Amazon KDP Categories Explained

When you publish a book on Amazon KDP, you're asked to choose categories for it. It looks
like a quick administrative step — a couple of dropdown menus to click through before you
hit publish. In reality, it's one of the most consequential marketing decisions you'll make,
and it's one that a huge number of authors get wrong, often by following advice that's years
out of date.

Categories determine where your book sits on Amazon's virtual shelves, which readers
discover it while browsing, and whether you have a realistic shot at the coveted orange "#1
Best Seller" badge. Choose well, and you can rank at the top of a focused niche in your first
week. Choose poorly, and your book vanishes into a category with a hundred thousand
competitors, invisible to the readers who'd actually buy it.

This guide explains how KDP categories work today — including the major 2023 overhaul
that changed the rules and made a lot of older advice obsolete. We'll cover what categories
are, why they matter, how to choose and research them, how category ranking and
bestseller tags actually work, and the mistakes that quietly sabotage authors. Examples
throughout show the strategy in action.

1. What Are KDP Categories?

KDP categories are the virtual shelves and aisles of the Amazon bookstore. Just as a
physical bookshop has sections like "Science Fiction" or "Cooking," Amazon organizes its
millions of books into a vast hierarchy of categories and subcategories. When a reader
browses "Mystery, Thriller & Suspense > Cozy Mystery > Culinary," they're walking down a
digital aisle — and the books shelved there are the ones that chose (or were placed in) that
category.

The 2023 change you must understand

Here's the single most important thing to know, because it invalidates most of the older
advice still floating around the internet:

Before mid-2023, KDP used industry-standard BISAC codes. Authors picked two codes
during setup, Amazon translated them into its own browse categories, and then authors
could email KDP support to request up to eight more — a total of up to ten categories per
format.

That system is gone. Today, you select up to three categories per format, directly from
Amazon's own store categories, right in the KDP dashboard. There's no BISAC translation
step (what you pick is exactly the shelf readers browse), and KDP support no longer adds
extra categories — the request pathway was removed entirely. If you read a blog telling you



to email support for ten categories, that blog is out of date, and following it wastes your
time.

How the current system works

A few key facts about today's system:

» Three categories per format. Your ebook gets three, your paperback gets three, and
your hardcover gets three — each managed separately. Publish in all three formats
and you have up to nine total placements, but Amazon does not copy your choices
across formats. You set each one individually.

» Youchoose from Amazon's live browse categories. What you select is what readers
see, with no guesswork about translation.

» Categories work alongside keywords. Each format also has seven keyword slots, and
keywords can help Amazon understand your book and even trigger placement in
additional categories you didn't manually select.

 Amazon can place you in extra categories automatically. Based on your title,
description, and keywords, Amazon's algorithm may shelve your book in categories
beyond your three. You don't control these, but they're free extra visibility when they
fit.

 Amazon can also move you. If Amazon decides your category is a poor match, it can
change it. Accuracy protects you here.

» BISAC codes still exist — but only for going wide. If you distribute through services
like IngramSpark or Draft2Digital, you'll deal with BISAC codes separately. For KDP-
exclusive books, Amazon assigns BISAC behind the scenes and you never touch it.

In short: categories are how you tell Amazon, plainly and accurately, what your book is and
who it's for. You get three slots per format to do it, and making each one count is where your
effort belongs.

2. Why Categories Matter

Categories aren't just filing. They directly affect how many people see and buy your book,
through several mechanisms.

They drive browse traffic. Many readers — especially of fiction and hobby books —
discover new titles by browsing category bestseller lists rather than searching. If your book
isn'tin the right aisle, those browsing readers never encounter it. Being in a category where
your ideal reader already shops puts you directly in their path.

They feed Amazon's recommendation engine. Your category placement influences the
"also bought" and "customers who viewed this" recommendations your book appears in. Sit



among the right neighbors, and Amazon recommends you to the right audience.

They're your path to the bestseller badge. The orange "#1 Best Seller" tag — and the
related "#1 New Release" tag — are awarded to the top-ranked book within a specific
category. That badge is one of the most powerful pieces of social proof on Amazon; it
signals quality and lifts conversion. And here's the strategic key: it's vastly easier to become
#1in a small, focused category than in a giant one.

