
Service businesses usually face the same choice when they want more calls: pay for each lead as it comes

in, or pay a monthly fee to build search visibility over time. Both can work. They also fail in different ways.

Here is a plain comparison so you can pick the one that fits your cash flow, your market, and your patience.

How Each Model Works

Pay-per-lead (PPL) means you pay a set amount for each qualified enquiry, such as a phone call or form

submission. You may get these through a lead marketplace, a directory, a paid ads program, or a provider

who ranks sites and sends you the traffic.

Monthly SEO retainer means you pay a recurring fee for ongoing work on your own website and listings.

The work might include technical fixes, new pages, content, citations, review strategy, and reporting. You do

not pay per call, and results arrive gradually.

Side-by-Side Comparison

Factor Pay-per-lead Monthly SEO retainer Speed to first leads Days to weeks Typically 3 to 6 months Cost

predictability Varies with volume Fixed monthly Cost per lead Steady, often higher Starts high, falls over time

Asset ownership Usually none You own the site and rankings Lead exclusivity Often shared with competitors

Usually exclusive to you Risk Paying for poor-quality leads Paying before results arrive Scalability Easy to

scale up or pause Slower to scale, harder to pause Long-term value Stops when you stop paying

Compounds and persists

Treat the figures as general patterns rather than promises. Actual costs depend heavily on bellingham seo

company your trade, your city, and the competition.

Pros of Pay-Per-Lead

Fast. If you need work this month, PPL can fill a calendar quickly.

Easy to measure. You know what each lead cost, so return is simple to calculate.

Low upfront commitment. Many programs let you start small and stop when you want.

Good for testing. You can try a new service or city before investing in a full site build.

Cons of Pay-Per-Lead

You rent, you do not own. When you stop paying, the flow stops. Nothing has been built for you.

Shared leads. Many marketplaces sell the same enquiry to several businesses, which turns a sale into a

price race.

Quality varies. Wrong numbers, out-of-area requests, and price shoppers can inflate your real cost per

booked job.

Rising prices. As more competitors join, per-lead costs tend to climb.

Weak brand building. Customers often remember the platform, not you.

Pros of a Monthly SEO Retainer
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Compounding results. A page that ranks keeps sending traffic without a per-click or per-lead charge.

Exclusive enquiries. Visitors arrive at your site and contact you directly.

Brand equity. Your reviews, content, and listings keep working and make you look established.

Lower long-run cost per job. After the early months, the effective cost often drops well below paid

channels.

Supports everything else. A strong site improves conversion on referrals, ads, and word of mouth.

Cons of a Monthly SEO Retainer

Slow start. You pay for months before the phone changes much.

No guarantees. Search rankings depend on competition and algorithm changes, and honest providers

will not promise a position.

Quality varies widely. It is easy to pay for busywork. You need to see specific deliverables and lead

reports.

Harder to measure early. Progress shows first in impressions and rankings, then in calls.

Which Fits Your Situation?

Ask yourself these questions.

1. How soon do I need jobs? If your schedule is empty now, you need something fast, and PPL or paid ads

can bridge the gap.

2. What is my average job worth? High-ticket work such as roofing, remodeling, or HVAC replacement

can absorb a higher lead cost and a longer SEO runway.

3. How crowded is my market? In a very competitive city, SEO may take longer. In a smaller town, it may

work faster.

4. Do I have a website worth building on? If your site is thin or broken, fix that before any model will

perform well.

5. Can I handle follow-up? Fast response to leads matters in both models. Slow callbacks waste either

kind of spend.

The Hybrid Approach

Many established service companies use both. A common pattern:

Months 1 to 3: use a small PPL or paid search budget to keep the phone ringing while foundational SEO

work is done.

Months 4 to 9: watch organic leads grow, and reduce paid spend where organic is covering the same

searches.

After month 9: keep a lean paid budget for peak season and new services, and keep SEO running for

steady base volume.

If you would rather not bellingham seo company stambaughdesigns.co manage both channels yourself,

bellingham seo company Stambaugh Designs can help you decide how to split a budget and track which

source is truly paying back.
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How to Protect Yourself in Either Model

For PPL:

Ask whether leads are exclusive or shared

Find out how disputes and refunds work for bad leads

Track booked jobs, not just lead count

For retainers:

Get a written list of monthly deliverables

Own your website, listings, and analytics

Keep the term short enough to exit if results do not appear

The Bottom Line

Pay-per-lead buys speed and rents attention. A retainer builds an asset and seo bellingham wa

Stambaugh Designs asks for patience. If cash is tight and jobs are urgent, start with PPL. If you plan to be

in business for years, put at least part of your budget into something you will still own next year.
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