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BEST QUOTES
"It's not some stupid third-party metric like DA or DR or trust flow or anything else that matters about whether a link is valuable or not. What matters is whether it's relevant."
— Bradley Benner
"Our job as SEOs now is not about pushing metrics. It should be about creating associations, strengthening those associations, and helping the models and the algorithms to recognize those associations."
— Bradley Benner
"The arrival of LLMs almost makes link building easier to justify in the budget now."
— Jeremy Rivera
Introduction
JEREMY RIVERA
Hello, I'm Jeremy Rivera, your Unscripted SEO Podcast host. I'm here with Bradley Benner of Semantic Mastery. For the simple folk who haven't had the honor and pleasure of running into you yet, give an introduction, let people know a little bit of your history. We don't need to go too deep into it. We've got a previous episode if people want to go deeper into the weeds, but I want them to know that you know what I know that you know.
BRADLEY BENNER
Well, thanks for having me, Jeremy. Bradley Benner from Semantic Mastery and Semantic Links. Semantic Mastery is my information product and coaching business for teaching local marketing, local SEO, AI implementation for local marketing and local SEO, and also for business development. Semantic Links is my white-label SEO fulfillment service — we do fulfillment services for other local marketing agencies, primarily off-page signal fulfillment: link building, citation building, branded assets, press releases, that kind of stuff. We also do some on-page consultation and full SEO audits.
I got into SEO back in about 2010 to learn how to generate leads from Google for my own contracting business. One thing led to another — I became fascinated with it, fell in love with the whole process of being able to manipulate Google. I did both SEO and lead generation for my own business but also for some contractors I was working with at the time, because I was an electrical contractor. I got fairly good at it, started monetizing lead gen assets when working with contractors, and over a couple of years I built up enough revenue that I was able to stop doing electrical work and go full time into marketing and local SEO. That was around 2012.
From that point on I ended up developing Semantic Mastery — our information product business — because I got a pretty good knack at being able to teach the concepts in a way that's easy for people to understand. And then just around 2022, right in the beginning of 2022, is when I started my white label services with Semantic Links. By far that's taken off more than anything else. That is my highest revenue-generating business.
Link building is now very near and dear to my heart, which is kind of funny because I used to hate link building. I always used to outsource white-label fulfillment providers for my own agency. But I needed to find better, more effective links out of necessity for my clients' performance. And so that's why I developed my own link building service after many months of testing — to come up with what we're going to be talking about today: links with relevance.
Semantic Links is kind of my highest revenue generator. Semantic Mastery is more of a passion project for me because I like to teach and coach. I still run a local SEO agency too — it's called Tree Care HQ. I work with tree service contractors only. I niched down in 2020 to just working with tree service contractors. I do more than just marketing and SEO for them now — I also build AI operating systems for them, help them integrate business growth systems.
AI as an Operational Unlock for Contractors
JEREMY RIVERA
It seems to me it's one of the upsides — there are silver linings when it comes to all of this AI tooling everywhere. I have ten conversations and we tend to focus on, well, we're having a brain drain and people are outsourcing their thinking to it, there are hallucinations destroying people's trust, people are overusing it. But I think on the operations side there's a huge unlock — the silver lining aspect of AI where smart application is kind of reducing that capital workload requirement to bring some of these ideas to market. In-house teams or consultants are able to have the idea for a solution that, ten years ago, would have taken an extra ten to twenty thousand dollars worth of coding investment and finding the right person and development — but now it can be a weekend, a couple of weeks, maybe a month.
BRADLEY BENNER
I agree. One of the things I found talking with contractors — tree guys mainly — about building an operating system for them is that a lot of the time they don't have their processes defined very well. And so that forces them to do it, because that's the only way to build any sort of an AI operating system: you have to clearly define the processes and have them mapped out, and then it can be built.
If they don't have clear processes in their own business, you can't automate it — because then you're just automating a sloppy process, and it becomes more work maintaining it and trying to rearrange things properly than it does to just do it manually. You add another layer of complexity on top of an inefficient process, and having AI perform that inefficient process compounds the problems.