Specificity beats breadth. This is the heart of category strategy. Choose a broad top-level
category like "Thriller," and your book is one of well over a hundred thousand, with no
realistic chance of ranking. Choose a precise niche — say, a specific subgenre of cozy
mystery — and you're competing against a far smaller field where a modest sales burst can
land you at the top. Analyses of indie publishing consistently find that books in tightly-
defined niche categories get more category-page traffic and rank far better than those
dumped in broad categories, even though the niche has fewer total browsers, because the
competition is so much thinner.

Example. Imagine two identical cookbooks. One picks "Cookbooks, Food & Wine"
(enormous, dominated by celebrity chefs and publishers). The other picks "Cooking by
Ingredient > Vegetables" and "Special Diet > Anti-Inflammatory." The second book reaches
readers with exactly that interest, faces far less competition, and has areal shot at a
category bestseller tag. Same book, completely different visibility — purely because of
category choice.

3. Choosing Categories

With only three slots per format, every choice has to earn its place. Here's how to choose
well.

Start with accuracy. Your categories must genuinely describe your book. This isn't just
ethics — it's strategy. Mis-categorized books create a poor shopping experience, attract the
wrong readers (who leave bad reviews or return the book), and risk Amazon moving you
anyway. A romance shelved in "Business" will not magically sell to entrepreneurs; it'll just
confuse everyone. Match the shelf to the book.

Balance demand and competition. The ideal category is popular enough that real readers
browse it, but not so broad that you drown. Aim for the middle: categories with visible
bestseller lists and genuine traffic, but where the top books are beatable. Too broad and
you're invisible; too obscure and nobody's looking.

Drill down deep. This is where most authors stop too early. Don't choose "Romance" —
choose "Romance > Paranormal > Angels." Don't choose "Self-Help" — choose "Self-Help >
Stress Management." The deeper, more specific category targets a precise reader and gives



you a realistic path to ranking. Use the full drill-down menu rather than settling on the first
broad option.

Avoid duplicate categories. Many KDP categories are duplicates — different paths that lead
to the exact same Amazon page. If two of your three picks are duplicates, you've effectively
used only one slot. (You can sometimes spot duplicates because selecting one greys out the
others in KDP, but they're often hidden across different branches.) Research tools can flag
duplicates automatically; doing it manually requires checking where each category link
actually lands.

Avoid "ghost" categories. Some categories you can select in the KDP dashboard don't have
areal, browsable bestseller page that shoppers can reach. Publishing-tool analyses suggest
a meaningful share of dashboard categories fall into this trap. If your book is placed in one,
you can't earn a bestseller tag there (there's no list to top) and browsing readers can't find it.
These "ghost" categories waste a precious slot. Verifying a category exists as a live,
browsable page on the Amazon store before you pick it is the safeguard.

Use all three slots strategically. A common approach is one moderately broad-but-relevant
category for general visibility plus two tightly-focused niches where you can realistically
rank and chase a bestseller tag. Some publishers go all-niche. Either way, don't leave a slot
on a category that can't help you.

Mind the eligibility rules. Two settings gate certain shelves: you must set a reading age in
the Primary Audience section for your book to appear in Children's or Teen categories, and
if you mark your book as having sexually explicit content, Amazon automatically blocks it
from Children's categories. Leaving the reading age blank quietly locks young-reader
shelves.

Do it for every format. Remember, ebook, paperback, and hardcover each need their own
three categories. Authors routinely set up the ebook carefully and forget the paperback
entirely.

4. Category Research

Good category selection is detective work, and most of it can be done for free. Here's a
repeatable process.

Step 1 — Study comparable bestsellers. Find several books similar to yours that are
already selling well. On each book's Amazon product page, scroll to the "Product details"
section and look at the Best Sellers Rank line. It lists the specific categories that book
currently ranks in. This tells you exactly which shelves your competitors are using to reach
readers — a goldmine of validated category ideas.



Step 2 — Explore those categories on the live store. Click through to each category on
Amazon itself. Confirm it still exists, holds books like yours, and has a visible bestseller list.
Amazon reorganizes and retires categories over time, so a shelf that existed last year may
be gone — verifying on the live store avoids picking a dead or ghost category.

Step 3 — Gauge the competition. Inside a candidate category, look at the books currently
at the top — particularly the #1 book's overall Best Sellers Rank. A category whose #1 book
has a strong (low-number) overall BSR is highly competitive; you'd need substantial sales
to top it. A category whose top books have weaker ranks is more beatable. You're looking for
a category where a realistic sales push could land you near the top.

