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Website Architecture for Multi-Niche Businesses: Domains, Subdomains, or
Subdirectories?

Executive Summary

Choosing the optimal website structure - single site with subdirectories, individual subdomains, or entirely separate domains - is a critical decision
for businesses that offer multiple related products or services targeting different customer segments. This comprehensive report analyzes technical
SEO considerations, brand architecture, user experience, and business strategy to determine when each approach is appropriate. The evidence
overwhelmingly suggests that consolidating related content under a single domain (using subdirectories) maximizes SEO effectiveness and
brand cohesion in most cases, while subdomains or separate domains are warranted only when divisions in audience, branding, or function are
substantial enough to justify the additional cost and complexity.

Key findings include:

SEO Authority and Link Equity: Subdirectories inherently inherit the parent domain’s authority and link equity, leading to faster indexing and
higher rankings for new content (Source: backlinko.com) (Source: www.datastrom.ai). Case studies confirm this: e.g. Monster.com moved its
localized job listings from subdomains into subfolders and saw a 116% jump in search visibility, whereas a company that moved a blog onto a
subdomain experienced a 47% drop in organic traffic (Source: www.datastrom.ai). In general, consolidating content on one domain creates
“SEO synergy,” whereas splitting into multiple domains or subdomains divides authority (Source: www.datastrom.ai) (Source: backlinko.com).

Google’s Official Stance: Google’'s Search Advocate John Mueller has repeatedly stated that subdomains and subdirectories are treated the
same in ranking_signals, and that related content is best kept together on the same site (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com) (Source:
www.searchenginejournal.com). Danny Sullivan of Google similarly noted that Google tends to “see subdomains apart from root domains” unless
content is highly integrated (Source: www.joeyoungblood.com). In practice, Google advises choosing the structure that makes sense for users
and technical setup (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com) (Source: www.seroundtable.com).

Content and Audience Differentiation: If the business offerings and target audiences are substantially different in both purpose and
customer base, separate websites (domains) can make sense (Source: www.orbitmedia.com) (Source: alokai.com). Brand experts note that
independent websites are useful for “dramatically different audiences” or distinct branding (Source: alokai.com). However, if the content relates
to the same overarching business goals, a new site usually adds little benefit. Orbit Media’s Andy Crestodina advises that a separate site is
justified only when both the audience and goals differ; otherwise a new section or subdirectory suffices (Source: www.orbitmedia.com).
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« Brand Architecture: Business branding frameworks further inform this decision. In a branded house model (one core brand), all offerings
typically live under one domain (Source: icreate.agency). In a house of brands (each product or brand stands alone), separate domains are
common (Source: alokai.com) (Source: icreate.agency). A hybrid approach uses sub-brands or endorsed brands, which often corresponds to
subdirectories or subdomains (Source: icreate.agency) (Source: alokai.com). For example, Nestlé showcases some of its products under
nestle.com/brands/... (subdirectories) while also maintaining dedicated brand sites (e.g. kitkat.com) (Source: alokai.com). Gap Inc., targeting
related but distinct audiences for Gap, Banana Republic, and Old Navy, opts for three separate sites to allow each brand a unique presentation
(Source: alokai.com).

« Management and Practical Considerations: Running multiple sites (whether subdomains or domains) multiplies development, maintenance,
and content production effort (Source: www.orbitmedia.com) (Source: www.orbitmedia.com). It doubles costs for hosting, SSL certificates,
analytics, and SEO tools. There are also analytics and Search Console complexities (each subdomain is a separate property) (Source:
www.seroundtable.com). These burdens argue in favor of one site where feasible. From an SEO perspective, one authoritative site is usually

better than multiple weaker sites: “It’s better to have one site with 100 links than two sites with 50 each,” as Orbit Media warns (Source:
www.orbitmedia.com).

« Case Studies: Multiple case studies illustrate these principles. The Orlando Economic Partnership consolidated four audience-specific sites into
a subdomain architecture under Orlando.org, enabling targeted content for each segment while keeping the overall SEO authority connected
(Source: www.searchenginejournal.com) (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com). In other cases, e-commerce sites have gained dramatically by
moving localized content into folders (as with Monster.com) (Source: www.datastrom.ai). Conversely, splitting related content can fragment
performance: IWantMyName's traffic collapsed when its blog was moved to a subdomain (Source: www.datastrom.ai).

« Future Implications: As Google's algorithms evolve, site structure remains important. Recent updates emphasize site-wide quality signals;
Google’s guidance suggests content is evaluated holistically, though subdomains may receive separate evaluation depending on how integrated
they are (Source: www.datastrom.ai) (Source: www.joeyoungblood.com). In practice, poor content on a subdomain risks indirect effects on the

main domain if not properly isolated.

Recommendation: For most businesses with related activities and overlapping target audiences, a single domain with clear subdirectories is
the recommended approach. This maximizes SEO value by consolidating authority, simplifies management, and provides a cohesive brand
experience.Only when business lines are divided by significant differences in audience, branding, or geographic/technical requirements does a multi-
site strategy (subdomains or separate domains) become advantageous (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com) (Source: www.orbitmedia.com). In
such cases, ensure strong internal linking and consistent branding so search engines and users perceive the relationship between the sites (Source:
www.datastrom.ai) (Source: www.joeyoungblood.com).

Through extensive analysis of industry best practices, SEO research, and real-world examples, this report offers a deep dive into the strategic trade-
offs of domain decisions. The following sections cover historical context, SEO and algorithmic insights, brand considerations, data-supported case
studies, and future trends, providing an in-depth guide to planning an optimal multi-website strategy.

Introduction and Background

As businesses expand their offerings, a critical question arises: How should a company structure its online presence to serve multiple, somewhat
related activities targeted at different buyers? For example, a company might sell both consumer and enterprise software, or offer products in
distinct but related categories (e.qg., fitness and nutrition), or serve multiple geographical markets. The decision essentially boils down to whether to
host all offerings on one website (using subdirectories or sections), to create separate subdomains, or to maintain completely separate domains
(often with distinct brand names). This choice has profound implications on search engine optimization (SEO), brand identity, and operational
complexity.

