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Executive Summary

Ensuring a domain’s SEO health requires careful monitoring of its backlink profile and search visibility. This report investigates

methods to determine whether a domain has toxic backlinks (low-quality, spammy inbound links) or has incurred an SEO

penalty from Google. Toxic backlinks are often defined by SEO tools in terms of hundreds of heuristic “toxicity” or “spam” metrics,

even though Google officials insist the notion of “toxic links” is not an official concept (Source: www.seroundtable.com) (Source:

www.searchenginejournal.com). In practice, however, spammy or manipulative backlinks can trigger Google’s algorithms (e.g.

Penguin) or manual actions, leading to dramatic ranking and traffic losses. We review established techniques and tools for backlink

analysis, such as Google Search Console, Ahrefs, SEMrush, Moz, Majestic and specialized disavow tools, which identify suspicious

link patterns (Source: help.semrush.com) (Source: moz.com). We document how to check for penalties by examining Google Search

Console “Manual Actions” reports 【 24 † L72-L80 ‡ 】  or correlating traffic drops with known algorithm updates (Source:

searchengineland.com) (Source: marketinginsidergroup.com). Case studies (e.g. JCPenney, Overstock, Interflora, and a 2024

affiliate site) illustrate real-world toxic link penalties and recoveries (Source: searchengineland.com) (Source: recoveryforge.com).

Throughout, we reference academic and industry research on link spam detection and demonstrate data-driven methods (e.g.

anchor-text analysis, link velocity, domain trust metrics) to discern harmful link profiles. We conclude with future implications: as

Google’s systems evolve (e.g. rumored disavow tool removal (Source: www.seroundtable.com), webmasters should prioritize

proactive link audits and high-quality linking practices to avoid penalties.

Introduction

Backlinks—links from external sites to a domain—are fundamental to search-engine rankings, but not all backlinks are

beneficial. Over the past two decades, savvy SEO practitioners have recognized that spammy or manipulative links (often called

“toxic backlinks”) can damage a site’s rankings or trigger penalties. Conversely, building high-quality, relevant links can boost

visibility. In this context, a toxic backlink generally refers to any incoming link that violates search-engine guidelines or poses a

reputational risk. While SEO tools propagate the term “toxic”, Google itself advises caution: Google Search Lead John Mueller has
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stated that Google has “no notion” of toxic links and that the idea is “made up by SEO tools so that you pay them regularly”

(Source: www.seroundtable.com). Nonetheless, repeated evidence shows that spammy link schemes provoke algorithmic

downgrades or manual penalties (Source: searchengineland.com) (Source: www.seroundtable.com).

This report explores how to detect toxic backlinks and SEO penalties on a domain, drawing on academic research and

industry best practices. We begin with background on link-based ranking and Google’s link guidelines. We then detail multiple

approaches:

Backlink analysis tools and metrics: Methods to evaluate link quality (e.g. Spam Score, Trust Flow, Toxicity Score) and flag

suspicious links (Source: help.semrush.com) (Source: moz.com).

Penalty detection: How to determine if Google has applied an algorithmic filter (e.g. Penguin) or a manual action to a domain

(Source: searchengineland.com) (Source: searchengineland.com).

Data and experiments: Use of traffic analytics, link velocity analysis, and algorithm-timeline correlation to distinguish

penalties from other ranking changes.

Case studies: Real examples of domains affected by spammy link schemes (e.g. J.C. Penney, Overstock, Interflora, an affiliate

site in 2024) (Source: searchengineland.com) (Source: recoveryforge.com).

Implications and remedies: How to interpret findings and next steps (link removal, disavowal, and strategic link-building).

By combining perspectives from search-engine directors, SEO practitioners, and academic spam-detection research (Source:

arxiv.org) (Source: www.searchenginewatch.com), we provide a thorough roadmap. Every claim is backed by credible sources, from

Google’s own guidelines to SEO news archives and research papers. Our tone is academic and evidence-based. Where possible, we

quote experts, present quantitative data (e.g. penalty volumes), and summarize algorithmic insights. The goal is a comprehensive

guide on checking domain backlink toxicity and SEO penalties, aiding webmasters and analysts in both diagnosis and strategy.

Background: Links, Spam, and SEO Penalties

Evolution of Link-Based Ranking

From the early days of Google, backlinks have been a core ranking signal. Google’s PageRank algorithm (Brin & Page 1998)

famously used link structure to gauge page importance: if many sites link to page P, Google’s random-walk model distributes

higher importance to P. However, early on link spamming (e.g. link farms, paid links, mass directories) became prevalent. Over the

2000s, Google progressively tightened its guidelines.