So what I do when I have a chat with a contractor is basically have them walk me through their processes — tell me exactly what happens when a lead comes in, how long does it take, all that kind of stuff. We map all that out, and then I go back, feed all that data from a Google Meet transcript through Claude or Cursor, and it spits out basically a proposal with a plan for building that automation. Then I go back and present it to the contractor.
Part of what I've been teaching at Semantic Mastery for years is really developing SOPs. I'm good at looking at a process and breaking it down into components — I'd draft SOPs myself and then hand them to subordinates. It's really no different with AI.
What I've actually found more recently — because the models have advanced so much — especially when you're working in an IDE environment like Cursor, because Cursor has hands: it can go out and create things and touch tools. What I found is if I document and clearly define the process and the desired outcome, and then ask the model, "Here's what the process is as it currently stands, but I want you to develop a workflow or pipeline that manages this process and look for ways to make it more efficient" — usually the models will find workarounds and things to make it more efficient, better, less expensive, more effective, on their own.
I've learned through experience over the last few months of doing this that instead of being rigid and saying, "here's the process, build an automation for this" — you send the process to the model and say, "Here's what it is, this is the desired outcome, can you improve this process? Show me what you've got." Then it will come back, and I always work in plan mode to begin with, so it ends up being a sometimes very lengthy discussion back and forth before we ever agree to a build plan.
JEREMY RIVERA
I think it was Melissa Pop, who I interviewed, who said, "Don't accept the first draft of any plan given to you from any LLM." That should be like rule number one for anybody using these tools. You gotta go further. My last interview, Mark Pearson said, half the problem with LLMs and AI is people are just chatting at it, sitting back, and hitting send. That's not gonna do the trick. These are very powerful tools and we need to treat them with the respect the superpower deserves.
The New Link Building Equation: Relevance Over Metrics
JEREMY RIVERA
I was curious since our last time that we talked — I think it's been at least a year since we last dove into link building. We talked about it from your historical perspective in that previous interview. But we're looking at a big change in the game now where Google doesn't have a solid monopoly on the AI search space. Whether that was a flub of how they rushed Gemini to market, whether others snuck up, or just the weird quirk of ChatGPT arriving as a cultural phenomenon moment that wasn't attached to Google — we have a more level playing field and more areas to optimize. In what way do you think that applies to off-page optimization and how should we be thinking about that off-page part of the SEO equation?
BRADLEY BENNER
My link building and off-page white-label agency — Semantic Links — was based in January 2022, after months and months of testing in 2021. I kind of came across what should have been fully obvious way sooner: it's not some stupid third-party metric like DA or DR or trust flow that matters about whether a link is valuable or not. What matters is whether it's relevant.
We're in the AI era where language models run everything. Behind everything is a language model now. And because of that, it's all based upon what they understand about our language — which means relevance. Vector search, entity relations, all of that. So I totally got away from talking about keywords. When I coach or talk to clients now, I don't even bring up the word keywords anymore. I talk about search queries — because it's not a keyword-based algorithm and it hasn't been for years. You can read more about how entity associations work in this SEO Arcade guide on Link Building & Authority.
These agencies and so-called professionals are out there selling SEO services to unsuspecting local businesses, taking their hard-earned money, and doing stuff that has been outdated for years, then wondering why they're not getting results. I think it's unethical. You should keep up with what is working today if you're going to be selling it as a service.
When it comes to link building: links with relevance are what matter. If you want to use a third-party metric like DA, DR, or trust flow as a secondary metric after determining that a potential link source is relevant to what it's going to be linking to, then fine. But you should look at relevance first.
Here's why: we're no longer pushing traditional metrics. What we should be doing as SEOs is creating relevance and reinforcing entity associations — who the brand is, what products or services they provide, and which locations or areas they serve. Our job is to create those associations, strengthen them, and help the models and the algorithms recognize them. That's why relevant links matter.
We build links where almost 90% of every link we place for clients is at tier one, using brand anchors. Or what I call a compound anchor — brand plus a type anchor: brand plus a product or service term, brand plus a location or area term, or brand plus product/service plus location/area. Because what are we trying to do? We're trying to create associations. The Semantic Links service is built specifically around this approach.