From a historical standpoint, the evolution of the World Wide Web has seen both unified and fragmented site strategies. Early websites were simple,
static pages organized in folder-like directories. Over time, content management systems and large-scale e-commerce platforms allowed businesses
to house vast product catalogs and content under one domain. Corporations with multiple brands have experimented with different architectures:
some (like Procter & Gamble or Volkswagen) give each brand a standalone site, while others (like Coca-Cola or Samsung) consolidate all products
under one corporate domain. The advent of search engines made these choices even more strategic: site architecture can influence crawlability,
indexing, and authority.

Definitions: For clarity, a domain refers to the main website address (e.g. example.com). A subdomain is a prefix attached to the domain (e.g.
blog.example.com) that often indicates a separate site or section. A subdirectory (or subfolder) is a path under the domain (e.g. example.com/blog)
that organizes content within the same site. Although these are largely organizational constructs, they can be interpreted differently by search
engines. As RockContent explains, search engines often treat subdomains as separate site identities, whereas subdirectories inherit and share the
main domain’s authority (Source: rockcontent.com). In practice, Google’s own statements indicate that, from a crawling and ranking standpoint,
subdomains versus subdirectories are handled similarly (Source: www.oncrawl.com) (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com), but both users and SEO
experts have strong preferences based on site goals and technical practicality.

The scope of this report is to thoroughly research and analyze the trade-offs among these approaches for businesses in exactly this situation:
multiple related activities (e.g., product lines, services, or offers) with different target audiences. Key considerations include:
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« Search Engine Impact: How do domain choices affect SEO performance, indexing, and ranking? This covers link equity (domain authority),
crawl behavior, Google's algorithmic treatment, and technical SEO (crawl budget, site structure).

« Brand and Marketing Implications: How does site structure interact with brand strategy? This involves brand architecture models (branded
house vs house of brands vs endorsed brands), customer perception, and market segmentation.

« User Experience and Conversion: How does the choice affect user navigation, trust, and conversion funnels? Does splitting sites improve
targeted messaging, or does it confuse potential customers?

« Operational Factors: What are the management costs and complexities? This includes content production, technical maintenance (servers,
SSLs, CMS), analytics and tracking, and long-term flexibility.

« Case Studies and Data: Empirical evidence from controlled studies and real-world examples will be used to support conclusions. This includes
analyses of SEO data (e.g. studies on keyword rankings), expert perspectives, and documented outcomes of organizations that have tested
different architectures.

Historically, Google’s position has been clear: use the structure that makes sense for your business and ease of management (Source:
www.seroundtable.com). Search Advocates at Google have repeatedly said that subdomains can be treated as separate sites, so the choice should
be driven by factors like technical constraints and user benefit, not by presumed SEO advantage (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com) (Source:
www.joeyoungblood.com). In one notable exchange, Google’s John Mueller affirmed that Google “treats subdomains and subdirectories the same” for
search, and recommended that related content be kept together on the same domain, using subdomains only when a section is truly distinct
(Source: www.searchenginejournal.com) (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com).

However, SEO practitioners often argue that in reality, content on subdomains effectively builds separate authority, whereas retention in
subdirectories taps into the existing domain’s power. The consensus is not absolute; many studies and expert analyses suggest benefits to either
approach depending on context. As one SEO analysis put it, “consolidating content under one domain strengthens overall rankings” (Source:
www.datastrom.ai), and case examples support that, but there are scenarios (especially internationalization or very different verticals) where
separate domains or subdomains have become standard practice. This report will dissect these nuances with extensive citation of research findings,
expert commentary, and concrete examples.

In the next sections, we break down the problem along multiple dimensions: technical SEO considerations, brand strategy, user segmentation, real-
world data, and future trends. Through this multifaceted approach, we aim to provide an academically rigorous, evidence-based answer to the
guiding question:

If a business offers multiple related activities for different buyers, should it use a single site (with subdirectories), multiple
subdomains, or entirely separate websites?

We will evaluate each option on the merits of SEO impact, brand coherence, management overhead, and strategic alignment. Where possible, we
will lean not just on hearsay or best guesses, but on data (e.g. SERP analysis, case study metrics) and authoritative commentary from Google and
recognized experts. Throughout the discussion, extensive citations will be provided in the [source fline-range] format to ground every claim in
verifiable research and case studies.

SEO and Technical Perspectives

Domain Authority and Link Equity

A fundamental factor in this discussion is how link equity (often aggregated as “domain authority”) is distributed across site structures. When
content is added to a subfolder of an established domain, it immediately inherents the parent domain’s existing backlinks and reputation (Source:
www.datastrom.ai). In contrast, content on a subdomain or a new domain typically starts with only the links explicitly pointing to it, separate from
those of the main site (Source: www.datastrom.ai). As a result, SEO professionals observe that subdirectories often enjoy faster indexing and
ranking due to inherited authority, whereas subdomains must build up their own SEO value.

Multiple analyses confirm this. Datastrom’s 2025 SEO analysis notes that moving content from subdomains into subdirectories yielded dramatic
improvements in search visibility. For instance, after Monster.com integrated its international job portals from subdomains ( jobs.monster.co.uk ) into
subfolders ( monster.co.uk/jobs/ ), the UK site’s search visibility jumped sharply (Source: www.datastrom.ai). Conversely, IWantMyName experienced
a 47% drop in organic traffic when it moved its blog onto a subdomain in 2014 - an effect attributed to the blog losing benefit of the main
domain’s backlinks (Source: www.datastrom.ai). These cases exemplify a general principle: consolidating related content onto one domain
concentrates link equity, while splitting it dilutes authority (Source: www.datastrom.ai) (Source: backlinko.com).

From a technical crawling standpoint, Google treats subdomains almost as separate properties. A subdomain must be verified separately in Google
Search Console, and Google allocates it its own crawl budget (Source: www.seroundtable.com) (Source: www.datastrom.ai). In practice, this means
search engines discover and index each subdomain independently unless explicitly linked. By contrast, a subdirectory is inherently part of the main
site’s URL structure (e.g. example.com/section ), inheriting the site’s existing link graph without requiring separate validation. Thus, in terms of pure
crawling and indexing efficiency, subdirectories offer a slight advantage by piggybacking on the parent site’s established signals.
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Domain metrics tools (like Moz Domain Authority) likewise reflect this division. As OnCrawl notes, although a subdomain can rank independently for
its specialty keywords, having content on one domain generally increases that domain’s overall authority score, which can feeding back to improve
rankings elsewhere on the site (Source: www.oncrawl.com). For example, if all high-value pages reside under a single domain, every new backlink
strengthens the whole domain. If those pages are scattered across multiple domains, each domain grows more slowly.

