Website relaunch
SEO checklist

Based on our experience from a big number of website relaunches, we
have compiled this website relaunch SEO checklist for you.
If you manage to tick off all of the boxes on this checklist, you have a
good chance of not harming your SEO performance when you redesign
or migrate your website.

CHECKLIST

Website relaunch SEO project planning
☐

Awareness for website relaunch SEO within your organisation has been raised.

☐

Resources for troubleshooting after the relaunch have been allocated.

☐

A project plan has been set up.

Website content
☐

All content that is driving traffic to the current website is available on the new website.

☐

Pages with promising search engine rankings are available on the new website.

☐

All inbound links point to relevant, up-to-date content on the new website.

☐

PDFs and images that drive search engine traffic are available on the new website.

☐

All important search topics (aka keywords) are targeted on the new website.

☐

All title tags and meta descriptions are maintained or improved on the new website.

☐

Previous content optimisations have been migrated to the new website.

URLs & Redirects
☐

Unnecessary URL changes have been avoided.

☐

There is exactly one URL per content (no duplicate content).

☐

Each old URL that no longer exists redirects to a correct new URL.

☐

Redirect chains have been avoided.

☐

Redirects for URLs that have backlinks have been added.

☐

Existing redirects have been changed to new targets.

☐

The status code of all permanent redirects is 301.

☐

PDFs, images and other file types have been redirected.

Indexing & crawlability
☐

All pages that are supposed to be indexed are technically indexable.

☐

The robots.txt file does not include any unnecessary directives.

☐

All important content is accessible for search engine robots.

☐

All important internal links are crawlable.

☐

All pages that are not supposed to be indexed are excluded from indexing.

☐

Limiting the crawling frequency in the days following the relaunch has been considered.

Internal linking
☐

All internal links have been changed to new targets.

☐

Important pages have not lost any internal links.

☐

Internal link anchor texts containing important keywords have not been removed.

☐

The breadcrumb navigation has not been removed without replacement.

☐

Important pages have not been demoted in the navigation hierarchy.

Other technical elements
☐

The canonical tag implementation has not been removed.

☐

hreflang, if needed, has been implemented correctly.

☐

The new website has correct XML sitemaps.

☐

Pagination is handled correctly on the new website.

☐

The new website uses structured data, wherever possible.

☐

The new website is served through a secure connection (https).

☐

All image alt tags have been migrated to the new website.

☐

All HTTP headers contain correct SEO directives.

In case of a domain switch
☐

Google / Bing / Yandex Webmaster Tools have been set up correctly for the new domain.

☐

Google / Bing / Yandex have been informed about the domain switch via webmaster tools.

☐

All backlinks have been updated to the new domain / updates have been requested.

☐

The old domain and SSL certificate have not been cancelled.

Miscellaneous
☐

A 404 page has been correctly implemented on the new website.

☐

The page speed metrics of the new website have been checked.

☐

Implementation changes to the mobile website version have been accounted for.

☐

Changes in JavaScript rendering have been accounted for.

☐

A custom page for 5xx errors has been implemented.

☐

A 503 error code is returned in case the entire website is down.

After the relaunch
☐

The robots.txt file on the new website has been checked.

☐

The number of indexed pages is being monitored.

☐

Crawl errors in Google Search Console are being monitored and regularly fixed.

☐

Website and server errors experienced by users are being monitored and fixed.

☐

The most important SEO KPIs are being monitored.

☐

The number of landing pages for organic search traffic is being monitored.

☐

Search analytics data in Google Search Console is being monitored.

☐

Old URLs have been crawled to verify that all redirects are working correctly.

Website relaunch SEO project planning
Awareness for website relaunch SEO within your organisation has been raised.
One of the most important steps for the SEO success of a website relaunch is raising awareness
within your organisation for the importance of SEO for a website relaunch project. If your colleagues or bosses don’t know about the harm a website relaunch can cause to your SEO performance or if they don’t understand what needs to be done in order to manage a website relaunch
without losing organic search traffic and revenue, you will probably have a hard time getting the
resources and budget you need to make this project a success.

If you need support with raising awareness within your organisation for the importance of SEO
for a website relaunch, this article is for you:
How to make SEO a priority within your website relaunch project
(https://goo.gl/t7nfV2)

Resources for troubleshooting after the relaunch have been allocated.
No matter how well you plan your website relaunch from an SEO perspective, something almost
always goes wrong. Make sure you have SEO and IT resources blocked for troubleshooting after
the relaunch.

The team involved in the website relaunch project certainly deserves a decent holiday once the
project is finished, but it would be best to wait a couple of weeks after the official launch date, to
make sure that all problems that arise after the relaunch can be taken care of.

At the end of this checklist, you will find a number of items you will have to take care of after the
actual relaunch. In most cases, you will find mistakes and problems that you will have to take care
of immediately. Three or four weeks after the relaunch, you will normally be able to tell whether
the relaunch was a success from an SEO perspective, or not.

A project plan has been set up.
SEO can be a lot of fun, especially when you do magic and feel like a wizard. Unfortunately, an
important part of SEO success is decent project management (not so much fun). A website relaunch project is normally very complex and involves stakeholders from different departments,
teams and external agencies. If you want to make sure that all your SEO items get done with the
priority they deserve and in order to properly plan your resources and budgets, you should set
up a project plan for the SEO part of the website relaunch project.

