
How to generate backlinks by turning numbers 

into stories.

Data-Driven Link Acquisition

Stacey MacNaught



Stacey MacNaught is Tecmark’s search director 

and an international speaker on SEO, content and 

digital marketing.

She leads a growing search team from Tecmark’s 

Manchester offices, where she coordinates client 

campaigns and contributes to Tecmark’s strategic 

direction.

She has previously spoken at MozCon, BrightonSEO, 

Learn Inbound and SearchLove London.

 

About The Author



Introduction

Like it or not, link acquisition remains an essential part of 

achieving organic search visibility.

But how we acquire them has changed phenomenally over the last 

six or seven years.

SEOs and digital marketers have turned to creative content to 

secure their links after Google became more and more able to 

detect unnatural links.

One tactic we’ve employed is the use of data to tell newsworthy 

stories.

This guide takes you through our findings from almost five years of 

using data to tell stories.



In The Beginning…

Our first data-driven content was in January 2011.

We used data from our Google Analytics account to tell the story 

of mobile web growth.

Then, in August 2011, we updated the research.

These two insights were released before such figures were widely 

available – and they told a story that was of interest to anyone 

who had a website.

In total, the two pieces generated links from more than 

100 domains.

These included links from the marketing press – and even our 

competitors.

• Digital Marketing Magazine    • Marketing Donut    • First Choice    • Fast Hosts

http://digitalmarketingmagazine.co.uk/articles/multi-screen-browsing-google-and-you/881
http://www.marketingdonut.co.uk/marketing/direct-marketing/mobile-and-text-marketing
http://www.firstchoice.co.uk/blog/getting-mobile-in-the-world-of-travel/
http://blogs.fasthosts.co.uk/news-2/inside-look-latest-fasthosts-release/


More Recently…

In 2014, we commissioned 

a survey of 2,000 smartphone 

owners in the UK.

The result?

Our survey generated links from more than 200 domains, as well 

as hundreds of pieces of coverage.

Some of the world’s biggest media brands jumped on our story.

We asked about their usage habits, and 

published our key findings.

http://www.tecmark.co.uk/smartphone-usage-data-uk-2014/


It Doesn’t Just Work For Mobile Stories…

We’ve had survey data for insurance brands covered in publications 

like Cosmopolitan.

We used the Freedom of Information Act to gather data about driver 

disqualification rates by town and city, which enabled us to tell a 

story about Britain’s worst drivers for a vehicle leasing company.

And we drove national media coverage for a scrap metal merchant 

after commissioning a single-question Google Consumer Survey 

about television presenter Jeremy Clarkson.

http://www.cosmopolitan.co.uk/reports/news/a31446/i-was-banned-for-driving-for-14-months/
http://www.thetelegraphandargus.co.uk/news/11235746.District_is_the_worst_in_the_UK_for_banned_drivers__DVLA_figures_reveal/
http://metro.co.uk/2014/11/27/now-there-is-the-scientific-proof-that-jeremy-clarkson-is-a-tosser-sort-of-4963753/


The Makings Of Success

There are typically three potential outcomes to projects like this:

1. You get lots of coverage and links, and everyone’s happy.

2. You get coverage without any links, and the SEO in you 

     is disappointed.

3. It falls flat and you get nothing whatsoever.

As SEO specialists, we want the first scenario to happen on every 

project we deliver.

But it’s not a guaranteed outcome, so we analysed all the projects 

we’ve run.

Our most successful campaigns have three key ingredients.



Let’s Talk About Data

We’ve experimented with five different sources of data over the 

last five years.

Commissioned Surveys

Buying survey responses from third parties can be expensive 

compared to other methods of data acquisition.

But it has some key benefits. You can:

Surveying Your Own Database

This is a cost-effective approach. By using tools like 

SurveyMonkey.com, you can survey your own panel often without 

cost – or at a fraction of the cost of buying respondents.

But… you cannot always guarantee a certain number of responses. 

And the demographics of your panel could be limited.

Guarantee getting the number of responses you need.

Be specific about demographics.

Withstand the scrutiny of journalists looking for credible data.

Types of Data

Commissioned
Surveys

Survey Your 
Own Database

Freedom of 
Information Act

Proprietary Data

Your Web 
Analytics Data



Freedom Of Information Act

All European Union countries, and most other countries in the 

world, have some sort of Freedom of Information provision.

There is detailed information online about Freedom of Information 

requests in the UK, as well as more about European provisions.

Freedom of Information data is, by its very nature, often of public 

interest – which makes finding the stories a little easier.

