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Abstract 

This e-book deals with featured snippets on Google’s search engine 

results pages (SERP) - a SERP feature that displays excerpts of website 

content above the list of ‘traditional’ search results. Although featured 

snippets are an area of growing interest in the field of search engine 

optimization (SEO), their strategic significance for content marketing has 

not received much attention as of yet. This e-book fills the gap by 

examining the relevance and impact of featured snippets on the 

elaboration, implementation and evaluation of content marketing 

strategies. This is done against the backdrop of a thorough account of the 

emergence and mechanisms behind Google’s featured snippet algorithm. 

Furthermore, the e-book establishes a number of ranking factors that go 

beyond basic SEO measures which content marketers, and all digital 

publishers, should be aware of. 
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Preface 

The e-book “Google’s Featured Snippets in the Context of Strategic 

Content Marketing” is an adaptation of my master’s thesis with the same 

title. The publication benefits from the same academic research standards 

and quality, but is more focused on the practice-oriented sections. By 

publishing this edited e-book, I intend to help digital marketers to better 

understand Google’s featured snippets, how to harness their potential and 

how to deal with the challenges they entail. 

 

I would like to thank my thesis supervisors Nicola Oudejans and Florian 

Hieß, as well as the expert interviewees for their invaluable input and 

encouragements to publish this research more widely. Making their wealth 

of knowledge available more widely motivated me to transform my 

master’s thesis into a practice-oriented e-book. 

 

I hope that the insights contained in this publication will help digital 

marketers to develop a strategic approach to featured snippets and take 

them into account in their marketing efforts. 

 

Kristina Sam-Martin, 

Vienna, July 2020 
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1. Introduction 

More and more often, Google’s search engine result pages (SERPs) 

include answers instead of just links to answers. Nowadays, SERPs do not 

simply consist of ten organic search results anymore. So-called “blended 

search results” are more and more frequent (Marketing Accountability 

Standards Board 2019a). Paid search results, as well as numerous 

additional features such as images, videos, maps news or facts from 

Google’s knowledge graph have been added to the SERPs over time. So-

called featured snippets, which are displayed above the list of ‘regular’ 

search results, are part of this development. Google (2019c) defines 

featured snippets as a way to “[...] help provide quick answers to questions 

by drawing attention to programmatically generated snippets from 

websites that our algorithms deem relevant to the specific question being 

asked.” In doing so, featured snippets are fundamentally different from 

knowledge graph results, as they draw on content housed on external 

websites instead of Google’s own resources. 

 

The introduction of featured snippets in 2014 did not go unnoticed in the 

world of search engine optimization (SEO). Especially the question of how 

to optimize website content to achieve featured snippets has received 

attention by large SEO companies in recent years. Nevertheless, featured 

snippets remain a niche topic that has so far not received much attention 

from a wider strategic perspective. In particular the strategic implications 

for digital marketing - especially content marketing - have not yet been 

thoroughly researched. This e-book therefore explores and analyzes the 

implications of featured snippets for search engine optimization and 

strategic content marketing.  

 

Arguably, featured snippets are relevant for all digital publishers and 

businesses using content marketing and SEO techniques to reach their 

target group with high-quality content. Indeed, with a market share of 53 

percent, organic search is still the dominant source of trackable web traffic 

(Carter 2020). Although, in practice, the importance of organic traffic as 

acquisition channel varies from company to company, organic search 

remains an important factor for successful content marketing. Thus, with a 

rising share of featured snippets on the SERP, it seems timely to explore 

their strategic implications. 

 

The aim of this e-book is therefore to go beyond a simple SEO guide and 

investigate strategic questions that arise in the context of featured snippets. 

Not only search engine optimization measures but also strategic 

considerations regarding content marketing are being explored. The 
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analysis focused particularly on a step-by-step discussion of the potential 

role of featured snippets in content marketing strategies. This e-book also 

set out to shed light on the wider strategic significance of featured snippets 

in the context of related developments such as voice search. Indeed, 

featured snippets are a SERP feature that is closely intertwined with the 

rise of voice search and voice answers. Already in 2016, 20 percent of all 

search queries were voice search, and 40.7 percent of these answers were 

drawn from featured snippets (Dean 2018). 

 

In short, the e-book targets a niche topic which has largely been 

overlooked and underestimated from a marketing perspective, in order to 

explore its current and future strategic significance. 

1.1 Research questions  

The e-book aims to provide answers to two major questions: 

• Which search engine optimization measures should be applied to 

achieve featured snippets in Google search? 

• What are the strategic implications of featured snippets for 

content marketing? 

  

In doing so, this publication addresses mainly practitioners working in 

the field of digital marketing, and particularly those who specialize in the 

areas of search engine optimization and content marketing. 

1.2 Sources of information 

Research for this book1 builds on two major sources of information: 

studies focusing on featured snippets and expert interviews with SEO and 

content marketing experts.  

 

In recent years, a number of studies by major providers of SEO tools 

examined featured snippets. SEMrush, Ahrefs MOZ and others conducted 

large-scale quantitative studies. These studies focused mainly on creating 

a better understanding of the steps needed to achieve featured snippets on 

Google’s search engine results pages.  

 

 

 
1 Research was initially conducted by the author in the process of writing the master’s 

thesis “Google’s Featured Snippets in the Context of Strategic Content Marketing” (Sam-

Martin 2020). 
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The study with the largest sample as of yet was conducted in 2017 by 

A.J. Ghergich in cooperation with SEMrush (Ghergich 2017). The study was 

based on a sample of 80 million keywords and 6.9 million featured 

snippets. The same year, another major study was conducted by Ahrefs 

(Soulo 2017). This study looked at a sample of 2 million keywords and 

included a broad set of queries. A more recent example is a study carried 

out by MOZ in cooperation with STAT, which took a more selective 

sampling approach by focusing on 1,000,000 highly competitive keywords 

in the United States on mobile (Muller 2019a). The results of these studies, 

as well as a number of additional small-scale studies, will be examined and 

critically discussed in the following chapters. 

 

While these studies provide valuable insights, research on the wider 

strategic impact of featured snippets remains scarce. In order to fill this gap, 

expert interviews were carried out to collect additional information. The 

interviews allowed to cover areas that had not yet been covered by 

available studies. 

 

The following expert interviews were carried out: 

 

● Interview 1: Mordy Oberstein, Chief Marketing Officer at the SEO 

software provider RankRanger - 1 December 2019. 

 

M. Oberstein has conducted various quantitative experiments to study 

the behavior of featured snippets and has published these results in several 

articles. As Chief Marketing Officer of a company that provides SEO 

software solutions, he is not only an SEO expert but also aware of 

marketing challenges that may arise in the context of featured snippets. 

 

● Interview 2: Gerrit Grunert, Content Marketing Expert at Crispy 

Content - 6 December 2019. 

 

G. Grunert is the author of “Methodisches Content Marketing” (2019) 

which is a practice-oriented handbook for strategic and business-oriented 

content marketing. He is also the founder and managing director of Crispy 

Content, one of Germany’s leading content marketing agencies, as well as 

a guest lecturer at Steinbeis School of Management and Innovation. 

 

● Interview 3: Irene Michl, Content Strategist - 9 December 2019. 

 

I. Michl has contributed to the renowned content marketing book “Think 

Content” (Löffler 2019) and works as a freelance content strategist as well 

as author and lecturer. She is an affiliated lecturer at the Content Strategy 
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master’s program at the University of Applied Science Johanneum, Graz 

(Austria). 

 

● Interview 4: Britney Muller, Senior SEO Scientist at SEO software 

provider MOZ - 11 December 2019. 

 

B. Muller works as SEO expert at MOZ, a leading provider of SEO 

software solutions. She has published a number of articles about featured 

snippets and machine learning and regularly shares her expertise at 

speaking engagements and webinars. 

 

The interviews will be referred to in semi-anonymized format, for 

instance by using the code “I1, 4” to refer to the fourth paragraph of 

interview 1. 

1.3 What to expect 

This e-book starts out in chapter two by defining featured snippets and 

providing an overview of the different types that may be encountered on 

the SERPs. Chapter three sets the stage by providing a historical overview 

of the emergence of featured snippets. This chapter also explores their 

strategic significance from Google’s point of view in order to highlight the 

current and future significance of featured snippets. Chapter four gathers 

available information about the featured snippet algorithm and, 

consequently, how featured snippets ‘behave’ on the SERP. The chapter 

also reveals their significant impact on the on-SERP click-through rate. 

Chapter five deals with the question of how to optimize websites for 

featured snippets and establishes several factors that should be considered. 

Finally, chapter six draws the bridge between featured snippets and 

strategic content marketing. It explores whether and how featured snippets 

should be taken into account in the elaboration, implementation and 

evaluation of content marketing strategies. The final chapter sums up the 

insights contained in this e-book and draws practice-oriented conclusions.  
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2. What are featured snippets? 

 

Featured snippets are one of several display features that Google may 

show in its search engine results pages (SERP). They are part of Google’s 

Universal Search Results that appear in addition to ‘traditional’ organic 

results, such as image results (MOZ 2020c). Featured snippet boxes show 

website content directly on Google’s SERPs. 

 

In the past, featured snippets have also been referred to as quick 

answers, instant answers, answer boxes or rich answers. This chapter will 

explore how featured snippets can be defined and what different types of 

featured snippets there are. This knowledge is important in order to 

distinguish featured snippets from other SERP features, such as 

enhancements, rich results, knowledge panel entries, OneBox results and 

Discover features on Android devices (Google 2019b). 

 

However, before entering into a more detailed discussion of the 

characteristics of featured snippets, it is important to note that this e-book 

deals with featured snippets shown on Google Search only. Bing and other 

search engines also display featured snippets, but due to their marginal role 

in the global search engine market this publication focuses exclusively on 

Google’s featured snippets. 

2.1 Defining featured snippets 

Currently, there is no universally agreed-upon definition of the term 

featured snippet. Indeed, almost all definitions seem to omit one aspect or 

the other which makes a critical discussion of different attempts to define 

featured snippets inevitable. 

 

Acknowledged SEO expert B. Dean defines featured snippets as follows: 

“Featured Snippets are short selections of text appearing at the top of 

Google’s search results that are designed to answer a searcher’s query. The 

content that appears inside of a Featured Snippet is automatically pulled 

from web pages in Google’s index. Common types of Featured Snippets 

include definitions, tables, steps and lists” (Dean 2020). 

 

This definition is almost complete but fails to mention that featured 

snippets also show the source’s page title and URL. Furthermore, featured 

snippets may also be videos now, not only text. 
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Search Engine Watch provides a very comprehensive definition which 

manages to succinctly highlight the key elements of a featured snippet, but 

fails to highlight the fact that summaries in featured snippets are 

programmatically generated: “A featured snippet is a summary of an 

answer to a user's query, which is displayed on top of Google search 

results. It's extracted from a webpage, and includes the page's title and 

URL” (Litsa 2016). 

 

Google does not provide an official definition of what a featured snippet 

is, but describes their characteristics in several of their publications: 

“Featured snippets help provide quick answers to questions by drawing 

attention to programmatically generated snippets from websites that our 

algorithms deem relevant to the specific question being asked. All Featured 

snippets include a snippet of information quoted from a third-party 

website, plus a link to the page, the page title and URL” (Google 2019c). In 

addition, addressing website owners, Google explains featured snippets as 

follows: “When a user asks a question in Google Search, we might show a 

search result extracted from your site in a special featured snippet block at 

the top of the search results page” (Google 2019b). Google also describes 

featured snippets as “[...] special boxes where the format of regular listings 

is reversed, showing the descriptive snippet first” (Google 2019a). In 

another instance, Google explains featured snippets simply as “[...] a 

feature in Search that highlights pages that our systems determine are most 

likely to have the information you’re looking for” (Nayak 2019a). 

 

Based on the sources cited above, featured snippets can be best 

defined as follows: 

 

A featured snippet may be displayed on top of Google’s search 

results. It is a concise, automatically generated summary that is 

extracted from a web page. As opposed to ‘regular’ search results, a 

featured snippet shows the summary content first, which is followed 

by the source’s page title and URL. In addition to text and images, 

featured snippets may also contain videos that are launched at a 

specific timestamp. 

2.2 Types of featured snippets 

There are four main types of featured snippets that may be displayed on 

the SERPs, depending on the search query and the structure of the content 

on the source website: paragraphs, lists, tables, and videos. These different 
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types of featured snippets allow Google to serve its answers in the format 

best suited for the content and intent of the user (Wakefield 2019, 328).  

 

Paragraph snippets are the most commonly encountered type of 

featured snippet. In 2016, a study based on a large-scale sample of 10 

million keywords in the United States found a share of 53.2 percent of 

paragraph snippets, 35.5 percent of list snippets and 11.5 percent of table 

snippets which made up the smallest share (Zhao 2016). A more recent 

study (Muller 2019a) which focused on 1,000,000 highly competitive 

keywords in the United States on mobile found that, overall, half of all 

featured snippets were paragraphs (50.53 percent), followed by list 

snippets (36.87 percent) and table snippets (9.12 percent). Video snippets 

(1.74 percent) and accordion snippets (1.75 percent) are currently niche 

phenomena.  

 

In addition, featured snippets are often combined with other SERP 

features, such as the ‘People Also Ask’ (PAA) panel, a map preview or pay-

per-click ads. Yet another study by PerficientDigital (Enge 2019), which 

was based on 1,400,000 mobile queries, found also a very similar 

distribution.2  

 

However, the results of the aforementioned studies must be interpreted 

with caution. As Enge (2019) points out, the distribution varies significantly 

depending on the thematic niche. 

 

It is important to highlight that the design and structure of featured 

snippets are different from ‘regular’ meta descriptions that are part of 

‘regular’ organic search results. The characteristics of the four main types 

of featured snippets will be introduced below. 

2.2.1 Paragraph snippets 

Paragraph snippets feature a paragraph of text which has been extracted 

from a website. Very often, but not always, the paragraph is illustrated by 

an image which the algorithm may grab from the same source website as 

the paragraph, or any other website pertaining to the search query. Since 

2019, Google may also draw on pdf documents as a source of paragraph for 

featured snippets (Southern 2019). 

 

 

 
2 Paragraph snippets: 50.8%, List snippets: 27.2%, Table snippets: 2.9%, Other types: 

19.1% (Enge 2019). 



12 

 

Figure 1: Paragraph snippet for query “What is a featured snippet”3 
 

 
 

2.2.2 List snippets 

List snippets can either be displayed as unordered or ordered lists. 

Often, list snippets are illustrated by several images - one for each list item. 

However, in some cases, only one image is used to illustrate the content. 

Typically, this happens when the source website only features one photo 

for the entire list. 

 
Figure 2: Unordered list snippet with one featured image 

 
 

 
3 All screenshots dated 24 October 2019, unless otherwise indicated. 
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Figure 3: Ordered list snippet with several featured images 
 

  
 

The content on the source website is often already structured as a list. If 

not, Google may also decide to only pull specific information from that 

website, such as the titles of subsections, in order to create a list of items on 

this basis.  

2.2.3 Table snippets 

Figure 4: Table snippet for query “price of gold” 
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In some cases, Google may also display the search result as a table. This 

happens mainly for queries which have some kind of comparison element 

to them, such as the evolution of something over time. Another condition 

is the format of the source content, which must be presented in a table as 

well. 

2.2.4 Video snippets 

In 2017 Google added video snippets as a format of featured snippets. 

When Google considers that a video responds best to the query, it embeds 

a video directly in the search results as a featured video snippet. When 

launched, the video does not necessarily start from the beginning, but 

rather directly at the section which is relevant to the search query (Sullivan 

2018). The timestamps of the video are relevant in this case. 

 
Figure 5: Featured video snippet (Screenshot source: Frost 2018) 
 

 

2.3 In brief – chapter 2 

The chapter discussed different attempts to define featured snippets and 

suggests the following definition: 

A featured snippet may be displayed on top of Google’s search 

results. It is a concise, automatically generated summary that is 

extracted from a web page. As opposed to ‘regular’ search results, a 
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featured snippet shows the summary content first, which is followed 

by the source’s page title and URL. In addition to text and images, 

featured snippets may also contain videos that are launched at a 

specific timestamp. 

 

Furthermore, the chapter provided an overview of the main types of 

featured snippets: paragraph, list, table and video snippets. Although these 

types are currently the most common, Google continuously tests and adds 

new variations. 
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3. The emergence of featured 
snippets 

When Google first started operating in 1998, the search engine result 

pages (SERPs) contained ten organic results - or ‘regular’ results, as one 

may call them. Since then, the SERPs have fundamentally changed. They 

do not anymore simply consist of ten “plain blue links” (Google 2019b). 

Gradually, Google has tested and added new features to its SERPs, with the 

aim to make the results more engaging and useful for the searcher, as 

Google states (ibid.). In fact, so-called “blended search results” which 

integrate different search features, are more and more frequent (Marketing 

Accountability Standards Board 2019a). 

 

In January 2014, Google first introduced featured snippets (Sullivan 

2018), at the time also known as answer boxes or rich answers. 

