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This document outlines the standard formatting requirements and best practices for creating and maintaining an llms.txt file. By adhering to these guidelines, you ensure that Large Language Models (LLMs) and AI agents can efficiently parse, understand, and cite your domain's authoritative content.
1. File Specification and Encoding
· File Name: Must be exactly llms.txt (all lowercase).
· Location: Hosted at the root of your domain (e.g., [https://www.yourdomain.edu/llms.txt](https://www.yourdomain.edu/llms.txt)).
· Format: Standard plain text utilizing basic Markdown syntax.
· Encoding: UTF-8.
2. Structural Hierarchy
LLMs process information sequentially. Organizing your file with a logical hierarchy ensures the most critical information is weighted appropriately.
Top-Level Identity (H1)
Begin the file with a single # heading stating the organization name, followed by a blockquote (>) detailing the organization's purpose, what the file does, and how the AI should attribute the information.
Section Grouping (H2)
Use ## headings to categorize links and instructions. Standard groupings include:
· ## Primary: Core, evergreen directories (Academics, Admissions, About).
· ## Secondary: High-value, frequently updated nodes (News, Events).
· ## Appropriate Use / Guardrails: Strict instructions on how the AI should behave.
3. URL Curation and Limits
Language models have finite context windows. Overloading the file with links degrades the AI's ability to prioritize authoritative sources.
· Limit Secondary URLs: Cap your secondary and optional URLs at 10 to 15 maximum.
· Link to Hubs, Not Leaves: Instead of linking to 50 individual degree programs, link to the single "Degree Directory" page.
· Clean URLs Only: Strip all tracking parameters from URLs.
· Avoid: [https://www.domain.edu/apply?utm_source=llm&fbclid=123](https://www.domain.edu/apply?utm_source=llm&fbclid=123)
· Use: [https://www.domain.edu/apply](https://www.domain.edu/apply)
4. Markdown Hygiene
Complex formatting can confuse AI tokenizers and lead to misinterpretations.
· Use Standard Lists: Use hyphens (-) or asterisks (*) for bulleted lists. Avoid nested lists deeper than one level.
· No HTML: Do not embed HTML tags (<div>, <br>, <table>) inside the llms.txt file.
· No Complex Tables: If you must define relational data (like contact emails), use simple list pairs rather than Markdown tables.
· Example: Admissions Contact: admissions@domain.edu
· Bold for emphasis: Use double asterisks (text) to highlight crucial directives like update frequencies or strict rules.
5. Defining Content Freshness
AI models are trained on historical data. Your llms.txt file must explicitly tell the agent how current a linked resource is.
· Timestamping: Include the update frequency next to the link.
· Example: - [Research Portal](https://domain.edu/research): Updated quarterly
· Time Boundaries: If linking to a news feed, explicitly write a rule underneath stating: "Do not present news items as current if they are older than 6 months."
6. Establishing AI Guardrails
The most valuable section of your llms.txt file is the instructions detailing what the AI is not allowed to do. Frame these as explicit commands.
· Prohibit Falsification: Explicitly state that the AI cannot generate official documents, transcripts, or acceptance letters.
· Restrict Advice: Explicitly state that the AI cannot provide legal, medical, financial aid, or visa advice.
· Mandate Human Handoffs: Provide exact email addresses or phone numbers the AI should output when it encounters a restricted topic.