We are currently working on a website relaunch SEO project plan template that we will share with
you here. If you don’t want to miss it, make sure you follow us on Twitter, Linkedin or Facebook.

Website content
All content that is driving traffic to the current website is available on the new website.
If you remove content from your website, this content will no longer be able to drive organic
search traffic to your website. Make sure that you do not remove any important content from
your website by checking which content is currently driving SEO traffic to your old website in
your web analytics tool and in Google Search Console or the webmaster tools at Bing, Yandex, or
others. Pages that are important landing pages for organic search traffic should always be maintained on the new website.

Learn exactly how to identify important content on your old website in this article:
Website relaunch? How to identify important content on your old website
(https://goo.gl/5VpRp4)

Pages with promising search engine rankings are available on the new website.
On top of checking which content is currently driving traffic to your website, it also makes sense
to have a look at content that has promising rankings and might have potential for the future.
If you only check your web analytics tool, you might miss content that has decent rankings, but
does not rank high enough to drive traffic yet. Additional tools like Google Search Console and
specialised ranking tools have more detailed information about pages that have organic search
impressions, but not many clicks. These pages should be maintained on the new website and
optimised in future, so that they can attract new visitors to your website.

If you ignore this type of pages, you will probably not lose any organic search traffic after the relaunch, but you will kill a lot of potential for future SEO performance improvements.

Our article about how to identify important content on your old website also covers this topic:
Website relaunch? How to identify important content on your old website
(https://goo.gl/5VpRp4)

All inbound links point to relevant, up-to-date content on the new website.
Inbound links (links from other websites that point to your website, often also referred to as
backlinks) are still one of the most important ranking factors for search engines. The page that
is linked to from another website benefits most from the inbound link, but other pages on your
website that are linked to from this page can also rank better. The relevance of the backlink is
passed on from the linked page to pages this page links to.

Therefore, it is important to make sure that all inbound links point to relevant content that is useful to your website visitors and has other positive ranking signals. An inbound link should never
point to an error page or to old, out-of-date content. Also, pages that are linked to from other
websites should themselves link to other important pages on your website, in order to strengthen those other pages too.

If, for some reason, a URL that has an inbound link pointing to it cannot exist on your new website, you can place the content on another URL and redirect the linked URL to the URL that has
the content on it. If the content itself cannot exist on your new website any longer, you should
create a new piece of content that satisfies the needs of the users that click on the link and land
on your page.

You can use specialised link tools to find all URLs on your website that have inbound links pointing to them and Google Search Console or Google Analytics can also provide some valuable
insights on this.

PDFs and images that drive search engine traffic are available on the new website.
Images, PDFs and other file types require special attention, because you might not find any information about them in your web analytics tool or other tools you use regularly. If your website attracts a lot of organic search traffic through images, PDFs, or other file types, make sure to make
this content available on your new website.

Pro tip: Think about using your website relaunch as an opportunity to replace PDF files that are
attracting organic search traffic with HTML pages that contain the same content. HTML pages
have several advantages over PDFs:

•

HTML pages can be embedded into your natural website navigation structure, so that users
get a chance to discover more of your content. PDFs, on the other hand, are normally dead
ends, because they don’t have a navigation menu or other types of outbound links, so all the
user can do is hit the back button and return to the search engine results page.

•

HTML pages show up in your web analytics tool, while PDFs normally don’t. Traffic to HTML
pages can thus be analysed and the insights can be used for optimisations, while PDFs create
black holes.

•

HTML pages are a lot more mobile-friendly than PDFs. Who wants to open a PDF on a smartphone?

Learn more about content planning (including how to deal with PDFs, images and other file types)
when you relaunch your website in this presentation:
Website relaunch SEO – Planning your website content for a successful relaunch
(https://goo.gl/YLH4YX)

All important search topics (aka keywords) are targeted on the new website.
When you move all of your important content to your new website, make sure to also pay attention to search topics or keywords that have been driving traffic to your old website. Even if SEO is
constantly evolving, it is still important to put the right keywords in the right places on your organic search landing pages: In the title tag, meta description, headlines, internal links pointing to the
page, and so on. When you migrate your content to your new website, it might happen that some
of the keywords that were in the right places on your old website disappear on the new website.
This can do harm to the ranking of some pages on your new website.

Tools like Google Search Console and specialised ranking tools give you plenty of information on
the keywords that are currently driving traffic to your website. Make sure that the new versions
of the pages that are attracting this traffic are still optimised for the same keywords after the
relaunch.

All title tags and meta descriptions are maintained or improved on the new website.
Title tags and meta descriptions are a very important part of your website content when it comes
to SEO. Search engines form their preview snippets out of your title tags and meta descriptions
(among other elements), so your title tags and meta descriptions are the first point of contact for
lots of potential new customers with your business.

If your old website already has optimised title tags and meta descriptions, or at least title tags and
meta descriptions that are working well for your SEO performance, make sure to keep them on
your new website. If you have extra resources, you can even use the relaunch as an opportunity
to improve your title tags and meta descriptions, so that they reply to the user’s search query

even better and generate more clicks.