Understanding the gradual emergence of featured snippets provides the 

basis for predicting the direction in which Google’s search features might 

develop in the future and how marketing professionals may be able to 

prepare. In addition to providing a historical overview, the chapter also 

explores Google’s reasoning and strategy behind the introduction of 

featured snippets. 

3.1 Google’s roll-out of featured snippets 2014-2019 

2014 

Google started to roll out and test featured snippets in 2014 (Sullivan 

2018). At the time, featured snippets were still commonly referred to as 

‘quick answers’ or ‘answer boxes’. Already a year before, Google started to 

test featured snippets but did not yet visibly distinguish these featured 

search results from answers coming directly from Google’s knowledge 

graph (Smarty 2018). In 2014, SEO specialists started to look more closely 

at the shortcomings (Shure 2014) but also the potential of this new SERP 

feature.  
 
2015 

In 2015, some of the shortcomings of featured snippets which were 

caused by flaws in Google’s algorithm were addressed by RankBrain, 

which is Google’s first artificial intelligence method which helps Google’s 

systems to better understand the meaning of words in a search query and 

in web content (Schwartz 2019). Google’s algorithm became able to learn 

and see the meaning behind each query instead of dealing with the 

keyword strings (Smarty 2018). This was an important precondition for 

understanding queries that are phrased like questions and thus closer to 
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natural human language. The RankBrain method is therefore closely linked 

to the rise of featured snippets, as they are a way to display answers to 

questions. 
 
2016 

In 2016, Google started to distinguish more clearly between featured 

snippets as we know them today and answer boxes that draw on 

information contained in Google’s knowledge graph (Smarty 2018). As of 

2016, the term ‘featured snippet’ has been officially applied to refer to this 

SERP feature. The main difference between featured snippets and 

information displayed in Google’s answer boxes is the source of the 

information. While featured snippets show information extracted from 

websites, knowledge graph information is sourced from Google’s own 

databases. Since Google has no control over the quality of content hosted 

on websites, the quality determinants used by their algorithms are of the 

utmost importance when choosing websites as sources for featured 

snippets. In 2016, Google was criticized for showing misogynistic 

statements and spreading fake news in featured snippets. According to 

Google, these mistakes happened because the algorithm did not weigh the 

authoritativeness of results strongly enough for rare and fringe queries 

(Sullivan 2018). Nevertheless, the accuracy of the search results in featured 

snippets was already rated very high, with a 97.4 percent accuracy rate, 

according to a study by Stone Temple (ibid.). It is important to note, 

however, that this figure also includes knowledge graph information and 

related SERP features. It is likely that the accuracy of featured snippets 

alone would have been not rated as well, since Google has more control 

over the information displayed in the knowledge graph and, thus, a higher 

level of accuracy can be assumed. 

 
2017 - 2018 

Since the first introduction of featured snippets, their visual appearance 

has remained rather stable, with three distinct types: paragraph snippets, 

list snippets and table snippets (see section 2.2). In 2017, Google further 

expanded featured snippets by adding additional elements. Since then, 

some queries return featured snippets with more than one image 

illustrating the result and oftentimes a related question feature, more 

commonly known as ‘people also search’ panel is displayed directly below 

the snippet (Galvez 2017). In late 2017, Google also added video snippets 

as a new format of featured snippets.  

 

2017 also marks the year in which featured snippets started to attract 

more and more the interest of SEO specialists, with articles and major 
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studies being published such as Ahrefs’ study of 2 million featured 

snippets (Soulo 2017).  

 

Google itself also announced that they were working hard on further 

improving the quality of featured snippets, especially in light of their 

usefulness for mobile and voice-only searches (Sullivan 2018). Besides low-

quality source content another issue was - and continues to be - the 

relevance of the answer shown by a featured snippet. In some cases, the 

snippet may show accurate information that is nevertheless irrelevant to 

the query because it gives the response to another question. This is caused 

by the incorrect interpretation of the meaning of the search query by the 

algorithm (Sullivan 2018).  

 

Google started experimenting with multi-faceted featured snippets in 

early 2018 in order to provide better answers to multi-faceted search 

queries. These snippets provide instant answers to different aspects of a 

search query. They aim to better address both multi-intent queries (i.e. both 

informational and transactional) and to cover a broader set of nuanced 

queries, for instance relating to guidance-seeking queries (Moxley 2018). 
 
2019 - January 2020 

In October 2019, a major update to Google’s artificial intelligence 

RankBrain was launched under the name of BERT, which stands for 

Bidirectional Encoder Representations from Transformers. Google applies 

BERT to determine ranking positions and also to featured snippets in order 

to improve their capacity to help users find useful information (Nayak 

2019). 

 

In addition, an algorithm update in autumn 2019 targeted content 

freshness. The algorithm now tries to improve Google’s “[...] 

understanding of what information remains useful over time and what 

becomes out-of-date more quickly. This is particularly helpful for featured 

snippets [...] For queries where fresh information is important, our systems 

will try to find the most useful and up-to-date featured snippets” (Nayak 

2019a). 

 

Another noteworthy development is the recent introduction of a new 

source format for featured snippets. Since early 2019, Google’s algorithm 

may also draw on content contained in a pdf document and show an 

excerpt directly on the SERP (Southern 2019). 

 

In January 2020, another significant and unexpected change occurred. 

On 22 January 2020 Google decided to end the practice of duplicating the 
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source web page shown in the featured snippets in the list of ‘regular’ 

organic search results below (Nguyen 2020). Until then, featured snippets 

had sometimes been considered ‘position zero’ by SEO and marketing 

professionals. This expression developed because featured snippets used 

to be stacked above the ‘regular’ ranking positions, before being repeated 

in the list of the ten ‘regular’ results (Wakefield 2019). 

3.3 Google’s featured snippet strategy 

Featured snippets are part of a general trend towards Google enabling 

users to explore information directly on the SERP instead of navigating to 

a website (Oberstein 2019c). The evolution of the SERP in general and 

featured snippets in particular seem to be Google’s response to users’ 

changing expectations of how they want to access and consume content. 

Nowadays, users increasingly expect instant gratification (Wakefield 2019, 

327). As SEO and marketing expert M. Oberstein highlights, this trend is a 

consequence of the overall evolution of how we consume content:  

 

“I think people forget how malleable content is. More than anything else, 

content has evolved so much over the past hundred years. [W]e're losing 

sight of the fact that it was once really novel to have access to anything you 

ever wanted. [...] It’s not a novelty anymore. That's old news as it is going 

on for almost over a decade at this point. What I think the novelty in content 

is, is the accessibility of it, where I no longer have to go to a website, I can 

just get it immediately from the search engine. That's the novelty that the 

user is seeking from content, not the access. Access has been granted for 

years. It's the idea that I can get really easy access to top-level content, 

without doing anything. [...] I don't need to click through to a website. It’s 

not effective at this point. It's annoying for me to click through a website” 

(I1, 15). 

 

In fact, already in 2014 Google highlighted their intention to provide 

answers directly on the SERP as much as possible: 

 

“We used to show just ten blue links in our results. You had to click 

through to different websites to get your answers, which took time. Now 

we are increasingly able to provide direct answers -- even if you’re 

speaking your question using Voice Search -- which makes it quicker, easier 

and more natural to find what you’re looking for” (Google Inc. 2014).  

 

Google wants to provide better answers and decrease friction, so the 

overall experience becomes more convenient (I4, 2). However, increasing 
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usability by making information accessible more quickly seems to be only 

part of the reasons why Google pushes featured snippets. Another element 

seems to be to establish their authority. As M. Oberstein puts it: “By 

offering content like that, Google ends up being, ‘Here's the answer, we're 

trustworthy, we're authoritative, keep coming back to us.’” (I1, 15). 

 

Featured snippets are but one of several SERP features that serve 

information directly on the SERP (I1, 7). Their particularity is that they are 

tailored to answering questions - both in writing and spoken word. In fact, 

featured snippets are crucial in Google’s strategy for search as they play an 

important role in the context of voice search and voice answers. According 

to Google’s public liaison officer for search, Google displays featured 

snippets in search “[...] when we believe this format will help people more 

easily discover what they’re seeking, both from the description and when 

they click on the link to read the page itself. It’s especially helpful for those 

on mobile or searching by voice” (Sullivan 2018).  

 

The emergence of featured snippets is tightly linked to the increasing use 

of voice search and the use of digital assistants which are capable of 

replying to queries with voice answers. SEO expert and content marketer 

T. Barish is of the opinion that “[t]he overriding motivation behind 

Google’s development of Featured Snippets may be the centrality the 

company sees in voice search on both computers and smartphones as well 

as the potentially massive market for home assistants” (Barish 2017).  

 

Indeed, a study by SEMrush found that 70 percent of all answers 

returned from voice searches occupied a SERP feature and among those 

SERP features 60 percent were featured snippets (Andrienko 2019). In this 

context, it is important to further distinguish between voice searches that 

yield a voice answer and those that do not. While voice search as such does 

not change the marketing landscape much, voice answers do have 

disruptive potential, according to SEO specialist R. Fishkin (2019c).  

 

Based on a sample of 1,000 search queries that displayed featured 

snippets, a study by MOZ investigated how often these voice searches are 

actually responded to with a voice answer (Meyers 2017). 71 percent of the 

searches yielded voice answers, but this percentage was strongly 

dependent on the type of snippet, as the data showed. In fact, paragraph 

snippets returned voice answers 87 percent of the time, list snippets just 

under 50 percent of the time and table snippets roughly a third of the time 

(Meyers 2017). The logical consequence is that “[i]n voice environments, 

Google will not generally be able to show more than one result when the 

search result is spoken in reply to a user’s voice query. As a result, they 



21 

 

need to have the absolute best answer with that first result as often as they 

possibly can” (Enge 2019). This puts Google under increasing pressure to 

provide the best possible result for the query and user intent. At the same 

time, it also puts pressure on SEO experts and content marketers because 

competition increases. “The value of position two or any other first page 

ranking disappears when your customer is using a voice assistant, and as 

usage grows, marketers must dominate [featured snippets] to maintain 

relevance” (Wakefield 2019, 329). 

 

All in all, the introduction of featured snippets is part of Google’s efforts 

to remain the dominant point of access to information on the web, be it by 

increasing usability of their SERPs or by preparing the ground for the rising 

importance of voice answers. In addition, there is a third aspect, which 

relates to the fact that Google is a profit-oriented company. Although 

featured snippets may not directly be a ‘for-profit SERP feature’ per se, as 

is the case with its flight and hotel related SERP features (Oberstein 2019e), 

increasing profits is part of Google’s strategic objectives. As SEO expert N. 

Stevens puts it, “Google is a public company with shareholders. Their job, 

strictly speaking, isn’t to serve user intent, but to sell ads with rising cost-

per-click. At the end of the day, Google wants to keep people on the SERP 

until they click an ad and to attain users by offering good results. They’re 

always trying to optimize for these two things which makes sense” 

(Oberstein 2019d). In addition, the fact that their machine learning 

capacities are already sufficiently advanced to extract content for featured 

snippets may also enable them to develop their own products by directly 

providing their own results for particular things in the future (I4, 7). 

 

Based on the above-mentioned elements it seems appropriate to 

conclude this section with a quote by T. Barish about the strategic 

importance of featured snippets: “Featured Snippets are far more than just 

a direct answer to save searchers another click into one of the organic search 

results. They are part of a much bigger plan that Google envisions for the 

evolution of search in the years to come” (Barish 2017). 

3.4 In brief – chapter 3 

A thorough literature review allowed to compile a detailed timeline of 

the emergence of featured snippets from their first appearance in 2014 until 

January 2020. Based on scattered sources in various SEO publications, the 

timeline is a comprehensive account of the emergence and gradual changes 

Google has implemented in the context of this SERP feature. It highlights 
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Google’s iterative and incremental approach to introducing new SERP 

features over time. 

 

Against the backdrop of their emergence, the chapter also explored the 

strategic significance of featured snippets from Google’s perspective. 

Empirical research allowed to fill gaps in existing literature as to Google’s 

underlying motivation to show featured snippets.4 While Google’s official 

justification is to increase user-friendliness of the SERP, further research 

present a more complex picture. Aspects such as the natural evolution of 

how content is consumed, as well as questions of competitiveness and 

profitability likely play a role. Featured snippets are also tightly linked to 

the rise of voice search and, in particular, voice answers. 

 

  

 

 
4 Research was initially conducted by the author in the process of writing the master’s 

thesis “Google’s Featured Snippets in the Context of Strategic Content Marketing” (Sam-

Martin 2020). 
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4. The creation and behavior of 
featured snippets  

There are few confirmed facts about how Google’s featured snippet 

algorithm functions, as Google only provides scarce and very general 

information. In order to find out more about the inner workings of this 

algorithm, search engine optimization (SEO) companies have conducted 

several studies to scrutinize featured snippets. This chapter provides an 

overview of insights gained by these studies and examines the role of 

machine learning for the creation of featured snippets. It looks at the 

prevalence and behavior of featured snippets and explores their impact on 

organic search. This knowledge will serve as a fundamental basis for 

interpreting the ranking factors and content marketing strategies that will 

be discussed in the following chapters. 

4.1 How Google builds featured snippets 

In order to better understand how to optimize for featured snippets it is 

essential to understand how Google creates them. The following sections 

therefore examine what is publicly known about how Google builds 

featured snippets. In fact, featured snippets are not simply extracted from 

the page that Google’s ‘regular’ ranking algorithm lists first. They are 

produced by a separate algorithm which relies heavily on machine learning 

and trumps the ‘regular’ ranking position. Furthermore, Google’s machine 

learning capacities enable it to shorten and reassemble content in order to 

improve user experience. As a consequence, it is relevant to explore the 

current lengths of featured snippets on the SERP. Finally, this section also 

examines the volatility of featured snippets which is central for subsequent 

strategic SEO and marketing considerations. 

4.1.1 The featured snippet algorithm and machine learning 

When asked about featured snippets, Google’s Webmaster Trends 

Analyst G. Illyes explained that the search engine result pages should be 

understood as an auction place and that the ranking on these pages was 

determined by algorithmic bids for the available locations. According to 

him, the same was true for featured snippets, except that Google uses a 

different algorithm to determine the content for featured snippet locations 

(Indig 2019). According to Illyes, featured snippets relate to the query more 

than a normal snippet, as Google tries to “[...] pick passages that are more 

complete” (Indig 2019). In other words, “[t]he core thing that Google is 

using featured snippets to accomplish is to find the one definitive answer 
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to a user’s question. [...] Google is looking for that one answer that satisfies 

the largest possible percentage of users” (Enge 2019). This can be 

challenging, as queries are often incomplete and do not always explicitly 

reveal the searcher’s intent from the outset. Google’s public liaison officer 

for search describes the challenges as follows: 

 

“Featured snippets will never be absolutely perfect, just as search results 

overall will never be absolutely perfect. On a typical day, 15 percent of the 

queries we process have never been asked before. That’s just one of the 

challenges along with sifting through trillions of pages of information 

across the web to try and help people make sense of the world” (Sullivan 

2018). 

 

Google itself does not reveal much additional information about the 

algorithm that creates featured snippets. Consequently, even among 

experts there is little certainty about the details of its mechanisms (I1, 65; 

I2, 2; I4, 22). It is widely known, however, that machine learning and 

natural language processing (NLP) play a significant role in the creation of 

featured snippets (I1, 37). They play a role both in the interpretation of 

search queries and in the way source content is presented.  

 

Google’s latest advancement in this area is called BERT, which is short 

for Bidirectional Encoder Representations from Transformers. Google uses 

BERT to determine overall ranking positions and applies it also to featured 

snippets. The aim, as Google states, is to improve their capacity to help 

users find useful information: “In fact, when it comes to ranking results, 

BERT will help Search better understand one in 10 searches in the U.S. in 

English [...]. Particularly for longer, more conversational queries, or 

searches where prepositions like “for” and “to” matter a lot to the meaning, 

Search will be able to understand the context of the words in your query” 

(Nayak 2019b). Furthermore, BERT is expected to improve the functioning 

of featured snippets also in other search languages which already display 

featured snippets. According to Google, there have been significant 

improvements in languages like Korean, Hindi and Portuguese (Nayak 

2019b). A practical example of the use of machine learning for the correct 

interpretation of search results are refinement bubbles which Google 

sometimes shows below a featured snippet. They are supposed to enable 

the searcher to access information which corresponds exactly to their intent 

more quickly than before (I1, 69). 

 

Furthermore, it is well known that Google uses machine learning in 

order to ‘reconstruct’ website content in order to build a concise piece of 

information to be displayed in the featured snippet (Indig 2019). Google 
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can locate and extract relevant content even if the page has not been 

optimized for featured snippets or lacks structured data (Barish 2017). In 

fact, Google uses machine learning to work through a piece of content and 

string together a set of sentences that serves a relevant answer within the 

featured snippet (Oberstein 2018a). As a consequence, featured snippets do 

not always represent website content the same way it is presented on the 

actual source website.  