Proprietary Data

Most businesses have their own data, generated by customer 

interactions, enquiries, sales trends or other means. 

For example, a loans company may have data about the age of 

people applying for business start-up loans, and travel firms might 

know about the Christmas Day booking habits of people who start 

their holiday hunt straight after the Queen’s Speech.

Your Web Analytics Data

Even your web analytics data might tell a story.

Our first data-driven link building piece was based on data pulled 

(manually and laboriously at that time) from Google Analytics.

https://www.gov.uk/make-a-freedom-of-information-request/the-freedom-of-information-act
https://www.gov.uk/make-a-freedom-of-information-request/the-freedom-of-information-act
http://www.wobbing.eu/
http://www.wobbing.eu/


Survey/Market Research Providers

If you’re looking to create a story that relies upon credible data 

that can stand up to scrutiny, we’d recommend the following 

market research suppliers:

Alternatively, check the listings on the Esomar Directory to find 

other accredited providers.

Cost Effective, A-Little-More-Light-Hearted Options

If your survey is intended to be a little more light-hearted (perhaps 

an easy-reading human interest piece, humour, or quick-turnaround 

news-jacking content), then you might find the science behind your 

data matters a little less.

In this situation, you could try:

A Note On Survey Panel Sizes

Typically, for more serious stories, you’ll need a minimum panel size 

of 1,000.

We often default to 2,000, which gives us a large enough pool that we can 
break down our data into regional areas and still have sample sizes big 
enough to generate local angles on our stories.

OnePoll 3Gem YouGov

Toluna Quick Surveys Google Customer Surveys

https://directory.esomar.org/


The Story

So far we’ve covered the types of data used to build links. But the 

reality is this:

                  

Your data alone will not build links or secure coverage. 

It’s the story it tells that’s of more interest to journalists and writers.

News websites and publications do not publish surveys. 
They publish stories.

What Makes A Compelling Story?

TIMELY: You wouldn’t pitch a Christmas story in April, for example.

RELEVANT: The reason you wouldn’t pitch your politics story to Tech Crunch.

NEW: Data is a great way of producing something that’s never been seen before. 

If you do your research beforehand, you can be sure that the data you’re 

uncovering is unique and hasn’t previously been covered.

UNEXPECTED: The surprise twist. New data is useful but, to really get the most 

from your story, you need something unexpected. Newspaper journalists have a 

quick formula to express this idea:

 Dog bites man? Not news. Man bites dog? NEWS!

LOCAL: The close-to-home element of a story makes it easier for people to 

relate to. They can see how it could have happened to them, and that it’s 

something they should care about.

It’s the reason the Paris terrorist attacks of 2015 got so much European press 

coverage, while equally – or even more deadly – atrocities in the Middle East and 

Africa hardly made the news at all.

HUMAN INTEREST: The Media College describes this well:

 “Human interest stories appeal to emotion. They aim to evoke responses  

 such as amusement or sadness.”

http://www.mediacollege.com/journalism/news/newsworthy.html


The Linkable Asset

Some news sites have a policy of not linking (or of using 
no-follow links). In these cases, it doesn’t matter how great 
your story is. If a site doesn’t link, it doesn’t link.

That’s the question you’ve got to answer.

Having something on your site that tells the reader more, adds 

value to the story, or is a relevant addition to it, is a good start. In the 

case of our mobile study from 2014, the linkable asset was a raw data 

download. It was that simple.

And in the case of the FOI request to the DVLA about disqualified 

drivers, the linkable asset was the league table we created from 

the data.

If your story uncovers a problem, perhaps your asset could offer the 

solution. So if your story is about overspending and you’ve 

created an online tool to help people curb it in, then that could be 

a relevant linkable asset.

Linkable assets can even be as simple as a series of images that 

accompany the story.

It’s just about thinking beyond simply issuing a press release. 

It’s about giving people a reason to want to send users to your site.

Why would a journalist link to you instead of just mentioning 

you as the source?

By carefully planning your approach, you can maximise 
your chances of achieving a link on the sites that do link.

THE GOOD NEWS

THE BAD NEWS?



Getting Started With Data-Driven Link 

Acquisition: Your 16 Step Plan

1. It starts with goals. For any link-building project, those goals will focus 

on which sites you want to link to you. Have a list of target publications 

in mind.

2. Research what types of stories those publications run. You’ll need a 

clear understanding to succeed.

3. Write a brief description for your project that includes: a) your 

objectives, b) your target publications and research into the stories they 

publish, and c) some information about the website the project is for.

