
How to structure category pages for SEO

Category pages are the scaffolding of your online store or content site. They connect your homepage to
your product or article pages, and search engines use them to understand your site’s hierarchy. Get the
structure wrong, and you bury your best content under a pile of thin, repetitive pages that Google
ignores. Get it right, and you create a clear path for both users and crawlers to find what matters. This
article walks through a practical, no-fluff approach to how to structure category pages for SEO,
focusing on what actually moves the needle.

The mental model: category pages are not
landing pages

Most people treat category pages as dumping grounds for links. That’s a mistake. A category page
should function as a topical hub — a place where a user (or a bot) lands and immediately understands
the scope of that section. Think of it like a library aisle sign. If you walk into a library and see “History,”
you expect a curated collection, not a random pile of books. Your category page needs the same logic.

Google’s SEO starter guide reinforces this: organize your site so each page has a clear purpose. For
category pages, that purpose is to group related content and guide the user deeper. If your category
page is just a list of 200 product thumbnails with no context, you’ve failed the first test.

The real trick is to treat the category page as a decision point. Does the user want to browse
subcategories? Compare products? Read a guide? Your structure must answer that before they scroll.

Three structural layers every category page
needs

You cannot just slap a title and a list of links on a page. A well-structured category page has three
distinct layers, and each one serves a different audience.

Layer 1: The descriptive introduction. This is a short paragraph (100-200 words) that explains what
this category covers. It is not a keyword-stuffed mess. It should answer: “What will I find here, and why
should I care?” For an ecommerce site selling “Men’s Running Shoes,” the intro might describe the
types of shoes (trail, road, racing) and the key features (cushioning, weight, drop). This text lives above
the fold, but it should be concise. Google uses this to understand the page’s relevance, but users scan it
to confirm they are in the right place.

Layer 2: The navigation and filtering system. This is where you break the category into
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subcategories or provide filters. If you sell “Office Chairs,” your subcategories might be “Ergonomic,”
“Mesh,” “Leather,” and “Budget.” Each subcategory should link to its own page. This layer is critical for
crawl efficiency. A flat list of 500 products is a crawl budget nightmare. Subcategories help Googlebot
understand the hierarchy without wasting resources. Use sitemaps to reinforce this structure.

Layer 3: The product or content grid. This is the actual listing of items. Each item should have a
clear, descriptive title and a link to the detail page. Avoid duplicate or thin descriptions. If you have 100
products, do not auto-generate 100 identical meta descriptions. That is a signal for low-quality content.
Instead, focus on unique product titles and, where possible, brief unique descriptions for the top 5-10
items in the grid.

Rule of thumb: If your category page has more than 50 items, break it into subcategories. If it
has fewer than 10, consider merging it with a parent category.

Content hierarchy: where to put the text and
why it matters

The placement of text on a category page is not random. There is a debate: should the introductory text
go above or below the product grid? The answer depends on your primary goal.

Above the grid: If your category page targets a non-branded search term (e.g., “best wireless
headphones for running”), put a strong, keyword-aligned paragraph above the products. This tells
Google the page is relevant for that query. But keep it short — 100 to 150 words max. Any longer, and
you push the products below the fold, which hurts user experience on mobile.

Below the grid: If your category page is mostly for navigation (e.g., “Shop All Women’s Dresses”), put
the descriptive text below the products. The user wants to browse, not read. The text at the bottom can
be longer (200-300 words) and can include secondary keywords, buying guides, or size charts. This
approach is common on large ecommerce sites like Amazon, where the product grid is the priority.

Whichever you choose, never duplicate the same text across multiple category pages. That is a direct
path to thin content penalties. Each category page should have a unique angle. For example, “Men’s
Running Shoes” and “Men’s Trail Running Shoes” are different categories. Write for each one
specifically.

Internal linking: the glue that holds it together

Category pages are the central nodes in your internal linking graph. Every product page should link
back to its category. Every category should link to its parent and its subcategories. This creates a
hierarchical link structure that distributes authority.

Here is a concrete example. You have a site selling camping gear. Your structure should look like this:
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Homepage → Camping → Tents → 3-Person Tents → Product A
Homepage → Camping → Tents → 4-Person Tents → Product B

Each “Tents” category page links to “3-Person Tents” and “4-Person Tents.” Those subcategory pages
link back to “Tents.” This is a simple, clean hierarchy. Avoid orphan pages — pages with no internal
links pointing to them. If a product page has no link from its category, Google might not even find it.
Use tools like Google Search Console to monitor for unlinked pages.