 

This is particularly relevant for list snippets and table snippets which are 

often shortened summaries of the original content found on the source 

website. In the case of list snippets, for instance, the algorithm may display 

a list based on the subsection headings of the article, although the actual 

article may also contain paragraphs of text for each list item as displayed in 

Google’s featured snippet. Data on the length of featured snippets shows 

that Google’s sentence-compression capacities have evolved significantly 

in recent years. Regarding table and list featured snippets, data shows that 

“Google has gotten better at stripping these Featured Snippets of unneeded 

and unrelated content [...]” (Oberstein 2019c). 

 

Indeed, Google invests continuously in improving its NLP and machine 

learning capacities (I4, 18). “They are looking at all of these very specific 

unique facets of language to have richer contextual understanding around 

what might be appropriate to provide a searcher and what might not” (I4, 

4). In 2019, Google Research launched a crowdsourcing competition with 

the aim to “[...] build predictive algorithms for different subjective aspects 

of question-answering” (Google 2020). Although the results are intended 

to “[...] inform the way future intelligent Q&A systems will get built [...]” 

the description of the assignment reveals noteworthy facts about Google’s 

current understanding of AI-driven question-answering. Google states that 

“Computers are really good at answering questions with single, verifiable 

answers. But humans are often still better at answering questions about 

opinions, recommendations, or personal experiences” (ibid.). The 

illustration below (figure 6) shows what Google can already take into 

account already relatively well based on its existing algorithms in 

comparison with human computable dimensions that Google still struggles 

with.  
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Figure 6: Comparison of machine and human computable 
dimensions in question-answering (Illustration source: Google 2020) 

 
 

Although there is no official statement, it is logical to deduce that, 

currently, Google’s featured snippet algorithm already takes into account 

the dimensions they deem machine computable. 

4.1.2 Ranking positions of featured snippet sources 

It is important to highlight that featured snippets are not by default 

produced based on the first ‘regular’ organic result. In fact, until recently, 

the same webpage that was chosen as a source for the featured snippet was 

also included in the ‘regular’ organic listings below the featured snippet, 

on the first page of the SERPs. Google ended this practice without previous 

notice on 22 January 2020. As a consequence, Google now considers a 

featured snippet as the first organic result, followed by a list of nine 

‘regular’ organic results. Of course, this applies only to queries which 

return a featured snippet, which is not the case for all queries. It is also 

interesting to know that in some cases, the source website for a featured 

snippet is now repeated as first result of the second page of the SERP 

(Nguyen 2020). 

 

Before Google stopped duplicating the source pages of featured snippets 

on the first page of the SERP, several studies had examined the average 

‘regular’ ranking position of featured snippet sources. Experiments run by 

SEO experts indicated that if a snippet was pulled from a ranking position 

lower than three it may mean that Google is still testing which source 

performs best (Muller 2019b). A likely reason for this is on-SERP data which 

indicated Google that the featured content does not provide the answer 

which serves the searcher’s intent (I4, 24). Furthermore, the duplication of 

sources enabled studies to determine which ranking position was 
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necessary to ‘win’ a featured snippet. According to a study conducted by 

Ahrefs (Soulo 2017) about half of the search results picked up in featured 

snippets ranked at position one or two of the ‘regular’ SERPs and, when 

looking at position one to four of the SERP, even 84 percent of featured 

snippets stemmed from those positions.  

 
Figure 7: The SERP position of websites picked up in featured 

snippets (Source: Soulo 2017) 

 
An earlier study conducted by SEMrush in 2016 found a very similar 

distribution based on a smaller dataset. Furthermore, a study by 

RankRanger found that the data varies according to the sector. In the 

medical and biotech niche featured snippets are more often pulled from the 

top position (44 percent) than for instance in the travel sector where only 

roughly 25 percent of featured snippets were ranking in the first ‘regular’ 

position (Oberstein 2018a). 

 

These studies prove that an excellent ranking, based on widely known 

SEO ranking factors, is a precondition to be in contention for a featured 

snippet. It seems that the featured snippet algorithm itself also looks at 

additional factors than the algorithms determining the ‘regular’ ranking 

positions or, rather, weighs them differently. Examining these differences 

provides insights that can be put into practice when optimizing content for 

featured snippets. 

4.1.3 Lengths of featured snippets 

Several studies have examined the lengths of featured snippets, 

including a recent study by RankRanger which looked at the evolution over 
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time (Oberstein 2019c). Table 1 further below combines this data with an 

earlier study conducted by SEMrush (Ghergich 2017). 

 

The study conducted by RankRanger indicates that Google improved its 

capability to produce succinct and complete featured snippets by filtering 

out bloated content and providing more comprehensive answers. The 

small-scale study looked at a sample of 150 featured snippets and found 

that paragraph snippets in 2019 were 5 percent shorter than they were in 

the period of 2016 to September 2018. “Google is reducing the number of 

characters in paragraph Featured Snippets because it is better at dispensing 

information that directly aligns to the query. Shorter here means a more 

targeted and more complete answer” (Oberstein 2019c). With regard to list 

snippets the study found that they are now 9 percent longer than before. It 

seems that this may be the case because Google wants to serve users what 

they need directly on the SERP (Oberstein 2019c). In some cases, people 

may want to be served a very brief answer and in others they may be 

looking for a more detailed result which leads to the longer list featured 

snippets (Oberstein 2019d). 

 
Table 1: Average volume of featured snippets according to 

SEMrush (Ghergich 2017) and RankRanger (Oberstein 2019c)5 
 

 Length 2017 
 

2016 to 
2018/09 

2019/09 

Paragraph 
snippets 

Avg. 272 char. 

46 words 

283 char. 269 char. 

 Max. 370 char. 

84 words 

n/a n/a 

List snippets Avg. 8.1 words/item  

5.5 items  

289 char. 315 char. 

 Max. 57 words/item 

8 items 

n/a n/a 

Table 
snippets 

Avg. 3.4 columns 

5.6 rows 

n/a n/a 

 Max. 4 columns 

7 rows 

n/a n/a 

Video 
snippets 

Avg. n/a n/a n/a 

 

 
5 2017 data from Ghergich (2017), 2016 and 2019 data from Oberstein (2019c). 
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4.1.4 Volatility of featured snippets 

For some queries, a high level of fluctuation in search rankings for 

featured snippets can be observed (Oberstein 2019a). Google’s Webmaster 

Trends Analyst G. Illyes explains this phenomenon as follows: When the 

algorithmic ‘bid’ for a position in the SERP is very close to that of another 

website, the results may constantly appear and disappear. According to 

him, in this case small details, such a running a site on htpps, can provide 

the competitive edge needed to outrank competing websites (Indig 2019). 

 

Furthermore, the level of churn within featured snippets may also be 

interpreted as an indicator that Google is still in the middle of a dynamic 

testing process (Enge 2019).  Google seems to be heavily investing in 

improving the accuracy of featured snippets, likely because of their 

importance for voice environments where only one result is returned as a 

spoken reply (ibid.). 

 

A study conducted by SEO firm RankRanger found that, on average, 

Google oscillates between two URLs (Uniform Resource Locator) for one 

featured snippet spot within a 30-day period (Oberstein 2019a). The study 

looked at a sample of 350 keywords that consistently produced featured 

snippets during the research period of 90 days. The number of swaps 

between the URLs slightly varies depending on the type of query: “The 

dataset overall showed that Google swaps URLs within Featured Snippets 

2.2 times each month. However, the figure was 13 percent lower when 

looking at the Featured Snippets associated with how to keywords” 

(Oberstein 2019a). In addition, a 2017 study by Ahrefs, which looked at a 

four-month period, found similar results. The study was based on a sample 

of 10,000 of the most popular keywords with featured snippets in the 

United States. 53 percent of featured snippets showed no URL change, 28 

percent of featured snippets showed one URL change in four months and 

11 percent twice. The differences of the two study outcomes may be due to 

the sampling methodologies. A comparison of the results leads to the 

hypothesis that featured snippets shown for popular keywords may be 

more stable than featured snippets for rare long-tail queries. 

4.2 Prevalence of featured snippets 

Several quantitative studies have looked at the prevalence of featured 

snippets on the SERPs in order to search for patterns. Indeed, the share of 

featured snippets on the SERPs varies depending on the segment one looks 

at. Depending on which thematic niche, level of keyword competitiveness, 

language, or device the sample focuses on, the share of featured snippets 
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varies. For instance, “[c]ase studies based on keywords with a higher 

average monthly search volume will return a higher percentage of Featured 

Snippets. In addition, if the keywords in a study are predominantly from 

certain niches, that affects the resulting frequency figures because among 

the niches there is a wide variance” (Barish 2017). 

 

The following sections explore the prevalence of featured snippets on 

the SERPs according to the language and geographic region, thematic 

niche, and types of keywords. 

4.2.1 Share of featured snippets by region and niche 

At the time of writing6, the overall share of featured snippets on Google’s 

SERPs in the United States fluctuated somewhere between 13 percent and 

27 percent, depending on the methodology. Mozcast, which tracks 

Google’s search features continuously, indicates that the share of featured 

snippets on the SERPs in the United States currently fluctuates around 15 

percent (MOZ 2020b)7.  

 

However, when looking at a larger sample which focused specifically on 

highly competitive keywords, the share of featured snippets noticeably 

increases. According to a recent study by Moz and Stat8, currently 23.9 

percent of the SERPs on mobile devices show featured snippets for highly 

competitive keywords. This is an increase of 165.6 percent from 2016, when 

featured snippets only made up nine percent within the same keyword 

sample (Muller 2019a). 

 

According to a different study by PerficientDigital, which was based on 

sample of 1,400,000 keywords on mobile SERPs in the United States, 

around 27 percent of the keywords in the sample returned a featured 

snippet in autumn 2019 (Enge 2019). Compared to 2016, this study showed 

a less dramatic increase: Data shows a visible peak in 2017, followed by a 

drop in 2018 and slight increase in 2019, but not yet a return to 2017 levels 

(see figure 8). 

 

 

 
6 Autumn 2019 until February 2020. 
7 Data as at November 2019, based on Mozcast’s sample of 10,000 SERPs in the United 

States with queries of a variety of lengths and search volumes. 
8 The study examined 1,000,000 highly competitive keywords with high CPC and 

tested them on a mobile browser for the market Irvine, California, USA on Google.com in 

English. 
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Figure 8: Number of mobile SERP showing featured snippets out of 
a sample of 1,400,000 keywords (Source: Perficient Digital - Enge 
2019) 

 
 

Furthermore, SEMrush offers a free tool which provides insights into the 

share of featured snippets in different thematic niches and countries as well 

as devices. According to SEMrush sensor, the largest share of featured 

snippets is currently shown on Google Search in the United States and 

other anglophone countries. Google Search in other languages shows much 

lower shares of featured snippets (SEMrush 2020). This is likely explained 

by the fact that Google generally rolls out new features in anglophone 

markets first. In addition, Google’s machine learning and natural language 

processing capacities, which are fundamental to the creation of featured 

snippets, are the most advanced in English. 

 
Table: Share of featured snippets by country and device, as of 27 

January 2020 (Source: SEMrush 2020) 
 

Country Featured snippets 
on desktop SERP 

Featured snippets 
on mobile SERP 

United States 13.84% 11.91% 

Germany  6.13% 3.57% 

Spain 3.93% 2.89% 

 

Furthermore, even within the same geographic region a look at a 

random sample of different thematic niches also reveals significant 

differences.  
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The data below shows the share of featured snippets on the desktop 

SERPs in the United States according to SEMrush Sensor (ibid.): 

 

Science: 36.08% 

Health: 19.06% 

Arts & entertainment: 4.03% 

Travel: 15.46% 

 

Overall, recent years have seen a rise in featured snippets on the SERP 

(I1, 27), but also an impressive rise of the ‘related questions’ SERP feature, 

which is known as the ‘People Also Ask’ (PAA) panel (Muller 2019a). The 

PAA panel is closely related to featured snippets. In fact, 93.8 percent of 

featured snippets for highly competitive keywords are shown alongside a 

PAA box (Muller 2019a). According to SEMrush Sensor (SEMrush 2020), 

the ‘People Also Ask’ feature is currently shown on roughly 34 percent of 

desktop SERP in the United States. Mozcast even indicates that 87 percent 

of searches in their sample of 10,000 queries in the United States return 

‘People Also Ask’ panels (Moz 2020b). B. Muller describes the intertwined 

relationship of these two SERP features as follows: “When it comes to 

predicting the future of PAAs, well, we don't have a crystal ball yet, but 

featured snippets continue to look more and more like PAA boxes with 

their new-ish accordion format. Is it possible Google will merge them into 

a single feature someday? It's hard to say, but as SEOs, our best bet is to 

maintain flexibility […]” (Muller 2019b). Together, both search features 

already occupy a large share of the SERP and will likely continue to grow 

(I4, 12). Nevertheless, SEO experts predict that featured snippets will never 

be shown on all SERPs because they do not seem to be the best solution for 

all types of queries (I4, 4). An example are medical queries for which it 

might be harmful to serve featured snippets as answers (I4, 4). 

4.2.2 Share of featured snippets by device 

Although Google states that featured snippets are a feature that is 

particularly tailored to voice and mobile queries (Sullivan 2018), the current 

prevalence of featured snippets is not in line with this claim. In fact, a study 

by PerficientDigital found that featured snippets are currently more 

prevalent on desktop devices than mobile devices (Enge 2019). The study 

examined a sample of 1.4 million mobile SERPs. In order to compare those 

with desktop results, they took a random sample of 185,075 queries from 

their test and ran them with a desktop user agent. The result was that by a 

margin of 11 percent featured snippets are currently more common on 

desktop than on mobile (ibid.). Although currently the share of featured 

snippets on mobile is slightly lower than on desktop, it should also be 
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highlighted that featured snippets do occupy more space in mobile search 

results and attract a lot of attention as they push ‘regular’ results below the 

fold (SEMrush 2017). Thus, one may argue that featured snippets have an 

even bigger impact on the dynamics on mobile SERP than on desktop 

SERP. 

 

Furthermore, a study by RankRanger revealed that even in cases where 

featured snippets are shown on both devices the source URL is not the same 

in 10 percent of these cases (I1, 63). There is no conclusive evidence as to 

why this is the case, although it may relate to the mobile friendliness of the 

sources.  

 

Unfortunately, the differences of featured snippets on desktop versus 

mobile devices have not yet been thoroughly researched. Data is scarce 

although featured snippets are without a doubt relevant for both types of 

devices. More research and knowledge about Google’s featured snippet 

algorithm are needed to understand what causes these differences and how 

users interact with featured snippets on different devices. 

4.2.3 Search queries triggering featured snippets 

Several studies have examined what types of queries are most likely to 

return featured snippets. Before looking into these specific queries, the 

importance of the overall user intent must be highlighted. Google itself 

defines several user intents in its Quality Rater Guidelines (2019d): 

 

• Know queries, often referred to as informational search queries; 

• ‘Do’ queries, including transactional queries; 

• Website queries, to visit a specific website;  

• Visit-in-person queries, to look for a specific business or category 

of business places (Google 2019d). 

 

Following this classification, featured snippets are triggered mainly by 

‘know queries’, which are more commonly referred to as informational 

queries, whereas according to experts’ observations featured snippets for 

transactional queries are less likely (I1, 33). Indeed, featured snippets are 

considered to be a SERP feature that is particularly tailored to respond to 

informational or research-intent queries (Smith 2019a). Among those, ‘how 

to’ queries are of particular importance as they align “[...] to the most 

essential nature of what the Featured Snippet intends to achieve” 

(Oberstein 2019b). Furthermore, ‘best’ queries often produce list snippets. 

Often, the term is either employed to find the best product or service and 

is therefore a transactional and product-oriented query or it might also be 
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an informational query, such as “best places to retire in the world” 

(Oberstein 2019a). Nevertheless, transactional queries may also return 

featured snippets, particularly in a grey area with a mix of informational 

and transactional intent. SEO expert I. Smith (2019b) illustrates this with 

the example of a search phrase such as “how old to rent a car” which might 

return a featured snippet that should be targeted by car rental companies. 

 

In this context, it is important to highlight that not only the content but 

also its format must be aligned to user intent. When a user expects to see a 

how-to video rather than a written explanation then this is what Google is 

likely going to show as featured snippet instead of text (Muller 2019a). 

 

Several studies have examined the types of keywords that are most 

likely to return featured snippets. As the aforementioned study by MOZ 

and Stat has shown, a set of highly competitive keywords with an elevated 

cost-per-click and high search volume tend to show a particularly high 

share of featured snippets (Muller 2019a). Nevertheless, overall, long-tail 

queries are known to return the largest number of featured snippets. Based 

on a sample of 100,000 keywords, a 2016 study by SEMrush found that the 

average length of a keyword phrase which returned a featured snippet was 

six (Zhao 2016). This data is also supported by a major study done by 

Ahrefs in 2017 (Soulo 2017) which looked at a sample of 2 million keywords 

that included a broad set of queries. The study found that “[...] the majority 

of featured snippets are triggered by long-tail keywords” (Soulo 2017). 