4. This is when we move into ideation for the overall concept. We’re big 

advocates of 635 Brainwriting. At this stage, you want a long list of loose 

concepts.

5. Next you’ll need to shortlist your best concepts. We love the NUF 

method of testing to shortlist ideas.

6. For each shortlisted concept, you’ll need to assess where/how you 

could acquire data to meet the brief. Freedom of Information? Proprietary 

business data? A survey? Research carefully, and make sure you can 

definitely gather data to hit your brief. Getting started on a project, only to 

realise you can’t get what need, is a quick way to waste budget.

7. Next, assess your possible headlines and shape your survey questions 

or information request accordingly. Each question should be written with 

a possible headline in mind – and you should check the headlines against 

the traits that make a story. Be brutal. If a possible headline looks like it 

might be dull, irrelevant or unsurprising, don’t run it. Change the question.

http://www.tecmark.co.uk/tools/635-brainwriting/
http://www.tecmark.co.uk/how-to-measure-ideas/
http://www.tecmark.co.uk/how-to-measure-ideas/


8. Get someone else to assess your brief and possible headlines. It’s too 

easy to become over-involved in a project, which can lead to missing its 

potential flaws.

9. Prepare to ask for multiple pieces of information. If you put all your 

eggs in one basket, and it doesn’t go the way you’d like, you’ll have 

invested in something you might not be able to use. For surveys, we’d 

typically run between 10 and 20 different questions.

10. Start to contact your target publications. Can you find journalists 

who’ve written about something similar before? Seek their early buy-in. 

Ask whether there’s any additional data that might be useful for them. If 

someone buys in early, it increases your chances of them running your 

story.

11. What will be your linkable asset? By the time you have your 

questions, you should have a clear idea of what your headlines might be 

– and, therefore, what your linkable asset might be. Whether it’s raw data, 

imagery, or a tool to solve a problem your research has uncovered, you 

need to do as much prep work as possible at this stage.

12. Gather your data!

13. Sift through the responses, looking for statistics that can be turned 

into a headline. Score these potential headlines based on the story criteria 

we previously outlined, and immediately rule out the weakest.



14. Look deeper. Sometimes you’ll have to combine statistics, or look at 

the findings from another angle, to really hit the jackpot. Our 2014 mobile 

usage survey didn’t ask respondents how many tasks they did each day, 

because we thought people would underestimate. Instead, we added the 

totals from a number of questions about individual actions they did on 

their phone – and drew the final statistics from there.

15. Create your press releases and assets.

16. Launch and promote! And check these posts for more inspiration:

            PPC: an underused content promotion channel most SEOs miss

            15 resources for your outreach and content promotion

            Your content is awesome – now what?

http://www.tecmark.co.uk/ppc-content-promotion/
http://www.tecmark.co.uk/outreach-content-promotion-resources/
http://www.tecmark.co.uk/content-promotion-tactics/


What If It Doesn’t Work?

If you’ve followed a careful plan and you have a solid linkable asset 

in place, then you’ve given yourself a great chance of success.

But there’s never a guarantee with any content-led project like this.

So, if your first attempt flops, don’t simply write off the data. Go 

back to it, and look for other hidden stories and angles.

Good luck!



Dear Reader,

Thanks for downloading this Data-Driven Link Acquisition ebook. 

We hope you found it useful.

If you did, perhaps we can help you achieve more of your goals. What we 

do is specialised and, at times, very technical.

But we’re experts.

We get results and our search director Stacey MacNaught, who wrote this 

ebook, is on the global speaking circuit.

 • We rocketed a travel client’s organic traffic by 514% in just three years.

• An insurance client got a 166% year-on-year lift in organic traffic.

• Another travel client saw a 537% growth in top 10 keywords - and a 50% 

leap in organic revenue.

• And one piece of our content amassed almost 13,000 social 

interactions.

But don’t just take our word for it. Here’s what one client said:

“Tecmark combine creativity and intelligence with real-world SEO and con-

tent marketing expertise. And their results speak for themselves… I’d highly 

recommend them to anyone looking for digital marketing brilliance and a 

measurable ROI.”

So whatever issue you’re facing, we’ve probably been there. 

We’d love to help.

To chat further, call Richard Bannister on 0161 266 4450, 

or email richard.bannister@tecmark.co.uk.

mailto:richard.bannister%40tecmark.co.uk?subject=I%27ve%20read%20Data-Driven%20Link%20Acquisition%20and%20I%27d%20love%20to%20chat%21


www.tecmark.co.uk

0161 266 4450

http://www.tecmark.co.uk

