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Abstract
COVID-19 had devastating effects on a global scale, and the small-medium enterprise (SME) sector
was crippled due to this. With the problems that the pandemic created, we also saw tremendous growth
in the social enterprise (SE) sector. The pandemic also changed the way we use the internet and
strengthened the need for both SMEs and SEs to integrate digital strategies in their enterprises. To
assist simultaneously in the recovery of the SME sector and to sustain the growth of the SE sector, a
social enterprise solution can . This dissertation aims to answer the question: Can utilizing a digital
social enterprise that focuses on SEO and organic digital strategy assist in sustaining SMEs and SEs,
especially in a post-COVID economy?.
The literature review identifies the potential of organic digital strategy and SEO for SMEs and SEs.
The research largely aims to attempt to identify and test a possible solution. Multiple methods of
research were utilised. The results showed the potential viability of the social enterprise model
presented to be developed and adapted to help both SMEs and SEs receive quality and accessible SEO
services.
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1.0 Introduction
In 2020, how to change the world was searched twice as much compared to how to go back to
normal globally (Google’s Year In Review, 2020). The sudden restrictions, imposed by Covid-19,
initiated a digital surge as people utilised digital means to communicate and interact personally and
professionally (De' et al., 2020). For example, there was a 70% global increase in internet usage during
the pandemic (Beech, 2020), with 53% of Americans saying that the internet was essential during
COVID-19 (Pew Research Center, 2020). While people’s internet usage increased, an estimated 88M
to 115M people were pushed into extreme poverty1 during the pandemic,rising to an estimate of 150M
through the duration of 2021 (World Bank, 2020). A total of half a billion people are expected to be
pushed into poverty as a result of the pandemic according to Oxfam - yet at the same time thirty-two
of the world’s largest companies saw their profits jump over $109BN (Oxfam, 2020). For example,
during the pandemic Walmart and Amazon made quadruple additional profit in 2020 than was spent or
lost on COVID-19 measures (Kinder and Stateler, 2020).
This was particularly notable in the first two months of the pandemic, when an estimated 100,000
small businesses closed permanently across the United States and small business revenue shrank 12%.
Over the same first two months, 5 of the 50 biggest U.S. companies turned large profits and all 50
companies’ revenue grew by an average of 2% according to data from Womply (Macmillan, D.,
Whoriskey, P., and O’Connell, J., 2020). As Matt Stoller, director of research at the American
Economic Liberties Project said to the Washington Post: “This is an extinction-level event for small
businesses.”. We see this on a global level as well. Small and medium enterprises (SMEs) comprise
approximately 90% of businesses and employ more than half of global workers (Godin, N., 2021):

1

Extreme poverty is defined as living on less than $1.90 a day according to The World Bank, 2020.
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“In emerging and developing markets, formal SMEs contribute roughly 40 percent of national
income (GDP) and generate at least seven out of ten jobs; and these estimates rise
substantially if you take informal business into account.”
The most affected SME owners in the USA are those of a minority status. African-American, Latinx,
female, and immigrant business owners in particular have experienced disproportionate losses between
February and April 2020, with African-American business owners experiencing the largest loss with
an elimination of 41% of active business owners (Fairlie, 2020).
The significant losses presented for SMEs and the essential nature of a digital business presence
presented throughout this paper demonstrate the need for new solutions to help solve this problem.
With the increased reliance on digital platforms worldwide, there is a need for rapid digital
transformation of SMEs worldwide. This includes optimizing SMEs’ search engine presence,
otherwise referred to as search engine optimization (SEO). This dissertation examines the emerging
role that SEO can play as a vital support to preserving the longevity of SMEs, especially in a
post-COVID society.

1.1 Focus and Motivation of the Research
Extreme global poverty in 2020 rose for the first time in 20 years, primarily due to the COVID-19
pandemic (World Bank, 2020). As discussed, this also led to an exponential rate of SMEs closing both
temporarily and permanently due to lockdown measures, disproportionately affecting minority-owned
businesses (Facebook State of Small Business Report, 2020). The global pandemic ‘lockdown’
measures brought a digital surge, with more people utilising digital tools. Business conducted online
increased, as did internet searches overall (De' et al., 2020). The pandemic also brought a wave of
social entrepreneurship accompanied by revitalisation efforts, particularly involving the digital space
(Fu, 2020; Kost, 2020; Bartik et. al, 2021). Preserving the SME sector is an uphill challenge. As a part
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of the efforts to assist SMEs and social enterprises (SEs) to revitalise, not just in COVID recovery,
SEO is a potentially important tool.
There are over 700,000 Google searches per second; this summation approximates to 5.4 billion
searches per day (Georgiev, 2021). This statistic combined with Google making up approximately
90% of the search engine market share (Capala, 2020 and Johnson, 2021) leads to the crucial need for
SMEs and SEs to be discoverable by search engines. This is what search engine optimization does,
assisting a website’s pages to rank at the top of the results returned by Google for relevant searches
(Moz, n.d.). It is argued by many experts throughout the SEO community, most notably on platforms
such as Twitter and Slack, that SEO is not necessary for SMEs, SEs or micro enterprises due to their
size, lack of funding, and difficulty to obtain SEO services.. This report investigates the role that SEO
and other digital tools play in social enterprises and small businesses moving forward from the
pandemic.
SEO is an unregulated industry and suffers from an ever changing environment as search engines
continually improve (Google, n.d.). Search engines have improved drastically over the last five to ten
years with many guidelines, algorithms, and other development updates (Google, n.d.). However, SEO
services can be expensive (Moz, 2011), particularly for SMEs and SEs, often exceeding the
recommended total marketing budget of 8% of a business’s total revenue (for businesses earning less
than $5M in revenue) (USSBA, n.d.). This financial accessibility issue - amalgamated with the lack of
regulation, bloated information, and ethical issues - puts SMEs and SEs at a disadvantage with regards
to their search optimisation (Google Webmaster Blog, n.d.; Fishkin, 2014; Wright, 2020; Jenkins,
2020).

1.2 Research Questions Aims and Objectives (700)
This report investigates the impact that SEO can have for both SMEs and SEs in a post-COVID
economy and raises the overall question: Can utilizing a digital social enterprise that focuses on SEO
9
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and organic2 digital strategy assist in sustaining SMEs and SEs, especially in a post-COVID
economy? This question will be explored through a literature review, followed by the presentation of
the social enterprise model, the Searching for Change model, or SFC. Research findings are based on
interviews with SEO experts, analysis of a survey involving both SEs and SMEs, and a case study
where the SFC model was put into practice.
The literature review considers the impact that COVID-19 has had on SMEs and SEs, along with
COVID-19 revitalisation efforts and the digital transformation that occurred as a result of the
pandemic. This is followed by an overview of digital tools and SEO, looking specifically at
accessibility for SMEs and SEs alongside the search API and SEO strategies used. This leads into an
exploration of the research, including analysis of the methodology followed by an evaluation and
findings from the research. There were three different research methods utilised to assist in answering
the overall question: expert interviews, survey and case study. Subsequently, the findings and
evaluation for each of the different research methods are presented.

The objectives that this dissertation seeks to cover are as follows:
A. To provide insights into how SEO and organic digital strategy can help to sustain the SME and
SE sectors in a post COVID-economy
B. To identify the hindrances regarding SEO and digital resource accessibility for SME and SE
owners, including financial and information accessibility
C. To explore how a social enterprise model can be developed and adapted to help both SMEs and
SEs receive quality and accessible SEO services

2

Organic digital strategy refers to digital efforts that do not include paid-advertising efforts.
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2.0 Literature Review
2.1 COVID-19
The Coronavirus pandemic, also referred to as COVID-19, has had an array of devastating effects.
Oxfam estimated in 2020 that half a billion people will be pushed into poverty due to economic fallout
from COVID-19. At the time of this Oxfam International press release (2020), 400 million jobs had
already been lost and more than 430 million small enterprises were at risk (International Labour
Organisation, 2020). Oxfam International (2020) detailed how detrimental COVID-19 has been for a
majority of people but good for a privileged few. They suggest how the economic crisis caused the
pandemic has been fuelled by a rigged economic model with the world’s largest corporations making
billions at workers’ expense and funnelling profits to the elite. They argue that scarce resources are
being handed to the elite at a time when hundreds and millions of people are suffering consequences of
the pandemic when women, minorities, and migrants are being significantly impacted (Oxfam
International, 2020).

Fairlie (2020) adds further to the analysis of COVID-19 impact, reporting that between February and
April 2020, active American business owners slumped by 22%, a decline of 3.3 million.
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Figure I: The impact of COVID‐19 on small business owners: Evidence from the first 3 months after
widespread social‐distancing restrictions, Fairlie, 2020
This is the steepest decline in business owners seen throughout history; Fairlie (2020) notes that no
other 2-month or even 12-month window has seen such a sharp decline in active business owners in
the USA. This includes the Great Recession, which only saw a 5% reduction, or a decline of
approximately 730,000 business owners. Fairlie (2020) goes on to say disproportionate losses were felt
in both May (25 %) and June (18%) 2020. In various industries, some groups were placed at higher
risk of closures in the pandemic. For example minority-owned businesses, which are smaller on
average, generally faced a disproportionate amount of losses. These early-stage negative impacts on
minority and immigrant owned businesses, if prolonged, present a potential problem for broader racial
inequality because of the importance of small businesses for local job creation (disproportionately
hiring minority staff), economic advancement, and longer-term wealth inequality (Boston, 1999, 2006;
Bradford, 2003, 2014; Fairlie & Robb, 2008; Stoll et al, 2001).
More generally, smaller business owners have lost substantial amounts of income. If a rebound does
not occur soon, the long-term economic consequences stand to be severe. Many small business
owners, including minority business owners, will not have the resources to sustain their business with
reduced demand, prolonged closures, and a comprehensive recession. Thus, we can see that
COVID-19 has been a motivation for new ways to assist in protecting the longevity of SME and SE
organisations. Large businesses are reported as more likely to have the resources, alongside the
business and legal structure, to return to scale, implement procedures to address COVID-19
regulations and to reopen during and following the pandemic.

