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Before we start
Look, I'm going to save you a lot of time.

If you own a local business in 2026 and you're not showing up in the top three on Google Maps when

somebody types your service plus your city, you're losing money. Real money. Phone calls that aren't

ringing. Trucks that aren't getting dispatched. Roofs that aren't getting bid. Customers walking right past you

to the competitor down the street with worse reviews and a worse website, just because Google decided to

show them first.

I've spent the last six years inside this industry. I started as the technical guy at a marketing agency, the one

who actually had to make the strategies work. I watched account managers sell business owners

$1,500-a-month “local SEO” packages that were three blog posts and a citation submission. I watched those

owners get their hopes up, hit month four with no results, and quietly cancel.

That's why I built ReviewMate.

This guide isn't a sales pitch. It's the playbook I wish every business owner had before they wrote their first

agency check. I'm going to tell you exactly how Google Maps ranking works in 2026, what's actually moving

the needle, and most importantly, what's getting you suspended, ignored, or buried while you keep paying

your “SEO guy” who still thinks it's 2018.

Here's what we're going to cover:

•  Why reviews are the only thing that really matters (and why your agency keeps avoiding the

conversation)

•  The category mistake 80% of business owners make in 90 seconds and never fix

•  The negative review death spiral and how to break it

•  What Google will quietly suspend you for in 2026

•  Why the “set it and forget it” agency model is dead and what replaced it

Twelve chapters. About an hour to read. Saves you years of throwing money at the wrong things.
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One more thing before we dive in

Everything I'm about to tell you is what I'd tell my brother-in-law if he opened a roofing
company tomorrow. No fluff, no theory, no “it depends.” If you do exactly what's in this guide,
you'll out-rank 90% of your competitors in your market. The other 10% are doing the same
things I'm about to teach you, and they've just been at it longer.

Let's go.

— Tyler Sheppard
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PART I — THE REAL GAME

Chapter 1: Google Ranking is
Everything

Let me ask you something. When was the last time you flipped through a phone book to find a
contractor? Walked into a store you'd never heard of without checking it on your phone first?
Hired a roofer based on a flyer in your mailbox?

Yeah. Me neither. Nobody does that anymore.

Here's what people actually do in 2026: they pull out their phone, they type their problem into Google, and

they pick from the three businesses that show up at the top of the map. That's it. That's the whole sales cycle

for most local businesses. If you're not in those three results, you don't exist.

The map pack is where the money is
There's a thing called the “Local Pack” or the “3-Pack.” You've seen it a million times. It's the boxed set of

three businesses with a little map above them that shows up when you search for anything local. Plumber.

Roofer. Mechanic. Coffee shop. Tax guy. Whatever.

BrightLocal ran the numbers. 44% of local searchers click on the 3-Pack. Another 29% click the regular

blue links below it. The rest bounce or scroll. So if you're not in the 3-Pack, you're fighting over the leftovers

with everyone else who didn't make the cut.

And here's the kicker: position #1 in the 3-Pack gets roughly 17 to 24% of all clicks for that search. Position

#2 gets maybe half that. Position #3 gets crumbs. Position #4 (the first one below the pack)? Most people

don't even scroll that far.

★  What's at stake when you're not in the 3-Pack

• 76% of people who search for something nearby visit a business within 24 hours
• 88% of mobile local searches result in a call or visit within a week
• 71% of all Google Business Profile interactions happen on mobile
• Google Maps handles roughly 1.5 billion local searches per month in the U.S. alone

ReviewMate Google Ranking is Everything
By Tyler Sheppard  ·  2026 Edition

goreviewmate.com
Review management & local SEO for small businesses

4



This is your storefront now
I'm going to say something that's going to upset some of you: your website doesn't matter as much as
you think it does.

Don't get me wrong, you need one. You can't run a business in 2026 without a website. But it's not your

storefront anymore. Your storefront is your Google Business Profile. That's where customers look at your

photos, read your reviews, check your hours, see your services, and decide whether to call you or call the

next guy.

I worked with a roofing contractor outside Phoenix who had a beautiful website. I mean a really nice site.

Custom design, drone footage, the works. He'd dropped $18,000 on it. He was getting maybe 40 visitors a

month and three calls.

His Google Business Profile? Half-empty. Wrong category. Six photos, all from 2021. Twelve reviews with an

average response time of “never.”

We didn't touch his website for eight months. We rebuilt his GBP. We installed a real review system. We

picked the right category. He went from 12 reviews to 184. From three calls a month to forty. Same business,

same crew, same trucks. The only thing that changed was where Google decided to show him.

That's the whole game.

What I want you to internalize before chapter 2

Your Google Business Profile is your most important marketing asset, full stop. More important
than your website. More important than your truck wraps. More important than your billboard
on the highway. If you only do one thing after reading this guide, treat your GBP like the
storefront it actually is. Everything else in this book builds on that.

What this guide is and isn't
This guide is for the owner of a local business who wants to understand what's actually moving rankings in

2026 so you can either do it yourself or stop getting ripped off by an agency that isn't doing it.

It's not for SEO consultants. It's not a textbook. I'm not going to walk you through how Google's PageRank

algorithm worked in 2003. I'm not going to explain backlink anchor text ratios or get into the weeds on

schema markup. (We'll touch schema briefly because it matters now, but I'm not going to bore you with it.)

I'm going to tell you the 12 things that matter, why they matter, and what to do this week. If you want depth

on something I gloss over, the sources at the back of the guide will get you there.

Let's get into it.
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PART I — THE REAL GAME

Chapter 2: The Three Things That
Actually Matter

Google's local algorithm has hundreds of inputs. The ranking factor surveys track 187 of them.
You don't need to know all 187. You need to know three.

Google itself describes its local algorithm using three words: Relevance, Distance, Prominence. Everything

else is a flavor of one of those three. Once you understand them, every tactic in this guide makes sense.

Relevance: are you the right kind of business?
Relevance is the easy one. When somebody types “roofer near me,” Google needs to figure out which

businesses in the area actually do roofing. Sounds simple. It's not, because most business owners screw this

up.

Relevance comes from a handful of signals, in this order of importance:

•  Your primary Google Business Profile category. This is the single most important field in your entire

profile. We have a whole chapter on this.

•  Your secondary categories (you can pick up to nine).

•  The services you list on your profile.

•  Your business name (the legitimate one, not the keyword-stuffed mess your old agency made you put

up).

•  Keywords in your responses to reviews. (Yes, that's a real thing. We'll get to it.)

Notice what's not on this list: keywords stuffed into your business name, hidden text on your website, blog

posts about “the best roofer in Dallas,” or any of the other tricks your “SEO guy” might have sold you in 2017.

Google killed all of that years ago.

Distance: how close are you to the searcher?
Distance is the brutal one. It's also the one most owners don't understand.

When somebody searches for a roofer, Google measures how far away you are from the phone they're

holding. The closer you are, the better. In dense cities, the Local Pack usually only shows businesses within

1 to 3 miles of the searcher. In suburbs, that radius opens up to maybe 5 to 15 miles. Outside that radius,

you basically don't exist for that search.
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Here's why this matters: there's a second distance Google measures, and most people don't know about it.

It's the distance from your address to the center of the city. When somebody types “roofer Tampa,” Google

measures from downtown Tampa, not from wherever the user is sitting. Businesses downtown have a

permanent advantage on those city-name searches. If you're in the suburbs, you're always going to lose

those searches to the guys closer to the city center.

The hard truth about distance

You can't out-content, out-review, or out-link your way around physics. If you're 12 miles from
downtown and your competitor is 2 miles from downtown, they're going to beat you on
city-name searches no matter what. Your job is to dominate the radius around your actual
location and stop trying to rank in places where Google is never going to put you. That means
optimizing for the suburbs and neighborhoods near you, where you have a real shot.

Prominence: how much does Google trust you?
Prominence is the fun one, because it's the only one of the three you can actually control without moving

your business or changing what you do.

