About Me and Near Media

@gsterling  

@gsterling510 (Threads)

@gsterling@seocommunity.social

ÅCo-founder Near Media : future of 
local search, social and commerce. 

ÅPreviously, VP of Market Insights for 
Uberall ; former editor for Search 
Engine Land for 14 years.

ÅTracking the development of local 
digital marketing since 1999 . 

David & Mike

Free 3X week newsletter at nearmedia.co
Greg Sterling

https://www.linkedin.com/in/gregsterling/
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Agenda
ÅGoogle : powerful yet vulnerable

ÅSaving search quality

ÅMaking search more social  

ÅImportance of images and video

ÅLocal Ranking Factors

ÅReputation management rules

ÅAI & search

ÅFinal thoughts and takeaways  
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Powerful Yet Vulnerable
Google at a Crossroads
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Quiz: Where Do You Start?

When you want to find information online, where do you start? 

Å Directories and/or vertical sites (e.g., Expedia)

Å Social media (e.g., Instagram, TikTok)

Å Consumer review sites (e.g., Tripadvisor)

Å News or specific expert sites I trust (e.g., Wirecutter )

Å ChatGPT/BingGPT/Bard/Perplexity.ai /other AI

Å YouTube 

Å Search engine (i.e., Google)
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Google Market Share

Google global 
market share 
93%

North American Search Market

Google: 90%
July 2023

Google: 81%
January 2009

Source: Statcounter 2023

Bing: 5.9%
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fƳƳŸƝŝσǡϐfǙƳȎƆƨŸϐ=ƀįƝƝŝƨŸŝǡ

Despite dominance, Google faces challenges: 

ÅRegulation (Europe) θ DMA, DSA, privacy

ÅVocal user dissatisfaction (quality)

ÅYounger user flight (to IG/TikTok)

ÅAI alternatives ( ChatGPT, BingGPT)

ÅAmazon (product search)

fƳƳŸƝŝσǡϐǙŝŎŝƨǭϐǖǙƳŕǵŎǭϐŕŝȍŝƝƳǖƦŝƨǭϐƆǡϐįǭϐƝŝįǡǭϐǖįǙǭƝȔϐρŕŝŷŝƨǡƆȍŝρϐįƨŕϐǙŝǡǖƳƨŕƆƨŸϐǭƳϐ
multiple competitive threats. 
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Google SERP Evolution Risk
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Google Quality

πfƳƳŸƝŝϐǡŝįǙŎƀϐƆǡϐŸŝǭǭƆƨŸϐȎƳǙǡŝΟρ
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Google Quality

"Google of the late 1990s seemed almost magical, SERPs are now 
ŕƳƦƆƨįǭŝŕϐŌȔϐςŎƳǙǖƳǙįǭŝϐǡŝįǙŎƀϐǙŝǡǵƝǭǡσϐįƨŕϐςƝƳƨŸϐǖƳǡǭǡϐƝƆǭǭŝǙŝŕϐȎƆǭƀϐ
pop-ǵǖϐįŕǡϐįƨŕϐǖįǙįŸǙįǖƀǡϐƳŷϐŌįǙŝƝȔϐŎƳƀŝǙŝƨǭϐìM¾ϐŎƀǵƦΟσρ
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ĘƀįǭσǡϐǭƳϐ;ƝįƦŝΧ

Google is a de -facto monopoly and doesn't 
have to try as hard as it did in the past. 

vs.

W eb itself has declined in quality and that 
shows up in Google results.
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Improving Search Quality
Staying Ahead of Spam
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Helpful Content Update

ǆUphfuifs-!uiftf!mbvodift!bsf!qbsu!pg!b!cspbefs-!pohpjoh!fggpsu!up!reduce low-quality 
content  and make it easier to find content that feels authentic boe!vtfgvm!jo!Tfbsdi/Ǉ

HCU + product review update(s)
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Search Quality: E -E-A-T

Graphic source: Lily Ray, Search Engine Land QRG: https:// services.google.com/fh/files/misc/hsw-sqrg.pdf

πäįǭŝǙǡϐΤϐŎƳƝƝŝŎǭƆȍŝƝȔϐǖŝǙŷƳǙƦϐƦƆƝƝƆƳƨǡϐƳŷϐǡįƦǖƝŝϐǡŝįǙŎƀŝǡϐįƨŕϐǙįǭŝϐǭƀŝϐǘǵįƝƆǭȔϐƳŷϐǭƀŝϐǙŝǡǵƝǭǡϐįŎŎƳǙŕƆƨŸϐǭƳϐǭƀŝϐǡƆŸƨįƝǡϐ
ȎŝϐǖǙŝȍƆƳǵǡƝȔϐŝǡǭįŌƝƆǡƀŝŕΟρ

16K user testers, globally, who provide feedback to Google before they push algorithm changes live. 

