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Everything that can be counted does not necessarily count; everything 

that counts cannot necessarily be counted. – Albert Einstein 

 

Unlike traditional one-way broadcasts, interactive channels, such as web, email, and 

wireless, provide excellent opportunities to directly measure consumer behavior and the 

myriad effects of marketing campaigns. In fact, there are so many things that can be 

measured in the interactive space that it becomes necessary to separate the wheat from the 

chaff. Those who seek insight and knowledge from interactive metrics would be well served 

to remember that just being able to count something doesn’t mean it is valid, valuable, or 

indicative of some other relevant measure, like customer loyalty, likeliness to purchase, or 

product sales. Let’s look at a few exemplars of the good, the bad, and the ugly of interactive 

metrics. 

THE GOOD 
VISITS – A visit is basically a browser user session. A user reaches a site, the user leaves 

that site, and that’s one visit. A count of visits would be the number of visits all users made 

to a site during a specific time period. Visits are a meaningful interactive metric because 

they are a count of user sessions actually initiating the serving of specific domain pages to 

users’ browsers. A count of 500 visits in a specific time period might be 500 users making a 

single visit to a site each or only one user making 500 visits, but each visit was a voluntary, 

user-initiated visit, which intimates a basic interest in the site content or brand. As well, this 

metric scales well and is comparable across sites or campaigns, much more so than, say, 

counts of wallpaper downloads or sweepstakes entries. 

VISIT DURATION MEASURES – The two predominant measures of visit duration include 

average visit duration (AVD) and total consumer time (TCT). AVD simply reflects the time 

from the initiation of a visit until the visit ends, while TCT is the sum of visit durations 

across all visits within a specified time frame. Like visits, we can generally assume that 

more consumer time means more consumer interest. (One could argue that something like 

poor usability could lead to longer visits, but users probably tend to leave sites with poor 

usability sooner so duration is shorter anyway.) Although not an exact match, TCT from 

interactive can be compared to TCT consumers spend with other channels, such as 

television, and effects can be evaluated in a preliminary manner. 
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CONSUMER RELATIONSHIP MEASURES – Metrics like consumer registrations, opt-ins, and 

RSS subscriptions demonstrate a level of interest beyond simply visiting a site or spending 

time there. Consumers provide personal information and in many cases also give 

permission to be contacted or have content “pushed” to them. Any of these measures signal 

the first and necessary step in the transition from site visitor to identified consumer. In this 

manner, the interactive channel’s ability to create, maintain, and grow customer 

relationships is a positive differentiator over television, radio, print, and outdoor. 

CROSS-CHANNEL MEASURES – Interactive metrics which extend beyond the interactive 

channel into other channels bring particular benefit as they adopt the proved value of 

metrics from other channels and also provide direct opportunity for comparison and 

evaluation. Scheduling vehicle test drives and lead-to-inquiry ratios are just two examples 

of effective cross-channel measures. Automobile dealerships know that they will generally 

make a vehicle sale for every certain number of test drives at their dealership. The action of 

consumers using a web site to schedule test drives creates a scheduled test drives metric 

that follows a similar predictive model as actual test drives at the dealership so the metric 

can be used to evaluate the sales effectiveness of respective site designs and to provide the 

data necessary to compute and compare ROI% from all test-drive producing channels, 

including web, print, TV, and radio. Lead-to-inquiry ratios (i.e., the ratio of qualified leads to 

raw inquiries) are well-established metrics which often transcend interactive and provide 

comparable benefit in areas like sales and recruitment. Cross channel measures are perhaps 

the best metrics for interactive in that they are directly comparable to traditional channels 

and leave little doubt as to each channel’s relative effectiveness. 

THE BAD 
HITS – A “hit” is a count of any web file served to a browser, including an HTML page, an 

image, or a sound. In the early days of the World Wide Web, with simple pages and slow 

connection speeds, hits were at least some measure of site activity, but everyone quickly 

saw that a visit to a site could mean 10 hits or 100 simply depending upon how many image 

or sound files were used to create each web page. Although hits can be measured quite 

accurately, they never were a good measure and their irrelevance has not changed. If a 

professional talks to you about hits today, that’s a red flag. 

PAGE VIEWS – A page view is generally a browser’s request to serve another “page” of a 

website. Another “page” could be branching to a fully different web page, but it could also be 

playing a sound effect, launching a small pop-up, or even just changing some text or graphic 

of the current page. For a website built out of one large Flash file (a most unfortunate 

practice popular with many interactive advertising agencies that seem more interested in 

winning creative awards than in good user-centered design for the consumer and high 

marketing performance for the client), the mere definition of what a “page” is becomes 

completely nebulous. Since a “page” depends on how a site was constructed, page view 

counts turn out to be more a measure of site architecture than consumer interest in a brand 
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or likeliness to purchase. Page views might be occasionally interesting for a marketer to 

analyze and evaluate but only in limited circumstances; for the most part, page views have 

little relevance to a marketer in judging consumer behavior. 

