
White Paper by Etelka Lehoczky 1 

 

©2014 Etelka Lehoczky. Not for reproduction or distribution. 

 

The AltaVista Search Engine 

General information 

AltaVista can be identified as a search engine, but it's actually a hybrid. It gathers 

results from its own index of 300,000,000 pages; the directory from LookSmart; 

listings from GoTo.com and Internet Keywords from RealNames. AltaVista 

recently redesigned its site to reflect its new focus on search. Many of AltaVista's 

portal services, such as AltaVista Live, Channels and so on, are no longer available. 

AltaVista's new look is aimed at making searching easier. 

 

History 

AltaVista is one of the oldest search engines on the web, having been created 

back in 1995 by Digital Equipment Corporation. AltaVista was acquired by 

Compaq in 1998 and by its current owner, CMGI, in August of 1999. 

According to AltaVista's help page, AltaVista's name was conceived in a laboratory 

after the words Alto and Visto were accidentally placed together on a white 

board. The name "AltaVista" means "view from above." 

Throughout its five years of existence AltaVista has led the search engine industry 

in many areas. It was one of the largest and fastest search engines until FAST 

search and Google were developed. It was also the first search engine to offer 

translation services and localize its site for Chinese, Japanese and Korean 

searchers. AltaVista continues to maintain its strong international presence, and is 

currently available for natives of over 20 countries. 
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Size 

300 million pages 

 

International Presence 

As mentioned before, AltaVista has very strong translation and language support. 

It's localized for over 20 countries, including Denmark, the UK, France, Germany, 

India, Spain, Sweden and more. Click here for a complete list. 

 

Distinguishing features 

AltaVista claims to re-spider all the pages in its index every 28 days. If this is true, 

it's good news for both searchers and webmasters, but many webmasters report 

that their pages aren't updated that frequently. 

 

Partnerships 

AltaVista's search results come from four places: 

 AltaVista's search index 

 LookSmart Directory 

 RealNames 

 GoTo.com 

AltaVista partners with several businesses, featuring them above its regular 

search results under the heading "AltaVista Recommends." The "Extend your 

Search" option at the bottom of AltaVista's results page provides exposure for 

more of AltaVista's advertisers. (See picture) 
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AltaVista on your site 

Affiliate Program 

AltaVista's affiliate program pays you to place an AltaVista search box on your 

site. Customizable and easy to use, the affiliate program pays $.02 per search 

performed. 

 

Products and services 

AltaVista licenses its search technology to companies. The AltaVista Search Engine 

3.0 can be downloaded for a 45-day free trial. You can also integrate AltaVista's 

index and search functions into your site. 

 

AltaVista's Search Technology 

AltaVista analyzes keywords and link popularity to rank pages in order of 

perceived relevance. It's a full-text index, meaning it indexes every word in a 

page. 

 

Spider Nickname 

AltaVista's spider's nickname is Scooter. 

 

Information for log files 

If you're using software or a service to analyze log files, you can look for AltaVista 

under the name "Scooter." If you're analyzing log files in Notepad, you will need 

Scooter's IP numbers. Refer to the list of spider IP numbers maintained by 

SearchEngineWorld. 
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Crawl depth 

In a perfect world, submitting your main page to a search engine would insure 

that its spider would visit every other page in your site. Unfortunately, most 

search engines only crawl down to a certain directory level to find your pages. 

AltaVista's help pages state that its spider considers pages placed closer to the 

root directory to be more important. Also, the spider "may not venture deeper 

than three, four, or five directory levels." 

 

When optimizing your site for AltaVista, try to place your most important or best-

optimized pages in the top three directories. 

Because your main page has the highest chance of ranking high, we recommend 

that you optimize it well and include at least 600 words of text. 

 

Results ranking algorithm 

AltaVista pays most attention to the following elements, which will be discussed 

later in more depth: 

 HTML titles 

 Keyword placement 

 Link popularity 

 Link text 

 

How does AltaVista derive page summaries for its results? 

Summaries come from the meta description tag, another reason for its use on 

your pages. If a meta description tag is not available, the text at the top of the 

page is indexed. 
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If you are listed in LookSmart, chances are that AltaVista will use LookSmart's 

description. 

 

Optimizing for AltaVista 

 

Optimal keyword placement 

AltaVista's help page claims that only the first two occurrences of a keyword are 

indexed, so use your keywords wisely. We suggest using the keyword once in the 

title and then using it again in the top of the body text. 

