Microformats: Overview
By Dmitri Ilkaev
1.0 Definition of microformats
Designed for humans first and machines second, microformats are a set of simple, open data formats built upon existing and widely adopted standards [1]. A microformat is a piece of mark up that allows expression of semantics in an HTML (or XHTML) web page. Programs can extract meaning from a web page that is marked up with one or more microformats.

Existing (X)HTML standards allow for semantics to be embedded and encoded within them [2]. This is done using specific HTML attributes:

· class
· rel
· rev
Adding microformats to a regular HTML web page allows machines to process HTML text and to possibly load data into remote databases. This would allow programs such as web crawlers to find items such as contact information, events, and reviews on web pages.

Example
For example, consider the contact information:

 <div>

     <div>Joe Doe</div>

     <div>The Example Company</div>

     <div>604-555-1234</div>

     <a href="http://example.com/">http://example.com/</a>

 </div>

With hCard microformat markup, that becomes:

 <div class="vcard">

     <div class="fn">Joe Doe</div>

     <div class="org">The Example Company</div>

     <div class="tel">604-555-1234</div>

     <a class="url" href="http://example.com/">http://example.com/</a>

 </div>

Here the formal name (fn), organisation (org), telephone number (tel) and url have been identified using specific class names; and the whole thing is wrapped in class="vcard", (see vCard) which indicate that the other classes form an hcard, and are not just coincidentally named. Other, optional, hCard classes also exist.

It is now possible for software, for example browser plug-ins, to extract the information, and transfer it to other applications, such as an address book.

Figure below (from microformats.org) shows main types of microformats. 
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Figure 1. Types of microformats and their positioning

microformats are:

· a way of thinking about data

· design principles for formats

· adapted to current behaviors and usage patterns 
· highly correlated with semantic XHTML
· a set of simple open data format standards that many are actively developing and implementing for more/better structured blogging and web microcontent publishing in general.

microformats are not:

· a new language

· infinitely extensible and open-ended

· an attempt to get everyone to change their behavior and rewrite their tools

· a whole new approach that throws away what already works today

· a panacea for all taxonomies, ontologies, and other such abstractions

· defining the whole world, or even just boiling the ocean

· any of the above

the microformats principles

· solve a specific problem

· start as simple as possible

· design for humans first, machines second 

· reuse building blocks from widely adopted standards

· modularity / embeddability

· enable and encourage decentralized development, content, services

Specific microformats
Several microformats have been developed to enable semantic markup of particular types of information.

· hAtom (hAtom spec) - for marking up Atom feeds from within standard HTML

· hCalendar (hCalendar spec) - for events

· hCard (hCard spec) - for contact information; includes: 

· adr (adr spec) - for postal addresses

· geo (geo spec) - for geographical coordinates (latitude;longitude)

· hReview (hReview spec) - for reviews

· hResume (hResume spec) - for resumes or CVs

· rel-directory (rel-directory spec) - for distributed directory creation and inclusion

· rel-nofollow, an attempt to discourage 3rd party content spam (e.g. Spam in blogs).

· rel-tag (rel-tag spec) - for decentralized tagging (Folksonomy)

· xFolk (xFolk spec) - for tagged links

· XFN - for social relationships

· XOXO - for lists and outlines

See http://microformats.org/ for the full list of thr approved and proposed microformats
2.0 Significance of microformats

Alex Faaborg [3] had listed several main reasons on why microformats are important, you can find a lot of other exciting details on his Website, 4-part microformat overview and his recent presentation at Web 2.0 conference
Microformats are going to change (and are currently changing) the Web in a variety of different ways:

1. Aggregation Sites
Right now if you want to sell something, you go to a site like craigslist. If you want to review something, you go to a site like epinions. And if you want to manage your social network, you go to a site like Facebook. The general model is the user travels to a particular site, and then proceeds to enter data (classified add, review, list of friends) for a particular purpose. Your information is scattered all over the Web, and you have to pick which sites you want to use.

The combination of blogging and microformats is now reversing this model. Now, your information remains in your blog, and the Web sites come to you. For instance, if you want to sell something, you can blog about it using an hListing, and a site like edgeio will find it when it aggregates classified advertisements across the Web. Similarly, the microformat hReview allows the creation of review aggregation sites, and XFN (XHTML Friends Network) allows the creation of social network aggregation sites.

2. Sharing Information with a Specific Community
Let’s say you enjoy mountain biking, and would like to share various trails with other people who also enjoy mountain biking. If you posted this information to your blog, you could geocast (RSS with a payload of geo), the locations of the mountain bike trails, and other people in the community could subscribe to this feed using an application like Google Earth.

3. Targeted Search
Let’s say you are creating a web comic, and you want other people to be able to find it. By posting your comic with a microformat agreed upon by the web comic community, the rest of the community will be able to easily find your work using a search engine.