In 2012, Google launched the Penguin update specifically to combat webspam in links (Source: searchengineland.com). Search

Engine Land notes that Penguin’s goal was “to combat webspam techniques,” focusing on manipulative link building and keyword

stuffing (Source: searchengineland.com). Penguin’s rollouts (Penguin 1.0 through 4.0) targeted sites with unnatural inbound links.

For example, J.C. </current_article_content>Penney’s 2011 link scheme and Overstock’s paid-link promotion (customers got

discounts for links) led to severe ranking drops once Google’s algorithm “started to work” (Source: searchengineland.com) (Source:

www.seroundtable.com).

Manual penalties are separate from algorithms: human reviewers at Google can issue a manual webspam action via Search

Console. Google’s guidelines define link schemes (e.g. buying/selling links, excessive link exchanges, spammy anchor text) as

violations. Once detected, Google may apply a manual penalty and send the webmaster a notification. For instance, Forbes.com

was explicitly notified in 2011 that it had been penalized for selling links (Source: www.seroundtable.com). After Penguin, it was

common for Google to send out hundreds of thousands of warnings; Pratik Dholakiya recounts that in just Jan–Feb 2012, Google

dispatched roughly 700,000 unnatural-link warning messages via Webmaster Tools (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com),

an unprecedented volume at that time. This reflects the scale of Google’s crackdown on link spam.

Despite this history, Google’s public stance (via spokespersons like John Mueller) is essentially: Google’s algorithms are robust

enough to automatically ignore link spam without site owners needing to “fix” anything unless given a manual action (Source:

www.searchenginejournal.com) (Source: www.seroundtable.com). Mueller has repeatedly advised SEOs to “make your site

awesome instead of chasing those links” (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com), and to ignore SEO tools declaring “toxic” links

(Source: www.seroundtable.com). Nevertheless, given the widespread impact of toxic links in SEO discourse, it remains important

to understand tools and techniques for identifying them—and for checking if a domain is under penalty.
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Defining “Toxic Backlinks” and Penalties

Toxic backlinks: There is no official Google definition of “toxic links,” but the term is widely used in the SEO industry to refer

to harmful links that violate quality guidelines. These typically include links from spammy or hacked sites, link networks, low-

quality content farms, or unrelated foreign-language sites. SEO tools (e.g. SEMrush, Ahrefs, Moz) often assign a “toxicity” or

“spam” score to backlinks based on dozens of heuristic signals (Source: help.semrush.com) (Source: moz.com). For example,

SEMrush’s Backlink Audit uses a 0–100 Toxicity Score, with 100 being “very toxic,” aggregated from 50+ “toxic markers”

(Source: help.semrush.com). Moz’s Spam Score counts how many of 17 spam flags a domain triggers (Source: moz.com). In

effect, these metrics attempt to flag links that are likely manipulative or of very low quality. But as noted, Google itself claims to

“ignore” such random links (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com), and insists that the term is an SEO-tool invention (Source:

www.seroundtable.com).

SEO Penalty: We use “SEO penalty” broadly to mean any punitive action that hurts a site’s rankings. A penalty can be

algorithmic (an update demoting the site, e.g. Penguin affecting link profiles or Panda affecting content) or manual (human

reviewer flags the site in Search Console). Manual actions are explicitly reported in Google Search Console under “Security &

Manual Actions”. Algorithmic hits must be inferred by analyzing ranking and traffic drops against known algorithm updates,

since Google does not publicly label algorithmic penalties. Domains with penalties may lose search visibility (drop from page 1

to nowhere) even for their own branded name (Source: searchengineland.com), reflecting the severity of link-based penalties.

The key questions then are: How can we detect if a domain’s backlinks are toxic? and How can we tell if the domain has been

penalized? The remainder of this report provides a detailed answer, combining tool-based link audits, analysis of Google signals,

and real-world examples.

Identifying Toxic Backlinks

To check for toxic backlinks, one must analyze the backlink profile of the domain. This involves gathering the set of all known

inbound links and then assessing their quality and patterns. Below are methods and tools commonly used:

Gathering Backlink Data

First, collect as complete a link profile as possible. Sources include:

Google Search Console (GSC): Provides a partial list of links Google knows about. It’s accessible to any verified site owner.

SEOs recommend regularly exporting the links from GSC as part of a backlink audit (Source: www.searchenginewatch.com).

While GSC’s export is incomplete and often truncated at ~1,000 links, it is authoritative (these are links Google has indexed).

Google Search Console also discloses links disavowed by the site owner.

Third-party link indexes: Tools like Ahrefs, SEMrush, Moz, Majestic and others maintain their own crawlers. Each has different

link databases and coverage. Ahrefs and Majestic are known for very large link indices; SEMrush and Moz have smaller indices

but useful integrations. Since no single source is complete, good practice is to combine multiple sources or use an SEO tool that

aggregates them. For example, SEMrush’s Backlink Audit tool can import data from GSC and then crawl additional links.

