
 

 

 



Keyword Validation Blueprint - A Richard Dunlop Publication 

KEYWORD VALIDATION 
BLUEPRINT 

 
Did you know that 96.55% of all pages get zero traffic from 
Google? Most content creators are essentially shouting into the 
void, creating posts that never reach their intended audience. The 
difference between content that ranks and content that doesn't 
isn't just quality—it's strategic validation before you write a single 
word. 

This guide will walk you through a systematic process for finding 
and validating keywords that have genuine ranking potential. 
You'll learn how to transform vague topic ideas into validated 
search queries, analyze search intent, assess competition levels, 
and create a prioritized content opportunity scorecard aligned 
with your site's authority. 

By implementing this blueprint, you'll dramatically increase your 
chances of creating content that ranks, connects with your 
audience, and drives meaningful results. No more guesswork, no 
more wasted resources—just a repeatable system for identifying 
topics with genuine ranking potential. 
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Understand Your Audience Through Search 
Listening 
Before diving into keyword tools, you need to understand how 
your audience actually expresses their needs in search. This 
process, called search listening, bridges the gap between what 
your audience needs and how they articulate those needs in 
search engines. 

Why Traditional Audience Research Falls Short 

Most content teams rely on assumptions about their audience 
rather than actual search behavior. This leads to creating content 
for keywords nobody searches for, or targeting terms that are too 
competitive for their site's authority. 

Implementing Search Listening 

1. Identify where your audience congregates online: 
→ Reddit communities related to your industry 

→ Quora threads on relevant topics 

→ Amazon reviews for products in your niche 

→ Industry forums and blog comment sections 

→ Social media groups focused on your subject area 

2. Document exact language patterns: 
→ Look for questions that begin with "how," "why," "what," 

etc. 
→ Note specific terminology they use to describe problems 

→ Identify recurring pain points and frustrations 
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→ Record phrases that signal intent to purchase or learn 

3. Create a search listening database: 

Set up a spreadsheet with columns for: 
→ Raw user language 

→ Problem category 

→ Experience level (beginner, intermediate, expert) 

→ Search intent signal (informational, commercial, 
transactional) 

→ Content format preference (if indicated) 

Example: Search Listening in Action 

A productivity app company browsing r/productivity might spot 
threads like: 

➔ "How do I stop procrastinating on big projects?" 

➔ "What's the best system for managing both work and 
personal tasks?" 

➔ "Anyone have tips for staying focused when working from 
home?" 

These raw insights translate into potential seed keywords like: 

➔ "overcome project procrastination" 

➔ "work-personal task management system" 

➔ "stay focused working remotely" 
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Exercise: 30-Minute Search Listening Session 

Set a timer for 30 minutes and choose one platform where your 
audience gathers. Document at least 20 examples of questions, 
problems, or language patterns related to your industry. Pay 
special attention to recurring themes and the specific terminology 
used. 
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Transform Pain Points Into Seed Keywords 
Now that you have raw insights into your audience's language, 
it's time to transform these pain points into structured seed 
keywords that match how people actually search. 

The Verb-Noun Framework 

The most effective seed keywords follow a verb-noun structure 
that signals intent and subject matter: 

Verb (action) + Noun (subject) 

Common verbs that signal search intent include: 

➔ How to [verb] 

➔ Fix/repair/solve 

➔ Improve/enhance 

➔ Find/discover 

➔ Learn/understand 

➔ Compare/versus 

Pain Point to Keyword Transformation Process 

1. Identify the core problem from your search listening data 

2. Extract the action the person wants to take 

3. Isolate the subject they're concerned about 

4. Combine using verb-noun structure 
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Transformation Examples 

Raw Pain Point Action Verb Subject Noun Seed Keyword 

"My website takes 
forever to load" Fix, Speed up Website loading "speed up 

WordPress site" 

"I don't know how 
to start investing 
with little money" 

Begin, Start Investing with 
small amount 

"how to start 
investing with 
$500" 

