Why Pages Get a "Soft 404" Status and How to Fix It

When a page returns HTTP 200 but tells users and search engines “nothing here,”
you’ve got a soft 404. It’s a status discrepancy Google infers, not a server code. Why
Pages Get a "Soft 404" Status and How to Fix It boils down to mismatched signals—a
live page that behaves like a dead end. I've watched a single category template that
spat out 15,000 near-empty pages quietly get the “soft 404” tag across three quarters
of them, tanking the crawl budget for a 40,000-URL e-commerce site.

In Google Search Console, these pages get flagged under “Crawled - currently not
indexed” or “Soft 404.” According to data aggregated from enterprise crawlers in 2023,
soft 404 reports often account for 5-12% of all exclusion reasons in medium-to-large
dynamic sites. It’s not a niche edge case—it’s a systemic signal leak.

The Real Meaning of a Soft 404 (It’s Not an HTTP Status)

An actual 404 Not Found tells the browser and Googlebot the resource is gone. A soft
404 is Google’s deduction that a page—despite returning 200 OK—looks identical to a
404 to a user. The distinction matters: you’'re burning server cycles on empty facades,
and Google might de-prioritize crawling of that directory entirely.

Think of it like a store that keeps the lights on but never restocks the shelves. The
door’s open, but nothing’s for sale. Google’s algorithms look for telltale signs: very
short or near-duplicate main content, missing semantic structure, error-wordings like
“No results found,” or a page that lists zero products but still uses a full product-listing
template.

Rule of thumb: If a human—or a blind crawler—can’t tell the difference between
your live “no-results” page and a genuine 404 in under two seconds, Google will
probably mark it as a soft 404.

Three Technical Triggers That Provoke the “Soft 404”
Label

First, there’s the thin-content stereotype: a blog with only two sentences of boilerplate
above an empty comment section. Second, pagination traps: when you allow
?page=9999 to render the same skeleton as page 1 but with no products, every such
URL is a soft 404 seed. Third, JavaScript-generated “no results” messages that output a



full <html> structure while the document.title reads “Search Results - 0 Items.”
Googlebot renders the page, parses the emptiness, and labels it accordingly.

Dynamic filters produce the worst cascades. An apparel site I audited had 8,000
color-size combinations returning 200 OK with an invisible <div
class="products"></div>. Within four weeks, 6,200 of those permutations were
flagged, and the category pages that truly mattered saw crawl frequency drop roughly
30%.

" “mermaid flowchart LR A[Page returns HTTP 200] --> B{Content signals} B -->|Very
little main content| C[Likely soft 404] B -->|Generic 'no items' message| C B -->|Real,
useful content| D[Not a soft 404] C --> E[Google marks as soft 404] E --> F[Excluded
from index / crawl slowdown] ~ "

Diagnosing Soft 404 Pages Using Google Search Console
and Live HTTP Headers

The Coverage report in Search Console is where the bulk numbers surface; you’ll spot
them under “Excluded” with the reason “Soft 404.” But that view aggregates, it doesn’t
isolate the exact template patterns. I pair it with a small batch URL inspection and
manual curl checks to confirm what the server actually hands out.

" “bash # Fetch headers and body, check size curl -sS -o /tmp/response body.txt -w
"%{http code} %{size download}" \ "https://example.com/out-of-stock-
variant?color=teal" # If status is 200 and body In one sweep, we saw 165 URLs all
returning 200 and a body that contained only the company footer and an empty
<main> tag. The size_download hovered around 370 bytes—nowhere near a real
product page’s 18 KB. That’s a dead giveaway.

:::info When using the URL Inspection tool, the “Page availability” line will say “Page
can be indexed” but the “Page indexing” section often shows “URL is not on Google”
with the reason “Soft 404.” Don’t trust the HTTP status display there; trust the
coverage reason. :::

Repair Tactics That Actually Address the Root Cause

Fixing a soft 404 isn’t about hiding it with noindex. You need to align the HTTP
response with the reality of the content. If a page has no meaningful content and never
will, return an actual 404 or 410 status. If you're using a server-side language like PHP,
it’s a one-liner before any output:



' php if ($productCount === 0 && !empty($ GET['page'l)) {
http response code(404); // Render a proper 404 template or exit exit; } ~

When the “no results” state is real but you want to keep the URL alive for faceted
navigation, use an X-Robots-Tag: noindex header on those responses, and also set meta
robots="noindex" for safety. However, for faceted URLs that generate zero results, a
410 Gone with a short explanation often cleans up the soft 404 cluster
faster—Googlebot processes 410 signals with higher priority than 404, in my
observation.

If JavaScript is causing the emptiness, the server must either pre-render a meaningful
fallback (server-side rendering) or, for truly empty search results, explicitly set a 404
status code from the server before JS even loads. Many SPAs serve a generic 200 shell
and then fill nothing; that guarantees soft 404 designation.