Step 4 — Screen for duplicates and ghosts. Make sure your three picks aren't duplicates of
each other, and that each is a real browsable category. This is where paid research tools
(such as dedicated KDP category software) save time — they label duplicates and ghost
categories automatically and estimate how many sales you'd need to hit #1. You can do it
manually, but it's slowetr.

Step 5 — Match reader intent. Finally, sanity-check that each category is genuinely where
your reader browses. A category can be niche, real, and beatable but still be the wrong
audience. Relevance to the actual buyer is the final filter.

Don't forget keywords. Your seven keyword slots per format reinforce your categories and
can trigger placement in additional ones. Fill all seven with distinct, relevant terms you
haven't already used in your title — they're part of the same discovery system as categories.

A note on patience: after you set or change categories, give Amazon roughly 72 hours to
update placement before judging the result.

5.Ranking In Categories

Understanding how category ranking works turns category selection from guesswork into
strategy.

Rank is driven by recent sales velocity. Within any category, books are ordered by how
well they're selling right now relative to the others on that shelf. Best Sellers Rank updates
frequently (roughly hourly), so a burst of sales can lift you quickly, and a quiet spell drops
you back. Categories don't give you sales — they determine which pond your sales compete
in.

This is why niche selection is so powerful. In a giant category, you might need hundreds of
sales a day to crack the top of the list. In a tightly-focused niche, a handful of sales in a short
window can put you at #1. The category sets the threshold; your job is to clear it.



The two bestseller tags. The orange "#1 Best Seller" tag goes to the top-ranked book in a
category at a given moment. The "#1 New Release" tag goes to the top new book (within
roughly its first 30 days) — a separate, often easier badge to earn because it competes only
against other recent releases. Both are sticky social proof: even after you slip from #1, the
credibility boost and the screenshots you can use in marketing remain valuable.

A practical ranking strategy:

Pick at least one category small enough that a launch burst can realistically hit the top.

Research the rough sales threshold to rank there (tools estimate this; competitor BSRs
hint at it).

Concentrate your sales. Rather than dribbling sales out, cluster them — coordinate a
launch day, an email to your list, a price promotion, and any ads to create a velocity
spike. A burst that would be invisible in a broad category can win #1 in a well-chosen
niche.

Use the "New Release" window: the first 30 days are your best shot at a badge, so
launch with momentum.

The honest caveat. Categories make ranking achievable, but they don't manufacture sales.
You still need readers to buy, driven by a compelling cover, description, reviews, price, and
promotion. A perfect niche category with no sales effort behind it ranks nowhere. Think of
category choice as picking a winnable race — you still have to run it.

6. Mistakes To Avoid

Following outdated "10 categories" advice. The biggest trap. Many blogs — some
recently dated — still tell you to email KDP support to add up to ten categories. That
pathway was removed in 2023. The limit is three per format, firm, with no support
workaround. Don't waste time chasing categories you can't get.

Choosing broad, hyper-competitive categories. Picking "Thriller" or "Romance" at
the top level buries your book among a hundred thousand others. Drill down to niches
you can actually rank in.

Choosing inaccurate categories for visibility. Shelving your book where it doesn't
belong to chase traffic backfires: wrong readers, poor reviews, returns, and possible
re-categorization by Amazon. Accuracy first.

Wasting slots on duplicates. Two categories that lead to the same page count as one.
Check for duplicates so all three slots do real work.

Picking ghost categories. Categories without a browsable bestseller page can't earn
you a tag and can't be found by browsers. Verify each category is live on the store.



« Forgetting to set categories per format. Ebook, paperback, and hardcover each need
their own three. Setting up one and ignoring the others leaves placements empty.

» Forgetting the reading age. Without a reading age set, your book won't appear in
Children's or Teen categories at all, no matter what you select.

» Set-and-forget. Competition and Amazon's category structure shift over time.
Review your category performance every few months and adjust.

» Ignoring keywords. Keywords reinforce and extend your category reach. Leaving
slots empty or duplicating your title wastes part of the discovery system.

« Chasingabadge in anirrelevant tiny category. Winning #1 in a category your
readers don't actually browse earns a hollow badge, mismatched buyers, and returns.
The tag is only valuable in a relevant category.

» SKkipping competitor research. Authors who hit #1 in their niche almost always
researched competitor BSRs first. Those who click through the dropdown in 30
seconds and hope usually don't.