 

AltaVista prioritizes the following factors: 

 Keywords in the title 

 Keyword prominence 

 Keyword proximity 

 Keywords in the link text 

Keyword density and frequency, which are very important for other search 

engines, make little difference to AltaVista because it only indexes the first two 

occurrences of a keyword. 

 

HTML titles 

AltaVista considers the content of HTML titles to be the most important criterion 

in scoring your pages. Though AltaVista can index titles over 400 characters long, 

don't make yours that long -- only about 70 characters will be displayed in the 

results. Also, short and focused titles seem to score better. Here are some tips: 

 Use keywords in the title 

 Place keywords at the beginning 
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 Use a keyword only once in the title, then once more near the top of the 

regular page text 

 Keep your titles short (up to 10 words) 

 

Meta tags 

Though it indexes meta tags, considering them to be regular text, AltaVista claims 

it doesn't give them priority over HTML titles and other text. Though you should 

use meta tags in all your pages, some webmasters claim their doorway pages for 

AltaVista rank better when they don't use them. 

 

If you do use meta tags, make your description tag no more than 150 characters 

and your keywords tag no more than 1,024 characters long. 

 

Keywords in the URL and file names 

It's generally believed that AltaVista gives some weight to keywords in filenames 

and URL names. If you're creating a file, try to name it with keywords. 

 

Keywords in the ALT tags 

AltaVista indexes ALT tags, so if you use images on your site, make sure to add 

them. ALT tags should contain more than the image's description. They should 

include keywords, especially if the image is at the top of the page. 

 

Page Length 

There's been some debate about how long doorway pages for AltaVista should 

be. Some webmasters say short pages rank higher, while others argue that long 

pages are the way to go. According to AltaVista's help section, it prefers long and 
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informative pages. We've found that pages with 600-900 words are most likely to 

rank well. 

 

Frame support 

AltaVista has the ability to index frames, but it sometimes indexes and links to 

pages intended only as navigation. To keep this from happening to you, submit a 

frame-free site map containing the pages that you want indexed. You may also 

want to include a "robots.txt" file to prohibit AltaVista from indexing certain 

pages. 

 

Dynamic page support 

AltaVista is one of the few search engines to index ASP and other dynamic pages, 

including CFML, CGI generated and URLs with question marks. 

 

Indexing criteria -- factors external to page 

 

Click tracking 

AltaVista does not use click tracking for regular searches. It does track clicks when 

cost-per-click deals are involved, according to a spokesperson. 

 

Link Popularity 

Inktomi is one of the many search engines that considers link popularity an 

important ranking criterion. When evaluating link popularity, Inktomi considers 

the following factors: 

 Number of links 

 Descriptions that sites linking to you use 
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 Size of the linking sites 

Themes 

AltaVista uses theme scoring, so your keywords should be consistent throughout 

your site. 

 

Indexing criteria -- elements not indexed 

AltaVista does not index the following: 

 Comment tags 

 Dynamic pages 

 Text embedded in images (use ALT tags) 

 Password-protected sites 

 XML and Acrobat files 

 Database-driven sites 

 

AltaVista's policy on doorway pages and cloaking 

AltaVista is opposed to doorway pages and cloaking. "We consider [doorway and 

cloaked pages] to be spam and encourage people to use other avenues to 

increase the relevancy of their pages," an AltaVista spokesperson told us. For 

more information, visit 

http://doc.AltaVista.com/adv_search/ast_haw_wellindexed.html. 

 

Tips for creating doorway pages for AltaVista 

If you want to create doorway pages AltaVista will accept, it's important to 

understand how it views such pages. AltaVista opposes doorway pages because it 

doesn't want identical or similar content cluttering its index. It wants its search 

results to include many different sites, not several links that all point to the same 

site. 
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To filter out as many similar pages as possible, AltaVista's spider follows a two-

step procedure. First it checks links. If it finds that two pages have the same links, 

a red flag goes up. Now the spider will compare the two pages' text. AltaVista 

knows that a webmaster optimizing for certain keywords will repeat those 

keywords several times in a page, so it scans both pages to see if they repeat the 

same words. If the two pages match, they will be removed, and your site can be 

banned. 

 

In order to keep the above from happening, you will need to turn your doorway 

pages into "informational pages." Each one should contain a significant amount of 

unique content. If you merely copy and paste information from other pages, you 

run the risk of being considered a spammer. 