"Can't stay 
motivated to 
exercise 
regularly" 

Maintain, Increase Exercise 
motivation 

"maintain workout 
motivation" 

"Confused about 
which email 
marketing tool to 
use" 

Compare, Choose Email marketing 
software 

"compare email 
marketing 
platforms" 

 

Creating Keyword Variations 

For each seed keyword, create variations that reflect different: 

1. Experience levels: 
→ "beginner's guide to investing" 

→ "advanced investment strategies" 

2. Format preferences: 
→ "investment spreadsheet template" 
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→ "video tutorial investment basics" 

3. Specificity levels: 
→ "investing in stocks" 

→ "how to invest in dividend stocks for passive income" 

Exercise: Seed Keyword Generation 

Take the top 5 pain points from your search listening session and 
transform them into seed keywords using the verb-noun 
framework. Then create at least 3 variations for each seed 
keyword based on experience level, format preference, or 
specificity. 
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Validate Search Intent and Assess 
Competition 
With your seed keywords in hand, it's time to validate whether 
these terms have actual search demand and if the competition 
level makes them viable targets for your site. 

Classifying Search Intent 

Before analyzing volume and difficulty, categorize each keyword 
by its primary intent: 

1. Informational Intent ("how to," "guide," "what is") 

→ User wants to learn something 

→ Content format: comprehensive guides, step-by-step 
tutorials 

2. Navigational Intent (brand names, specific websites) 

→ User wants to find a specific site 

→ Generally not worth targeting unless it's your brand 

3. Transactional Intent ("buy," "discount," "shop") 

→ User wants to make a purchase 

→ Content format: product pages, comparison tables, 
reviews 

4. Commercial Investigation ("best," "vs," "review") 

→ User researching before purchase 
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→ Content format: comparison posts, "best of" lists, detailed 
reviews 

The SERP Reality Check 

The current search results tell you exactly what Google considers 
relevant for a keyword: 

1. Run a search for your target keyword in incognito mode 

2. Analyze the top 10 results for: 
→ Content formats (listicles, how-to guides, videos) 

→ Content depth (comprehensive vs. brief) 

→ Types of websites ranking (e-commerce, blogs, news) 

→ Additional SERP features (featured snippets, People Also 
Ask boxes) 

3. Document the pattern you observe to guide your content 
approach 

SERP Analysis Worksheet 

Element to Analyze What to Look For What It Tells You 

Content format Articles, videos, product 
pages 

Required format to match 
intent 

Word count range Average length of top 5 
results Expected content depth 

Heading structure H2s used in top results Subtopics to cover 
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Element to Analyze What to Look For What It Tells You 

Media elements Images, videos, charts Visual requirements 

EAT signals Expert authors, citations Authority requirements 

SERP features Featured snippets, PAA 
boxes 

Opportunity for 
enhanced visibility 

 

Evaluating Keyword Difficulty Against Domain Authority 

Not all keywords are winnable for every site. Match keyword 
difficulty to your site's current authority: 

Site Authority Target Keyword 
Difficulty Example Tools 

New sites DA 30 010 Ahrefs, Moz, SEMrush 

Growing sites DA 3050 1030 Ahrefs, Moz, SEMrush 

Established sites DA 50 3070 Ahrefs, Moz, SEMrush 

 

Conducting a Competitive Gap Analysis 
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Even difficult keywords can be winnable if you identify quality 
gaps in current rankings: 

1. Content freshness gaps: Top results containing outdated 
information 

2. Depth gaps: Surface-level content missing detailed 
explanations 

3. Format mismatches: Text-only content for topics that need 
visual aids 

4. Experience gaps: Content written by generalists rather than 
experts 

5. Structural gaps: Poorly organized content that's difficult to 
navigate 

Exercise: SERP Analysis for Three Keywords 

Select three of your seed keywords and perform a complete SERP 
analysis using the worksheet above. For each keyword, identify at 
least two specific gaps or opportunities where you could create 
superior content.  
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Spot Opportunities and Prioritize Topics 
With validated keywords and competition analysis in hand, you 
need a systematic way to spot the best opportunities and 
prioritize your content creation efforts. 