Prominence is Google's way of asking: “Is this business legit? Do real people actually use them? Do other

websites talk about them? Are they popular?” The signals that feed prominence:

•  Reviews. Count, star rating, recency, how often new ones come in, whether you respond. We'll spend

three chapters on this.

•  Citations. Mentions of your business name, address, and phone number on other sites (Yelp,

Facebook, industry directories).

•  Backlinks. Especially from local news, the Chamber of Commerce, your industry association.

•  How often people search for you by name. If “ABC Roofing Tampa” gets searched 200 times a

month, Google knows you're a real brand.

•  Behavioral signals. Clicks, calls, direction requests, how long people look at your profile.

•  Profile freshness. When did you last upload a photo? Post an update? Respond to a review?

How they multiply, not add
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Here's the part nobody explains: these three pillars don't add up. They multiply. If any one of them is broken,

the other two can't save you.

If your category is wrong (Relevance), it doesn't matter how close you are or how many reviews you have.

You won't show up.

If you're 30 miles outside the search radius (Distance), it doesn't matter that you have 500 reviews and the

perfect category. You won't show up.

If you have a great category and you're three blocks from downtown but you have 4 reviews and your

competitor has 240 (Prominence), you won't show up.

Find the one that's broken and fix that one first. For most of you reading this, it's Prominence. You're set

up correctly, you're in the right area, but your reviews are weak and your profile looks dead. The next ten

chapters are about fixing that.

ReviewMate Google Ranking is Everything
By Tyler Sheppard  ·  2026 Edition

goreviewmate.com
Review management & local SEO for small businesses

8



PART I — THE REAL GAME

Chapter 3: The Review Flywheel (My
Whole System on One Page)

Most local SEO advice you'll read online treats reviews like one item on a checklist. “Get more
reviews. Respond to them. Done.”

That's not how I think about it. After watching this play out across a couple thousand businesses, I've come

to believe reviews aren't a ranking factor. They're the ranking factor. Everything else in local SEO is

downstream of how good your review situation is.

Here's the model I teach every business owner I work with. I call it the Review Flywheel. Once it's spinning,

it's almost impossible for a competitor without one to catch you.

How the flywheel works
Stage 1: You ask every customer for a review. Not just the happy ones. Every one. The day of service,

while it's fresh. By text, because text gets a 45% open rate and email gets 6%.

Stage 2: Most of them write the review. Maybe 30 to 60% of asked customers will follow through if you

make it easy. Your star rating climbs. Your review count grows.

Stage 3: Google notices. It sees fresh reviews coming in steadily. Recent reviews. Real reviews with text in

them, not just stars. It bumps you up in the local pack.

Stage 4: Higher rankings = more eyeballs. You start showing up for searches you weren't showing up for

before. More people see your profile.

Stage 5: More eyeballs = more clicks, calls, and customers. Your phone rings more. You book more jobs.

More customers walk in.

Stage 6: More customers = more review requests = more reviews. The flywheel spins faster. And every

time it spins, it gets harder to stop.
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The Review Flywheel in one sentence

Reviews drive rankings, rankings drive customers, customers drive more reviews, which drive
higher rankings, and the cycle compounds. Every customer you don't ask is a missed turn of
the wheel.

Why most businesses never start the flywheel
I've audited hundreds of small businesses. Almost every single one has the same problem: they don't have
a system to ask for reviews.

They have intentions. They have a sign on the wall that says “Like us on Google!” They have a guy on the

team who remembers to ask sometimes. They have a card they hand out occasionally. What they don't have

is a system that fires automatically every time a job closes.

And without a system, the flywheel never spins. You get a few reviews when you're lucky. Your competitor

with the system is getting 5 to 15 a month, every month. In a year, they have 100+ reviews and you have 14,

and you can't figure out why they keep beating you.

The system is the whole game. The platform you use to run the system matters less than having one. Build it

in a spreadsheet if you want. Hire someone to run it. Use ReviewMate (we built it because this is what we

believed in). I don't care. Just have a system.

The four numbers that actually matter
Inside the review side of the flywheel, there are only four numbers I track. If these four are moving in the right

direction, you're winning.

•  Total review count. The simplest one. How many reviews do you have right now?

•  Average star rating. Aim for 4.5 to 4.8. Not 5.0. (Yes, you read that right. Chapter 6 explains why.)

•  Review velocity. How many new reviews per month? Should be at least 4 to 8 for service businesses.

•  Response rate. What percentage of reviews do you reply to? Target: 100%, within 24 hours.

If you do nothing else after reading this guide, set up tracking for those four numbers. Check them weekly. If

any one of them is going the wrong direction, that's your alarm bell.

The compound effect
Here's what nobody tells you about the flywheel: it gets exponentially harder for competitors to catch you the

longer it spins.
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Say you're at 50 reviews. Your competitor down the street is also at 50. Even fight. You both turn on review

systems. A year later, you're at 150. They're at 130. Two years later, you're at 280. They're at 215. Five

years later, you're at 600 reviews and they're at 410, and they cannot catch you because Google trusts you

more, sends you more customers, and those customers leave you more reviews.

Reviews are the only marketing asset I know of that compounds. Every other tactic decays. Ad spend

stops the day you stop paying. SEO traffic dies if you stop publishing. Social posts disappear in 24 hours. But

a review you got in 2024 is still working for you in 2026, and the review you get tomorrow will still be doing

work in 2030.

“A one-star increase in rating drives a 5 to 9% increase in revenue for

independent businesses. — Michael Luca, Harvard Business School”

That study is from 2011 and it's still being cited because the math hasn't changed. Reviews aren't a

marketing nice-to-have. They're a direct lever on revenue. Every half-star you can move your rating up is

worth real, measurable money every month.

Now that you have the model, the rest of this guide is going to walk you through building each piece of it.

Profile, category, system, response strategy, the whole thing. Let's go.
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PART II — THE PROFILE THAT WINS

Chapter 4: Your Google Business
Profile is Your Home Page Now

If you take nothing else away from this chapter, take this: your Google Business Profile is
now more important than your website.

It's where your customers see your photos, read your reviews, check your hours, look at your services, and

decide whether to call you. Most of them will never click through to your actual site. They'll make the entire

decision on the GBP, then either tap your phone number or tap directions. That's the whole funnel.

Whitespark's 2026 ranking factor survey says GBP signals account for 32% of your local pack ranking.

That's the single biggest category. Bigger than reviews. Bigger than links. Bigger than everything else

combined except reviews.

And the best part? Optimizing it is free. Takes about 30 to 45 minutes if you do it right. Most owners spend

less than 10 minutes setting it up, then never touch it again.

Walk through every field with me
Open your profile right now. Search your business name on Google while logged in as the owner. The

management panel pops up inline. Let's go field by field.

1. Your business name

It needs to match the name on your sign. The name on your truck. The name on your business license.

Period. If your real business name is “ABC Roofing,” that's what goes here. Not “ABC Roofing | Best Roofer

Tampa | Free Estimates.”

I know your old SEO guy told you to stuff keywords in your name because it works. He's right. It still works for

ranking. He just forgot to tell you it's against Google's policy and gets reported constantly. Sterling Sky tracks

suspensions and they doubled in 2024. Most of them were name violations. We talk about this more in

chapter 8.

2. Your address

Real address. A place you actually operate from. Not a UPS Store. Not a virtual office. Not your buddy's

garage where you keep your tools. Google now does video verification, which means they ask you to take a

live video walking through your address. Virtual addresses fail this immediately.

ReviewMate Google Ranking is Everything
By Tyler Sheppard  ·  2026 Edition

goreviewmate.com
Review management & local SEO for small businesses

12



If you're a service business that goes to customers (roofer, plumber, mobile mechanic), you set up as a

service-area business and hide your address. Then you list the cities you serve. More on this in chapter 8.

3. Phone number

Your real local number with a real area code. Toll-free works but it's weaker than a local number. Whatever

you put here needs to match the number on your website, your Yelp, your Facebook, every directory you're

listed on. Inconsistent phone numbers across the web confuse Google.

