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Translation isn't multilingual SEO. Hreflang quads, slug translation, domain
strategy, and cultural transcreation are. This piece teaches the four-layer
stack that determines whether your brand compounds across LATAM, Brazil,
francophone Africa, and the Philippines or stalls at the language barrier.
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Multilingual SEO isn't translation. It's transcreation plus structural
infrastructure: hreflang quads, slug translation, language-appropriate
domains, and cultural localization. The brands compounding across
LATAM, Brazil, francophone Africa, and the Philippines have all four
layers in place.

The thesis

e Why hreflang quads (not pairs) are the foundation of multilingual indexing

e How URL slug translation signals both ranking relevance and user trust

e When to use a ccTLD vs. a subdirectory vs. a subdomain for each market

e How to decide between full transcreation and machine translation plus human

review

e Why Al search engines like ChatGPT and Perplexity cite target-language brand
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domains 4-7x more often than English-only equivalents

The framework: The Four-Layer
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Multilingual Stack

The Four-Layer Multilingual Stack

Multilingual SEO works when four layers are aligned. Skip any one and the stack
collapses. Build all four and your content compounds across markets.

‘ Layer 1: Structural Infrastructure (hreflang and URL architecture)

The foundation. Every page must declare its language and regional variants via
hreflang annotations forming complete quads (or n-tuples) across all language
versions. URLs must use translated slugs (/es/portafolio/ not /es/portfolio/) and
the right domain strategy (ccTLD, subdomain, or subdirectory) for the market.
Without this layer, crawlers cannot reliably attribute authority or serve the right
variant to the right user.

a Layer 2: Domain and Geotargeting Strategy

Which TLD, which subdirectory pattern, which geotargeting flags in Google
Search Console. ccTLDs (.mx, .br) carry the strongest regional signal but
fragment authority. Subdirectories consolidate authority. Subdomains sit in
between. This layer is a one-time strategic decision; once made, reversing it is
expensive.

° Layer 3: Transcreation, Not Translation

Native-speaker rewriting of high-stakes pages, with cultural localization of
examples, idioms, CTAs, and tone. Brazilian Portuguese, LATAM Spanish, and
francophone African French each require regional sensitivity. Long-tail content
can use machine translation with human review; brand-defining pages cannot.

0 Layer 4: Editorial Glossary and Voice Consistency

A living document that defines how your brand terms, product names, value
propositions, and tone translate across each target language. Without it, three
different translators produce three different versions of your CTA. With it, every
page across every market reads as a coherent brand. Pillar editorial glossaries
for ES, FR, and PT are the operational backbone of this layer.
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600M+

Spanish speakers worldwide, second only
to Mandarin

INSTITUTO CERVANTES, 2024

260M+

Portuguese speakers, concentrated in Brazil
and Lusophone Africa

OBSERVATORIO DA LINGUA PORTUGUESA,
2024

Increase in Al search citations for brand

domains in target language vs. English-only
equivalents

PILLAR Al LABS

321M

French speakers globally, with roughly 60%
in Africa

ORGANISATION INTERNATIONALE DE LA
FRANCOPHONIE, 2024

(y
~5 0
Share of indexed web content in Spanish,

despite 7% of global population speaking it

COMMON CRAWL ANALYSIS

(0)
~40%
Multilingual sites with broken or missing
hreflang implementations

AHREFS, 2024

Why translation alone fails in 2026

ost brands expanding into LATAM, Brazil, francophone Africa, or the Philippines start
M with the same mistake: they treat multilingual SEO as a translation problem. They send

their English site to a translation vendor, get back a Spanish or French or Portuguese
version, drop it under /es/ or /fr/, and wait for traffic. It doesn't come. Or worse, it comes briefly
and then collapses, because Google's regional crawlers and Al search engines like ChatGPT and

Perplexity can't disambiguate which version to surface to which user.
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The reason is structural. Search engines and LLMs use a stack of signals to decide which
language and which regional variant of your content belongs in which result set. Hreflang
annotations tell crawlers about language and regional targeting. URL structure tells them whether
a page is a translated mirror or a regional variant. Domain architecture (ccTLD vs subdomain vs
subdirectory) tells them about geographic authority. And cultural localization tells the user, once
they arrive, that the page was built for them, not retrofitted. Skip any layer and the whole stack
underperforms.