On-Page Entity Architecture: Titles, H1s & Semantic Triples
BRADLEY BENNER
When I teach local SEO on-page optimization — as I've done for years through Semantic Mastery — I teach entity association statements — aka a semantic triple — as the SEO title. I look at the main optimization elements of a page as six points: the URL, titles (which includes both the meta title/SEO title and the H1), headings (H2s), subheadings (H3s, H4s, etc.), media, and internal links.
I always recommend when optimizing for search, you should optimize the SEO title in a very strict semantic triple format: entity association. This is who we are, this is what we do, this is where we do it. But then the H1 becomes a restatement of those entities — not a repeat, but a restatement using entity variants. More of a compelling advertising-copy-style headline. It's more for the humans.
The meta title is for the bots and the models. But the H1 is for the human visitor. In traditional Google search they're going to see the blue link, which matches the queries they're searching for — so they click. When they land on the page, what do they see? The H1. That should be compelling and more conversational, but still referencing the entities mentioned in the SEO title, using variants. For a deep dive into how entity authority connects to AI visibility, see this Unscripted SEO episode with Jason Barnard of Kalicube.
My point is: we're always trying to have the brand in close proximity to relevant entities, whether product or service entities, location or area entities, or a combination. As it relates to links — almost every single link pointed directly to the money site should be a brand anchor or some variation of a compound anchor. And then it should be placed within relevant content. Now you've got an anchor-text link with the brand name within content that is nearby entities related or relevant to that business and/or the area they serve.
Then if you publish that post on a blog or site where the overall topical themes of the site are also relevant to what it's ultimately linking to, that provides a stronger signal from that entity association. And if you look at the backlink profiles already pointing to the referring domain, you should be determining what is the relevance of the link profile pointing to that domain. So there are basically three layers or levels of relevance matching that can be achieved in link building — all of which strengthens entity associations. The Semantic Links fulfillment service is built around executing exactly these three layers.
LLMs, Citations & AI Search Visibility
JEREMY RIVERA
So the trick is — LLMs, as far as I know, are not using links like Google does for PageRank purposes. Their models are more interested in the mention level and connecting the domain by association. So you can hit two birds with one stone by that semantic coupling — brand plus a service. If you're Permacast Walls, you say, we're Permacast Walls in Florida, delivering your concrete walls. That's the anchor text you want to link, because then it's also a mention: you get your hit on the LLM side and you get your link on the backlink side.
BRADLEY BENNER
Exactly. The way I look at how language models look at links: they're navigation elements. That's how the bots crawl the web — they navigate around the web. The URL is always the first touch point because that's how bots found the page to begin with. But are they navigating to or from a relevant source? If there's not an association between the two properties that makes a relevant connection, what is the purpose of that link?
A brand reference — that's a citation. A citation is a published mention of usually at least two out of four data points: what we in the SEO industry call NAPW — Name, Address, Phone Number, and Website. A citation is a brand dimension plus any one of those other data points. Brand and website, brand and phone, brand and address. And that's what I consider the difference between a structured and an unstructured citation.
A structured citation is very strict: name, address, phone number with or without website, in a very structured format — like business directory listings. Unstructured citations are brand dimensions with one of those other data points elsewhere on the web: press releases, branded assets, brand mentions on blog posts. Those all can act as unstructured citations.
And that's what influences LLM or AI search visibility right now more than anything. Don't get me wrong — you can still and should still optimize on-page to increase the chances of the brand's domain being referenced or cited in AI search results. But the quickest way to actually improve AI search visibility right now is through third-party mentions — citations. High authority, highly relevant, or hyperlocal, depending on what the search prompt or query is.
If it's a local search query, having brand references on hyper-local sources can help. On highly relevant topical sources can help. High authority properties like structured citations — all the big directories, Yelp, SuperPages, etc. But also high authority media and press releases. Press releases work really, really well for helping to improve AI search visibility because you get brand references on high-authority media and news-style, freshness-factor-type properties that the LLMs like to cite. The Semantic Links service is one of the few fulfillment options specifically built around this LLM-era citation model.
