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Learning objectives

After this lesson, you will be able to:

● understand the concept of focus keyphrases and their importance in

search engine optimization (SEO);

● choose appropriate focus keyphrases for blog posts based on

audience and competition analysis;

● explain the difference between head, mid-tail, and long-tail

keyphrases, and use them to optimize blog posts;

● understand the importance of using focus keyphrases only once to

avoid competing with one's own content;

● use the Yoast SEO plugin to optimize focus keyphrases in WordPress.
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1. Focus keyphrases
This topic covers focus keyphrases. Let’s explore what they are, why they are

important, and how you can optimize them with the Yoast SEO plugin.

What is a focus keyphrase?

The focus keyphrase is the search term you most want your page to rank for,

so when people search for that keyword or phrase, they should find you. A

focus keyphrase can be a word, like [ballet], but also a phrase, like [ballet

shoes for kids].

Why is a focus keyphrase important?

When you optimize your blog post for a specific keyphrase, it’s important

that people actually search for that keyphrase. If they’re not, you will be

doing a lot of hard work for nothing. But how do you choose the right focus

keyphrase?

There are two things to consider when choosing your focus keyphrase:

1. Your audience: what are they searching for, and which words are

they using? You should get inside the heads of your audience and try

to figure this out. You can use tools like Google Trends to help you

with this.

2. Your competition: you have to focus on keyphrases that are not too

competitive. Otherwise, you’ll have a hard time ranking. To check

this, you can search for your proposed focus keyphrase in Google

and see whether or not the post you want to write would stand out

from the other results. Does your site have enough authority?

Use your focus keyphrase only once

You do not want to compete with your own content for a position in Google,

so you should use your focus keyphrase only once. If you optimize two

different articles for the same focus keyphrase, you would like to have both

posts turn up in Google. You’ll be telling Google: these two are both suitable

for people searching for my keyphrase. You may be able to get away with

this if you’re a large company dominating the search results. Generally,

however, you should try to write the optimal post for a focus keyphrase and
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try to rank for that article. You can have multiple posts about one topic, but

try to optimize them for different keyphrases by addressing different aspects

of that topic.

Head, mid-tail, and long-tail keyphrases

There are several kinds of keyphrases. Some of them are rather generic, and

others are more specific. We distinguish three types of keyphrases: head

keyphrases, mid-tail keyphrases, and long-tail keyphrases. Let’s take a closer

look.

Head keyphrases

Most blogs have just a few main topics – these are called the head

keyphrases. Mom blogs are usually about children and family life; food blogs

are about eating, restaurants, and recipes. Our blog on yoast.com is all

about SEO. So, all of our blog posts are about SEO or SEO-related topics. We

most certainly want to rank for the term [SEO]. In addition, terms like [SEO

plugin], [SEO courses], [SEO blog], etc. are also head keyphrases for us. As an

authority in our field, we have the luxury of being able to rank for these

phrases.

The main topic or theme of your blog is the number one keyword or

keyphrase you want people to use to find you, in our case, [SEO]. Imagine

yourself having a food blog about homemade Italian food. You would then

like to be found on a search term like [homemade Italian food]. That would

pretty much be the number one.

Mid-tail keyphrases

Still, you cannot optimize all blog posts for the same term [homemade

Italian food], even if all your posts are on that same topic. Instead, you

should write a whole number of blog posts about all kinds of long-tail

variants of your number one search term. In the example of the food blog,

you could write about all sorts of delicious things: homemade Italian pasta,

homemade Italian salads, and homemade Italian pie. These could be your

main categories. We call them mid-tail keyphrases. Mid-tail keyphrases are

more specific keyphrases, derived from the head keyphrase they tie into.

Long-tail keyphrases

Your blog posts could be even more long tail. You could write about

homemade Italian spaghetti bolognese, homemade Italian lasagna,
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homemade Italian penne carbonara, and so on. These keyphrases are called

long-tail keyphrases. Long-tail keyphrases are even more specific and less

common keyphrases, which often focus on a niche. The longer (and more

specific) search phrases are, the easier it will be to rank for them. For smaller

sites, long-tail keyphrases can comprise up to six or seven separate terms.

Image 1: Focus keyphrases

Classifying your keyphrases is essential. Some keyphrases are very common

and competitive (head keyphrases), while others are long tail. Decide which

are your most critical high-level keyphrases, the ones that generate sufficient

traffic for your business and fit your business best. You should only have a

few of these general keyphrases for your business. The rest of them are

bound to be more down the tail.
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2. Focus keyphrases in Yoast SEO
Yoast SEO has its own input field for focus keyphrases. The plugin evaluates

the page’s content and provides feedback on how to improve the content for

that focus keyphrase. As shown in Images 2 and 3, the plugin gives you

feedback on a lot of different aspects. That includes whether you use the

focus keyphrase often enough (but not too often) throughout your text and

whether you use it in enough of your subheadings. In addition, it tells you

whether or not you have used this keyphrase before.