However, this is not to say subdomains never rank well. Technically, Google has explicitly stated that subdomains and subdirectories are
treated equivalently for crawling and indexing (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com) (Source: www.oncrawl.com), meaning being on a
subdomain is not a direct penalty. But SEO experts stress that “it feels like” content in subdirectories often ranks better simply due to consolidated
signals. Backlinko explicitly lists one drawback of subdomains: “Takes longer to gain SEO authority (treated like separate sites)” (Source:
backlinko.com). Meanwhile, a subdirectory is praised for “faster SEO results due to inherited domain authority” (Source: backlinko.com).

In summary, the SEO consensus is that if content is closely related to your main site’s purpose, keeping it in a subdirectory is usually
faster to rank and easier SEO (Source: www.datastrom.ai) (Source: www.datastrom.ai). On the other hand, placing content on a subdomain
effectively starts its SEO from scratch (or at least from scratch relative to the main site), which can be useful if that content is very distinct; but it
demands its own link-building and authority efforts (Source: backlinko.com) (Source: www.datastrom.ai).

This trade-off implies that businesses should only place content on a subdomain if there is a compelling reason for it to “stand apart.” John Mueller
from Google advises using subdomains only for content that has something different to offer compared to the rest of the site (Source:
www.searchenginejournal.com). Otherwise, as he notes, grouping related content under a single domain (via directories) is simpler and equally
effective in Google's eyes (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com). When in doubt “I don’t care either way"”, Mueller recommends keeping it together
on one site (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com).

Google’s Official Guidance

Google's public statements provide important guidance that we must incorporate. Over the past decade, Google’s position has been stable: it can
crawl and rank subdomains and subdirectories similarly, but they do have practical differences. In an official Webmaster Hangout, John Mueller
stated clearly:

“In general, we see [subdomains and subdirectories] the same. | would personally try to keep things together as much as possible... and use
subdomains where things are really kind of slightly different. ... If you're like 'well | don’t care either way', then | would just keep it within the same
site.” (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com).

Barry Schwartz’s Search Engine Roundtable also conveys Google’s stance: subdomains and subfolders are both fine, and the primary choice should
be based on business needs and technical setup (Source: www.seroundtable.com). Google’s Danny Sullivan reinforced that Google tends to view
subdomains as separate unless strongly integrated with internal linking (Source: www.joeyoungblood.com).

In other words, Google’s official line is that SEO impact should not be the driving factor. A site owner should choose the architecture that best serves
users and practicality, and “think about your longer-term plans” (Source: www.seroundtable.com). As Google put it: “use what works best for your
setup” (Source: www.seroundtable.com). This implies that concerns like branding, internationalization, and future growth are as important as raw
SEO when deciding.

Nevertheless, behind the scenes, search quality engineers like John Mueller also caution that related content yields a more coherent site. He advised,
“try to keep things together as much as possible. So if it's the same site then try to put them on the same site, essentially” (Source:
www.searchenginejournal.com). When content is separated, Google must individually evaluate each part, which may make it harder for the overall
domain to be seen as authoritative in a niche.

Given these statements, the report will not delve into unfounded myths. Both official policy and technical analyses agree that neither subdomains
nor subdirectories inherently rank better; the key is relevance and proper linking. We should therefore focus on circumstances that tilt the
decision one way or another, backed by evidence. As we will see, most signals (link equity, case-study performance) favor subdirectories for SEO,
consistent with linking the user’s needs.

Crawling, Indexing, and Internal Linking

From a crawler’s perspective, a subdomain (e.g. eu.example.com) is essentially a different website. Search engines can discover it independently and
allocate crawl resources separately. This means:

« Verification: Each subdomain needs its own verification in Search Console (Source: www.seroundtable.com), affecting how analytics and issue
notifications are managed. An additional technical step can complicate monitoring.

« Sitemaps: Sometimes, search engines require separate XML sitemaps or explicit linking to fully index subdomains. A subdirectory under one
domain automatically falls under the main sitemap targeting the root domain unless deliberately excluded.

« Discovery: If the parent domain links to the subdomain, Google will discover and crawl it over time. However, if there are no clear links, Google
might treat the subdomain as an “orphan” and may not associate its content with the main site (Source: www.datastrom.ai). On the flip side, a
well-linked subdomain will signal to Google the close relationship, which can help somewhat, though it's not equivalent to being on the same
domain.
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« Crawl Budget: For most websites, crawl budget isn’t a major issue unless the site has millions of pages. Google’s John Mueller has suggested
using subdomains (or separate domains) can spread the crawl load if a single domain is too large. But this is usually only relevant for extremely
large sites (Source: www.datastrom.ai).

Subdirectories automatically inherit the main site's crawl budget and discovery paths, which tends to make the crawling process more efficient for
reasonably sized sites (Source: www.datastrom.ai). In practice, this means updates or new pages in a subdirectory are likely to get noticed faster by
Google because they come under the authority of the root domain’s known structure.

A risk of multiple subdomains is “domain clustering” in search results. Google’s site diversity filter tends to limit how many results from the same
domain (including its subdomains) appear for a single query (Source: www.datastrom.ai). If content is spread across subdomains, it may not gain
extra SERP real estate compared to being in subfolders. Domain clustering was introduced in 2010 to prevent sites (and their subdomains) from
dominating results. Nowadays, Google usually shows at most one or two results from a given domain (including any subdomains) on the same SERP
(Source: www.datastrom.ai). So using subdomains will not typically allow you to occupy more SERP spots; instead it may dilute the ability for multiple
results (the group of subdomains counts as one site in this sense).

Internal linking patterns also matter. We mention above that subdomains need clear and frequent links from the main site (and vice versa) to
indicate their relationship (Source: www.datastrom.ai). If a subdomain is isolated with no ties to the main domain, Google might not credit the main
domain with any of its content or vice versa. By contrast, subdirectories are inherently linked internally (since you navigate to them within the site),
reinforcing the connection.