4. The Web Browser as an Information Broker 
Much in the same way that operating systems currently associate particular file types with specific applications, future Web browsers are likely going to associate semantically marked up data you encounter on the Web with specific applications, either on your system or online. This means the contact information you see on a Web site will be associated with your favorite contacts application, events will be associated with your favorite calendar application, locations will be associated with your favorite mapping application, phone numbers will be associated with your favorite VOIP application, etc. This is going to change the way we interact with data on the Web. Firefox 3.0 will have a built-in support for microformats. 
Mozilla Labs had released Operator, a microformat detection extension developed by Michael Kaply at IBM. Operator demonstrates the usefulness of semantic information on the Web, in real world scenarios. Operator leverages microformats that are already available on many web pages to provide new ways to interact with web services.

Operator lets you combine pieces of information on Web sites with applications in ways that are useful. For instance, Flickr + Google Maps, Upcoming.org + Google Calendar, Yahoo! Local + your address book, and many more possibilities and permutations.

Operator being installed as plug in to Firefox will produce a set of additional tabs on the browser panel, see the picture below. 
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Figure 2. Operator enabled tabs
Then when you visit a Website with the microformats built into the Web pages, these tabs (Contact, Calendar, Maps, Photos, Bookmarks, Blogs, etc.) will be enabled with some content behind and you can use the data from these tabs in other applications running on your PC. 
3.0 Microformats development and publishing 

John Allsopp in his “The Big Picture on Microformats” article [4] in Digital Web magazine had provided a good description of the curretn state of microformats development and publishing. 
Development

While hand-coding microformats is relatively simple, many of the applications we use for markup, web design, and posting have added support for—or have plug-ins for—easily adding microformatted content.

The Web Standards Project Dreamweaver Task Force has developed a plug-in for Dreamweaver [5] that makes it easy to add microformatted content to your web pages. This beta version extension helps Dreamweaver users insert hCard, rel-tag, hCalendar, rel-license, and XFN data into their documents.

WordPress, Moveable Type, Drupal, TextPattern, and other blogging and CMS tools offer plug-ins for adding a variety of microformatted content to blogs and other sites developed with these tools. A quick search will locate plug-ins to create just about any kind of microformat—reviews, calendaring, tagging, contact details, and more—for many CMS and blogging systems.

Microformats.org also has several stand-alone creators for developing microformatted content. hCard Creator, hCalendar Creator, and hReview Creator allow you to develop complex microformats—simply enter the necessary information into a web form, and then paste the output right into your source code.

So, whatever your development methods, you’ll likely find tools to help perform the boring, repetitive tasks—such as translating nice, human-readable dates and times into ISO 8601 format, making microformat creation simple.

Publishing

The earliest adopter phase of microformats—more or less until early this year—saw the majority of microformatted content developed by bloggers. Tagged content using the rel-tag microformat and XFN are the best examples of this, and, to a lesser extent, contact details using hCard. The last six months or so has seen the use of microformats tip over into decidedly mainstream situations, including widespread adoption at Yahoo!.

Several Yahoo! sites, including Tech, Local, Flickr, and Upcoming use various microformats in their publishing. Both Yahoo! Tech and Yahoo! Local use hReview for publishing reviews, while Yahoo! Local uses hCalendar for events, and hCard for contact details. Flickr uses hCard for profile information, as well as XFN. Upcoming.org has more than a million events around the world marked up using hCalendar.

The beauty of many of these services is that while users generate content—for example, reviews—there is no need for these users to know anything about the underlying formats. The tools do the work of translating the content into the appropriate microformat.

It’s this significant adoption by publishers that is really driving the huge growth in microformatted content on the web. John Allsopp also describes how different aggregators start using microformats [4]. 

4.0 Future of microformats
In his blog “Microformats and the Decentralized Future of Online Marketing” [6] Sam harrelson wrote: “Just as blogging has allowed content creators to do their creative acts and have the traffic come to their own blog rather than having to post up their content on a large centralized site or forum, widespread implementation of RSS and microformats will allow merchants from the Madison Ave variety all the way to the small merchants depending on CPA networks for volume to publish their goods, services or programs on their own site and have the traffic come to them. 

This will not be immediate.

It will be a slow and quiet revolution which will start with the smaller merchants who are innovating and looking beyond the traditional paradigm of partnering with a network and the network’s collection of affiliates and publishers in order to get traffic. These innovators will see the positive results of pull, rather than push, marketing online. Eventually, they will move away from the networks and case studies will be written. As this happens more and more, the merchants on the next rung up will notice the change and start reading those case studies and eventually Madison Ave will figure it out. It will be slow, but it will be from the bottom up.”


Whymicroformats.com on their front page [7] had posted the following: 
Why are they a Success?

Microformats are simple to create, simple to consume, and only require you to build on existing data (i.e. not replace it). They are useful right now and supported by the likes of Yahoo and Technorati. Key industry figures, such as Tim O’Reilly and Bill Gates, have publicly discussed their importance. Finally, they have a bright future, as they are laying the foundations for future technologies that can build on them.
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