2.1.1 Revitalisation and Moving Forward
Yelp data estimates that 60% of business closures due to the pandemic are permanent (Higgins-Dunn,
2020). Exploration of how to assist SMEs in revitalisation and to thrive in a post-COVID society and
12
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economy continues to progress. The UN Global Compact in 2020 commented on how extraordinarily
devastating the pandemic has been to SMEs and their workers. It also states that despite governments’
and multinationals' extraordinary efforts, much more support is urgently needed. In response, the
International Chamber of Commerce (ICC), has developed and launched a multi-faceted Call to Action
to ‘Save Our SMEs’ (‘SOS’). Out of the many significant insights here, four are particularly relevant
to this research (in terms of developing a social enterprise to assist SMEs):
● The crisis may create potential opportunities for MSMEs3 in the way of mobile solutions for
e-commerce. Digitalisation and technology can support MSMEs.
● MSMEs, which comprise 90% of companies across the globe and more than 50% of the world’s
total employment, are both heavily exposed to the disruption and critical to the recovery.
MSMEs should be empowered for recovery.
● Policy makers need different tools and policies now to support enterprises which we need to
adapt as situations evolve over time and will differ per region. There will be no one-size-fits all
solution as different categories of businesses will need different support measures.
● We need to support both job creation and sustainability ...The recovery will be a massive
opportunity to remodel business, to be inclusive and to leave no one behind.
From these insights, this dissertation considers the potential foundation of a novel social enterprise
model to assist in the pandemic revitalisation efforts for SMEs. In particular, it is necessary to provide
businesses with resources geared towards specifically becoming digital and marketing (Godin, N.,
2021).
Kost (2020) quotes Karen Mills, part of the Obama cabinet and the former leader of the US Small
Business Administration (2009-2013): “This is the worst small-business crisis of my lifetime, and I’ve
seen a number of tough moments”. Mills’ concern is that the tip of the iceberg in business closures has
not been reached. She provides three tips to small business owners affected by COVID-19: concentrate
3

The UN Global Compact utilises the acronym MSMES to describe Micro Enterprises, which are encompassed in the term
SME.
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on your best profit opportunities, scrutinize every cost, and focus on social media and email to reach
customers. Both the UN and the Atlantic Council have also stressed the need to develop a solution for
SMEs that is adaptable to the SMEs’ market and which provides inclusive, accessible and sustainable
digital resources and assistance with going digital.

2.1.2 Surge in Social Enterprises and Their Role
In addition to recommendations being made for SMEs to embrace digital resources to revitalise lost
assets during the pandemic and to thrive in the recovery, the crisis has generated new thinking and a
resurgence with regard to social enterprise. As societies worldwide have faced unfathomable
challenges, this has seen the emergence of social enterprises with the COVID-19 pandemic (Oberoi et
al. 2021).
This dissertation utilises the definition of a social enterprise from Social Enterprise Network
Scotland (2012): a social enterprise is a trading business- selling goods and services - but whose
primary objective is to achieve social and/or environmental benefit. SEs are different from those
charities and voluntary organisations which do not aspire to financial independence through trading.
Social enterprise and social entrepreneurs are becoming accepted as being increasingly valuable in
promoting social responsibility in global society (Oberoi et al. 2021). Renowned institutions such as
Harvard, MIT, and Forbes are promoting claims that social entrepreneurship will help us fight back
against the pandemic (Roan and Udayakamuar, 2021; Hanna, 2020; Foote, 2020). For example, Roan
& Udayakumar (2021) state that the Global Health Innovations Grants (GHIG) initiative has been
assisting social entrepreneurs in low-resource areas through cycles of funding. This article
concentrates on utilising technology for social entrepreneurship as a way to build and adapt solutions
for a post-pandemic world (Roan & Udayakumar, 2021). Additionally, Roan & Udayakumar (2021)
discuss digital growth and adapting digital technologies for social entrepreneurship in ‘riding the
growth wave’ and ‘pivoting to serve new needs’, during the pandemic and beyond.
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Foote (2020) analyzes the role of social entrepreneurs in a greater depth. Foote owns Root Capital,
an organisation that partners with agricultural businesses to improve communities globally,
particularly rural communities. He makes three primary points:
(i) That social entrepreneurs are in an advantageous position to address breaches in the market and to
reach people and communities that governments cannot or will not.
(ii) That while governments focus on mitigating immediate and highest-level health and economic
challenges, social entrepreneurs can address the secondary and tertiary challenges of the pandemic.
(iii) That social entrepreneurs are able to help rebuild better amidst COVID-19, as social entrepreneurs
have the stamina to focus on long-term issues and fix broken systems (Foote emphasizes that this is
the most prominent point).
Foote (2020) also asserts that prior to the pandemic, social entrepreneurs were addressing an array of
systemic gaps and challenges, and are now addressing those gaps that widened due to the pandemic as
well as new challenges. Thus, Marquis and North Star Counselling (2021) states that:
“At the latest count, by Social Enterprise UK’s State of the Sector report in 2019, there were
100,000 social enterprises contributing £60bn to UK GDP. Despite the challenging economic
climate of 2020, a total of 183 CICs were incorporated to the start of November 2020. This
accounts for 19% of all CICs in the UK region. We are preparing the way for even greater
numbers coming forward for support -from both new social entrepreneurs and traditional
businesses looking to explore this business model and we’re expecting to see many new and
exciting social innovations in 2021”.
From this we can see the rise in social entrepreneurship and social enterprise in relation to the
pandemic in the UK. While it is not possible to unequivocally say that this rise is a result of the
pandemic it appears to provide some evidence to support the notion that social enterprises and social
entrepreneurs are commonly founded in times of crises.
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2.1.3 Digital Transformation
By late May, 2020, the world was affected by the pandemic, with over 200 countries and territories
reporting infections (De' et al., 2020). COVID-19 has altered economies on a global scale for the
foreseeable future, especially in the digital world. A McKinsey and the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development, OECD (2020) survey identified a surge in e-commerce at the
beginning of the pandemic, which has changed the business landscape in the long-term. Moreover,
COVID-19 has shown how important having a site is and being able to provide a digital product,
service, or experience. Due to lockdown measures aimed to stop the spread of the coronavirus, people
were no longer able to meet in person and attendance in online groups, events and other interactions
have exponentially increased - and are still steadily increasing (Koeze and Popper, 2020).
As noted by De' et al. (2020), COVID-19 has caused more people to work-from-home and more
students to study-at-home or participate in e-learning. This shift is suspected to be taking some
permanence, as we see many more companies not going back into the office and giving their
employees more flexibility to work at home (De' et al., 2020). Sites like Zoom and Microsoft Teams
have seen record numbers, with ten-fold increases reported, while cities like Bangalore have seen a
100% increase in internet traffic (De' et al., 2020).
Having a digital strategy is therefore important. If a site takes too long to load, you cannot find what
you are looking for, or the site is just difficult to use from your standpoint - you will most likely click
away. This can affect how a business’s website ranks dramatically, because it is a part of the user
experience. Immediate gratification especially in the digital world has become the new normal
according to Forbes (Beech, 2020).
As the pandemic continued to change our lives, the way we used internet search engines also
shifted. The influx of internet traffic and an increase across platforms has changed how people use the
internet, specifically search engines (Effenberger et. al., 2020; Sinyor et. al, 2020; Zitting et al, 2021).
The COVID-19 mobility reports tool published by Google, created in 2020, reinforces this. These
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reports by Google compare searches for parks, retail and recreation, supermarket and pharmacy, public
transport, workplaces, and residential to their pre-COVID baseline and provides a percentage
difference between the baseline and the amount changed based on the date pulled.4
To reinforce the behavioural change in how people are searching in a pandemic-affected world,
public interest in COVID-19 correlates with the number of newly reported cases, with highest interest
observed on average 11.5 days before the peak of newly reported COVID-19 cases (Effenberger et. al.,
2020) - meaning that the trending search engine results can be utilised to predict potential outbreak
areas. Additionally, search queries such as those relating to insomnia and anxiety increased. Search
queries for insomnia increased by 58% in the first 5 months of 2020 compared to the same months
from the previous 3 years in the United States (Zitting et al., 2021) acute anxiety queries peaked on
March 28, 2020, with 52% more queries than expected (Zitting et al., 2021; Ayers, 2020). Despite this,
Sinyor (2020) reported that search results relating to suicide and related terms decreased worldwide,
with a rather drastic decrease for ‘suicide’ (globally, −12%; 95% CI, −22% to −1%; USA, −17%; 95%
CI, −28% to −4%) and for ‘suicide methods’ (worldwide: −39%, 95% CI, −59% to −9%; USA: −36%,
95% CI, −57% to −6%) (Sinyor et. al, 2020). Alongside this, Sinyor (2020) also points out that there
was an increase for searches relating to how to survive, survival, and hope both in the USA and
worldwide. Google also published a Google Story relating to the statistic that searches related to ‘how
to start’ have continued to surpass pre-pandemic levels and reached a record-level high in April 2020.
From this, we can not only see how powerful that internet search engines can be, we can see how it
relates directly to each user and the resiliency in human behaviour during times of crisis.

4

Refer to Appendix I for an example of a category shown for a COVID-19 mobility report
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2.2 What Is SEO?
When you are searching on the internet for the best place to order a takeaway, the news or weather in
your area, or researching global updates on the pandemic, you are using a search engine. Google holds
approximately ~90% of the world’s search engine market share,as shown in Figure II (Johnson, 2021):

Figure II Search Engine Market Share Worldwide Stats, January 2010-June 2021(Johnson, 2021)
Out of the array of countries seen in Figure III, the only country where Google does not hold a
majority share of the search engine market is China. This is due to Google being banned in China
(Leskin, 2019). Both countries have governments with their own search engines that make up the
market share are Yandex and Baidu as demonstrated in the figure. Meanwhile in Russia, Google is not
banned but is under censorship from the government and has asked Google to remove any banned
content from showing in Russia (BBC, 2019; RFE/RL, 2021). Despite these two instances, SEO is
globally reliant on Google.
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Figure III Global Search Engine Market Share (Capala, 2020)
How does a search engine rank a site? Google writes that their ranking systems are designed to help
users find what they need. They sort through billions of webpages in their Search index to find the
most relevant and useful results in mere moments. The ranking systems are composed of a series of
algorithms and utilise many factors to bring the best information. This includes the query, relevance
and usability of pages, expertise of sources, location, and settings. The weight applied to factors
depends on the nature of the query.