IP-BASED GEOGRAPHY – If you could tell the geographic location of the users of your 

website, you could draw conclusions about what kind of audiences you were attracting and 

where on a map your site was more popular. But tracking the geographic location of 

website users is more likely a measure of the ISP locations providing connectivity to these 

users than it is an accurate indication of where the users actually are when visiting your 

site. Location measures of users are derived from users’ IP addresses, which are actually 

reflective of the locations of the internet service providers (ISPs). ISPs generally serve their 

surrounding areas, but these areas can get very large even covering many states (e.g., AOL 

servers in Chantilly, VA) so very specific location information about users is not readily 

available. At a global level, differentiation among countries is probably reasonable, but 

accuracy at the state or city level is just not reliable. How else could the top ten city lists of 

popular U.S. sites consistently include Chantilly, VA, Marina Del Rey, CA, and Plano, TX? 

THE UGLY 
VISITORS – How could a count of visitors be an “ugly” interactive metric? Although all 

marketers would want to know how many actual people visit their website, a count of 

unique visitors is really a count of saved cookies on individual computers. Some computers 

have several users (mom, dad, daughter, and son living in one household), and some people 

use more than one computer (Bob’s use of computers at home, work, school, his parents’ 

house, and his friends’ houses). To make matters uglier, more and more people now delete 

or refuse cookies entirely. So, estimating a count of actual people from a count of “unique 

visitors” produced by an analytics software package or published by a metrics provider 

could be off by 50% or more, high or low. In short, it’s a coin toss. But it gets even uglier. 

Visitor counts are additionally confounded depending upon the selected time periods of 

measurement. Measuring weekly, a unique visitor (i.e., computer cookie) who visits a 

certain site once every week in one year would count as 52 “visitors” in that year; however, 

the exact same data measured monthly would count that unique visitor as 12 “visitors” 

instead. Measure only once a year and that unique visitor becomes one unique visitor. With 

these potential measurement errors leading to huge swings in inaccuracy, better to count 

visits than visitors. 

AVERAGE VISITS PER UNIQUE VISITOR – Knowing how many visits unique visitors made to 

a site sounds good, but combining a good metric (visits) and an ugly metric (unique visitors) 

doesn’t beautify the ugly; it only compromises the good. Ignore this meaningless metric. 

SWEEPSTAKES ENTRIES – Sweepstakes are as popular online as they are in the offline 

world, and probably just as ineffective. Counting sweepstakes entries may be indicative of 

interest in the prizes, but maybe not so much brand awareness, likelihood to purchase, or 
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even target audience reach. Some may contend that if it produces visits and entries, then it 

raises brand awareness. This might be occasionally true for certain contests, but given the 

high costs of sweepstakes (site production, prizes, legal compliance, fulfillment, etc.) and the 

plethora of untargeted “sweeps-junkies” on the web – and the sites supporting their 

“something for nothing” hobby – there are more effective and efficient ways to increase 

brand awareness online. 

CROSS-CAMPAIGN COMPARISONS – It’s a natural and tempting proposition to compare 

results across two or more websites. But for this type of benchmarking to be valid it is 

important to carefully analyze and match the multiple salient variables which would make 

the sites similar in the ways you would like to draw conclusions about their respective 

performances. In order to assess the business impact of two or more sites, the specific 

features of the sites need to be similar enough to isolate one or two key variables which 

could account for any differences that might be observed in the business outcomes. For 

example, it would be difficult to accurately explain the causes of the observed business 

results (e.g., user-scheduled test drives) when comparing two very different sites – a large 

content-rich site with sweepstakes and TV media launched in the summer compared with a 

special promotion site for an end-of-year clearance with celebrity tie-in and rebate coupons 

for loyalty program customers. In science-speak, there are too many different independent 

variables operating to permit conclusive, or even meaningful, insights about what caused 

any observed differences in the dependent variable (i.e., user-scheduled test drives). It’s the 

classic apples-to-apples argument and it’s as important here as it is anywhere else. 

SUMMARY 
Every interactive case brings its own special characteristics and objectives, and business 

measures should be matched to those needs. Interactive measurement will continue to 

evolve just as radically as interactive channels themselves, but some basic guidelines for 

selecting and analyzing the right business metrics are emerging. A few current exemplars 

were discussed above – some better than others, some better left behind. 
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