Previous content optimisations have been migrated to the new website.
If the content on your old website has already been optimised for better search engine rankings,
these optimisations should be migrated to the new website. Otherwise, you risk losing the traffic
that you have gained through these optimisations again.
These optimisations might contain changes to headlines, links from certain words on a page to
other pages, use of keywords and related terms in texts, alt tags in images, and many more. It is
best to check your history of SEO measures from the last years and make sure you have a good
understanding of what has been optimised in the past before you make changes to your content
or delete certain elements from it.
All changes to your website content that might be necessary because of design restrictions or
technical and structural changes to your pages should be closely monitored from an SEO perspective.

URLs & Redirects
Unnecessary URL changes have been avoided.
“If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.”
This saying applies to lots of things, but it is particularly important when it comes to URLs. Try to
keep as many of your old URLs as possible on your new website. Only change URLs if you really
have to. For example, if all your blog posts have the directory /blog/ in them now, there’s absolutely no need to strip this directory from the URLs on the new website, just because you read
that shorter URLs are better for search engine rankings.

In most cases, keeping your old URLs will help you more than making little “improvements” to
them. Every time you change a URL, you lose the entire history of the old URL and you can only
transfer a part of it to the new URL by setting up a 301 redirect.
Keep your old URLs if you can, and only change them if you really have to.

There is exactly one URL per content (no duplicate content).
When creating your new website, pay good attention to your new URL structure. Duplicate content is produced when one page of your website can be reached via different URLs. This can be
avoided in most cases by creating a good URL structure and avoiding unnecessary duplication of
pages.

If, for some reason, you cannot avoid duplicate content, make sure that you at least take care of
the problem by implementing a good canonical tag implementation.

Please note that identical or almost identical variants of a page for different countries or regions
are not duplicate content. If, for example, you have a US and a UK version of your website that
have almost the same content, but are hosted on different (sub)domains or in different directories, search engines will not consider this as duplicate content. Make sure you help Google
and others understand your international website structure better by implementing hreflang
(https://goo.gl/3S7vse) correctly.

Each old URL that no longer exists redirects to a correct new URL.
This is probably the single most important SEO item you have to take care of when you relaunch
your website. Every URL that no longer exists after your website relaunch has to redirect to a URL
that is available in the new website structure.

In an ideal case, there would be a very good equivalent of each old URL on the new website, so
that every old URL could redirect to a new page that is very similar to the old page it hosted.

When there is no exact equivalent of the old page on the new website, the redirect should be
set to the new URL that best matches the old content. It is not advisable to simply redirect all old
pages that don’t have an equivalent on the new website to the home page.

If the redirect destinations you choose continue to satisfy the search intent of the users that

landed on the old pages before the relaunch, you have a good chance of keeping most of your
rankings after the relaunch.

Redirect chains have been avoided.
All redirects you set up should point directly to their destination and not redirect via an intermediary URL.

Redirects chains often happen when a website relaunch involves a domain change or a switch
from http to https. In some cases it might seem easier to redirect all old http URLs to their https
equivalents first, and then set up redirects from the https counterparts of the URLs that no longer
exist to their new equivalents.

The same method might be tempting when a domain change is involved. Some webmasters redirect old URLs to their counterparts on the new domain first, and then implement another set of
redirects that takes care of the old URLs on the new domain.

These shortcuts should be avoided by all means. When it comes to redirects for a website relaunch, there is no easy way out. Make sure all old URLs redirect directly to their new equivalents.

Redirects for URLs that have backlinks have been added.
In order to preserve your SEO performance after a website relaunch, you should pay special attention to URLs that have backlinks from other domains. Make sure that none of those backlinks
point to error pages after your relaunch.

You can use various tools to compile a full list of your backlinks from other websites and the URLs
on your website they point to. If any of the URLs on your website that have backlinks won’t exist
any longer after the relaunch, make sure that you set up a redirect to a good destination.

If you can’t find a good equivalent for an old URL with a backlink on your new website, you should

probably create a new page that satisfies the need of the users that click on the link.

Existing redirects have been changed to new targets.
When you relaunch your website and you create new redirects, you probably already have a number of redirects in place. In order to avoid redirect chains, you should change the redirect targets
of your old redirects to new destinations. If you just kept the old redirects and then implemented
new redirects for some of the targets of these old redirects, you would create redirect chains.

A relaunch is also a good opportunity to get rid of all old redirects that are no longer needed. You
can remove all old URLs from your redirect rules that are no longer included in any search engine
indexes and that don’t have any links pointing to them. It is also possible to check your log files to
find out which old redirects have been accessed by users or bots in the past few months. There
is no need to keep old redirects that are no longer being used.

The status code of all permanent redirects is 301.
When setting up redirects, webmasters often don’t pay attention to the status codes of the redirects. Lots of systems set up 302 redirects by default, if not specified otherwise. Although there
has been a lot of discussion in the SEO scene lately about whether 302 redirects nowadays do
the job just as well as 301 redirects, we still strongly recommend to use 301 status codes for
permanent redirects. If you are not planning on changing the redirect target anytime soon, which
shouldn’t be the case when you relaunch your website, you should always opt for a 301 redirect.