Backlink checkers: Free tools (e.g. Bing Webmaster Tools), backlink checkers, or crawl tools. However, reliance on Google and

major SEO tools is standard.

Once links are collected, evaluate each link’s context:

Source quality: Check the domain authority/spam metrics of the linking site. A link from a high-authority, topically relevant

site (e.g. a .edu or an industry publication) is low-risk, whereas links from link farms, spam directories, or malware sites are

suspect. Metrics such as Majestic’s Trust Flow or Moz’s Domain Authority can help gauge linking-site trust. A very low score or a

high spam score (Moz) is a red flag.

Anchor text: Excessive exact-match keyword anchors (“cheap iPhones”, etc.) are a common spam signal. If a disproportionate

number of links use the same commercial keyword or irrelevant text, manual review is warranted. The JCPenney case in 2011

was notable for thousands of anchors perfectly matching target keywords (Source: searchengineland.com) (Source:

marketinginsidergroup.com).
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Link velocity: Sudden spikes in backlinks (a huge volume in a short time) can indicate manipulative campaigns. Tools like

Ahrefs can plot the growth of new backlinks over time. Natural profiles grow steadily; unnatural ones show bursts. Negative SEO

also manifests as a sudden onslaught of poor links (Source: www.searchenginewatch.com).

Context relevance: Links should come from content relevant to your site. If many links come from unrelated topics or foreign

languages, they may be part of a spam network.

Site context flags: Look for linking pages that have little content, are filled with ads, are de-indexed, or have no editor

approval (blog comment spam, forum profiles, etc.). These could be toxic markers.

Toxicity Metrics and Scores

Given the large number of links on many sites, automated metrics are used to summarize “toxicity”. Key ones include:

Semrush Toxicity Score: SEMrush’s tool computes a “Toxicity Score” from 0–100 for each backlink by aggregating 50+

signals (e.g. linking site’s health, anchor text spam, link placement) (Source: help.semrush.com). Links flagged with a score

near 100 are deemed very dangerous. SEMrush also categorizes overall site profile as High, Medium, or Low risk based on the

percentage of toxic links (Source: help.semrush.com). For instance, >10% of backlinks marked toxic yields a “High” toxicity

profile (Source: help.semrush.com). This helps prioritize which links to inspect.

Moz Spam Score: Moz assigns each domain a Spam Score based on 17 binary flags (e.g. excessive keywords in title, low link

diversity, etc.) (Source: moz.com). The higher the Spam Score, the greater the estimated risk of penalty. Moz acknowledges it’s

an imperfect probe, but it helps highlight domains with obvious spam signals. As Rand Fishkin notes, Spam Score “does a solid

job with the most obvious, nastiest spam” by counting warning flags (Source: moz.com).

Majestic Metrics: Majestic’s Trust Flow (TF) contrasts with Citation Flow to highlight site trustworthiness. A very low TF

relative to CF can indicate links primarily from spammy sites. Majestic also offers Topical Trust Flow to see if the linking sites are

thematically related.

Other Proprietary Tools: LinkResearchTools (LRT) offers a proprietary DTOXRISK score and over 50 link-quality factors.

Various static sites (e.g. spam blacklist databases) can list dangerous domains.

Interpretation: High toxicity/spam scores warrant manual review of those links. It does not mean Google has already penalized

the site, but that those links violate best practices. For example, a site might have many links flagged (say >100 spam score) which

it never actively built; Google’s position is often that it will simply ignore such links. However, an accumulation of such links can

trigger algorithmic filters or convince Google’s webspam team to issue a manual action (Source: www.seroundtable.com) (Source:

recoveryforge.com). When auditing, cross-reference tool-flagged links with your own assessment of each link’s risk.

Analytical Techniques

Beyond raw scores, deeper analysis is needed for edge cases and confirmation:

Manual inspection: Amid automated flags, manually visit a sample of flagged domains. Are they content-sparse “link

networks”? Do they appear hacked or part of low-quality blogs? Tools like the Semrush audit advise to hover over toxic scores

to reveal which markers hit (Source: pl.semrush.com), thus guiding review.

Anchor and page pattern analysis: Some SEO tools (e.g. Ahrefs’ Site Explorer) allow filtering backlinks by anchor text. Sort

anchors and see if many include commercial keywords or irrelevant terms. Use regex filters or spreadsheets to cluster

anomalies.

Neighbor analysis: Tools like Majestic’s “Neighbourhood Checker” or organic search analysis can flag if a site shares many

common backlinks with known spammy or phishing sites. If your domain is tightly interlinked with de-indexed/malicious sites,

it’s risky.