7.FAQ

How many categories can I choose on KDP? Three per format. Your ebook, paperback, and
hardcover each get their own three categories, selected directly in the KDP dashboard.

CanIstill email KDP support to get up to ten categories? No. That option was removed in
2023. KDP support no longer adds or updates categories, and the three-per-format limit
cannot be raised by asking. Any guide claiming otherwise is out of date.

Do my ebook and paperback share the same categories? No. Each format is a separate
listing with its own three category slots. Amazon doesn't copy your choices across formats
— you set each one yourself, though you can use the same picks if you like.

Can I change my categories after publishing? Yes, anytime, in the KDP dashboard under
Edit Details. Note that changing categories assigned before May 30, 2023 will remove the
old ones and replace them with your new selections.

Why is my book showing in a category I never selected? Amazon's algorithm can place
your book in additional categories based on your title, description, and keywords. You don't
control these extra placements, but they're free visibility when they fit.

Can Amazon change the categories I chose? Yes. If Amazon determines your book is a
poor match for a category, it can move it. Choosing accurate categories reduces this risk.

What is a "ghost" category? A category you can select in KDP that has no real, browsable
bestseller page shoppers can reach. You can't earn a bestseller tag there and browsers can't
find you, so it wastes a slot. Verify each category is live on the Amazon store.



What is a duplicate category? Different category paths that lead to the same Amazon page.
Selecting duplicates means two of your slots do the work of one. Check that your three
picks are genuinely distinct.

Should I choose broad or niche categories? Lean niche. Broad categories are too
competitive to rank in; specific niches give you real visibility and a shot at a bestseller tag. A
common mix is one moderately broad relevant category plus two tight niches.

How do categories differ from keywords? Categories are the browse shelves readers
navigate; keywords power search and help Amazon understand and place your book. You
get three categories and seven keywords per format, and they work together.

How do I get the "#1 Best Seller" tag? Be the top-selling book in a category at a given
moment. Pick a niche small enough that a concentrated sales burst (launch, promo, ads,
email list) can push you to #1.

What's the difference between "#1 Best Seller" and "#1 New Release"? Best Seller goes to
the top book in a category overall; New Release goes to the top recent book (roughly its first
30 days), competing only against other new titles — often an easier badge to earn at launch.

Do I need BISAC codes? Not for KDP-exclusive books — Amazon handles BISAC behind
the scenes. You only choose BISAC codes when distributing wide through services like
IngramSpark or Draft2Digital.

How do I see which categories a competitor ranks in? On the competitor's Amazon
product page, scroll to "Product details" and read the Best Sellers Rank line — it lists their
ranking categories, a great source of ideas.

Why isn't my book appearing in a Children's category? You must set a reading age in the
Primary Audience section. Without it, Children's and Teen shelves stay closed. A sexually-
explicit content flag also blocks Children's categories.

8. Conclusion

KDP categories are far more than an administrative checkbox — they decide which readers
discover your book, which recommendations it earns, and whether you can claim a
bestseller badge. With the 2023 overhaul, the rules are simpler but stricter: three categories
per format, chosen directly from Amazon's real browse shelves, with no support
workaround for more. That makes each of your three slots more valuable than ever.

The winning approach is straightforward to state and takes real effort to execute: choose
categories that accurately describe your book, drill down into specific niches where you can
realistically rank rather than drowning in broad ones, avoid the duplicate and ghost
categories that silently waste slots, and base every choice on research into where



comparable bestsellers actually rank. Then support your category strategy with a
concentrated launch so your sales velocity is high enough to climb — because categories
make ranking achievable, but only sales make it happen.

Above all, ignore the outdated advice still circulating online. The author who quietly
researches competitor rankings and picks three sharp, real, relevant categories will out-
perform the one who clicks through the dropdown in thirty seconds every time. Pick your
categories deliberately, verify them on the live store, revisit them as your catalog and
competition evolve, and treat those three slots as the high-impact marketing tool they are.

This guide reflects KDP's category system as of mid-2026, following the mid-2023 overhaul
that replaced BISAC selection with direct Amazon-store category selection and removed
the support-request pathway for additional categories. Amazon updates its category
structure and policies over time, and category competitiveness shifts constantly — always
verify each category on the live Amazon store and research current competitor rankings
before finalizing your choices.



