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FEED FORENSICS - ISSUE 01

Your Shopping ads are
showing the wrong
products.

Apparel brands don't always realize their variants are broken until
impressions disappear.
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» THE GROUPING RULES

Google groups your variants. Orit
doesn't.

. . . WHY THIS IS HARD TO POPULATE
variant attributes determine
Shopify and BigCommerce only map size and

whether Google el o yAettlr color natively. Pattern, material, age_group,
variants — or splits them and gender require custom logic.
apart.

Without enough differentiation, variants either
fail to group or get suppressed as duplicates
— with no disapproval flag to surface it.

size color

pattern material
The fix sits in the feed layer, not the platform

age group gender layer — grouping rules apply at submission,
a not the storefront.

[Source: Google Merchant Center — supported variant attributes] 02/



» HOW IT HAPPENS

Google doesn’t fail your variants. It just
doesn’t connect them.

Q Q @

Google reads the

You submit a feed Invalid groups split apart

grouping
Each variant row has its own id. Variants in a group must differ by Variants serve as separate
All variants of one product share at least one supported attribute products. Or one serves and the
an item_group_id. That's the — size, color, pattern, material, others go dark. You won't see this
contract. age_group, gender. in your campaign view.

A variant doesn’t need to be rejected to be invisible. It just needs to not be grouped.
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» THE CULPRITS

Four ways variant grouping breaks.

Missing item_group_id

Variants exist in the feed but no grouping
attribute connects them. Google treats each
variant as a standalone product.

Variants without differentiating attributes

Two rows share an item_group_id but have
identical size, color, material. Google flags
duplicate variants and suppresses one.

Inconsistent item_group_id across
variants

Some variants share an ID, others don't. The group
fragments. Orphan variants compete against the

group.

Inconsistent shared attributes inside a
group

Brand, GTIN, or title varies between variants that
should match at the parent level. The grouping
breaks.
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» THE HIDDEN COST

A broken grouping doesn’t show up as an
error. It shows up as missing impressions.

An apparel catalog with broken parent-child
grouping doesn’t lose variants in one event. It loses
them per sync — every metafield update, new color
drop, or SKU migration that introduces an
inconsistency. The errors compound silently.
Performance drops weeks before anyone connects it
back to the feed.

Lost listing real estate
single-variant listings instead of
grouped carousels

Split bidding
variants of the same product compete
in the auction

Skewed Pmax learning
algorithm optimizes against fragmented
signal
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» AUDITING THE DATA

Audit your variant groupings in 4 steps.

These four checks surface most grouping errors in under an hour.

Group-by item_group_id

Find ungrouped variants

Check variant attribute

coverage

Scan for duplicate variants

Merchant Center > Products > Group by Item group ID. Count the
groups. Compare to your parent-product count. The gap is the error
rate.

Filter: items missing item_group_id. Anything apparel-related in this
list is broken. Standalone products don’t need grouping; variants do.

Per group, verify differentiation. Variants must differ on at least one
of: size, color, pattern, material, age_group, gender.

Same item_group_id + same size/color. Duplicate variants get
suppressed without a disapproval flag. Find them before Google

does.
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» BROKEN VS. ROCKIN’

The same product. Two different feed states.

® BROKEN

title Linen Shirt — Sage — M
title Linen Shirt — Sage — L
title Linen Shirt — Stone — M
item group id (missing on row 2)

brand Acme / acme / Acme

-> 3 standalone listings competing for
impressions

@® ACTIVE

title Linen Shirt — Sage — M

title Linen Shirt — Sage — L

title Linen Shirt — Stone — M

item group id LINEN-SHIRT-001 (all
TrOws)

brand Acme (all rows)

- 1grouped listing with size and color
selectors
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» THE FIX

Validate grouping before the feed syncs.

Grouping errors don't surface in Merchant Center as a single line item. They surface as missing
performance — weeks later.

v/

v

item_group_id presence verified on every variant SKU — flagged per row when missing

Variant attribute differentiation enforced inside each group — duplicates caught before
submission

Shared attributes (brand, GTIN, title root) validated for consistency across the group

Broken groupings exported as a SKU list — the fix is targeted, not a catalog-wide reupload
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» GOOGLE

Grouping shapes more than listings. It shapes
what Pmax can learn.

01 02 03

Standard Shopping Performance Max Shopping ads

Grouped variants surface as one Pmax optimizes against grouped Suppressed variants don’t

listing with size and color parent performance. Broken appear in your disapproval count.
swatches. Ungrouped variants grouping fragments the signal — They just don’t serve. CPCs rise
serve separately. The grouped Pmax sees 12 products instead of on the variants that do, as
version takes more SERP real one parent with 12 options. budget concentrates on what's
estate and converts higher. Learning slows. left.

A lot of Pmax debugging happens at the campaign layer. The bug often sits in the feed.
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A suppressed variant doesn’t
show up as broken. I7 shows up as a
product nobody bought.

Variant grouping is an under-audited part of an apparel feed. A lot of teams rebuild
creative, restructure campaigns, and test new bidding strategies before they check
whether their parent-child relationships are intact. The grouping is often where the bug
actually sits.
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» FEED FORENSICS - ISSUE 01

See what’s in your feed — and what’s
missing.
Feed X-Ray scans your catalog and surfaces missing item_group_ids,

broken variant groups, and the SKUs serving disconnected — in under 60
seconds.

Try Feed X-Ray —

Feed Forensics is a monthly series on product data, feed architecture, and channel performance.
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https://www.godatafeed.com/feed-xray
https://www.godatafeed.com/feed-xray

