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The end of November 2017 saw a spike in the average 
length of meta descriptions showing in search engine 
results pages (SERPs) with Moz and Search Engine 
Land reporting that many snippets were exceeding 300 
characters.

At Click Consult, we actually started spotting longer 
descriptions appearing back in 2016, but with no particular 
consistency (at around the same time Google removed 
paid search ads from the right-hand side of the SERPs), 
but they didn’t officially roll out until December 2017.

Traditionally, Google has limited the length of meta 
descriptions to 155 characters but has now decided that in 
order to make sure a user has found a suitable page before 
they click; they must offer more information.

Google said: “We recently made a change to provide 
more descriptive and useful snippets, to help people better 
understand how pages are relevant to their searches. This 
resulted in snippets becoming slightly longer, on average.

“Many results do not have the regular two rows of text 
anymore. Now, Google allocates three or even four rows 
for the snippet texts.”

Unlike the meta title, a page’s meta description has no 
direct organic search (SEO) influence. However, it can be 
a make-or-break deciding factor in a user’s decision about 
whether your content is relevant to their search query and 
worth checking out, leading to a higher click through rate 
(CTR) and potentially higher quality traffic.

Death of the 155 limit?

However well-crafted your description meta tag, there’s 
never been any guarantee that Google will use it. The best 
chance has always been when the description contains 
the user’s search term, and provides a good summary of 
the page. Google could show a different meta description 
depending on the user’s search terms, to make it more 
relevant, pulled from the destination page.  

This whitepaper explores how far Google has rolled out 
the expanded meta descriptions, how many sites are 
taking advantage of the longer character length and how 
marketers can use this to their advantage. 

Search Engine Land
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Office furniture

25% of search results over 200 characters.

Of these, the average character count was 354.

In 1.6% of the results we looked at, the brand appear to 
have increased their metas for the keywords used in the 
sample, around the end of December 2017, suggesting 
they have optimised for the change. 

Office furniture terms had the highest average meta length, 
so brands in this industry could be missing a trick by not 
optimising for the new length.

A prime example is Dunelm, who appear on page one of 
the SERPs for ‘office desks’ with a character count of 327, 
which is being pulled through from their on-page copy by 
Google, while their own meta is just 169 characters long.

On-page copy Google has chosen to use:

Dunelm’s own meta description:

Motoring and car maintenance

39% of search results over 200 characters.

Of these, the average character count was 296.

None of brands in the study had optimised their meta 
descriptions to the expanded limit.

Example:  ATS Euromaster, with Google generating its own 
meta of 333 on page 1 for the term ‘tyres online’:

Their own meta, which Google is choosing not to show:

The study

Our sample included search results for the most popular keywords in six industries - three eCommerce: office furniture; 
motoring and car maintenance; luxury home furnishing and three lead generation;  legal services; insurance; and 
wedding venues.

We looked at the percentage of search results that were displaying metas over more than 200 characters in length, and 
the average character count where this was the case.

4



When it comes to the term ‘home furnishing accessories’, 
Google’s choice of copy to display seems to home in on 
specific types of accessory, as well as the key terms itself. 
This is perhaps evidence of Google’s focus on semantic 
search ad user intent, and could serve as a guide to the 
type of descriptive copy that Google likes to display. For 
example:

The examples above demonstrate that Google seems to 
prefer detailed, descriptive copy. Here are some further 
examples for the term ‘king size bedding’:

Luxury home furnishing

36% of search results over 200 characters.

Of these, the average character count was 286.

This sector appears more receptive to optimise for the new 
length; 5.4% have increased their metas for the keywords 
sampled to take advantage, most notably Kelly Hoppen for 
the term ‘luxury bedding’. Checking back on the site’s meta 
for the same page pre December 2017 (using Wayback 
Machine) reveals much shorter descriptions:

Kelly Hoppen.

New meta being shown by Google (201 characters):

Previous meta is 145 characters (September 2017)

Woods Fine Linens:
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National Accident Helpline’s (NAH) result for ‘personal 
injury’ differs from its own, lengthened meta, but Google 
again chooses to lift copy from the landing page, even 
though the new meta contains the search term. 

NAH’s meta:

What Google shows for that page in the SERPs:

Why? It could be the case that Google hasn’t crawled the 
URL since the meta was updated. Or perhaps Google 
judged the meta written by NAH (which focuses on 
defining the term ‘personal injury’) not to have matched 
user intent as closely as the one it’s actually displaying 
(which explains more readily the circumstances and 
process of starting a claim).