Image 2: Although not every individual light is green, the overall SEO light is

(incomplete, see Image 3 for the list of good analysis results)
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Image 3: Good SEO analysis results for the keyphrase in Image 2, highlighting the

keyphrase checks

You get the feedback in a structured way. It is divided into problems (red

lights), improvements (orange lights), and good things (green lights). Please

note that you don’t need a green light for everything to get an overall green

light. The main goal will be to get a green light for most things, at least until

the smiley button of the SEO analysis turns green and happy. Getting a

green light for everything will be nearly impossible, and you have to keep in

mind that green lights don’t equal great text. Moreover, if you base your text

too much on the traffic light feedback, your text may actually end up being

worse off.

Related keyphrases (Premium only)

Search engines recognize related terms. This means that in a text about

puppy training, search engines will also recognize words like [rewards],

[commands], or [behavior]. In Yoast SEO Premium, you can also set related

keyphrases for your post or page, apart from your focus keyphrase. If you

click the “Add related keyphrase” header, you’ll see the input field (Image 5).
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Image 4: Related keyphrases in Yoast SEO

As soon as you enter a related phrase, another input field will appear. Here

you can enter synonyms for your related term. The plugin will then run a

separate analysis, and the results will pop up below. We’re less strict in our

analysis of your related keyphrases as these words are less important than

your focus keyphrase. That makes sense, right?

Want to add another related keyphrase? Sure, go ahead! You can add up to

four related terms. Instead of using commas between terms, click the new

‘Add related keyphrase’ heading that appears below your new analysis

results.

Semrush

Yoast SEO, in partnership with Semrush, also gives you the possibility to

easily find and add related keyphrases to your posts and pages. The related

keyphrases become available when you click the “Get related keyphrase”

button under the focus keyphrase input field. The first time you click on it,

you will see a screen asking you to connect your Semrush account or make a
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new one. Then, you will need to authorize Yoast SEO to connect the

accounts.

After completing those steps, you can find related keyphrases right within

the post editor. You even get insights on search volume and trends! Plus,

you can select the country and the language you want to see results for.

Premium users can also pick and add related keyphrases to their SEO

analysis with a click of a button (Image 5). The plugin will then analyze the

use of the related keyphrase and provide feedback.

Image 5: Related keyphrases data by Semrush in Yoast SEO

Synonyms (Premium only)

Search engines are becoming smarter. They increasingly use the context

surrounding terms to build a complete picture of what that term means.

That’s why we help you optimize your text with synonyms as well – if you

have Yoast SEO Premium. Synonyms of a word are words or phrases that

have the same meaning. A synonym for dog, for example, is canine, hound, or

man’s best friend. Using synonyms in your copy can help people understand

it better, and it improves the readability of your text. If you repeat the same

word very often in your copy, it looks like you’ve written it for search engines,

not humans.

In Yoast SEO Premium, you can indicate which synonyms you have used in

addition to your main keyphrase. If you click the SEO analysis header, you’ll

find an input field where you can enter your keyphrase synonyms (Image 5).

If you have multiple, separate them by commas. Then, the plugin will take

these synonyms into account in the keyphrase checks.
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Image 5: Enter your synonyms in the “Keyphrase synonyms” field

Word forms and word order (Premium only)

Search engines also recognize word forms such as plurals, singulars,

comparatives, or past-tense variants of the same words. That’s why we also

added this functionality to the Yoast SEO Premium plugin. The plugin will

now recognize all word forms of your focus keyphrase.

Does this sound a little too abstract? Let’s take a look at an example. Say,

you have a dog training school with an online site. And let’s say one of your

focus keyphrases is [teach dog to sit]. With this functionality, the plugin will

recognize not only the exact keyphrase but also alternative matches with

different word forms, like [teaching dog to sit] or [teaching dogs to sit].

In addition, word order doesn’t influence keyphrase recognition, both for

search engines and in Yoast SEO. So, it doesn’t matter if you write “a trained

dog” or “a dog that is trained”. In both sentences, the Yoast SEO analysis will

find the keyphrase you’re optimizing your post for. This will enable you to

write in a more natural way and still get green lights from Yoast.
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Key takeaways

● A focus keyphrase is the search term that you most want your page

to rank for. Choosing the right focus keyphrase involves considering

both your audience and competition.

● Head keyphrases are the main topics of your blog or website.

Mid-tail and long-tail keyphrases are more specific and less

common keyphrases derived from head keyphrases.

● Using focus keyphrases correctly can help optimize your blog post

for specific search terms, which in turn can help your content rank

higher in search engine results.

● The Yoast SEO plugin has its own input field for focus keyphrases. It

evaluates the page's content and provides feedback on how well the

focus keyphrase has been used throughout the content.

● If you have Yoast SEO Premium, the plugin also checks for

synonyms, related keyphrases, and different word forms.
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