Web Analytics:

What are website “analytics”?

Web analytics is the practice of collecting, measuring, analyzing, and reporting of web data in order to understand and optimize the usage of your website (or email, or social media, etc). Web analytics is not just a tool for measuring statistics like web traffic but can and should be used as a tool for assessing and improving the effectiveness of your online work.

Why are analytics important?

Web analytics will tell you important things about who is using your website and how, but what web analytics will mean to your organization fundamentally depends on whether or not you take action based on the information it provides. That said, it’s my experience that once you are confronted with this new information, these new insights into your effectiveness, or lack there or, this new information will be very hard to ignore.

Web analytics can help you answer a long list of questions about your website, your visitors, your outreach. It’s impact will be profound.

In my opinion, web analytics is THE essential tool for any organization trying to have a serious online presence and/or strategy. It should be one of the cornerstones of your online work. It is the scientific evidence that can tell you what you are doing, and if it’s working.

Without web analytics, you are driving with a blindfold on. It would be like running campaigns without ever evaluating if what you’re doing is working or not. Just like on the ground organizing, you need to be evaluating the success of your online work and making adjustments as needed.

Using analytics is the only proven, systematic, scientific way to continuously improve your website and online work in general. You may be the most brilliant online organizer or web designer the world has ever seen, but when push comes to shove, you don’t know Jack. Your visitors know what they want, and how they want it. Web analytics will help you understand them. If you listen and do what they say, the sky is limit.
What are the main tools to track analytics?

There are a number of software tools that help you track website statistics. Many content management systems have built in statistics, and some are better than others. But the most popular tool out there is definitely Google Analytics. Google Analytics is a free online software program that allows you to track huge amounts of data on who uses your website, how they use your website, where they came from, and where they went after leaving your website.

To setup Google Analytics you have to create a free account and then they provide you with a snippet of code that you’ll insert in to your website theme or template, so that the code appears on every page across your website (hidden of course). If you are not comfortable manipulating the template code on your website, have a professional do it, or install and configure a plugin that will insert the code for you. Once that is installed you’re ready to start collecting data. 

What are you looking for broadly? Lets look at an example…
Analytics, like any practice in organizing, is most useful when you have concrete goals. If you have concrete goals, and maybe even an online strategy, then your website analytics can help to tell you if you are meeting those goals, and if you’re not meeting them, then specifically what you need to improve. Without an idea of who your target audience is and what you want them to do, its impossible to tell if you’re being successful. 

There are endless statistics available in Google Analytics, and with more experience you can do some amazing things, but lets start small. To me the 4 core reports that everyone should be looking at are:

1. Behavior Overview

What is it? 

The Behavior Overview report provides an overview of website traffic; including visits, pageviews, pageviews per visit, bounce rate, average time spent on site, and percentage of new visits.

What to do with it? 

Although a great report in itself, I suggest opening the date range filter to include a past comparison, for year to year comparison (if you have previous year’s data – the longer you collect data, the more you’ll know).  

Also, Google defaults to the most recent month’s worth of data.  I suggest increasing this to the past 3 months, the most possible. Use this comparison to survey peaks and valleys of traffic. Peaks will help you determine what is on your website that draws traffic – is it your e-newsletters or events? You can then use those pages to pull traffic to other areas on the site. 

Make notes to yourself of what you did at the time of the spikes, such as “May eNewsletter Sent,” “20/20 Interview,” or “May Gala appeal mailed,” to keep track of historically significant events. Next, turn on Email Scheduling and configure to email your Communications Team, or even entire Staff, A PDF copy of this dashboard report on the 1st of every month.  This is a great reminder to review data further and also engage all staff in the website’s performance.  You can’t improve what you don’t know needs improving.

2. Site Content Pages
What is it? 

The Pages report under Site Content allows you to view the most or least viewed pages among any myriad of filters and presents an overview of important related data, such as unique views, exit rates, and bounce rates.

What to do with it? 

First and foremost, all communications staff should know the most and least viewed pages on your site. Consider scheduling an additional email report to interested staff, highlight major changes at team meetings and/or provide incentives for program staff when specific pages see significant positive changes.

Among this report data, consider the following:

a. Your most viewed pages are a huge asset to you. They are where people are going on your site. Make sure you are using them to their full potential. Ensure the most viewed pages include clear calls to action, particularly on pages with the highest exit rates (are you losing people you could get to do something?): subscribe, register, donate, event registration, surveys and other constituent touch points. Those pages are your opportunity to engage with your constituents. Be strategic about how you engage them and keep testing to see what works and what doesn’t.

b. If most viewed pages have bounce rates over 70%, review each page’s unique entrance point (referral, search keywords or undetermined–likely email links) and the page’s content and determine how content, or keyword usage, can be altered to better retain constituents. Could you ask the user to do something that would help retain them?

c. Review the least viewed pages and determine whether its necessary to maintain them, or if they are in need of updates, better promotion and/or internal & external links.

d. There are lots more considerations, but those are a good start.

3. Acquisition Overview Report

What is it?
The Acquisition Report breaks down how users are getting to your website, showing whether users are finding your website via Direct links (bookmarks, email and memory), Referral Links (other websites), Social Networks (Facebook, Twitter, etc), or Search Engines (Google, Yahoo, Bing, etc).  Within this data we can delve deeper, by doing things like looking at specifically which pages users enter on, what are our top referring external websites and search engines.

What to do with it? 

The Acquisition Report provides a breakdown of site traffic by Direct, Referral or Search Engine.  By comparing to industry averages (roughly 30%, 20% and 50%, respectively), and against our own internal month-to-month bench marks, we can determine areas that need improvement.

Direct traffic results can help us determine which Friendly URLs (eg; url.org/friendlyname) users access the site using.  When used specifically with offline campaigns, appeals or ads we can use as a source metric.  Longer, hard-URLs, with high return rates suggest webpages that have been favorites or included within emails.

Referral traffic results help us determine which sites users find us from, and corresponding bounce rates show whether content needs adjustment in order to keep them engaged.  Additionally, traffic from certain websites might suggest partnership opportunities–or from specific social networking sites can help determine communications focus opportunities for future campaigns.

Search engine traffic will help us understand which engines are used most to find our website, and could suggest additional keyword usage and/or search engine optimization efforts in order to rank higher among results, increasing new & return user visits.
4. Keyword Report

What is it? 
The keyword report provides top search terms used to find your website.

What to do with it? 
First and foremost is ensuring that you simply know how people are finding your website, what language they use to describe your issue and program(s), and if they are finding the content you would most desire for said keywords.  With this knowledge we can adjust keyword usage on pages found and those we desire to be ranked higher.

To increase (or decrease/change) page views by keyword, consider usage of said keywords appearing in the Page Title, Page Description, Header 1, and first content paragraph, prioritizing placement respectively.