The brands winning in multilingual SEQ (/learn/en/web-foundations/multilingual-seo-foundations/) and AEQO

(/learn/en/building-authority/aco-primer/) right now aren't the ones with the biggest translation budgets.

They're the ones who treat each language version as a first-class site with its own information
architecture, slug structure, internal linking, and editorial voice. That's transcreation plus
infrastructure, not translation alone.

The hreflang problem nobody fixes

reflang is the single most misunderstood element of multilingual SEO. It's an HTML
H attribute (or HTTP header, or sitemap entry) that tells search engines: this page exists in
these other language and regional variants. Done correctly, it consolidates ranking signals
across versions and prevents duplicate-content penalties. Done incorrectly (or omitted) and
Google may index your Spanish page for English queries, your Brazilian Portuguese page for
European Portuguese queries, and your French page nowhere at all.

The Ahrefs 2024 study of multilingual sites found that approximately 40% have broken or
missing hreflang implementations. The most common failure is the missing return tag: page A
declares hreflang to page B, but page B doesn't declare hreflang back to page A. Google treats
unilateral declarations as untrusted. The second most common failure is mismatched language-
region codes (es-MX pointing to es-ES content, or pt pointing to pt-BR content without an x-
default fallback). The third is missing the self-referencing tag, which every page in the quad
must include.

A correct hreflang implementation forms a complete quad (or larger n-tuple): every language
version links to every other language version, including itself, using the precise ISO 639-1
language code and optional ISO 3166-1 alpha-2 region code. For a brand operating in English,
Spanish (LATAM), Portuguese (Brazil), and French (Africa), that's a four-by-four matrix on every
single indexable page. Tools like the hreflang.org checker and Screaming Frog's hreflang audit
can validate the matrix at scale.
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Slug translation, domains, and the cultural layer

RL slugs are a quieter signal, but they matter for both ranking and trust. A URL like

[es/portfolio/ tells a Spanish-speaking user that you didn't bother to translate the path. A

URL like /es/portafolio/ tells them the page was built for them. Crawlers notice this too:
translated slugs carry keyword relevance in the target language, which is one of the few
remaining places where exact-match keyword signals still move the needle.

Domain architecture is a strategic choice. Country-code top-level domains (ccTLDs like .mx, .br,
.ph) carry the strongest regional authority signal but fragment your domain authority across
properties. Subdirectories (yoursite.com/es/) consolidate authority but require careful hreflang
and geotargeting in Google Search Console. Subdomains (es.yoursite.com) sit in between. For
most brands expanding into multiple LATAM markets, a subdirectory structure with rigorous
hreflang is the right default. For brands going deep into a single market (Brazil, for example), a
ccTLD may justify the authority split.

The cultural layer is what separates competent multilingual SEO from Pillar Authority (/authority/)-

grade work. Native review of every CTA, every headline, every microcopy element. Awareness
that Brazilian Portuguese and European Portuguese diverge significantly in vocabulary and tone.
Awareness that francophone Africa includes dialectical variation and that Parisian French often
reads as colonial. Awareness that LATAM Spanish is not one language but a dozen, and that
voseo-heavy Argentina reads differently from tuteo-dominant Mexico. Machine translation
cannot detect or fix any of this.

Full translation vs. machine plus human review

ot every page deserves full transcreation. The economics don't work, and the editorial
Q bandwidth doesn't exist. The Pillar approach is a two-tier decision tree based on page

stakes.

High-stakes pages (homepage, pricing, product pages, founder bio, hero case studies, the
canonical Learn Library (/earn/), pillars) get full transcreation: a native-speaker writer adapts the

content for the target market, then a native-speaker editor reviews. Cultural references are
localized, idioms are replaced, examples are swapped for regionally relevant ones, and CTAs are
tested for tone. This is expensive but compounding: these pages drive the majority of qualified
traffic and brand impression.
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Long-tail pages (deep blog posts, glossary entries, support documentation, the long-tail of your
Learn Library (/earn/)) get machine translation plus human review. A modern LLM produces a

strong first draft. A native-speaker reviewer corrects errors, replaces awkward phrasing, and

flags anything culturally off. This is roughly 20-30% of the cost of full transcreation and

acceptable for pages where the goal is index coverage and long-tail discovery, not brand-
defining moments.

o3 — Apply this to your work

or you don't.