Indeed, 54 percent of the analyzed featured snippets were triggered by 

keywords with a search volume of only up to 50 monthly searches, and 31.5 

percent of the analyzed featured snippets were triggered by keywords with 

a search volume of only 50 to 100 monthly searches. 

 

Furthermore, it is interesting to note that although Google claims that 

featured snippets “[...] are especially likely to appear for searches that are 

phrased in the form of a question” (Google 2019e), the results of Ahrefs’ 

study put this claim into perspective (see figure 9 below). In fact, the study 

found that among all keywords that trigger featured snippets, the ‘other 

keywords’ category actually made up the largest share (70.3 percent) and 

questions (using interrogative pronouns) accounted only for 19.2 percent 

(Soulo 2017).9 However, it is important to point out that a question is 

inherent to all search queries - the major difference lies in the phrasing. 

 

 
9 Questions: 19.2%, prepositions: 17.5%, comparisons: 1.6%, other 

keywords: 70.3%. 
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“Virtually all queries are questions, but some are implicit questions, not 

explicit ones” (Fishkin 2019a). 

 
Figure 9: Share of keyword groups triggering featured snippets in 

the keyword sample (Source: Soulo 2017) 
 

 
 

Another major study was conducted by A.J. Ghergich and SEMrush in 

2017 (see figure 10 below). It is the study with the largest sample as of yet, 

as it was based on 80 million keywords and 6.9 million featured snippets 

(Ghergich 2017). Within this dataset, the study selected and analyzed four 

distinct segments: search queries consisting of questions, prepositions, 

comparisons, and ‘other’ keywords. When looking at each segment 

separately, the data showed that featured snippets were particularly 

prevalent within the following keyword groups: questions (41.59 percent), 

comparisons (22.67 percent) and prepositions (17.72 percent - for, like, to, 

with, without). The ‘other keywords’ group only returned a share of 7.18 

percent of featured snippets. Although this result may seem contradictory 

compared to the aforementioned study by Ahrefs, correct interpretations 

show that the results align with each other. In absolute figures, as Ahrefs 

concluded, featured snippets are most frequently found in the ‘other 

keywords’ category. This is most likely due to the fact that the ‘other 

keywords’ group is disproportionately larger than any of the other defined 

groups of keywords. Therefore, even a small share of featured snippets 

within this group will surpass the number of featured snippets in the other 

groups when looking at absolute figures. Indeed, the shares of featured 

snippets that can be discerned within each segment provide interesting 

insights into the ‘logic’ behind queries returning featured snippets. 
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Figure 10: Share of featured snippets in each keyword group 
(Source: Ghergich 2017) 

 
 

Furthermore, SEMrush’s study (Ghergich 2017) also looked into the 

relationship between the type of keyword and the type of featured snippet 

that is displayed (see figure 11). Overall, paragraph snippets are the most 

prevalent type of featured snippet for all types of queries. However, list 

snippets also make up a significant share, particularly for queries 

containing prepositions, such as ‘how to’-queries. Table featured snippets 

are not as frequently encountered, presumably due to the low number of 

source websites containing tables. Video snippets were not analyzed as 

they did not yet exist in 2017, when the study was conducted. 

 
Figure 11: Types of featured snippet by keyword group (Source: 

Ghergich 2017) 
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Another method to gain insights into the nature of queries triggering 

featured snippets is to analyze the occurrence of certain words, as done in 

the recent study by Moz and Stat (Muller 2019a). The study also looked at 

so-called ‘triggers’ which are words that frequently return featured 

snippets.  
 
Table 2: The most common trigger words per type of featured 

snippet (Source: Muller 2019a) 
 

Paragraph snippet 
triggers 

List snippet triggers Table snippet triggers 

does, cost, difference, 

much, between, 

description, deductible, 

can, what, average, is, 

deduction 

best, improve, 

workouts, types, bays, 

brands, starting, 

exercises, recipe, 

promote, apps, 

symptoms 

rates, fixed, salary, 

conjugation, accounts, 

sizes, purchases, prices, 

highest, interest, 

dimensions, electricity 

 

In addition, when analyzing the start words of search queries, the study 

found “are, can, do, does, how, is, should, why, will” to be the most 

common for featured snippet queries. Among those, ‘how’ stood out as the 

word triggering the largest share of list snippets (Muller 2019a). 

 

To conclude, it is important to note that the above-mentioned studies 

only refer to anglophone searches. To the knowledge of the author, there is 

currently no data available on other languages. In any case, marketers 

should keep in mind that only search queries which require an answer that 

is broader than what Google can deliver directly via its knowledge graph 

are eligible to display featured snippets (Fishkin 2019a). 

4.3 Impact on the click-through rate 

Featured snippets are part of the overall trend towards zero-click 

searches. According to a study by Sparktoro, 50.33 percent of Google 

searches do not result in a click-through to a website anymore (Fishkin 

2019b).10 Featured snippets are part of this trend as they are designed to 

“[...] give the searcher an instant answer to their question so they wouldn’t 

have to click” (Soulo 2017). In 2018, Google addressed these concerns with 

the following statement: 

 

 
10 Data from June 2019, based on over 40 million browser-based searches on desktop 

and mobile devices in the United States. 
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“When we introduced featured snippets in January 2014, there were 

some concerns that they might cause publishers to lose traffic. What if 

someone learns all they need to know from the snippet and doesn’t visit 

the source site? It quickly became clear that featured snippets do indeed 

drive traffic. That’s why publishers share tips on how to increase the 

chances of becoming one, because they recognize being featured in this way 

is a traffic driver” (Sullivan 2018). 

 

Google’s statement only reveals part of the truth as it is a proven fact 

that featured snippets and other search features impact click-through 

dynamics in complex ways and not just increase traffic, as Google portrays 

it. Whereas in 2014 a number one result on Google’s SERPs would attract 

about 31 percent of clicks, the average click-through rate (CTR) of the first 

position had dropped to 19.30 percent by 2019 due to Google’s introduction 

of various SERP features (Johnson 2019). In 2017, Ahrefs’ large-scale study 

looked specifically at the impact on the CTR that may be caused by featured 

snippets (see figure 12). While in 2017 the first-ranking organic result on a 

‘regular’ SERP without featured snippet would get 26 percent of clicks it 

would only get 19.6 percent of clicks on a SERP with a preceding featured 

snippet. According to the study, the featured snippet attracted on average 

8.6 percent of clicks. Furthermore, although zero-click searches were not 

specifically examined, the study author T. Soulo pointed out that featured 

snippets did seem to reduce the overall number of clicks (Soulo 2017). 

 
Figure 12: Average CTR of featured snippets in 2017 (Source: Soulo 

2017) 

 
 

Unfortunately, more recent data is not available, but given Google’s 

advances regarding the quality of featured snippets as well as overall SERP 

CTR data one can deduce that the ‘regular’ first result below a featured 
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snippet receives an even smaller share of clicks nowadays and that the 

share of no-click searches for SERPs with featured snippets have increased 

(Oberstein 2019c). When looking forward, it is likely that the share of zero-

click searches will continue to grow, but only to a certain degree since the 

SERPs are not built for displaying in-depth content (I1, 17; I2, 22). As a 

consequence, Google remains limited to showing snippets, so users will 

have to continue to click through if there is a need for in-depth information 

(I3, 50). 

 

Google itself does not publish any click-through data on featured 

snippets. However, in the context of their lobbying activities regarding the 

European Union’s copyright directive Google released the results of a 

study which examined the effects of a minimalist SERP display for news 

results. In their experiment, the search results only showed URLs, very 

short fragments of headlines and no preview images. Google summed up 

the results of the test as follows:  

 

“All versions of the experiment resulted in substantial traffic loss to 

news publishers. Even a moderate version of the experiment (where we 

showed the publication title, URL, and video thumbnails) led to a 45 

percent reduction in traffic to news publishers. Our experiment 

demonstrated that many users turned instead to non-news sites, social 

media platforms, and online video sites—another unintended consequence 

of legislation that aims to support high-quality journalism. Searches on 

Google even increased as users sought alternate ways to find information” 

(Walker 2019). 

 

Although their data focuses on Google news results, it is likely that 

similar dynamics apply to featured snippets. In fact, this statement 

highlights that Google competes with other platforms such as social media 

which offer visually rich results. Serving information to users directly on 

the SERP increases Google’s competitiveness with these platforms. 

Google’s data shows that the less information is featured directly on the 

SERPs the less engaging they become. 

4.4 In brief – chapter 4 

Google is known to reveal as little information as possible about the 

functioning of its algorithms and their featured snippet algorithm is no 

exception. In short, all Google publicly shares is the fact that featured 

snippets are created by a separate algorithm which relies heavily on 

machine learning. The important role of machine learning and, in 
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particular, natural language processing, has also been confirmed and 

emphasized by the experts interviewed for this work. Their knowledge on 

the subject, together with insights from studies by major providers of SEO 

software, allowed an in-depth examination of how Google builds featured 

snippets. This also included a discussion of their ‘behavior’ on the SERPs: 

featured snippets are often not drawn from the ‘regular’ first ranking 

position, they are particularly concise and, for the most part, relatively 

stable. 

 

A compilation of recent studies and data showed that the prevalence of 

featured snippets on the SERPs varies strongly depending on the region 

and thematic niche, the device, and the types of keywords. Finally, the 

impact of featured snippets on click-through dynamics was explored. 

 

Indeed, studies have proven that featured snippets have a direct impact 

on the click-through-rate towards websites. As a matter of fact, featured 

snippets do significantly increase the competition for clicks, as they attract 

a sizeable share of traffic, mainly reducing the traffic attracted by the first 

‘regular’ result. At the same time, further research has confirmed that there 

is a rising share of zero-click searches to which featured snippets 

contribute. 

 

As Google strives to provide more answers directly on the SERPs, users 

increasingly consume information there, instead of clicking through to a 

website. The chapter therefore demonstrated the relevance and importance 

of knowing about the creation and dynamics of featured snippets for 

content marketing professionals.  
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5. Featured snippet ranking factors 

Since featured snippets first emerged, search engine optimization (SEO) 

companies have been looking into the question of how to optimize websites 

for featured snippets. A number of quantitative studies and experiments 

have shown that there are indeed certain good practices that can provide a 

competitive advantage when it comes to winning featured snippets.  

 

Based on these studies and experts’ experiences, this chapter provides 

an overview of ranking factors that seem to influence the likelihood of 

winning featured snippets. 

 

Seven ranking factors will be discussed: 

 

1. The overall competitiveness in organic search; 

2. High-quality content and authority; 

3. Content structure and HTML formatting; 

4. Text length and phrasing; 

5. Structured data markup; 

6. Images; 

7. Content freshness. 

5.1 The overall competitiveness in organic search  

Google’s search algorithm reportedly takes into account over 200 

ranking factors to determine the order of results to be displayed on the 

search engine results pages (SERPs) (Löffler 2019, 340). In search engine 

optimization, winning featured snippets is currently not considered as a 

must-have by SEO experts and content marketers. Featured snippets are 

considered as something that should be tackled once the website has been 

optimized according to fundamental SEO good practices and is highly 

competitive. 

 

It would go too far to recap the essential SEO measures every website 

should implement. A quick reminder by SEO firm MOZ shows the 

hierarchy of fundamental measures that should be taken when optimizing 

a website (see figure 13). In their pyramid model, crawl accessibility is 

considered most essential to rankings, whereas rich snippet markup is 

located at the tip of the pyramid, as a useful measure to improve 

competitiveness. 
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Figure 13: MOZ’ SEO fundamentals pyramid (Illustration: MOZ 
2020a) 

 

 
 

While all of these steps are important to achieve excellent ranking 

positions, SEMrush’s voice search study provides insights into factors that 

may be particularly relevant in the context of featured snippets, which are 

the source of the majority of voice search results. The study identified the 

following general ranking factors that may positively influence the 

likelihood of winning featured snippets: 

 

• High page score and trust score of backlinks, as well as backlink 

anchors and keywords within a title matching the query; 

• Page speed that is faster than average; 

• Well-linked pages, both internally and externally (Andrienko 2019). 

 

Once these basics are covered, more specific optimization measures as 

outlined in the following sections come to the fore. 

 

Indeed, SEO experts widely agree that the optimization process for 

featured snippets should start by optimizing pages that already have a top 

ranking. The chances of winning a featured snippet quickly are much 

higher if the website has already proven its competitiveness for a given 

query (I4, 13; Enge 2019). Although focusing on pages already ranking on 

the first page of the SERPs is often recommended, pages that have made it 

into the top five rankings should be particularly prioritized (Meyers 2016). 
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If there are no or not enough existing top five rankings, focusing on top ten 

rankings remains an alternative (Enge 2019; Ghergich 2017). 

5.2 High-quality content and authority 

As demonstrated in the previous chapter, Google does not publish 

detailed information on how to rank in a featured snippet box. The 

company has, however, established a set of minimum quality standards 

publishers must comply with in order to be eligible for featured snippets: 

 

Featured snippet content must not be sexually explicit, hateful, violent, 

dangerous, and harmful, or lack consensus on public interest topics 

(Google 2019e).  

 

Beyond these minimum requirements, experts stress that source content 

must be of excellent quality and provide value to the user. In general, 

Google looks for expertise, authoritativeness and trustworthiness when 

establishing organic search results (Haynes 2019). This is not limited to 

featured snippet content, as it is part of Google’s overall Search Quality 

Rater Guidelines. In 2018, Google announced an improvement to these 

guidelines with the aim of helping their systems to better identify when 

results are prone to low-quality content, in which case Google may opt not 

to show a featured snippet at all (Sullivan 2018). 

 

Indeed, the principle of putting high-quality, valuable content at the 

center of SEO and content marketing efforts is not specific to optimization 

for featured snippets. Content marketing expert S. Jefferson reminds 

readers, “What does Google love? Google loves the content that answers 

the questions people are asking. So, focus on providing just that” 

(Jefferson/Tanton 2015, 112). This is particularly true for featured snippets 

since they are a display feature that is particularly tailored to answering 

questions. In this context, it is vital that content marketers choose their 

topics wisely: 

 

 On the one hand, content must go beyond publicly available 

information and facts such as sports scores or weather information, because 

nowadays Google can easily provide such information from its own 

knowledge graph (I1, 17; I2, 39; I3, 44). 

 

On the other hand, even information that goes beyond the scope of 

Google’s knowledge graph does not always attract clicks anymore, as 

shown in section 4.3. It is therefore essential that marketers incite clicks by 
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providing content that is so well-phrased it still attracts users’ attention and 

targets a question that requires an in-depth answer which cannot be 

provided within the limits of a short snippet (I1, 15; I2, 40; I3; 44). When 

taking sports as an example, then websites should focus on attracting clicks 

by providing in-depth sports analysis rather than just sports scores (I1, 25). 

Furthermore, besides the thematic orientation and quality of a specific 

piece of content, empirical research showed that the quality and orientation 

of the overall website it is embedded in also plays a vital role.11 SEO expert 

M. Oberstein urges publishers to “[...] think about it more holistically, then 

Google is going to trust you. You have to write about a topic and be known 

as a source. And the only way to do that is to write about it from multiple 

perspectives, multiple instances on the same topic” (I1, 29). This piece of 

advice is even more essential against the background of voice search: “On 

the actual traditional SERP, so even if Google gives me a featured snippet, 

I could still look at the other options if I'm not happy with that. But in voice 

search, whatever I get is the one ‘true’ answer - and that's it” (I1, 23). The 

consequence being that the importance of winning the featured snippet 

increases. 

 

Regarding the overall orientation of the website, data shows that 

informational sites own a large share of featured snippets (Muller 2019a). 

B. Muller attributes this to their authority and credibility: “They have got 

backlinks, references as experts and factual information. It's a bit tougher 

for a brand, especially a lesser-known brand, to compete with some of that. 

It's just really hard. But what we see brands being a little bit stronger with, 

is owning featured snippets with their brand. [...] And so, that's where you 

sort of look at this authority aspect of it is ‘Who is really credible to answer 

this?’ and I think that's exactly what Google is trying to figure out” (I4, 26). 

An often-cited indicator for authoritativeness is the backlink profile. 

However, as a study by Ahrefs showed, “[i]n the vast majority of cases, the 

backlink metrics of a ‘featured’ URL seem to be on par with the rest of the 

pages in SERP” (Soulo 2017). What seems to be useful, however, is when 

the keyword is included in backlink anchors, as a study that focused on 

voice-search results showed (Andrienko 2019). 

 

 
11 Research was initially conducted by the author in the process of writing the master’s 

thesis “Google’s Featured Snippets in the Context of Strategic Content Marketing” (Sam-

Martin 2020). 
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5.3 Content structure and HTML formatting 

The use of meaningful Hypertext Markup Language (HTML) formatting 

that goes along with a logical and clear content structure is without a doubt 

among the most important ranking factors for featured snippets. They help 

both the user and Google to understand content more easily. 

