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5 Basic Rules for a Good Meta Data Schema

Automation is today's hot topic. The never ending flood of information makes it impossible to 
maintain each file and each dataset individually – and never mind manually. Meta data are the 
key to the solution of this problem. They allow the grouping and batch processing of information 
in accordance with specified properties. To ensure the smooth operation of such processes, meta 
data must be captured in a structured form. This article explains why a structure, i.e. a meta data 
schema, is so important and what needs to be considered in the development of such a schema.

5 Basic Rules for a Good Meta Data Schema

Why do I Need a Meta Data Schema?

Machines are not designed to process unstruc-
tured data – be it for simple, short scripts or KIs 
– because they lack an ability for logical inter-
pretation. A specific, fixed structure is needed 
for their use. The more context there is for a 
particular bit of information and the more pre-
cise the definition of its structure and meaning, 
the lower the effort will be for automated pro-
cessing and the more reliable and meaningful 
the results will be. A meta data schema is basi-
cally nothing more than a definition with the 
purpose to make such contexts available for 
machine processing.

However, a schema isn't just good for the use of 
meta data – it is also beneficial for data cap-
ture. Since a meta data schema defines what 
data must look like, many errors can be detec-
ted at the time of input of the data and it 
doesn't matter if that is done manually or (par-
tially) automatically. In addition to avoiding er-
rors, a good schema will also reduce the 
amount of work you have to put in, because 
when the meaning and the relationships of the 
meta data is clearly defined, then much of that 
data can be captured automatically or can be 
generated from other (meta) data.

The bottom line: A meta data schema... 

�� ...facilitates effective, automated data 

processing and maintenance;

�� ...increases the quality of the meta data 

and with it their value;

�� ...reduces costs for capturing the meta 

data.
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What Makes a Good Meta Data Schema?

The best schema is one that supports data in-
put and data processing the most, and makes 
these steps easiest. A few basic rules will help 

you to develop a schema that optimally 
matches your data and its purpose.

1. Defining the Area of Use 

What type of data should the meta data 
schema be applied to? A schema that matches 
all available data will also allow the processing 
of all the data with the same automatisms. 
Very varied data, on the other hand, will also 
have very few properties in common. Think  

 
about what kind of data you want to process 
(manage, search) together. That data set 
should share one schema. Then the schema 
will not have to consider other types of data 
and formats. There is, of course, no reason not 
to reuse parts of the schema for other data. 

2. Selecting the Right Fields 

A meta data schema consists of so-called 
'fields', whereby each field contains exactly 
one defined information. It is well worth your 
while to think about which fields you will need 
and where you want the data to come from. 
The key question here is: What will be the 
purpose of the meta data? It is a complete 
waste of time to define a field that isn't 
needed at all. The same goes for fields that 
can't be filled out for a large portion of the 
datasets, because mining that information 
would be too costly or not possible at all.

 

 
The data should be split into its smallest 
possible components, because it is much 
easier and less error-prone to join together 
two clearly defined fields, than it is to break 
down the content of a field. You should 
therefore check for each individual field you 
want to use, whether it may combine two or 
more independent bits of information. You 
could always add another filed in case of a 
combination of data that is frequently needed 
in this form – but that field should then be 
populated automatically to prevent contradic-
tions.

3. Don't Re-Invent the Wheel  
Meta data has been in use for quite some time 
and in many areas. The necessity for data 
exchange has resulted in the development of 
more robust, well-documented meta data 
schemas and exchange formats, which cover 
most of the requirements of a specific sector. 
Using a standard schema has a lot of advanta-
ges. Data provided by external sources can be 
used immediately and without any modifica-
tions, provided the same standard scheme 
was used for its capture. There are various  

 
tools and masks available for commonly used 
schemas, which further simplify data main-
tenance. And of course you save a lot of time 
and effort you would have used for creating 
your own schema. When you therefore find 
that iiRDS, Dublin Core or MODS offers ever-
ything you need, then choosing one of these 
will in all likelihood be a better idea than 
developing your own schema tailored specifi-
cally to suit your data. 
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4. As Tight and Exact as Possible  