4. Website URL

Link to your real website. Not your Linktree. Not your Calendly booking page. Not your Instagram. Google

cracked down on this hard in August 2025. People were linking their GBP to social media profiles or

third-party booking pages. Suspension wave. Don't do it.

If you don't have a website, get one. A simple one-page site is enough. There are services that'll build you a

basic site for under $50. No excuses.

5. Hours

This is the new ranking factor most owners don't know about. As of 2026, “business is open at the time of
search” jumped to the #5 most important local ranking factor. Up from outside the top 15 just two years

ago.

What that means: if your hours are wrong and Google thinks you're closed, you get pushed down in the

pack. Three things to do here:

•  Set your regular hours and keep them accurate.

•  Add Special Hours for every holiday in the next 6 months. Google flagging you as closed on Memorial

Day when you're actually open will hurt you that whole weekend.

•  Add More Hours for things like delivery, drive-through, after-hours emergency service, weekend

appointments. Every additional hour block is another window where you count as “open.”

6. Categories (we have a whole chapter on this, but the basics)

One primary category. Up to nine secondary. Get the primary right or nothing else matters. We'll spend

chapter 5 on this.

7. Description

750 characters. Use them all. The description doesn't directly impact rankings, but it converts. It's the first

thing somebody reads when they're deciding whether to call you. Tell them what you do, who you serve,

what makes you different, and what to do next. No URLs or phone numbers. Google strips them.

8. Services

This is where most owners leave money on the table. The Services section lets you list every specific service

you offer. Each service is a relevance signal. If your competitor has 4 services listed and you have 25,

Google sees you as more specifically relevant for a wider set of searches.
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For my roofing example: don't just list “Roof Repair.” List “Asphalt Shingle Repair,” “Metal Roof Repair,”

“Storm Damage Repair,” “Insurance Claim Roofing,” “Emergency Tarp Service,” “Gutter Replacement,” and

on and on. Each one is a separate keyword you can rank for.

9. Photos

Most owners upload 6 photos when they set up their profile and never touch it again. Don't do that.

BrightLocal data: profiles with active photos get 42% more direction requests and 35% more website
clicks than profiles with few or no photos.

Upload fresh photos at least weekly. Mix of: exterior, interior, team, jobs in progress, finished work, happy

customers (with permission), trucks, equipment. Real photos shot on your phone. Not stock. Google's

reverse image search flags stock photos and it weakens your trust signals.

And while we're here: geotagging your photos does nothing. Google strips the EXIF GPS data the

moment you upload. Anybody charging you extra for “photo geotagging services” is selling you a feature that

has been broken for years.
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10. Posts

Google Posts let you publish updates, offers, and events directly on your GBP. They don't directly move

rankings (Sterling Sky tested this with 441 keywords over 9 weeks, zero ranking change from posting alone),

but profiles with regular posts show up in the 3-Pack 2.8x more often than profiles without.

Why? Because posting signals aliveness. Google's algorithm is increasingly rewarding profiles that look

active. Whitespark's 2026 report calls this concept “dynamic GBP”: a perfectly optimized profile that's been

static for two years gets out-ranked by a decent profile that gets updated weekly.

Post at least once a week. Use the CTA button. Include one photo. Keep the text under 100 words.

What to do this week

(1) Open your GBP. (2) Audit every field above. (3) Upload 25 fresh photos. (4) Add 15 to 30
services with descriptions. (5) Write your 750-character description. (6) Set up a recurring
weekly reminder to post. That's it. You just did more in one afternoon than 80% of your
competitors will do all year.
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PART II — THE PROFILE THAT WINS

Chapter 5: Pick the Right Category or
Nothing Else Matters

If I could only give you one piece of advice in this entire guide, it would be this:

Spend more time picking your primary category than on every other optimization combined.

I'm not exaggerating. Whitespark's 2026 survey ranks the primary category as both the #1 positive ranking

factor and the #1 negative ranking factor. Meaning: pick the right one, you win. Pick the wrong one, nothing

else you do will save you.

Why this is the highest-leverage decision
There are over 4,000 business categories Google offers you. Most owners pick something in 90 seconds

when they set up their profile and never touch it again. Then they pay an agency $1,200/month to adjust

photos and write posts, wondering why nothing's changing.

Here's why nothing's changing: the wrong category puts you in the wrong race. A pediatric dentist who picks

“Dentist” is competing against every cosmetic, emergency, and adult dentist in town. Switching to “Pediatric

Dentist” (which is a real Google category) immediately narrows the competitive set down to other pediatric

dentists in the area. You go from 80 competitors to 12. Same business, totally different ranking outcome.

The specificity rule
Pick the most specific category that genuinely describes the core of your business.

Examples:

•  “Roofing Contractor” beats “Contractor.” (You're competing with general contractors otherwise.)

•  “Auto Body Shop” beats “Auto Repair Shop.” (Different searcher intent.)

•  “Thai Restaurant” beats “Asian Restaurant” beats “Restaurant.”

•  “Personal Injury Attorney” beats “Lawyer.”

•  “HVAC Contractor” beats “Heating Contractor” for most heating + cooling combo businesses.

ReviewMate Google Ranking is Everything
By Tyler Sheppard  ·  2026 Edition

goreviewmate.com
Review management & local SEO for small businesses

16



The 90-second test I run for every client
Open Google in incognito. Type the search you most want to rank for, the way a customer would type it.

“Roofer near me.” “Plumber Phoenix.” “Auto body shop Houston.”

Look at the top 3 businesses in the Local Pack. Click into each one. Look at the primary category shown in

the knowledge panel on the right.

If all three share a category, that's your category. Period. Don't argue with Google. Don't get creative. Just

match what's already winning.

There's a Chrome extension called GMB Everywhere that pulls this data automatically. Free. Use it.

When to switch your category

If your category is clearly wrong, switch immediately. The downside compounds every week. If
you're ranking okay but you suspect there's a better category, do it during a slow season. Any
change to name, category, address, or phone triggers a brief algorithmic review. Rankings can
wobble for 2 to 3 weeks. Don't change anything else for at least 14 days after.

Use all nine secondary slots
Your primary category is the headliner. Your secondary categories (you get 9) are the supporting cast. They

each unlock visibility for slightly different searches.

A roofing contractor whose primary is “Roofing Contractor” should also list:

•  Roof Repair Service

•  Gutter Cleaning Service

•  Solar Energy Contractor (if applicable)

•  Insurance Restoration Service

•  Storm Damage Restoration Service

•  Siding Contractor (if applicable)

•  Skylight Contractor
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Each one is a different bucket of customers Google can show you to. Don't pick categories that don't apply

just to fill slots, but don't be shy either. If you legitimately do gutters, claim it.

The category mistake that costs the most money
I see this pattern constantly: a service business picks “Construction Company” or “Contractor” as their

primary because it's the most general option. They think being general = more searches.

It doesn't work that way. Being too general means you're showing up for the wrong searches. A roofer

categorized as “Construction Company” is competing with home builders, sheds, decks, carports, and

remodelers for visibility on searches that have nothing to do with roofing. Then when someone actually

searches for a roofer, the algorithm pushes you down because you don't match the specific intent.

Specific beats general every time. If your business has multiple verticals, pick the one with the

highest-margin work as your primary, then add the rest as secondaries.
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PART II — THE PROFILE THAT WINS

Chapter 6: Volume, Velocity,
Recency, Response

Now we're at the heart of the system. Reviews aren't one number. They're four numbers, each
one measured separately by Google's algorithm. Most business owners only think about the
first one. The smart money is on all four.

Volume: do you have enough?
Volume is just the count. How many reviews do you have? It's the number every owner instinctively checks

first.

Here's what the data says about minimum thresholds:

•  Top-3 ranked businesses average 47 Google reviews in suburban markets.

•  In dense urban metros, the top 3 average closer to 250 reviews.

•  Sterling Sky has documented a noticeable ranking bump moving from 9 to 10 reviews. They call it the

“magic 10” threshold.