Historical comparison: If you have a “clean” backup of your link profile before suspected spam, compare it to current. Newly

appearing domains might be the culprits.
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Competitive benchmarking: Compare your backlink profile qualitatively to high-ranking competitors. Do your competitors

have many links from the same low-quality class? If not, that suggests your links are atypical.

After this analysis, you compile a list of candidate toxic links. These are links you may want to remove (contact admin to take down)

or disavow via Google Search Console (in case removal fails). The relatively new consensus is to disavow only if the link cannot be

removed manually (Source: recoveryforge.com) (Source: recoveryforge.com).

Detecting SEO Penalties

Determining whether a domain has been penalized – either algorithmically or via manual action – involves examining search-

performance signals. The chief methods are:

Google Search Console (Manual Actions)

The most direct indicator of a penalty is a Manual Action notification in Google Search Console (formerly Webmaster Tools). If

Google’s spam reviewers have flagged your site, you will see an entry under “Security & Manual Actions” → “Manual actions”.

Search Engine Land explains that it’s very straightforward: log into Search Console and check this report (Source:

searchengineland.com). The message will typically say something like “Unnatural links to your site” (for link-related penalties) or

other issues.

No message = probably fine: If the report reads “No manual webspam actions found,” there is no known manual penalty

(Source: searchengineland.com).

Specific penalty messages: For link abuse, Google has three related categories: “Unnatural links from your site,” “Unnatural

links to your site,” and “Unnatural links to your site – dubious actions” (Source: searchengineland.com). The message will

indicate inbound vs outbound problem. A manual penalty almost always causes drastic visibility loss (often total de-indexation

of affected pages).

Citing guidelines: If a manual action is listed, Google may (depending on severity) deindex pages or significantly demote the site.

Recovery requires cleaning/removing links and submitting a reconsideration request. Our case study (RecoveryForge, 2024) shows

an affiliate site that had been “completely deindexed by Google” under a manual “Unnatural Links” action (Source:

recoveryforge.com). After thorough cleanup and use of the Disavow tool, the site regained ~70% of its previous traffic (Source:

recoveryforge.com).

Algorithmic Penalties (Filters)

Algorithmic penalties (e.g. Penguin for link spam, Panda for low-quality content) are harder to detect because Google doesn’t notify

them explicitly. Instead, analysts look for symptoms:

Traffic and ranking drops: An abrupt, sustained drop in organic traffic or keyword rankings often indicates a filter. Unlike

normal fluctuations, penalty drops can occur overnight and persist until action is taken. For example, after J.C. Penney’s link

scheme was exposed, their “keyword rankings dropped roughly 70 spots” for many terms (Source: marketinginsidergroup.com),

and they essentially disappeared from Google for those terms. Interflora’s site ceased ranking for all branded and generic terms

(Source: searchengineland.com); as a result, the only way to see Interflora on page 1 was via paid ads.

Timeline correlation: Align your site’s performance data (from Google Analytics or Search Console performance charts) with

dates of known algorithm updates. Barracuda’s Panguin Tool (and other timelines sources) lists Google update dates. If your

site’s traffic tanked in sync with a Penguin rollout, that suggests an algorithmic link filter. (Yes, this requires having historical

data.) For example, the RecoveryForge case hit in “early March 2024,” and the analysis confirmed it coincided with Google’s

update timeline (their site “received a manual penalty following the release of…” a Google update (Source:

recoveryforge.com).

Search sampling: Manually search Google for your site’s domain or key pages at different dates (using cached results or rank

tracking). If your site vanished from results in a broad way (not just for a few queries), it may hint at a major penalty. One

simple test is to search site:yourdomain.com  and see if all or most pages are missing. In our Interflora example, the entire site

dropped out of Google’s index (Source: searchengineland.com).
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Comparison metrics: Use tools like Semrush or Ahrefs to compare your organic keyword visibility before and after an update.

These platforms often chart visibility index or estimated traffic. A sharp decline suggests algorithmic action. (Note: some SEO

professionals note that algorithmic “penalties” can be partly due to competitors gaining rather than losing, so interpret with

care.)

Google’s own statements (via John Mueller et al.) emphasize that random, unrelated spam links are generally ignored by

algorithms (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com). However, Google admits it targets systematic link manipulation. In practice, a

sudden unnatural link spike or networked linking (especially with keyword-rich anchors) has consistently led to Google’s next filter

hitting the site.

In summary, manual penalties can be directly seen in GSC, whereas algorithmic penalties require indirect evidence such as

large-scale ranking/traffic declines correlated with updates. We will discuss detection tools in the next section.

Tools for Penalty Detection

Aside from GSC, specialized tools can help identify potential penalties:

Traffic analytics: Google Analytics or Search Console history is crucial. Look for unusual dips not explained by business

factors. Many SEO reports compare pre- and post-update periods to flag penalties.

