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James Akers: Hello, and welcome to this episode of the Digital Culture Podcast. I'm James, one of the Tech Champions of the Digital Culture Network. I'm a white man with brown hair and I'm wearing an aubergine jumper today; it's getting slightly colder. So, my guest today is the Tech Champion for Search Engine Optimisation and Marketing, it's Monica Thomas.
Monica Thomas: Hello. I'm Monica Thomas I am a middle-aged white female with dark hair and blue glasses, and I'm wearing a gray cardigan and a stripy top. And yes, I am Tech Champion for Search Engine Optimisation and I also do Google Ad grants as well. 
James Akers: So how long have you been with us, Monica? And where are you in the world?
Monica Thomas: I think it's been about two and a half years already. So, time flies and I am based near Durham, so the Northeast of England. My local office is Newcastle.
James Akers: Durham is very nice, isn't it?
Monica Thomas: Durham is lovely, so is Newcastle.
James Akers: We started off by mentioning SEO Search Engine Optimisation. What does that mean, Monica?
Monica Thomas: Search Engine Optimisation in simplest terms, is the things you do to your website so that when people search for something that you are offering, so for example, yoga classes or ballet classes or free tickets to your museum for students, when they search for that relevant subpage on your website, hopefully will show somewhere near the top.
So that's essentially what SEO has always been. This was always the goal. Nowadays things are getting far more interesting because apart from the regular search engine results with your blue links, et cetera. Now we also are looking at AI muscling itself in that territory.
But yeah, SEO, in its simplest terms, is providing people who search with the results that are relevant to them.
James Akers: And is that what you support people with? Getting them higher up on those search results?
Monica Thomas: Yeah, but now it's pretty much a split between Ad Grants and SEO.
And usually what happens is an organisation would come for the first meeting, and I would have a look at their website in advance and have a look at how it's performing, what keywords it's already ranking for.
So we have a nice chat to begin with, me telling them what the state of affairs is and then they can tell me what is it that they really would like to promote. And then we work out a plan. And, there are several things that organisations can do with their website to make it rank better.
A lot of it in the cases that I have advised on is around structuring your content on your pages, describing it better, which sometimes is called on page optimisation. Developing your content, making it longer, more comprehensive. So, a lot of it is not purely technical 'cause people think that SEO is very technical.
[bookmark: _Int_iL7FHIfW][bookmark: _Int_tGUzqLb0] It can be, but I think usually what I find with the websites that I look at it's predominantly stuff that is completely within the control of the organisation without actually having to go to the developers. There are things that sometimes they have to go to the developers asking them to fix, but usually it's just teaching people about how to think about structuring their content and how to think about organizing the information they have on their website. 
James Akers: The audit element of it, is that something they can do themselves or do you use special tools for that?
Monica Thomas: Ideally you would need special tools that are available to SEOs. There's a number of them. They tend to be rather expensive, but what you can do is you can get maybe a free trial if you wanna do it yourself. But if they come to us, then they don't have to worry about it, I can not only run the tests on the tools that I've got, but also be able to interpret it for them.
It's more finding where they are at the moment and the way forward to meet their goals.
James Akers: And you mentioned earlier on about AI, so talk me through that. What's the change, what's the impact and what can people do about it?
Monica Thomas: It is so exciting. So essentially, AI's been around for quite a while, but it exploded last year. Two things happened. One was AI chatbots became much more wildly available. So, you've got a number of them, and they are so easy to use.
At the moment, the percentage of people using old school Google search engine versus the chatbots. It's still overwhelmingly Google, but the rate of adoption is absolutely insane. People are really warming up them very quickly 'cause they're very easy to use. So, you've got the chatbots, and they do different things.
They're not exactly the same. Chat GPT, its strengths will be different from Claude AI, it will different from Perplexity AI. It's nice to see and compare how they perform. And then there's the other side on Google where first of all, you started getting the AI overviews.
And that was the first new thing. Before you had rich snippets, which would be a paragraph answer underneath the search box. And now you've got AI overviews, which are far more comprehensive. And you also get links on side of the AI overviews.
And then something happened, in the UK, in August, it was first rolled out in the US. That is the AI mode. So, Google added AI chatbot inside their Google search engine. And I think that's huge because people normally use Google by typing stuff into the search box, and then you would have the tab for images and a tab for videos and all sorts of things, tab for news.