In conclusion, from a technical SEO standpoint, there is no barrier to ranking whether content is in a subdomain or subdirectory - Google can crawl
and index both. But subdirectories tend to be simpler to manage (one sitemap, one verification) and safer in terms of link inheritance. Subdomains
may offer benefits like separate servers or platforms, but they behave like mini-sites in Google’s view, requiring extra care to ensure they contribute
to the parent domain’s SEO equity.

SEO Use-Cases and Data
International and Geo-Targeting

One common reason businesses consider subdomains is for international markets (e.g. us.example.com, fr.example.com). The debate here is
longstanding. Technically, a country-code top-level domain (ccTLD, like .fr) is the purest signal for country targeting, but using subdirectories
( example.com/fx/ ) or subdomains ( fr.example.com) are also viable. Search ranking research by SE Ranking (20K keywords in 15 countries) shows
that globally, ccTLDs dominate search results for country-specific queries (Source: seranking.com) (Source: seranking.com). Subdirectories are the
next most prevalent, comprising about 20% of top-3 results (Source: seranking.com) (Source: seranking.com). Subdomains had only ~3% share
of SERP rankings (Source: seranking.com) (Source: seranking.com). This suggests that in practice, many international sites favor ccTLDs or
subfolders. Subdomains appear particularly weak except in a few multilingual markets like Switzerland (Source: seranking.com). In short, if a
business is targeting multiple regions, using subdirectories (or ccTLDs) is often more successful than subdomains as a signal to Google. Note that
Google has also clarified that hreflang annotations work equally well in subdomains or subfolders, so either can function technically for language
targeting.

E-Commerce and Large Catalogs

For e-commerce or complex product catalogs, the same SEO logic applies. If the products are closely related, it is usually best to list them under one
domain to aggregate reviews, backlinks, and traffic. A single “authority” site can rank for a wide set of related keywords. Operating multiple niche
sites can potentially capture niche keywords better, but at a cost. As the backlink concentration argument states, it's often better for SEO to have
one high-authority domain than several low-authority ones (Source: www.orbitmedia.com) (Source: backlinko.com).

Affiliate marketers and niche site operators have a slightly different perspective. They sometimes advocate building multiple niche sites to segment
audiences. Sean Brison (Lasso) advises that if resources allow, multiple sites can let you tailor each to a distinct audience and keyword set
(Source: getlasso.co). He notes that separate sites can “narrow your focus” and attract more targeted leads and messaging (Source: getlasso.co).
However, he also warns that this only really pays off once the first site is well-established; otherwise it dilutes effort. Lasso’s view aligns with the
broader theme: multiple sites can increase focus on specific buyer segments (Source: getlasso.co) and offer flexibility (e.g. multiple country
storefronts on separate domains), but carry heavier operating costs. They also create single-points-of-failure (if Google updates kill one, another
niche site might still survive) (Source: getlasso.co).

Academic and Industry Perspectives

While few formal academic studies exist on subdomain vs subdirectory in SEO, industry “data analysis” efforts have become common. We have
already cited the SE Ranking study (Source: seranking.com) (Source: seranking.com) and the Datastrom analysis (Source: www.datastrom.ai)
(Source: www.datastrom.ai), both published in 2024-2025. SEO-focused agency Backlinko and others have also put out guides with aggregated
expert advice (Source: backlinko.com) (Source: backlinko.com). Harvard Business Review or academic journals seldom publish on such specific SEO
issues, but marketing strategy papers do discuss brand architecture as it relates to digital presence. We will draw on those broader
marketing/branding sources when discussing brand strategy.
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Given Google’s stance and the SEO evidence, domain consolidation is generally favored for SEO. However, domain duplication (purely copying
content to separate sub-sites) should be avoided to prevent cannibalization. When splitting is done (subdomains or separate sites), it should be with
clear, unique content and strategy, or for technical reasons (e.g. a blog on WordPress might reside on blog.example.com for logistic reasons, though
SEO-friendly setups often instead use example.com/blog ).

Algorithmic Considerations and Future Updates

Search algorithms evolve, and some updates have abstract implications for this question. The recent Helpful Content Update (site-wide Al-based
quality signal) treats a site holistically. Officially, Google says it applies a site-wide classification of “helpful content”- vs “unhelpful content” sites
(Source: www.joeyoungblood.com) (Source: www.joeyoungblood.com). There was speculation about whether a low-quality subdomain could drag
down the main domain. Google clarified that the effect of this update on subdomains is nuanced. Danny Sullivan suggested subdomains tend to be
treated apart unless tightly integrated via linking (Source: www.joeyoungblood.com). Search engines have not explicitly said “subdomain content will

or will not affect the main domain,” but signals are that Google will continue to judge each domain or subdomain individually but may factor cross-
links. In practice, though, SEO consultants recommend keeping content quality high across the entire web property, since the “site-wide” penalty
could in theory spread if Google views subdomains as part of a site cluster.

Another consideration is the site diversity filter. Google will not generally allow many results from the same domain (and its subdomains) on one
results page (Source: www.datastrom.ai). That means spreading content across subdomains will not give you more snippet exposure on SERPs. For
instance, if a user searches for a topic, Google is more likely to show only one subpage or subdomain from example.com, rather than multiple.
Therefore, using subdomains does not grant more visibility for a single query - in fact, having multiple subdomains can limit potential ranking
opportunities.

Finally, search engines have become adept at interpreting subdomains. If poorly linked, they might treat a subdomain as an orphan, but strong
linking (e.g., linking fr.example.com from example.com's main menu) will signal the relationship. As the SE Ranking research noted, Google’s
algorithms have improved in clustering domain content, and it’s generally not possible to game multiple listings by using subdomains (Source:
www.datastrom.ai).

In upcoming years, we expect that technical site coherence and content quality signals (page experience, core web vitals, helpful content) will
overshadow the raw choice of subdomain vs subfolder. Still, planning architecture with good linking and unified branding can help ensure that
algorithmic updates (which look at site-level patterns) do not have unintended side effects.

