888.com – an SEO dissection
The leading online gambling site 888.com appears on the first page of Google and other leading Search Engines for most of the obvious keywords; however, in almost all cases it never appears at the top.

Despite this, 888.com is still a well-known brand, not least because of large advertising budget spent on TV, in print and even in public toilets. It’s also been around longer than most of its rivals and is publically listed on the London Stock Exchange. Longevity is likely to be its saving grace as regards Search Engine placement: the age of pages is an important factor in SEO.

Yet it takes just a few minutes to pick many holes in 888.com’s SEO strategy beyond the philosophy of: “first in, last out”. It fails the grade in Structure, Content, Accessibility, Usability, Links, Backlinks and even domain name choice.

Starting with that last one first: whoever thought 888.com was the ideal name for a gambling site? All of the sites that beat 888.com on Google for keywords such as Poker and Casino feature the keywords in their domain name. Examples include:  Pokerstars.com, Fultiltpoker.com and Pokerroom.com. If 888.com is memorable, it is more likely as a result of its extensive marketing campaign rather than its relevance to the subject matter.

So here is an (incomplete) list of SEO concerns for 888.com …
Code Design & Filesize
Dependencies 
888.com’s homepage has
· 6 external JavaScript files

· 3 external StyleSheets

· 7 CSS background images

In total, the page makes 63 HTTP requests, which is too many. It slows the page and adds to the download speed penalty that the Search Engines impose.
Why would that be? 
Use of frames (iframe)
888.com uses a bizarre virtual IFRAME set-up. The Frames concept dates back to the 1990s: the idea was that different parts of a page could be served independently. These days, frames are shunned by almost all web designers, although they linger on in the IFRAME which allows a distinct section of a page to run independently of the code around it. While 888.com does not explicitly use an IFRAME, it does use frames in an apparent attempt to embed code for reasons which include tracking purposes and geo-targeting. 

No current Search Engine looks kindly on frames; they have been used in the past as a so-called “black hat” technique to artificially saturate a page with keywords which cannot be seen directly on the web site. 888.com’s use of frames has overtones of stealth.
Page weight
At first sight, the size of the page is around 19kb, which would make it small and easily indexed: but probing further reveals the main frame at …
http://www.888.com/site2/888-hp/default.htm?lang=en&S=112233445566778899&OS=112233445566778899&SR=264058&OSR=264058&flag=No&un=false&l=&ic=0&st=0&bc=0&anid=0&se=264058&isus=false&istur=false

… which weighs in at a massive ½ Megabyte! This means a TWO-MINUTE download on a 56k modem: pages over 100K exceed most attention thresholds at 56Kbps, even with feedback.

Much of this bloat is comprised of unnecessary images, including navigation buttons comprised of dual-picture JavaScript rollovers: similar (if not identical) effects could be achieved using optimised CSS-controlled single images or, better still, styled text links with a CSS rollover effect.

CSS

Despite using THREE external style sheets (one exclusively for Internet Explorer) the site also makes extensive use of repetitive embedded CSS. The benefit of using an external CSS is that styles are loaded into memory as the page builds and then items call on local memory in a more time-effective manner. Additionally, the page also uses tables embedded within more “semantic” block element code.
Scripts

The 888.com homepage uses external links to JavaScript files but also embeds script within the page. On top of that there is at least one duplicated script: duplication in all its forms is a non-starter for all SEO issues. Aside from the penalties that might be imposed for embedding script, from a site management perspective it is advisable to “include” as much code as possible – called from an exterior file – so that it can be easily edited or updated sitewide.

Non-canonical URLs everywhere 
It’s obvious that 888.com is put together using a Content Management System because it uses URLs based on dynamic variables. This sort of URL is bad for SEO. In reality, as many of the links point to apparently static pages, this dynamic format is unnecessary. Properly constructed templates, better CMS configuartion and the use of MOD-REWRITE or ISS technologies would dramatically alter the link performance.
Poor usability

The site’s designers seem not to have read Steve Krug’s excellent usability guide Don’t Make Me Think because there seems to be no clear user journey: every section fights its neighbours for attention. While SEO and usability are not directly linked, sites with the best user journeys are more likely to have higher SERPs than those who make the visitor work too hard. The knock-on effect of the highly-fractured page structure lowers the page’s keyword densities, especially towards the top.
Direct SEO

Google has indexed just over 2,000 pages at 888.com (although some measures show just over half that). By comparison betfair.com has a minimum of 7,400 pages and Pokerstars.com has 9,180! Examination of links from the landing page shows most are dynamic/non-canonical which are less likely to excite the Search Engine spiders. An SEO campaign for 888.com would look at ways of increasing pagination by redefining and reorganising content. 
Additionally, while 888.com have paid the piper and appear in the Yahoo Directory, they are not listed in DMoZ or other similar web directories. A good SEO campaign would tackle this “oversight”. (Incidentally, rival sites fulltiltpoker.com, pokerstars.com, partypoker.com and intercasino.com are on DMoZ: intercasino.com has two entries!)
Sitemap 

While 888.com does have a sitemap at www.888.com/sitemap.xml it lacks structure and does not contain anywhere near the 2,000 plus pages actually showing in the Google index.

“Black Hat” Penalties

Although unlikely to be a real attempt to spoof the Search Engines, the site does include a paragraph of text at the bottom which is chock full of keywords. Aside from the fact that this may be taken badly by Google and the rest, the best place to optimise keywords is at the top of the site, not the bottom.
Coding errors

The base page of 888.com is not only missing a “doctype”, it also uses non-compliant invalid tables, both of which are accepted to be Google no-nos. The “active” frame does bear a “transitional” doctype (even though that doctype was deprecated in April 2001) but running it past the W3C validator shows nearly 1,700 code errors. Much of this is duplication (in practice, one fix will eliminate many alerts) and the effectiveness of tight code in SEO is still up for debate – even Google state that poor code will not penalise a website; however, there is evidence that good, compliant code benefits a site.

So the inappropriate nesting of <li> tags, the lack of an h3 tag, no alt tags on images and no concessions to accessibility standards – among many, many more – certainly  aren’t helping. This also applies to the site links generated using JavaScript.
Backlinks

888.com currently has 1,230 backlinks in Google, with a PageRank of 6. Among its rivals – also on PR6 – are Fultiltpoker.com with 2,530 backlinks and Pokerstars.com with 9,180. Even Pokerroom.com has 1,440 but according to Google it has 179,000 “pages”: it also lacks a DMoz entry like 888.com!
All the rivals have better SERPs than 888.com!
Conclusion

888.com needs a complete overhaul. Decent SEO should get them to the top of Google searches more often. Ask me how.