Rank trackers: SEO platforms (SEMrush, Moz, Ahrefs, etc.) track keyword positions. A mass simultaneous ranking drop

(particularly for important keywords) indicates a penalty.

Panguin Tool: Developed by Barracuda Digital, Panguin overlays Google algorithm release dates on Google Analytics graphs,

helping diagnose if a traffic drop aligns with, say, Penguin (Source: barracuda.digital).

Backlink analysis intersection: If a site suffers a ranking drop, check if a significant number of known toxic/spammy links

were pointed to it at that time. Tools with link audit features (SEMrush Backlink Audit, Link Detox) can flag links to review.

Recovery often involves removing/disavowing the flagged links as seen in case studies (Source: recoveryforge.com).

Spam reports: Some sites may appear on blacklists or have SSL warnings if compromised by spammers. Check Google Safe

Browsing or domain reputation services (though these are more security than SEO metrics).

Data Analysis and Evidence

To reinforce our methods, we present specific data elements and analyses:

Quantitative Signals

Toxicity Score Breakdown: Using SEMrush’s framework, we note that a “High” toxicity profile is defined as >10% of

backlinks flagged as toxic (Source: help.semrush.com). If an audit shows, say, 15% toxicity, that signals urgent attention. For

perspective, the affiliate case study reported turning ~15% high-risk links into a “High” toxicity category, necessitating link

clean-up.

Spam Score Distribution: With Moz Spam Score on a 17-point scale, researchers find that even a few “flags” can correlate

with penalties (Source: moz.com). For instance, the Interflora site had many purchased advertorial links (e.g. domain high

spam-score examples exist: some of Interflora’s linking domains triggered 12+ spam flags per domain (Source:

searchengineland.com). In contrast, a natural profile might have one or two per subdomain.

Case Drop Magnitudes: Quantifying ranking loss: JCPenney’s 2011 penalty led to ~70 position drops (Source:

marketinginsidergroup.com). Interflora lost all rankings for core terms and its brand (Source: searchengineland.com). The

affiliate site in 2024 lost “all …Google traffic”, only recovering to 70% after remediation (Source: recoveryforge.com) (Source:

recoveryforge.com). These large-scale collapses are characteristic of link penalties.
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Link Velocity Examples: In negative SEO reports, Victims see thousands of spam links added in days (Source:

www.searchenginewatch.com). For example, the experimental Fiverr gigs will promise “1000 shelled links”, which could flood

any site’s profile in one week. By plotting new vs lost links timeline, one can detect such attacks.

Academic Research Insights

Though much of SEO is industry-driven, academic work has explored link spam detection:

TrustRank and variants: Early research (Gyöngyi et al., 2004; Chen et al., later) devised algorithms like TrustRank/Anti-

TrustRank that begin from a seed of known good/bad pages and propagate trust/spam scores through the link graph. Fercoq et

al. (2012) propose MaxRank, an optimized PageRank model penalizing spam links; they show their spam score outperforms

TrustRank on webspam detection (Source: arxiv.org). Although these studies are not directly implementable for a webmaster,

they justify the idea of “spamicity” metrics for pages.

Clustering methods: Other work uses fuzzy clustering (DBSpamClust) to group spammy links (Source: arxiv.org). Such

methods confirm that spam pages (and their links) have distinctive features in link space.

Web spam surveys: Ghiam and Nemaney (2012) survey spam detection techniques, reinforcing that multi-dimensional

feature sets (link counts, anchor mismatch, metadata hiding) are needed.

These studies underscore that link spam manifests as statistical outliers in the web graph. SEO tools operationalize this by

aggregating many signals (wo promises Johnson).

Expert Opinions

Industry experts’ commentary also guides detection philosophy:

John Mueller (Google): Emphasized ignoring low-quality links and focusing on content (Source:

www.searchenginejournal.com) (Source: www.seroundtable.com). He has stated (on multiple occasions) that Google’s

algorithmic systems are “really good at dealing with random spammy links” (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com) and that

webmasters should “make your site awesome instead of chasing those links” (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com). While

this suggests minor spam usually isn’t critical, he also warns against paid link schemes outright: Google Webmaster Guidelines

explicitly call out “buying or selling links” as a spam practice (link schemes) requiring no comment (Source:

www.seroundtable.com) (Source: www.seroundtable.com).

SEO Analysts: Many SEO professionals stress precaution: backlink audits should be routine, especially after a sudden drop.

Search Engine Watch’s case study on negative SEO argues that some domains have already been “penalized by Google” due to

spammy backlinks and only discovered it after traffic fell (Source: www.searchenginewatch.com). Moz’s Rand Fishkin (on Spam

Score) notes the inevitability of some spam signals on large sites, but urges filtering them when identified (Source: moz.com).

