Web sites seek standards for Internet traffic reports 
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Jeff Price, president of SI Digital, was never a fan of third-party Internet traffic reports. Then came March of this year. 

Price had been enjoying the critical and financial success of the recent inclusion of FanNation.com and a retooled Golf.com into the SI Digital umbrella. But upon looking at Nielsen/Net Ratings figures for the month — figures that he assumed would show significant spikes with the roll-in of the two sites into SI’s overall traffic report — a flabbergasted Price found the totals were instead down 25 percent from February to 6.4 million unique visitors and down 10 percent from the prior March. 

The trend would heighten in April as Nielsen reported SI’s numbers to be down another 9 percent to 5.8 million unique visitors from March 2007 and lower than at any point this year or last. 

“This is really, really troubling stuff,” Price said. “How do you roll in two new sites into [SI.com’s overall number] and still go down? February’s obviously a big month for us with swimsuit. But we had a huge hit this year with Beyoncé [on the cover of this year’s swimsuit issue] and they still said we were down compared to February of 2006.” 

The cost of the discrepancies is far more than simple pride or bragging rights. Rather, requests for online advertising proposals from corporate sponsors are often based on thresholds set using Nielsen/Net Ratings numbers. Some sponsors refuse to buy space on sites without some kind of third-party review. And being undercounted in such reports can and has cost sites such as SI.com both actual and potential business. 

“These numbers are all just so fundamentally flawed,” Price said. “It’s very, very troubling. Money is literally being taken off our table.” 

Such is the unrest in the world of Internet metrics. 

Similar to the time-honored and forever-debated tactics in the TV business (see companion story), monthly Internet traffic reports from the likes of Nielsen/Net Ratings, comScore Media Metrix and other third-party providers typically rely on sampling techniques. 

But unlike TV, internal server logs for each Web site are also available and offer a competing view of reality, one the site operators contend is based on actual traffic and first-hand data, and is thus more reliable. 

The two approaches never generate an identical traffic number for any particular site in any particular month. And in the case of SI, the third-party numbers are less than half what its internal reports show (see chart, p. XX). 

But that internal-external debate encompasses only part of the entire Internet metrics battleground. Further clouding the issue are the dozens, and sometimes hundreds, of affiliate sites that are reported within an overall number for sites such as ESPN.com, SI.com, CBS SportsLine.com and others, some of which have absolutely nothing to do with the flagship sports destinations; cookie deletion protocols (see glossary, p. XX); and an acknowledged undercounting of at-work Internet usage. 

“We’ve written letters, called, explained our position on this to these guys as best we can, everything, but to no avail,” said Bob Bowman, MLB Advanced Media chief executive, of the third-party measurement agencies. 

Never a standard 

TV ratings, though printed in hundreds of media outlets and now used for a variety of purposes, were created as a tool for advertising sales and that function remains at the core of their being. The same is true for Internet ratings. But the rise and proliferation of the Internet far preceded the existence of any sort of meaningful Internet advertising industry. 

And even now, various sports Web operations work under vastly different business models, ones that can also include merchandising, ticketing, fantasy and video gaming, outside development work and other ventures beyond the simple paradigm of advertiser-supported content. 

As a result, there is no de facto standard of traffic measurement, and there likely never will be. Sites freely pick and choose among the sea of available numbers, traversing from everything from page views and unique visitors to time spent online, constructing and depicting at will their own preferred version of reality. 

“The good thing about all of this is that you can measure anything you want. The bad thing about all of this is that you can measure anything you want,” said Brian Grey, executive vice president and general manager of FoxSports.com. “It’s very easy to drown in analytics.” 

Nielsen/Net Ratings, generally considered the most prominent third-party measurement agency in large part because its brand name created in the TV industry, generates its Internet traffic statistics via a 30,000-person panel, each of whom is paid a $50 savings bond for every six months of survey participation. Software is installed on the panel participants’ computers that acts as a meter, logging in real time every Web site visited. 

The data is then sent back to Nielsen, which in turn slices and dices the information based on demographic groups and generates a wide variety of research reports. Leading those reports is a count of unique visitors, the one stat currently representing the closest thing to an industry benchmark of site popularity. Ideally, each individual is counted only once in the unique visitor measure for a particular reporting period. 

The sampling process borrows heavily from TV, and like that industry’s undercounting of viewership in communal settings, it has a significant hitch: at-work usage. Many corporations do not allow software downloads on their computers, compromising the available population from which to draw. 

Mainak Mazumdar, Nielsen/Net Ratings vice president of measurement science and product marketing, admits, “There is a truth that the at-work sample is a bit challenged.” 

Each of the major sports news sites claims to generate vast chunks of its traffic during the day, thus creating an inevitable and growing tension in this area. 

But Mazumdar argues that at-work Internet traffic is overstated, as the U.S. population of people with Internet access at home is estimated as much as four times as large as the population with at-work access. 

“Think of all the jobs out there without regular Internet access: construction, truck driving, and so forth,” he said. “There is a perception out there about the at-work population, but it’s really not as large as some say it is.” 

Then there is the issue of “cookies,” small pieces of data sent back and forth between a user’s browser and an Internet site server that are used for authentication, tracking and maintaining information about specific users. Cookies are particularly prevalent among shopping and customized news sites, elements obviously prevalent among most of the major online sports hubs. 

Internal traffic numbers, now forming the advertising sales basis for many leading sports sites as opposed to Nielsen or comScore numbers, are often generated in part by counting the number of individual cookies on a site server. Aiding the sites in that process are contracted measurement firms such as Utah-based Omniture. With perhaps only slight variations, the number of cookies translates to the number of unique users. 