•  Consumers expect to see an average of 112 reviews before they consider a business credible

(BrightLocal 2026).

If you have fewer than 50 reviews and you're trying to rank in a competitive market, you're structurally

behind. You need to get to 50 first, then 100, then keep going. There's no real ceiling. The businesses

dominating their markets have hundreds, sometimes thousands.

Velocity: how fast are you adding new ones?
This is the one almost nobody talks about, and it's the one that's moved the most in the last two years.

Whitespark's 2026 survey: review velocity moved from factor #93 to factor #11 in importance. That's not a

small shift. That's a tectonic one. Google has decided that your review flow is a better signal of current
customer activity than your review stockpile.

Translation: a business with 60 reviews and 8 new ones this month is now beating a business with 200

reviews from 2022 and zero new ones in the last six months. Joy Hawkins from Sterling Sky has documented

cases where rankings dropped “off a cliff” after just three weeks without a new review.
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Target velocity by industry

• Roofers, plumbers, HVAC, electricians: 4 to 8 new reviews per month.
• Auto body, mechanics, dealerships: 5 to 15 per month.
• Restaurants and retail: 10 to 40 per month.
• Professional services (law, accounting): 2 to 5 per month.

Consistency matters more than the exact number. 4 reviews each month for 12 months beats
48 all at once.

Recency: are your reviews from this year or 2022?
Google weights reviews from the last 30 to 90 days more heavily. Customers go even further than Google

does. The 2026 BrightLocal survey:

•  74% of consumers only consider reviews from the last 3 months.

•  32% only consider reviews from the last 2 weeks.

•  18% only consider reviews from the last week.

Read those numbers again. One in five customers will only look at reviews you got this week.

This is why the “we got 200 reviews in 2020 and now we're set” mindset doesn't work anymore. Customers

can filter Google reviews by date. If they filter for “last 90 days” and your business shows zero, that's as bad

as having a 1-star rating. Worse, actually. It looks like you went out of business.

Response: are you talking back?
Google has publicly confirmed that responding to reviews helps your local rankings. The 2026 BrightLocal

survey says 89% of consumers expect business owners to respond. Up from 78% three years ago.

ReplyOnTheFly aggregated the data: businesses that respond to all reviews earn 35% more revenue than

businesses that don't. And here's the wild part: 97% of people who read your reviews also read your
responses. That means your replies are half of the marketing copy a prospect is reading before they decide

to call you.

Your response strategy:
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•  Respond to 100% of reviews, positive and negative.

•  Within 24 to 48 hours for positive reviews. Within 24 hours for negatives.

•  Personalize every single one. Half of consumers say templated responses actively turn them off.

•  Use service-plus-location keywords naturally in your responses (this is the hidden ranking lever).

•  Never argue publicly on negative reviews. Move that conversation offline.

The hidden ranking lever in your responses
This is one of the least-known facts in local SEO, and it's a freebie if you do it right.

Keywords in customer review text? Don't help your rankings. Sterling Sky tested this extensively. Google

ignores keywords inside customer reviews.

Keywords in your responses to those reviews? Yes. Those count.

When a customer writes “great roofer!” and you reply “Thanks for choosing our Tampa storm damage roofing

team, Mike. Glad we could get those shingles replaced before the next hurricane rolled in,” you've just

dropped three relevance signals into your profile: Tampa, storm damage roofing, shingle replacement.

Google reads it. It counts.

Use this. Every owner-response is a free chance to add relevance signals. Don't keyword-stuff. Don't make

it weird. Just naturally reference the service and the location in at least one response per week.

The star rating sweet spot (4.5 to 4.8, not 5.0)
Northwestern University's Spiegel Research Center found something counter-intuitive: purchase likelihood
peaks between 4.0 and 4.7 stars and actually declines as you approach 5.0.

Why? Because 5.0 looks fake. Customers' brains have learned to associate perfect ratings with paid

reviews, employee reviews, or cherry-picking. A 4.7 with 350 reviews looks more trustworthy than a 5.0 with

22.

If you're sitting at 5.0 right now, you don't need more 5-star reviews. You need more reviews, period. The

math will pull you down into the 4.6 to 4.8 zone naturally as you scale up volume, and you'll convert better at

that range than you do at 5.0.

The ideal operating zone: 4.5 to 4.8 stars with 100+ reviews and 5+ new ones every month. That's the

profile that wins.
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PART III — WHERE MOST OWNERS GET KILLED

Chapter 7: The Negative Review
Death Spiral

I've watched more local businesses get killed by negative reviews than by any other single
thing. Not bad reviews from real customers, those happen and you can recover. I'm talking
about the death spiral that starts with one bad review, gets ignored, snowballs into three more,
and ends with a 3.6-star average that quietly bleeds you out over 18 months.

If you remember nothing else from this book, remember this: negative reviews are the worst thing that
can happen to your local SEO. They tank your rankings, they tank your conversions, and they
compound in a way that almost no other marketing problem does.

How the death spiral works
Stage 1: A real customer has a bad experience. Maybe legit, maybe partly your fault, maybe entirely their

fault. Doesn't matter. They post a 1-star review.

Stage 2: You don't respond, because you're busy, or you're upset, or you don't know what to say. It just sits

there.

Stage 3: A prospect comes to your profile. They see the 1-star with no response. They make two

assumptions: the customer's complaint must be true, and the business doesn't care. They call your

competitor instead.

Stage 4: Google's algorithm sees lower click-through rates from your profile. It sees lower engagement. It

pushes you down a notch in the local pack.

Stage 5: Lower rankings = fewer customers = fewer review requests = fewer new reviews to dilute the bad

one. Your average rating gets stuck.

Stage 6: Six months later, you have three more bad reviews because you never built the system to ask

happy customers. Your average is now 3.8. Your rankings are gone. Your phone barely rings.

I have seen this play out, with these exact stages, on at least 100 businesses. It is the most common cause

of slow death I see in the local SEO world. And the wild thing is: it's almost completely preventable.
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What customers actually look at

BrightLocal 2026 data: when reading negative reviews, 77% of consumers read the
business owner's response before deciding what to do. 33% will revise their opinion if the
response is well-handled. A good response to a bad review is often more powerful than a
5-star review with no context. The negative review is your stage. Use it.

How to respond to a negative review (the template)
Here's the structure that works. Every time. I've used this on hundreds of negative reviews. It works because

it's honest, it's specific, and it shows the prospect reading it that you give a damn.

•  Thank them by name for taking the time to leave feedback.

•  Apologize specifically for the part that went wrong. Don't grovel. Don't over-apologize.

•  Give your version of what happened, briefly. Without making excuses or arguing.

•  Offer a concrete remedy. A refund. A re-do. A direct phone call to your cell phone.

•  Move it offline. Provide an email or direct number for follow-up.

•  Stay short. Three to five sentences max. Long defensive responses look worse than short

professional ones.

An example. The wrong response:

“Hi John, we are sorry you had a bad experience. Our records show that we did the work as agreed and the

issues you mention were not our fault. We tried to call you several times to resolve this but you did not return

our calls. We stand by our work and our 4.7 star rating speaks for itself.”

What that response says to a prospect: this owner is defensive, blames the customer, and is more interested

in winning the argument than fixing the problem. Don't call this guy.

The right response:

“John, thanks for taking the time to share this. I'm sorry the install didn't go the way you expected. We do

thousands of roofs a year and we still get it wrong sometimes. I'd like to make it right. Please call me directly

at 555-1234. I'll come look at it personally and figure out what we can do.”

What that response says: this owner takes responsibility, doesn't make excuses, and is a real human who'll

personally answer the phone. Even if John never calls (and most won't), every prospect who reads that

response now thinks: damn, this guy actually cares.

How to break the spiral if it's already started
If you're reading this and your average is already at 4.0 or 3.8 or worse, the path back is math, not magic.
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Step 1: Respond to every existing negative review. Even if it's two years old. Use the template above. Be

human. The prospect reading your profile next week doesn't care that the review is from 2023, they care

whether you owned it.