Search Quality Raters Guidelines:

Å Experience. (12/22)

Å Expertise.

Å Authoritativeness.

Å Trustworthiness.

äįǭƆƨŸǡϐŕƳƨσǭϐŕŝǭŝǙƦƆƨŝϐǙįƨƙƆƨŸǡΠϐŌǵǭϐπȎƆƝƝϐŌŝϐ
taken in aggregate and used to measure how 
well search engine algorithms are performing 
ŷƳǙϐįϐŌǙƳįŕϐǙįƨŸŝϐƳŷϐǡŝįǙŎƀŝǡΟρϐ

Useful for marketers to understand guidelines; 
ǙŝŷƝŝŎǭǡϐfƳƳŸƝŝσǡϐπƦƆƨŕǡŝǭρϐįŌƳǵǭϐŎƳƨǭŝƨǭΟ
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MȍƳƝȍƆƨŸϐƳƨϐς ǵǭƳƦįǭŝŕϐ=Ƴƨǭŝƨǭσ

AI-content generation: two main risks θ 1) 
explosion of content volume and 2) declining 
content quality.

Originally  Google said* AI-generated content was 
πǡǖįƦρϐįƨŕϐȍƆƳƝįǭŝŕϐȎŝŌƦįǡǭŝǙϐŸǵƆŕŝƝƆƨŝǡϐǙŝϐ
automated content (2022).

NowΡϐπOur focus on the quality of content, rather 
than how content is produced.ρΫΫ

*https:// www.youtube.com /watch?v=Yx997SsiYlw&t=1334s
** https:// developers.google.com/search/blog/2023/02/google -search-and-ai-content?
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More Social in the SERP
For Gen Z and Authenticity
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Gen Z Defections
"In our studies, something like almost 40% of 
young people ΠϐȎƀŝƨϐǭƀŝȔσǙŝϐƝƳƳƙƆƨŸϐŷƳǙϐįϐǖƝįŎŝϐŷƳǙϐ
ƝǵƨŎƀΠϐǭƀŝȔϐŕƳƨσǭϐŸƳϐǭƳϐfƳƳŸƝŝϐ±įǖǡϐƳǙϐìŝįǙŎƀϐΟΟΟϐ
They go to TikTok or Instagram Ορ

-- Google SVP Prabhakar Raghavan (July 2022)

¸ƻǳƴƎŜǊ ǳǎŜǊǎ ŦƛƴŘ ¢ƛƪ¢ƻƪ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ƳƻǊŜ ϦŀǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎϦ ǘƘŀƴ DƻƻƎƭŜ {9wt ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘΦ DƻƻƎƭŜ {9wt ƛǎ άƭŜǎǎ ŜŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘέ 
ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳΦ Ϧ¢ƛƪ¢ƻƪ ƛǎ Ƴȅ ǎŜŀǊŎƘ ŜƴƎƛƴŜΦέ 
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fƳƳŸƝŝσǡϐς ǵǭƀŝƨǭƆŎƆǭȔσϐáǙƳŌƝŝƦ

"I mainly use TikTok and Instagram to look up 
ǙŝŎƆǖŝǡϐįǡϐƳǖǖƳǡŝŕϐǭƳϐǡŝįǙŎƀƆƨŸϐǭƀįǭϐƳƨϐfƳƳŸƝŝϐΤϐ
It's so much easier than searching a recipe on 
Google and scrolling through a long article."

"It's harder to tell someone's credibility from an article 
than from a video because you can see the person."

Especially: recipes, restaurants, and travel 
recommendations.

