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Mollie Tibbetts: Interest in case goes back to the search for 
her

• Mollie Tibbetts was a 20-year-old 
University of Iowa student when she went 
missing in 2018. Her body was found in a 
cornfield after a monthlong search that 
drew national attention.

• Cristhian Bahena Rivera, an 
undocumented farmhand from Mexico, 
was charged in her death.

• The trial started May 17. Bahena Rivera 
was found guilty of first-degree murder
on May 28.



Mollie Tibbetts: How we broke through on search

• Consistent communication:
Provided Google Trends, 
Searchlight research

• Adapt to trends: Provided regular 
keyword updates throughout trial, 
highlighting breakout search 
terms.

• Seize the moment: When those 
breakout moments occur, make 
the most of them. Des Moines 
spun out multiple URLs.

Trial coverage results
• 33 stories published
• Page views: 563,792
• 207,315 search referrals
• Search percentage: 38%
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Before the trial began, a Teams chat 
was created between the DOT and 
key Register staffers.

During the trial, the DOT provided an 
updated look at Google Trends to 
start the day. Additionally, the 
DOT provided updates throughout the 
day and highlighted potential 
breakout terms as the newsroom 
broke each big revelation.

Even before the trial, "Mollie Tibbetts 
autopsy photos" was a related search.

Some others were "Mollie Tibbetts 
boyfriend" and "Mollie Tibbetts crime 
scene photos." This keyword knowledge 
proved important.

Consistent Communication: Providing updates via trial 
chat



Consistent Communication: Picking the right keywords

• A key challenge was 
that Des Moines 
wanted to avoid two 
key search terms –
Mollie Tibbetts trial
and Mollie Tibbetts 
murder – because 
she was not on trial 
and murder is a legal 
term.

• We incorporated key 
terms in other ways.

NEWSROOM

DOT

How we used these keywords
Before verdict: Used 'trial' with Rivera in URLs, 
page titles
After verdict: Used 'murder' with Tibbetts in 
same ways



Consistent Communication: Picking the right keywords



Adapt to trends: Updating stories during key moments
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Both stories earned more than 60 percent 
of their audience from search.

National interest was intense. 
Quick action was needed on 
emerging questions to stay 
ahead of competition:

• When Mollie Tibbetts' 
boyfriend testified, the DOT 
changed headlines of the blog 
to include "watch live" 
because of keen interest. 

• The same principles were 
followed on other key 
testimony, including crime 
scene photos, the autopsy and 
Bahena Rivera's testimony.



Adapt to trends: How the What We Know evolved

• The DOT published a What We 
Know file ahead of the trial.

• However, as the trial got 
underway and search themes 
emerged, we worked to 
answer new questions people 
were asking.

• Also kept links in story up to 
date. Don't forget to cross-
link when new stories are 
published.
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Original headlines Revised before 
trial

Final headline

And page 
title

Page views: 25,000+
Search: 68%



Seize the moment: Verdict and "Mollie Tibbetts murder"

• As the jury deliberated, the DOT 
and Des Moines newsroom 
prepped for the possible 
outcomes. This included 
headlines, page titles and URLs.

• Also, the DOT developed a 
rollout plan to get the story 
quickly published because it was 
so important to be first in this 
case to maintain the Des Moines 
Register's authority on 
coverage.

• Once the story was out, we 
continued to revise based on 
data.



Mollie Tibbetts coverage: More than 500K page views

Mollie Tibbetts 
crime scene photos 
shown to jury; blood 
in Bahena Rivera's 
car belonged to 
Tibbetts
• Page views: 

41,000
• Search: 79%
• Subscriptions: 17

Mollie Tibbetts' 
boyfriend 
'wholeheartedly' 
believes suspected 
killer is guilty
• Page views: 

28,000
• Search: 67%
• Subscriptions: 6

Jury deliberates 
over three hours in 
Bahena Rivera trial, 
to continue Friday
• Page views: 

26,000
• Search: 73%
• Subscriptions: 6

Defense rests case 
after jurors hear 
testimony about 
mystery men
• Page views: 

26,000
• Search: 70%
• Subscriptions: 6

Here's how you can 
watch the trial of 
Cristhian Bahena
Rivera
• Page views: 

18,000
• Search: 67%
• Subscriptions: 9

Biggest search wins 
came from 

answering rising 
questions while 

using top keywords



Key takeaways

• Share trending, top keywords in the chat with 
the newsroom.

• Have conversations about any ethical concerns 
to ensure we can win on big keywords in 
responsible ways.

• Live blog should be updated frequently –
headlines, promo image, Presto brief – so 
people who find it on search continue to click 
through.

• When new terms emerge, be ready to capitalize 
on search interest quickly.

Pro tip: Don't forget to cross-link! This 
helps show Google there is a wealth of 

coverage on your site.

1 p.m.

10 
a.m.

The next 
day



THANK YOU.