And now you have a tab for AI mode so you can ask questions and have them answered by AI without actually going to those external chatbots. And I think that's important and I think it's gonna make a huge difference because at the moment the early adoption started with the young people and the older demographic still stuck with Google. But once you've got AI mode inside Google, you don't have to go anywhere, you don't have to sign up for anything. I think that is gonna even further increase the adoption rate. And that's really interesting because AI is a completely different beast to, your old school Google algorithm.
So, SEO industry is trying to figure out how to use it, what it can do, what it can't do. But it already is quite interesting seeing the differences and seeing kind of similarities, where hopefully at the moment your decent SEO groundwork will still go a long way towards you being noticed by AI.
But the most important thing is that it's so different. For example, SEO is completely reliant on search volume. If I am not looking for what you're offering then you can have your website perfectly optimized, and there will be no demand. People are not searching for what you're trying to offer. Whereas when you're talking to AI, because you're actually talking to AI, you're having a conversation like with a living person, scarily AI can actually suggest things to me, that I didn't even think of before. So, I use the example when I went to Edinburgh in February and I started using Claude AI and having a chat with it. And, I started off saying I've just arrived, and I've got a couple of days to do the sites and we started talking. And over this course of a conversation, I would drill down into what I'm interested in.
And then as a result of that conversation, I had a list of attractions that I wanted to visit. Attractions I absolutely had no idea existed. Museums and stuff that were suggested to me on the basis of the conversation I had. So, it's a different type of discovery. And I think it's quite exciting that we have that option now. It's not just dependent on the search volume. It's not dependent on people searching for what you're offering.
And the other thing is traditionally; SEO has always favoured large websites that have been around for decades. It can be quite difficult for artists, for example, with smaller websites. And in the past, I would go well, your websites only have 12 pages, so probably SEO is not the first thing I'd be thinking of.
But data shows that AI are not skewed that way. You actually suddenly have the opportunity without being an old website, without being a ginormous website, you still have the opportunity to be noticed and picked up by chatbots, by LLMs, Large Language Models, which is what chatbots are. So that's really exciting and that's a really interesting development.
It's happening as we speak. So that conversation, if we have it next year, it'll be completely different conversation. So that is absolutely fascinating to me as an SEO.
James Akers: Yeah. As you say, it seems to be evolving really quickly, doesn't it? And new functionality's been layered on, and it seems like Google is changing from being a gateway, it wants to be more of a destination, so you stay on it. Which is what social platforms do, don't they?
They don't want you to leave them, they want you to stay on so they can serve you more ads and all of that.
I was looking through the report by One Further who are a digital agency. They did a report in August about the impact of AI overviews in the cultural sector. And I think it was really interesting, some of the facts that they had out and the numbers in there. Over the last six months they've seen that although, search volumes, the amount of search is increased by 30%, the amount of clickthrough's through to cultural organisations, the hundred that they reviewed has actually dropped by 10%.
A 40% swing in completely the wrong direction.
[bookmark: _Int_UQrJuVnX]Monica Thomas: Yeah, that's the other side of it because we are still stuck in this old framework of thinking about SEO. It means keyword ranking, click through and hopefully conversion. And it's very easy to explain to people and it's very easy to measure. Now with AI it's completely different situation because yes nowadays there's more and more AI features in SEO software, et cetera, where it will show you how well you're doing in AI, but they're not showing you anything really. The only thing they're showing you is whether you are showing in AI overviews, but that's just a slight, tiny little sliver of what AI is. So, you know, all the conversations that people have with their Claude's or ChatGPT's, it's very difficult to track what is it exactly that is being said?
If they come to your website because of a conversation they had with LLM, how are you going to find out? Because that would just be, them Googling your website. I was speaking to our colleague Jack about surveys and stuff, and I was like, I think we're going back to the old school where you actually have to ask someone in a survey, how did you find about us? Because it's not straightforward to track.
But also, there will be instances where it might not be necessary for people to come through the website because if I'm in Edinburgh and I want to visit a museum, and I get all of my information from a chatbot and I just turn up, then is that a success?
I think it's a success, right? It's a success for the museum, but I completely bypass the website. So, if you're just monitoring the website. And I'm talking to the right person about that. If you're just monitoring the website you're not getting the full picture anymore. And yes, you always had the word of mouth, right?
A friend of my friend visited this museum, and I should check it out. But now the word of mouth is essentially automated. 