The acronym SEO stands for ‘search engine optimization’. As defined by Moz 5 (n.d.) it “is the
practice of increasing the quantity and quality of traffic to your website through organic search engine
results”. In order to optimize a site for search engines, there is a unique combination of approaches
taken to develop a strategy for a specific site to enable it to increase the quantity and quality of traffic.
There is an array of resources and methods to develop SEO strategies. These methods are categorized
5

Moz is a large SEO solutions provider that was founded in 2004. Some of the world’s first SEO experts shared research,
ideas, and more on the platform and now, they have an array of studies, tools, and more to assist SEO.
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typically in terms such as: local, technical, and onsite strategies. SEO strategies are developed and
adjusted based on algorithm updates from Google as the web develops (Moz, n.d. and Google Search
Central, n.d.).
SEO is not strictly tech, marketing, or research. It is an interdisciplinary field that focuses on human
behaviour, culture, and how people process, retain, and interact with information that is largely
dependent on Google. SEO largely remains a self-regulated industry, as there are no certifications or
awards by a singular governing body, there is no singular solution along with many approaches.
Additionally, the heated debate about what is ‘best practice’ is another form of self-regulation (Search
Engine Watch, 2019). Google now offers more clarity on what best practice is as a part of Google
Search Central and Google Guidelines.
2.2.1 Accessibility
Accessibility, as defined by Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary (n.d.), relates primarily to the
quality of being reached/entered, the quality of being easily obtainable, and the quality of being easily
understood. SEO services largely remain inaccessible to SMEs and social enterprises due to cost,
credible resources and being able to easily understand SEO, as can be seen throughout the literature
review and research.
There are over 70,000 Google searches per second (Georgiev, 2021). EDEN (2014) discusses SEO
for SMEs and refers to SEO as a ‘holy grail’ for SMEs:
“Having a website was considered important by 86% of SMEs, with 67% reporting that search
engine optimisation is important to their continuing success. The new 2014 study confirmed
these findings, revealing that SMEs have difficulty in purchasing high quality advice on SEO."
(Figure III)
From this quote it is possible to see that SMEs have considered SEO important but struggle to
purchase high quality SEO advice. Additionally, SMEs often see themselves as disadvantaged
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compared to corporations and large enterprises who have the resources, time, and money to spend on
SEO. While SMEs are keen to improve presence, they often lack skills and cannot afford external
support, high quality advice, or resources. While SEO has evolved since 2014 and interest has grown
in the topic over the years, accessibility has not. It is suggested that SME and SE executives may be
unaware of the field of SEO and how it could improve their search results by using relevant terms.

Figure IV Interest in Search engine optimization as a topic, worldwide 2004-present (Google Trends,
2021)

The USSBA (Beesley, 2013) states that, for businesses with less than $5M in revenue, a marketing
budget should be approximately 7-8% of revenue. To apply numbers to how much an SEO service
would typically cost, Moz (Fishkin, 2012) in 2011 did a study on over 600 SEO companies across the
world (Figure V) then aggregated the data. They found that:
“an average SEO expert charges between $80 and $130 per hour. Further, the average monthly
retainer lies somewhere between $750 and $1,500 per month” (Fishkin, 2012) (see Figure V)
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Figure V Graph Depicting Hourly Rates of SEO Expert Rates (Fishkin, 2012)
2.3 SEO Strategy
Calculating or estimating an economic impact for SEO is not plausible without defining certain
specific parameters. However, there are nominal metrics in software such as Google Analytics and
Search Console that can provide this information. The most common is for a website to appear at the
top of the search results when using relevant search terms.
The site could appear in a few different fashions: a Google MyBusiness Listing, a traditional site, in a
FAQ spot, or from Google Images. This creates multiple sectors of SEO, most commonly categorized
as local, onsite, or technical (Iammarino, 2020; Porter, 2020).6

2.3.1 Local SEO
Local SEO is a facet of SEO that handles optimizing a site or business for location-specific
searches. According to SEMRush, search engines show relevant results by utilizing location based on
IP address and/or geolocation Google MyBusiness has an array of features for business owners,
including posts, products, messaging, bookings, and more. Moz states that local SEO is vital for both

6
These categories can also be referred to in other ways or in synonyms such as, onsite SEO may also be referred to as
on-page, technical may be referred to as offsite or backend SEO, and local may be referred to as regional, and so-forth.

22

Riley Hope: MSc Social Enterprise, University of Stirling, 2021
service-area businesses and those that have physical addresses. Moz also goes on to state in regards to
Local SEO:
“This includes everything from claiming a business listing to ensuring a franchise location
appears in a local search on Google (a process known as location data or citation
management). It also extends to managing online ratings and reviews, local-centric social
media engagement, and beyond.”.
Yoast (n.d.) also states that local SEO allows you to create local landing pages and help people find
your business or physical store that way. Local SEO may be a particularly helpful strategy for SMEs
and SEs.
2.3.2 Onsite SEO
Interests, social norms, culture, and linguistics are different and this impacts how people utilise
search engines. SEO lies primarily on user experience and Google states that is what they prioritize
when it comes to ranking pages (Google Search Central, n.d.). We can see this translated into other
digital platforms. For example, Leuckert (2020) analyzes a Reddit community utilizing an array of
lenses to conclude that, much akin to physical communities, digital communities develop their own
social norms and culture, especially in regards to sociolinguistics with new challenges and insights
arising that are unique to being digital.

2.3.3 Technical SEO
Another key aspect of SEO is relationship building. This is a nominal metric due to the number of
quality links. For example, utilising a pay-it-forward relationship between an SME and an SE, as
proposed in the next section of this dissertation, might be one way to help create this relationship and
build their technical SEO factor by increasing links. While SEO prioritizes and should be focused
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around user experience, there are technical aspects that assist in generating a positive user experience
and higher SEO value.
According to Rank Science (2020), Moz developed the domain authority tool as a way to assign a
cumulative “grade” to your website based on its ability to compete with other websites for search
engine result page (SERP) ranking and they have updated this tool as of 2019 to update it with the
current search algorithm. Google does not incorporate domain authority itself but does look at similar
things to the DA scale. Domain authority has been used for many years and is a widely known and
respected tool (Moz, 2019). This is represented in Figure VI, from prominent SEO Neil Patel (n.d.).

Figure VI Link Building From More Valuable vs. Less Valuable Domains Illustration (Patel, n.d.)
In summary, this literature review identifies the possible role and potential of SEO for SMEs
and SEs, alongside recognition of the problems of accessibility for many of these organisations.
In response, this dissertation attempts to identify and test a potential solution to these problems.
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2.4 Social Enterprise Model
2.4.1 Testing a SEO-Based Social Enterprise Application
A social enterprise business structure can take many legal forms, such as a sole trader, co-operative,
a limited company, a charitable incorporated organisation, or a community interest company (United
Kingdom Government, n.d.). The model presented that will be tested in this dissertation will be
founded as a sole trader and eventually transform to an limited liability corporation (LLC) in the USA
and with future plans to expand to the UK and be formed as a community interest company (CIC)
(Haman, 2020). While there is a similar structure to the CIC in the USA known as the L3C, or
low-profit limited liability corporation, the L3C structure is controversial and complex. An L3C is
only able to be formed in 10 states in the USA (Haman, 2020). It is also dwindling in popularity,
especially as alternative social ventures such as B-Corporation certifications and other benefit
corporations have enrolled (Monson-Rosen, 2019). Additionally, an L3C is not held to the same rigor
that a B-Corporation is. Thus, the proposed social enterprise model, henceforth known as the
Searching for Change (SFC) model, will go from a sole trader (sole proprietorship), to a US-Based
LLC with a B-Corporation status, then expansion internationally, starting with the UK, to a CIC.

Figure VII Social Enterprise as a Mixed Model( Bull, 2018)
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The SFC model will focus on providing accessible SEO to enterprises in the SME sector through a
formula-based pricing structure7. This formula also encompasses a pay-it-forward method, resulting in
a traditional SME paying forward for an SEO service to a SE. The SE that receives the service may be
connected with the traditional enterprise at the end of the service via an introduction via the SFC, but
also utilising link building by having a page published on each site linked to the other’s site. Through
providing SEs and SMEs with quality and comprehensive SEO advice and services, SFC will be able
to test a possible approach to assist in the revitalisation of the SME sector, whilst also supporting the
upward growth of SEs in the post-COVID economy. While SEO is not inherently a socially-oriented
service, it can be integrated into a social enterprise model - such as the model being presented.
In following a specific social mission, utilising SEO to revitalise SMEs and SEs and keep them
thriving, accompanied by transparency and accessibility, SFC will itself be transformed into a
socially-focused enterprise. For decades, it has been noted that third sector organisations have the
potential to carry out missions that would not normally attract the private sector (e.g. Etzioni, 1973).
SFC is part of a movement to continue to evolve how we think of social enterprise and third sector
organisations in the modern, digital world. While a digital social enterprise may be controversial, it is
clear that remote work has gained in popularity since the pandemic (Poleg, 2021), and a digital model
enables the capability to work with businesses and third sector organisations across the world, no
matter what their physical location.
Establishing this social mission raises questions regarding how important SEO is for SMEs. Similar
to the weight and approaches to SEO, there are varied opinions on how important SEO is for
businesses, especially during COVID-19. Lily Ray, a renown SEO Director at Path Interactive, stated
in a tweet (2021):

7

The formula is shown in Appendix II
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“....Every discussion with potential SEO clients should start with: “are users searching for this
product/service on search engines?” If the answer is no, SEO might not be the best channel for
that client (for now). Seems intuitive, but often gets overlooked.”
She continues the thread by adding:
“It is also OK (and responsible) to turn potential clients away for this reason, and to give them
this guidance, instead of pretending SEO will solve their problems. A lot of companies “want
SEO” but don’t realize it’s not the right fit for their marketing needs.”.
From this post, it can be seen that SEO is not right for every client at every stage. As WordStream
Senior Editor, Kristen McCormick (2021) states, while a digital surge and internet traffic has
exponentially increased this does not correlate directly to search traffic, and search traffic has
plummeted for many industries. However, McCormick continues: “Does that mean SEO is useless for
your business right now8? Absolutely not”.
McCormick (2021) lists some key observations that:
● SEO gains are long-term and take months to see improvement.
● SEO is not only about increasing traffic, it is about increasing qualified traffic.
● Search is going to become more important after COVID-19:
“Not only has our already-growing reliance on search engines accelerated during COVID-19,
but our already-advancing search platforms are also now skyrocketing ahead. This makes
search engine marketing (whether in the form of PPC or SEO) an even more mission-critical
pursuit for businesses down the line” (McCormick, 2021)
While SEO is not specifically part of the COVID-19 revitalisation methods mentioned in section 2.1,
these points suggest that SEO may be highly beneficial. McCormick (2021) also observes that a wave
of support for small businesses has arisen, and that local search is crucial. This suggests that SEO