 

Marketing and SEO expert P.J. Meyers (2019) recommends the inverted 

pyramid model as a writing method that can help craft content with 

featured snippets in mind. The inverted pyramid is a model borrowed from 

journalism and is often recommended to content creators who write for the 

web. When following this structure, the essential information is featured at 

the top of the article, in-depth information is in the main body and the 

bottom includes additional information that is ‘nice to have’ (Löffler 2019, 

473f). 

 

In addition, a good practice that has worked for a number of websites 

that offer in-depth articles is to provide a summary of key information at 

the top or bottom of the page (I4, 16). For in-depth articles, it could be 

considered whether a concise summary should be included. Although this 

should be assessed case-by-case, SEO experts have reported that this 

measure sometimes leads to success. Oftentimes such a summary is 

referred to as tl;dr which stands for ‘too long; didn’t read’ (Muller 2019a). 

 

It is also recommended to use introductory phrases or headings that are 

descriptive and add context (Baxter 2016). Experiments have shown that it 

can help to place the query and the answer adjacent to each other (Barish 

2017). Also, simple phrases or keywords such as ‘here’s how’, ‘quick 

takeaways’ or ‘summary’ may help Google understand what follows 

(Muller 2019a). 

 

Furthermore, correct and clear HTML formatting of the text is the most 

important way of structuring content on a page and is essential to 

increasing the likelihood of getting picked up as a featured snippet. In 

addition, there is a correlation between content formatting and the type of 

featured snippets. Depending on the format of the featured snippet, the 

careful use of HTML markup for elements such as subtitles, lists or phrases 

may help to highlight crucial information to the user and Google’s featured 

snippet algorithm (Spencer 2018). How can HTML be used for each type of 

featured snippet? 

 

The most obvious example are table snippets. Queries that return a table 

snippet require the source content to be formatted as a table. The formatting 
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and structure of content that Google chooses to generate paragraph or list 

snippets is more diverse. While there are no quantitative studies examining 

potential patterns regarding the formatting of source content for paragraph 

and table snippets, small-scale optimization experiments indicate certain 

trends.  

 

Paragraph snippets are often won by content with succinct paragraphs 

(Smarty 2017). Oftentimes, the content for paragraph snippets is a <p> 

formatted paragraph, taken from a larger piece of content such as a blog 

article. What seems to contribute to featured snippets is also to have the 

query that triggers the snippet in a subheading, which is immediately 

followed by a succinct paragraph providing the answer. As little as 

removing the heading tag from such an introductory phrase can sometimes 

be enough to lose a featured snippet to a competitor (Muller 2019a). 

However, also other content formats may win featured paragraph snippets. 

For instance, the written content associated with a video may be picked up 

as a featured snippet without showing the associated video in the SERP, as 

is the case with many descriptions of YouTube videos. Even before the 

introduction of video snippets, YouTube was #7 in the list of domains 

‘owning’ the most featured snippets (Soulo 2017). 

 

List snippets are known to be primarily based on content provided as 

ordered or unordered lists with <ol> or <ul> HTML tags. In addition, 

Google’s featured snippet algorithm also composes its ‘own’ lists very 

frequently. These are often compiled from the subheadings of an article that 

uses <H2> or <H3> heading tags. This happens frequently with so-called 

‘listicle articles’ which consist of a <H1> title, an introductory paragraph, 

and then an <H2> subheading for each list item, which is followed by a 

succinct paragraph of information and an image. Often, list snippets are 

also based on web pages with an a <H2> formatted title and <H3> sub-titles 

which become the list items of the featured snippet. However, sometimes 

Google also sources lists from unexpected places such as the image 

descriptions of such listicle articles or just pulls out bolded sections of a 

page (Oberstein 2019d). In some cases, Google also produces featured 

snippets from subscription and paywalled content that is only accessible by 

logged in users of the respective page. 

 

As a consequence, it is essential to write clearly structured pieces of 

content in the format which is most likely to be picked up by the featured 

snippet. This content structure should be enhanced by the most fitting 

HTML formatting and any HTML formatting mistakes should be corrected. 

Even small HTML formatting mistakes, such as using <ol> formatting for 
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an ordered list but then repeating the step number in the text leads to 

bloated content which is not competitive (Baxter 2016). 

5.4 Text length and phrasing 

Featured snippets offer concise summaries of website content at varying 

length and in different formats. In fact, SEO experts “[...] see Google very 

specifically seeking those very perfect short sound-bites - very concise, 

summarized information about a particular topic” (I4, 14). Therefore, 

several quantitative studies have examined the average character count of 

the most common forms of featured snippets: paragraph, list, and table 

featured snippets.12 SEO experts widely agree that the length and phrasing 

of the source content do influence its likelihood to be picked up as a 

featured snippet. When it comes to translating this knowledge into practice, 

however, positions differ. 

 

Three different strategic approaches can be discerned among SEO and 

marketing experts, which recommend to: 

 

1. align content to the average length of featured snippets; 

2. focus on providing the most value to the target group; 

3. provide content that is slightly longer than the content displayed in 

featured snippet boxes. 

 

Whether or not online content should be deliberately aligned to word 

length recommendations in order to win featured snippets is contested 

among SEO experts. While it is easily possible to calculate the average 

length of featured snippets on the SERP, the ‘right’ length for online content 

is not so easily determined. SEO and marketing experts counter that value 

for the customer should be primordial (I2, 18; I3,20).  

 

Another frequently encountered recommendation is to provide content 

that is slightly longer than a regular snippet shown by Google, in order to 

increase click-through rates by giving away only part of the answer on the 

SERPs. The theory is that this would force Google to truncate the 

information and incite more users to click through. Ghergich (2017) 

 

 
12 With regard to video snippets, there is no quantitative data available 

yet that would look into questions such as featured video length and length 

of the suggested video clip after the timestamp or the share of videos that 

start at a specific timestamp other than the video’s start. 
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suggests, for instance, to provide more than eight list items or making each 

list item slightly longer than average. In light of more recent insights, 

however, this recommendation seems out of date. In fact, Google’s machine 

learning capacities are already advanced enough to produce solid 

syntheses based on longer pieces of source content. In addition, it only 

seems logical that Google would prefer to be served content that fits the 

featured snippets boxes from the outset. Indeed, experiments have shown 

that in some cases, a change as little as adding one additional word or even 

just adding a second period may lead to losing a featured snippet to a 

competitor (Muller 2019a). 

 

Content marketers generally recommend to first and foremost write 

content with the customer in mind, while also considering basic SEO 

principles (I2, 18; I3, 12). Rather than targeting a specific length, content 

creators should keep in mind how to create valuable content for their target 

group and serve the search engine’s goals at the same time. Given the 

advancements of Google’s algorithm, both approaches converge more and 

more (I3, 20). In fact, research by marketing consultancy firm 

PerficientDigital (Enge 2019) has shown that featured snippets are often 

taken from articles that are very comprehensive as a whole. Enge argues, 

“We’ve seen it suggested that 100 words is the max you should use for 

featured snippet-seeking content. Yes, there is a limit to how many 

characters Google will show in the SERPs, but this has no bearing on how 

long your overall piece of content should be” (Enge 2019). In fact, the 

overall article should address the topic as comprehensively as possible 

without including off-topic information (Spencer 2018).  

 

Keeping in mind the average length of featured snippets in a given niche 

may be useful during the writing process but should not mislead content 

producers to publish incomplete pieces or articles that are fractionated into 

small pieces of content (I2, 18). However, experiments have proven that 

content for featured snippets must be particularly straightforward and 

concise in order to be accessible and easy to understand - so easy that a 

crawler wants to produce it into a featured snippet (I4, 16). Therefore, 

experts recommend testing and fine-tuning existing content specifically for 

featured snippets. Otherwise, content producers may be letting 

opportunities slip away. B. Muller is of the opinion that “[...] it's almost 

foolish, at this point, to provide really great content that could potentially 

rank for very competitive featured snippets, but you are just not fine-tuning 

it enough [...]” (I4, 14). 

 

In fact, Google needs succinct content for featured snippets to ensure 

good user experience, not least because of their importance for voice search. 
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The success of voice search, in particular, relies on the availability of short 

and clear voice answers. SEMrush’s study on voice search found that text 

complexity of a voice answer should rank around 8 on the Flesch Kincaid 

Grade and therefore be simple and understandable to the average user 

(Andrienko 2019). Another practice-oriented way of determining the 

optimum length and phrasing of featured snippet content is to read it out 

loud (Muller 2019b). If it is unclear or takes too long to listen to, it is not 

optimized.  

5.5 Structured data markup 

Whether or not schema.org - a popular structured data markup system 

- is a ranking factor for featured snippets has been a point of contention 

among SEO experts. Initially a Google representative mentioned structured 

data markup as a way to get featured snippets in an interview. Soon after, 

however, this statement was revoked (Schwartz 2015). Google says that 

structured data “[...] is no guarantee that the page will appear with that 

designated feature; structured data only enables a feature to be displayed. 

Google tries to display the most appropriate and engaging results to a user 

[...]” (Google 2019b). 

 

Indeed, evidence from at least two different studies supports this 

statement. A 2016 study by Stat showed that 15.7 percent of featured 

snippet URLs used schema.org markup as opposed to 19.6 percent of URLs 

without featured snippets. However, as the study authors pointed out, 

Wikipedia, which accounts for a large share of featured snippets, was not 

using schema.org, which may have skewed the results (Soulo 2017). A more 

recent study by PerficientDigital still did not find evidence that schema.org 

is required to help get a featured snippet (Enge 2019). 

 

To what degree schema.org is critical for earning featured snippets is 

uncertain, but it certainly is important to get rich snippets and it does help 

Google to recognize entities and their relationships, which is particularly 

crucial in the context of featured snippets. It seems that the significance of 

schema.org should not be overstated with regard to featured snippets, 

particularly as Google’s machine learning capacities advance (I1, 57). 

However, as one interviewee pointed out, “The actual question is not, 

‘should I use schema.org to get featured snippets?’ The question should be, 

‘Should I use schema.org?’ and the answer is yes!” (I1, 57). Although 

Google does not rely on structured data to pull out website content into a 

featured snippet it is convenient for them to rely on structured data markup 

because it saves bandwidth and therefore cuts their costs (I1, 57). 
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Google itself offers several data markup options in relation to featured 

snippets, notably the <nosnippet> tag which prevents Google from using 

website content as featured snippets. In autumn 2019 Google also released 

additional markup tags which gives website owners the option to set 

parameters for the content Google uses in its featured snippets (Muller 

2019a): 

 

“max-snippet:[number]” - specifies a maximum text-length in characters 

of a snippet. 

“max-video-preview:[number]” - specifies a maximum duration in 

seconds of an animated video preview. 

“max-image-preview:[setting]” - specifies a maximum size of image 

preview to be shown for images on this page, using either “none”, 

“standard” or “large”. 

 

It seems unlikely, however, that publishers will be able to use these 

markup options to positively influence the likelihood to have their content 

picked up in featured snippets. These markup options are, in fact, a 

response to a copyright infringement lawsuit Google was involved in 

regarding their Google news service in France (I1, 43). Indeed, structured 

data helps Google tremendously to pull out website content in order to 

integrate this content directly into their SERPs. Especially in the first years 

after featured snippets had been introduced, digital publishers argued that 

they would prefer not to be featured, so internet users would consume 

content on their websites only. Recently it seems the mood has shifted, as 

publishers are more and more aware that this would imply losing traffic to 

competitors who embrace the changes of Google’s SERPs. 

5.6 Images 

Paragraph and list featured snippets often contain a featured image to 

illustrate the search result. In case of paragraph featured snippets there is 

generally one featured image shown. In case of list snippets there might be 

several images - one for each list item. Therefore, providing pictures in the 

right format and with the appropriate alt-information is an important detail 

when optimizing written content for featured snippets. A study by 

SEMrush showed that the ideal aspect ratio for featured images is 4:3 and 

image size in pixels is 600w x 425h (Ghergich 2017). 

 

However, even if content from a particular URL is picked up in a 

featured snippet, there is no guarantee that the featured image is sourced 
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from the same page. In fact, “[t]he majority of images that show up in 

featured snippet boxes (or to be more accurate, the webpage those images 

live on) do not rank organically within the first ten pages of organic search 

results for the featured snippet query” (Muller 2019b). 

5.7 Content freshness 

In 2019, Google announced that their featured snippet algorithm would 

take into account content freshness more strongly. 

 “As part of our ongoing efforts to make Search work better for you, a 

new algorithm update improves our systems’ understanding of what 

information remains useful over time and what becomes out-of-date more 

quickly. This is particularly helpful for featured snippets, a feature in 

Search that highlights pages that our systems determine are most likely to 

have the information you’re looking for. For queries where fresh 

information is important, our systems will try to find the most useful and 

up-to-date featured snippets” (Nayak 2019a). 

 

Content that remains useful over time - also known as evergreen content 

- may still be useful to users years after its initial publication. Other types 

of content, such as news reports, may only be of relevance for a short period 

of time. Although evergreen content remains relevant for a longer period 

of time, content producers should nevertheless work on maintaining it up 

to date and republishing it from time to time (I1, 31). 

5.8 In brief – chapter 5 

Research has shown that featured snippets are considered an advanced 

SEO topic which is generally only tackled once all other SEO challenges 

have been mastered. Indeed, only highly competitive websites have the 

chance to win featured snippets, which implies that technical SEO has been 

already covered. 

 

There are seven factors for featured snippet success that everybody who 

publishes web content should be aware of. 

1. The overall competitiveness in organic search, 

2. High-quality content and authority, 

3. Content structure and HTML formatting, 

4. Text length and phrasing, 

5. Structured data markup, 

6. Images, 

7. Content freshness. 
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Optimizing for featured snippets is mainly a question of presenting 

content in a way that can be easily understood by Google’s algorithms and, 

if necessary, shortened based on its natural language processing 

capabilities. One of the most important factors is to provide high-quality 

content and to establish the overall website as an authority in the given 

niche. In addition, if content for featured snippets follows a certain 

structure and formatting, the likelihood of being pulled into a featured 

snippet increases. Unfortunately, there are no studies examining the source 

content of featured snippets, therefore empirical research has been 

instrumental in confirming recommendations by SEO publications.13 There 

are, however, studies which looked into the lengths of snippets which led 

to the conclusion that the text elements destined to be picked up by a 

featured snippet must be particularly concise. A much-debated question 

picked up by this chapter is the importance of using structured data. 

Empirical research allowed to confirm reports that, in fact, structured data 

is not a decisive factor although, due to its general usefulness, it is 

recommended. Finally, the chapter also examined the role of images for 

featured snippets as well as content freshness, which Google recently 

announced to have a greater impact on featured snippets. 

 

While the identified factors are likely by no means exhaustive, the 

chapter allowed to give an account of important aspects that should be 

taken into account when writing content for queries that return featured 

snippets.  

 

 
13 Research was initially conducted by the author in the process of writing the master’s 

thesis “Google’s Featured Snippets in the Context of Strategic Content Marketing” (Sam-

Martin 2020). 



53 

 

6. Featured snippets and strategic 
content marketing 

The development, implementation and evaluation of content marketing 

strategies is a well-researched process, with numerous academic and 

practice-oriented publications addressing it. Although content marketing 

literature generally considers SEO as a highly relevant technique and 

distribution channel, featured snippets and SERP features in general have 

received little attention yet. Indeed, search engine optimization and content 

marketing are closely intertwined disciplines - to a point that they are even 

considered “symbiotic” (Löffler 2014, 337), as “[v]aluable content is the 

basis of all effective search engine optimization” (Jefferson/Tanton 2015, 

102). This chapter therefore draws the bridge between content marketing 

and featured snippets by exploring their significance in the development, 

implementation, and evaluation of content marketing strategies.  

 

The section on strategy development explores under which 

circumstances featured snippets should be considered in the strategy 

development process and what impact they may have on strategy 

development. 

 

The following sections on strategy implementation and evaluation are 

based on the assumption that the strategy at hand found organic search, 

including featured snippets, to be a relevant distribution channel. These 

sections therefore explore how to implement and evaluate a content 

marketing strategy that focuses particularly on winning featured snippets. 

 

Before discussing these three stages, the first section of this chapter 

examines the overall relevance of featured snippets from the point of view 

of content marketing experts. 

6.1 Relevance of featured snippets for content 
marketing 

Empirical research indicates that ‘pure’ content marketers and 

strategists consider featured snippets to be primarily an SEO topic.14 As 

such, it should be dealt with by SEO specialists rather than by content 

 

 
14 Research was initially conducted by the author in the process of writing the master’s 

thesis “Google’s Featured Snippets in the Context of Strategic Content Marketing” (Sam-

Martin 2020). 
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marketers or content producers (I2, 54 / I3, 4). Such was the case with the 

content strategy experts interviewed in the framework of this research 

process who highlighted that their customers had never requested they 

place specific attention on gaining featured snippets. In fact, they stated 

that SEO in general was not the primary distribution channel their 

customers made use of, as they were primarily major B2B companies as 

well as small- to medium enterprises, respectively (I2, 54 / I3, 22). While the 

small businesses reportedly lacked awareness of SEO in general, the search 

volumes of topics relevant to the large B2B companies were too low as to 

particularly focus on organic search as a channel. 