James Akers: I wonder what the environmental impact of that is. So having a carbon calculator on your website, your website now doesn't need to be loaded because the information is being served by the LLM, what is the impact of the LLM to answer the question, instead of people coming through?
Monica Thomas: Oh, that's a can of worms. Apparently, yes, it's incredibly, carbon heavy. Recently we attended this conference in Edinburgh. There was a great presentation, and it was quite surprising because apparently, and we're talking just about carbon footprint.
We're not talking about ethics of it, but apparently creating images in AI is actually quite, I wouldn't say eco-friendly, but it's low on carbon footprint. Counterintuitive, 'cause I thought images is gonna take lots of data. But apparently just saying hello to ChatGPT is just burning through loads of Carbon.
On the one hand, we're looking at making our websites low carbon and, being ethical and being, sensible about it. But at the same time, once we start using chatbots, that carbon footprint is enormous and its predominantly text. I was so surprised. I thought obviously images but no, it's text.
I think the genies outta the box, we're not gonna stop using AI. I think moving forward, with people being conscious of these things, the only thing that can be done is maybe pressure put on people who actually design these things to make them more responsible. 
James Akers: What should people do now then? What are you advising people? Should they stop doing their SEO completely? Should they do a little bit of it? Should they do stuff for ai?
Monica Thomas: It's all shaping as we speak. So we, like trying things out, but I can only rely on people, big organisations, big software companies who do SEO. They are running tests to see, how websites perform, how things are happening.
The kind of the mechanics of it is completely different. So, the algorithm is different to AI, they're just different beasts. But at the moment the consensus is that keywords theoretically are not important. But in practice, if you have a website that is well optimized, well described, which communicates its content really clearly, which would be the basis of SEO, is really useful for AIs.
And the reason I'm being told is because they're lazy. If you have everything laid out on the plate, then they're just gonna go. I'll have that. So that would be the argument for starting off with good SEO. There are some technical things. For example, there is something like structured markup, which was introduced ages ago, but this little bit of code that you're actually adding to tell Google, for example, what kind of content this is. So, you can have everything from events, to recipes, to FAQs. There's loads of types of those, and apparently, they're quite useful for AI, AI likes it. So, if you can add that to relevant parts of your website, apparently that's good. 
There is a new thing a little kind of file that is called sensibly llms.txt which is meant to be really good, but then the opinions really vary. Some people say it's rubbish, some people say that it's worth it. The industry's still battling it out with people having different opinions.
James Akers: It seems like it's a robots.txt file, which normally tells web crawlers what to index and not, as well as other things. But the llms.txt, it seems to be in its early days, but it's giving LLMs a reading list of the curated content that you want it to pick up.
 So are there things over basic SEO structure and types of content that people should be thinking about?
Monica Thomas: There's several things. One is the authority. AI likes authoritative content. There's something called EEAT, which always also existed prior to the LLM exploding. That's called Experience, Expertise, Authority and Trust.
If you are talking about something you know about, so for example, if you're a museum talking about your exhibits, you are people who actually know about it. You're likely to be picked up by AI more than a copywriter who just wrote it for another website, researching it on the web.
It likes content that is comprehensive. Expanding your content to answer all of the questions has always been a good idea. It likes contextualizing, so it likes to understand where that content fits. If you're offering something, who is it for? And providing a lot of information about it.
Connecting, ideas. So, for example, if you're a museum like British Museum and then you've got your collections of ancient art for example. And you have a page about funeral practices of ancient Egyptians, it would make sense to do a comparison saying, oh and these are the funeral practices of ancient Greece. If you run these kind of parallels, then it's easier for it to contextualize things.
It loves FAQs. I always was told that SEO doesn't like FAQs 'cause you're loading all of your decent content and all your answers to all your questions that could each be optimized on a different page.
Now you're putting it all in one FAQ. AI apparently loves FAQs 'cause it's just so easy. You have a question, you have an answer. And obviously since people talk to LLMs asking questions that again, if they're that lazy, then you're laying it out for them.
So, there's a lot of things that you can do over and above. And we're still looking at how things perform. At the moment the advice is provisional. But yeah, it's essentially trying to educate someone who will then have a conversation with the people you want to attract.
James Akers: That's amazing.
Monica Thomas: It is exciting. 