 

Because AltaVista has some natural-language analysis built in, your content must 

be arranged into logical sentences -- don't just use machine-generated gibberish. 

Follow these precautions when creating "informational pages" for AltaVista: 

 Place links to different parts of your site on each page 

 Use different text 

 Create no more than 3-5 pages per site 

 

Now, to make the pages more effective, consider the following suggestions: 

 Place keywords in your title 

 Repeat each keyword only once in the title, then use it again near the 

beginning of the regular page text 

 Make the title short (up to 8 words) 

 Don't use meta tags, Java script or tables 
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 Make your page 600-900 words long 

 

Link research 

AltaVista allows users to see which sites link to any given site. Just type in 

link:yoursite.com to find the sites that link to you. You can research your 

competition the same way. 

 

Miscellaneous optimization tips 

As always, the best way to optimize your pages is to look at what similar sites with 

high rankings are doing. Since many pages nowadays are cloaked, we suggest you 

choose a fairly non-competitive category, such as "Rhodesian Ridgebacks." 

 

With http://AltaVista.advalvas.be you can learn what relevancy score AltaVista 

awards to each page in its index. By analyzing top-scoring pages' content and 

relevancy rankings you'll be able to determine which techniques work and which 

don't. 

 

Here are some other techniques that may improve your doorway pages for 

AltaVista: 

 Place an <h> tag at the top of the text 

 Use keywords in link descriptions 

 Experiment with multiple titles 

 Experiment with the style tag 
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Submitting to AltaVista 

AltaVista's spam policies extend to submissions. To avoid being flagged as a 

spammer, don't do the following: 

 Submit more than one page a day 

 Submit similar or identical pages 

AltaVista encourages its users to use the $199 Express Submit service to submit to 

both the LookSmart Directory and AltaVista's index. However, if you want to 

submit to AltaVista only, you can do that for free on the same page. To submit 

your site to AltaVista's index without also submitting to LookSmart, visit 

http://www.altavista.com/cgi-bin/query?pg=addurl 

 

It's rumored that pages listed in the LookSmart Directory enjoy a slight boost in 

AltaVista's index. We believe this to be true. To learn more about getting listed 

with LookSmart, visit our LookSmart review. 

 

Time required for indexing 

AltaVista has a 28-day refresh guarantee. Theoretically, AltaVista should spider 

your site every month, taking no longer than a month to spider a newly submitted 

page. Many webmasters claim that AltaVista outperforms its goals, spidering their 

sites every two weeks, or even every two days! However, our experience suggests 

that it will take approximately one month to get one of your pages indexed or re-

indexed. 

 

How many pages will AltaVista index per site? 

AltaVista doesn't specify a page limit. It can index thousands of pages, if your site 

has that many. However, AltaVista uses clustering to prevent any one site from 

dominating its results. 
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The clustering feature groups all the results from one site and displays them as 

one link. If a user chooses, he or she can click on "More pages from this site" to 

see the other pages that turned up in AltaVista's results. This feature may bother 

some webmasters, but it's quite useful for searchers. If you're a webmaster, we 

encourage you to submit every page of your site to AltaVista (only one page a 

day, though). Additional pages may rank high for alternative keywords or key 

phrases. 

 

Monitor whether you've been indexed 

AltaVista allows you to see if your pages have been included in its index. To utilize 

this feature, type in url:yoursite.com. This inquiry will tell you which pages 

AltaVista has already indexed and which ones you need to resubmit. 

  

 

Spam policy and where to appeal 

AltaVista has one of the strictest spam policies of the major search engines. 

Among the practices AltaVista considers spam are: 

 

Same-color background and text 

 Tiny text 

 Excessive repetition of keywords 

 Irrelevant keywords 

 Mirror sites 

 Identical or very similar pages 

 Redirect pages 
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 Pages with little or no information 

 Pages that only include links 

 

If you believe your site was banned from AltaVista's index for no reason, or if you 

want to report a spammer, send an e-mail to: spam-support@av.com. 

 

AltaVista's position on automatic submission 

AltaVista accepts automatic submissions. "Many people in the Web marketing 

field often turn to automatic submission services to ensure their site is listed with 

all major search engines," an AltaVista spokesperson told us. "AltaVista currently 

accepts submissions from these services through our Add URL page." 

 

Paid listings and submission 

Submitting to AltaVista's main index is free. However, because of AltaVista's 

affiliation with GoTo.com, if you secure one of GoTo's top 3 listings your site will 

appear on the first page of AltaVista's results. Click here to read more about this 

program. 