The Keyword Opportunity Scorecard 

Create a comprehensive scorecard to evaluate each potential 
keyword opportunity: 

Keyword Volume Difficulty Intent SERP 
Features 

Gap 
Score 

Priority 
  

"content 
brief 

template" 
1,200 42 Inform 

Featured 
snippet, 

PAA 
4/5 High 

"how to 
create 

content 
brief" 

720 38 Inform Videos, 
PAA 3/5 Medium 

"SEO 
content 
brief" 

880 46 Commer
cial 

Featured 
snippet 5/5 High 

 

Gap Score Calculation 

Rate each keyword opportunity on a scale of 15 based on: 

1. Content freshness: How outdated are current results? 

→ 5 = Most results over 2 years old 
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→ 1 = Multiple results updated within last month 

2. Content depth: How comprehensive are current results? 

→ 5 = Mostly surface-level content 
→ 1 = Multiple exhaustive resources 

3. Format match: How well do current formats serve the intent? 

→ 5 = Clear format mismatch (text only for visual topics) 

→ 1 = Perfect format alignment 

4. Authority gap: Can you demonstrate more expertise? 

→ 5 = Mostly generalist content without citations 

→ 1 = Expert-created content with strong citations 

5. Structural quality: How well-organized are current results? 

→ 5 = Poorly structured, difficult to navigate 

→ 1 = Exceptionally well-structured 

Calculate the average of these five scores to determine your 
overall Gap Score. 

Prioritization Framework 

Not all keywords deserve immediate attention. Prioritize 
opportunities using this weighted scoring system: 

1. Business value 40% weight): 
→ How directly does this topic relate to your 

products/services? 
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→ How likely is it to generate leads or sales? 

→ Score 110 

2. Search volume relative to your niche 20% weight): 
→ Compare to average volume in your industry 

→ Score 110 

3. Competition level 25% weight): 
→ Inverse scoring: easier = higher score 

→ Score 110 

4. Content freshness opportunity 15% weight): 
→ Potential to provide updated information 

→ Score 110 

Calculate the weighted average to determine your priority score. 

Exercise: Create Your First Keyword Opportunity 
Scorecard 

Using the template above, evaluate 510 potential keyword 
opportunities. Calculate the gap score and priority score for each, 
then rank them from highest to lowest priority.  
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Create Comprehensive Content Briefs 
The final step in your keyword validation process is transforming 
your research into actionable content briefs that guide creation. 

The Essential Content Brief Template 

An effective content brief serves as a contract between strategy 
and execution: 

1. Core Strategy Elements: 
→ Primary keyword and search intent: The main term you're 

targeting and why people search for it 

→ Secondary and related keywords: Supporting terms to 
include naturally 

→ Unique angle/differentiator: What will make your content 
stand out from competitors 

2. Structural Guidelines: 

→ Recommended word count: Based on SERP analysis of 
top results 

→ Heading structure: H2s and H3s that should be included 

→ Must-include statistics/sources: Data points that 
establish authority 

3. Content Format Elements: 

→ Required visual elements: Images, charts, videos, etc. 
→ Interactive components: Calculators, quizzes, tools, etc. 
→ Formatting specifications: Lists, tables, callout boxes, etc. 
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4. Strategic Considerations: 

→ Internal linking opportunities: Existing content to link 
to/from 

→ External linking strategy: Authoritative sources to 
reference 

→ Call-to-action plan: What action should readers take next? 

5. Success Metrics: 

→ Organic targets: Position range, expected CTR, projected 
traffic 

→ Engagement metrics: Target dwell time, scroll depth, etc. 
→ Business goals: Lead generation, sales attribution, etc. 