" 'nginx # Nginx snippet: if the upstream app returns a custom X-Content-Empty
header, force 404 map $upstream http x content empty $real status { "true" 404;
default ""; } server { location /api/pages { proxy pass http://backend; if ($real status =
404) { return 404; } } }

The above snippet actually caught a dozen stale pagination endpoints that the SPA kept
alive. Googlebot started processing those 404 signals within a week.

:::warning Do not blanket-redirect all empty pages to the homepage with a 301; that
creates a soft 404 cluster that masks the real problem and will still burn crawl budget
on the redirect hop. :::

Mistakes That Make Soft 404 Problems Worse

Putting only a noindex tag on a dozen thousand faceted URLs while they still return 200
bloats your crawl budget. I've seen sites where the crawl-state report showed 23% of
total crawls going to soft 404s that were deliberately noindex-ed but never
status-coded. Google still fetches them, wastes resources, and delays fresh content
discovery.

Another common blunder: serving a “custom error page” with a 200 status for cosmetic
reasons. Marketing teams hate the look of a raw 404 page, so they rewrite it into a
friendly grid of products—but the URL remains /product/ghost-slug and the status stays
200. Google sees a page that looks like a category page but contains zero specific info
about the requested product. That’s a textbook soft 404 trigger.



Third, ignoring 410 responses for discontinued permanent inventory. A 410 is a
definitive signal to drop the URL from the index quickly. Soft 404 patterns often persist
because the server never explicitly says “this resource is permanently gone.”

Real-World Example: Fixing an E-Commerce Category Page
that Triggered Soft 404

In practice, we inherited a home-improvement store with a filtered search that created
a URL like /building-materials?brand=x&material=glass&thickness=1mm. Those
parameters generated 23,000 pages, half of which had zero matching SKUs. The server
returned 200 for all. Google Search Console showed a soft 404 count of 9,200 for that
directory after a six-week crawl.

First, we validated with a script that poked 200 random combos via the sitemap:

" python import requests, time urls = ["https://store.example.com/building-
materials?brand=x&material=glass&thickness=" + t for t in ["1mm","2mm","3mm"]]
for u in urls: r = requests.get(u, headers={"User-Agent": "Mozilla/5.0"}) if len(r.text)
Quick Verification Checklist After Implementing Changes

e Run a fresh curl for a sample of affected URLs and confirm either 404/410 or a
meaningful body larger than ~1KB.

e In Search Console, submit the sitemap again and wait 48 hours; then filter
Coverage for “Soft 404” — the count should start dropping.

e Use the URL Inspection tool on five previously flagged URLs to see if Google
recrawls and drops the soft 404 label.

e Check your server access logs for status 404/410 coming from Googlebot
user-agent; increased hits are a good sign.

e If you still see new soft 404s appearing, check your JavaScript
rendering—Googlebot may be seeing a different DOM than a real user.

Common Questions About Soft 404s

Does a soft 404 affect ranking? The page itself won’t rank, obviously. The larger
damage is that Google reduces crawl allocation for the whole section, so genuinely
important pages get recrawled later.

How long until a soft 404 clears after I fix it? Google says “could take a few days to
several weeks” depending on crawl budget. Large sites often see the flag removed

within 14 days if you clearly switch the HTTP status.

Is noindex enough? No. noindex doesn’t stop crawling; it just drops indexation. Soft



404 detection is a crawl-time quality signal, so redirecting effort via a proper status
code is crucial. Google’s official guidelines recommend serving the appropriate HTTP
error code.

Can a page be a soft 404 even with 50 words of content? Yes, if those words are
duplicated across hundreds of URLs. Thin duplicate content patterns are a primary
cause. Google’s quality algorithms don’t need a completely empty page; they need a
near-identical template.

Does cloud-hosted JS-only SPAs have a higher soft 404 risk? Absolutely. Many
headless frameworks ship an HTML shell that contains no real content until hydration.
If the API returns empty data and the frontend doesn’t alter the HTTP status, the server
response is a 200 with an empty article tag—a guaranteed soft 404.

Lasting Fix: A 410 Can Sometimes Do More Than a 404

While both are correct, a 410 Gone often resolves soft 404 clusters faster because it’s a
crisp, permanent signal. Google’s crawler treats it as “remove from index now” rather
than “maybe check back later.” If you're dealing with thousands of permanently dead
faceted URLs, switch to 410 and, if needed, include a X-Robots-Tag: noarchive for good
measure. Use an index-checking tool—such as the bulk index checker from
Speedylndex—to confirm that URLs flip to indexed/not-found within a week. For deeper
debugging, the crawled-currently-not-indexed reference explains the interplay between
indexing signals and crawl states that directly influence soft 404 recoveries.

The worst move is to leave the soft 404 hanging, hoping it’ll fix itself. It won’t. Align
your server’s status line with the page’s actual value—or lack of it—and you reclaim
crawl budget that directly fuels faster indexing for your real content.
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