 

AltaVista is also heavily promoting its directory, powered by LookSmart. The 

Express Submit option, which submits your site to LookSmart and AltaVista's 

index, is $199. For more on the relationship between AltaVista and LookSmart, 

review the top of this page. 

 

AltaVista's search features  

AltaVista offers a wide range of search features. Most of these options are 
available in its "Advanced Search" section. 
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Feature Availability 

Boolean search 

Full Boolean Search support. AND (+), OR, AND NOT (-) 
(instead of NOT) Search terms can be nested. (New+York 
AND NOT Times) 

Phrase 

Available. Put quotes around the phrase, such as "New York 
Times"  

Proximity 

Available. NEAR operator means within ten words of one 
another. Can be nested with other tags. (New York NEAR 
Times) 

Word Stemming 

Available. You can use the wild card (*) at the end or in the 
middle of a word. (Position*) 

Capitalization 

If you search in upper case, AltaVista searches in upper case 
only. Lower case words and phrases search for upper and 
lower case, and will therefore yield more results. 

Field Search 

The following options are available: 

 Applet: searches for the name of an applet 
 Domain: specifies the domain extension, such as .com 
 Host: searches for pages within a particular site 
 Image: searches for an image name 
 Link: searches for pages that link to the specified site 
 Object: search engines - searches for the name of an 

object  
 Text: excludes meta tags information  
 Title: search in the HTML title only  
 URL: searches for sites that have a specified word in 

the URL  

Date Searching Available under Advanced Search section. 

Search within 
results 

Available. This option is offered after each search.  

Media Type Available for Images, Music/MP3, and Video. 

https://web.archive.org/web/20010414030009/http:/www.searchengines.com/searchDiffer4.htm#booleans
https://web.archive.org/web/20010414030009/http:/www.searchengines.com/searchDiffer4.htm#phrase
https://web.archive.org/web/20010414030009/http:/www.searchengines.com/cgi-bin/Authentication/Library/regforacct.html
https://web.archive.org/web/20010414030009/http:/www.searchengines.com/searchDiffer4.htm#truncation
https://web.archive.org/web/20010414030009/http:/www.searchengines.com/cgi-bin/Authentication/Library/regforacct.html
https://web.archive.org/web/20010414030009/http:/www.searchengines.com/searchDiffer5.htm#field
https://web.archive.org/web/20010414030009/http:/www.searchengines.com/searchDiffer5.htm#date
https://web.archive.org/web/20010414030009/http:/www.searchengines.com/searchDiffer7.html#searchWithin
https://web.archive.org/web/20010414030009/http:/www.searchengines.com/searchDiffer7.html#searchWithin
https://web.archive.org/web/20010414030009/http:/www.searchengines.com/searchDiffer5.htm#media
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searching 

Language 
Searching 

AltaVista has very extensive language support. The languages 
include: 

 Chinese  
 Czech  
 Danish  
 Dutch  
 English  
 Estonian  
 Finnish  
 French  
 German  
 Greek  
 Hebrew  
 Hungarian  
 Icelandic  
 Italian  
 Japanese  
 Korean  
 Latvian  
 Lithuanian  
 Norwegian  
 Portuguese 
 Polish  
 Romanian  
 Russian  
 Spanish  
 Swedish 

Results Customization 
Customization is available. You can choose whether or not you want the following 
items to be displayed in your search results: 

 Site description  

https://web.archive.org/web/20010414030009/http:/www.searchengines.com/searchDiffer5.htm#media
https://web.archive.org/web/20010414030009/http:/www.searchengines.com/searchDiffer5.htm#language
https://web.archive.org/web/20010414030009/http:/www.searchengines.com/searchDiffer5.htm#language
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 URL  
 Date modified  
 Size  
 Language  

The following options are available to extend your search: 

 Translation  
 More pages from the same site  
 Related pages  
 Company facts (when applicable) 

You can also customize the number of results per page, selecting within a range 
from 10 to 50. The search term can be highlighted in the description. 

 

Child-safe searching 
AltaVista's safe-searching option is called "Family Filter." Its default setting is off, 
but you can easily turn it on.  

Family Filter allows multimedia filtering as well as text filtering. Family Filter can 
be password protected. 

 

File details 
If you want to see when a page was last modified or how large a file it is, you can 
do so by customizing AltaVista's results settings. This information can help you 
determine how useful a site will be before you click on its link. 

 

 