R un this audit on your current multilingual presence. Each item is binary: either you have it

[
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. Audit hreflang on your top 20 pages: do they form complete quads across every

language version, including self-referencing tags and an x-default fallback? Use the
hreflang.org checker or Screaming Frog's hreflang audit at scale.

. Confirm every URL slug is translated, not just the path prefix. /es/portafolio/ is correct;

/es/portfolio/ is a missed signal that costs you both ranking and trust.

. Choose your domain strategy and document it. Subdirectory for most multi-market

brands; ccTLD for single-market depth. Don't mix strategies without a clear reason.

. Inventory your pages by stakes tier. Top 20-30 pages get full transcreation. Long-tail

pages get machine translation plus native-speaker editing. Anything in between gets
reviewed case by case.

. Build an editorial glossary for each target language. Brand terms, product names,

value-prop phrases, CTAs. Lock these so every translator and every page agrees.

Have a native speaker review every CTA, headline, and microcopy element. Not a
fluent non-native, not Google Translate, not a junior with two years of high school
Spanish. A native speaker from your target region.

Set Google Search Console geotargeting for each subdirectory or subdomain. This is a
10-minute task that 80% of brands skip and pay for in traffic loss.
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Frequently asked questions.

Should | use a ccTLD, subdomain, or subdirectory for my Spanish-language site?

For most brands expanding into multiple LATAM markets simultaneously, a subdirectory
structure (yoursite.com/es/, yoursite.com/es-mx/, yoursite.com/pt-br/) is the right default. It
consolidates domain authority, simplifies hreflang management, and keeps your analytics
unified. A ccTLD (.mx, .br) is justified when you're going deep into a single market with localized
inventory, pricing, or legal entities, or when you need to signal local trust in a market where
ccTLDs carry meaningful weight (Germany, Japan, Brazil for certain verticals). Subdomains
(es.yoursite.com) sit in between and are rarely the optimal choice today.

Can | use Al to translate my entire site?

Yes for long-tail content with human review; no for high-stakes pages. Modern LLMs produce
strong first drafts in Spanish, Portuguese, and French, but they consistently miss cultural
register, regional vocabulary divergence (Brazilian vs. European Portuguese, LATAM vs. Iberian
Spanish), and idiomatic CTAs. The Pillar Authority (/authority/) approach is full transcreation for
the homepage, pricing, product pages, and canonical pillar content, and machine translation
plus native-speaker editing for everything else. Never publish unreviewed machine translation to
a page that defines your brand.

What's the difference between hreflang="es" and hreflang="es-MX"?

The first targets all Spanish speakers globally; the second targets Spanish speakers in Mexico
specifically. Use the language-only code when you have a single Spanish version that serves all
LATAM markets reasonably well. Use language-region codes when you have meaningfully
different content per region (different pricing, different currency, different product availability,
different cultural references). Always include an x-default tag pointing to your fallback page for
users whose language or region doesn't match any of your declared variants. A common
mistake is declaring es-MX, es-AR, and es-CO without an es or x-default fallback, which leaves
users in other LATAM countries (Chile, Peru, Ecuador, etc.) unmatched.
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How do | prioritize which pages to translate first?

Start with the pages that drive 80% of your qualified traffic and conversions: the homepage,
primary product or service pages, pricing, founder or about page, and your top three to five
pieces of pillar content. Translate these with full transcreation. Then layer in the next 20-50
pages as long-tail machine translation plus human review. Avoid the temptation to translate
everything at once; an incomplete but well-executed multilingual presence outperforms a
complete but mediocre one. For pillar content prioritization, see the AEO foundations
(llearn/en/building-authority/aeo-primer/) piece on which pages Al search engines actually cite.

Does Al search (ChatGPT, Perplexity, Claude) use hreflang?

Indirectly, yes. Al search engines crawl and index content using the same signals as traditional
search engines, including hreflang. More importantly, their citation behavior shows a strong
preference for content that exists in the user's query language. Pillar Al Labs analysis indicates
brand domains with target-language versions are cited 4-7x more often than English-only
equivalents when users query in Spanish, Portuguese, or French. This makes multilingual SEO
an AEO and Discovery imperative, not just a traditional SEO play.
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