Sample Content Brief 

CONTENT BRIEF "How to Create a Content Brief Template" 

 

PRIMARY KEYWORD "content brief template" 1,200 monthly 

searches) 

SEARCH INTENT Informational with commercial investigation 

elements 

SECONDARY KEYWORDS "SEO content brief," "how to write 

content brief," "content brief example" 

 

UNIQUE ANGLE Unlike competitors focusing only on SEO 

elements, our content will emphasize how briefs improve content 
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team alignment and reduce revision cycles. 

 

WORD COUNT 2,2002,500 words (based on top 5 results 

average) 

 

HEADING STRUCTURE 

H1 How to Create a Content Brief Template: A Step-by-Step 

Guide 

H2 What is a Content Brief? Definition and Purpose) 

H2 Essential Elements of an Effective Content Brief 

  H3 Strategic Components 

  H3 Structural Guidelines 

  H3 Format Specifications 

H2 Step-by-Step Process for Creating Content Briefs 

  H3 Research Phase 

  H3 Strategy Development 

  H3 Brief Creation 

H2 Content Brief Template With Examples) 

H2 Common Content Brief Mistakes to Avoid 

H2 How to Measure Content Brief Effectiveness 

 

MUSTINCLUDE STATISTICS 

- Content Marketing Institute data on brief effectiveness 

- HubSpot research on revision cycles 
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- Original data from our client case studies 

 

VISUAL ELEMENTS 

- Downloadable content brief template PDF and Google Doc) 

- Process flowchart for brief creation 

- Before/after example showing brief impact 

 

INTERNAL LINKING 

- Link to "Content Strategy Guide" 

- Link to "SEO Writing Best Practices" 

- Link from existing "Content Marketing Tools" post 

 

CTA STRATEGY 

Primary: Template download (email capture) 

Secondary: Free content brief review 

 

SUCCESS METRICS 

- Organic target: Position 13, 5% CTR, 1,500 monthly visits 

- Engagement: 430 average time on page, 65% scroll depth 

- Business goal: 100 template downloads monthly, 20% 

conversion to content brief review 

 

Exercise: Create Your First Content Brief 
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Using the template above, create a comprehensive content brief 
for your highest-priority keyword opportunity. Include all 
elements from the sample brief, customized for your specific 
topic and audience.  
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Establish Clear KPIs Before Writing 
Before moving into content creation, establish clear key 
performance indicators KPIs that will measure success. 

Organic Performance Metrics 

Set specific targets for: 

1. Position range: Target ranking position (e.g., top 3, top 5 

2. Expected CTR: Projected click-through rate based on position 

3. Projected traffic: Estimated monthly visits based on volume 
and CTR 

4. Ranking timeline: Expected timeframe to reach target 
position 

Engagement Metrics 

Define what reader engagement should look like: 

1. Target dwell time: How long visitors should spend on the page 

2. Scroll depth: How far down the page visitors should read 

3. Bounce rate: Acceptable percentage of single-page sessions 

4. Pages per session: Number of additional pages visitors should 
view 

Business Impact Metrics 

Connect content performance to business outcomes: 

1. Lead generation: Number of form submissions or sign-ups 
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2. Content downloads: Resources accessed through the page 

3. Sales attribution: Direct or assisted conversions 

4. Return visitor rate: Percentage who come back for more 
content 

KPI Tracking Template 

Metric 
Category Specific KPI Target Measurement 

Method 
Review 

Frequency 

Organic 
Position for 
primary 
keyword 

Top 3 Rank tracking 
tool Weekly 

Organic Organic traffic 1,500/month Google 
Analytics Monthly 

Engagement Average time 
on page 430 Google 

Analytics Weekly 

Engagement Scroll depth 65% Heatmap tool Monthly 

Business Resource 
downloads 100/month CRM tracking Monthly 

Business Attributed 
leads 20/month Multi-touch 

attribution Quarterly 
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Exercise: Define KPIs for Your Priority Content 

For your highest-priority content opportunity, complete the KPI 
tracking template with realistic targets based on your site's 
current performance, competition level, and business goals. 
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Implement a Validation Review Process 
The final step in your keyword validation blueprint is establishing 
a systematic review process to ensure all content investments are 
strategically sound. 

