
Getting Started with Metadata

GIS II Data Management



Overview

Metadata?

• Information about data

• Describes the content, quality, 
condition, origin, and other 
characteristics of data

• In this module we will introduce the use 
and application of metadata in the 
context  of GIS



Metadata in GIS

• GIS is both a data  extensive and 
intensive enterprise

Most data have a geographic
component = many types of data

Geoprocessing tasks allow
users to produce data quickly
and efficiently

Increasingly datasets are offered 
via online services



Practical Motivations

•Staff turnover

•Collaborative projects

•Planning



Want Metadata?

• Start by thinking about 
internal sources of metadata

- Digital or hard-copy forms 
of metadata 

• Spreadsheets
• Databases
• Maps
• Data attributes
• Models
• Communication
• Documentation from 

legal department
- Other forms

• Oral tradition
• Institutional knowledge



A few words on standards…

• Metadata standards provide 
a common set of 
terminology and definitions 
for the documentation of 
digital spatial data.

• Applying metadata 
standards makes the search 
for and use of spatial data 
easier.

• There are predefined metadata standards.
- FGDC Content Standard for Digital Geospatial Metadata(CSDGM)
- ISO 19139, Geographic Information – Metadata – Implementation 

Specification
- North American Profile of ISO 19115:2003 (NAP)
- INSPIRE Metadata Implementing Rules, for Europe



Major shift in ArcGIS 10

“As crazy as it seems to the metadata 
community, some GIS professionals 
have no interest in, or requirement to 
create standards-compliant 
metadata. While ArcGIS clearly 
embraces metadata standards, it 
must also support people who aren’t 
required to follow them.”

From Esri’s ArcGIS Desktop Blog



Enter the Item Description

• Item Description is the default 
metadata in ArcGIS 10

- Simple description 
- Information to know about 

an item
• How accurate/recent
• Restrictions associated 

with use and sharing
• Important processes 

steps



Metadata in ArcGIS 10

• In ArcGIS all items now 
have a description-
another term for metadata

• What are items?
- Spatial datasets
- Geoprocessing models
- Other items in addition to 

spatial data



Working with Metadata in ArcGIS

• In ArcGIS, you work with 
metadata in ArcCatalog
and  other  ArcGIS 
Desktop applications

• For most items in ArcGIS, 
metadata is stored in a 
XML file



Checking Metadata Quality

•Does it meet your standard?

- Documented usability and status

- Contains contact information

- Access and use constraints documented

- Sources documented /credited

- Update schedules documented



Developing a Metadata Workflow: Maintenance

• Take inventory

• Prioritize

• Organize

• Train



Sharing Metadata

• What works best for your users?
- Hard copy
- Electronic: ArcCatalog/ArcMap

• Some users may not have ArcGIS 
licenses

-- Web browser or text editor will 
allow these users to view the 
metadata

http://www.urisa.org/publications/journal/articles/when_data_sharing

http://www.urisa.org/publications/journal/articles/when_data_sharing�


When Metadata Works…

• It’s a beautiful thing!

• http://ww4.doh.wa.gov/gis/gisdata.htm

• http://gos2.geodata.gov/wps/portal/gos
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