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How To Build a Travel Website
In the last issue of The Wanderlust Report: Building A Destination Website - Part 1, 
we shared best practices on how to choose the right web platform and how to define 
a content strategy. In this issue, we discuss how to keep your site fresh, how to open 
up a two-way dialog using social media and blogging, and conversion tools to help 
move prospects closer to making a purchase decision.

Keywords, check. Content Strategy, check. 
Now what?

Now that you have your initial keyword list of, say five hundred terms and phrases 
ranked by monthly searches and attainability, and have a web content strategy 
outlined, it’s almost time to start creating content. Before we jump into the different 
kinds of content a great travel website can offer, let’s go into a bit more detail on a 
topic we touched on in the last issue of The Wanderlust Report: how websites must 
offer content that is compelling – not just to humans seeking travel information at all 
stages of the buying process, but also to search engines on a quest for relevance.

Unlike print and broadcast communications, created for and served to a very specific 
group of people, web content must serve two audiences – people and search 
engines. Fortunately for us, both audiences are looking for the same thing: relevant 
content. Robotic search engines sift through content to identify, index and rank the 
relevance of content so inquiring humans can find exactly what they’re looking for. 
By identifying the common ground shared by your audience and your brand – where 
their interests overlap your offerings – content can be delivered to anticipate their 
requests and optimized for search engines using the right keywords. Suddenly, your 
travel and destination brand appears at the top of their search results, and your well-
crafted content begins to draw consumers to your site.

Remember, Google is king.

At Wanderlust, we base our search engine optimization decisions on Google’s search 
algorithms because Google is number one and many other search engines follow 
Google’s lead. The position of Google as the de facto search engine of choice rests 
squarely on the company’s ability to deliver the most relevant search results. They go 
to great lengths to evaluate every page on every website, indexing and ranking each 
based on its relevance to a particular search term. Google has expectations of every 
web page it considers ranking. How well a page meets Google’s expectations has an 
impact on what search terms and phrases it will rank for, if any. Let’s take a look at a 
web page to see what Google sees.
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How Google Sees a Web Page
The Anatomy of a Web Page (from a search engine 
optimization perspective)

When the google.bot considers a web page, it looks for a meta title, URL and h1 
title to determine what that web page is about. By making sure your web page has 
each of these, and by placing appropriate keywords in each of these locations, helps 
Google understand the content of the page and, at the same time, helps your page 
to rank for the keywords chosen. A few things to keep in mind:

•  When selecting keywords for the meta title, it’s best to use as few words as 
possible to accurately identify the page subject. For each additional word 
included, Google reduces the importance of each keyword by its ratio to the 
total number of words used. For instance, each keyword in “Skiing in the 
Catskills,” is half as important as those in “Catskill Skiing.”

•  Whenever possible, pages on better travel marketing sites use the same 
keywords in the meta title, URL and h1 title , but use them differently. For 
instance, the meta title could be “Catskill Skiing”, the URL could be “/catskill-
skiing” and the h1 title, “Skiing in the Catskills.”

•  It’s best to limit the number of pages on a website with the same exact 
keyword combination to one. When there are multiple pages with the same 
exact keywords, that website is effectively competing with itself for Google 
rankings.
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•  It’s a bad idea to try to fool Google (either knowingly or unknowingly) with 
keywords that inaccurately reflect the content of a web page. Over time, 
if the meta titles, URLs and h1 titles are accurate, Google will reward the 
site with high rankings quickly. If they are inaccurate, Google will become 
suspect of the site and wait for inbound links to confirm relevance before 
rewarding each new page with a ranking.

 
Google looks in the body copy of the web page for instances of the keywords placed 
in the meta title, URL and h1 title, to make sure that the content is relevant to those 
topics. Google also looks for enough words in the copy to qualify as “informative,” 
as people who use search are looking for information. We generally recommend web 
page copy lengths between 200 and 600 words. Less than 200 words and the page is 
not informative. Pages with more than 600 words can usually be split into multiple 
pages, giving the ability to rank for more than one set of keywords for the same 
content.

Currently, search engines cannot see the contents of graphics, photos and video files 
on a web page - and what they can’t see they deem to be irrelevant. That’s why 
it’s also important to include anchor text for each of these items: anchor text adds 
relevance, particularly if the anchor text includes one or more of the keywords on the 
page.

One last thing to keep in mind is using internal links on the page to related 
content elsewhere on the website. While this doesn’t necessarily improve search 
engine rankings, it can help a travel consumer who lands on the site via search find 
additional information they might find useful in making travel decisions.
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Web Copy That Helps Travelers Buy
 
Now that we’ve discussed how to make destination web content attractive to search 
engine bots, let’s turn to the main subject at hand: how to make it attractive to 
travelers. We know that people making travel plans are looking for two things on 
the web: inspiration and information. The key to inspiring them lies in telling the 
travel brand’s story in detail, using vivid mental imagery. The key to providing them 
information is doing this on as many pages as possible.