πáŝƳǖƝŝϐįǙŝϐǡƆŎƙϐƳŷϐǭƀŝϐfƳƳŸƝŝϐǙŝŎƆǖŝϐįƝŸƳǙƆǭƀƦϐǭƀįǭϐ
ǖǙƆƳǙƆǭƆȟŝǡϐƳŌǡŎǵǙŝϐǡŝįǙŎƀϐŝƨŸƆƨŝϐƳǖǭƆƦƆȟŝŕϐŌƝƳŸǡΟρ

πrǭωǡϐįƝƝϐǙįƨŕƳƦϐŕŝŎŝƨǭǙįƝƆȟŝŕϐŌƝƳŸǡϐŷǙƳƦϐ
fƳƳŸƝŝΟρ
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TikTok: Gen Z Search Engine

People are using TikTok for search and 
discovery. And TikTok is promoting itself 
as a search engine. 
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How Google Is Responding

ÅMaking the SERP more visual 
(images, video), including 
GBP/Local Pack

ÅPromoting YouTube shorts 
(TikTok clone)

ÅPerspectives filter (aggregates 
social content)
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Google Perspectives

The new filter aggregates 
relevant social content from 
YouTube, blogs, TikTok, Quora 
and Reddit ς lots of Reddit ς 
and potentially others.
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Images and Video
Phones Are Too Small for Text



@milestonemktg  |  #engage2023

Making SERPs for Visual
Google VP Jerry DischlerΡϐπĘŝωǙŝϐǭǙįƨǡŷƳǙƦƆƨŸϐǭƀŝϐìMäáϐƆƨǭƳϐįƨϐ
ŝƨŕƝŝǡǡϐǡǭǙŝįƦϐƳŷϐȍƆǡǵįƝϐƆŕŝįǡΟρ
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Product Images

Å Retail is typically the 
largest ad-spending 
vertical for Google

Å Trying to claw -back 
product search share from 
Amazon

Å Expanding product search 
in multiple ways: Lens, 
AR, local inventory, 
Popular Products.
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Foot Locker SEO case study: after issues resolved, more SERP images indexed by Google drove 
significant increase in traffic to domain. 

Images Boost Traffic 

Source: Brodie Clark (2023)
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Images in Local Pack

Source: Mike Blumenthal-Near Media (2023)

The Evolving Local Pack: More Images, Now Video

2016
2017

2022

Google has added 
progressively more images 
to the SERP and the Local 
Pack, now video. 

For more discussion, 
DƻƻƎƭŜ άǾƛǎǳŀƭ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ 
ƭƻŎŀƭ ǎŜŀǊŎƘέ ƻǊ Ǝƻ ǘƻ 
Nearmedia.co and search. 
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Images in Local Pack

Credit unions near me vs. best sushi Las Vegas

Not equally present in all 
categories. 

June 2023: Video uploaded to 
GBP (business or customer) 
shows up in second photo 
position (auto-play on mobile) 
in Local Pack listing. 

Within Google's SGE local-
mobile results, video is in first 
position. 
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Local Ranking Factors 
2023 Survey
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Local Search Ranking Factors

Annual opinion survey of ~50 local 
SEO experts who rate 149 variables 
in terms of perceived positive or 
negative local ranking impacts.

https://whitespark.ca/local-search-ranking-factors/
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Changes Over Time

Content from/within the GBP
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1. Primary GBP Category

2. Keywords in GBP Business Title

3. Proximity  of Address to the Point of Search 
(distance from user)

4. Physical address in city of search

5. Removal of listings through spam fighting

6. High Numerical Google Ratings (4+)

7. Additional GBP Categories

8. Quantity of Native Google Reviews (w/text)

LOCAL PACK/FINDER

1. Dedicated Page for Each Service

2. Internal Linking Across Entire Website

3. Quality/Authority of Inbound Links to Domain

4. Geographic (City/Neighborhood) Keyword Relevance 
of Domain Content

5. Keywords in GBP Landing Page Title

6. Quantity of Inbound Links from Locally -Relevant 
Domains

7. Topical (Product/Service) Keyword Relevance Across 
Entire Website

8. Volume of Quality Content on Service Pages

LOCAL ORGANIC RANKINGS

Top Ranking Factors

3-pack and maps listings (+ more places) Localized results outside the 3 -pack

Source: Whitespark  LSRF(2023)
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Top Conversion Factors