The 10-Point Validation Checklist 

Before approving any content brief for production, confirm: 

1. Search intent clarity: Is the primary intent clearly identified 
and matched? 

2. Volume verification: Has search demand been verified 
through multiple tools? 

3. Competition assessment: Is the difficulty appropriate for our 
site's authority? 

4. SERP analysis: Have we thoroughly analyzed current ranking 
content? 

5. Gap identification: Have we identified specific ways to 
improve upon existing content? 

6. Business alignment: Does this topic support our business 
objectives? 

7. Resource assessment: Do we have the expertise and 
resources to create superior content? 

8. Timeline projection: Have we set realistic expectations for 
ranking and results? 

9. KPI establishment: Are clear success metrics defined? 

10. Opportunity cost: Is this the best use of our content 
resources right now? 
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Implementing a Validation Workflow 

Create a formalized process for keyword validation: 

1. Research phase: Complete search listening and keyword 
research 

2. Opportunity identification: Analyze competition and spot 
gaps 

3. Prioritization: Score and rank potential topics 

4. Brief creation: Develop comprehensive content brief 

5. Validation review: Apply 10-point checklist before approval 
6. Stakeholder sign-off: Get final approval from content 

decision-makers 

Documentation and Iteration 

Document your validation process outcomes to build institutional 
knowledge: 

1. Create a validation log tracking: 
→ Keywords evaluated 

→ Approval/rejection decisions 

→ Rationale for decisions 

→ Predicted outcomes 

2. Conduct quarterly reviews comparing: 
→ Predicted performance vs. actual results 

→ Time to rank vs. expectations 

→ Resource investment vs. returns 
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3. Refine your validation process based on: 
→ Keywords that performed better than expected 

→ Keywords that underperformed despite validation 

→ Changes in search landscape or algorithms 

Exercise: Validation Review Meeting 

Schedule a 60-minute validation review meeting with your 
content team. Present your highest-priority content opportunity 
with complete research, competitive analysis, and content brief. 
Apply the 10-point checklist together and make a final go/no-go 
decision.  
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Action Plan 
To implement your keyword validation blueprint immediately: 

1. Today: Conduct a 30-minute search listening session on 
Reddit or Quora related to your industry 

2. Tomorrow: Transform 510 pain points into seed keywords 
using the verb-noun framework 

3. This week: Create your first keyword opportunity scorecard 
with 510 potential topics 

4. Next week: Develop a comprehensive content brief for your 
highest-priority keyword 

5. Within 30 days: Implement the full validation review process 
for all new content 

6. Quarterly: Review performance data and refine your 
validation process 

The work you do before writing will determine your content's 
success more than any on-page optimization you apply later. 
Start your validation process today, and watch your content climb 
the rankings tomorrow.  
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CONCLUSION 
____ 

The difference between content that ranks and content that 
disappears isn't just quality—it's strategic validation before 
writing begins. By implementing this systematic keyword 
validation blueprint, you'll dramatically increase your chances of 
creating content that resonates with both your audience and 
search engines. 

Remember these key principles: 

1. Listen before you speak: Understand how your audience 
actually expresses their needs in search 

2. Transform pain points into keywords: Use the verb-noun 
framework to match search behavior 

3. Validate intent and competition: Ensure you're creating the 
right content for winnable terms 

4. Spot genuine opportunities: Look for gaps you can fill better 
than competitors 

5. Create comprehensive briefs: Transform research into 
actionable guidance 

6. Establish clear KPIs: Define success before you start writing 

7. Implement validation reviews: Make strategic go/no-go 
decisions 
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When you follow this blueprint consistently, you'll stop creating 
content that disappears into the void and start building a library of 
high-performing assets that drive sustainable organic traffic. 
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