The former could be categorised as informational (‘know’), 
with the latter more transactional (‘do’) and Google could 
be recognising that most people search for this term with 
the intention of taking some kind of action (ie, pursuing a 
claim) and therefore displaying the meta description it feels 
is more relevant.

Legal services

52% of search results over 200 characters (the highest 
proportion of all the sectors).

Of these, the average character count was 312.

11.5% of the results appear to have been optimised for the 
expanded character limit – much higher than the sectors 
we’ve previously looked at. Is it a coincidence that it’s also 
one of the most competitive?

Interestingly, we also found some examples of results 
where the brand has optimised for the new character 
limit, but Google has chosen to display different copy. In a 
search for ‘family law’, Google shows the following for 174 
Law:

The firm changed to a longer meta between September 
and December 2017, but didn’t include the word ‘family’, 
which probably explains why it wasn’t shown by Google. 
It also trails off with an ellipsis, which suggests it hasn’t 
been optimised with much thought to anything other than 
length:
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Insurance

41% of search results over 200 characters.

Of these, the average character count was 292.

34% of the results have been optimised – by far the 
highest percentage of all the sectors we looked at. 

Money Supermarket and Go Compare, two of the market 
leaders, are leading by example. Both updated their metas 
for key search terms to take advantage of the expanded 
character length, showing they’ve got their finger on the 
SEO pulse:

Money Supermarket in the SERPs for ‘travel insurance’:

Money Supermarket’s meta description:

Money Supermarket’s meta description from September 
2017 (then optimised for the previous character count of 
155):

The same for Go Compare:

Results for ‘travel insurance’: 

Corresponding, optimised meta description:

Shorter meta in November 2017:

Wedding venues

30% of search results over 200 characters.

Of these, the average character count was 304; 6.5% appear 
to have optimised for the longer meta length.

Here, we found another example of a where a brand has 
optimised for the new character limit, but Google has chosen 
to display even more copy, taken from the landing page. 

DoubleTree/Chester Hilton’s new meta is 273 characters 
long:

Their previous, shorter meta:

What Google is displaying for ‘Chester wedding’ search:

This, at 322 characters, has been taken from the on-page 
copy (but truncated):
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The findings suggest that Google could be moving away 
from a strict character count to concentrate instead on 
relevancy, and is continuing to show what it considers to 
be the best answers to satisfy a user’s query.  This would 
explain why in some cases (in the ‘wedding venues’ and 
‘legal services’ categories of our study), the SERPs are 
showing descriptions that are different or even longer than 
the metas the brands have used for that page, even when 
they’ve been optimised for the new length.

Which sectors is Google displaying longer metas 
for – and does this correspond with who’s taking 
advantage of the new limit?

The legal service sector and insurance sector have, 
respectively, the highest percentage of SERPs displaying 
longer metas and brands who’ve optimised for the new 
length. This is what we’d expect to find as both sectors are 
highly competitive, and these businesses will be aware 
of the need to stay ahead of competitors. Both are also 
highly regulated so these websites will need to be updated 
regularly to remain compliant, offering the opportunity for 
more frequent optimisation.

In terms of sector type, there’s not an awful lot in it: we 
found 41% of the results for lead gen terms were displaying 
expanded descriptions, versus 33% for eCommerce. 
But when you compare the ratio of pages manually 
optimised – 17.5% for lead gen search terms and just 
3.5% for eCommerce search terms – the difference is 
huge. This suggests that there is an opportunity for sites 
targeting eCommerce-related terms to optimise their meta 
descriptions as Google has shown it’s willing to display 
them.

Where the SERPs display meta descriptions of 
longer than 200 characters, how many are generated 
by Google, rather than created by the brands 
themselves?

In the majority of cases, the longer metas that are 
displaying are being pulled through by Google from on-
page copy. This reflects a potential missed opportunity 
for brands to take control over what users see when their 
site appears on the SERPs. Although meta descriptions 
have no direct SEO influence, they can be a huge deciding 
factor for users and therefore have an impact on CTR.

On this point, Moz’s Rand Fishkin’s view is: “Yes, it's true 
that Google is pulling many of the snippet texts from the 
web page content rather than the meta description tag. 
But, that doesn't invalidate meta description optimisation, it 
just makes the bar higher.” 