8

The article is published March, 3rd, 2021
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could help give SMEs and SEs a competitive edge. Additionally, as SEO Expert and Instructor Bill
Rowland observes in the University of Vermont’s Blog:
“Covid-19 and everything around it, has shown how an investment in SEO up to the point
where the pandemic started, can really benefit…It’s almost the textbook SEO strategy of
creating evergreen, great content, that can carry a business through this time or a future
business disruption.” (Rowland, 2020)
Kameron Jenkins, director of brand, content and communications at Botify, further states that as
coronavirus-related volatility has impacted nearly every vertical and during this time, SEO can be
improved by analyzing data to meet customer needs (Jenkins, 2020).
2.4.2 SEO and SMEs
Having established that SEO is important and can be utilised to support SFC’s social mission, we must
know if the SME sector considers SEO important. Evidence from the European Distance and
E-Learning Network (2014) suggests this might be the case:
“The 2012 study shows that 66% of SMEs considered networks and social media were of at
least some importance to their continuing success. Having a website was considered important
by 86% of SMEs, with 67% reporting that search engine optimisation is important to their
continuing success. The new 2014 study confirmed these findings, revealing that SMEs have
difficulty in purchasing high quality advice on SEO.”
The above study shows that it is not only having a website that is important to SMEs and SEs; SEO
is as well. However, SMEs and SEs have difficulty securing quality SEO services and advice. SEO
may not be the first directive action needed for every SME and SE but it is an important part of the
package with regard to their success and continued thriving in the new digital context that continues
to evolve - especially with the instability and volatility caused by COVID-19. By establishing a social
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enterprise like SFC, the ability is created to assess, direct as needed, and implement digital strategies with a focus on SEO strategies - to assist in the restoration of SMEs.

2.4.2 Community, Partnerships, and Networks
SFC remains a model at this time. However, it is possible to consider the possible scope for what
networks, partnerships, and depth of community involvement might be needed, and whether this is
feasible. The intention is for SFC to build partnerships and network connections that are centered on
the mission, trusted by - and accessible to - the community it aims to serve (the SME and SE Sectors).
Resources, partners and networks needed will include SEO tools like site crawling tools, research
tools, and other SEO experts as the SFC model grows.
As discussed in section 2.4.1, where it was established SEO may not be the first step for every
SME, web tools and developers, social media tools and experts may also be needed to support the
development of the model. Furthermore, establishing network relations with organisations that assist
small businesses and social enterprises, such as SENSCOT and chamber of commerce organisations,
will be needed.
Banks (1972) first used the term ‘social entrepreneurship’ to describe value-led,
democratically-owned and governed enterprises, responding to social problems in society (Bull, 2018).
The social problem established in this case is the economic devastation and tragedy faced by many
enterprises in the SME sector in the wake of COVID-19. SFC therefore seeks to benefit the SME
sector through the provision of SEO services, which are accepted as being necessary but are often
inaccessible.
With a digital platform, the community that the SFC model can reach is less dependent on physical
location than it on accessibility. This is not to say that some accessibility problems may be difficult to
solve initially. For example, with a current lack of funding, translators will not be accessible at this
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time, which may place limitations on its initial reach. In some contexts, even internet access (either via
computer or mobile device) may be problematic. However, while these limitations exist, the SFC
model can expand and overcome this limitation over time by building a network and larger community
internationally.

2.4.3 Funding and Social Capital
As SFC is starting out as a social entrepreneurial trade, rather than a social enterprise, this enables
there to be no initial start-up cost. This means that the model has the ability to start SEO services for a
number of SMEs from the outset. A novel interpretation of the pay-it-forward formula , found more
broadly in various forms of social enterprise has been applied in the SFC model. This is a
nontraditional pay-it-forward scheme that values and promotes global and financial accessibility.
The formula for calculating a service cost starts from the USSBA’s statement that 8% of a SME’s
total business revenue should be utilised for a marketing budget. This figure is incorporated into the
formula but, recognising that many SMEs and SEs consist of few employees, a more realistic approach
might be to base the formula on the median monthly household income for the postal code that the
business is located in. The goal is to help keep the SEO service financially accessible. By multiplying
that 8% by the median income it is possible to calculate a realistic marketing budget for SMEs’ use in
their interaction with SFC. The SFC service is active for four months, and charges only for 75% of
this budget during this period, leaving the business some resources to use in other marketing areas as
needed within the total budget amount. The financial goal of SFC is to make the current USA Median
Income of $79,900 (according to the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development). The
target is to reach this goal by the end of the third fiscal year.
As established in the chart depicting it as a mixed model social enterprise is neither purely
commercial or purely philanthropic (Bull, 2018). To some extent, the ‘social enterprise trade’ element
of the SFC proposition is therefore underpinned by the communitarian notion of ‘voluntary simplicity’
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(Etzioni, 1996), whereby the social entrepreneur seeks a deeper satisfaction and happiness in their
work for sufficient financial reward, rather than striving constantly for ‘profit maximisation’.
The above ‘social enterprise trade’, offering a conscious pricing approach to SMEs, forms one part
of the SFC model. The second element involves a pay-it-forward arrangement with SEs. In an article
entitled Pay It Forward: Gratitude in Social Networks, Chang et al (2012) show how the emotion of
gratitude generates ‘upstream reciprocity’. The SFC model allows networks of gratitude to build that
enable a ‘pay-it-forward’ element to be incorporated. Building on Chang et al’s (2012) research, SFC
seeks to develop the connection between an SME’s involvement and their position within an
‘upstream’ network comprised of pay-it-forward relationships. In this way, the beneficial direct
relationships between an SME and SFC can be extended into indirect upstream relationships with SEs
via the pay-it-forward element, potentially building an international community and network of SMEs
and SEs that have access to SFC’s services.
Alternatively, if they choose to do so, traditional SMEs that participate in the service will be given
the opportunity (via organisations such as SENScot as indicated above) to themselves select a
particular SE (bycause or, industry from which a SE will be selected) that they will pay a service
forward to. Over time, with many SMEs helping to expand the model, the pay-it-forward model may
be extended to allow SFC to work in more and more languages, thus helping to overcome some of
the barriers identified above and increasing actors’ motivation and self-efficacy (Mantasiah and Yusri,
2018).
The proposed combination of (i) the ‘social enterprise trade (based on principles of a ‘fair return’
rather than pure commerciality) and (ii) the pay-it-forward element, creates a novel social enterprise
proposition, which it is hoped could leading turn to an organic and sustainable growth model as the
SFC network continues to build..
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3.0 Research
In order to research the potential of the SFC model, three main methods were used: case study,
survey, and expert interviews. The case study involved testing the SFC model, optimising one SME’s
and one SE’s sites respectively, using the pay-it-forward method and pricing formula introduced in the
previous section. The survey was conducted with a micro population of SMEs and SEs of varied
geographical origin and selected participants were interviewed further to elaborate on their responses.
Expert interviews were also conducted on SEO professionals who were interviewed on an array of
topics relating to the SFC model. This mixed-method research approach was intended to help fill any
gaps in the existing literature, to hear responses from SMEs, and to analyse the SFC model in practice.
This study raised certain common ethical considerations in the proposal such as benefits and risks to
participants, data storage, and the remote acquisition of data. All research methods followed the ethical
guidelines reviewed and submitted to the General University Ethics Panel (GUEP) at the University of
Stirling.

3.1 Methodology
3.1.1 Case Study
The case study strategy was devised from consideration of the above literature, design of the SFC
proposition and this author’s professional experience as a SEO service provider. Initially, the case
study objectives were outlined a project brief developed and a SEO chronological strategy outlined.
The case study was divided into four phases, with a different focus on local, onsite and technical SEO
(as identified in sections 2.3.1-2.3.3 above), with reporting as the fourth phase. Once this strategy was
developed, the participants were selected. To identify the SME for the case study, this author posted in
social media groups geared towards small businesses in the SME sector. To identify the SE for the

32

Riley Hope: MSc Social Enterprise, University of Stirling, 2021
case study, this author was referred via a contact at SENScot, a social enterprise network. The
pay-it-forward formula mentioned in section 2.4.3 was heavily discounted to the SME for the purposes
of this study in return for their assistance in testing the model. The overall goal of the case study was
to test the viability of the SFC model9 and its durability in relation to specifically providing SEO and
digital services that help both sectors utilising the pay-it-forward model.

3.1.2 Survey
The survey respondents were selected using a selective sampling method. The research targeted
SME and SE owners or executives. However, access to these audiences was limited, relying primarily
on social media through different community groups geared towards small businesses and posting on
my public pages. In developing the questions for the survey, a range of resources were used, including
a document on wording questions from Harvard University’s Program on Survey Question Research,
and lecture materials from Dr. David Griffiths at the University of Stirling. Survey responses were
collected via Google Forms on the aforementioned enterprise account (see Appendix III). Consent 10
for the survey response was obtained from every participant prior to them proceeding with the survey.
The survey was developed with three sections and each section had an overall theme. The three themes
were: digital tools and business, business and community, then COVID-19 effects. The surveys and
expert interviews were largely done over the course of 3 months and during that time, emails, postings,
among other methods were attempted to attain a larger sample pool. The survey had a final sample of
16 respondents with considerable diversity represented in the respondents, despite them being a small
group. Every survey respondent was asked if they would like to be interviewed. Out of the 16
respondents, 8 were interviewed. The interviews consisted of asking open-ended questions in greater
depth so respondents could highlight their unique experiences. These open-ended questions included

9

The SFC model was formerly known as the MovingForward Together model and is referred to under the former alias in
the documentation reviewed by the ethics committee. They are the same, despite the name change..
10
The details of the consent were included in the ethics submission.
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asking about their personal experiences with digital tools and marketing, COVID-19, and their
thoughts on aspects of the SFC model. As with the expert interviews, these interviews were recorded
in Google Meets and were transcribed using the Google Cloud API.
3.1.3 Expert Interviews
Two established SEO experts were identified and selected according to the author’s previous
professional experience. These two experts were selected and asked to participate based on their
diverse portfolios, unique experiences and perspectives, and their excellence in SEO. Informed
consent following research ethics guidelines was obtained for both Expert M and Expert K.
Expert K is the owner and operator of a boutique SEO agency specialising in the wedding industry,
primarily for wedding photographers and has worked with other businesses since 2015 as an SEO
expert. She has also worked on SEO for her own business since 2007 and is based out of Scotland.
Expert M stepped into the SEO industry through an educational software company which led him to
joining a renown team for an SEO software platform. He started off in a content management position
then, working to hold an executive level position. This led him to his role serving on an executive
board at a major site platform alongside being the head of communications at a highly regarded and
reputable SEO tools company. Expert M is based out of Israel however, the company they are an
executive for is an American-based company.
The questions for the experts and interview guides were again formulated utilising documents by
Harvard University’s Sociology department on developing interview guides (n.d.). The goals were to
help fill any gaps presented in the literature based on their professional insights (Meuser and Nagel,
2009). Questions were asked in an open-ended style, designed for both experts to give their opinions.
This assisted in receiving their expansive thoughts on SEO concepts and the SFC model.
Both interviews utilised one guide; the framework for the questions is presented in Table I. The first
question was an introductory (or ‘warm-up’) question, designed to gather background information
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from both experts. Subsequent questions were designed to elicit extended responses from experts, with
flexibility to allow interesting answers to be followed up.
A decision to transcribe and record interviews was based on the need to directly quote and refer to
responses as well as further analyse them. Despite the possibility of introducing a different dynamic by
recording, both experts were familiar with being recorded over video conference, so this was already
very familiar to them. Recording and transcribing11 both interviews enabled a new depth and reflection
to be shown in both interviews. Both interviews were recorded on the Google Meets platform on an
enterprise Gmail account12. Then, through that same account, the interviews were transcribed using an
API13 and edited by myself for clarity.