Off-topic note: There is one situation where a 302 redirect is the better choice for SEO, although it is
not really a temporary redirect in this case either. This applies for international websites that redirect
their root URL to a home page version in a certain language or country, based on the user’s location or
browser language. In this case a 302 redirect should be preferred over a 301, and it is also important to
set up hreflang annotations with the value “x-default” for the root URL. (https://goo.gl/Z7vV2M)

PDFs, images and other file types have been redirected.
A task that is often forgotten when a website is relaunched is the redirection of non-HTML documents. Make sure you also redirect the URLs of all other file types that are driving traffic to your
website, that have backlinks or that are indexed by search engines.

It is not really desirable to have PDFs in the indexes of search engines, as PDFs are lousy landing
pages for potential clients of your business. They are not mobile friendly, they do not allow the
user to navigate to other pages on your website, and they are not easily trackable, so you don’t
even have good data about their performance. Therefore, it would be best to move the content
from PDFs to HTML pages, make the PDFs non-indexable on the new website, and redirect the
old PDF URLs to the URLs of the newly created HTML pages.

When redirecting image URLs, it is important to keep in mind that you will only have a good
chance of keeping your image rankings if the sizes and file names of the images don’t change. The
file name of an image is the part of the URL that comes after the last slash, e.g. “https://storage.
googleapis.com/seoviu_wordpress/blog/2017/01/searchVIU-logo-dark.png“.

Indexing & crawlability
All pages that are supposed to be indexed are technically indexable.
When your new website goes live, search engines will notice lots of changes to your URLs and will
therefore most likely increase their crawling frequency until they have figured everything out. You
want to make sure that all new pages that you want to use as landing pages for search traffic are
indexable for search engines. If, for some reason, you have been using “noindex” tags on your
staging website on pages that should not have them, make sure you remove them before the
launch.

The best thing you can do in this context is to crawl the entire new website just before and shortly
after the launch and look for obstacles that could prevent important pages from being indexed
by search engines, such as “noindex” meta tags, password protected areas on your website, internal “nofollow” links, or x-robots-tags in your HTTP headers that do not allow indexation.

The robots.txt file does not include any unnecessary directives.
Content management or shop systems sometimes automatically include unnecessary or even
harmful directives in robots.txt files. When you launch your new website, make sure there are no
commands in your robots.txt file that could prevent your website content from being crawled and
indexed by search engine bots.

A note on the correct use of robots.txt files for SEO: If you want to exclude certain pages from
being indexed, you should use “noindex” meta tags on these pages and NOT block the pages via
your robots.txt file. Pages that are blocked via your robots.txt file are excluded from crawling, not
from indexing. If search engines think that the blocked pages might be relevant because they
receive lots of links (internal or external), they will be indexed, even if they can’t be crawled. Also,
“noindex” meta tags on pages that can’t be crawled will be ignored by Google, because the bot is
not able to interpret something it doesn’t crawl.

Pay attention to your new robots.txt file and make sure it doesn’t harm your crawling and indexing.

All important content is accessible for search engine robots.
When your new website goes live, you want to make sure that your important content is actually
accessible for search engine robots or, in other words, crawlable. This does not just apply to entire pages that might not be crawlable due to missing internal links or because they are blocked
via the robots.txt file, but also to bits of content on pages that might not be available to search
engine bots because they are only rendered after a certain user action that robots don’t perform.

It makes sense to crawl your new website, using technologies that mimic how search engine robots crawl, and search for every bit of content that is currently contributing to your SEO success,
to make sure that it is still available and crawlable on your new website.

All important internal links are crawlable.
When you launch your new website, you need to make sure that all important internal links are
crawlable for search engine robots. But which internal links are important for your SEO
performance?

Important internal links can be links that point from strong pages, like the home page of a website, or a page with lots of external backlinks, to a page that is an important landing page for organic search traffic. Links in the main navigation or other links that point to a target page from lots
of different pages can also be important for the ranking of the target page. Often but not always,
important internal links have a keyword in their anchor text that drives organic search traffic to
the target page.

Depending on how the internal links on your new website are implemented, search engine bots
might not find and follow them when they crawl your pages. For instance, links that are not in the
source code of the page when the page is first loaded or completely rendered, but only show up
after a user action, like a click on an expand button, will probably never be detected by search
engines. Make sure you crawl your new website with a tool that crawls like a search engine bot
would and check if all important internal links are crawlable.

All pages that are not supposed to be indexed are excluded from indexing.
Lots of websites, especially online shops, have a number of URLs that should not be indexed, because they are generated automatically, are duplicates of other pages, or do not deliver any value
as landing pages for users that search for products or services in search engines.

This class of pages can contain, but is not limited to, pagination, internal search result pages, faceted navigation pages, filtered or sorted variants of pages.
If your new website has pages of this type, make sure that you exclude them from indexing by
using “noindex” meta tags, canonical tags, or the equivalent directives in the http headers of your
pages.

Limiting the crawling frequency in the days following the relaunch has been considered.
Under certain circumstances, it might be helpful to limit the crawl rate for search engine bots in
the days following the relaunch. In Google Search Console, you can go to the site settings, where
you will find the option “Limit Google’s maximum crawl rate”.

