
Headings seem simple on the surface. You pick a title, add a few subheads, and move on. But once you start
building pages that compete for search traffic, headings become one of the most reliable levers you have for
aligning three things at once: how people scan, what search engines try to understand, and how well your own
page holds up as content grows.

Over the years, the pattern is consistent. Pages that rank well in their niche usually have headings that do more
than label sections. They guide attention in a way that matches the searcher’s intent, and they create clear topical
boundaries for the content that follows. When headings are vague or mismatched, you get the opposite: readers
bounce, internal relevance blurs, and you end up rewriting half the page during the next optimization cycle.

What headings actually do (and what they don’t)
A helpful way to think about H1, H2, and H3 is as a hierarchy of meaning, not just formatting.

H1 is the page’s primary subject. On most websites, it should be unique and match (or closely support) the
promise you make to the searcher.

H2 breaks the page into major topics, the “chapters” that a reader could follow even if they never read the full
text.

H3 refines those chapters into subtopics, often the specific questions, comparisons, steps, or constraints that
explain the main chapter.

What headings do not magically do is replace strong content. A perfect heading structure cannot fix thin copy, a
confusing page, or a mismatch between the query and what the page actually answers. Still, headings are one of
the clearest signals you control, and they’re visible to both humans and crawlers at a glance.

In my work reviewing content migrations and SEO audits, I often see a familiar failure mode: the page has plenty
of words, but the headings are either copy-pasted marketing phrases or they repeat the same generic wording
across sections. That creates a “floor plan” that looks expensive but doesn’t help anyone find the rooms.

The H1: your page’s promise, not a brand slogan
Most SEO guidance says “use one H1.” That’s good advice, but the more important idea is what your H1 commits
you to deliver.

A strong H1 has three traits:

First, it should reflect the primary intent of the page. If the page is trying to rank for “how to choose CRM for
nonprofits,” the H1 should speak to that decision, not just the product category. “CRM for Nonprofits: How to
Choose the Right Fit” is doing real work, while “Acme CRM” is not.

Second, it should set expectations about scope. Readers infer what they will get. If your H1 promises “2026
pricing,” but the page mostly discusses features, the headings later will also struggle, because everything
downstream feels off.

Third, it should avoid ambiguity. Titles like “Best Practices” or “Guide” can work, but only if the rest of the H1
provides enough specificity. “Best Practices for Shopify Page Speed Optimization” is far more legible than “Best
Practices for Growth.”

A real-world pattern I’ve seen



I once audited a set of service pages where the H1 was identical across multiple locations, with the city inserted
later in the template. The marketing team wanted consistency. The problem was that the city-specific content
started below H2s, so the first visible “topic” the page communicated was still the generic service, not the localized
angle. Rankings moved in fits and starts, and conversions were inconsistent. Changing the H1 wording to include
the primary local intent improved both click-through and on-page engagement, even though the body copy
barely changed.

That doesn’t mean “always rewrite your H1.” It means the H1 is not just a header. It is a first-pass contract with
the reader.

H2s: the chapters that map to intent
If H1 is the promise, H2 is the structure that proves you can deliver.

A common mistake is to use H2s as decorative labels. For example, you might see headings like “Benefits,”
“Features,” “Why Us,” and “Contact.” Those sections can exist, but they’re not always aligned with what the user is
searching for. If the query is informational, “contact” as an H2 is a dead end. If the query is comparison-based,
“features” might be too broad to be useful.

Instead, H2s perform best when they map to the main facets of the user’s intent.

Turn broad topics into navigable chapters

Consider a page targeting “headings for SEO.” A weak structure might look like:

H2: “SEO”

H2: “Headings”

H2: “Tips”

That reads like an outline for a blog, not a resource that answers a specific search need.

A stronger approach is to let H2s represent distinct questions or tasks the reader expects. For a headings-focused
page, that might include how to structure an H1, how to use H2s for topical grouping, how H3 supports
subtopics, and what to avoid (duplicate headings, stuffing, or mismatched labels). The key is that each H2 should
make you say, “Yes, that’s what I came for.”

The trade-off: fewer, better H2s

You can always add more headings. The question is whether they help navigation and understanding.