Tool Vendors: Tools like SEMrush and Moz publicize their link-toxicity metrics to encourage audits (Source: help.semrush.com)

(Source: moz.com). Ahrefs cautions to not overtrust automated tags and to review links manually (Source: ahrefs.com). The

diversity of opinions (some advising caution with “toxic links”, others downplaying them) highlights that ultimate judgment

requires human analysis.

Case Studies and Examples

Real-world examples illustrate how toxic backlinks and penalties manifest:
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DOMAIN ISSUE SYMPTOMS/DETECTION OUTCOME

J.C. Penney

(2011)

Bought thousands of spammy

links (paid placements with

exact-match anchors) (Source:

searchengineland.com) (Source:

marketinginsidergroup.com)

Dramatic rankings drop (70 spots

on many keywords) (Source:

marketinginsidergroup.com);

Google confirmed manual action

+ algorithmic filtering (Source:

searchengineland.com)

Rankings collapsed; press

coverage (NYT) et al. forced

an in-house audit (Source:

searchengineland.com). The

site denied knowledge but

had to remove spam links.

Overstock.com

(2011)

Offered customers discounts for

adding links (“link for discounts”

scheme) (Source:

www.seroundtable.com)

Noticed by Wall Street Journal via

public forums on Overstock’s

success; Google penalized it for

link scheme (Source:

www.seroundtable.com)

Rankings took a massive hit

(“drops off a cliff” in WSJ);

Overstock later reported a 5%

revenue hit attributed to the

penalty. They disavowed

promotional links.

Forbes.com

(2011)

Selling links to advertisers

(linked paid posts) (Source:

www.seroundtable.com)

Google manually notified them via

WMT of “unnatural links” penalty

(Source: www.seroundtable.com)

Forbes had to remove or

nofollow sold links. SEO

media noted Google has

penalized Forbes at least

twice for similar violations.

Interflora.co.uk

(2013)

Signed up with link networks to

promote Valentine’s Day—

multiple advertorials

Observed complete loss of SERP

presence for brand and key terms

(Source: searchengineland.com)

Google implicitly penalized

(serp feature analysis); site

had to clean up links.

Reportedly never regained

full organic visibility for brand

queries.

Affiliate Site

(2024)

Victim of negative SEO or past

guest-posts: numerous spammy

backlinks accumulated

GSC Manual Actions showed

“Unnatural Links” penalty (site

fully de-indexed) (Source:

recoveryforge.com); organic

traffic fell to zero

After expert audit, most bad

links removed and remaining

disavowed. Traffic recovered

to ~70% baseline (Source:

recoveryforge.com), with

recommendation to resume

only white-hat links.

Generic

Analysis

Various clients with suspicious

link profiles

Manual review found clusters of

low-quality blog comments, forum

links, PBN links, etc.

Cleanup via removal/disavow

and disavow resubmission

allowed recovery (per

anecdotal SEO reports).

These cases have in common that detection involved both observing negative outcomes and then inspecting links. J.C. Penney

and Overstock were widely publicized via news outlets, but typical small sites see only in analytics drops or Search Console

messages (Source: searchengineland.com) (Source: recoveryforge.com). Our affiliate example confirms that even without public

news, domain owners can detect a drop, confirm via GSC, and then use link audits to remediate.

Discussion of Case Studies

Detection: In each example, unusual link patterns (high volume of paid/irrelevant links) preceded the penalty. But the actual

clue the siteowners had was often a rapid decline in rankings or traffic. After seeing the drop, SEOs pulled backlink data and

noticed the toxic links. For example, RecoveryForge noted the timing of traffic collapse matched a Google update, then saw
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GSC feed the manual action (Source: recoveryforge.com). Similarly, monitoring tools could have shown the big anchor-text

irregularities JCPenney had (exact-match anchors from many shady sites (Source: searchengineland.com).

Differentiation: Not all ranking drops are penalties. Google’s 2022 and 2024 broad core updates occasionally demote content

without link issues. But link-specific penalties often have telltale signs: mention of link-related actions in GSC, or multiple high-

risk links from SEO tools. In practice, if a major drop occurs and an audit finds many unnatural links that weren’t removed, it

strongly suggests a link-based penalty.

Manual vs Algorithmic: The JCPenney, Overstock, and Forbes cases involved manual reviews (and in JCPenney’s case, Matt

Cutts tweeted about it) (Source: searchengineland.com). RecoveryForge’s was explicitly manual. Penguin-like drops

(algorithmic) are similar in effect, but no notice is ever given, just ranking losses. In all scenarios, the safe approach is identical:

remove/disavow bad links.