If you aren’t too sure about the performance of your server in the days following the relaunch, or
if you fear there might be lots of errors you will have to fix after the launch, this option might be
interesting for you. Limiting the crawl rate will mean that Google’s crawlers will send less simultaneous requests to your server and wait longer between requests.

As your entire website has to be crawled and re-crawled several times after a website relaunch, in
order for Google to process all of the changes you have made, choosing this option will also mean
that the processing of your relaunch will probably take longer than if you don’t limit the crawl rate.
On the other hand, this option allows you to fix errors you find after the relaunch before Google
detects them.

All in all, this option will probably not be needed for most website relaunches and we ask you to
use it with caution. In case of doubt, it is always better to let search engines figure out the optimal
crawl rate themselves.

Internal linking
All internal links have been changed to new targets.
When you launch your new website, remember to change all of your internal links to new targets,
if some or all of your URLs have changed. Internal links to redirects or even error pages are a bad
signal for search engines and they also have a negative impact on user experience. Internal links
that are included in the content of single pages, and not in navigation elements that exist on all
pages, are the ones that are most likely to be forgotten.

The best way of checking if all of your internal links are working properly is crawling your entire
website and checking the status codes of the target URLs of your internal links. Links with target
URLs that have 3xx, 4xx and 5xx status codes should be changed to correct targets.

Important pages have not lost any internal links.
Sometimes, pages that drive organic search traffic lose a big number of internal links during a
relaunch, for example because they are removed from the main navigation. This can lead to a
loss in visibility and traffic, as internal links are an important contributor to the overall SEO performance of a single page. Make sure that your SEO landing pages do not lose any important
internal links or a big number of internal links.

In order to detect changes like this, you can crawl your old and your new website, compare them,
and check if your important SEO landing pages (https://goo.gl/67BJix) (or their new equivalents)
have lost any internal links pointing to them.

Internal link anchor texts containing important keywords have not been removed.
A change of a label in your main navigation can have a huge impact on the rankings of the linked
page. Internal link anchor text is an important signal for search engines to help determine what
the content of the linked page is about. This not only goes for links in your main navigation, but for
all types of internal links. Therefore, you should make sure that you do not remove any important
keywords from your internal link anchor texts when relaunching your website.

If you want to detect changes like this, you should crawl your old and new website and compare
the internal link anchor texts of all pages that are currently driving organic search traffic and their
equivalents on your new website.

The breadcrumb navigation has not been removed without replacement.
If you’ve been using a breadcrumb navigation on your old website, it has certainly been playing
an important role for your internal linking structure. A breadcrumb navigation makes sure that
every page on a website receives plenty of additional incoming internal links from pages that are
lower within the website hierarchy than itself. Removing these links can have serious implications
for the SEO performance of pages that lose internal links pointing to them.

In a mobile-first age, a breadcrumb navigation might not have a place anymore, as it is difficult
to integrate into mobile web design. It might be an option to include a breadcrumb navigation
on the desktop version and hide it on the mobile version, as some websites already do, but we
should wait to see how search engines like Google handle hidden links and content once they
move to mobile-first indexing.

Whatever you do, make sure that you don’t just remove the breadcrumb navigation from your
website without considering other options. If you want to get rid of it, think about ways of replacing the internal links you are removing and try to limit the number of links that important pages
lose.

Important pages have not been demoted in the navigation hierarchy.
In addition to the number, quality and anchor texts of internal links, another important SEO factor
is the navigation depth of a page. The further away a page is located from the home page, or in
other words, the more clicks you need to find the shortest way from the home page to a page,
the smaller the likelihood of this page achieving good rankings. When you relaunch your website,
make sure that all important pages are as close to the home page as possible and that no important pages end up a lot lower in the hierarchy than they were before the relaunch.

You can crawl your old and new website and compare the navigation level of pages that are currently driving organic search traffic with that of their new equivalents.

Other technical elements
The canonical tag implementation has not been removed.
If your old website has a canonical tag implementation in place, make sure that it is not lost on
the new website (if your new website still needs it). Canonical tags can be useful for signalling to
search engines which version of a page should be indexed, when a page is available with different URLs for technical reasons that cannot be avoided. It would be best not to let your website
generate duplicate URLs at all, but sometimes the implementation of canonical tags is the most
feasible solution to a duplicate content problem.

In this context, it also makes sense to pay special attention to the 301 redirects you set up for
canonical and non-canonical URLs. All 301 redirects for URLs from your old website should point
to canonical URLs on your new website and not to URLs that themselves have a canonical tag
pointing to another page. This means that, if you have two identical pages with the URLs /catego-

ry1/product1/ and /category2/product1/ on your old page, with the second one canonicalising to
the first one, and after the relaunch they are changed to /cat1/prod1/ and /cat2/prod1/, both old
URLs should redirect to /cat1/prod1/, if it is the canonical URL on the new website.

hreflang, if needed, has been implemented correctly.
If your website is available in more than one language, or if you have more than one version of
your website in the same language, but for users from different parts of the world, you most likely
need hreflang annotations (https://goo.gl/crfKYE) on your website. No matter whether hreflang
was implemented correctly on your old website or not, make sure there are no mistakes in your
hreflang implementation on your new website. Search engines rely on hreflang tags for a better
interpretation of international and multilingual website structures. With a correct implementation
of hreflang, you help search engines display the right version of your international or multilingual
website to users from different countries and searching in different languages.

