
How to Find Sitemap URLs for a Better Technical
SEO Audit
When I first started doing technical SEO audits, I assumed sitemaps were a set-and-forget part
of a website. You generate one, submit it to Google Search Console, and move on. But the
more sites I worked on, the more I realized that knowing how to find sitemap URLs is a skill
that separates reactive SEO from proactive optimization. A sitemap isn't just a file you upload;
it's a window into how search engines see your site architecture, which pages matter, and
where things might be going wrong.

I learned this the hard way on a mid-sized e-commerce site. The client had thousands of
product pages, but organic traffic had flatlined. When I looked at their XML sitemap, I found
hundreds of URLs returning 404 errors, outdated category pages, and even a handful of staging
pages that had accidentally been included. No wonder Googlebot was wasting its crawl budget
on dead ends. That experience taught me that the real value of a sitemap isn't just in having
one; it's in knowing how to inspect it, validate it, and use it to guide a technical SEO audit.

Where to Find Sitemap URLs on Any Website
The first question most people ask is: where is the sitemap? The most common location is
/sitemap.xml at the root of a domain. But that's just the starting point. Many sites, especially
those using WordPress with Yoast SEO, also have a sitemap index file. This index points to
multiple sub-sitemaps, such as one for posts, one for pages, and one for categories. You can
usually find it by typing yourdomain.com/sitemap_index.xml.

Another reliable method is to check the robots.txt file. Many webmasters include a Sitemap
directive there, pointing directly to the XML sitemap. This is also a good habit to adopt; it helps
search engines discover your sitemap even if you haven't submitted it manually. After that,
Google Search Console and Bing Webmaster Tools both show you the sitemaps Googlebot and
Bingbot have found, along with any errors they encountered during processing.

If you're auditing a site you don't control, tools like Ahrefs and SEMrush can also reveal a site's
sitemap URLs by crawling the domain. They won't always find everything, but they give a solid
starting point. For deeper analysis, Screaming Frog can crawl a sitemap directly and validate
every URL inside it, flagging broken links, redirects, and issues with canonical URLs or hreflang
tags.

Why You Need to Find Sitemap URLs Before an Audit



It might seem obvious, but I've seen audits that start with crawling the homepage and never
even look at the sitemap. That's a mistake. The sitemap is the list of pages the site owner
considers important. If you don't inspect it, you're essentially guessing which pages Googlebot
is being asked to index. When you find sitemap URLs and compare them against your crawl
data, you can immediately spot discrepancies. For example, you might find that important
landing pages are missing from the sitemap, or that old, thin-content pages are still listed and
consuming crawl budget.

I once worked with a news publisher that had a sitemap with over 50,000 URLs. When I ran a
URL validation check, nearly 12% of those URLs returned a 301 redirect to another page. That
meant Googlebot was wasting time following redirects instead of indexing fresh content. By
cleaning up the sitemap, we improved indexation rates and saw a measurable uptick in organic
traffic within two months.

Practical Steps to Extract and Validate Sitemap URLs
Let me walk you through a practical workflow that I use regularly. This is not a theoretical list;
it's what I do when I sit down to audit a site's technical health.

1. Locate the sitemap. Start with the most common paths: /sitemap.xml,
/sitemap_index.xml, and check robots.txt for the Sitemap directive. If those fail, use
Google Search Console or Bing Webmaster Tools to see what Googlebot and Bingbot
have found.

2. Download the URLs. Use a free tool like a Sitemap Generator or Screaming Frog to
extract all URLs from the XML sitemap. If there's a sitemap index, you'll need to
extract URLs from each sub-sitemap.

3. Validate each URL. Check for 404s, 301 redirects, broken links, and pages that should
not be indexed (like staging or duplicate content). Pay special attention to canonical
URLs and hreflang tags if the site is multilingual.

4. Check for missing pages. Compare the sitemap against your own crawl of the site.
Are there important pages that aren't listed? Are there listed pages that don't exist
anymore?

5. Review for errors. In Google Search Console, look at the Sitemaps report. Any errors
there will tell you if Googlebot had trouble reading the file or if specific URLs are
excluded.

This process takes maybe 30 minutes for a small site, but it can save hours of wasted effort
later. It's one of the highest-leverage activities in a technical SEO audit.

Common Mistakes When Working with Sitemaps

https://invisible.is/tools/sitemap-extractor/


Over the years, I've seen the same mistakes crop up again and again. One is forgetting to
update the sitemap after a site migration or redesign. Another is including URLs that return a
404 or 301. Both waste crawl budget and confuse search engines. A third mistake is
neglecting to use hreflang tags in sitemaps for multilingual sites. Without them, Googlebot
might index the wrong language version of a page.

Another error is relying solely on the default sitemap generated by a CMS. Take WordPress
with Yoast SEO. Yoast generates a sitemap automatically, but it doesn't always include every
custom post type or taxonomy. If you're running a complex site with custom content types, you
might need to manually add them to the sitemap or use a dedicated Sitemap Generator plugin
that gives you more control.

How Sitemaps Fit into Crawl Budget and Site Architecture
Every site has a limited crawl budget. That's the number of pages Googlebot will crawl in a
given time period. If your sitemap is bloated with low-value URLs, Googlebot wastes its budget
on those pages instead of discovering new or updated content. This is especially critical for
large sites, like e-commerce stores or news publishers, where the number of pages far exceeds
the crawl budget.

A well-maintained sitemap is a signal to search engines about your site architecture. It tells
them which pages are most important, how often they change, and when they were last
updated. By regularly reviewing and trimming your sitemap, you guide Googlebot toward your
priority pages. This also helps with page authority distribution, because internal links from
indexed pages pass authority more effectively than links from ignored pages.



Using Tools to Automate Sitemap Discovery
While manual methods work, I rely on a few tools to speed things up. Screaming Frog can
crawl a sitemap URL and export all the links to a CSV. That's great for analysis. Ahrefs and
SEMrush both have site audit features that pull sitemap URLs automatically and flag issues.
For a quick check, I often use a free online Sitemap Generator to find sitemap URLs from a
domain. It's not as thorough as a full crawl, but it gives you the list in seconds.

Remember, though: tools are only as good as the data they can access. If the sitemap is
blocked by robots.txt or returns a server error, no tool will find it. That's why I always start with
a manual check of robots.txt and Google Search Console before running any automated tool.

Final Thoughts on Sitemap Maintenance
Finding sitemap URLs is not a one-time task. It's something I revisit every quarter, especially
after major site updates. A sitemap that was perfect six months ago might now be full of
broken links, outdated redirects, or missing new content. By making sitemap validation a
regular part of your technical SEO routine, you ensure that Googlebot and Bingbot always have
an accurate list of your best pages.

If you're new to this, start simple. Download your sitemap, validate the URLs, and fix any errors.
Then move on to checking for missing pages and crawl budget waste. Over time, you'll develop
an instinct for what a healthy sitemap looks like, and your SEO audits will become faster and
more effective.