3.1.4 Limitations
All three methods of research were limited in some capacity. One of the research objectives was to
fill gaps in literature, as there are no prior studies on the SFC model in particular or COVID
questionnaires of SMEs and SEs specifically relating to COVID-19 revitalisation. As there is a gap in
literature, this research aims to fill gaps and establish the need for and viability of the SFC model.
However, the sample size for all three methods were very small, in part due to the COVID-19 context
during the period of data collection. This means that the data cannot be seen as generalisable to all
SMEs and SEs. Nevertheless, in combination these methods were used to obtain and represent a
variety of unique experiences in the findings. Together, this data provides valuable insights that might
otherwise not have been gathered.

11

Google Cloud API was used to initially transcribe all interviews, followed by editing for expert interviews and for some
interviewsWith inflation alone, an average SEO expert would now charge 20.8% more than the numbers

listed by Moz (US Inflation Calculator, n.d..). This figure exceeds the ~7% recommended by the
USSBA and many SMEs and SEs will not have the financial resources needed to secure high quality
advice. of survey respondents.
12

An enterprise Gmail account, also known as Google Workspaces, allows for recording and is GDPR compliant and
ethical. This platform was outlined and briefed in my ethics submission.
13
A Google Cloud API was used, under the same enterprise account, securing the data and transcriptions to the same
storage destination as the initial video recordings.
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4.0 Findings and Evaluation
Upon completion of each method of research, three themes consistent with the literature review
emerged. These three themes reiterate the following:
1. COVID-19 devastation of the SME sector and rise in social enterprises and social
entrepreneurship, driving an increasing need for digital strategy in support of both sectors
respectively.
2. SEO as something that many social enterprises and small-medium enterprises know of and
consider important but do not have means of accessing the information needed to optimise
their search engine presence at an ideal level. Despite the increasing growth in the sector, SEs
were still at a great disadvantage amidst the pandemic, especially when it came to accessing
digital tools and particularly SEO that could assist in revitalising their businesses.
3. The SFC model as a viable social enterprise solution to assisting in revitalisation efforts in both
the SME and SE sectors.

4.1 COVID-19
The pandemic (and the measures accompanying it), is claimed to have had a significantly negative
effect on the SME sector, with implications for millions of people worldwide, as discussed in section
2.1.
In the survey conducted as part of this study, all the businesses met the standards of being an SME14,
and half identified themselves as a social enterprise15. .

14

As defined by the European Union.
15
As defined by SENScot.
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Figure VIII Survey Response Graph SE Classification
When asked questions regarding COVID, the survey responses showed the following themes:
● COVID-19 regulations affected half of the survey respondents’ businesses, with a majority still
being impacted (aside from wearing masks and sanitation procedures).

○
Figure IX Survey Responses COVID-19 Regulations Role
● Half the respondents’ stated that the pandemic did not affect their customer bases. However,
only just over a third of respondents said the same about their community.
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○
Figure X Survey Responses COVID-19 Changes to Customer Base

○
○ Figure XI Survey Responses COVID-19 Changes to Community

● Half of respondents also felt hopeful about COVID-19 and their business currently, compared
to 68.8% who felt hopeful about their business’s future and COVID-19.
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○
Figure XII Survey Responses Current Feelings about COVID-19 and Business

○
Figure XII Survey Responses Feelings about COVID-19 and Business’s Future
In the follow-up interviews regarding COVID-19, it was confirmed that the pandemic has negatively
affected some businesses more than others. For example, a social entrepreneur based out of Orlando,
Florida described how an indefinite pause during the pandemic led to their financial situation and
outlook quickly dwindling. Despite this, during the height of the pandemic, they were able to accrue a
large social media following which allowed them to spread positivity and create a positive online
space. They also noted that the pandemic allowed more time for this to happen and had resulted in
goals being set on furthering their mission of creating a positive space online whilst increasing their
revenue through their platform. An eventual aim was set, to be an influencer with a social mission
full-time. Other similar responses were received in this regard - of starting something new, or pivoting
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ideas. An artist based out of ‘Twin Cities’ region of Minnesota, noted in the initial survey that without
the pandemic, they would not have curated a large musical project for their portfolio. However, due to
the pandemic small venues were closed with some permanence due to lack of funds and that the
musical industry, especially for small-medium artists, is suffering.
When interviewed, respondents who started new ventures or were just starting out during the
pandemic overwhelmingly stated that going forward they felt it was important to incorporate social
enterprise aspects, even if they did not initially classify themselves as a social enterprise in the survey.
The social enterprises felt strongly and noted that as their enterprise grows, that their primary objective
to achieve social and or environmental benefit is their priority. They continued by saying that the
pandemic highlighted and strengthened the need for their enterprise to benefit, and this was showcased
in the social enterprises’ responses, as the majority felt currently cynical about their business but
hopeful for the future. Additionally, when asked if they paid less or more attention to their business on
digital platforms since March 2020, the strongest response was ‘noticeably more’. However, this again
divided respondents; the combination of ‘equal to pre-pandemic’ and ‘noticeably less’ received the
same number of responses combined as ‘noticeably more’ and ‘significantly more’.

Figure XIV Survey Responses Attention to Business on Digital Platforms
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In terms of digital strategy, the majority of interviewees noted that they felt that putting time into
digital platforms was vital, especially since the start of COVID-19. However, not all had time or
resources to do so, especially when it came to managing their own website and SEO.
Both experts noted that the SEO industry also changed in various ways with the pandemic. When
asked Do you feel that SEO and search has changed with COVID or it's going to continue to change
as a result of COVID?, Expert M responded:
“The short answer is yes. I think it made SEOs think a little bit more like a marketer. [It]
definitely made you think about what metrics you're looking at. Like, if I'm - I don't know Travelocity, and I’m ranking number one for flights to Miami although no one's going on
flights to Miami, so that's really just a vanity metric at this point, so I think it [Covid-19] called
out a lot of that. It definitely made people wonder what are users looking for now versus what
were they looking for in the past. How has user behaviour changed, what kind of content could
I supplement with? Again, if you’re a travel site, what could you create, what could you do,
what could you rank for to make up for that organic traffic that you've lost? So I think it has
[had an effect] and I think a lot of the changes that covid brought about - is still bringing about
- are going to be long-lasting. You know, I think particularly in the local SEO space. Personally
speaking, curbside pickup - that sounds great COVID or not COVID.
Expert K made similar points and also touched on ethics in SEO when asked a similar question: Do
you feel that SEO has -and search in general - has changed with COVID?:
“Yes, and Google has kind of influenced the search results with their algorithm to ensure that
reputable sites are ranking higher. That has had an impact on some small businesses that were
maybe talking about covid-19, but maybe weren't some of these big reputable companies, like
Healthline, WebMD, or the NHS, or the CDC, or whatever. But I don't think that's a bad thing.
No, because really Google has taken quite an ethical approach there. And making sure that
when people search for covid-Related searches that the sites at the top of the search results are
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trusted sites. I think that's actually really important you know, I can't imagine what that might
have been like if covid happened in 2007 when a lot of the search results were quite trashy. and
people were still getting over with gaming the system, that might have had an impact in terms
of how many people get vaccinated or that type of thing”.
She went on to discuss that she does not think that the pandemic itself changed search, search has
definitely changed in the last few years. As the AI has further developed, starting with the
Hummingbird update in 2013, the AI has been able to provide a greater context for searches. Searches
have been able to become more intricate and complex while getting high quality answers to questions.
Meanwhile in the case study, both participants’ businesses were initially devastated by the pandemic
and lockdown measures.The SME participant is a makeup artist based out of New York who works
primarily in the wedding industry. She described that the fluctuations in lockdown measures
immensely impacted her business. She had stressed the importance of a digital-first strategy by early
2021, when the case study research started. This was largely due to COVID-19. This change led to her
offering new services, reaching out on new platforms, and investing more time in the digital space.
However, she didn’t have the access to (or knowledge of) many tools, so she focused largely on
organic social media strategy. This piqued her interest in SEO. Throughout the months of the case
study, as lockdown measures in New York and the Northeast region eased alongside a digital strategy,
her business was able to bounce back and recover.
The SE participant is an organisation focused on providing an annual heritage event in Scotland.
This event is usually a large sporting event and festival, and with lockdown restrictions it was
ultimately held online. The president at the SE, who was the primary contact during this research,
expressed his grave concerns about this. Utilising a digital-focused strategy in the face of the pandemic
helped ease the transition to the digital event and to shift attitudes.
A large portion of the SE case study focused on a technical site strategy rather than a local or onpage
strategy. The technical site strategy for the social enterprise was focused on troubleshooting errors on
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the site that prevented functionality; issues such as lapsing licenses for tools that made them unusable,
caching errors, and e-commerce errors. It was also focused on improving user experience across the
site. This included improving the mobile site experience, updating information, and assisting in
cross-platform (site to external link to view the event) strategy. This was due to the site for the social
enterprise initially being developed by a larger company as an act of charity/kindness. However, the
site had fundamental issues that needed to be troubleshooted and the company who developed the site
no longer had the capacity to assist. This left the president of the social enterprise trying to learn the
site builder while troubleshooting issues that prevented a positive user experience, which ultimately
affected their SEO. Due to the site being the destination for marketing and to purchase tickets, the
technical aspects and user experience was vital for conversions and SEO. However, through their
involvement in this research it was possible to utilise SEO and implement a digital strategy to help the
social enterprise sell tickets to their virtual event, which in turn helped keep an income flow during the
pandemic as well as helping the social enterprise have digital support. Meanwhile, for the SME, since
their site had minimal technical errors, an onpage and local SEO strategy was the predominant focus.
This primarily consisted of creating content for geo-specific service areas and adding content where
needed. This also led into editing metadata for all the primary pages onsite, which is the title and
description that shows in the search results.