 

Given the small sample of interviewees, it would certainly be an 

overgeneralization to state that content marketers in general currently have 

little awareness about featured snippets. Nevertheless, it seems 

appropriate to deduce that a specific demand for featured snippet 

optimization as part of content marketing strategies currently seems to be 

low. If there is awareness, it tends to sit in SEO agencies and among 

marketing professionals with SEO background (I2, 54). Based on the 

interviews with experts working in the German-speaking market, it can be 

concluded that businesses seem to have little awareness about featured 

snippets, which are considered a niche-topic (I3, 36). The situation seems to 

be similar regarding English-speaking countries (I4, 30), although featured 

snippets may already be more relevant there due to the larger share of 

featured snippets on the SERPs (see section 4.2.1). Nevertheless, C. 

Wakefield (2019, 329) argues that most websites which rank in featured 

snippet boxes have not spent much time and energy optimizing their 

content to maintain their position, which may open up opportunities for 

SEO-savvy content marketers. 

 

Whether or not featured snippets are a relevant factor that should be 

taken into account while elaborating content marketing strategies largely 

depends on whether organic search as a whole has been identified as an 

appropriate distribution channel (I3, 4). Many businesses carry out basic 

search engine optimization (SEO) when producing marketing content, but 

do not conduct detailed SEO-oriented analysis or optimization, which is 

either omitted or delegated to specialized SEO agencies (I2, 54; I3, 12ff). 

Other businesses, especially those practicing ‘pure’ inbound marketing, 

rely almost solely on organic acquisition, and therefore SEO still is a major 

strategic pillar of their content marketing efforts (Jacobsen 2019). However, 

even in those cases, content marketers sometimes consider optimizing for 

featured snippets a desirable enhancement rather than an integral part of 

their fundamental strategic considerations (I3, 32). 
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Based on the empirical research that forms the basis of this e-book, it 

seems that content marketers currently tend to view featured snippets 

overwhelmingly as opportunities rather than threats.15 Indeed, owning a 

featured snippet has the potential to place a brand very visibly on the 

SERPs which increases the likelihood of attracting clicks (I3, 16). Content 

marketing literature also highlights the potential of SERP features as 

additional opportunities to be featured in organic search rankings (Ansari 

2017, 211). Inversely, the risk of zero-click searches is seen as a minor threat 

if prospects are attracted in the appropriate phase of the customer journey. 

In this view, qualified visitors would click on the featured snippet to learn 

more, because their information needs could not be met by the limited 

content displayed in a in a featured snippet (I3, 50-52). Furthermore, 

content marketers also see advantages from a business point of view: More 

challenging ranking requirements demand more advanced content 

marketing skills and therefore content marketing agencies may be able to 

charge more for their services (I2, 2). Indeed, in the context of featured 

snippets not only the content itself but also its format must be strategically 

planned (ibid.). 

 

In contrast, SEO experts who have researched featured snippets 

extensively expressed more cautious opinions when asked about featured 

snippets’ impact on organic search. Generally, they tended to see it both as 

opportunities and threats (I1, 13; I4, 12). Nevertheless, although featured 

snippets increase the share of zero-click searches it is not an alternative to 

leave featured snippets to competitors as the share of featured snippets on 

the SERPs will likely increase (I4, 12). 

 

As ‘regular’ organic search results are often not even displayed above-

the-fold anymore (Dorfman 2015), this should raise strategic questions for 

content marketers who apply organic search as a major distribution 

channel. Arguably, considering SERP features such as featured snippets 

should be part of the basic strategic considerations of content marketers 

who rely on organic search, as suggested in SEO literature (Erlhofer 2019, 

158). In some cases, content marketers may find that optimizing content 

specifically for featured snippets will give them a competitive advantage 

on the SERP. In other cases, they might find that relevant queries return a 

large share of highly competitive featured snippets which they are unable 

 

 
15 Research was initially conducted by the author in the process of writing the master’s 

thesis “Google’s Featured Snippets in the Context of Strategic Content Marketing” (Sam-

Martin 2020). 
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to ‘conquer’ and which, consequently, may call into question the relevance 

of organic search as a whole for a particular content marketing strategy. 

 

In the end, however, only high-quality content will prevail, as SEO and 

marketing expert E. Enge writes: 

 

“Regardless of how the concept of featured snippets evolves over time, 

the value of creating the best possible content will endure. For us, that 

means a continual and ongoing effort to improve our content, update it, 

monitor how it does, and come back to it and improve it again” (Enge 2019). 

6.2 Strategy development 

What place should featured snippets occupy in a comprehensive content 

marketing strategy, if any? This question has been rarely asked, as featured 

snippets have been mainly examined from an SEO perspective up until 

now. Desk research showed that current content marketing publications, 

such as books and journals, briefly mention featured snippets or similar 

SERP features without conducting a comprehensive analysis of their 

strategic impact on strategy development, implementation, and evaluation.  

 

However, given the rising share of featured snippets on the SERP (see 

section 4.2.1), their strategic significance in the area of content marketing 

must be assessed. Therefore, this section will explore whether and how 

featured snippets should be taken into account in this process. Content 

marketing literature proposes various frameworks that may guide the 

necessary analyses during the strategy development process (see Ansari 

2017). The most important steps and frameworks, roughly based on a 

content marketing handbook by S. Ansari (2017), will be discussed with a 

view to the potential role of featured snippets in the strategy development 

process, before moving on to the stages of strategy implementation and 

evaluation. 

6.2.1 Objective setting 

One of the first steps of the development of a content marketing strategy 

is to define strategic objectives, which should align with the overall 

business goals. In case of a content marketing strategy, these may be 

acquiring new customers or positioning a brand. In most cases, this stage 

of strategy development will not yet require paying specific attention to 

featured snippets. Winning featured snippets will rarely be a major goal of 

a content marketing strategy as it would lead to a very narrow strategy (I1, 

75). Featured snippets enter into play once relevant distribution channels 
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are being selected and organic search has been deemed an appropriate 

channel (I3, 4). 

6.2.2 Market analysis 

Conducting a market analysis is a crucial step in the development of a 

content marketing strategy as it provides important insights into the 

competition. In fact, the number of potential competitors that are relevant 

in the framework of a content marketing strategy may be much larger than 

the number of direct competitors offering a similar product or service. 

Competition, in this case, means competition for authority on a subject and 

may include all kinds of online publishers (Ansari 2017, 39).  

 

If organic search is deemed an appropriate distribution channel, the 

analysis of competitors on relevant SERPs provides an indication of the 

competition relatively quickly, but it is not only limited to other publishers 

anymore. Nowadays, even Google itself and its SERP features have to be 

considered competitors in their own right, as they “[...] have become a 

mighty and formidable SERP competitor” (Oberstein 2018b). This 

highlights the importance of taking into account featured snippets when 

doing market research, provided that organic search has been selected as a 

relevant channel (I3, 4). 

 

A first indication of whether featured snippets may be of strategic 

relevance is provided by generic data on the given niche, as provided by 

SEO tools (see section 4.2.1). They track the overall share of featured 

snippets in several thematic and geographic areas which can vary 

significantly.  

 

In areas where featured snippets occupy a significant share of the SERPs, 

content marketers should be aware of the changed click-through dynamics 

and specific optimization requirements they entail. In these cases, SEO 

experts recommend a detailed competitive analysis once a broad list of 

relevant keywords has been identified, which will be discussed in section 

6.3.2. 

6.2.3 Target audience 

Collecting and analyzing information about the target audience is the 

next step in content marketing strategy development. Collecting existing 

demographic data and conducting a persona analysis is important at this 

stage (Ansari 2017, 42f). While the outcome of the audience analysis will 

most likely not make direct reference to featured snippets, it nevertheless 
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prepares the ground for further strategic decision-making in which 

featured snippets may play a role. 

 

Audience analysis may provide valuable information to assess the 

weight organic search should be assigned to as a distribution channel in the 

content strategy. In addition, knowing one’s audience is also crucial to 

understand which questions they are asking, which is especially important 

in a keyword strategy that specifically takes into account featured snippets 

(Wakefield 2017, 330).  

 

Furthermore, knowing which device the target audience uses gives an 

indication about the importance of optimizing for featured snippets and is 

relevant for return on investment considerations. Although currently the 

share of featured snippets on mobile is slightly lower than on desktop, 

featured snippets do occupy more space in mobile search results and attract 

a lot of attention (SEMrush 2017). 

 

In addition, the use of voice search, which varies according to the 

demographic profile of a person, should be taken into account more and 

more in future, as usage grows. C. Wakefield argues that marketers must 

dominate featured snippets to remain relevant in this context (Wakefield 

2019, 329). 

6.2.4 Distribution channels 

Content marketing strategies usually build on a mix of paid, owned and 

earned media as distribution channels. Classic earned media would be 

social media engagement or public relations, whereas website content 

would be strictly considered owned media. Nowadays, however, the line 

between these categories becomes increasingly blurred. Website content 

may be transformed into a new type of earned media on Google’s SERPs, 

automatically generated by the artificial intelligence of Google’s algorithm 

(I2, 24; I3, 38). While owned media is characterized by being fully under the 

control of the business publishing the content in question, earned media - 

such as featured snippets - are outside the direct control of marketers.  

 

Whether or not organic search is a relevant distribution channel for 

marketing content depends strongly on the type of target audience and also 

varies according to the stages of the customer journey (I2, 54), as well as 

according to the type of content that will be distributed. Organic search is 

well-suited for long tail and evergreen content, but more forward-looking 

topics are usually better supported by social media techniques because 

people do not proactively search for them (Linn 2014). 
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Content marketing strategies should, therefore, use a mix of different 

distribution channels. “Marketers today find it increasingly necessary to 

invest in multiple channels to avoid risk, as efficacy typically waxes and 

wanes between channels and platforms” (Lieb/Szymanski 2017, 7). 

Focusing solely on organic search or even just featured snippets is not a 

recommended strategy (I1, 75). 

 

However, selecting channels for marketing content should not divert 

attention from deeper strategic considerations. “Rather than strategizing 

around channel targeting, focus on the behaviours and the needs your 

customers have during each phase of their journey. [...] Content marketing 

asks, ‘When will the message deliver the most value?’” (Lieb/Szymanski 

2017, 12).  

6.2.5 Customer journey analysis 

A strategic customer journey analysis is one of the most powerful 

analytic models to develop a customer-centric content marketing strategy. 

It is a useful analytic instrument to determine which distribution channels 

are best suited to reach the target audience with the most relevant content 

at each stage of their customer journey (Grunert 2019, 32) and it can also 

serve as a useful tool to determine a keyword strategy (Ansari 2019, 179). 

 

Based on a three-step model of the customer journey (Grunert 2019, 29ff), 

featured snippets may play a different role in each stage, provided that 

organic search is one of the distribution channels (I3, 30): 

 

Awareness phase: 

Prospective clients have identified a problem to which they need a 

solution and conduct research to further specify the problem (Grunert 2019, 

32). In this phase, featured snippets may appear as answers to the general 

questions a prospective client may ask. However, this is also the phase in 

which a prospect may still be satisfied with the snippet information and 

does not need to click through to the website because the search for 

information is still superficial (I3, 44). In conclusion, owning featured 

snippets which appear in the awareness stage may potentially be a brand-

win, but generating clicks on featured snippets is not crucial yet at this 

stage, as the searcher is not yet a qualified lead (Meyers 2019). As long as 

the brand owns the featured snippet, changed click-through dynamics (see 

section 4.3) have little to no negative effect at this stage. However, if a 

competitor owns the snippet and the brand’s own page ranks further below 
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it will be more difficult to attract searchers’ attention than for a query 

without a SERP feature. 

 

Consideration phase: 

The prospect evaluates solutions to the problem he/she has previously 

identified. The prospect deepens his/her research for a solution and should 

become a lead towards the end of this phase by signing up to an email 

newsletter, sending a request via a contact form or other actions. In most 

cases, generating leads via organic search requires the prospect to click-

through to the website. Featured snippets may now attract a significant 

number of clicks as prospects look for more in-depth information. This is 

possibly the phase of the customer journey in which featured snippets are 

of the greatest relevance, as their very nature is about providing the best 

answers to someone’s problem and drawing them closer with remarkable 

content (Jefferson/Tanton 2015, 204). The question-answer dynamic of 

featured snippets is therefore well-adapted to this phase. This is also the 

phase in which a brand should establish its trustworthiness and authority 

(Grunert 2019, 33) and owning the featured snippets may help to do so. 

 

Decision phase: 

The prospects look for specific products or services to address their 

problem and may compare different solutions. Featured snippets that are 

formatted as tables may be particularly relevant in this phase, as well as list 

snippets which may provide an overview of different solutions. Whether 

these featured snippet formats are more frequent in this stage than other 

featured snippet formats would require further research and most likely 

strongly depends on the given sector. Overall, however, other SERP 

features, such as Google Shopping or Google My Business, may be shown 

more frequently for queries in this stage of the customer journey than 

featured snippets as they are better tailored to the searcher’s intent in that 

stage. 

6.2.6 Content audit 

Except for startup businesses, the audit of existing content is a crucial 

step in the development of a content marketing strategy. Ansari (2017, 65) 

distinguishes two phases: drawing up an inventory and rating existing 

content, for instance by carrying out an analysis which looks at strengths, 

weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOT analysis). 

 

Although not always expressly mentioned in content marketing 

literature, it is only logical to pay attention to SERP features, including 

featured snippets, in this process if the business in question attracts a 
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sizeable amount of organic traffic (Erlhofer 2019, 158). A content audit may 

reveal that further action with regard to featured snippets is necessary. This 

aligns with recommendations by SEO experts who generally suggest 

starting by optimizing existing content for featured snippets rather than 

creating new content (Muller 2019b). To do so, it is helpful to use an SEO 

tool to determine the share of featured snippets for strategically relevant 

queries, what share might already be owned by the website, and how to 

deal with content that ranks on page one of the SERP but does not own the 

featured snippet (Muller 2019a). This information can be used to determine 

whether featured snippets play an important strategic role for the business 

in question. Furthermore, the information can be used as a starting point to 

improve existing content in the strategy implementation phase. 

6.3 Strategy implementation 

The implementation of a content marketing strategy requires thorough 

planning and the coordination of all involved stakeholders at all stages. 

This stage will be discussed based on the assumption that the underlying 

content marketing strategy defined organic search and featured snippets as 

a worthwhile focus.  

 

The following sections examine mainly the process of content planning, 

with particular focus on keyword research, as well as the production of 

written content. This focus was chosen based on prior desk research which 

suggested that featured snippets potentially play the most significant role 

during these steps. 

6.3.1 Content planning and keyword research 

Content marketing expert M. Löffler (2019, 95) suggests a three-step 

model to structure the content planning process: 

 

Step 1: Content collection: Collecting content ideas, complementary to 

themes previously identified in an audit. 

Step 2: Content filtering: Only ideas and topics that align well with the 

business goals remain on the list and remaining topics are being prioritized. 

Step 3: Content consolidation: The outcomes of the previous phase are 

documented and operationalized (Löffler 2019, 95f). 

 

In SEO-driven content marketing strategies, featured snippets may enter 

into consideration at each of the three above-mentioned phases. Step one 

and two of this model deserve a detailed discussion with regard to the 

potential role of featured snippets: 
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Step 1: Collecting topics and keywords 

While pure keyword research based on an SEO tool is not recommended 

for successful content marketing, it is nevertheless crucial to identify terms 

that are meaningful to customers and prospects (Linn 2014). A broad list of 

relevant keywords should be the basis of this analysis, which should be 

informed by marketing considerations and analytic models such as a 

customer journey analysis, rather than just focusing on lists automatically 

suggested by SEO tools (Ansari 2017, 181). Most SEO tools will also provide 

information about Google’s SERP display features. 

 

There are numerous tools and recommendations on how to draw up a 

keyword list. When it comes to a strategy that focuses particularly on 

featured snippets, it is important to be aware of the specific patterns that 

can be discerned regarding keywords triggering featured snippets. For 

instance, as discussed in section 4.2.3, the majority of featured snippets are 

triggered by long-tail keywords. 

 

In this context, content marketer C. Wakefield is of the opinion that “[...] 

current keyword research tools fail when it comes to the long tail, and 

brands cannot ignore the long tail and win at the answer box” (Wakefield 

2019, 331). She argues that keyword research should be intertwined with 

audience research which, together, would form a major pillar of a 

successful featured snippet strategy. In her understanding, audience 

research is a deepened and extended way to carry out keyword research. It 

should look at questions the audience really asks and combine the results 

with the output of an SEO tool and suggestions by Google’s ‘People Also 

Ask’ search feature. SEO experts support this view. E. Enge (2019) and B. 

