
How customers actually find small businesses today

(and why SEO alone isn’t enough anymore)

If you’ve built a website and expected customers to find you through Google, you’re not alone. For
years, small businesses were told the same thing: build a website, add keywords, do SEO, traffic
will come. But today, that’s rarely how customers find businesses. Search behaviour has changed -
and understanding this can make the difference between being invisible and getting enquiries.

How customers actually find businesses now
Most people no longer discover businesses by randomly searching Google. Instead, the typical
journey looks like this: They see or hear about a business (social media, recommendation, group,
post, mention). They Google the business name. They check reviews, website, photos and
legitimacy. Then they decide to contact. So your website is still important - but it’s usually checked
after discovery, not before.

Why many websites don’t get traffic anymore
Many small business websites struggle because they rely only on SEO. But visibility today comes
from three things working together: discovery, validation and trust signals.

1. Discovery

How people first notice you. Examples include social posts, Facebook groups, recommendations,
local exposure and shares. If people never hear about you, they won’t search you.

2. Validation

What people check after hearing about you. They look for Google reviews, a real website, clear
services, photos, contact details and consistency. This is where your website matters most today. It
confirms you’re real and trustworthy.

3. Trust signals

What builds confidence to contact you. Examples include recent activity, engagement, mentions,
consistent presence, proof of work and testimonials. Businesses with visible trust signals get
chosen more often.

What SEO really means today
SEO used to focus heavily on keywords and rankings. Today, Google looks much more at
credibility. Signals that influence visibility include reviews, business activity, mentions across the
web, consistent information, engagement, authority and links. Social presence and reviews now
support SEO - they’re not separate from it.
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Many businesses build a website, wait for traffic, and nothing happens. The problem isn’t always
the website. It’s lack of visibility and signals around it. Websites rarely create awareness on their
own anymore.

A simple visibility strategy that works
You don’t need every platform or complex marketing. Most small businesses do best with one main
social platform, an active Google Business profile and a clear, trustworthy website. Then stay
consistent. Visibility grows from repeated signals, not one-time setup.

Signs your online presence is working
You may notice people mention seeing you online, people search your business name, reviews
increase, enquiries feel warmer and trust is higher. These are modern visibility signals.

The key takeaway
SEO still matters - but not in isolation. Today, customers usually discover you, check you, trust you
and then contact you. Strong businesses support all four steps.

If you’d like help improving your visibility or understanding how customers see your business online,
you’re welcome to get in touch.

The biggest mistake small businesses make
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