Q: I have what I think is a pretty cool e-commerce site. The problem is I don't get much traffic, and subsequently, I don't make much money. What do I do?

Martin, San Jose Del Cabo, Mexico
A: Commercially speaking, many small businesses find the Internet frustrating, although some do find it exhilarating. Most small businesses, though, spend a sizable sum to get their site up and running, only to find that, while it is sort of a cool e-billboard, it does little to actually drive sales.

The problem usually is that people do not know you are out there. The initial issue therefore is: How can you get people to find your site? You do so by making sure you are listed on the various search engines like Google, Yahoo, and Ask Jeeves, and then getting a high ranking.

On Yahoo, a commercial site can pay a fee ($300 or so) and be sure of getting listed. It is usually worth it because getting linked to Yahoo means that other search engines will find you easier. Good links make a difference.

So first, be sure that you are listed on the various search engines. Aside from paying for that right, you can either physically submit your Web site URL to the different search engines yourself, or you can use an automated service. A site like Submitit.com will submit your site to literally hundreds of search engines for a reasonable fee.

Once you have submitted your site to the appropriate engines and directories, you then want high rankings, right? You may get them, and you may not.

Different sites use different methods for ranking search results. To some degree or another, each uses a different set of complex algorithms analyzing the words most used on your home page and the number of links associated with your site to analyze what it is you offer.

So how then do you get higher rankings? Four things:

1. Pick You Keywords Carefully. The words that you think people will use to find your site are your keywords. For me it might be "small business success" or "small business expert." What about you? Each page on your site will be analyzed and indexed by the search engine "spiders" so you need keywords to reflect each page's content.

2. Pick Your Keyword Placement Carefully. I do not want to get overly-technical here, but the code that is used to create your webpage is called HTML. At the top of each page, as part of the HTML code, are things called meta tags and title tags. These help create and explain your page.

The title tag, for instance, is what people will see and get if they go to bookmark your page to their "Favorites" or "Bookmarks." Because some spiders look at these meta and title tags, you need to speak with your webmaster and make sure that your keywords are made part of your meta and title tags.

3. Get Linked Up. Again, it is vital to get other sites to link to yours because that is what many engines, like Google, look to most closely.

4. Buy a Higher Ranking. Can you buy a high ranking? Almost. Think about Google for a second. When you get your query results, what do you also see? To the far right are several small boxed ads. At Lycos, the paid results appear above the actual search results. If you are willing to pay, you can buy such exceptional placement.

With some sites, you pay per click, that is, you might pay 25 cents for every person that sees your ad and clicks it. With other engines, you pay a flat monthly fee. Either way, the great thing is that by agreeing to pay, you can be assured that, while you may not be ranked the highest, you can still end up on the first page people see when they type in your keywords.

Do this and more people will find your site and the more successful your small business Web site will be.

Today's tip: How do you get good links to your site? Here is one way: Go to your favorite search engine, type in your keywords, view the results, and then visit the sites that are ranked the highest. Send an email to the site and see if they would be interested in a link exchange.