Muller (2019a) suggest focusing on commonly asked user questions as a 

starting point for a featured snippet strategy. I. Smith suggests doing this 

by “[...] working with customer service teams to find problems we can solve 

on our pages, collecting on-site feedback and complaints, and looking to 

Knowledge Panel and PAA Box results for inspiration” (Smith 2019a). She 

highlights that this is not only a way to discover new content possibilities 

that could trigger featured snippets, but also a good strategy for creating 

useful content in general. 

 

However, not all keyword strings must be explicit questions. Implicit 

questions may also trigger featured snippets if their intent is informational 

(Smarty 2017). Since it is impossible to deliberately target all long-tail 

queries that could possibly lead to a piece of content, it is recommended to 

“[...] stick to writing detailed in-depth articles that fill all possible blank 

spots that people might have [...]” (Soulo 2017) to increase chances of 
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winning featured snippets. What is crucial in this context, is to develop 

content that is broader and goes more into depth than what Google can 

deliver directly via its knowledge graph (Fishkin 2019a). 

 

Step 2: Filtering and selecting topics and keywords 

The resulting list should now contain a sizeable number of questions, 

keywords and phrases and must be narrowed down (Wakefield 2019, 332). 

To do so, the potential and efficiency of the related keywords must be 

assessed.  

 

In this process, the following aspects deserve particular attention: 

 

• search volume; 

• alignment with the customer journey and searcher’s intent; 

• comprehensiveness and coherence; 

• competition. 

 

Each of these aspects will be discussed below: 

 

>>Search volume: 

One way to start the process of narrowing down a keyword list is by 

filtering out infrequently asked questions (Enge 2019). Indeed, longer-tail 

question-based queries that may return featured snippets sometimes have 

very low monthly search volumes. Nevertheless, one could also decide to 

optimize for a large number of low-difficulty featured snippets with low 

search volume, instead of targeting featured snippets attracting higher 

search volumes which oftentimes means facing more competition. In order 

to make this decision, a probability and payoff analysis is recommended 

(Oberstein 2019d). 

 

>> Alignment with the customer journey and searcher’s intent: 

It is essential to choose those keywords that have the potential to convert 

well because they align best with the customer journey and the business 

goals (Muller 2019b). A customer journey analysis also serves as a useful 

model for creating clusters of relevant keywords for each stage (Ansari 

2019, 179). In this context, the searcher’s intent must be taken into account 

as well. 

 

>> Comprehensiveness and coherence: 

In addition, there should be a certain coherence when it comes to the 

topics covered by the chosen keywords. SEO experts’ experience has shown 

that Google tends to pick websites for featured snippets that have covered 

the same topic holistically, from multiple angles, and established 



64 

 

themselves as trusted sources (I1, 29). “Providing enhanced and relevant 

content around the subject gives further use to your visitor, but also proves 

to Google that you are a strong source of knowledge on the topic as a 

whole” (Smith 2019a). In this context, it is recommended to expand content 

to address other closely related user questions (Enge 2019). 

 

>> Competition for keywords: 

Analyzing the competition is a crucial step to be able to assess the 

efficiency and potential return on investment of the collected keywords. 

Featured snippets have a proven impact on the click-through rate (see 

section 4.3) and should, therefore, be examined closely during a 

competitive analysis. Furthermore, Google itself also increasingly 

competes with publishers on the SERP. It is therefore essential that the 

selected keywords go beyond what Google can deliver via its knowledge 

graph, which is currently mainly restricted to public knowledge (Barish 

2017). 

 

Due to its highly relevant nature, the recommended steps of a 

competitive analysis for a featured snippet-focused strategy will be 

discussed in-depth in the following section. 

6.3.2 Competitive analysis with featured snippet focus 

In the implementation phase of a content marketing strategy, a 

competitive analysis is a useful method to examine the competition. Such 

an analysis helps to choose which topics or keywords to focus on, in order 

to ensure an adequate return on investment of the marketing measures. 

This is particularly important for a content marketing strategy in which 

featured snippets play a significant role. In fact, SEO experts agree that 

analyzing the competition is an essential step towards winning featured 

snippets (I4, 28).  

 

It has even been argued that featured snippets may be a way to beat 

more powerful competitors in organic search rankings who may hold a 

featured snippet but have not taken any deliberate steps to win or secure 

them (Willson 2017). In this view, featured snippets offer an opportunity to 

jump from a ranking position such as number five on the SERP directly into 

a featured snippet “[...] by just matching the question better” (Smith 2016). 

 

However, a recent study has shown that Google mainly oscillates 

between just two URL options for any given featured snippet, which may 

indicate that moving into a preexisting featured snippet is harder than 

many SEO experts may have thought (Oberstein 2019a). This underlines 
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the importance of an in-depth analysis to determine the probability of being 

able to win a featured snippet from a competitor.  

 

Several aspects require attention when conducting a competitive 

analysis with a focus on featured snippets: 

a) The potential of the website to compete for the featured snippet, 

b) The competition which may own the featured snippet, 

c) The volatility of the featured snippet, 

d) Return on investment considerations. 

 

Each of these aspects will be discussed below: 

 

a) The potential of the website to compete for the featured snippet: 

The content audit during strategy development may already have 

helped to identify the prevalence of featured snippets in the relevant niche 

or regarding specific keywords and which competitors own them. Indeed, 

as outlined in chapter five, the capacity to beat the competition for a given 

query even in ‘regular’ rankings is one of the most fundamental ranking 

factors to win featured snippets. In addition, the overall orientation of the 

website may also influence the likelihood of beating the competition. Data 

suggests that informational websites tend to dominate featured snippets. 

Nevertheless, brands and e-commerce sites are still able to compete if they 

address the customer’s question well (Muller 2019b). In this context, clear 

product descriptions and sections summarizing frequently asked questions 

are recommended by SEO experts (Zhao 2016). 

 

b) The competition which may own the featured snippet:  

A detailed look at the competition in the featured snippet, but also the 

rest of the results on page one of the SERP, is necessary to be able to assess 

whether it is worth investing resources into creating or updating content 

for certain queries (I4, 28). Several aspects indicate strong competition: 

• The site is a known authority in the given niche, or the content aligns 

particularly well to the query (I1, 29); 

• The content of the featured snippet is concise and clear, without 

unnecessary filler words, and actually answers the query (Muller 

2019b; I1, 13); 

• The content is comprehensive for someone looking for additional 

information and includes visual elements (Muller 2019b); 

• The overall website provides additional answers around the topic 

(Muller 2019b); 

• It is well adapted to be delivered as a voice answer (Muller 2019b). 
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c) The volatility of the featured snippet: An analysis of the featured 

snippet over a 30-day period may show that Google oscillates between two 

sources for the same snippet. If one source proves to be rather well 

established - i.e. shown 75 percent of the time - it might be difficult to 

outperform this established URL (I1, 71). Again, the overall orientation of 

the website should be factored in, as data shows that URLs for transactional 

queries are more volatile as Google moves URLs in and out of the featured 

snippet more often (Oberstein 2019a). 

 

d) Return on investment considerations: The above-mentioned 

indicators should enable an informed assessment of the likelihood to win a 

featured snippet. This should then be taken into account in the strategic 

selection of keywords, based on the evaluation of a likely return on 

investment. If the analysis concludes that the likelihood to take over a 

featured snippet is low, then it must be decided whether the available 

resources should be redirected to target other topics. Featured snippets 

significantly reduce click-through rates for lower-ranking positions and 

this situation may aggravate in the long term with the rise of voice search 

(Wakefield 2019, 329). However, even if it is unlikely to win the featured 

snippet for a given query there may be additional factors that may make it 

worthwhile to pursue a certain topic or query nevertheless. The following 

factors should be taken into account in these considerations: 

• The strategic relevance of the query and related piece of content in 

the context of the overall content strategy; 

• The search volume, since a small percentage of click-through traffic 

for a high-volume query may still lead to a significant amount of 

traffic in absolute figures (I1, 81); 

• Producing the content primarily for other relevant distribution 

channels, such as social media, in line with the content strategy. 

6.3.3 Content production: outlines and structure 

The aforementioned steps have led to a list of topics and/or keywords 

that should be targeted as part of the overall content marketing strategy. 

Some topics may be covered by updating existing content, others will 

require the creation of entirely new content. 

  

This section addresses recommendations for producing or updating 

content for queries known to trigger featured snippets. Indeed, when 

creating content for featured snippets, SEO experts recommend starting out 

with existing content that has already acquired a top ranking (see section 

5.1). 
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Several aspects were identified which should be taken into account 

before and during the actual content production process, including: 

 

a) conducting an in-depth analysis of the current featured snippet; 

b) aspects to cover in a content outline; 

c) recommendations for the writing process. 

 

Each of these three aspects will be discussed below: 

 

a) In-depth analysis of the current featured snippet: 

Before actually starting the writing process, the analysis of the 

competition must be deepened specifically for the relevant keyword(s). An 

in-depth analysis of all results ranking on page one of the SERPs must be 

carried out which should go beyond just looking at the page currently 

owning the featured snippet (Muller 2019b). 

At the content level, this analysis should consider whether there are 

common themes among these results, what topics they cover and how these 

could be covered better by providing added value to the searcher (Muller 

2019b). According to SEO expert N. Stevens, the guiding question in this 

process should be “[W]hat can I do that’s similar and what can I do to 

differentiate [...]” in order to then make a hypothesis on the snippet and 

searcher’s intent and do something similar but slightly different” 

(Oberstein 2019d). 

 

According to SEO expert B. Muller (2019b) the nature of the query and 

the searcher’s intent must be considered early on in this analysis. Knowing 

what kind of content users are looking for and which medium is the most 

adequate to provide it to them without friction is crucial while crafting 

content. 

 

In addition, the format of the current snippet must be identified. If there 

is no snippet yet, the right format to use is the one that is most valuable to 

the users. Oftentimes, the analysis of featured snippets in the given niche 

will also reveal a predominant format. Whereas paragraph snippets are 

generally the most common, other formats may dominate a particular niche 

(Enge 2019). 

 

What is more, the strengths and weaknesses of the page and overall 

website currently owning the featured snippet must be analyzed in more 

depth if this has not yet happened previously. To do so, the quality criteria 

mentioned in the previous section on competitive analysis should be 

considered. 
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Furthermore, an existing snippet should also be examined from a more 

technical point of view. According to B. Muller (2019b) questions to ask in 

this context are: What part of the website is Google pulling the content 

from? What is the markup of the source content? 

 

At the end of the analysis, it should be clear which content structure and 

markup should be used and from what angle the topic should be 

approached in order to address the searcher’s intent and provide added 

value.  

 

b) Aspects to cover in a content outline 

As a next step, a production template should be created which will guide 

the work of the content creator. The template is essentially an outline that 

should reflect all relevant information and requirements based on the 

strategic decisions made in previous phases (Grunert 2019, 224). The 

aspects that should be addressed by such outlines vary depending on the 

business. Many content marketers work with outlines based on 

spreadsheets which clearly determine the structure of the article even when 

there is no conscious intention of targeting featured snippets (I2, 42).  

 

The advantage of such outlines is that they help to observe one of the 

most important rules when writing for featured snippets: producing 

content with a clear structure and format (see section 5.3). Content 

producers must be cautious, however, to avoid cutting the article into small 

fractions which may work as standalone snippets but not as a continuous 

and coherent long-form piece of content (I4, 18). 

 

With regard to optimization for featured snippets, specifically, the 

following aspects could be reflected in such a template: 

 

- The question(s) to be addressed by the article; 

- The snippet format to be targeted (paragraph, list, table; video); 

- The desired structure of the article and HTML markup; 

- The desired length of paragraphs or list items; 

- The tone of voice (Spencer 2018; Enge 2019; Ghergich 2017; I2, 42). 

 

c) Recommendations for the writing process 

Overall, SEO experts and content marketers agree that successful content 

is content that is valuable to the user. Therefore, general recommendations 

on how to write useful online content do apply also when writing for 

featured snippets. There are, however, certain particularities that content 

producers should be aware of when specifically targeting featured 

snippets. These aspects have been identified and discussed in chapter five 



69 

 

on featured snippet ranking factors. Experiments have shown that 

oftentimes even small tweaks can have a significant impact on the 

likelihood to win featured snippets (Muller 2019a). 

6.4 Measuring and evaluating performance  

Once a content marketing strategy has been set up and implemented, it 

is good practice to measure its performance. Although this is widely 

known, practice often falls short at this stage of strategic content marketing: 

“While content marketing is pervasive, most organizations’ ability to 

effectively measure their efforts fall significantly behind their ability to 

publish content on every screen” (Lieb/Szymanski 2017, 165).  

 

Choosing the right key performance indicators is essential for 

meaningful performance evaluation. With regard to featured snippets, 

specifically, several approaches to measuring strategic success have been 

proposed. Their potential and limitations will be discussed in the following 

sections. 

6.4.1 Ranking position  

Although featured snippets have often been referred to as position zero, 

neither Google Search Console nor Google Analytics offer information 

about the number of featured snippets a website ‘owns’ (Muller 2019c). 

While it is possible to track success in moving up the organic SERPs to a 

better ranking position, Google’s tools do not provide the same information 

for featured snippets. Indeed, a website either owns or does not own a 

featured snippet and there is no telling how far off it may be from winning 

it over from a competitor (I2, 32).  

 

However, nowadays most professional SEO tools provide data on the 

number of featured snippets a website owns (I4, 28). Based on the 

capabilities of these tools and a given set of strategically relevant queries, a 

relevant metric could, therefore, be the share of featured snippets owned 

by the website in question. In addition, some tools also provide the option 

to track featured snippets over time (I1, 71), which may provide insights 

into a website’s capability to keep featured snippets. E. Enge (2019) 

highlights that it is important to be aware that one “[...] can get featured 

snippets and then lose them. That means that your content was good 

enough for Google to test it, but not good enough to keep it” (Enge 2019). 

 

Indeed, from a strategic marketing perspective, it is important to 

evaluate the performance of content that has been optimized for featured 
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snippets over time. It may be a cost-efficient strategy to first optimize only 

a small number of pages specifically for featured snippets in order to be 

able to evaluate and decide on the future strategy regarding featured 

snippets on this basis (I3, 40). 

6.4.2 Click-through and conversion rates 

With regard to measuring the success of online content, the click-

through rate is one of the most commonly used key performance indicators 

(KPI). As demonstrated in section 4.3, featured snippets can significantly 

influence click-through patterns, as a percentage of people who viewed the 

snippet may not click through to the website if their information needs have 

been already satisfied by the snippet. Unfortunately, Google does not 

provide any data about the number of times a snippet has been read on the 

SERP or the number of times Google assistant answers a query by returning 

a snippet (Muller 2019c). 

 

However, the click-through rate has its limits, as it only measures the 

quantity of traffic and not its quality. From a marketing perspective, a small 

amount of qualified traffic is worth more than a large number of 

unqualified visitors who may also have a negative effect on the bounce rate 

and drive up server costs. Since the click-through rate is not a metric that 

goes very much into depth, content marketers often prefer to track 

conversions, which may take place after a click-through (I3, 40). A 

conversion may be a sale, but a lead generation may be defined as the 

desired conversion, too. In the case of a sale, the potential impact of 

featured snippets on an increase in revenue should be analyzed (Wakefield 

2019, 334). 

6.4.3 Brand awareness 

As website content is increasingly consumed directly on the SERPs, SEO 

experts are looking for new approaches to measure its success. With regard 

to featured snippets, specifically, one hypothesis is that they have the 

potential to increase brand awareness even without a click-through (Smith 

2019a; Oberstein 2019c; Muller 2019a). Indeed, a featured snippet places 

website content very prominently in front of users, which may lead to it 

being perceived as an authority on the given topic (I2, 38). In addition, it 

helps to control the messaging and does not leave the field to competitors 

(Muller 2019a). Arguably, this effect may make it worthwhile even going 

after certain zero-click queries (Oberstein 2019e). There is, however, no 

reliable data about featured snippets’ actual impact on branding. Some 

experts doubt whether users actually perceive the source website when 
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they view the content of a featured snippet without clicking through (I3, 

48). In any case, generally, more than one contact with a brand is necessary 

for a brand to stick in a potential customer’s memory (ibid.). 

6.4.4 Return on investment (ROI) 

Ultimately, measuring the success of a content strategy should enable 

content marketers to calculate the return on investment (ROI) and evaluate 

the strategy. Expressed in percent, the ROI is calculated by dividing the net 

return on investment by the cost of investment. As demonstrated in 

previous sections, featured snippets may have a number of consequences 

on the ROI.  

 

Featured snippets may increase the ROI if website content is picked up 

by them. Inversely, a website which is not highly competitive in organic 

search may want to carefully consider how many resources should be put 

into producing content for thematic areas with a high share of featured 

snippets.  

 

In addition, C. Wakefield argues that featured snippets may also help to 

reduce costs which also has a positive impact on the ROI: “Ultimately, what 

marketing leaders want to see is a return on investment, either through 

revenue or a reduction in costs. [...] For example, if your business gets many 

calls to customer service about how to install a product and the content 

marketing team responds by creating a how-to page with step-by-step 

instructions, the team will want to track the reduction of calls to the call 

centre as part of their success metrics” (Wakefield 2019, 335). 