After a website relaunch, it is particularly important to provide a good crawlability to search engine robots, as crawling demand will rise, due to the many changes that have been made to the
website. Crawling and indexing of international and multilingual websites is challenging for search
engine bots, and a good hreflang implementation without unnecessary errors helps.

The new website has correct XML sitemaps.
An XML sitemap does not have an immediate effect on the SEO performance of a website, but it
can help search engine crawlers interpret the structure of a website better. Also, it makes it easier
for search engine robots to discover new URLs and schedule them for crawling. This is particularly important after a website relaunch, as there is often an entirely new structure with lots of
new URLs the search engine bots have to digest. This is why you should make sure that your XML
sitemaps are formatted correctly and contain all pages that you want indexed and no pages that
you don’t want indexed. URLs that have canonical tags pointing to other URLs, that have “noindex” tags, or that are excluded from crawling via the robots.txt file should not be included in XML
sitemaps.

The biggest advantage of having clean and good XML sitemaps is that you can use them in Google
Search Console to monitor how well your website is indexed. Google lets you know how many
URLs you have submitted in your sitemaps and how many of these URLs are indexed. The closer
these two numbers are, and the closer they are to the total number of indexed pages (perform a
site:yourdomain.com search in Google to find this number), the better.

Pagination is handled correctly on the new website.
If you are using pagination for long lists or pages with a lot of content, for example on product
categories, blog pages, or very long articles, make sure that you mark up your pagination so that
search engines can interpret it correctly. When search engines run into problems with the interpretation of your paginated content, this might hurt the crawl efficiency on your website. Especially after a relaunch you want your website to be as easily crawlable and indexable for search
engines as possible, as the search engine robots will have a lot of work to do to understand your
new website structure.

Google provides some recommendations for marking up paginated content in this article:
Indicate paginated content (https://goo.gl/st8uwr).

The new website uses structured data, wherever possible.
If you have been using structured data on your old website, you should migrate at least this structured data to your new website. On top of this, a relaunch is a great opportunity to expand the
usage of structured data to all applicable areas of your website.

Structured data helps search engines and other machines better interpret the information you
provide on your website. In addition to this, one huge SEO benefit of structured data is that
search engines tend to use this information for generating enhanced snippets for your results.
This leads to more prominent placements in search results and ultimately to more traffic on your
website.

Nowadays, websites should use structured wherever possible, so make sure your new website
does not fall behind.

The new website is served through a secure connection (https).
There is no excuse for not serving your new website through a secure connection. You want your
website visitors to know that their data is safe with you. On top of this, https also provides a number of SEO and web analytics benefits for you. If your old website is still running on http and you
are planning a relaunch, now is the time to switch.

It might be an option for you to make the switch to https a few weeks before or after the relaunch,
in order to minimise the risks associated with URL changes. This decision depends on a number
of factors that are individual for each website relaunch. If your relaunch includes a domain switch,
you might as well switch to https at the same time, as you are already changing every single URL.
If your website relaunch does not entail lots of URL changes, but significant changes to the content or navigation structure of your website, it might be interesting to separate the https switch
from the rest of the changes in order to make it easier for search engines to process the different
modifications.

All image alt tags have been migrated to the new website.
Image alt tags are not just important for organic search rankings, but also for the accessibility of
your website for users that depend on screen readers or that are using devices without a screen.
They help users and machines that cannot see the content of images understand what the images on your website show. For website relaunch SEO purposes, if you have been using image
alt tags on your old website, make sure you migrate them to your new website. Removing image
alt tags from your website can result in losing image search rankings, as well as “normal” search
rankings for the pages the images are displayed on.

All HTTP headers contain correct SEO directives.
Some SEO directives, such as hreflang annotations, canonical tags, or “noindex”, can be imple-

mented in the HTTP header of a document, instead of the source code. This location can often
be overlooked, as lots of popular SEO tools do not check HTTP headers. Also, not all SEOs are
aware of the fact that it is important to include the contents of HTTP headers in a website audit.
It is recommendable to use a crawler that checks HTTP headers on the new website before the
relaunch. This way, you can make sure that the SEO directives in the HTTP headers do not cause
any conflicts with what you are communicating through the source code or in other locations.

In case of a domain switch
Google / Bing / Yandex Webmaster Tools have been set up correctly for the new domain.
The webmaster tools that the most popular search engines, or the most relevant search engines
for your business, provide, are the most important and powerful SEO tools you can ask for. After
all, you are receiving valuable information directly from the search engines. When you change
domains, make sure that you set up and verify the webmaster tools as soon as possible. It might
take a few days until your property shows data and you need to start monitoring errors and developments in the webmaster tools as soon as possible after the website relaunch.

Google / Bing / Yandex have been informed about the domain switch via webmaster tools.
Most search engines allow you to inform them about a domain change via their webmaster tools.
This procedure can help speed up the process of replacing all URLs from the old domain with
URLs from the new domain in the search engine indexes. It will also help the search engines
understand what’s going on when they find plenty of redirects to a new domain all of a sudden.