Findings
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This evidence strongly suggests that Google is looking 
more at context and intent (machine learning) than solely 
keywords.

If you’re writing a description for a new page, you may as 
well take advantage of the new limit, which appears to be 
up to about 300 –320 characters.

Writing your meta descriptions

The fundamentals of writing meta descriptions don’t 
change with the expanded meta description allowance. 
Get your USPs and CTAs in.  Think of it like writing 
an advert, enticing the reader to want to know more. 
However, you have an opportunity to answer users’ 
queries in more depth. If you can put the term into context 
and provide value in the meta description, even better 
(even though there’s still no guarantee Google will use it).

Increasing the chances of your meta description 
showing in the SERPs

To create longer metas that will appeal to Google.:

• Be perceived as relevant by Google, which means 
it uses text and content that Google's systems will 
associate with solving the query.

• Be the right length, which means Google can pull it and 
display it in the SERPs effectively (too short or too long 
may cause issues here).

• Employ words and phrases that Google (and searchers) 
want to see in the form of phrases/sentences that tackle 
the core of what searchers are seeking from the result, 
an appropriately descriptive and interesting manner (ie, 
no keyword stuffing).

We also recommend optimising your metas no more than 
every six to 12 months.

Keyword research

Again, the basic principles apply.

Thorough keyword research is needed to identify the 
keywords for which you want to rank for each page, as well 
as the on-page content you want the user to see when 
they click on your link. Speaking of pages, use Google 
Search Console or Google Analytics, look at the phrases 
people are using to find a page, and consider enhancing 
your on-page content on the page, as well as the meta 
description.

Keep an eye on your industry’s metas - particularly 
competitors’ - and ensure you’re remaining competitive. 
Are competitive results now making yours look less 
substantial? 

Your overall SEO strategy

While taking advantage of the extended character limit 
offers new opportunities, we would still recommend 
putting the majority of your work into optimising SEO 
factors that have a direct impact on your ranking (if you 
aren’t ranking well nobody will see your meta description 
anyway). Make it best practice going forward when 
creating new pages, and perhaps prioritise re-writing meta 
descriptions for your top organically ranking pages, and 
where there is a direct benefit to the user by doing so.

Conclusions
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Arguments against

It’s early days and we don’t know if four lines of description 
is more likely to make people click on your result than two 
did. We also don’t know what drawbacks it might cause 
for marketers and only time will tell. But here are a few 
theories

Even if you write extended meta description, there is still 
not even a guarantee they will show it if it doesn’t feel it 
matches the user intent (this hasn’t changed). We’ve found 
that Google sometimes truncates snippets brands have 
created themselves, or in a few cases, disregards them 
altogether. You might end up with an ellipsis on the SERPs, 
which may not be good for CTR. However, it’s always 
worth reviewing how well written/relevant to search terms 
they are.

There is the issue that answering a user’s query in 
the search result bypasses the need for them to click 
through to your site (as with Google’s Knowledge Graph 
and Instant Answers). A remedy may be to answer the 
user’s initial question, but to offer more substance and 
background around their query that entices users to 
continue reading on your site. 

As expanded metas take up more space on the SERPs, it 
could lead to results lower down the page seeing a lower 
CTR as users will have to scroll further to reach them. 

Google has the last word…

Google told Yoast.com: “While we’re still actively 
determining new best practices, there’s no harm in 
experimenting with this new meta description length. Pick 
a couple of posts and pages first. Check if Google picks up 
your newly written meta descriptions. Do your own testing 
before you go all in and change everything. These longer 
meta descriptions give you enough room to show people 
what you’ve got, without giving away everything your 
article contains, of course.”

About Click Consult

Our accreditations

Our awards

Located in North West England, Click Consult is a 
multi award-winning search marketing agency with a 
focus on organic (SEO) and paid search (PPC), with 
over 70 professionals employed and with a portfolio of 
over 60 clients from across the UK, Europe, Americas 
and Australia. 

Click counts two Drum Search Awards, a UK Agency 
Award and a Northern Digital Award amongst its 
recent accolades, and also ranks within both RAR's 
and Econsultancy's 'Top 100 Digital Agencies' and 
Prolific North's 'Top 50 Digital Agencies'. 

Follow us on Google+, Facebook, Twitter or LinkedIn, 
or to find out what Click Consult can do for you, call 
0845 591 9283.

Specialized in:

Shopping adsDisplay adsMobile adsSearch ads Video ads
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