4.2 Accessibility, Experience, and Knowledge
In the survey responses, over half of respondents reported that they did not utilise a new digital
platform or tool. However, nearly 43% of the respondents reported that they paid either ‘noticeably
more’ or ‘significantly more’ attention to their business on digital platforms, while 31% paid equal
attention, as seen in Figure XV.
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Figure XV Survey Responses: Attention To Business on Digital Platforms

Thus the majority of businesses noted that their digital business strategy became of greater
importance during the pandemic. 13 of the 16 businesses who participated in the survey noted that
they have a website. 8 respondents reported ‘no’ to having a Google MyBusiness (GMB), 2
respondents reported ‘maybe’, and 6 said they do. Google My Business is a free and easy-to-use tool
for businesses and organizations to manage their online presence across Google, including Search and
Maps. To help customers find your business, and to tell them your story, you can verify your business
and edit your business information. (Google, n.d.). Furthermore, when given an open response and
opportunity to select as many as possible, most businesses noted that they use Facebook and Instagram
to connect with their community and customers, followed by their website and other social media.
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Figure XVI Survey Responses Digital Business Strategy During COVID-19

Figure XVII Survey Responses Connection with Community/Customers in Past Month

This aligned with the follow-up interviews. Most people who knew about SEO did not know how
to optimise their sites and would like to learn more. However, nearly a third of surveyed businesses did
not know of the term or its meaning. When interviewed, various enterprises expressed the view that
they did not have the resources to invest in maintaining a website or a search engine presence. One
social enterprise in particular, based in Reno, Nevada, noted that their website serves as a landing page
for their customers they get primarily through social media and shopping market applications. They
stated that as a clothing retailer with an environmentally conscious mission at its core, search engine
competition can be excruciatingly difficult to compete with. Further, they went on to explain that
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maintaining a website and putting financial resources into SEO was difficult to do, especially with the
pandemic. This same message was echoed by other respondents, including the case study participants.
The SME in initial calls noted that the pricing formula based on their postal code is what made the
SEO services accessible. The discount was given to this being a preliminary test of the SFC model. In
particular, one respondent noted the problems with seeking to compete with large enterprises with
regard to SEO.
In line with the evidence found in the literature, these responses suggest that despite the fact that
websites are considered important and utilised as a part of digital strategy, SEO is felt to be
inaccessible, especially financially. A number of surveyed enterprises from both SME and SE sectors
also stated that they were not familiar or would like to learn more about SEO tools, such as Google
Analytics and Google Search Console. Despite this, the experiences with utilising digital tools is
overwhelmingly positive (Figure XVII). However, based on the results of Figure XVII and Figure XIX
taken into consideration, the digital tools that the respondents have experiences with may not
necessarily be related to their site. Thus, as Lily Ray states, SEO is not for every client at every phase
of their business, and needs to be seen as part of an organic digital strategy.

46

Riley Hope: MSc Social Enterprise, University of Stirling, 2021
Figure XVII: Survey Responses Experiences Utilising Digital Tools

Figure XIX: Survey Responses Website Impact for Customer Connection
(5 Being The Highest Possible Impact)

With regard to competition and accessing high quality knowledge, both experts offered an opinion.
For example, when asked if certain size of business has any advantage or disadvantage when it comes
to SEO, Expert M states:
“I mean on one hand the smaller business might have no idea about SEO or a very naive
understanding of it. Like I'll rank for the keyboard pizza because I saw pizza. So that’s
obviously a detriment to them. At the same time they're managing less pages and if they're into
it the right way, if they're into SEO the right way, so they could do a lot of really great things
on their own to a certain extent. Or they can get good help really easily. On the other side you
would think an enterprise solution, well they're all about organic growth they should be all
about organic growth, they’re going to be highly invested in this, etc… At the same time there
are complications on the enterprise side because the CMO is going to want immediate tangible
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results so great, organic growth will get me there in a year but, if I do paid ad's well, then I can
show the CEO here's what I did in the month.
As opposed to, it'll be there in a year, I promise kind of thing. So I think it all depends what
kind of organization you’re in and I've heard horror stories around organic buy-in. The
companies I've been at obviously around SEO or even at [company name] they were very much
organically centered. And they knew it was a long-term kind of strategy but if you don't, I
would imagine that would be enormously hard sell”.
This response captures some of the troubles SMEs face when starting to get into SEO and how long
SEO takes fully to see analytics and results. It also shows that by being ‘into SEO the right way’, they
could make significant impacts with SEO. Additionally, it shows the trust that SEOs must have in
their strategy and with the enterprises’ sites, due to the time it takes and intricate work that is done.
With Expert K, accessibility issues also brought up ethics and SEO. Expert K discusses the more
ethical direction that Google has been moving towards for over a decade:
“I think as a whole, the industry is moving in a better direction. Certainly from when I started
doing SEO in 2007....A good example of this would be [company]... that came out with a
service for kind-of buying links, and the industry just reacted so strongly. To kind of question
the ethics of [company], and they removed the service and apologized. I think for an industry
to put ethics in a central position like that and hold itself accountable shows how far we’ve
come compared to 2007... I think because SEO has a little bit of a lingering reputation as the
dodgy car dealer of marketing and...When it was almost a kind of ‘everybody against Google’,
that’s how it seemed online. Google has moved towards being open and working with SEOs
rather than against SEOs. And honestly the community has really moved in a surprising
direction, I think.
This gives us insight to see how the SEO industry and Google has evolved in relation to ethics. Expert
K goes on to the importance of ethics in the SEO industry.
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Certainly for myself, from an ethics point of view, I want to make sure that- ...I really want to
make sure that my business isn’t seen as that. so, ethics are really important to me...And I think
that ethics in general have actually become much more of a bigger deal, where that's actually
respected now within the industry...Where you know, there's regular WebMaster hangouts and
the European rep, John Mueller will actually help people troubleshoot problems and it just
seems to be more of a kind of open, transparent space…
With Google, the search engine with the largest global market share, legitimizing and as Expert K
says, being open and working with SEOs, the industry has become widely respected. Despite having
the lingering reputation that is mentioned by Expert K, we see that SEO has evolved over the years
and ethics has become closely integrated as a part of that. As an expert who works primarily with
SMEs, this conversation is vital and shows the progress Google has made over the last decade and is
continuing to strive for.
When asked if she thought that would be different with large enterprises, Expert K goes on to
note that her experience has shown that over time best practices and ethical decisions do seem to be at
the core of most agencies and certainly is at the core of Google’s policies. She notes how ethics and
Google’s AI intertwine - that part of her business is helping SMEs like her own recover from ‘strikes’
as recently as 2012. A strike is a penalty from Google, meaning that the site has been removed from
search results until proven to comply with Guidelines. Once a business has a ‘strike’ as she states, this
means that typically that Google does not show the site on their search engine and considers the site
‘unethical’ or against best practices. This can be devastating for most businesses - especially SMEs to recover from, and it is not easy to get strikes removed. Expert K also notes that these strikes can be
caused by a variety of issues but, most commonly seen in cases due to a lack of knowledge. To
conclude, these quotes show that according to two industry experts, SMEs typically do not have the
knowledge or the resources to optimise their sites correctly without advice. First, results can take up to
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a year to fully be analysed. Second, ethics need to be intertwined with SEO knowledge and
accessibility..
In the case study, both the SME and SE were presented with a wide array of information throughout
the project and given customised resources, as shown in Appendix IV. With regard to these resources,
both had stated that without the case study, they would not have known about the various updates, how
to manage their site going forward, or known about the varying SEO concepts explained. Additionally,
for both case study organisations, automated and customised reports for both Google Analytics and
Google Search Console were configured in Google Data Studio. These reports enable both enterprises
to be able to simply open a link to view and present metrics to anyone they need to or review it
themselves. The SE in this case study confirmed that they did not have the skills or knowledge,
financial resources, nor the time to complete the necessary SEO work. This theme was echoed in the
interviews.
From this, we can see that businesses face different challenges depending on many factors. Ethics
are also intertwined into SEO and play a large role in accessibility for both SMEs and SEs. In
combination with insights from the literature review, these findings help to identify different
challenges that businesses may face and where the SFC model might play a part. The SFC model aims
to educate SMEs and SEs, and help bridge the gaps in organic digital strategy with a focus on SEO.