Step 2: Turn on your review request system today. Every customer, immediate ask, by SMS. Don't wait,

don't pilot it, don't “think about it.” Today.

Step 3: Do the math. If you're at 4.0 with 50 reviews and you want to get to 4.6, you need to add roughly 80

new 5-star reviews. At 5 to 8 per month, that's a year of consistent work. Make peace with the timeline.

Step 4: Address the underlying operational issue. If you keep getting bad reviews about the same thing,

that thing is broken. Reviews are diagnostics. Listen to them.

Stop the next bad review before it gets posted
The single best defensive move you can make is intercepting unhappy customers before they go to Google.

The way to do this:
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Set up a system where every customer first gets a private feedback message asking how it went. Happy

ones get an immediate, easy nudge to leave a Google review. Unhappy ones get routed to a private

feedback form that goes straight to your ops team or you personally. You fix their issue before they're

standing in front of a public review form.

And here's where I have to be careful: you cannot only send the Google review request to happy
customers. That's called “review gating” and Google explicitly banned it in 2018. If you do that, your profile

gets penalized.

The compliant version: every customer gets the same satisfaction survey first. Every customer also gets the

same Google review invite afterward, regardless of how they answered the survey. The survey is for your

operations to fix unhappy customers fast. The Google invite is universal.

This is exactly what we built ReviewMate to do, because nobody else was making the compliant version

easy to run. But you can build it yourself in any decent CRM. The system matters more than the tool.

The legal teeth

The U.S. FTC's Consumer Reviews Rule went into effect October 21, 2024. It bans review
gating, fake reviews, employee reviews without disclosure, and incentivized positive reviews.
Civil penalties: up to $53,088 per violation. A single bad review-acquisition campaign can be
thousands of violations. This isn't just a Google policy thing anymore. It's federal law with real
money at stake. If a vendor pitches you anything that sounds like “we'll help you avoid bad
reviews,” walk away.
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PART III — WHERE MOST OWNERS GET KILLED

Chapter 8: What Google Will Quietly
Suspend You For

Suspension is the worst thing that can happen to your local presence. A hard suspension
deletes your entire Google Business Profile. Reviews, photos, history, all gone. A soft
suspension freezes you out of editing while your competitors keep climbing.

Sterling Sky reported that suspensions doubled in 2024 over the prior year. Then they doubled again in

2025. An industry consensus: more local businesses got suspended in the last 18 months than in the

previous decade combined.

Why? Because Google is cleaning up its data for an AI-driven future. Every fake listing, every

keyword-stuffed name, every PO box pretending to be a storefront pollutes the data Google needs to feed AI

Overviews and Gemini. They are not playing around anymore.

Here's what's getting people suspended in 2026, in rough order of how often I see it.

1. Keyword stuffing your business name
If your business name on your GBP says “Bob's Plumbing | Best Plumber in Phoenix | 24/7 Emergency

Service,” you are one competitor report away from a soft suspension. The rule is dead simple: your GBP

name needs to match the name on your sign, your truck, your business license. That's it.

Yes, I know it works for ranking. Yes, I know your competitors do it. They're going to get caught too. The

Business Redressal form makes it trivial for any competitor to report you, and Google's AI now scans for

these patterns automatically.

Strip the keywords today. If a competitor is doing it, file the report yourself.

2. Fake addresses, virtual offices, PO boxes
Your address has to be a real place where you actually work. UPS Stores, Regus virtual offices, mailbox

services, your friend's garage, your cousin's house in another city. None of that flies in 2026.

Google's video verification is the killer here. They send you a link, you walk through your “office” on a live

video call, you show signage and equipment. If it's a UPS Store, you fail instantly. If it's a residential address

with no signage and no business activity visible, you fail.
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If you don't have a real customer-facing location, that's fine. Set up as a service-area business. Hide your

address. List your service areas. Done.

3. Service-area businesses with multiple listings
I see this all the time with multi-location service businesses. Bob has a roofing company. Bob wants to rank

in three cities, so Bob creates three GBPs at three different addresses, all pointing to the same business with

slightly different phone numbers.

Bob is going to get all three suspended at once.

Service-area businesses get exactly one listing per company, period. If you genuinely have multiple physical

offices that customers visit, those can each have a listing. But the “rent a virtual office in city X just to rank

there” trick is dead. Google's pattern detection caught up.

4. Linktree, Calendly, social media as your website URL
August 2025 was a brutal enforcement wave. Google decided that the website URL field on your GBP needs

to point to a real website that you own. Not a Linktree page. Not a Calendly booking page. Not your

Instagram profile. Not your Amazon storefront. A real website.

If your URL points to anything that looks like an aggregator or a third-party booking page, you're at risk of

suspension right now. Either get a real website (it's cheap, do it) or change your URL back to something

legitimate.

5. Review manipulation
Review manipulation accounts for about 17% of all suspensions per Sterling Sky's data. The stuff that gets

caught:

•  Reviews from employees, family members, friends, business partners (without disclosure)

•  Reviews you wrote yourself or had ChatGPT write

•  Buying reviews on Fiverr or any other gig marketplace

•  Trading reviews with other businesses (“you review me, I'll review you”)

•  Setting up a kiosk in your shop that prompts customers for Google reviews on your tablet (Google calls

this gating)

Google's review moderation uses Gemini now. It's looking at IP addresses, account histories, linguistic

patterns, network connections between reviewer accounts and business owners. It catches things you'd

never expect it to catch. Don't try to game it. The math is bad.
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6. Rapid-fire edits
If you change your business name, address, category, or phone number more than once in a short window,

you trigger a manual review. Sometimes a suspension while they sort it out.

If you need to make a real change to one of those fields, do it. But don't change anything else for two weeks.

And don't “test” new categories by switching back and forth. That's the fastest way to get flagged.
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What to do if you get suspended

(1) Don't panic. (2) Don't make a new listing. That doubles the problem. (3) File a reinstatement
request through the Business Redressal Form. (4) Have evidence ready: photos of your
signage, a utility bill at the address, your business license, lease documents. (5) Fix the
underlying issue before you appeal. (6) Expect 2 to 6 weeks. (7) Stay active on Facebook,
Yelp, and Apple Business Connect during the wait so leads don't go cold.

Why Google is being aggressive about this now
Google is investing tens of billions of dollars into AI products: Gemini, AI Overviews, the new Maps assistant.

All of those products only work if the underlying business data is clean. Every fake listing pollutes the AI's

training data. Every keyword-stuffed name confuses the model.

So Google is doing the boring, hard, multi-year work of cleaning the slate. The businesses that play by the

rules are now structurally advantaged because they survive the purge. The businesses still doing 2017-era

spam tactics are getting wiped out.

Be on the right side of this. Compliance isn't sexy, but it's the cheapest growth lever you have over the

next three years.
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PART III — WHERE MOST OWNERS GET KILLED

Chapter 9: The Set-It-and-Forget-It
Agency Trap

Time for the part of this book where I'm going to make some enemies.

If you're paying an agency $1,000 to $2,500 a month for “local SEO,” there's about a 70% chance you're

getting ripped off. I'm not guessing. I built ReviewMate after watching this happen from the inside for six

years.

How the scam works (and why it's a scam)
Most local SEO agencies operate on the same playbook:

•  Sell you a package called “Local SEO Starter” or “Premium GBP Management” for $1,200 a month.

•  In month 1, they do an audit (mostly automated, copy-pasted from a template).

•  In months 1 to 3, they submit you to 30 to 50 directories. Most of which haven't moved a ranking since

2018.

•  Starting month 2, they post a Google Post once a week using a generic template. Sometimes it's just a

stock image with “Happy Friday!” on it.

•  They write you 1 to 2 blog posts per month for your website. Usually 600 words of generic content with

your city name swapped in.

•  They send you a monthly report full of vanity metrics: “impressions,” “keyword positions,” “profile

views.” Almost never the metrics that actually matter.

•  After month 4 to 6, when you ask why your phone isn't ringing more, they tell you “SEO is a long game”

and ask you for another six months.