The fewer selection options and freedoms a 
schema offers, the better. Every selectable 
option represents an opportunity for human 
error. Specify exactly, what information must 
be entered in a field and how. Data types, 
drop-down lists and regular expressions (a 
language to describe character strings) are a 

great help here. You avoid typos and make 
sure that identical information always appears 
in the same format. But there are even simpler 
ways that offer plenty of benefits. In a "Ran-
king" field, you only allow a numerical input of 
1 to 6. A short explanation of the exact type of 
information this field refers to can be very 
helpful. 

5. Optional or Mandatory 

If you are planning to capture meta data 
automatically or using experts, then it must be 
mandatory to fill out all fields of which you 
know that they apply for all instances. Every 
person has a name, every file a format and 
every digital text an encoding. Should one field 
remain empty, then the dataset cannot be pro-
cessed by all processes accessing that dataset 
or will at least require special treatment. That 
will significantly impact the benefit of the 
schema.
There is, however, an exception, in which a 
limiting of the schema by keeping the number 
of mandatory fields as high as possible can 
also be a drawback: that will be the case if the 
meta data is entered manually by people,  

 
whose main responsibility is not the main-
tenance of that data. Too many mandatory 
tasks will mean a lot of time spent, which can 
lead to a drop in motivation and with it to 
careless, faulty and even inadvertent input. 
Where that is the case, it may become neces-
sary to think about how much time spent on 
data input makes sense to ensure the best 
possible data quality.
Optional fields will, of course, also be useful in 
automated data capture processes. A "Most 
recent renovation" field will be a good idea in 
a meta dataset about a house – but will not be 
applicable for a new construction. Optional 
fields make sense, where the fact that an input 
is missing also represents a statement.

In addition to all these basic rules, the rule of implementability must also be applied. Should the 
cost for the creation and maintenance of a drop-down list be simply too high or the technical 
implementation of the perfect schema would take too much time, then some compromise in 
terms of specificity will be unavoidable. But anyone, who right from the start isn't really sure 
about what the perfect meta data schema should be, will find it difficult to implement the best 
possible schema anyway.

Done with your meta data schema?    

Then it is time for the next step: Capturing! Or 

better stick with Create?

https://intelligent-information.blog/en/analytics-offers-these-3-optimisation-scenarios/
https://intelligent-information.blog/en/analytics-offers-these-3-optimisation-scenarios/
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Useful Links and Summary
Well-structured metadata makes information 
management more efficient and increases the 
value of the data. The effort required to create 
a metadata schema is minimal. So what are 

you waiting for? Targeted planning and exact 
definition - this is how you build your own 
schema!

Further Puplications on the Subject:

Project Aproach  
Successful Information Management Projects in IT 

Capture or Create? Resolving the Documentation 
Chaos in Business IT:
The costs for IT documentation increase – but the 
quality doesn’t meet expectations

Analytics Offers These 3 Optimisation Scenarios:
IT Information Management Optimisation

Cloud Transformation and Operation:
An Immense Challenge Without Detailed Knowledge 
of IT

Intelligent Information: 3 Conditions: 
Information should be intelligent! Where does the 
concept come from, why do we need intelligent 
information, and what does it really mean? 

Business Case ITIM (IT Information Management): 
Faster, better, cheaper - why ITIM always pays off

Simplify IT Information Management: 
Nearly all companies nowadays list IT optimisation, 
transformation and transition as one of their top 
priorities. 

(Un)informed about IT Risks?:
IT Information Management as a Basis for Enterprise 
Risk Management

What can business IT learn from Wikipedia?:
Wikipedia's methodical approach as secret to success 
& derivations for ITIM

i

I would like to subscribe to the newsletter!

More Information / Community

We are glad about any feedback that reaches us, 
and thankful for ideas for future newsletters or whi-
tepapers.  

If you have any questions or ideas simply write us an 
e-mail to marketing@avato.net.
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