1. High Numerical Google Ratings (4+)

2. Positive Sentiment in Review Text

3. Mobile-friendly/Responsive Website

4. Quantity of Native Google Reviews (w/text)

5. Dedicated Page for Each Service

6. Completeness of GBP

7. GBP Booking Feature is Enabled

8. Proper Hours Set on GBP

9. Quality/Relevance of Photos

Perception of what drives 
conversions vs. rankings
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Å Primary category on GBP

Å Keywords in business name

Å Keywords in landing page title tags

Å Reviews/ratings

Å Additional GBP categories 

Å Spam fighting θ removing spammy 
competitors

Table Stakes

Å Dedicated page for each service (build network 
of pages, with internal linking)

Å Sustained influx of reviews rather than bursts 
(which may suggest fraud)

Å Internal linking across entire website 

Å Volume of content on GBP landing page (home 
page or landing page)

Å Use pre-defined services in GBP

Often Neglected

Table Stakes + Overlooked Tactics

Source: Whitespark  LSRF(2023)
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Search User Behavior Study

Near Media client in legal vertical. Multi -city law firm

206 adult users  prompted to search for lawyers on 
Google to help them with a pre -defined legal issue. 

ĀǡŝǙǡσϐǘǵŝǙƆŝǡΠϐŎƝƆŎƙǡϐįƨŕϐįŎǭƆƳƨǡϐǙŝŎƳǙŕŝŕϐtogether with 
ǭƀŝƆǙϐπƨįǙǙįǭƆƳƨρϐƆƨŕƆŎįǭƆƨŸϐŌįǡƆǡϐŷƳǙϐŎƀƳƆŎŝǡϐįƨŕϐŌŝƀįȍƆƳǙΟ

A few findings: 

Å 93% of SERPs had localized results.

Å 79% had Local Packs. (Ads in Pack were 
present 9.3% of the time.)

Å 72% of the time ads in SERP.

Åну҈ ƻŦ ǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǉǳŜǊƛŜǎ ǳǎŜŘ άƴŜŀǊ ƳŜΦέ

Å 56% of clicks were on organic listings. 

ÅWhen L-Packs present, they captured 
34% of clicks. 

Å 75% of users looked at business 
websites before choosing provider. 

Å Ratings and reviews were by far the 
top driver of clicks. 

OrganicLocal Pack

Ads
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;ƳƨǵǡϐrƨŷƳΡϐDƳƨσǭϐ³ŝŸƝŝŎǭϐ ǖǖƝŝ

Apple Maps is #2, Bing is #4

Order of priority:

1. Google Business Profile

2. Apple Business Connect

3. Yelp

4. Bing Places

Source: Map Labs (2023)

Case study (NM): Roughly 28% of Apple Maps clicks came from category 
searches.
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Reputation Management
The same yet different
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Review Usage Is Up

Reviews single biggest 
driver of clicks and 
conversions. 

More people reading reviews 
today than ever.

;ǵǭϐΤ

Source: BrightLocal  consumer surveys 2014-2021,
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Distrust Also Growing

Å 81% of US shoppers somewhat 
"concerned" about fake reviews

Å 61% actively seek out one -star 
reviews [to] determine the worst -
case scenario

Å 84% are most wary of fake review 
on Amazon.

Source: BrightLocal  Consumer Reviews Survey (2023)

Source: PowerReviews consumer survey (2023)

Source: Near Media estimates (2023)
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New FTC Review Guidelines

Åeù=ϐǙǵƝŝŕϐƆƨϐ͎͐͐͐ϐψǙŝȍƆŝȎϐŸįǭƆƨŸρϐȎįǡϐƆƝƝŝŸįƝ: marketers 
can't treat negative and positive reviews differently.

Å The new rule prohibits review repurposing, buying reviews, 
insider/employee reviews, intimidation/review suppression 
and other practices.

Å;ƳǭǭƳƦϐƝƆƨŝΡϐŕƳƨσǭϐǡƳƝƆŎƆǭϐǙŝȍƆŝȎǡϐŷǙƳƦϐǭƀƳǡŝϐȔƳǵϐǭƀƆƨƙϐȎƆƝƝϐ
leave only positive feedback.