Google, Bing and Yandex use slightly different terminologies for this: Google has a change of address tool (https://goo.gl/cXJ14k), Bing provides a site move tool (https://goo.gl/BUraD2), and
Yandex helps you with a migrate site tool (https://goo.gl/2m9C1k ).

All backlinks have been updated to the new domain / updates have been requested.
When your website relaunch includes a domain switch, it makes sense to change the target of all
links to a URL on your new domain. There are plenty of links that you have direct access to, such
as links from social media profiles or business directories. For all links that you cannot change
yourself, it can be a good idea to get in touch with the website administrators and ask for an update. First of all, it is always good to stay in contact with the people that link to you, as you depend
on them as long as links are such an important ranking factor. Also, this is a good opportunity to
let more people know about your website.

The old domain and SSL certificate have not been cancelled.
When you set up redirects from your old domain to your new domain, these redirects will only
work as long as your old domain ist still registered with you and, in case you had https URLs on
your old website, as long as there is a valid SSL certificate. You should probably keep the old
domain and the old SSL certificate forever, especially if there are still links from other domains
pointing to URLs on your old website.

I shared this piece of advice, along with some other insights about the benefits of https, in this
interview with SEMrush:
HTTPS: just a Google ranking signal? (https://goo.gl/jn7LYW)

Miscellaneous
A 404 page has been correctly implemented on the new website.
After a relaunch, you can expect a bigger number of 404 errors on your website than usually.
Make sure you have a user-friendly 404 page on your website that helps users that land on it find
the information they are looking for. Also, you should make sure that the 404 page is implemented correctly from a technical perspective:

•

The 404 page should load on the URL that has been requested. Do NOT redirect faulty URLs
to a 404 page with a different URL.

•

Make sure the 404 page actually returns a 404 status code, and not a different one.

•

Additional tip: If you include “404” in the page title of your 404 page, it is very easy to set up a
report for tracking 404 errors in Google Analytics (https://goo.gl/NiEQRb).

The page speed metrics of the new website have been checked.
Page speed is one of the most important factors for user experience and SEO success, especially
in a mobile-first world. There is a strong correlation between top rankings in organic search results and page speed metrics. And even if you do manage to rank well with a slow page, very few
users will have the patience to wait until your page loads on their mobile devices. They will skip
back to Google and click on your competitors’ results instead.

Make sure you check the page speed metrics of your new website before the relaunch. Page
speed should be a top priority item for you and there is no excuse for having a slow website.

Implementation changes to the mobile website version have been accounted for.
When you audit your new website to find SEO problems, make sure to crawl it with a tool that can
mimic the mobile versions of search engine crawlers. Search engines usually crawl your pages
with a desktop crawler and a mobile crawler, because they want to figure out how well your website works for desktop users and mobile users. If there are differences in the user experience,
your page might rank differently for desktop and mobile searches.

Google has even announced that at some stage in the not so distant future, the ranking of the
desktop results will be influenced by the findings of the mobile crawler. This concept has become
known as “mobile first indexing”. This is another reason why you should definitely not neglect
mobile crawling when you analyse your new website before launching it.

Changes in JavaScript rendering have been accounted for.
As more and more websites are using JavaScript for better user experience and more dynamic
features, search engines are getting better at rendering and interpreting websites that use JavaScript. If your old or your new website depends on JavaScript, make sure you compare them both
with a crawling tool that renders JavaScript in a way that is similar to how the most important
search engines do it.

Let’s say your new website loads an important amount of internal links only after a portion of
JavaScript on your pages has been rendered, and these links were available without JavaScript on
your old website. In this case, you should make sure that search engines can actually interpret
these links on your new website. A tool that renders JavaScript in a way similar to search engine
crawlers can help you with this task.

A custom page for 5xx errors has been implemented.
After a relaunch, you can expect a higher number of server errors than in normal times. For user
experience, it is a very good idea to create a custom server error page instead of displaying the
standard page your content management or shop system provides.

A custom server error page can also help you track server errors that are experienced by users
in your web analytics tool and fix them with a high priority. On top of monitoring server errors
this way, you should also keep an eye on the crawl error reports in your favourite search engine’s
webmaster tools. For SEO purposes, server errors generated by search engines are an important
problem to take care of.

A 503 error code is returned in case the entire website is down.
The HTTP status code 503 means that the service is temporarily unavailable due to maintenance
or server overload. Setting up your server so that it returns the correct status code when this
actually happens can help make search engines understand what’s going on. A 503 error code
is a signal to a search engine bot that the server is experiencing temporary issues and that the
crawling attempt should be repeated at a later time.

If you return a different status code, like a 404 or a 500 error, search engine bots might think that
there is a permanent problem and demote your pages in their rankings. As you can expect temporary downtime after a website relaunch, this is something you should prevent from happening.

After the relaunch
The robots.txt file on the new website has been checked.
Once your new website is launched, you want it to be crawled and indexed as quickly as possible.
The robots.txt file of your new website might still contain directives from when the page was in
the staging environment and you didn’t want it to be crawled yet, so make sure no pages you
want crawled are blocked in your robots.txt file. Also, resources that are needed for the complete
rendering of your website, such as CSS or JS files, should not be blocked via your robots.txt file.