Too many H2s can make the page feel fragmented. Users lose the thread, and search engines may not see the
topical cohesion you want. I’ve seen long pages with a dozen H2s where the first paragraph under each heading
repeats the same introductory sentence in different wording. Those pages feel like they were built for indexing, not
reading.

A pragmatic guideline is to aim for a sensible number of chapters that cover major points without turning the
page into a table of contents. The “right” number depends on content depth, but the principle stays: clarity beats
volume.

H3s: the subtopics that explain the chapter
H3 headings are where most pages either become genuinely helpful or start to feel repetitive.



Done well, H3s clarify the “how” and the “which.” They also let you break dense paragraphs into digestible
segments, without diluting the main H2 topic.

A strong H3 often answers one of these:

What is included in the concept described by the H2?

What are the variations or options within that concept?

What constraints or edge cases matter in practice?

What’s the next step or decision the reader should make?

H3s are also excellent for handling common objections. For instance, if your H2 is “How to write an H1,” an H3
might address “When your page targets multiple intents” or “What if your site uses templates for titles.”

Avoid the “H3 echo” problem

One issue I encounter frequently is what I call the H3 echo problem. It’s when H3 headings repeat the H2 text
with minor substitutions, like:

H2: “Keyword Research”

H3: “Keyword Research Steps”

H3: “Keyword Research Tools”

H3: “Keyword Research Tips”

This isn’t automatically wrong, but it often signals that the content below isn’t truly differentiated. If each H3 is just
restating “keyword research,” you’re paying a readability tax for minimal informational gain.

Instead, use H3s to create real separation. If “tools” is a major subtopic, your H3 should indicate what kind of tools
matter and how you would evaluate them. “How to choose keyword tools for B2B intent” is more meaningful than
“Keyword Research Tools.”

Matching headings to the text beneath them
Headings and content should be tightly coupled. Search engines can interpret on-page structure, but readers are
the real judge. If a heading promises one thing and the following paragraphs do another, you lose trust.

In practical terms, check three things:

First, the first paragraph under each heading should reinforce the heading’s intent. If the H3 says “Common
mistakes,” the first lines should name at least one mistake or explain the pattern.

Second, the heading should not be “topic wide” when the section content is “topic narrow.” That mismatch is
common when writers reuse templates. “Best Practices for Headings” sounds broad, but if the section only covers
H1 uniqueness and never returns to H2 or H3, the user feels misled.

Third, the heading should avoid internal vagueness. Words like “Details” or “More” create confusion. They also
waste the opportunity to signal meaning.

A quick gut check I use during edits

When I’m revising a page, I sometimes read only the headings for a minute. If I can predict the substance of each
section, the structure is working. If I find myself guessing wildly, the headings are not doing their job.



This approach catches problems earlier than reading word-for-word, and it scales well when multiple people
contribute to the same content library.

Heading wording: use precise language, not SEO wallpaper
Headings are tempting targets local seo strategies for keywords, because it feels like the words are “on the
record.” But stuffing is not only ugly, it’s counterproductive.

A better approach is to use natural language that reflects how people describe the concept. You want semantic
alignment, not forced repetition.

For example, if you’re discussing “optimizing headings,” don’t always repeat “SEO headings” in every H2 and H3.
Instead, vary the phrasing while keeping the meaning consistent. A section might be titled “Mapping topics to H2
chapters,” another might be “Using H3 to clarify decisions,” and another might address “Avoiding duplicate or
misleading headings.”

This does two things. It reads naturally, and it gives you a richer set of topic signals without turning the page into
a keyword scaffold.

Handling multiple intents on one page
Real pages often cover more than one intent. A category page might attract both researchers and buyers. A how-
to guide might include examples, troubleshooting, and a product recommendation.

Headings help here, but only if you avoid blending the intents into one unstructured stream.

If multiple intents must live on one URL, the best pattern is to separate them into distinct H2 chapters. The reader
should be able to jump to the part that matches their current goal. In many cases, that means one H2 serves the
educational intent and another serves the implementation or decision intent.

The edge case is when those intents overlap heavily. If you start turning every subtopic into a separate chapter,
the page can become repetitive. When that happens, I’d rather tighten the scope of each H2 and make H3s more
specific than create new H2s for every minor variation.

