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Some of the advice floating around regarding linking for your site can be pretty confusing, especially when it 
comes to reciprocal linking. Is it something you have to do? Can your site succeed without reciprocal links? Will 
you be penalized for reciprocal linking? There are so many conflicting theories. Let's try to clear the subject up a 
little.  

Link Popularity  

The founders of Google worked off a premise that has been active in academic papers for years: citation 
authority. They found that the more academic papers cited another's work, the more likely that cited work was to 
be an authority on the subject. Similarly, when a lot of sites link to one site, it's likely that site is an authority for the 
topic. The "topic" is whatever those links say it is. If 25 sites link to another site with the term "oak shelving," it's 
likely that page is an important page for oak shelving.  

Manipulation of Links  

It didn't take long for people who wanted to rank well for certain terms to figure out that they needed a lot of links 
with their chosen keyword phrases to improve their rankings in the search engines. Many schemes were born, 
including mini-sites, site networks, link farms, and reciprocal linking.  

Reciprocal Linking  

At the most basic level, reciprocal links are links you trade with other sites (you add their link, they add yours) in 
order to build link popularity. There are online services, group exchanges, and software available to help you link 
up with more like-minded webmasters, fast. As a result, many sites have grown sizeable directories on topics that 
have nothing to do with their area of expertise, simply because those other sites were willing to trade links with 
them.  

Does this work? At the moment, it does seem to work. The engines (except for Teoma, which analyzes link 
communities) tend to count a link as a link, regardless of the subject matter of the originating site.  

Will it continue to work? Who knows? As the engines look for more ways to determine which sites are truly expert 
and which ones are simply manipulating their way to the top, link relevance is sure to come into play. Some say 
it's already starting to affect rankings.  

Mutual Linking  

I like to separate mutual linking from reciprocal linking. Mutual linking is where the content of each site actually 
benefits each other's sites. If you sell shoes, you may want to recommend other sites for replacement shoelaces 
and still other sites for shoe cleaning supplies. You may even maintain a directory of regional shoe repair service 
shops. This is useful information for your visitors, who are likely to need these services as well. It makes sense for 
these sites to also recommend your shoes and link to your site. While it's technically still a reciprocal link, it has a 
mutual benefit for both sites.  

While you can make a case that visitors to your shoe site might actually need weight loss formulas, like to 
gamble, or are concerned about the size of certain body parts, it really isn't likely that links to these sites will be 
clicked and followed by your visitors. They only make your site look unprofessional. The links you trade with these 
sites may or may not actually be helping you in the engines, but they're definitely not helping you to make more 
sales.  
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Will I Be Penalized for Reciprocal Linking?  

You might. I don't say that to send you into a panic, but the truth is if you link to a site that is considered a "bad 
neighborhood" by the engines, it could negatively affect your site. That innocent-looking pet accessories site may 
be cloaking, hiding links or text, or participating in other linking schemes and just hasn't been caught yet. Why risk 
it for a link that probably won't even bring you traffic? Sure, people who wear shoes often have dogs, but if you're 
just linking to them for the link, it's probably not a good idea.  

Be very aware of whom you link to. You control where your site links to and that could come back to haunt you. 
Link only to the sites that will help improve your credibility and your sales!  

Should I Hide All My Outgoing Links?  

Absolutely not. There have been many people who feel that since Google's Florida update (in Nov. 2003), adding 
relevant outgoing links seems to have a positive effect on rankings. Besides, if you hide or block their links, and 
they hide or block yours, what's the point of participating in a reciprocal linking program at all?  

So. What Will Happen if I Do Reciprocal Linking?  

While no one knows for sure what the future of link relationships will be with each search engine, I tend to think 
that as soon as they can figure out how to do it most effectively; off-topic links simply won't count anymore.  

If you pin ALL your link popularity on trading links with whoever will trade with you, you could find yourself starting 
over from scratch at some point. If you are looking to build long-term rankings (and real business links that can 
attract customers), it takes more work and creativity than just sending out automated emails or joining a linking 
program.  

Give your site an advantage by giving people a reason to link to it -- a helpful tool, a guide, an industry-specific 
directory, or some other useful content that people will feel good about recommending on their site. If your site is 
worth linking to, you won't have to rely as much on swapping links as a promotion strategy.  
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