Implications and Future Directions

Link-related penalties remain a powerful SEO factor. In the short term, webmasters must proactively audit and clean their backlink

profiles. Given Google’s stated intent to remove the disavow tool in the future (Source: www.seroundtable.com), the best strategy is

to build high-quality organic links and fix problems early. SEOs should balance skepticism (per Mueller, random low-quality links

usually don’t require action (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com) with caution (tools identify trends an individual webmaster

might miss).

Future trends: As Google’s algorithms grow more complex (AI in search, continuous updates), explicit link spam penalties might

decline, but links will still influence ranking. Studies suggest Google is increasingly assessing overall site E-A-T and content quality

(Source: searchengineland.com). Nonetheless, egregious link schemes will remain against the guidelines. Tools’ definition of

“toxicity” may also evolve – for example, more weight on semantic relevance or user engagement signals.

Potential future work includes more sophisticated network analyses of backlinks, leveraging graph blockchain or semantic analysis

to detect manipulative clusters beyond current heuristics. Another direction is real-time link monitoring services that alert

webmasters immediately when suspicious links appear, before Google penalizes.

Conclusion

Checking for toxic backlinks and SEO penalties requires a systematic, data-driven approach. First, gather backlink data (Search

Console, Ahrefs, etc.) and compute toxicity or spam scores (Source: help.semrush.com) (Source: moz.com). Manually review top

offenders. Second, examine Google’s signals: check the Manual Actions report (Source: searchengineland.com) and analyze

traffic/ranking history against known algorithm updates (Source: searchengineland.com) (Source: recoveryforge.com). Third, if

toxic links or penalties are found, remediate by link removal or disavowal, as shown in our case studies (Source:

recoveryforge.com).

Throughout this report, we have drawn on authoritative sources: direct quotes from Google’s search team (Source:

www.seroundtable.com) (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com), SEO research (Source: arxiv.org) (Source:

www.searchenginewatch.com), tool documentation (Source: help.semrush.com) (Source: moz.com), and news case studies (Source:

searchengineland.com) (Source: searchengineland.com). This evidence underscores that while search algorithms change, the

principles of identifying and fixing toxic links remain vital. In sum, always audit your link profile and monitor Search Console: these

are the first lines of defense against link-based SEO problems.
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TOOL/RESOURCE KEY FEATURES/SIGNALS USE FOR TOXIC BACKLINK DETECTION

Google Search

Console

Manual Actions report; records of

inbound links (Source:

searchengineland.com).

Check the Manual Actions report to see if Google flagged

“Unnatural links.” Export list of links for review (Source:

searchengineland.com) (Source:

www.searchenginewatch.com).

Ahrefs Site

Explorer

Large backlink index; Domain

Rating; extensive anchor-text

analysis.

Identify high-volume and low-quality backlinks. Filter by

anchor text or recency to spot suspicious clusters.

SEMrush Backlink

Audit

Toxicity Score (0–100); 45+ toxic

marker flags (Source:

help.semrush.com) (Source:

pl.semrush.com).

Automatically flags potentially harmful links. See which Toxic

Markers (e.g. “Probable Web Spam,” “Harmful

Environment”) hit each link (Source: pl.semrush.com). Use

for prioritizing link removals or disavowals.

Moz Pro (Link

Explorer)

Spam Score (17-flag metric)

(Source: moz.com); Domain

Authority; link list.

Spots domains with multiple spam flags (higher Spam Score

= risk). Sort links by linking domain’s Spam Score to spot

risky ones (Source: moz.com).

Majestic SEO
Trust Flow, Citation Flow, Topical

Trust Flow.

Flags link sources with low Trust Flow or irrelevant topics.

Compare Flow ratios—unusual ratios may indicate linkspam.

LinkResearchTools

(LRT)

Proprietary DTOXRISK score; various

link quality signals.

Specialized link detox. Classifies each link’s risk (very low to

very high). Helps identify large link networks or PBNs.

Domain/Link

Checkers

Google Safe Browsing; security

blacklists.

Detect if linking domains are hacked/spam sites or penalized

by other signals (helps identify toxic sources).

PENALTY TYPE DETECTION METHOD INDICATORS/SYMPTOMS EXAMPLES

Manual

“Unnatural

Links” Action

Google Search Console →

Manual Actions report

(Source:

searchengineland.com).

Message in GSC. Immediate

traffic loss; site (or parts)

deindexed (Source:

searchengineland.com).

J.C. Penney (2011) – Google confirmed

manual action for link scheme (Source:

searchengineland.com). Interflora

(2013) – site vanished from Google

results (Source: searchengineland.com).

Penguin

(Algorithmic

Link Filter)

Correlate traffic/rank drops

with Penguin rollout dates;

use Panguin tool or rank

tracking.

Significant ranking drop

across many keywords;

Google identifies link pattern.