Sound familiar?

Why it doesn't work
What's missing from that list is everything that actually moves rankings:
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•  Reviews. They're not running a real review acquisition system. Maybe a quarterly “ask your customers

for reviews” email. That's it.

•  Category audit. They picked your category once and never revisited it.

•  Photo refresh. Your last GBP photo is from 2022.

•  Review responses. They “don't have access to respond on your behalf,” or they respond once a

month with a templated “Thanks for your feedback!” on every single review, positive and negative.

•  Real local content. Their blog posts about “5 Tips for Choosing a Roofer in Tampa” aren't ranking and

aren't converting.

The agency knows this, by the way. They know what would actually work. They just can't run it profitably at

$1,200/month with the way they're set up. So they sell you what's cheap to deliver and hope you don't notice.

The vanity metrics they report on
Watch out for these in your monthly reports. They're designed to make you feel like progress is happening

when it isn't:

•  “Profile views increased 47%!” Cool. Did calls increase? Did direction requests? If not, that's just

more eyeballs that didn't convert.

•  “You're now ranking #14 for 'roofer Tampa'!” #14 means you don't exist for that search. The Local

Pack only shows three. Below #4 is functionally invisible.

•  “We submitted you to 32 new directories this month!” 28 of them are dead. The other 4 are

duplicates of listings you already had.

•  “We posted 4 Google Posts this month.” Were they templated? Did anyone click the CTA? Did they

include photos?

•  “Domain authority increased to 18.” Domain authority is a third-party metric Google does not use.

It's marketing fluff.

The metrics that actually matter

Total review count, review velocity (new reviews per month), average star rating, response
rate, GBP calls per month, GBP direction requests per month, GBP messaging volume. If your
monthly report doesn't include those seven numbers with month-over-month
comparison, your agency is hiding the ball.

How to audit your current agency
Five questions. Send them in an email. The answers will tell you everything.
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•  What's our current review velocity vs. six months ago? If they don't have a number, they aren't

running a review system.

•  How many of our reviews have you responded to in the last 30 days? If the answer is zero or “we

don't do that,” you have your answer.

•  What's our primary GBP category, and when did you last audit it against the top three
competitors in our market? If they say “we set it when we started,” that's bad.

•  How many photos have you uploaded to our GBP this month? If less than 4, they aren't doing the

work.

•  Show me the last five Google Posts you published. If they look templated, they are.

If they can't answer those, or they get defensive when you ask, you have your answer. Cancel.

What good looks like
A real local marketing partner (whether it's an agency, a freelancer, or a tool like ReviewMate) should be

doing these things weekly:

•  Sending review requests to every new customer, by SMS, within 24 hours of service.

•  Responding to 100% of new reviews within 24 to 48 hours, with personalized text.

•  Uploading 5 to 10 fresh photos per month.

•  Publishing one Google Post per week with a real CTA.

•  Quarterly audit of category, services, and competitive landscape.

•  Monthly report with the seven metrics that matter, not the vanity ones.

If your current agency does that for $1,200/month, keep them. Most don't. That's why we built ReviewMate to

automate the parts that should be automated, and to make it cheap enough that small businesses could

afford the version that actually works.

The DIY option
Here's the thing: you don't need an agency. You don't even need ReviewMate. You can do all of this

yourself. It takes about two hours per week. The 90-day plan in chapter 12 lays out exactly what to do.

If you have two hours a week and the discipline to actually do the work, save your $1,200 a month and run it

yourself. If you don't, then pick a tool or a partner that does the things on the list above. Either way, stop

paying for the set-it-and-forget-it agency model. It's been broken for years and the businesses still using it

are slowly losing to the ones that figured it out.
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PART IV — WHAT'S COMING, WHAT TO DO

Chapter 10: Where Google is Actually
Going (and What to Do About It)

Most people in the local SEO world are either ignoring AI or panicking about it. Both are wrong.

Here's where I land after watching this play out for the last two years: AI is where Google is going. Period.
The map pack as we know it today is going to look very different in 36 months. If you're not paying attention

now, you're going to wake up in 2028 and discover the rules changed.

But, and this is important: AI hasn't replaced the fundamentals yet. Reviews, GBP, category, proximity.

Those still pay the bills today. Don't blow up your strategy chasing a future that hasn't fully arrived. Just

understand where it's heading so you're ready.

AI Overviews are eating discovery search
Google launched AI Overviews in May 2024. By early 2026, they show up on roughly 48% of all tracked
Google queries. They're those AI-generated paragraph answers that sit above the regular search results.

Here's the good news for local businesses: AI Overviews only trigger on about 7% of pure local
searches like “roofer near me.” Google figured out that when somebody wants a local business, the Local

Pack is a better answer than a paragraph. So for the bread-and-butter searches that pay your bills, the

3-Pack still rules.

Here's the bad news: discovery searches are a different story. “Best roofers in Tampa,” “most reliable

HVAC company near me,” “auto body shops with the best reviews”: these increasingly trigger AI Overviews

that name specific businesses. Being named in that paragraph drives 35% more organic clicks and 91%
more paid clicks than just appearing below the fold.

★  AI Search by the numbers (2026)

• 48% of tracked Google queries now show AI Overviews
• 7% of pure local “near me” queries trigger them
• 35% more organic clicks if you're cited inside an AI answer
• AI search usage projected to grow from 6% of consumers in 2025 to 45% in 2026
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Where customers will find you in 2027
Right now, your customers find you on Google Search and Google Maps. In 18 to 24 months, they'll also be

finding you (or not finding you) on:

•  ChatGPT Search. Pulls from Bing's index, plus heavy weighting on third-party review sites like Yelp,

TripAdvisor, MapQuest. Currently recommends only about 1.2% of local businesses.

•  Perplexity. Leans heavily on industry directories and Yelp. Yelp shows up in roughly 33% of

Perplexity's local recommendations.

•  Gemini. Google's own AI, integrated into Search and Maps. Cites brand-owned websites 52% of the

time.

•  Apple Intelligence (Siri). Pulling from Apple Business Connect listings, plus increasingly deferring to

ChatGPT for complex queries.

•  Microsoft Copilot. Bing-backed. Your Bing Places listing now matters because of this.

Brands that show up across multiple AI engines are three times more likely to be cited by ChatGPT than

brands on a single platform. That means platform diversity matters more than it used to. The “just optimize

for Google” era is closing out.

What to actually do about AI search right now
Don't panic. Don't chase squirrels. The fundamentals from chapters 1 through 9 still account for most of your

revenue. But there are a handful of low-effort moves you should make in 2026:

•  Set up Apple Business Connect. 30 minutes. Free. Powers Apple Maps, Siri, Spotlight. With iPhone

at 55% U.S. market share, this is no longer optional.

•  Set up Bing Places for Business. Same setup. Powers Bing, Copilot, and feeds ChatGPT through

Bing's index.

•  Diversify your reviews. Get reviews on Google, Facebook, Yelp, and at least one industry-specific

platform (Angi, HomeAdvisor, BBB, whatever fits your vertical). AI engines pull from all of them.

•  Allow AI crawlers in your robots.txt. Specifically: GPTBot, ClaudeBot, PerplexityBot,

Google-Extended. If you block them, you can't be cited.

•  Add LocalBusiness schema to your website. All four major AI engines actively read it. We talk

about this briefly in chapter 11.
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•  Get on local “best of” lists. AI engines disproportionately cite expert-curated lists. One feature on a

respected local blog or news site is worth dozens of generic citations.

The shift from clicks to actions

SparkToro's data: 27.2% of U.S. Google searches now end without a click. For every 1,000
searches, only 374 clicks reach the open web. The metrics that matter for local are shifting
from website traffic to direct actions on the GBP surface: phone calls, direction requests,
bookings from messaging. If your agency is still reporting on website sessions, they're
tracking the wrong thing.