Branding and Market Strategy Perspectives

Brand Architecture Models

The website structure should align with the company’s brand architecture - the way brands and sub-brands are organized. Marketing literature
lays out common models: a Branded House (one master brand for all offerings, e.g. Apple), House of Brands (each product brand stands alone
under a corporate umbrella, e.g. Unilever brands like Dove, Axe, etc.), Sub-Brands (distinct offerings with unique names under one master brand,
e.g. Toyota Prius), and Endorsed Brands (independent brands with a visible parent endorsement, e.g. “Courtyard by Marriott”) (Source:
icreate.agency) (Source: icreate.agency). The digital strategy should mirror this.

« In a Branded House, the company typically runs one main website, possibly with sections for different product lines. All traffic and SEO efforts
boost the master brand. For instance, corporate builders like G.J. Gardner use a single brand across all locations (Source: icreate.agency).

« In a Sub-Branded or Endorsed model, the websites may be subfolders or subdomains of the main brand. Toyota’s Prius page lives under
Toyota’s domain with its own sub-brand identity (Source: icreate.agency). The endorsed strategy, like “by Marriott”, leverages the parent brand
while giving the sub-brand unique positioning (Source: icreate.agency). In web terms, a subdirectory like marriott.com/Courtyard could serve, or
a subdomain like courtyard.marriott.com, though Courtyard chose a distinct domain with endorsement in logo.

« In a House of Brands, each brand generally gets its own site and even its own marketing and SEO strategy. Large consumer goods companies
exemplify this. Unilever’s high-profile brands each have their own standalone sites (e.g. dove.com, magnumicecream.com ), even though Unilever
maintains a corporate page that links to them (Source: alokai.com) (Source: alokai.com). Volkswagen Group, similarly, has separate websites for
Volkswagen, Audi, Porsche, Lamborghini, Bentley, etc., reflecting the House of Brands strategy.

Alokai’'s analysis of multi-brand sites highlights these choices. They note three main architectures for multi-brand companies: (1) Single site with
brand-specific sections - rare, used mostly when brand audiences are almost identical (Source: alokai.com) (e.g. Mars, Inc. just has a page listing
all its candy brands on mars.com (Source: alokai.com); (2) Subdomains/subdirectories - common for companies with complementary brands (e.g.
Nestlé presents its KitKat brand via both kitkat.com and nestle.com/brands/chocolate (Source: alokai.com); (3) Separate websites for each brand -
favored when brands target dramatically different audiences or have strong independent identities (Source: alokai.com) (Source: alokai.com) (e.qg.
Gap, Inc. gives BanR and Old Navy independent sites (Source: alokai.com). Unilever is cited as an example of the latter approach: dedication of rich,
standalone sites for key brands increased SEO performance (Source: alokai.com).

Page 6 of 12


https://www.joeyoungblood.com/seo/everything-we-know-about-googles-helpful-content-update/#:~:text=%E2%80%93%20Google%20announced%20a%20major,for%20sites%20hosting%20unhelpful%20content
https://www.joeyoungblood.com/seo/everything-we-know-about-googles-helpful-content-update/#:~:text=3,it%20might%20be%20considered%20people
https://www.joeyoungblood.com/seo/everything-we-know-about-googles-helpful-content-update/#:~:text=,domains%20%E2%80%9D%20%E2%80%93%20Danny%20Sullivan
https://www.datastrom.ai/blog/subdomains-vs-subdirectories-for-seo#:~:text=,separately%20for%20an%20extra%20result
https://www.datastrom.ai/blog/subdomains-vs-subdirectories-for-seo#:~:text=,separately%20for%20an%20extra%20result
https://icreate.agency/insights/brand-architecture-examples-should-you-build-one-brand-or-many/
https://icreate.agency/insights/brand-architecture-examples-should-you-build-one-brand-or-many/
https://icreate.agency/insights/brand-architecture-examples-should-you-build-one-brand-or-many/#:~:text=Image%20Apple%20exemplifies%20the%20branded,innovation%20flow%20seamlessly%20across%20categories
https://icreate.agency/insights/brand-architecture-examples-should-you-build-one-brand-or-many/
https://icreate.agency/insights/brand-architecture-examples-should-you-build-one-brand-or-many/#:~:text=3
https://alokai.com/blog/multibrand-website-examples#:~:text=Building%20separate%20websites%20for%20each,distinct%20branding%20and%20market%20presence
https://alokai.com/blog/multibrand-website-examples#:~:text=Unilever%20would%20be%20a%20good,example%20here
https://alokai.com/blog/multibrand-website-examples#:~:text=,subbrands%20of%20the%20Mars%20Inc
https://alokai.com/blog/multibrand-website-examples#:~:text=Single%20website%20with%20brand
https://alokai.com/blog/multibrand-website-examples#:~:text=Subdomains%20%28sub,their%20robust%20family%20of%20brands
https://alokai.com/blog/multibrand-website-examples#:~:text=Building%20separate%20websites%20for%20each,distinct%20branding%20and%20market%20presence
https://alokai.com/blog/multibrand-website-examples#:~:text=Unilever%20would%20be%20a%20good,example%20here
https://alokai.com/blog/multibrand-website-examples#:~:text=Gap%20Inc,to%20match%20the%20ideal%20customer
https://alokai.com/blog/multibrand-website-examples#:~:text=Unilever%20would%20be%20a%20good,example%20here
https://rankstudio.net/?utm_source=pdf
https://rankstudio.net/articles/subdomain-vs-subdirectory-seo

RankStU.dIO Website Structure: Subdomains, Subdirectories, or Domains?

Get Found in Al Search Results

From branding theory, one chooses multiple brands (hence multiple sites) when one master brand cannot credibly span all offerings without causing
confusion or brand dilution (Source: icreate.agency) (Source: icreate.agency). For instance, if a construction firm offers both home-building and high-
end commercial development under one name, the audiences (first-time homebuyers vs institutional investors) and even the tone/delivery can differ
greatly, arguing for separate branding (and possibly separate sites). On the other hand, if offerings appeal to overlapping demographics, a unified
brand simplifies marketing and builds overall equity (Source: icreate.agency).

Orbit Media’s framework similarly emphasizes audience and goals alignment: a separate website is recommended only if both the target audience
and business goals are different enough to merit independent treatment (Source: www.orbitmedia.com). If only one of those differs (e.g. same goal,
slightly different audience), a separate section on the same site is advised (Source: www.orbitmedia.com).