Overstock.com (2011) – organic

rankings “dropped off a cliff” after

Penguin (Source:

www.seroundtable.com) (also manual

element). Affiliate Site (2024) – abrupt

deindexation coinciding with Google

update (Source: recoveryforge.com).

Other Link-

Related Filter

Similar to Penguin detection;

compare link growth vs

ranking changes.

Declines in niche or head

terms; possible partial

demotion.

– (general: contact low-impact filter or

false positives if link audit incomplete)

Note: Detection often requires combining multiple methods. For manual penalties, the Manual Actions report in GSC is definitive

(Source: searchengineland.com). For algorithmic penalties, match drops in organic traffic/rankings to known update timelines

(Penguin, etc.), and confirm with link-profile assessment. By contrast, normal fluctuations or seasonality usually show a different

How to Check for Toxic Backlinks & SEO Penalties

Page 10 of 11

https://searchengineland.com/recover-unnatural-links-site-233259#:~:text=It%E2%80%99s%20very%20easy%20to%20tell,account%20with%20Google%20Search%20Console
https://searchengineland.com/recover-unnatural-links-site-233259#:~:text=It%E2%80%99s%20very%20easy%20to%20tell,account%20with%20Google%20Search%20Console
https://www.searchenginewatch.com/2013/08/21/negative-seo-case-study-how-to-uncover-an-attack-using-a-backlink-audit/?amp=1#:~:text=Backlink%20audits%20are%20simple%3A%20download,of%20the%20links%20look%20fishy
https://help.semrush.com/FAQ/en/articles/4576341-what-is-toxicity-score-and-how-is-it-calculated#:~:text=Toxic%20Score%20is%20how%20the,shown%20on%20the%20first%20page
https://pl.semrush.com/kb/965-toxic-markers-description#:~:text=,can%E2%80%99t%20harm%20your%20backlink%20profile
https://pl.semrush.com/kb/965-toxic-markers-description#:~:text=,can%E2%80%99t%20harm%20your%20backlink%20profile
https://moz.com/blog/spam-score-mozs-new-metric-to-measure-penalization-risk#:~:text=match%20at%20L164%20The%20overall,a%20strong%20predictor%20of%20spam
https://moz.com/blog/spam-score-mozs-new-metric-to-measure-penalization-risk#:~:text=match%20at%20L164%20The%20overall,a%20strong%20predictor%20of%20spam
https://searchengineland.com/recover-unnatural-links-site-233259#:~:text=It%E2%80%99s%20very%20easy%20to%20tell,account%20with%20Google%20Search%20Console
https://searchengineland.com/google-says-no-comment-on-why-interflora-was-penalized-149308#:~:text=The%20popular%20UK%20flower%20website,%E2%80%A6
https://searchengineland.com/new-york-times-exposes-j-c-penney-link-scheme-that-causes-plummeting-rankings-in-google-64529#:~:text=The%20New%20York%20Times%20presented,work%3B%20manual%20action%20also%20taken%E2%80%9D
https://searchengineland.com/google-says-no-comment-on-why-interflora-was-penalized-149308#:~:text=The%20popular%20UK%20flower%20website,%E2%80%A6
https://www.seroundtable.com/overstock-google-penalty-13004.html#:~:text=According%20to%20David%20and%20the,Google%20considers%20it%20link%20spam
https://recoveryforge.com/how-we-recovered-affiliate-website-after-receiving-penalty-for-unnatural-links/#:~:text=was%20hit%20with%20a%20manual,Manual%20Actions%20section%20of%20GSC
https://searchengineland.com/recover-unnatural-links-site-233259#:~:text=It%E2%80%99s%20very%20easy%20to%20tell,account%20with%20Google%20Search%20Console
https://rankstudio.net/?utm_source=pdf
https://rankstudio.net/articles/check-toxic-backlinks-seo-penalty


pattern.

Tags: toxic backlinks, seo penalty, backlink audit, google penalty, manual action, link spam, disavow, google penguin

DISCLAIMER

This document is provided for informational purposes only. No representations or warranties are made regarding the accuracy, completeness, or reliability of its contents. Any

use of this information is at your own risk. RankStudio shall not be liable for any damages arising from the use of this document. This content may include material generated

with assistance from artificial intelligence tools, which may contain errors or inaccuracies. Readers should verify critical information independently. All product names,

trademarks, and registered trademarks mentioned are property of their respective owners and are used for identification purposes only. Use of these names does not imply

endorsement. This document does not constitute professional or legal advice. For specific guidance related to your needs, please consult qualified professionals.

How to Check for Toxic Backlinks & SEO Penalties

Page 11 of 11

https://rankstudio.net/?utm_source=pdf
https://rankstudio.net/articles/check-toxic-backlinks-seo-penalty

