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Website Statistics – Lies and <?*$%# Lies

This month I want to take a time out from talking about how to blog and podcast and instead look at how you measure these things.  It’s called website statistics or web analytics and if you’re not careful you may not have a clue about what’s really happening online even though you think you do.  Most of what I’m going to say here applies equally to traditional websites as well as blogs and podcasts.  Let’s get started.

The first thing you need to know is that the technology being used today by many websites actually makes it difficult to measure online activity.  You might think Ajax is a kind of cleaning powder but according to Wikipedia it’s actually a web development technique designed “to make web pages feel more responsive by exchanging small amounts of data with the server behind the scenes, so that the entire web page does not have to be reloaded each time the user requests a change.”  This is being used on more and more websites today and may mean that some of your traffic doesn’t get tracked by your web stats software.  Let’s not concern ourselves about this though since you’re very likely not using Ajax yet.

Let’s instead look at the types of web stats software first.  I like to put them into two categories.  One is a server-installed software package that analyzes your raw web server log files.  These include programs like Awstats, Weblogs, etc.  These programs are not something you’re going to install yourself.  They usually come with your hosting package or your web developer may install them for you.  They look at individual files and track how many times they are “hit” by someone who is looking at your website on their browser.  Their web browser actually make a request for the file and the software keeps track of it.  A second category of web stats is a third-party solution like Google Analytics or Mint.  These are programs that run on someone else’s server.  You have to install a script on your website for them to work.  These usually look at web pages and the requests for them instead of individual files.

What I and many, many people are finding is that these different types of web analytics options will produce very different results.  The reason is in the definitions that are built into them.  You and I want to know how many different people visit our website each month (unique visitors), how many times they visit (visits) and how many pages they look at (page views).  Each type of program will yield different results and it can be confusing and frustrating.

To add to the confusion your blog or podcast has subscribers using your RSS feed and you want to know how many of them you have.  Not all software will track this for you automatically.  That’s why with RSS you might consider running your feeds through a service like Feedburner, which will track these for you.

Another thing you need to keep in mind is that a lot of the traffic on your website isn’t from a person who’s visiting.  It is very likely a machine.  You know you want to show up very high in Google search results but did you know that means that Google will be visiting your site very often if you set things up correctly?  You may not want to report a lot of Google visits as “visitors” since as desirable as high search engine results is, you just don’t sell much to Google.

Fortunately many of the web stats options will filter out most of the web bots as they are called that are visiting your website.  You should make sure of this before you brag about all your visitors though.  Oh, and make sure you filter out your own visits to your website.  This is especially important if you update your website frequently and from different locations and computers.  You might think you’ve got a lot of visitors until you find out that most of them are you!

Before I finish this let me add a few more thoughts.  To start with, don’t even worry about using the term “hits” anymore even though it is a standard measurement.  Hits just don’t mean much and no one in the know will pay any attention to how many hits you have.  Another thing to keep in mind is how computer security software is affecting website statistics.  Many people have their computers set to block the cookies (little programs) needed by some web analytics programs and this can skew the results you’ll see.  And finally, I think you need to be less concerned about how many visitors you have and worry more about who your visitors are.  I’ll take quality over quantity any day.  A few loyal and vocal customers can do more good for you with their word of mouth than lots of visitors who don’t care and aren’t motivated to be your “evangelists” out in the real world.

I hope this clears up this issue for you.  If not, feel free to email me a question and I’ll do my best to answer.
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