Important side note: If you have included “noindex” directives on certain pages that you don’t
want indexed, make sure NOT to block them via your robots.txt file. It is a very common mistake
to set pages to “noindex” and block them via your robots.txt at the same time. The problem with
this is that, as you are asking bots not to crawl the pages, they will not read the “noindex” tags and
might end up indexing them all the same.

The number of indexed pages is being monitored.
When you relaunch your website, the number of indexed pages will normally change. First, your
new URLs will be indexed, while most of your old URLs will remain in the index for a while. This
temporary rise of the number of indexed pages is totally normal after a website relaunch, as
search engines index new URLs pretty quickly, but hesitate to completely remove a URL that no
longer gives back a 200 status.

The important part is that, within a few weeks (or longer, depending on the size of your website),
the number of indexed pages gets as close as possible to the number of pages you want indexed.
Also, if the number of indexed pages drops after your relaunch, although your new website is not
significantly smaller than your old one, you should probably be worried and run some analyses.

Crawl errors in Google Search Console are being monitored and regularly fixed.
After a website relaunch, it is totally normal to experience an elevated number of crawl errors in
Google’s (or another search engine’s) webmaster tools. You should use the crawl error reports to
keep track of new errors, in order to fix them as quickly as possible. It is important to make your
new website as easily crawlable as possible and every crawl error that search engines encounter
is an obstacle to this.

Reducing the number of crawl errors will also improve the user experience of your website, as an
error that is encountered by a search engine bot is often also likely to pop up for users.

If you want to learn more about how to deal with crawl errors in Google Search Console, check
out this article:
How to deal with crawl errors in Google Search Console (Google Webmaster Tools) (https://
goo.gl/7XBeB1)

Website and server errors experienced by users are being monitored and fixed.
404, 500 and other errors that are actually experienced by users are probably even more urgent

to fix than errors encountered by search engine bots, although both can cause your website performance serious harm. Make sure you monitor all errors caused by users in your web analytics
tool.

The prerequisites for such a monitoring are:

•

You need an error page for every type of error that has the normal website tracking code
included on it.

•

Error URLs should not redirect to a different URL, but load the error page on the actual URL.

•

This is not just important for tracking, but also for SEO purposes.

•

The error pages should have an identifiable page title that you can filter in your web analytics tool.

If these requirements are met (which they should be in any case), you can create two different
reports in your web analytics tool. One should include all errors caused by internal links (https://
goo.gl/uJzN8U), including the previous page path (the page the false URL is linked from). The
other one should include all errors caused by external links (https://goo.gl/7XcnqE), including
the full referrer URL (also the page the false URL is linked from, but on a different website). These
reports will help you quickly identify broken links and fix them by changing the link and/or redirecting the false URL.

The most important SEO KPIs are being monitored.
All important SEO KPIs that can be updated regularly or in real-time, such as revenue or leads
from organic search, should be closely monitored in the days after the relaunch. A drop in SEO
performance after a website relaunch does not necessarily have to be related to an SEO issue.
Everything might be working out perfectly with your organic traffic, but your revenue might still
drop because there is an issue in your checkout funnel.

Make sure you get a clear picture of everything that is happening on your website during the days
after the relaunch. You can expect some significant changes to your KPIs when you relaunch your

website. Make sure you know what is causing the changes, so that you can react, if needed.

The number of landing pages for organic search traffic is being monitored.
The number of pages that receive organic search traffic is a metric that can be very helpful for
detecting ranking or indexing problems. It is a number that is often a lot more stable than traffic,
which is also heavily influenced by search volume. It makes sense to monitor this number in your
web analytics tool, because a significant change to it is often caused by internal factors instead of
external ones.

After a website relaunch, it would be best not to see extreme changes to the number of organic
search landing pages. The URLs of your old organic search landing pages should be redirecting to
correct new targets, which would not change the total number of pages. New pages might start
ranking, but this normally happens with steady, and not sudden, growth.

In this context, you can also create a report that filters all organic search landing pages that have
the title of an error page, a problem you should take care of as soon as it occurs.

Search analytics data in Google Search Console is being monitored.
Another important report you should keep a very close eye on is the search analytics report in
Google Search Console (or its equivalents in Bing’s and Yandex’s webmaster tools). Although
Google doesn’t provide the data in real time, but with a delay of two days, this first hand information about your new website’s organic search performance is crucial.

Look for drops of traffic or impressions for certain pages and keywords. Drops in CTR and average position can also harm you in the long run. If you identify performance problems quickly, you
have the chance of reacting and making changes to save your SEO performance.

Old URLs have been crawled to verify that all redirects are working correctly.
Once your new website is online, you should crawl all of your old URLs and make sure that all

redirects are working exactly as they are supposed to. Every old URL should either continue returning a working page with a 200 HTTP status, or 301 redirect directly to such a page.
Look for 404 and 5xx errors and redirect chains (several redirects in a row) and fix the problems
as soon as possible. When search engine bots and users visit your old URLs, you want them to
find the right content, even if the old URL no longer exists.

In order to make sure that your old URLs don’t just redirect, but actually redirect to the right targets, it is advisable to compare the content of the old and new URLs and make sure it matches.
This can be a challenging task for big website, so you should rely on a tool that offers this feature.

