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Meta Information

• Meta information is simply information about information
– Typically used in searching and categorization of information
– Think about ideas like subject, author, ISBN, page count, etc.

• On the Web meta data is primarily indicated with the 
<meta> tag which can indicate arbitrary data
– XML vocabularies may extend this greatly but so far have not 

been widely implemented

• The <meta> tag is mainly used for the following:
– Keyword and description indications for search engines
– HTTP control information for caching, filtering, language or 

charset indication, and other delivery related services
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<meta> syntax
• The name attribute is used to specify the name of the meta data and 

the content attribute the associated information.
– The choice of the name and the content is actually somewhat arbitrary
– Example: Meta data on my favorite lunch

<meta name="Favorite Sandwich" content="Turkey and Swiss" />

– In the case of the web typically you see focus on name=“keywords”
and name=“description” given that many public search engines may
pay attention to these

<meta name="keywords" content="Demo Company, green gadgets, gadgets" /> 
<meta name="description" content="Demo Company, the #1 vendor

of green gadgets on the Web" />

– You also may see title, author, and creator values in <meta> tags.
Some of these are used to promote subtly the developers or editors 
used to build a site.
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<meta> and HTTP
• A second and very important use of <meta> is for HTTP 

interaction.

• Using <meta http-equiv=“HTTP-header” content=“header 
value” /> you can set an arbitrary header for the browser to 
acknowledge.  An example here sets the expires header to 
indicate when content should be purged from local cache

<meta http-equiv="Expires" content="Wed, 04 Jun 1998 22:34:07 GMT" 
/>

• HTTP-equiv <meta> is generally used for cache control, 
page refresh including client pull and site filtering
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<meta> Cache Control
• The basic idea of caching is to use a previously downloaded copy of something 

rather than refetching the object unless the object as changed. There are a 
variety of places to cache including at the browser, somewhere on the network 
and even at the server.

• (X)HTML supports limited cache control via the <meta> tag.  The primary 
methods are to set the expires header, cache-control, and the pragma values 
as shown here (don’t use together necessarily!)

<meta http-equiv="Expires" content="Wed, 04 Jun 1998 22:34:07 GMT" />
<meta http-equiv="Expires" content="0" />
<meta http-equiv="Pragma" content="no-cache" />
<meta http-equiv="Cache-Control" content="no-cache" />

• Interestingly it is most common to see developers to “bust” caches with 
expiration or inadvertently do so with needlessly regenerated dynamic pages.

• However, do understand that even when caching is done properly at the HTML 
level it avoids the major payoff with connected files such as GIF, JPEG, JS, 
CSS, etc. which tend to rarely change in sites.
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<meta> Refresh

• Using a well-known HTTP header you can force a page to refresh itself 
or to pull to a new page- a technique called client-pull
– This is the technique used on banners or other page objects that seem to 

reload every so often.

• The example here sets the page called “secondpage.htm” to load after 
2 seconds.  Make sure you have the ; and the syntax exact for this to 
work

<meta http-equiv="REFRESH" content="2;URL=secondpage.htm"  />

• One nuance of this technique is that some browsers when in a high security
mode will not support client pull
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Site Filtering and PICS
• One application for <meta> is to use a PICS label to indicate the rating 

of a site similar to a film rating and have software filter out sites which 
do not meet some minimum criteria. An example of a PICS label 
shown here is applied across various criteria such as nudity, sex, 
violence, and language. 

– <meta http-equiv="pics-label"  content='(pics-1.1 
"http://www.icra.org/ratingsv02.html"  comment 
" ICRAonline EN v2.0"  l gen true for 
"http://www,htmlref.com"  r (nz 1 vz 1 lz 1 oz 1 cz 1) 
"http://www.rsac.org/ratingsv01.html"  l gen true for 
"http://www,htmlref.com"  r (n 0 s 0 v 0 l 0))' />

• Unfortunately few sites use such labels so their value is somewhat 
limited.  Interestingly some of the sites which contain explicit material 
are large proponents of the idea of site segmentation either by <meta>
tags or even domain names to avoid frivolous legal action from parents 
who caught their kids on the “wrong side of the Internet tracks”
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Search Engine control with <meta>
• Besides using <meta> for baiting search engine spiders you can also 

set control information to indicate if a search page should or should not 
be indexed and whether links from the page should be followed.

<meta name="robots"  content="noindex"  />
<meta name="robots"  content="noindex, nofollow"  />

• This type of control information mimics the robots.txt file which can be 
found in the root of a Web site

• Many Web site administrators prefer robots.txt and there is some 
evidence that it is favored by search engines of <meta> but be careful 
though robots.txt can be a security risk since you may use it to clearly 
indicate things which you consider sensitive! 
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Understanding Search Engines
• Basic plan

– Gather, index/rank, search, repeat
• Remember search engines can’t SEE
• Remember search engines really can’t UNDERSTAND
• Remember search engines may not want you to understand their 

ranking algorithm but in general we see the following things considered
– Relevant content (imagine that!)
– <meta> tags
– Link titles
– Page title
– Certain HTML tags like headings
– Content freshness
– Sites who point to you and their link titles
– Money paid!?

• Prediction: You have to pay to play
• Already born out but it will become even more prolific over time
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Managing Web Sites
• Link Maintenance

– Broken links!  Why?
– Custom 404 page
– Redirects
– Shouldn’t be a one time thing

• Server maintenance
– Log files and stats
– Security monitoring

• Content management
– Change schedules
– File and directory name conventions
– Content Management Systems (CMS)

• It is an ongoing process and one that is often not accounted for.
• Maintenance will be a more significant cost in a Web site than most 

people budget for which leads to out of date content and dying sites.