James Akers: It is exciting! And what's great is that you are so excited about it. Monica, I love how you've gone deep into the AI element of everything and you can see the opportunities for this part of your role and how organisations in the sector can use it.
Monica Thomas: Yeah, I think it's a huge opportunity for lots of organisations, especially those that have smaller websites. When you look at the websites that are suggested, maybe even with AI overviews, you've got suggestions of sources and Perplexity will also quite clearly give you sources.
Those sources are not exactly the same and sometimes they're completely different to the top five, top 10 pages ranking in Google. Just because you can't rank in Google doesn't mean that you're not gonna be able to benefit from ai. Now, if AI ends up, destroying humanity, that's a completely different topic.
I am looking at it from a very small and narrow perspective of an SEO. But seeing what I'm seeing now, I am quite excited about it.
James Akers: I know that Google has a huge market share when it comes to search, but are there other places that people are searching, like on Bing and things like that? Is that a thing? Is it worth putting effort into it?
Monica Thomas: There've always been different search engines. There's always been Bing, you probably know DuckDuckGo. People will search on different search engines, but Google is still the dominant one. Apparently, what is important is for your website to be indexed by Bing. It didn't use to be hugely important before. And at the moment there are arguments that it's not that, it's not that straightforward that, co-pilot just uses Bing and other Gemini just uses Google.
That's, it's not that straightforward, but there were arguments that, being indexed by Bing actually becomes more important. Now when we are looking at things like Copilot. And Copilot is also another way of introducing people to using AI because it's included in Microsoft Office suite. So, it's there. 
James Akers: That's 'cause Microsoft bought OpenAI and they own ChatGPT. 
Monica Thomas: Yeah, I think so. The fact that Google has introduced AI mode in their search engine results page. And then Microsoft from their side are pushing Copilot into pretty much everything.
I think that will even speed up the adoption of LLMs by pretty much everyone.
I don't know, maybe in five years time we will no longer have Google search results with all the lovely blue links.
James Akers: What a change. You don't have to click anything anymore. 
Monica Thomas: Yeah. Well, I'm a bit worried. I'm an SEO Tech Champion.
James Akers: It always evolves. You'll be fine.
Monica Thomas: There's always going to be, in broader perspective, what SEO is, there's always gonna be some kind of mechanism to connect people with the need, with the people who provide. For very many years it was Search Engine Optimisation. It was Google because people would be searching for what they need and hopefully they will find our subpage that provides that to them.
When we're looking at AI, it's a completely different thing, but it's still people wanting information and answers. So in this respect, in the broader understanding of it, it's still demand for information and provision of that, that information.
James Akers: It sounds like the fundamentals are the same if you're doing Search Engine Optimisation against Artificial Intelligence Optimisation, or AIO, your new job title eventually. 
Monica Thomas: And at the moment, it's not that SEO goes out the window. AI It's not working off keywords, but if your search intent is clearly stated that, this page is for these people searching for this information. Yeah, it makes it easier for AI to actually understand it. So, it's not about the right keyword and ranking for that one keyword, but by making it clear on your page that this is information aimed at these kind of people, you're still providing the information that is relevant.
James Akers: Brilliant. So that all sounds great. A whole new horizon's coming up. Talk to me about the other area that you support organisations with the Google Ad Grant.
Monica Thomas: Google Ad grants have been around for a very long time, and it's a program that Google's been running. It's like Google Ads, so you have the same dashboard but you get free credit. Google doesn't give you money, but if you apply, you need to be a registered charity. You apply through Google for nonprofits and if you get approved, then you log into your dashboard. It's gonna be in dollars because it's like a free credit.
And then you can advertise and traditionally you could always advertise in Google search results. When you type something, you type in buy theatre tickets, London. Your top results will have sponsored written above. And these are adverts people paid to place in those spots. But if you are the recipient of Ad Grants, then your ad can show there as well.
From my perspective, searching for cheap theatre tickets or whatever, I will not be able to tell whether that particular spot was paid for, whether it was an ad grant.
But there are differences because, you're not really a paying customer, so you're getting this grant for free. So, you are unable to compete with paying clients over highly commercial keywords. So, there are limitations, your strategy would be slightly different. 
And that's what Ad Grants have always been. It's not a monthly grant, it's a daily grant, you get $329 per day to use on your advertising. Traditionally it was just your adverts showing in Google search results. So you can't advertise on banners, visual advertising. You can't advertise on YouTube. It was just Google search results.