The template trap: auto-generated headings that break hierarchy
Many sites use templates, and templates can quietly damage heading structure. Here are a few common culprits
I’ve seen during audits:

Page titles that become H1 automatically, but the content strategy wants a different emphasis.

Widgets that inject headings (sometimes H2s) inside the body, causing a logical hierarchy break.

FAQ modules that output their own heading tags inconsistently, so you end up with H3s jumping out of
context.

Location pages where city blocks introduce extra H2s, splitting the topic unexpectedly.

You can fix this with good development governance, but you also need content discipline. If you know a widget
inserts headings, plan the surrounding headings so the main topic still reads cleanly.

Even when everything “renders” correctly in the browser, the DOM structure can be messy. That’s where you lose
the very clarity you are trying to build.
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Practical guidance without getting rigid
There’s no single formula that works for every industry, but you can follow consistent principles.

At a minimum, your heading structure should meet these standards:

Every H2 and H3 should represent real content segmentation, not just styling.

Each H2 should connect back to the H1’s promise.

Each H3 should clarify what comes next in the specific chapter it belongs to.

Headings should match what the first lines under them deliver.

Avoid repeating the same heading text across multiple sections unless the repetition is truly purposeful.

Here’s a short set of edits I often recommend when a page feels “SEO fine” but not ranking.

1. Rewrite the H1 so it matches the primary intent and scope of the page.

2. Replace generic H2s like “Benefits” with intent-mapped chapters that reflect what users search for.

3. Use H3s to explain decisions, constraints, and common variations, not to echo the H2 title.

4. Remove or merge sections where the heading promises one thing but the paragraphs repeat earlier points.

5. Scan the rendered page in an outline view (browser inspector or a reader mode) to ensure hierarchy is
consistent.

That sequence doesn’t require a massive rewrite. It usually improves both engagement and relevance signals
because it forces the page to behave like a coherent resource.

When headings fail you (and what to do instead)
Sometimes headings won’t fix the underlying issue.

If the page is too short to support the promises implied by its headings, readers will still bounce. If competitors
cover the topic more completely, a better heading structure can raise you a bit, but it won’t leap you into the top
positions.

Also, if the content is intentionally broad, strict heading optimization might lead you to over-segment. Over-
segmentation can make the page feel like a disjointed outline rather than a narrative explanation. In those cases, it
can be better to let some sections be longer and fewer, while using H3s strategically for the hardest concepts or
the most actionable sub-decisions.

A personal rule of thumb: if the reader’s likely mental model is linear, keep the chapters linear. If they’re likely to
jump around, build a structure that supports scanning.

Updating headings during content expansion
Many content teams add new sections over time. That’s where heading strategy gets messy. New content often
arrives as paragraphs, not as well-planned chapters, so headings get inserted in a reactive way.

The result is a page where earlier headings no longer match the expanded scope. A section titled “Getting Started”
might now include advanced troubleshooting, or a “Common Mistakes” section might now hold implementation
steps.

When you expand a page, treat heading structure as part of the system you are updating. Re-evaluate the H2
chapters first, because they define the page’s main compartments. Then adjust H3s inside those compartments to



ensure each subtopic remains clearly bounded.

This is work, but it prevents the long-term rot that happens when updates are treated as append-only.

Measuring success beyond rankings
Headings are meant to help rankings, but the immediate wins often show up in behavior and clarity metrics.

You might see improvements in:

Time on page and scroll depth, because headings make it easier to find the right section quickly.

Engagement with key parts of the content, because users can jump to the chapter that answers their
question.

Reduced pogo-sticking from readers who previously left quickly due to confusion.

If you run experiments, pay attention to not just average performance but distribution. Sometimes the change
helps a subset of queries more than others. That’s normal. Headings align you with a particular interpretation of
intent. When the alignment is better, the right visitors stay longer.

A final test: can someone use your page as a map?
When a headings structure is working, a person who only reads the headings should still understand what your
page covers and how it progresses.

Try this test: open the page, hide the body text mentally, and read only H1, H2, and H3. If the sequence reads like
a sensible journey, you’ve done the job. If it reads like disconnected labels, you still have room to refine.

In practice, heading optimization is not about chasing an abstract “SEO score.” It’s about building a structure that
respects how people actually read and how search systems interpret page meaning. When you get that balance
right, headings become a quiet advantage that compounds as your content grows.