When we say vivid mental imagery, we’re not talking about just showing a picture 
of a beautiful woman in a bikini on a beach in the Caribbean, alongside a clever 
headline. Nor is it a picture of a couple sitting at candlelit dinner in a fancy 
restaurant. In fact, vivid mental imagery does not mean showing a picture of 
anything. It means helping the traveler IMAGINE what it would be like experiencing 
your destination. More often than not, this takes words - ideally between 200 and 
600 words per page - not just pictures. And it takes a lot of pages - a minimum of 50 
and preferably more than 100 to get started.

We know what you’re thinking.

“A minimum of 50 pages of content with a minimum of 200 words on each page? 
There’s not that much to say about our travel brand.” You’re wrong. That’s where the 
fine art of story telling comes in.

Say you’re CMO of a golf resort or club.

Instead of a single page describing the course, it makes more sense to use eighteen 
pages and describe every intricate detail of every hole. It’s name, age, pedigree, 
the natural setting, the best time of day to play it, the distance from tee to pin, the 
par, slope rating, out of bounds, placement of bunkers, where to lay up and where 
to swing away, trouble spots, best approach shots, features of the green, what the 
designer was thinking when creating the hole — you get the idea. And just for kicks, 
why not add the ability for visitors to post comments on each page? Who hasn’t had 
an avid golfer describe, in detail, how he or she managed to birdie the hardest hole 
on the course?

Or maybe you’re in charge of marketing a  
ski resort.

What’s the vibe of the place? What kind of people go there (can you say customer 
profiles?) and how is it different from other resorts? There’s a story (and a web 
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page) behind every signature trail - the obvious things like name, length, width and 
difficulty - but also not so obvious things like the people who conceived of it and 
cut it, placement of turns, bumps and jumps, historic runs, and how it’s typically 
groomed. There’s a story in the ski lessons for kids. What will the experience be like 
for the child? For the parent? Why should someone consider spending the money to 
add daycare? And what about the instructors? Do they have any special training to 
be ski instructors, do they have to show any love or commitment to the sport? If the 
story isn’t told, chances are they won’t buy it.

For all you youngsters out there...

Back in the 1990’s, Tom Bodett starred in a very memorable campaign for Motel 6 
that put the brand in the minds of many a traveler as they decided where to stay. It 
was a radio campaign, but it could as easily been a series of web pages. In each radio 
spot, he told a story filled with vivid mental imagery. There were no pictures, and 
no frills. Just simple stories about a friendly place to stay the night, with a signature 
“We’ll leave the light on.”

If Motel 6 can use vivid mental imagery to sell their budget motel brand, any travel 
brand can, too.
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How To Keep Website Visitors 
Coming Back
 
Six Ways To Keep Them Interested: Now the the core content of the website’s 
been completed and optimized, everyone can just sit back and wait for the traffic 
to roll in, right? Not so fast. The fact that travelers and search engines alike are 
looking for the same thing in a travel website doesn’t end with core content. 
Keeping them interested requires that new pages of content are added on a regular 
basis. Fortunately, there are a number of ways to repurpose content that can help 
accomplish this without dedicating every waking hour of every day to the effort. As 
each method deserves detailed discussion, we are simply including brief descriptions 
here and saving more indepth instructions for future issues of The  
Wanderlust Report.

News Releases

Not to be confused with press releases (which are designed to gain media coverage), 
news releases are simply keyword enhanced announcements of interest that are 
posted as new pages on the website. They can also be published elsewhere on the 
web using distribution services.

Online Newsletters

Assuming the email addresses of customers and prospects are being captured, a 
periodic online newsletter is a great way to add pages to a site and reach out to 
those who have shown interest.

Blogs

It’s still surprising how few travel brands have embraced blogs, considering how 
much potential content they have to offer. A travel website could have a single 
corporate blog, or several that come from different points of interest: the concierge, 
the special events coordinator, the chef, the wedding planner, the head of the ski 
school, the golf pro, the list goes on. With the ability to post comments, customers 
and prospects will join the conversation.

Podcasts

Have a subject that can be serialized? Informational and educational content like 
tours, reviews, lessons and the like make great podcasts. They can be hosted on site 
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and distribute through iTunes, too. And if dialog is transcribed, it can be published as 
keyword optimized content on new web pages.

Embedded Video

What skier hasn’t checked conditions on a mountain’s webcam? Who among us has 
never seen an

embedded YouTube video? (Now that we mention it, how many are aware that 
YouTube is not the most popular video site?) If your destination has interesting 
things to point a camera at or footage in the can and it fits the brand position, 
we recommend using it. The cost is negligible compared to broadcast media, and 
someone will surely be paying attention.

Online Communities

On the simple end, an online community can be a guest logbook much like those 
found at a small inn or a bed & breakfast, where visitors can share their experiences. 
A little more involved would be a photo/video of the day section, where visitors 
upload and then rate and comment on each others’ content. Still more involved (and 
potentially more interesting) would be a section of the site where frequent visitors 
and those with upcoming reservations could share personal experiences, just chat or 
make plans to meet up.