Nielsen/Net Ratings and comScore, however, allege that this process is ripe for error because many Internet users, either manually or using automated security programs, routinely clear out their cookies. The result is individuals being logged repeatedly as unique visitors, they argue. 

“About 30 percent of Internet users clear their cookies at least once a month, but some users clear them at every session and can be counted as unique visitors by server logs more than 10 times in a month,” comScore President and CEO Magid Abraham wrote recently on a company blog. The company recently conducted a national study on cookie deletion. “This multiple counting dramatically inflates unique browser estimates derived from Web logs.” 

Omniture, used by many leading sports sites including MLB.com and SI.com, counters that the cookie argument basically amounts to subterfuge, and that the effects of cookie deletion are overstated. 

Similarly, Price and other Omniture clients said deliberate efforts have been made to control for cookie deletion. Their process, however, does count a fan who visits SI.com from work and then from home as two different users. 

“What they’re saying is not entirely inaccurate, but it’s really a bit of an attempt to deflect from their methodologies, the relatively small sample sets they use,” said Chris Parkin, Omniture head of product marketing and services. “We’re using a variety of data-capture methods simultaneously, and media clients need to rely on the accuracy of our information.” 

Potential solutions 

Even without a single industry standard for traffic measurement, the fiscal stakes continue to rise quickly as online video becomes an industry force and a powerful companion to TV. 

To that end, changes are quickly coming to the metrics industry in an attempt to get more reliable data for video content. Nielsen/Net Ratings last month launched a new product called VideoCensus that seeks to measure broadband video viewership by combining panel and census-type data. ESPN is among the companies involved initially in the effort. 

“We will be able to link the Internet database together with the TV panel database, so we have some idea of which of the TV viewers and what kind of TV viewers are also using our video over the Web and what time of day,” said Artie Bulgrin, ESPN senior vice president of research and sales development. “The very early returns are telling us that it is quite complementary to television.” 

Also of major significance is a recent decision by both Nielsen/Net Ratings and comScore to have their processes audited in hopes of accreditation from the Media Ratings Council. The move arrived after significant pressure, and an open letter, from the Interactive Advertising Bureau, which said: “We simply cannot let the Internet, the most accountable medium ever invented, fall into the same bad customs that have hindered older media.” 

What the audit, set to last into next year, will ultimately yield in terms of real-world impact is uncertain. But there is no industry debate that learning more about how the measurement companies operate can only be beneficial long-term. 

“This is a really good move,” Parkin said. “The nature of this business is changing very fast, and we still have a lot of different methods, even different definitions, out there. We may not get to a single standard, or even need one. But it would help to get closer to a point where we’re all talking about the same things.” 

SI’s Price, through his frustration with the current metrics system, remains hopeful that there will be some type of leap forward. Among his efforts is an ongoing conversation with the Audit Bureau of Circulations, which reviews print title distribution, about possibly providing a third-party review of his Omniture Web data. 

“To be doing this exclusively on a panel basis from this point forward, given all the data that we have, is outrageous,” he said. “I really do think that in the next six to 12 months someone is going to recognize this and come up with a solution that doesn’t just tie this to panels.” 

Online ratings glossary 

Unique visitors: The number of individual people within a designated reporting time frame, with activity consisting of one or more visits to a site. 

Cookies: Used for authenticating, tracking and maintaining specific information about users, such as site preferences and the contents of their electronic shopping carts. Because most sites do not require a user login, this is the most predominant method of identifying unique visitors. Cookies are only data, not program code, so they cannot erase or read information from the user’s computer. The deletion of cookies can cause the unique visitors metric to be inflated. 

Time spent online: Another Internet metric rising in importance, it measures the amount of time a visitor literally spends traversing pages within a particular Web site. Advertisers consider it important because it speaks to the level of engagement with a site and its surrounding sponsorship. 

Pick a Number 

Data gathered on unique visitors to SI.com shows how varied the numbers can be by using different metrics. 

Internal numbers (using Omniture) 

  

Jan. 2006 
14.14 million 

Feb. 2006 

16.95 million 

March 2006 

15.76 million 

April 2006 

14.22 million 

May 2006 

13.89 million 

June 2006 

14.84 million 

July 2006 

15.14 million 

Aug. 2006 

15.19 million 

Sept. 2006 

17.37 million 

Oct. 2006 

17.97 million 

Nov. 2006 

16.04 million 

Dec. 2006 

16.38 million 

Jan. 2007 

18.23 million 

Feb. 2007 

18.54 million 

March 2007 

18.12 million 

April 2007 

15.15 million 

Nielsen/Net Ratings 

Month 

Unique visitors 

Jan. 2006 

6.56 million 

Feb. 2006 

8.80 million 

March 2006 

7.13 million 

April 2006 

6.49 million 

May 2006 

6.40 million 

June 2006 

6.92 million 

July 2006 

6.53 million 

Aug. 2006 

5.92 million 

Sept. 2006 

6.46 million 

Oct. 2006 

6.73 million 

Nov. 2006 

6.34 million 

Dec. 2006 

7.07 million 

Jan. 2007 

7.76 million 

Feb. 2007 

8.54 million 

March 2007 

6.43 million 

April 2007 

5.83 million 

comScore Media Metrix 

Month 

Unique visitors 

Jan. 2006 

5.34 million 

Feb. 2006 

5.96 million 

March 2006 

5.74 million 

April 2006 

5.37 million 

May 2006 

4.56 million 

June 2006 

5.22 million 

July 2006 

4.89 million 

Aug. 2006 

5.12 million 

Sept. 2006 

5.79 million 

Oct. 2006 

5.54 million 

Nov. 2006 

5.02 million 

Dec. 2006 

4.54 million 

Jan. 2007 

5.12 million 

Feb. 2007 

5.51 million 

March 2007 

4.28 million 

April 2007 

4.57 million 
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