 

Evaluating the content marketing strategy is the last step and learning 

from its successes and failures as well as integrating these learnings into 

future strategies closes the cycle. 

6.5 In brief – chapter 6 

Empirical research suggests that content marketing specialists tend to 

consider featured snippets predominantly as an SEO topic.16 Nevertheless, 

content marketers see featured snippets as an opportunity in the 

framework of SEO-driven content marketing strategies. In their view, 

 

 
16 Research was initially conducted by the author in the process of writing the master’s 

thesis “Google’s Featured Snippets in the Context of Strategic Content Marketing” (Sam-

Martin 2020). 
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featured snippets may increase the visibility of marketing content as well 

as the demand for advanced content strategy. Literature research showed 

that standard content marketing literature does not deal with featured 

snippets in detail, although SERP features are sometimes briefly evoked. 

Nevertheless, content marketing strategies that rely heavily on organic 

search as a distribution channel should take featured snippets into account. 

For this reason, the main steps of strategy development were assessed in 

this chapter according to the role featured snippets may play in it. 

 

When it comes to objective-setting, experts advise not to focus 

exclusively on featured snippets as the resulting strategy would be too 

narrow. Nevertheless, their impact should be taken into account in strategic 

considerations. When defining the target audience, knowledge about them 

may provide insights regarding the overall attention featured snippets 

should receive in the strategy, since their prevalence varies strongly 

according to factors such as the device or geographic region, as shown in 

chapter four. In the strategy development phase, expert interviewees 

identified the customer journey analysis as one of the most fundamental 

analytic models which may also serve to determine the importance that 

should be assigned to featured snippets. A discussion of each stage of the 

customer journey with featured snippets in mind showed that the 

dynamics differ in each stage of the journey. 

 

The next step, strategy implementation, was analyzed assuming that the 

strategy at hand aimed also at winning featured snippets, among other 

objectives. Content planning is a major element in this stage which – in the 

context of featured snippets – is similar to keyword planning. Nevertheless, 

literature research showed that keyword research for featured snippets 

should be carried out with a particular focus on long-tail keywords and 

questions. Both empirical research and interviews also emphasized the 

importance of a thorough competitive analysis to sift through and narrow 

down a keyword list in order to invest resources strategically. 

 

Regarding the step of content production, empirical research confirmed 

the advantages that the use of content outlines may procure. With regard 

to featured snippets, these outlines should particularly focus on clarifying 

the best structure and formatting to win featured snippets. In addition, the 

content producer should be aware of all other ranking factors, as outlined 

in chapter five.  

 

Finally, the last step in the content marketing cycle is performance 

measurement and evaluation. Empirical research confirmed that the click-

through rate alone is not a meaningful metric. Expert interviewees 
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suggested to place greater focus on conversion rates. With regard to brand 

awareness as an indicator of success, experts were reticent as to whether 

featured snippets would have a positive impact on brand awareness 

without a click-through to the website. In conclusion, both empirical 

insights and literature point to the fact that featured snippets may have a 

significant impact on the return on investment of a content marketing 

strategy.  
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7. Conclusions and outlook 

Featured snippets are a SERP feature with particular strategic 

importance for Google. It is a format that is destined not only to increase 

usability, but also to enable digital assistants to deliver more accurate voice 

answers. For these reasons, Google has invested heavily into the 

development of this SERP feature since it was introduced in 2014. In 

addition to paragraph, table and list snippets, Google now also shows 

video snippets, which are rather rare, and variations of the aforementioned 

formats, such as multi-faceted snippets. Most recently, in January 2020, 

Google also ended the practice of duplicating the source web page of the 

featured snippet in the list of ‘traditional’ results below the featured 

snippet. As a consequence, ranking position one may now be a featured 

snippet, whereas previously it was often considered ‘position zero’, stacked 

above the ‘classic’ results. These developments back the hypothesis that 

the share of featured snippets or similar SERP features might expand 

further in the future. Nevertheless, it should be noted that featured 

snippets are not adapted to all kinds of queries and SEO experts deem it 

unlikely that there would be a featured snippet for every query someday. 

 

Although Google does not share much information about how featured 

snippets are created, experts agree that machine learning and natural 

language processing play a crucial role in the functioning of the featured 

snippet algorithm. Indeed, Google’s natural language processing capacities 

enable Google to better understand queries and produce featured snippets 

based on excerpts of the source content. As a matter of fact, featured 

snippets are often shortened or reassembled versions of the source 

content on the website which are produced automatically by Google’s 

systems. 

 

A look at the prevalence of featured snippets on Google’s SERPs showed 

that they are currently much more common in anglophone countries. The 

actual share of featured snippets on the SERPs in the United States 

currently ranges from 13 percent to 27 percent, depending on the sampling 

methodology (see section 4.2.1). Despite this variance, the overall trend 

shows an increase in the share of featured snippets over time. 

Furthermore, the related questions SERP feature, commonly known as 

‘People Also Ask’ panel, is a similar feature which is now present in 

roughly 34 to 87 percent of the SERP – again, depending on the sampling 

methodology (see section 4.2.1). The share of featured snippets also varies 

widely according to the thematic niche and the types of keywords used. 
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Regarding the types of search queries which trigger featured snippets, 

research for this e-book allowed to verify Google’s statements according to 

which featured snippets were particularly tailored to questions and queries 

on mobile devices. In fact, the share of featured snippets on mobile search 

is currently still 11 percent lower than on desktop devices (Enge 2019). 

Furthermore, queries which use interrogative pronouns do in fact not 

account for the largest share of featured snippets. Nevertheless, all queries 

that trigger featured snippets at least imply a question and a large share 

of these queries are long-tail keywords. 

 

One of the most important findings relates to the impact of featured 

snippets on the SERP click-through rate. In fact, in 2017 a study showed 

that featured snippets attracted 8.6 percent of clicks and decreased the 

share of clicks on the ‘traditional’ ranking positions (Soulo 2017). Given 

Google’s recent advancements regarding the quality of featured snippets, 

it can be assumed that this share has further increased. At the same time, 

the overall share of zero-click searches on the SERPs also increased to 50.33 

percent, and featured snippets contribute to this trend (Fishkin 2019b). This 

stands in contrast to Google’s statements which claim that featured 

snippets do drive clicks (Sullivan 2018). The analyses in this e-book allowed 

to put these results into context by examining the meaning of these changed 

dynamics for organic search marketing.  

 

The above-mentioned findings prepared the ground for examining and 

answering the main research questions that were addressed: 

 

Research question 1: Which search engine optimization measures 

should be applied to achieve featured snippets in Google search? 

 

This e-book suggests seven ranking factors that content marketers 

should be aware of when targeting featured snippets:  

 

• Overall competitiveness in organic search: In order to be in 

contention for featured snippets, a website must be highly 

competitive on the SERP, and the SEO basics must be covered. Thus, 

experts recommend starting optimization efforts for featured 

snippets by tweaking existing content that already ranks on the first 

page of the SERPs and, ideally, among the first five results (see 

section 5.1). 

 

• High quality content and authority: Google looks for expertise, 

authoritativeness and trustworthiness when establishing organic 

search results (Haynes 2019). Furthermore, content marketers 



76 

 

should focus on providing in-depth content such as analyses and 

publish several pieces on different aspects of the same topic. Experts 

have also observed that, due to their authority, informational sites 

sometimes seem to have an advantage over brand websites (see 

section 5.2). 

 

• Content structure and HTML formatting: It is arguably one of the 

most important factors to offer content which is structured logically 

and supported by HTML formatting that highlights this structure. 

The HTML formatting should also be aligned to the type of snippet 

Google might already show for a given query. Table snippets require 

content to be formatted as a table, whereas paragraph snippets are 

often pulled from articles with particularly concise paragraphs. List 

snippets are primarily based on content that is structured as a list 

with <ol> or <ul> HTML tags. In addition, Google’s featured snippet 

algorithm is also capable of composing its ‘own’ lists, for instance by 

drawing on the <H2> formatted subheadings of an article (see 

section 5.3). 

 

• Text length and phrasing: The length and phrasing of the source 

content do influence its likelihood to be picked up as a featured 

snippet. In fact, Google requires particularly succinct content for 

featured snippets. On the one hand, this is the case because Google 

wants to provide answers on the SERPs as much as possible, albeit 

limited space. On the other hand, featured snippets are a SERP 

feature that is highly relevant in the context of voice search, which 

relies on short answers. Nevertheless, instead of average word 

length, content marketers should focus on providing added value to 

the target audience when producing content (see section 5.4). 

 

• Structured data markup: Structured data, such as schema.org, is not 

an obligatory precondition to win a featured snippet. Nevertheless, 

it helps Google to better understand the content on a website and 

therefore experts recommend its use, regardless of its potential 

benefits for winning featured snippets (see section 5.5). 

 

• Images: Featured snippets are often illustrated with images. 

Providing high-quality images in the right format – with an aspect 

ratio of 4:3 – may help to attract clicks from featured snippets even 

when the website does not own the written content displayed in the 

featured snippet box (see section 5.6). 
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• Content freshness: For queries where the freshness of content is 

relevant, Google’s featured snippet algorithm picks the most 

relevant and up-to-date content (see section 5.7). 

 

This list is based on the compilation of existing studies and articles, as 

well as insights gained from empirical research. In all likelihood the list is 

not exhaustive, but it does reflect the state of the art on the topic of featured 

snippets. Indeed, off-page SEO and technical SEO have not been discussed 

in detail by this publication, as is the case with other works on the topic. In 

fact, both areas should be considered fundamental preconditions to 

winning featured snippets and, thus, have been subsumed under factor one 

which focuses on the importance of running a highly competitive website 

(see section 5.1).  

 

Indeed, the research process has shown the following: what sets SEO 

measures for featured snippets apart from general SEO are the specific 

requirements for source content. Its high quality, logical structure, 

particularly concise phrasing and clear formatting characterize content that 

is eligible for featured snippets. Thus, the factors outlined in this 

publication are of particular relevance in the stage of content production 

which has been addressed as part of the second research question.  

 

The second research question guiding this e-book connected the SEO 

topic ‘featured snippets’ with the field of strategic content marketing: 

 

Research question 2: What are the strategic implications of featured 

snippets for content marketing? 

 

The findings of this e-book have confirmed the overall strategic 

relevance of featured snippets for content marketing (see section 6.1). The 

degree of relevance, however, depends on a number of factors. Above all, 

the overall importance of organic search as a distribution channel 

determines whether featured snippets deserve a detailed analysis in the 

context of content marketing strategies. Furthermore, whether or not 

featured snippets should be particularly targeted as part of a content 

strategy deserves careful consideration. 

 

Content marketers should keep in mind the following considerations 

in each stage of the content marketing cycle: 

 

• Content marketing strategy development: Among the analytic 

steps and models that are traditionally applied in the elaboration of 

a content marketing strategy, the customer journey stood out as the 
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most useful instrument to determine what role to assign to featured 

snippets in a strategy. Naturally, this is only relevant in the context 

of strategies that consider organic search to be an appropriate 

content distribution channel. In addition, targeting featured 

snippets should only be one element of a much larger array of 

measures (see section 6.2). 

 

• Strategy implementation: When implementing a content strategy, 

the step of content planning must take into account featured 

snippets if organic search has been identified as a relevant channel. 

Indeed, compiling a list of topics or keywords when planning 

content requires marketers to be aware of the likelihood to rank for 

these keywords and whether the content is likely to attract clicks. 

Therefore, a competitive analysis of the SERPs is essential when 

narrowing down the list of keywords. Indeed, experts highlight this 

as one of the most crucial steps when optimizing websites for 

featured snippets. Afterwards, in the actual content production 

stage, awareness of the above-mentioned ranking factors is vital. 

Content marketers usually work with structured outlines that 

contain precise instructions for content producers. Indeed, the 

widespread method of using content outlines is well-adapted to the 

requirements of featured snippets which demand particularly 

concise and structured content. In some cases, it may be enough to 

slightly adapt existing outlines (see section 6.3). 

 

• Measuring and evaluating performance: A number of performance 

indicators are frequently evoked in the context of measuring the 

success of featured snippet rankings. While Google’s tools do not 

provide insights into the number of featured snippets a website may 

appear in, there are professional SEO tools that do provide such 

insights. Furthermore, the click-through rate is an often-cited 

indicator of success. Nevertheless, as experts pointed out, the 

conversion rate is a much more meaningful indicator. With regard 

to featured snippets’ impact on brand awareness, experts are 

reticent regarding their potential positive impact. In the end, a 

review of the content marketing strategy should also take into 

account the return on investment which may be significantly 

influenced by featured snippets – both positively and negatively. 

 

In conclusion, content marketers should be aware of a number of factors 

in relation to featured snippets. One of the most important consequences of 

featured snippets is their role in increasing the on-SERP competition for 

visibility and clicks. Furthermore, Google itself has become a competitor. 
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As the search engine provides as much information as possible directly on 

the SERPs, the share of zero-click searches has increased. Nevertheless, 

empirical research helped to put these developments into perspective. Both 

SEO and content marketing experts are of the opinion that high-quality and 

in-depth content will continue to attract clicks, since Google’s space for 

displaying content is limited. In addition, users who are satisfied with the 

content shown in the snippet box are likely still in an early stage of their 

customer journey. This underlines that the conversion rate is the most 

central KPI that should be used to measure the performance of a strategy.  

 

In general, the findings of this e-book have confirmed a trend that has 

been previously observed by experts: In recent years, Google has more 

and more developed towards becoming an answer engine instead of a 

search engine. In light of these developments it seems essential that content 

marketers keep an eye on future developments, as the share of featured 

snippets or similar SERP features will likely still increase, as could be 

established by empirical research for this publication. Knowledge of 

featured snippets and SERP features in general will therefore become more 

and more essential for developing and implementing ROI-oriented content 

marketing strategies. In addition, voice search and, particularly, voice 

answers delivered by digital assistants also have the potential to disrupt 

the current marketing landscape as they increase the competition even 

further. 

 

In the course of the research process, featured snippets turned out to be 

an interdisciplinary study object which encompasses aspects that are 

relevant not only to marketing research or technical disciplines such as 

computer sciences. In fact, additional research should examine socio-

political as well as linguistic questions more closely. The fact that a 

featured snippet box presents a single search result as ‘the best answer’ 

renders the question about the selection criteria and quality control of these 

answers essential. Nevertheless, as demonstrated in this e-book, very little 

is known about the criteria that Google applies. Presenting a single source 

as an absolute answer, without any kind of transparency, raises questions 

of accountability. It also raises questions of political power and influence 

that Google and its featured snippets may potentially exert on politics and 

society as a whole. In addition, the requirement to produce particularly 

concise content to rank for featured snippets may also influence the way 

language is used online and in every-day life. While this e-book has 

contributed to analyzing featured snippets from a strategic content 

marketing perspective, additional research is necessary to critically discuss 

featured snippets from these angles. 
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In addition, there are also still a number of gaps to fill in the area of 

marketing research and search engine optimization in relation to featured 

snippets. Knowledge of the inner workings of Google’s featured snippet 

algorithm still remains limited, despite a number of studies that have tried 

to shed light on the subject in recent years. Furthermore, up-to-date insights 

into on-SERP click-through dynamics would be important for data-driven 

decisions on whether or not targeting queries which show featured 

snippets is a strategy that can achieve a return on investment. This seems 

particularly relevant in light of Google’s decision to show the source web 

page of a featured snippet only once on the SERPs instead of duplicating it 

in the ‘traditional’ results. More empirical research about featured snippets 

in relation to zero-click searches would certainly be insightful as well, and 

particularly to examine whether they really have a positive effect on 

branding. In addition, a quantitative study on how Google produces 

featured snippets by extracting and reassembling content would be 

useful for further backing up existing qualitative research. These insights 

would be particularly useful to elaborate more precise recommendations 

addressed at content producers. Video snippets also remain an area which 

has not yet received much attention by SEO publications, which might 

change if the share of video snippets on the SERPs increases. The area with 

the greatest need for additional research seems to be the dynamics of 

featured snippets on mobile versus desktop. While it is known that there 

are differences regarding the share of featured snippets or the source URLs, 

little is known as to why these differences exist. Furthermore, it would be 

interesting to explore whether there are differences in the click-through 

dynamics between mobile and desktop devices regarding featured 

snippets. Lastly, studies that focus on a particular economic sector or 

thematic niche would be interesting, as existing studies have shown that 

the prevalence and behavior of featured snippets varies tremendously 

according to the sector. All in all, it is likely that the relevance of featured 

snippets will continue to increase in the future and therefore further 

research will be crucial to enable marketing and SEO specialists to better 

understand and react to this development.  
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9. Abbreviations 

 

BERT Bidirectional Encoder Representations from  

Transformers 

CTR click-through rate 

HTML hypertext markup language 

KPI key performance indicator 

SCRB Special Content Result Block 

SEO search engine optimization 

SERP search engine results page 

SWOT Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats 

NLP natural language processing 

PAA People Also Ask 

URL Uniform Resource Locator 

 

 