One mistake: don’t link every product to every category. That creates a messy, flat structure. Stick to a
strict tree. If a product belongs to two categories (e.g., a “Waterproof Jacket” could be in both “Hiking”
and “Rain Gear”), pick one primary category and use a cross-link from the secondary category. This
prevents duplicate category pages.

Common structural mistakes that kill
performance

I see the same errors over and over. Here are three that will wreck your category page SEO.

Mistake 1: Using faceted navigation without proper handling. Faceted navigation (filtering by
size, color, price) creates thousands of URL variations. If you let Google index all of them, you get
massive duplicate content issues. The fix: use noindex tags on filter pages that don’t add unique value,
or use rel="canonical" to point back to the main category page. Google’s duplicate URL documentation
covers this well.

Mistake 2: Thin content on subcategories. You create a subcategory for “Blue Running Shoes” and
only have three products. That page has almost no content. Google sees it as low value. Either merge it
with a broader category (e.g., “Running Shoes”) or add a substantial buying guide to justify the page’s
existence. Do not create pages just for the sake of keyword targeting.

Mistake 3: Ignoring pagination. If your category page has 500 products and you paginate across 20
pages, each page after page 1 is a separate URL. Without proper pagination markup (rel="next" and
rel="prev"), Google might treat each page as a standalone category, diluting authority. Alternatively,
use infinite scroll with proper URL updates or a “View All” page if the category is small enough.

Here is a 5-item checklist to audit your category pages:

Does each category have a unique, descriptive H1 that matches the page’s focus?
Is there at least 100 words of unique text on the page (above or below the grid)?
Are subcategories linked from the parent category with descriptive anchor text?
Are filter pages either noindexed or canonicalized back to the main category?
Is the page load time under 2 seconds? Use PageSpeed Insights to check.

Real-world scenarios: when to break the rules

https://search.google.com/search-console
https://developers.google.com/search/docs/crawling-indexing/consolidate-duplicate-urls
https://developers.google.com/speed/pagespeed/insights/


Not every site needs the same structure. Here are two common scenarios where you might deviate.

Scenario A: A small blog with 10 categories. If you run a niche blog with 50 articles spread across
10 categories, you don’t need subcategories. Each category page can simply list the articles with a short
description. The hierarchy is flat, and that is fine. Overcomplicating it with subcategories would create
unnecessary pages. In this case, focus on the quality of the category description and internal linking
between related articles.

Scenario B: An ecommerce site with 10,000 products. You cannot avoid subcategories. But you
must prioritize crawl budget. Use a crawl budget management approach: make sure your most
important categories are linked from the homepage or main navigation. Use XML sitemaps to highlight
high-priority categories. And avoid creating subcategories for every possible attribute (e.g., “Size 10
Red Shoes”) — those should be filter options, not separate pages.

One decision-making insight: if a subcategory page gets fewer than 50 organic visits per month and has
less than 300 words of content, consider merging it with its parent. The traffic loss is minimal, and you
avoid diluting your site’s authority across too many thin pages.

Quick answers to common questions

Should I use a table of contents on category pages? Only if the page is long (over 1000 words) and
has multiple sections. For most ecommerce category pages, a table of contents is unnecessary and adds
clutter.

How many products should be on a single category page? There is no hard number, but 20-50 is a
good range. Fewer than 10 feels sparse. More than 100 creates pagination issues. If you have 200
products, split them into subcategories.

Can I use the same category structure for multiple languages? Yes, but each language version
should have its own category page with unique content. Do not use machine translation without human
review. Google treats each language as a separate entity.

What about breadcrumbs? Breadcrumbs are not optional. They help users navigate and give Google a
clear signal of the page’s position in the hierarchy. Use structured data (Schema.org) for breadcrumbs
to enable rich results.

Stop overthinking and start auditing

The biggest barrier to good category page SEO is analysis paralysis. People read 20 guides and never
take action. Here is the blunt truth: your category pages are probably underperforming because they
are either too thin, too cluttered, or poorly linked. Pick one category page this week. Audit it against the
checklist above. Fix the biggest issue — whether that is adding a unique description, cleaning up filter
URLs, or restructuring subcategories. Then move to the next page. That iterative approach will
outperform any theoretical “perfect” structure.
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If you need a starting point, run your site through URL Inspection Tool in Search Console. Check if your
category pages are actually indexed. If they are not, the problem is likely crawlability or content quality.
Fix that first. Everything else comes after.
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