My honest take
AI is going to reshape local search. It's already happening. But the businesses that win in the AI era are

going to be the same businesses that win today: the ones with great reviews, complete profiles, accurate

data, and consistent presence across multiple platforms. Everything I've taught you in this guide is going to

age really well.

Don't get distracted by the AI hype. Master the fundamentals first. The owners I see panicking about

ChatGPT while their GBP has 12 reviews and four photos are missing the entire point.
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PART IV — WHAT'S COMING, WHAT TO DO

Chapter 11: The Web Around Your
Profile

The first nine chapters were about what's on your profile. This one is about everything else:
your website, your citations, your backlinks, the schema markup that makes the web
understand you. None of these are the headline anymore, but they're the foundation. Skip them
and the rest of your work is built on sand.

Your website still matters (just less than you think)
Your website accounts for about 15% of your local pack ranking weight and 33% of your local organic
ranking weight (the blue links below the map). It's not the headliner. But it's where the other 25 to 50% of

your customers are going to land before they call you, and it's the trust check most prospects do after they

see your GBP.

What matters on your website for local SEO:

•  Title tag formula: Service in City | Brand. (“Roofing Contractor in Tampa, FL | ABC Roofing”)

•  NAP in plain text on every page (Name, Address, Phone). In the footer, not just in an image.

•  Mobile page speed under 2.5 seconds. 90% of local searchers are on mobile. Slow pages bleed

conversions.

•  HTTPS. Non-negotiable since 2018.

•  Real, unique content per location if you have multiple locations.

Citations: yesterday's hero, today's hygiene
A “citation” is a mention of your business name, address, and phone number on another website. Yelp,

Yellow Pages, Better Business Bureau, your industry directories. For about a decade, citation building was

the bread and butter of local SEO. Then Google decided structured directory data was easy to spam, and

citation weight dropped from 17% in 2015 to about 7% by 2023.

But here's the plot twist: citations are climbing back up because AI search engines use them as trust
signals. Whitespark's 2026 data shows three of the top five AI search citation factors are citation-related.

The kind that count now are the high-quality, curated kind, not the bulk directory submissions.

Your minimum viable citation list for 2026:
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•  Google Business Profile (the foundation)

•  Apple Business Connect

•  Bing Places for Business

•  Facebook Business Page

•  Yelp

•  BBB (free basic listing)

•  Nextdoor (huge for home services)

•  Two or three industry-specific directories (Angi, HomeAdvisor, Houzz for trades; DealerRater for auto)

•  The three big data aggregators: Data Axle, Neustar Localeze, Foursquare

That's about 15 citations. If you're on those, you're covered. Don't pay an agency to submit you to 300

random directories. They're mostly dead, and the ones that aren't won't move your rankings.

NAP consistency: the boring requirement that still matters
Your name, address, and phone number need to be identical across every place they appear online. Same

exact format. “St.” vs. “Street” on different sites confuses Google. “Suite 200” vs. “Ste 200” counts as

different. (305) 555-1234 vs. 305.555.1234 counts as different.

BrightLocal data: businesses with inconsistent NAP across the web see a 27% drop in local search
visibility compared to businesses with perfect consistency. It's not a sexy fix. It's spending an afternoon on a

spreadsheet making sure all your listings match. Do it.

Local link building: what still works in 2026
Backlinks (other websites linking to yours) account for 8% of local pack weight, 24% of local organic. Most of

the link building tactics from 2018 are dead now. Here's what still works for a local business:

•  Local news mentions. One link from a respected local newspaper or TV station beats 50 generic

citations.

•  Chamber of Commerce. Almost always includes a website backlink. High authority. Worth the

membership fee.

•  Sponsorships. Sponsor a youth sports team, a 5K, a school event. Sponsors usually get a backlink.

•  Local “best of” lists. Pitch local bloggers and journalists to be included in their roundups.

•  Partnerships with non-competing local businesses. An electrician and a plumber can list each

other as recommended partners.

What doesn't work anymore: scholarship link building (penalized at scale since 2021), private blog networks

(SpamBrain neutralizes them), paid guest posts on low-quality “SEO for hire” sites, link exchanges at scale.
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Schema markup: the technical thing you can't ignore
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Schema markup is structured data you add to your website to help search engines (and AI engines)

understand exactly what your business is. It looks like a chunk of code in JSON-LD format. Most WordPress

SEO plugins (Yoast, Rank Math, AIOSEO) generate it automatically.

Why it matters now: Google officially confirmed in April 2025 that structured data provides a ranking
advantage. ChatGPT, Claude, Perplexity, and Gemini all actively read schema when they fetch a page. If

you're not using it, you're invisible to those engines.

What to add (use the most specific Schema.org type that fits your business):

•  LocalBusiness (or a more specific subtype like Restaurant, Dentist, RoofingContractor) on your

homepage and location pages

•  FAQPage on your FAQ page (or a section of your homepage)

•  Service for each major service you offer

•  BreadcrumbList for your site navigation

If you're not technical, this is the one place where I'd actually recommend hiring help. A few hundred dollars

to a developer to add proper schema is one of the highest-ROI tech investments you'll make all year. Or use

a WordPress plugin that does it for you. Validate it with Google's Rich Results Test

(search.google.com/test/rich-results) when you're done.
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PART IV — WHAT'S COMING, WHAT TO DO

Chapter 12: Your 90-Day Plan

We've covered a lot of ground. Now I'm going to compress all of it into a 90-day plan you can
start Monday. This is what I tell every business owner I work with. If you do exactly this, you will
out-rank 90% of your competitors in your market within 6 months.

Days 1 to 7: Audit
•  Claim or verify your Google Business Profile at business.google.com

•  Confirm you (not your old agency) are the primary owner

•  Screenshot your current rankings for your top 5 target keywords. Use Local Falcon or any free local

rank tool.

•  Compare your primary GBP category against the top 3 competitors in your market. Use the GMB

Everywhere Chrome extension.

•  Strip any unearned keywords from your business name. Today.

•  Note your current star rating, review count, and date of your last review.

Days 8 to 14: GBP optimization sprint
•  Fix your primary category if it's wrong

•  Add 4 to 9 secondary categories (match what your top competitors use)

•  Write a 750-character business description focused on conversion

•  Populate the Services section with 15 to 30 specific services

•  Set regular hours; add Special Hours for every holiday in the next 6 months

•  Turn on messaging if you can respond within a few hours

•  Make sure your website URL points to a real owned site, not Linktree or a booking page

Days 15 to 21: Photos and posts
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•  Upload 25 to 40 fresh, original photos: exterior, interior, team, jobs in progress, finished work

•  Upload 1 to 3 short videos (under 30 seconds each)

•  Publish your first Google Post

•  Schedule weekly posts for the next 12 weeks (block it on your calendar)

•  Schedule monthly photo uploads (5 to 10 per month minimum)

Days 22 to 35: Build the review system
•  Set up an automated review request flow: SMS + email, sent within 24 hours of every job or service

•  Compliance check: every customer gets the same flow, no incentives, no gating

•  Audit your last 6 months of reviews. Respond to any without an owner reply, using the templates from

chapter 7

•  Set a response SLA: 24 to 48 hours for positive, within 24 hours for negative

•  Train your front-line staff on asking for reviews at the right moment (right after the job, while the

customer is happy)

•  Set a goal: 5 to 8 new reviews per month minimum, tracked weekly

Days 36 to 50: Multi-platform presence
•  Set up Apple Business Connect (businessconnect.apple.com)

•  Set up Bing Places for Business (bing.com/forbusiness)

•  Claim or update Facebook, Yelp, Nextdoor profiles

•  Submit to Data Axle, Neustar Localeze, Foursquare (or use BrightLocal to do it for you)

•  Submit to 2 to 3 industry-specific directories for your vertical

•  NAP consistency audit: fix any mismatched listings

Days 51 to 65: Website and schema
•  Audit title tags. Rewrite to Service / City / Brand format

•  Confirm NAP appears on every page in plain text

•  Add LocalBusiness schema in JSON-LD (or use a plugin like Yoast or Rank Math)

•  Add FAQ schema to your main location page

•  Test mobile page speed at PageSpeed Insights. Target under 2.5 seconds.