Target Audience Segmentation

Focusing on the specific phrasing of our problem - “somewhat related activities but targeting different buyers” - we see that the audience is
segmented, but activities are related. This could fit the scenario of either sub-brands within one brand family, or endorsed brands, depending on how
divergent the audiences are.

From a marketing standpoint, it is generally desirable to tailor messaging to each segment, but not at the expense of fragmenting brand strength.
The decision strategy is thus:

. If audience segments are closely related (e.g. one business selling similar products to different types of customers, but under one umbrella
value proposition), a single website usually suffices. The messaging can adapt via landing pages or sections, but the domain remains the same.
This reinforces the main brand for all audiences. For example, a software company selling to both SMBs and enterprises might have different
sections on the same site but keep the brand unified.

. If target markets are quite distinct, separate sites may help personalize experience. This could happen along cultural/geographic lines or
purchase behavior lines. For instance, if one product targets consumers and another targets only large corporations who require trust signals,
separate web presences might be warranted.

« If offerings have unique branding or value propositions, separate brands (and thus separate domains) can prevent customer confusion.
For instance, Dyson sells vacuums and haircare gadgets; these products, though from the same company, have largely separate audiences.
Dyson’s site covers all products but uses distinct pages for each category (not separate domains). In contrast, Procter & Gamble launches
cleaning products (e.g. Tide) and personal care products (e.g. Olay) each with their own branded websites.

So, the practical takeaway: the more distinct the audiences and brand stories, the more justification for separate domains (House of Brands). If
the audiences share the same core value proposition and brand trust is important to carry across offerings, a single domain (Branded House or Sub-
Brands) is better (Source: icreate.agency) (Source: alokai.com).

Brand Consistency and User Trust

From a user’s point of view, a single coherent site can build trust and familiarity. Every visit reinforces the brand identity. Multiple sites with different
URLs can confuse users unless clearly explained as subsidiaries or distinct brands.

Content marketing trends also favor large “pillar” sites that capture authority. Conversely, separate microsites and blogs outside the main domain
are sometimes treated skeptically by users as separate entities. That said, sometimes separate websites are needed to avoid brand conflict. For
example, luxury brands often avoid association with discount products. In digital marketing, if one audience might be turned off by the other’s
messaging, separate domains allow tailoring voice and creative design without compromise.

In addition, analytics-wise, having multiple sites means fragmenting measurement of brand engagement. One site offers unified metrics; multiple
sites require merging insights across ecosystems, which can hide the full picture of a customer journey. This operational perspective often argues for
one primary site unless brand reasons override it.

Synthesis: Marketing vs SEO

Combining these viewpoints, the guidance emerges: Align URL strategy with brand strategy, but prefer arrangements that do not sacrifice SEO
efficiency. If brand strategy pushes a sub-branded or house-of-brands approach, one can still mitigate SEO downsides by integrating sites via links,
cross-promotions, and joint landing pages hosted on a primary domain (even as a hub page linking out). Some companies use an “umbrella”
corporate site simply to link to brand sites (e.g. UrbanskiCorp.com linking to UrbanskiBrandA.com and UrbanskiBrandB.com), but this has little SEO
benefit beyond name recognition. More sophisticated is using subdirectories on the corporate site as an aggregator page (e.g.
parentco.com/brands/ ) to capture some search benefit on the master brand.

Finally, brand strategy must also consider domain names themselves as assets. A unique domain (good keyword or brand) can strengthen brand
identity in search results. For instance, if launching a sub-brand, acquiring its exact-match domain (like kitkat.com) can boost recognition. But
again, that domain must stand on its own SEO feet if distinct content resides there.
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Data Analysis and Case Studies

In applying these principles to real situations, we have several illustrative case studies and aggregated data:

SE Ranking 20K-Keyword Study (International SEO)

The GA Agency/SE Ranking study examined 1.5 million SERP positions across 20,000 keywords worldwide (Source: seranking.com) (Source:
seranking.com). Key findings relevant here:

« Dominance of Country Domains: Over 50% of top Google rankings globally were held by country-code TLDs (ccTLDs) (Source:
seranking.com). Inverse correlation was found between ccTLD usage and generic TLDs (gTLDs like .com) (Source: seranking.com).

« Popularity of Subdirectories: Subdirectories were the second most common structure in the top-three results, accounting for ~20% of SERP
slots (Source: seranking.com) (Source: seranking.com). This suggests that many high-ranking sites use subfolders for region/language content.

« Scarcity of Subdomains: Subdomains were only 3% of domain structures in SERPs, and found mainly in multilingual markets (Source:
seranking.com) (Source: seranking.com). This implies subdomains are much less common among ranking pages. The commentary wryly notes
subdomains are “the unloved child of SEOQ” (Source: seranking.com).

While the study focused on international structures (subdomains vs subfolders vs ccTLDs), the implication for our question is that across the web,
subdirectories are far more prevalent in high-ranking content. If the majority of top-ranked sites (especially international brands) use
subfolders, that suggests a practical consensus that subdirectories work well for managing related content. Whether this is because of SEO
advantage or simply common practice is unclear, but it does indicate what is typical in successful sites.

Orlando Economic Partnership (OEP) Case Study

A noteworthy real-world example comes from a 2024 case study by Avenue Z on Search Engine Journal, detailing the reorganization of Orlando
Business Partnership’s digital presence (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com) (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com). OEP was running four
disconnected websites, each targeting a different audience—businesses, talent, investors, and media.

Faced with fragmentation, the team chose a multi-site subdomain architecture under a centralized platform (Orlando.org). The selected domain
structure used subdomains (e.g., ventures.orlando.org, talent.orlando.org) for each audience segment (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com). The
goals were to serve distinct user needs while maintaining a unified technology stack. The analysis notes:

« Separate domains would have meant separate SEO efforts for each audience (ruling them out (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com).

« A single domain with subfolders could have limited the ability to fully tailor content for each very different audience (Source:
www.searchenginejournal.com).

« Subdomains struck a balance: each could be customized (layout, messaging) for its audience, while still sharing some central codebase and
keeping SEO authority connected to the parent domain (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com).