4.3 SFC Model Research and Application
When interviewed about the SFC model, all respondents responded in favour of a digital service
that is mission-focused with a pay-it-forward model integrated into it. Two interviewees in particular
had interesting takes when asked about elements of the SFC model. One participant in Kentucky
expressed that most SEO services, social media services, and other digital tools that are marketed as
‘affordable’ are exponentially more expensive. Another enterprise interviewed out of Alabama noted
that they would never pay nor recommend anyone pay an SEO service by itself, even with a
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pay-it-forward method integration. They would however, pay for an SEO tool that incorporated
elements like site management and other digital strategy aspects. This shows that while the SFC model
has potential technical benefits, the financial aspect and incorporating other elements into the service
besides SEO is also important. Other interviewees also expressed great admiration towards the idea of
being able to select a SE to pay the service forward to, along with payment based on their zip code.
The majority of interviewees also shared that the SFC pricing model would enable them to focus more
on their business and be more active digitally, which most felt would allow them to get more
conversions.
Expert M shared his insight given his unique experiences with SEO tools. He observed that with
tools, implementing a pricing formula based on zip-code pricing or a pay-it-forward formula is not as
simple as it would be for services. Since the SFC model is based on a service, Expert M gives the
example of exchanging SEO services with an accountant compared to tools that do not have this
ability to connect individually with every customer. He goes on to say if the pay-it-forward model has
a formal program, it would be viable but, without a formal program, the pay-it-forward aspect could
face grave difficulties.
The main objective of the case study was to test the SFC model. The case study was divided into five
primary phases. The SME and SE were selected as detailed above. The SME was given a discount on
the pay-it-forward formula due to the model being in a testing phase.
The SME and SE both reported that the service was highly satisfactory and they have seen
improvements alongside feeling confident in their digital strategy. These improvements include
increased quality traffic, users’ engagement with their websites, increased and measurable GMB
traffic, and feeling more confident in their digital strategy and informed. While there were obstructions
and hindrances throughout the case study, one theme rang consistently true - technically, the SFC
model is a viable service model. Through a unique service experience, the case study was able to
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successfully help two enterprises regain confidence throughout the pandemic and able to assist in
recovery from the devastation of the pandemic.
The SE required less of an SEO focus than a digital service and website maintenance focus. The
SME had more of a SEO focus. This shows that while the initial SFC model is specialised in SEO,
having other organic digital strategy such as website maintenance and troubleshooting represents an
important development of the SFC model. The case study showed the vitality that the SFC model has
is primarily due to the service, communication, and resources given to each enterprise over the allotted
time period. While the case study was extended due to updates and research being needed, both
enterprises reported very positive results and were very satisfied when asked about their satisfaction
with the service.
Both participants were provided with an array of updates, given the opportunity to schedule video
calls or conferences at their convenience, resources, and consistent communication throughout the
project. This led to their unanimous clear and positive feedback. The SE stated that without the case
study they would not have been able to have access to this assistance. A first step was to sort out their
web presence and resources. When the SE had its site built on a platform by a larger company, the
larger company installed paid plug-ins at no cost as an act of charity. While a great act of kindness at
the time, when the company’s donations ran out the SE was left with little assistance and great
difficulty updating the site both financially and technically. When the case study started, the SE
president was anxious about COVID restrictions and updating the site. Throughout the case study, the
lockdown restrictions grew more strict this confirmed that the annual event would need to be held
virtually. This caused the SE’s site to become of significantly greater importance. With half of the
pay-it-forward funds, licenses were able to be shifted to the SE, and it was possible to test the
e-commerce store. Collaborating closely with the president on some of these issues has helped to
upskill the organisation, based on best practices and expertise. This close collaboration over the
months underpinned a lot of the positive feedback. The service focused on providing and creating a
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positive site experience for the user in addition to improving/maintaining site functionality with GDPR
and best practice guidelines. For the SME, the original phases outlined in the proposal were followed,
with SEO as a key focus, resulting in different reporting and methods used. Personalising reporting,
services, and communication to each client make the SFC model technically viable.
While the enterprises were satisfied and the SME felt that the service and resources they received
were worth the cost, it remains to be seen whether the SFC model is financially viable. A total of
approximately 50 hours worth of work was done between the two enterprises. It would not be
financially viable in the long-term to work this many labour hours.
In terms of the additional work that was done during the case study, this was a test of the SFC model
and the author would not need to spend this amount of time under normal everyday circumstances.
The solution is to cap the hours worked at 30 hours per project, or 15 per SE and SME. This would be
possible for three reasons: first, additional work was done in the case study that would be dealt with
differently in future cases. Second, learning from the case study has demonstrated where efficiencies
could be made. Third, it would be possible to achieve further efficiencies as the SFC model moves to
scale.
In terms of learning from the case study going forward, this has shown a need for an initial
comprehensive audit to assess what the site would need to be optimised for SEO, including a list of
potential add-on services that are not directly SEO-related. A choice will be given to the client to
accept the add-on services or postpone the SEO services until the site has been optimised by another
provider. Importantly, the SFC model is not designed around simply providing SEO services; it is
focused on providing accessible expertise and help to these enterprises. While SEO is a priority, it is
not right for every enterprise at every time and this is reiterated by the case study and interview
findings. Yet overall, expertise in organic digital strategy is desperately needed for SMEs and SEs as
has been shown through the findings of the surveys and interviews, expert interviews, and the case
study.
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In terms of further efficiencies of scale, without the discount for the study participants the cost of the
service (applying the zipcode pricing approach within the SFC model for the SME in the case study)
would have been nearly $1,140. This works out to nearly $38 per hour for 30 hours worth of work16.
This puts the SFC model at earning annually17 for $74,480 with 70 SME clients18. This is viable for the
SFC model in its current state. As the SFC model grows its network and scales up, it will seek to reach
the goal of the current USA median income at the end of its third year. As Fishkin (2012) found in
their study to apply numbers to how much an SEO service would typically cost, Moz (2011) did a
study on over 600 SEO companies across the world (Figure V) then aggregated the data. They found
that:
“an average SEO expert charges between $80 and $130 per hour. Further, the average monthly
retainer lies somewhere between $750 and $1,500 per month” (Fishkin, 2012)
This shows the financial accessibility of the SFC model by saving SMEs based on the data nearly
50%, or in the case of the SME in the case study $1900. This alone demonstrates Etzioni’s concept of
voluntary simplicity within the SFC model. Value is created in an integrated way for all parties in the
SFC model. SMEs that participate get discounted zipcode pricing through the location-based formula,
SEs get the service at no cost through the pay-it-forward element, and the author and trusted SFC
network partners benefit in line with the principles of voluntary simplicity (as shown in Figure XX).
We can see, as shown in Figure XX Options A and B, that the connection between the SME and SE is
optional. Without the connection, the SFC model works equally well. Every SME and SE may not
want to be connected throughout this service nor have the capacity to maintain the connection due to
the potential transaction costs involved. Nevertheless, the SME participants will be able to select either
attributes of a social enterprise (‘mission-related’ or ‘location-related’) is what appealed to most

16

Labor hours do not include calls, chats, emails, and any other form of communication or the initial assessment
49 working weeks at 40 working hours per week is being used for the annual work model
18
Assuming the average cost of an SME service is approximately $1140, as the SME in the case study
17
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respondents interviewed), if they do choose to be connected. Regardless of the connection between the
SME and SE, both participating enterprises per project will benefit from their participation.
Option A

Option B

Figure XX SFC Model Venn Diagram of Benefits for All Parties
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The study has helped show that some rebalancing of the allocated SFC time commitment per case is
required to ensure financial viability. The author has also learned from the case study the limit on
services and labour hours provided at this price point. Rather than being unwilling to provide
additional services, an assessment will be done with the clients' organisation and they will be offered
or signposted to add-on services if deemed unready to start the SEO service.
To further research the model, it would also be important to implement SFC at a more substantial
level of scale than has been possible here to achieve further economies. It is possible to see how such
economies could be made by spreading the above work activities across a larger volume of cases and
by learning as the process develops.Moreover, scaling beyond the level of 70 SMEs would also be
possible, through the enrolment of colleagues in the author’s network of like-minded SEO and digital
marketing professionals.
To conclude, while further research and amendments are needed to ensure financial viability in the
long term, the service itself has proven highly successful with both a social enterprise and a
small-medium enterprise internationally. By providing digital help to SMEs and SEs, it is possible to
raise their confidence and assist them in their recovery from COVID-19. While the SFC model must
be adaptable to each unique situation, as presented in the case study, there are ways in which costs and
effort could be shared across a greater volume of work.
5.0 Conclusion
This research aimed to find ways to assist in the revitalisation efforts of both the SME and SE
sectors using digital strategies - in particular SEO. COVID-19 has been catastrophic globally, and
many sources suggest that a digital strategy is a part of not only revitalisation but to the survival and
sustainability of SMEs and SEs going forward. SEO and search has been investigated as a part of that
digital strategy, using the framework of the SFC model. Multiple research methods have been utilised
in furthering this research, and these provide the basis for responding to the original research question:
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Can utilising a digital social enterprise model that focuses on SEO and organic digital strategy
assist in sustaining SMEs and SEs, especially in a post-COVID economy?
The literature and research both provide evidence to suggest that this question can be answered in the
affirmative. The research has further investigated whether the proposed SFC model can assist in
sustaining both SMEs and SEs with its unique and digital approach. On a technical level, the findings
are positive. On a financial level, the case study has established key parameters (in terms of work
volumes and pricing),which demonstrate that viability may depend on spreading the costs and labour
efforts across a larger volume of work.This remains to be tested further.
5.1 Further Conclusions: Research Objectives
Overall, this dissertation aimed to cover the following objectives:
A. To provide insights into how SEO and organic digital strategy can help to sustain the SME and
SE sectors in a post COVID-economy
B. To identify the hindrances regarding SEO and digital resource accessibility for SME and SE
owners, including financial and information accessibility
C. Explore how a social enterprise model can be developed and adapted to help both SMEs and
SEs receive quality and accessible SEO services
Each of these objectives has been examined in both the literature and research. Despite the gaps in the
literature and limitations of the research, the following conclusions may be reached.
5.1.1 Objective A: Sustaining SME and SEs with Organic Digital Strategy in a Post COVID-economy
The COVID-19 pandemic has caused considerable issues for SMEs and SEs worldwide, forcing
many businesses in the SME sector to close. At the same time, the COVID-19 context has seen an
increase in the number of SEs. These social enterprises will need to sustain themselves further as we
emerge from the pandemic.
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A way to simultaneously revitalise SMEs and sustain the growth of the SE sector is through organic
digital strategy. Integrating organic digital strategy, with a focus on SEO for both SMEs and SEs can
help in both sustaining and growing business. The survey conducted for this research shows that most
SMEs and SEs were impacted by COVID-19 in some way. The SEs in the survey were largely starting
on new projects, pivoting strategy, or sharing personal developments that impacted their social
enterprise. The survey not only highlighted the impact that COVID-19 had, it also shows that the
majority of these organisations had paid increased attention to their enterprise online in one or more
mediums. The interviews provided further detail, giving personal anecdotes of how each enterprise
owner approached the pandemic and their digital strategy. The expert interviews provided insight to
strategy and unique perspectives on SEO for SMEs and the effects of COVID-19 on search. Following
this, the case study gave direct insight into how important SEO and digital services are for both SMEs
and SEs as well as the viability of the SFC model.
5.1.2 Objective B: Hindrances Accessing SEO and Organic Digital Strategy
This dissertation has shown that SEO and organic digital services are something that enterprises in
both SME and SE sectors tend to have problems in accessing, especially with regard to the financial
barriers and a lack of technical expertise (including knowledge regarding ethical practice).
Nevertheless, the digital transformation that the COVID-19 pandemic has sparked has increased the
importance of integrating organic digital strategy and a SEO strategy.
With this digital surge, internet usage has reached a new peak and other platforms have become an
integral part of people’s lives. This digital surge has also changed the way we use the internet,
including the use of search engines. For example, there is a correlation between search volume in or
for an area followed by COVID-19 outbreaks, which led to Google developing the COVID-19
mobility reports.
For businesses with under $5M in revenue annually, the USSBA recommends that they allocate
7-8% of their revenue for their marketing budget. Fishkin (2012) reported that the average cost of SEO
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alone can be up to $1,500 per month. With regard to financial accessibility, this by itself is
unaffordable for many SMEs and SEs, aside from any other of the organic digital services that form
part of the extended SFC model. This inaccessibility was reiterated in all three methods of research in
different ways. In the surveys, it was shown that most businesses knew what SEO was, and that more
attention had been paid to digital platforms during the crisis. However, many were unfamiliar with free
organic digital platforms, like Google MyBusiness and Google Search Console - tools that form a key
part of the SFC SEO proposition.
This sentiment was carried over into the interviews with these survey respondents. There were some
who did not feel they needed SEO or did not focus on a site strategy, but did focus on their organic
strategy on other digital platforms, like social media and e-store apps. The main point made by those
who did not focus on their site was that they felt it was unaffordable, time-consuming, and that there
was too much to learn about site management and SEO to be able to compete in their market. Even
those who did focus on their site said that many digital tools and services were unaffordable to them,
especially SEO. This led to many not being familiar with free or very affordable tools that could help
their SEO strategy and organic digital strategy overall.
Affordability was the most common point among the interviewees. This was also seen in the case
study as both participants felt that without this case study, they would not have been able to access any
similar service. On a technical level, however, they also were introduced to an array of new concepts
and platforms, which both participants also noted they would not have known about or would take an
extended period of time to learn about without the case study.
Both experts spoke of accessibility in different way, specifically talking of the knowledge gap that
smaller enterprises tend to have. For example, Expert M gave a precise and succinct example of a
small pizza shop thinking of ranking simply for the keyword ‘pizza’. Expert K who works specifically
with SMEs gave more insight to the misinformation online and how it harms SMEs, even penalizing
them with Google. Thus, while most SMEs and SEs are aware of what SEO is and feel that they may
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need it or some organic digital service, they often feel that it is financially inaccessible and they do not
have the access to enough quality information.
5.1.3 Objective C: Exploration of the SFC Model
Given the need for a digital strategy and the above problem of accessibility, the SFC model was
proposed as a potential solution. The literature review helps to define some clear goals and aims for
the SFC model. The research has tested this proposition in principle and in practice using a range of
research methods.
The case study depicts a viable model with positive feedback from both participants. While there
were setbacks in the case study that were out of either parties’ control, communication was consistent
along with explanations. That is an aspect that makes the SFC model unique. While the SE’s service
was focused more on technical site strategy (primarily troubleshooting user-experience issues) and the
SME’s service focused on an onpage and local SEO strategy, both participants had positive feedback
and increased traffic.
The zipcode pricing formula that is a key part of the SFC proposition received overwhelmingly
positive feedback from the SMEs and SEs interviewed. One respondent in particular noted that when
they sought out digital services, most service providers they found were based out of large
metropolitan areas, while they were running their business out of rural Kentucky, leading to a
disproportionate level of cost. Despite their success in their area pre-COVID, they therefore could not
afford the services due to the price difference between the two made it impossible to receive the digital
services they sought out. This study has shown that it is possible to combine a financially-accessible
zip code pricing approach within a financially-viable SFC model.