•  Validate schema with Google's Rich Results Test

Days 66 to 80: Local links
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•  Join your local Chamber of Commerce (the link alone is worth the dues)

•  Identify 5 local blogs / “best of” lists in your city. Pitch to be included.

•  Sign up for HARO / Qwoted / Featured.com to be available for reporters

•  Sponsor a local 5K, sports team, or charity event. Make sure you get a backlink.

•  Find 3 to 5 non-competing local businesses to cross-promote

Days 81 to 90: Measure and adjust
•  Re-screenshot rankings for your top 5 keywords. Compare to day 1.

•  Pull GBP Insights: impressions, calls, direction requests, photo views, messages

•  Audit review acquisition: did you hit your monthly velocity goal? If not, why?

•  Identify your single biggest remaining gap. Usually one of: wrong category, weak review velocity,

missing key citations, thin location pages.

•  Plan the next 90 days focused on that gap.

•  Set a recurring 2-hour weekly maintenance block: photos, posts, review responses, monitoring.
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What to expect, honestly

Most businesses see ranking movement within 30 to 45 days of doing this work consistently.
Significant movement within 90 days. Plateau-stable improvements within 6 months. Reviews
are the slowest signal to change because you can't rush customers. Start that part first. If you
see no movement after 90 days of consistent execution, the most likely culprits are: wrong
primary category, or some hidden policy violation (usually keyword stuffing in the name)
causing soft filtering.

That's the whole playbook
Twelve chapters. One 90-day plan. The whole thing. If you do this, your phone will ring more, your trucks will

get dispatched more, your roofs will get bid more. Not because of any secret tactic, just because you'll be

doing the boring fundamentals better than 90% of the businesses in your market.

Most of them won't read a guide like this. Most of the ones who do read it won't actually do the work. The few

who do are going to win.

Be one of the few.
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APPENDIX

The 2026 Local SEO Checklist

Print this. Pin it somewhere. Come back to it every quarter.

Google Business Profile
•  ■  Claimed and verified, you are the primary owner

•  ■  Correct primary category (most specific available)

•  ■  4 to 9 secondary categories

•  ■  Business name matches real-world signage (no keyword stuffing)

•  ■  Real, verifiable address (not PO box, UPS, or virtual office)

•  ■  Local phone number, consistent across all listings

•  ■  Website URL points to a real owned site

•  ■  Regular hours + Special Hours for holidays + More Hours where relevant

•  ■  750-character conversion-focused description

•  ■  15 to 30 services in the Services section

•  ■  All relevant attributes checked

•  ■  25+ original photos uploaded (no stock)

•  ■  Weekly post cadence

•  ■  Messaging enabled (only if responding quickly)

Reviews
•  ■  Average rating between 4.5 and 4.8

•  ■  50+ reviews minimum (industry-dependent)

•  ■  5+ new reviews per month, consistently

•  ■  Review requests sent to every customer (no gating, no incentives)

•  ■  100% response rate, within 24 to 48 hours

•  ■  Service-plus-location keywords used naturally in responses
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•  ■  Active presence on 2 to 3 additional review platforms

•  ■  FTC Consumer Reviews Rule compliance audited

Citations & NAP
•  ■  Apple Business Connect listing

•  ■  Bing Places for Business listing

•  ■  Facebook, Yelp, Nextdoor listings

•  ■  Data Axle, Neustar Localeze, Foursquare submissions

•  ■  2 to 5 industry-specific directory listings

•  ■  Perfect NAP consistency across all citations

•  ■  NAP on every page of website (footer, plain text)

Website / On-Page
•  ■  Title tag format: Service in City | Brand

•  ■  Mobile page speed under 2.5 seconds

•  ■  HTTPS, XML sitemap, canonical tags clean

•  ■  LocalBusiness JSON-LD schema on homepage and location pages

•  ■  FAQ schema on main FAQ or location pages

•  ■  Internal linking between services and locations

Local Links & Authority
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•  ■  Chamber of Commerce membership (with backlink)

•  ■  At least 3 local news / blog / “best of” mentions

•  ■  1+ sponsorship with backlink

•  ■  HARO / Qwoted / Source of Sources monitoring active

•  ■  Partner businesses cross-linking

AI Search Readiness
•  ■  AI crawlers allowed in robots.txt (GPTBot, ClaudeBot, PerplexityBot, Google-Extended)

•  ■  Apple Business Connect listing complete

•  ■  Bing Places listing complete

•  ■  Reviews diversified across 3+ platforms

•  ■  FAQ and service content structured for direct answers
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APPENDIX

Sources & Further Reading

Every statistic in this guide came from one of the sources below. If you want to go deeper on
any topic I covered, this is where to start. Sterling Sky, Whitespark, BrightLocal, and Search
Engine Land in particular publish weekly. Bookmark them.

The data I cited
•  Whitespark Local Search Ranking Factors 2026 (the industry standard) — whitespark.ca

•  BrightLocal Local Consumer Review Survey 2026 — brightlocal.com/research

•  BrightLocal Google Reviews Study (review count by ranking position)

•  Sterling Sky / Joy Hawkins (direct experimental testing) — sterlingsky.ca

•  Local Falcon AI Visibility whitepapers — localfalcon.com

•  Yext 2025 AI Visibility Study (how ChatGPT, Perplexity, Gemini cite brands)

•  SparkToro (Rand Fishkin) zero-click search data — sparktoro.com

Where I read what's actually changing in local SEO
•  Search Engine Land — searchengineland.com

•  Search Engine Journal — searchenginejournal.com

•  Search Engine Roundtable (Barry Schwartz, daily updates) — seroundtable.com

•  Near Media (Mike Blumenthal) — nearmedia.co

•  Sterling Sky's blog — sterlingsky.ca/blog

Official Google & Apple documentation
•  Google Business Profile Help — support.google.com/business

•  Google Search Central blog — developers.google.com/search/blog

•  Apple Business Connect — businessconnect.apple.com

•  Bing Places for Business — bing.com/forbusiness

•  Schema.org LocalBusiness reference — schema.org/LocalBusiness
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Academic and regulatory
•  Michael Luca, Harvard Business School: “Reviews, Reputation, and Revenue” (Working Paper 12-016)

•  Northwestern University Spiegel Research Center: online reviews research

•  U.S. Federal Trade Commission Consumer Reviews Rule (October 2024) — ftc.gov

Tools I actually use
•  ReviewMate: review request automation, response management, profile monitoring —

goreviewmate.com

•  Local Falcon: geo-grid rank tracking and AI visibility — localfalcon.com

•  BrightLocal: citation building and audit, listings management — brightlocal.com

•  Whitespark: local citation finder, rank tracker — whitespark.ca

•  Google Rich Results Test (free) — search.google.com/test/rich-results

•  Schema Markup Validator (free) — validator.schema.org
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One more thing

If you made it this far, thanks for reading. I know there's a lot in here. Don't try to do it all at once. Pick the

one or two things that hit you hardest and start there.

If your reviews are weak, fix that first. If your category is wrong, fix that first. If you're still paying an agency

that hasn't delivered, cancel that first. The 90-day plan is there for when you're ready to do the whole thing.

I built ReviewMate to make the hardest part of this (the review system) cheap and automatic for small

businesses. If that sounds useful, our website is goreviewmate.com. We're real people, we'll answer your

questions, and we won't try to lock you into a 12-month contract.

But honestly? You don't need us. You can do all of this yourself with what's in this guide and a couple of

hours a week. Whichever way you go, the businesses that win in 2026 are the ones that do the boring work.

Reviews. Photos. Responses. Categories. Profile updates. Every week.

Be one of the few who actually does it.

Good luck out there. Email me if you want to talk shop. I read everything that comes in.

— Tyler Sheppard

Founder, ReviewMate

goreviewmate.com

This guide was published in April 2026. Local search changes fast. For updates and new editions, visit goreviewmate.com.
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