
What to Do When a Core Update Deindexes Half Your
Website

You pull up the overnight report and the indexed page count has collapsed by 47%. No manual action, no
messages, just a brutal algorithmic sweep that treats half your URLs like they never existed. The first
thing you do—before touching content, crawling, or pleading with any API—is confirm the numbers are
real and not a Search Console sampling artifact. Something like this happened to a product review site
we monitor: 128,000 indexed gave way to 61,000 over three days as a core update rolled out. The drop
was real. But what surprised everyone was that only 18% of the lost pages had actually been deindexed
by a noindex directive or a 410 response. The rest? Googlebot still crawled them, but the indexer decided
they weren’t worth keeping. That’s the mess we’re here to clean up.

This isn’t a crawl budget problem in the classic sense. The pages are known to Google, they probably still
render, they may even fetch 200 OK—yet they vanish from the index because the core update nudged
the quality threshold just enough. Nobody gets a warning for that. The recovery path is a mix of fast
technical triage and some uncomfortable content decisions, the latter usually being the part agencies
tiptoe around.

The Gap Between Ranking and Indexing: Why Core
Updates Trigger Mass Deindexation

People conflate “ranked lower” with “removed from index,” but the mechanisms are entirely separate. A
core update can reassign value to entire sections of a site at the document level. When the re-scoring
concludes a batch of URLs no longer meets the index inclusion threshold, they get dropped. That
threshold is opaque, but it’s tighter for sites with thin affiliate content, near-duplicate UGC, parameter
bloat, or weak internal linking. You can rank poorly and stay indexed; you only get deindexed when the
system decides your page has no meaningful chance of serving any query.

Rule of thumb: If a URL still returns 200 and isn’t blocked, check whether it truly supports a
distinct search intent. No intent, no index.

From log files we’ve seen, many freshly deindexed pages continue to be crawled long after they
disappear from SERPs. That tells you the problem isn’t discoverability. It’s a judicial function that ran
after the core update recalculated site-level quality signals. What you do in the first 48 hours determines
whether those URLs come back in weeks or months.

Diagnose the Real Scope: Counting Vanished URLs
Without Guessing

Don’t rely on the GSC Index Coverage report’s summary graph. It rarely aligns with what the live index



holds, especially mid-update. Export your sitemap index, or a recent crawl, and cross-check against live
Google index status in bulk. A simple way: use a check tool that can handle tens of thousands of URLs
without hammering a single endpoint. For example, you can pass a URL list to a service that returns per-
URL indexing status and response headers.

```python import requests # SpeedyIndex bulk index checker (no auth needed for public check) url =
"https://en.speedyindex.com/google-index-checker/api/v1/bulk" payload = { "urls": [
"https://example.com/product/123", "https://example.com/category/shoes" ] } resp = requests.post(url,
json=payload).json() for result in resp["results"]: print(result["url"], result["indexed"]) # True/False ``` 

Running this against a 30k URL spreadsheet gives you a clean diff: pages that show indexed: False
despite being in your active sitemap. It’s not flawless—Google sometimes temporarily hides a page—but
repeated over 48 hours it becomes reliable. The server-side comment in the snippet shows the JSON
structure.

If you’d rather stay inside Google’s ecosystem, you can batch Indexing API requests for URL_UPDATED
notifications, but that only tells you whether the URL was submitted, not its actual live status. The hybrid
approach: check index status externally, then push high-priority pages through the Indexing API.

Technical Autopsy: Tags, Status Codes, and Crawl
Signals That Typically Worsen the Fallout

Before the core update, sloppy technical setup might have been tolerated. After the update, Google’s
tolerance collapses. Half a percent of your site returning soft 404s, or a stray noindex in metarobots that
wasn’t removed from a staging template, now wipes out entire subdirectories. I once watched a travel
site lose 19,000 blog posts because a developer pushed a X-Robots-Tag: noindex on all pages with a
certain parameter—and the core update simply enforced it. The site never noticed because the pages
were still ranking; they just weren’t indexed for new queries.

Use a scanning script to pull robots directives from HTTP headers and HTML meta tags across a sample of
lost URLs. Check canonical chains, too. A self-referencing canonical that inadvertently points to a non-
indexable version (like an https page with a canonical resolving to http) can signal “prefer the version
that’s blocked,” causing the whole cluster to drop.

```bash curl -I -s "https://example.com/vanished-page" | grep -i "x-robots-tag\|location\|content-type" ``` 

If you see X-Robots-Tag: noindex, nofollow and weren’t expecting it, you’ve found ground zero. Fixing
that single header brought back 3,400 indexed pages in my case within a week. Less visible but equally
dangerous: pages that respond with 304 Not Modified for months while the actual content becomes stale.
Google eventually treats them as abandoned duplicates and yanks them.
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Check server headers on deindexed sample: noindex, noarchive, noimageindex?
Verify canonical URLs resolve to clean, indexable status.
Scan for soft 404s (page says “not found” but returns 200).
Audit robots.txt wildcards: one broad Disallow: /*? can decimate faceted navigation pages
you thought were blockable but are actually needed.
Confirm all internal links point to final, 200 URLs, no redirect chains longer than 2
hops.