Additionally, the pay-it-forward aspect has been commented by SEO experts who expressed that
while it is seemingly viable, a firm structure is needed for it to work effectively. This was confirmed
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through the work done during the case study to support the case study organisations. This has shown
that it may be possible for the pay-it forward element to be incorporated provided that additional
(non-SEO) work done in the case study is approached differently, that valuable learning from the case
study showing where efficiencies could be made are taken into account, and that it would be possible
for further efficiencies to be made as the SFC model scales up. . Together, these factors would add
financial viability to the undoubted technical viability of the SFC proposition. This suggests there is
potential for further research to investigate the implementation of the SFC model at a more realistic
level of scale.
Successful implementation would allow the SFC model to fulfil its mission to assist with
revitalisation efforts in the SME sector and help sustain the growing SE sector. The unique
combination of the novel ‘social entrepreneurial trade’ and ‘pay-it-forward’ elements in the
‘Searching for Change’ (SFC) social enterprise model could therefore provide an innovative way to
overcome the problems of accessibility and digital strategy for SMEs and SEs, and help them to
sustain or grow their business.
5.2 Recommendations
In addressing the above objectives, it has been shown that there is considerable interest in the
revitalisation for the SME sector and to sustain the SE sector in a post-COVID economy through
organic digital strategy. COVID-19 has had long-lasting effects and continues to do so, especially in
relation to digital transformation and the work of SMEs and SEs that we have only begun to see and
document. As the pandemic continues to progress and lockdown measures ease, and these effects are
further investigated and documented, it should be further investigated if a specific or more
concentrated approach is needed to investigate viable digital solutions for both sectors. The SFC
model focuses primarily on sustaining organic digital search strategy, SEO. However, more research
should be done in relation to a combination of SEO and the extended range of digital web services
identified above. This will help to fill some of the considerable gaps that remain in the literature .
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5.3 Self-reflection
The pandemic has changed my personal and professional life. Living in Brooklyn during the peak of
the pandemic is a part of the inspiration behind this research. Businesses I worked with closed, people
I knew lost their careers and livelihoods, even as I saw larger enterprises thriving. SEO has been a
longstanding part of what I do, along with organic digital business strategy. With the aims outlined
above, there is hope that people can be helped to regain themselves. A personal aim for this research
is to help others to see that in spite of the devastation, we are all searching for change, and when united
we can find it.
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Appendix
Appendix I: Google COVID-19 Mobility Report Example for Stirling, June 2nd to July 14th,
2021“This data set is intended to help remediate the impact of COVID-19…..The data shows how
visits to places, such as corner shops and parks, are changing in each geographic region.”

Appendix II: SFC Pay-It-Forward Formula
Step I.
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(Median household income of postal code per year)/12 = Median Household Income of Postal Code
by Month
Step II.
.08(Median Household Income of Postal Code by Month)= Total monthly marketing budget
Step III.
3(Total monthly marketing budget)= Total Cost of Service
Step IV.
Total Cost of Service/2= What Goes Towards SEs Receiving Service and Revenue Amount
Appendix III: Survey Questions and Map of Respondents’ Locations
Appendix III A. Survey Questions
● Describe what industry your business is in.
● Describe your role and or your title at your business.
● What is your business's legal structure?
● Where is your business located? (City and Country, please)
● Does your business meet the following definition of a small-medium enterprise: Your business
has less than 250 staff members and has a maximum turnover of 50M Euros or a balance sheet
of 43M Euros annually?
● Would you classify your business as a social enterprise under the definition that: A Social
Enterprise (SE) is a trading business – selling goods and services – but whose primary
objective is to achieve social and/or environmental benefit. SEs are different from those
charities and voluntary organisations which do not aspire to financial independence through
trading.
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○ Please elaborate on your previous 6 responses. The opportunity to elaborate is given
after a singular or after a series of questions. It is optional to elaborate throughout this
survey.
● How many people, including you, are employed (part-time and full-time) at your business?
● How do you feel about your business currently?
○ Please elaborate on your previous response.
● If you had to describe your business in three words what would you use?
● If you had to describe your customers in three words what would you use?
○ Please elaborate on your 2 previous responses.
● Does your business have a website? (not a social media page but a separate website and unique
URL like, stir.ac.uk is the University of Stirling's site)
● If you have to describe your website in three words what would you use? (If you don't have a
site, please answer NA and please do not input your website link)
○ Please elaborate on your 2 previous responses.
● Do you know what Google MyBusiness is?
● Do you have a Google MyBusiness?
● Do you use Google Analytics?
● Do you use Google Search Console?
○ Please elaborate on your previous 4 responses.
● Do you feel your business has improved over the past month?
○ Please elaborate on your response to the previous question.
● How have you connected with your community/customers in the past month aside from
providing sales/services?
○ Please elaborate on your response to the previous question.
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● How big or small of an impact do you think your website has with connecting you with your
customers?
● How is your experience utilising digital tools to connect with your customers?
○ Please elaborate on your response to the previous questions.
● If you had to describe your digital presence in three words what would you use?
● How do you feel about your search engine presence currently?
● Are you familiar with the term SEO?
○ Please elaborate on your response to the previous questions.
● How would you define the community to your business?
○ Please elaborate on your response to the previous question.
● If you had to describe your community in three words what would you use?
○ Please elaborate on your response to the previous question.
● Do you feel like the community around you is supporting your business?
● Do you feel like the community supported you during the pandemic (COVID-19)?
○ Please elaborate on your response to the previous 2 questions.
● How would you describe the impact COVID-19 has had to your business?
○ Please elaborate on your response to the previous question.
● Did a digital business strategy become of lesser or greater importance during COVID-19?
○ Please elaborate on your response to the previous question.
● From March 2020 to February 2021, did you utilise any new digital platforms or tools for your
business? (I.e.. made a website, a Google MyBusiness listing, Facebook, WhatsApp,
Instagram, Twitter, linked Google Analytics, MozBar, any other reporting tools, took a
marketing or software course, etc...)
● From March 2020 to February 2021, did you pay less attention or more attention to your
business on digital platforms?
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● From March 2020 to February 2021, did you pay less attention or more attention to your
business's site?
○ Please elaborate on your response to the previous 3 questions.
● Do COVID-19 regulations play a role in how your business runs? (aside from wearing masks
and sanitation procedures)
○ Please elaborate on your response to the previous question
● Do you feel that COVID-19 will have a long-lasting effect(s) on your business?
● Do you feel that COVID-19 will have a long-lasting effect(s) on your industry?
○ Please elaborate on your response to the previous 2 questions.
● Do you feel that COVID-19 changed your customer base?
● Do you feel that COVID-19 changed your community?
○ Please elaborate on your response to the previous 2 questions.
● How do you feel about COVID-19 and your business currently?
● How do you feel about COVID-19 and your business's future?
○ Please elaborate on your response to the previous 2 questions.
Appendix III B. Survey Respondents’ Locations Placed on a Map
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Appendix IV: Array of Documents/Reports for Case Study
Appendix IV A Customized SEO Guide for the SE: Page 1 of 4 shown (Identifying/Sensitive
Information Not Shown)
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Appendix IV B: Customized Google Data Studio Report Snippet for SME in Google Analytics
(Identifying/Sensitive Information Not Shown)
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Appendix IV C: Customized Google Data Studio Report Snippet for SME in Google Search Console
(Identifying/Sensitive Information Not Shown)
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Appendix IV D: Customized Core Web Vitals/ Google Algorithm Update for SE Email
(Identifying/Sensitive Information Blacked Out)
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