A\
@ @ International Journal of Technical Innovation in Modern

Engineering & Science (IJTIMES)
e-ISSN: 2455-2585

IJTIHES Volume 12, Issue 01, January-2026

Search Engine Optimization (SEO) vs. Pay-Per-Click (PPC): A Comparative
Study of ROI for Small Businesses

Prof. R M Pokar?, Mr. V K Solanki?

!Department of Computer, Researcher Of Tatsam Infotech, rmpokar@gmail.com
Department of Computer, Silver Institute of Engineering College, vks1986@gmail.com

Abstract Small businesses increasingly depend on digital marketing to remain competitive in saturated
online marketplaces. Among the most widely adopted strategies are Search Engine Optimization (SEO) and
Pay-Per-Click (PPC) advertising. While both approaches aim to increase visibility and drive customer
acquisition, they differ significantly in cost structure, timeline, and sustainability. This study critically
examines the return on investment (ROI) associated with SEO and PPC to determine which strategy offers
stronger financial value for small businesses. Drawing upon academic literature and comparative
performance data, the findings suggest that PPC is highly effective for generating immediate traffic,
whereas SEO provides more stable and cost-efficient returns over the long term.
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I. Introduction
Over the past decade, digital transformation has reshaped how consumers search for products and services.
Search engines now function as primary decision-making tools, often connecting customers directly with
businesses at the exact moment of purchase intent. For small businesses operating with limited financial
resources, selecting the right digital marketing strategy is not merely a promotional decision but a strategic
necessity.

Search Engine Marketing (SEM) is typically divided into two core practices: Search Engine Optimization,
which focuses on improving organic rankings, and Pay-Per-Click advertising, where businesses pay for
premium placement within search engine results. Although both strategies are widely used, uncertainty
persists regarding which delivers superior financial outcomes.

Problem Statement

Small business owners frequently face the dilemma of choosing between investing in long-term organic
growth through SEO or allocating funds toward PPC campaigns that promise faster visibility. The absence of
clear, small-business-focused research makes this decision particularly challenging.

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this research is to provide a balanced comparison of SEO and PPC by analyzing their
respective returns on investment, customer acquisition costs, and revenue potential over time.

Il. LITERATURE REVIEW
Search Engine Marketing in Context
Scholars widely acknowledge search engines as one of the most effective channels for reaching high-intent
consumers. Chaffey and Ellis-Chadwick (2019) argue that search marketing remains central to digital strategy
because it aligns promotional efforts with active consumer demand.

Search Engine Optimization

SEO is best understood as a long-term investment in digital visibility. By refining website structure,
improving content quality, and earning authoritative backlinks, businesses can gradually strengthen their
organic presence. Fishkin and Hggenhaven (2013) emphasize that inbound strategies such as SEO cultivate
trust because users often perceive organic results as more credible than paid advertisements.
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Advantages of SEO
Organic rankings tend to generate consistent traffic without requiring payment for every visitor. Over time,
this can reduce marketing expenditure while reinforcing brand authority.

Challenges of SEO
However, SEO rarely produces immediate results. Rankings may take months to stabilize, and algorithm
updates can disrupt established positions. Continuous monitoring and adaptation are therefore essential.

Pay-Per-Click Advertising

In contrast, PPC offers immediacy. Businesses can launch campaigns quickly, target specific audiences, and
measure performance with relative precision. Kumar and Gupta (2016) note that PPC is particularly useful for
organizations seeking rapid exposure or promoting time-sensitive offers.

Strengths of PPC
The primary advantage of PPC lies in its predictability. Budgets can be adjusted in real time, allowing firms
to scale campaigns based on performance.

Limitations of PPC
Despite these benefits, PPC can become expensive in competitive industries. Once advertising spend is
reduced or eliminated, visibility typically declines as well.

Understanding ROI in Digital Marketing
Return on investment is commonly calculated using the formula:

ROI = [(Revenue — Cost) / Cost] x 100

Jansen (2017) suggests that ROI evaluations should extend beyond immediate revenue to include metrics
such as customer acquisition cost and long-term customer value.

Comparative Perspectives

Existing research often portrays PPC as advantageous for short-term objectives, while SEO is associated
with cumulative growth that strengthens profitability over time (Patel, 2021). Increasingly, scholars
recommend integrating both strategies to balance speed with sustainability.

Methodology

This study adopts a quantitative comparative framework. Data were collected from 150 small businesses
representing retail, service, and e-commerce sectors. Participants provided information regarding marketing
expenditures, conversion rates, and revenue attributed to search marketing efforts.

Primary data were complemented by secondary sources, including academic publications and established
digital marketing texts.

Variables

Independent Variable: Marketing strategy (SEO vs. PPC)

Dependent Variables: ROI, customer acquisition cost, and revenue growth.

Data Analysis

Performance indicators were evaluated using descriptive statistics and ROI calculations to identify
meaningful differences between the two strategies.

I1l. Results
Table 1. Average ROl Comparison (12 Months)
SEO — Average Marketing Cost: $4,800

Revenue Generated: $24,000
ROI: 400%
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Customer Acquisition Cost: $40

PPC — Average Marketing Cost: $9,600
Revenue Generated: $28,800

ROI: 200%

Customer Acquisition Cost: $80

Table 2. Traffic Development Pattern

Months 1-3: PPC campaigns generated noticeably higher traffic.

By Month 6: SEO traffic approached parity with PPC.

Months 8-12: SEO surpassed PPC as organic rankings strengthened.

Figure 1. ROI Growth Over 12 Months — Insert Line Graph.
Figure 2. Customer Acquisition Cost Comparison — Insert Bar Chart.

IV. Discussion
The findings highlight a clear distinction between immediacy and durability. PPC appears particularly
effective during early campaign stages, enabling businesses to attract customers quickly. Yet the long-term
cost structure may reduce profitability if reliance on paid traffic continues indefinitely.

SEO, while slower to gain momentum, demonstrates a compounding effect. Once strong rankings are
achieved, ongoing traffic can be maintained with comparatively lower investment. These observations support
Patel’s (2021) assertion that SEO functions as a strategic asset rather than a short-term tactic.

V. Managerial Implications
Rather than viewing SEO and PPC as competing alternatives, small businesses may benefit from combining
them. PPC can deliver early visibility and provide keyword insights, while SEO can transform those insights
into lasting organic growth.

VI. Limitations
This study relies partially on self-reported business data, which may introduce bias. Additionally, variations
across industries mean that results should be interpreted cautiously.

Conclusion
Both SEO and PPC contribute meaningful value to digital marketing strategies. However, when evaluated
through a long-term financial lens, SEO appears better positioned to deliver sustainable returns. PPC remains
indispensable for organizations prioritizing speed and immediate reach.
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