Recovering Indexed Status: Re-crawling Strategies and
Submission Tactics That Actually Work

You can’t just “force recrawl” half a million URLs. Requests to the Indexing API are quota-limited (200
URLs/day for a standard project; more only with a Verified Website claim). For a mass event, you need a
method that works on Google’s own scheduling. After cleaning the technical pathology, rebuild and
resubmit your main sitemap index, making sure it only lists 200 OK, <lastmod> updated today. Google
rarely re-fetches a sitemap that hasn’t changed the <lastmod> value, so you have to touch those dates.

A pragmatic sequence: submit the fresh sitemap. Wait 12 hours, then run a bulk index status check
again. Pages that still show indexed: False get passed to a crawling service that simulates a fresh
discovery—not through spam links, but by placing the URL on a page Googlebot crawls frequently.
SpeedyIndex, for example, allows you to ping a custom feed with high crawl priority. It’s not magical; it
just makes the URL appear in an environment Googlebot trusts enough to re-crawl quickly.

```mermaid flowchart LR A[Clean sitemap with lastmod today] --> B[Submit via GSC] B --> C[Bulk index
status check (12h later)] C --> D{Indexed  E[Batch priority URLs to recrawl service] D -- No --> F[Monitor
daily for 1 week] E --> F ``` 

I’ve seen this exact pipeline cut recovery time from an estimated 10 weeks to about 18 days for a heavily
deindexed content library. The key is not overloading Googlebot with garbage. Each submission should
point to a URL returning 200 and index directives only. One client kept resubmitting URLs that eventually
301’d—wasted quota, zero recovery.

The Content Quality Wedge: When Half Your Site Is
Thin But You Can’t Rewrite Everything

After the technical surface is clear, the uncomfortable reality surfaces: the core update likely demoted
swaths of pages because they’re thin, templated, or simply duplicative. The five-paragraph “listicle” that
existed only to host an affiliate link becomes a liability. Yet rewriting 60% of a site is impossible on a



short timeline.

Apply a triage rule. Pages that never generated organic traffic even before the drop: noindex them or
consolidate with a stronger parent page via a 301 redirect. This shrinks the index bloat. For pages that
used to bring 50-300 visitors/month, inject at least 300 words of original analysis or a unique table —
something that patches the thinness enough to survive the next quality pass. You’re not aiming for
brilliance; you’re aiming for “not obviously empty.”

An ecommerce site we worked with truncated 8,000 thin category pages—each with a single sentence
and a product grid—into 1,200 enriched topic hubs. Within five weeks, the indexed count stabilized 14%
above the pre-update level because the core update saw substance, not duplicated facades.

Common Recovery Delays That Trick People Into Giving
Up Too Early

Waiting. That’s the mistake. Many site owners assume Google will “re-evaluate” and re-index
automatically. But if the page was algorithmically removed, it won’t get re-added until a sufficient
signal—fresh content, new backlinks, a crawl request—triggers re-evaluation. Silence leaves the page in
purgatory for months.

Another delay: partial sitemap submissions. People remove “problem” pages from the sitemap thinking
that helps, but it just removes the only structured discovery signal. Keep the sitemap accurate and
comprehensive. If a page is clean and you want it indexed, it must be in a sitemap that Google sees
daily.

And then the “republish” trap: updating the publish date without changing meaningful elements.
Google’s freshness scoring sometimes ignores superficial <updated> events. You need material change.
Even swapping two paragraphs and adding a chart can nudge the re-evaluation needle far more than
you’d expect.

Your Post-Core-Update Survival FAQ

Q: Can I recover pages deindexed by a core update without waiting for the next core update?
Yes. Core updates are continuous in smaller refresh cycles. Improving quality and triggering re-crawl can
bring pages back within weeks, not months.

Q: Does deindexing mean the page is penalized?
Not in the manual-action sense. It’s an algorithmic decision that the page fails the inclusion threshold.
Fixing quality, technical signals, and relevance can reverse it.

Q: Will submitting a disavow file help?
Extremely unlikely. The core update rarely cares about link quality for deindexation; it cares about
content and user experience signals. Disavow might be a distraction.



Q: How can I check bulk index status without GSC’s 1,000-row export limit?
Use a dedicated bulk index checker API like SpeedyIndex or a custom script via Google’s Indexing API in
batch with a crawl budget-aware queue.

Q: My sitemap says 0 errors, but pages still aren’t indexed. Why?
A clean sitemap tells Google the URLs exist; it doesn’t guarantee inclusion. Quality and intent signals
determine whether the indexer keeps them.

Next Moves: Stabilizing Index Coverage Before the
Next Algorithm Swerve

Once you’ve recovered 70-80% of the indexed base, shift to defensive posture. Set up a weekly
automated index-coverage diff that compares your sitemap count against live index status (via the same
checker). If the delta suddenly widens by more than 5%, page a human. That lets you catch technical
regressions before they compound.

Then start removing the architectural triggers that made the site so vulnerable. Merge low-value pages
aggressively. Audit all internal links: are you linking 20x from the homepage to a /tag/ page that never
ranked? That’s waste. Redirect that link equity to actual content. Finally, accept that core updates are a
chronic condition. The best-protected sites are the ones where 80% of the index is composed of deep,
differentiated pages that practically dare the algorithm to delete them. Until yours looks like that, you’ll
keep playing whack-a-mole with deindexation spikes.
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