
How to Leverage 
Website Navigation 
for SEO & UX



How to Leverage Website Navigation for SEO & UX 1

Designers and marketers are often unclear about how to design a site’s menu 
and other navigation elements for optimal SEO value. The idea of using a site’s 
navigation for Pagerank sculpting was once a common practice, but Google may 
penalize websites for certain, similar practices today.  

SEO-savvy web designers and marketers have learned how to strike a 
balance that dictates a clear structure to search engines without spamming 
algorithms. Here are some key best practices to consider. 

Pagerank Sculpting 
Pagerank sculpting is a process that attempts to distribute a site’s authority to 
certain pages on that site, at the expense of others. Designers attempt to use 
a lot of links to give more authority to a certain page and move it up through 
search results, or to limit the number of valuable links pointing to unimportant 
pages (by utilizing nofollow tags, for example).

Google recognizes this practice, however, and has discouraged it for a long time. 
Important pages should be naturally placed in prominent places among the site’s 
hierarchy. If you have pages you do not want search engines to index, utilize 
noindex tags.

https://www.mattcutts.com/blog/pagerank-sculpting/
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Structure, Don’t Sculpt 
We can, and should, use a site’s structure to indicate the importance of certain 
pages over others, but should not overly sculpt a menu in any way that would 
attempt to force Google’s hand. 

Consider a hypothetical site that has 100 links in its main navigation and 
rollovers. If the site designer sets up rel=”nofollow” on 20 but emboldens 
10 others, Google is going to recognize that someone is trying too hard to 
emphasize certain URLs over others. 

Instead, Organize a strategic hierarchy for the pages on your site that 
will communicate their relationships and authority to search engines. 

Categories and subcategories, topics and subtopics, are the best way to 
achieve this. The ideal site structure looks something like this (where the 

top dot is the homepage):

Moz’s “Link Pyramid” from Internal Links

https://moz.com/learn/seo/internal-link
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The key to ironing out complications in site structure is always user experience. 
First and foremost, give the user a strong experience by letting him find what 
he’s looking for quickly and easily. If any decision comes down to a technical 
SEO-guided recommendation vs a user experience-guided recommendation, the 
user always wins. We can’t change links around for perceived  SEO value if the 
structure is going to confuse the user.

How to Start Using Site Structure 
for Maximum SEO Benefit 
There are a few process and principles that you can use to improve your site structure:

 Identify your most important pages and keywords. These will often   

 overlap—as when a priority keyword is your product, and a priority    

 page is a resource or sales page for that product. 

 Move existing priority pages into the main navigation. Can you integrate   

 some, or all, of your most important pages into your site’s main navigation  

 and/or secondary navigation—sidebars, rollover menus, footer menus, etc.?

 Look for well-performing pages that can move into the main navigation. Are  

 there other pages that are already ranking well, or that you particularly want  

 to rank higher, that can be integrated into the main or secondary navigation?
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 Combine pages optimized for the same keyword. You don’t want to   

 create a bloated menu by moving every page to the navigation, so some   

	 can	be	combined.	For	example,	if	you	find	a	product	page	in	the	main		 	

 navigation that’s not optimized for SEO, and a landing page that    

 is optimized for similar keywords, you might combine the two to get    

 one page that is optimized for keywords and positioned well     

 for search engines. (However, do not try to combine pages with    

 distinctly unique  purposes - for example, a product page [buy intent]   

 and a resourceful blog post [learn intent].)

 Use descriptive terms in the navigation. Terms like “products” and “services”  

 aren’t very descriptive. They don’t tell users what you do, and they don’t   

 highlight the content of your website for search engines. Focusing on more  

 descriptive terms will also help you structure pages by topic: creating   

 one main page for each product or service, rather than a generic page that   

 covers everything (and focuses on nothing).
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This doesn’t mean that every link in your main navigation needs to have SEO 

value. Pages that are important to your site and your users can (and should) 

stay	in	the	main	navigation,	even	if	they	don’t	offer	significant	SEO	value.
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A Big Menu Is Not Necessarily 
An Optimized Menu 
A common misperception is that the best way to optimize a site’s navigation is to 

clearly delineate the site’s structure in tiered menus and submenus. This is one way 

to organize site structure, but not the only way and not, by default, the best. 

Let’s assume, for example, a site has level one, two, and three pages. All level 

one pages are in the main navigation, all level two pages are in rollovers, and all 

level three pages are in submenus under the rollovers. Google would, presumably, 

recognize the hierarchy of those pages based on the menu structure.
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Now let’s say a designer reorganized the menu structure of that site so that only 

the level one pages appear in the main navigation. If all of the level one pages link 

to the level two pages, and all of the level two pages link to the level three pages, 

the change in SEO value will be negligible. Google is still going to recognize the 

same	pages	as	first,	second,	and	third	priority—even	though	only	level	one	pages	

remain in the menu—because of the internal linking structure.

Either	approach	is	effective	for	communicating	site	structure	to	search	engines.	

That overall structure includes menu links, submenu links, and in-content links on 
the pages.

There is no particular rule about how many links should or should not be in the 

main menu as regards site structure. The consideration that would impact the 

number of links in the main menu, per the above link pyramid, is link points. 

Fewer links on any page equates to a higher SEO value per link.
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As we think about site structure, we have to remember that we’re not 

just thinking about the main menu structure—we’re thinking about the 

structure of the site overall. 
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Linking to Important, 
Non-Nav Pages 
Sometimes	you	will	find	important	pages,	with	good	SEO	value,	that	you	just	can’t	

reasonably	fit	into	the	site	structure.	Or	a	handful	of	pages	that	deserve	some	extra	

emphasis, but you’re not sure how to do it. There are a couple of options to ensure 

these pages receive prominence:

 Homepage-Only Footer Menu—This is a footer menu that resides only on  

 the homepage, and perhaps a few other important pages, and that links to  

 these orphaned pages. These menus are housed just above the standard footer  

 menu, and can be an easy way to indicate importance to search engines. Just  

 make sure those links add value to the user. 

 Enlist the Content Team—Document important pages to your content team,  

 and request that they link to them when they’re producing new    

 blogs, resources, etc. Encourage those internal links, but make sure they’re  

 using best practices for adding links to content.

https://propecta.com/resources/how-to-add-links-content-seo


Site Menu & Structure: A Checklist

As you’re organizing (or reorganizing) your site, remember to structure but not sculpt:

 Identify What You Need

 Identify important keywords.

 Identify important pages.

 Identify pages that are already ranking well in search results for important keywords.

 Note where important keywords and important pages overlap.

 Identify What You Need

 Combine pages optimized for the same keyword.

 Design a hierarchy for the site’s content, based on important keywords and pages.

 Move important pages into the main navigation, as appropriate.

 Move well-performing pages into the main navigation, as appropriate.

 Emphasize Other Key Pages

 Create a homepage-only footer menu for other important content that does not make  
 sense in the main navigation.

 Create a list of other important content URLs to pass to the content team.
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Additional Resources:
Image Publishing Guidelines - Google

Image SEO: alt tag and title tag optimization - Yoast

On-Page Factors - Moz

5 Ways B2B Websites Get it Wrong

Image Optimization - Google Developers

View More Resources >>

SEO Results Partner

9

https://support.google.com/webmasters/answer/114016?hl=en
https://yoast.com/image-seo-alt-tag-and-title-tag-optimization/
https://moz.com/learn/seo/on-page-factors
https://propecta.com/resources/b2b-website-mistakes
https://developers.google.com/web/fundamentals/performance/optimizing-content-efficiency/image-optimization?hl=en#selecting-the-right-image-format
http://www.propecta.com/resources