ÅDƳƨσǭϐǡŝƝŝŎǭƆȍŝƝȔϐǖǵŌƝƆǡƀϐǙŝȍƆŝȎǡΟ

ÅDƳƨσǭϐŕƆǡǖƝįȔϐǙŝȍƆŝȎǡϐƆƨϐįƨȔϐƦƆǡƝŝįŕƆƨŸϐȎįȔΟ

Å Clearly disclose any review incentives. 
https://www.ftc.gov/business -guidance/advertising -
marketing/endorsements - influencers-reviews

https://www.ftc.gov /system/files/ ftc_gov/pdf/r311003c
onsumerreviewsandtestimonials_nprm.pdf?

More info:

https://www.ftc.gov/business-guidance/advertising-marketing/endorsements-influencers-reviews
https://www.ftc.gov/business-guidance/advertising-marketing/endorsements-influencers-reviews
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Study: Solicitation Best Practices 

Consistent, ongoing program: rǭσǡϐŌŝǭǭŝǙϐǭƳϐƀįȍŝϐįϐŎƳƨǡƆǡǭŝƨǭϐǖǙƳŸǙįƦϐƳŷϐƳƨŸƳƆƨŸϐ
review solicitation than bursts of high activity, which may suggest fraud to Google.

DƳƨσǭϐįǡƙϐŷƳǙϐǙŝȍƆŝȎǡϐǙƆŸƀǭϐįȎįȔϐΰȎƆǭƀϐŎįȍŝįǭǡαΡ

Å A recent study found solicitations within 24 hours of a 
transaction were less effective than no request; 9 or 14 
days out were more effective. 

Å Response patterns and time frames will likely vary by 
product/service category.

Å Track the average time your clients take to leave reviews 
without prompting. Try sending out review solicitations 
after that average time.

Source: University of Nevada and Arizona State (2023)
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AI & Search
To Infinity and Beyond
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ChatGPT: November 2022

It took TV 30+ 
years to reach 100 
million people. 

The internet got 
there in 7 years.

ChatGPT did it in 
two months.

Source: Company reports, multiple industry sources, 
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ùƀŝƨϐΤϐBingGPT

Microsoft envisioned Bing + ChatGPT as an 
elegant marriage of traditional search and 
conversational AI. 

Microsoft: "Bing users have engaged in more than one 
billion chats and created more than 750 million images 
ǿƛǘƘ .ƛƴƎ LƳŀƎŜ /ǊŜŀǘƻǊΦέ όWǳƭȅ нлноύ

Coming soon to all browsers. 
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Google Caught Off Guard
Å Google has been developing and using increasingly sophisticated ML and AI on the back end: 

RankBrain, BERT, MUM and computer vision. 

Å DƆŕƨσǭϐįƨǭƆŎƆǖįǭŝϐ=ƀįǭfáùσǡ ǖƳǖǵƝįǙƆǭȔϐƳǙϐ±ƆŎǙƳǡƳŷǭσǡϐǙįǖƆŕϐįŕƳǖǭƆƳƨΟϐ

Å Fumbled its initial response, prompting investor concern and apocalyptic headlines like
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Bard + SGE 

Google Bard

Google SGERolled out rapidly to reassure investors and have 
a competitive offering.  

±įƖƳǙϐƆǡǡǵŝǡΡϐƨƳϐŎƆǭįǭƆƳƨǡϐŷƳǙϐìfMΟϐπáƝįŸƆįǙƆǡƦϐ
ŝƨŸƆƨŝΟρϐìƝƳȎ
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Local Results Distinct, Overlap

Local Packs and Google AI Snapshots/SGE often 
overlap but have different listings. SGE also links to 
third party directories and publisher sites. 
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AI Consumer Sites 

πConvincing users to pay for a better experience was actually a 
less difficult problem compared to getting them to try a new 
ǡŝįǙŎƀϐŝƨŸƆƨŝϐƆƨϐǭƀŝϐŷƆǙǡǭϐǖƝįŎŝΟρ

--  Neeva co-founders in blog post announcing shutdown of Neeva.
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ChatGPT Peaked? 

"ChatGPT downloads 
on iPhones in the U.S. 
were down 38% 
month over month in 
June ... [so were] Bing 
app downloads."

Source: SimilarWeb /The Stalwart