This structure allowed Orlando.org to maintain overall domain authority, avoid cannibalization among subdomains, and simplify content
management (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com). The case shows that when multiple very different audiences must be served, a subdomain

approach under one umbrella can provide the focus of separate sites without losing all SEO centralization. The OEP team implemented strong
internal linking and content siloing to prevent overlap, demonstrating best practices in multi-site SEO (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com).

Monster.com and IWantMyName: Anecdotal Case Comparisons

Datastrom’s report provided concrete before/after metrics from two companies (Monster, IWantMyName) to illustrate the SEO impact of domain
moves (Source: www.datastrom.ai):

« Monster.com: Historically, Monster used subdomains for country-specific job sites. After migrating their UK job portal from jobs.monster.co.uk
to monster.co.uk/jobs, their organic SERP visibility more than doubled (+116%) (Source: www.datastrom.ai). This suggests that the UK jobs
pages immediately benefited from Monster’s main .co.uk domain authority, which had been underutilized when the site was on its own
subdomain.

« IWantMyName: In contrast, this domain registrar partially split off its blog. Moving the blog from a subdirectory onto a new subdomain
triggered a 47% decline in organic traffic (Source: www.datastrom.ai). The consensus is that the blog lost the domain link flow from the main site.
Only after reverting the change (and likely re-merging content) did rankings recover.

These examples, while anecdotal, underscore the risk of subdomain fragmentation on SEO performance. The Monster case is especially telling
because it is the same company’s stable domain, simply reorganized. It highlights how much latent authority can exist in a main domain that is
unlocked when content is brought into it.
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Orbit Media Scenario Analysis

Orbit Media’s Andy Crestodina supplies illustrative decision logic (though not SEO metrics, it is influential advice). In his analysis, he provides

concrete scenarios:

.« Same Goal, Different Audience: For example, Widget Co. sells widgets to businesses and plans to target consumers. Since the overarching
goal (sell widgets) is the same, but the audience differs, he recommends a separate section, not a new site (Source: www.orbitmedia.com).

. Different Goal, Same Audience: Tony’s Unicorns example: servicing mythical creatures vs new griffin service. Audience is the same (owners of
mythicals), goal changed. Again, he suggests one site with distinct sections (Source: www.orbitmedia.com).

. Different Goal and Different Audience: Glenda offers corporate event photos and is adding wedding planning. The audience (couples vs
companies) and goal (weddings vs corporate events) differ, so a separate website is justified (Source: www.orbitmedia.com).

« International Audience/Goal Change: Expanding to Germany for local SEO. Both audience (Germans) and goal (target German search)
changed, so get a .de domain (Source: www.orbitmedia.com).

This heuristic - require both audience and goal changes for a separate site - is a useful rule-of-thumb for our situation. It’s not a hard law, but it
aligns with the branded house vs house of brands arguments. Only when segments are fully distinct in purpose would we break out.

Orbit’s final bottom line aligns with our SEO findings: splitting into multiple sites slices links in half, so there must be a strong justification. He
metaphorically warns: maintaining two sites is “living in two houses”, which doubles work (Source: www.orbitmedia.com). They also stress the SEO
hit: two sites with 50 links rank worse than one site with 100 links (Source: www.orbitmedia.com).

Industry and Expert Opinions

SEO authorities corroborate the above patterns. Backlinko recommends consolidating content under one domain for faster results (Source:
backlinko.com) and notes it’s an “often painful decision” because of SEO vs branding trade-offs. They present subfolder vs subdomain as a scenario-
specific choice without hard rules, reflecting Google’s guidance and industry experience.

Highervisibility summarizes the debate: Google says neither structure has inherent ranking advantage . But SEOs sometimes see subdirectories
winning in practice. They emphasize that practitioner consensus suggests sticking together for better domain strength.

OnCrawl (August 2025) provides a balanced technical view: subdomains can improve user experience and cater to niche markets, but subdirectories
simplify authority building (Source: www.oncrawl.com) (Source: www.oncrawl.com). They explicitly note that keywords can be placed in subdomain
names to help target a product category, but admit that exact-match domains are less impactful than they once were (Source: www.oncrawl.com).
Their advice is pragmatic: use subdomains when it “enhances your brand” or for specific technical or market targets (Source: www.oncrawl.com), but
otherwise integrate content.

In summary, the preponderance of evidence and expert opinion suggests:

« Best for SEO: Single domain with subdirectories for related content (Source: www.datastrom.ai) (Source: backlinko.com).

« When to split: Only if distinct brands, audiences, or technical needs demand it (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com) (Source:

www.orbitmedia.com).

« Brandfighters: Strong implications if multiple brands exist; marketing demands can warrant subdomains or separate domains (Source:
alokai.com) (Source: icreate.agency).

« Trade-offs: Additional sites add complexity (costs, tracking) and require independent SEO effort (more content, more links) (Source:
www.orbitmedia.com) (Source: www.datastrom.ai).

The following table summarizes the key contrasts:
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STRUCTURE

Single Domain
(one site)

Subdirectories
(e.g. /product/)

Subdomains (e.g.
sub.example.com)

Separate Domain
(e.g.
product.com)

SEO/AUTHORITY

- Shares one domain authority
across all content (Source:
backlinko.com) (Source:
www.datastrom.ai).

- Generally faster ranking for
new pages due to existing links
(Source: backlinko.com).

- Inherits main domain
authority, consolidating SEO
gains (Source:
www.datastrom.ai) (Source:
backlinko.com).

- Treated like separate sites
(Source: backlinko.com) with
partial shared authority; needs
its own link-building (Source:
www.datastrom.ai).

- Completely separate SEO
entity (Source:

www.searchenginejournal.com).

- Requires building SEO from
ground up (no direct authority
transfer) (Source:
www.datastrom.ai).

Website Structure: Subdomains, Subdirectories, or Domains?

BRANDING/AUDIENCE

- Unified brand
presence.

- Single identity;
consistent
messaging.

- Builds on one brand
name.

- One website,
possibly with named
sections (e.g.
/products/, /blog/).

- Brand cohesion with
category splitting.

- Allows slightly
different branding or
design for each
subdomain (Source:
backlinko.com).

- Signals partly
related to main brand
(“sub of main”).

- Independent brand
name and identity.

- Customers may not
realize corporate link.
- Enables very
distinct positioning.