Last year they shook things up a little and they introduced a new type of campaign, which is called Performance Max. It's meant to be AI assisted and the difference is that it doesn't target keywords. You're able to target audiences. Which is really interesting because it's a completely different way of advertising. So, it's quite exciting performance Max. I'm told it works better on paid accounts because it needs to have quite a bit of data to learn from.
Ad Grants usually don't acquire as much data as quickly as paid accounts. But it's still quite exciting. And I am wondering, and I might be wrong, but I'm wondering whether the shift from keyword campaigns to more of an audience-based campaigns like P Max, has something to do with AI. Because if we are gonna be doing away maybe with your traditional Google search results, then your advertising will have to change as well. Because there will not be top four sponsored links. But that's just me theorizing.
So, you've got this credit, and you can use it to promote your charity. If you've got a shop or if you've got any for-profit thing, that's absolutely fine as long as it is supporting your charity's mission. So, you can absolutely use it to promote your tickets, bookings, shop.
I think with charities always being strapped for cash, every little helps. But people, they're often quite daunted by Ad Grants because they end up with this rather complex dashboard. And there isn't a lot of information and training out there for Ad Grants, because it's such a small subsection. Most information on YouTube, et cetera, is about Google Ads, rather than Ad Grants. it's not always the same, Ad Grants is a slightly different situation with slightly different keywords that you can target.
People do get quite scared of it. And that's why I think it's really important that at DCN we are able to help people right from the very beginning how to log into your account. Deceptively difficult, not easy in any way.
Through recovering accounts that were suspended, maybe through the inactivity, through actually creating the strategy and building out the account or troubleshooting existing account or auditing. I'm able to assist in all of these things and just empower people to use them, because it is money that you can use to advertise to promote your charity's mission. And like I said, given that charities are frequently strapped for cash and they usually don't have huge advertising budgets I think Ad Grants is something that is worth at least exploring.
James Akers: And if you do wanna spend $120,000 a year of free advertising, do get in touch 'cause Monica will help you through every single step of that way.
Monica Thomas: A disclaimer, not likely to spend that much money. Most people don't spend their whole budget because you'd have to have an enormous website and an enormous account to spend all that money. Most charities spend only a portion of it. But the fact that it's such a larger number, it's reassuring because you are not going to run out of that budget. You've got a lot to play with.
James Akers: And you did a webinar last week, didn't you? Specifically, about getting started with your first campaign with Google Ad Grants. So, if anybody wants to watch the recording of that, you can go to our website, and we'll put a link in the show notes for this episode as well.
Monica Thomas: Yes. It's just scratching the surface, showing people how to think about Ad Grants. If you've got this particular thing that you want to promote, how do you look at structuring your account, et cetera. So, it's very basic, but I think it's a good introduction.
James Akers: And I've been asking all of the Tech Champions when I interviewed them. Over the last six months, who's been your favorite organisation or individual you've supported and why?
Monica Thomas: I don't play favorites.
I have not had a boring case. Every single organisation that I've worked with was different and, a learning opportunity for me. I particularly am excited about cases where an organisation probably or an artist would not be successful doing traditional SEO, but we have some scope into trying things and see if maybe they can get some traction via AI.
 WIth Ad Grants, it's really nice to get a case where you start from absolute scratch and then you discuss the strategy and then you build it out, and then you launch it and it runs and you can see things happening. Then it's empowering for people and it's just a huge pleasure to work on projects like that.
James Akers: It's great to see that transition from one to other. I was on a call early this morning with an organisation that you supported and they started off ranking for three keywords, and now it's 180.
Monica Thomas: But that's the thing. You get people and they're really happy to see the results, but they've done the work. We're just here to advise.
James Akers: Yeah. Advise and handhold and upskill. It shows that it's working, which is great. And navigating this whole new world of AI, it's really nice to have you on board to help people through that.
Monica Thomas: Yeah. We're all students. I am a Tech Champion, but given what's been happening, it's very interesting to see how this field develops over the next couple of years. 
James Akers: Thank you so much. It's been fantastic to chat to you today, Monica. 
And if anyone wants to get in touch, please do so through our website, digitalculturenetwork.org.uk and you can book in a lovely slot with Monica and she'll take you on a wonderful SEO, Ad Grant, AI journey and help you use all the wonderful things that it can do.
Monica Thomas: Absolutely. 