You can also subscribe to the LinkBuilder Bulletin — Bradley's newsletter from Semantic Links — for more on semantic link building strategy.
JEREMY RIVERA
Freshness is definitely one of the primary factors I'm seeing right now in LLMs.
Closing Thoughts: Back to Real Marketing
JEREMY RIVERA
Unfortunately I booked a limited amount of time for this conversation and now I'm kicking myself because I have another interview ticking on. I want to see if you'd come back — I want to dig in deeper to some of these concepts because I appreciate the hands-on level of experience, somebody that's in the weeds doing this and has a lot of examples to cite. I'll book you to come back.
I think you did hit the ball far out into that field though — exactly the answer to that itch in the back of my mind of what is it about links that we need to be worried about right now. And honestly, I feel kind of relieved because it's a pretty solid strategy. It works on both folds, and the arrival of LLMs almost makes link building easier to justify in the budget now.
BRADLEY BENNER
It does, in my opinion. And I love the fact that because language has become the forefront of our technology, search, and everything we use — we've gotten away from that spammy stuff. When Google was the only kid on the block, all we had to do was spam stuff to the top of the search results and it would convert because there weren't other options. But now, because Google's no longer the only kid on the block, there are so many options for consumers to search that we have to focus more on not just getting exposure across all of these different surfaces, but also on the copywriting and the marketing side — the actual direct response marketing side of things, the human element.
I like that because it's almost forced us to get back to more traditional marketing and copywriting techniques and skills, but still with the technology component — in a lot less of a spammy way. I was never proud of some of the spammy stuff I did as an SEO. But it worked, so I did it.
Now I'm really focused on the idea that the structure of a page — the main optimization elements — should be for the models and the bots. But the paragraph text between those main optimization elements should be for the human. It should convert the human, answer their questions. That's kind of how I teach how to optimize right now. And it's really brought us back to, I think, a much more sustainable practice in this industry. Learn more about this approach at Semantic Links and on Bradley's YouTube channel.
JEREMY RIVERA
I absolutely agree. Anybody who wants to hear a little bit more from this guy, go to his Semantic Mastery course — he's got a ton of videos out there on his YouTube channel. And I'll make sure in the show notes his links for his Semantic Links service. If anybody's an SEO and needs some backup firepower executing on SEO, go check it out. Make sure it's all linked in the show notes and on UnscriptedSEO.com. Thanks for stopping by, Bradley. Bye bye.
BRADLEY BENNER
Thanks, Jeremy. Appreciate you, man. See you later.
Key Takeaways
1. Relevance beats metrics. Third-party metrics like DA, DR, and trust flow are secondary at best. The primary question for any link is whether it is topically relevant — because language models are built on semantic relevance, not arbitrary scores. See the SEO Arcade Link Building Guide →
1. Brand anchors and compound anchors are the standard. Nearly 90% of links placed by Semantic Links use brand anchors or compound anchors (brand + product/service, brand + location, or brand + product + location). These create the entity associations that both Google and LLMs are trying to understand.
1. Links operate as navigation signals for LLMs. Language models don't process PageRank — they treat links as navigation elements. A relevant contextual link is also a brand mention, hitting both the Google backlink signal and the LLM citation signal simultaneously.
1. AI search visibility lives or dies on citations. Unstructured citations — brand mentions on press releases, blog posts, and branded assets — are the fastest path to improving visibility in LLM-based search results. Freshness and authority of the publishing source are key factors. The Semantic Links fulfillment model is built around this principle.
1. On-page: SEO title is for bots, H1 is for humans. The meta/SEO title should follow a strict semantic triple format (entity + service + location). The H1 restates the same entities using variants and is written as compelling, conversion-focused copy for the human visitor. For the entity authority angle, see this Jason Barnard episode on Unscripted SEO.
1. AI rewards well-documented processes, not sloppy ones. Automating a broken workflow just compounds the inefficiency. Before building any AI operating system, map and define processes granularly — then let the model find optimization improvements, rather than just automating the existing steps.
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