(Table Source: compiled from [12], [19], [29], [10], [6], [7], [41])

Implications and Future Directions

MANAGEMENT/OTHER

- Simplest to maintain
(one CMS, one SSL,
one analytics).

- Consolidated link
equity (Source:
www.orbitmedia.com).

- Easy to implement.
- Single Search
Console/Webmaster
property.

- Unified analytics.

- More complex:
separate benchmarks,
SSLs, CMS possibly.

- Separate Search
Console tracks.

- Highest overhead:

multiple sites means
multiple codebases,
hosting, etc.

- Requires separate

marketing efforts for
each.

WHEN TO USE

Default choice when
content/services and
audiences are related and
under one brand umbrella.

When offerings are different in
content but still part of one
brand focus; keep under same
umbrella.

For distinct sub-lines (e.g. blog,
shop, app) where a change in
presentation or function
benefits users (Source:
www.oncrawl.com) (Source:
www.searchenginejournal.com).

- Also for large language/geo
splits if not using
ccTLD/subfolder.

When brand names/products
are entirely distinct and have
their own value proposition
(house-of-brands) (Source:
alokai.com) (Source:
icreate.agency).

- Also international sites (.de,
.fr) where target market is
entirely separate (Source:
www.orbitmedia.com).

Long-Term SEO Strategy

From a strategic SEO perspective, the long-term benefits of domain consolidation suggest that businesses should err on the side of unity unless
branding dictates otherwise. Once content is split across multiple properties, it is notoriously difficult to recombine SEO value without careful
redirects and often loss. Businesses should plan ahead for growth: if one day they might unify, it may be easier to start unified. However, if they
anticipate thriving subsidiary brands, splitting early might be chosen.

On the horizon, evolving search features (like SGE/Al search) emphasize broad site authority and topical expertise. A cohesive domain can present a

more comprehensive knowledge signal to Al systems. Multi-domain strategies will need to explicitly interlink to show expertise across topics.

Technical Developments

Emerging CMS and web technologies may ease some challenges of multi-site setups. For example, headless CMS architectures can serve multiple
brands from one backend, simplifying development. But fundamentally, Google’s perspective remains URL and content-driven, so technical splits will
still matter to search engines.
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Brand and Market Evolution

As companies pivot or expand, they may shift their architecture. For instance, a company might start unified, then spin off a brand into its own site
after it grows. It is important to monitor signals and performance when doing such transitions. Historical examples (like Monster’s positive move)
show migrations should be done carefully with full redirects and planning.

Algorithm Updates and Risks

Companies operating multiple domains (especially those reliant on SEO) must diversify traffic sources. As Lasso notes for affiliate sites, multiple sites
mean some hedging if one site hits algorithmic difficulty (Source: getlasso.co). But it also means repeated exposure to risk. Consolidation means
Google updates hit the whole business at once, whereas multiple sites can sometimes isolate an effect.

Google continues to refine how it accounts for subdomain content. The Helpful Content updates demonstrate nuance: content quality is evaluated
site-wide, but subdomains can receive separate consideration if not tightly linked (Source: www.joeyoungblood.com). Businesses should ensure high

standards on all domains/sites to avoid site-wide penalties.

Multi-Channel Analytics

Lastly, SEO considerations must be balanced with overall digital strategy. With multiple sites, marketing teams lose the simplicity of tracking a single
funnel. Cross-site user flows become complex. A future implication is that integrated analytics tools (cross-domain tracking, server-side GTM) will
become essential if businesses adopt multiple domains. SEO keyword overlap (cannibalization) is another potential future concern to monitor.

Conclusion

In the end, the weight of evidence and expert advice converges on a clear guideline: Unite related activities under one domain whenever
feasible; reserve subdomains or separate sites for genuinely distinct business lines or audiences.

From a search engine standpoint, keeping content together on a single authoritative domain is advantageous, as it consolidates link equity and
simplifies technical SEO (Source: www.datastrom.ai) (Source: backlinko.com). Google’s own representatives advise treating content as one site
unless there’s a strong reason to split (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com) (Source: www.joeyoungblood.com). When segmentation is necessary

for user targeting - for instance, major demographic, geographic, or functional splits - subdomains under the main umbrella can be a useful
compromise, preserving some authority while allowing customization (Source: www.searchenginejournal.com) (Source: www.oncrawl.com). Only

when each business line essentially stands alone, worthy of its own brand identity and marketing, should a fully separate domain be used (Source:
alokai.com) (Source: www.orbitmedia.com).

Real-world data underscores these principles: large surveys of search results show subdirectories far outnumber subdomains in top rankings (Source:
seranking.com) (Source: seranking.com). And case studies repeatedly confirm the domain-consolidation advantage (Monster.com's +116% example
(Source: www.datastrom.ai) is particularly striking). Even in an era where Google’s algorithms are sophisticated, the basic rule holds: unify to amplify,
split to specialize.

For businesses pondering website structure, the advice is to start from your customers’ perspective and brand strategy first, then validate
with SEO implications. If your “somewhat related activities” share an identity or recurring customers, announce them from one digital podium. Use
clear subfolders or navigation sections with differentiated messaging to speak to each buyer segment. Only if you truly need separate color
schemes, functions, or entirely different brand names should you launch multiple web presences.

In practice, many companies find a hybrid approach works: maintain one main site for the core brand and audience, and create one or two
subdomains or partner domains for truly specialized offerings. For example, a firm might run example.com for general info, use blog.example.com on
a subdomain for content marketing, and have a product-line site like specialproduct.com as a distinct domain. Each of these should interlink and
reflect the corporate brand strategy.

Ultimately, the decision is multifaceted. This report has assembled extensive insight from SEO research, technical analysis, branding theory, and
case studies to inform that decision. It shows that each option has clear trade-offs, and the best choice depends on aligning those trade-offs with
the company’s objectives. By grounding the choice in data and strategic thinking as we have outlined, businesses can adopt a website architecture
that maximizes both SEO performance and marketing effectiveness.

References: (All statements above are backed by sources including Google representatives, SEO experts, industry research, and case studies
(Source:  www.searchenginejournal.com) (Source: www.datastrom.ai) (Source: alokai.com) (Source: www.orbitmedia.com) (Source:

www.searchenginejournal.com) (Source: backlinko.com) among others.)
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