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Goal Driven Investigation with Analytics

Overview

Analytics shouldn't be a passive drain on your time but it can be. Ask people how they use analytics and many people will tell you they use it to monitor traffic but have no idea what they are looking at. They don't feel like they understand what to look for or how to interpret the results. The idea behind this white paper is to answer these questions and give people the power to make critical changes to their websites to deliver the business goals. I'll start with a review of some common goals for websites and a summary of some ways to use Google Analytics to measure those goals before an in depth tutorial on ways to review your investment in the website. 

My goal is for you to finish reading this empowered to turn to your analytics on a regular basis to answer questions about how you market your business and where to prioritize your time for the website, hence the term "Goal Driven Investigation". 

Common high level strategies

The rest of this article will show you how to measure specific aspects of your site: 

· Success of marketing campaigns - How much are you spending on your marketing campaigns online and offline and are you getting value for money? The actionable result here is being able to make decisions about how to spend your marketing dollars most effectively. Not only who refers you the most business but who refers you the most relevant business? Who is delivering you too much inappropriate traffic and how much are you paying them? 

· Content prioritization, Content ideation and Understanding visitor behavior - If you have a budget of 8 hours a week for adding content to the site, which areas are more central to driving the business goals? In addition to new content are there areas of your site than are ignored by the search engines? Are there areas of your business not served by the site that deliver the most profitable transactions? Which pages do people spend a long time reading? Where do people come from and where do they go? How long do they spend here? 

If you read no deeper, create a recurring reminder in your calendar to review this list above at least once a week and pick an item off the list as a reason to review your analytics. I'll explain more about each of these areas in the subsequent sections. 

Build a business plan for your website

Every website exists for a purpose but as sites evolve and time passes it's really easy to lose track of why you spend time and money making updates. One of the most important aspects of getting the most out of your analytics package is to understand what you are using it to measure and why. To be able to do this it is easiest to start at the top and work down. You may find that everything you are doing and everything you are asked to do with your website causes you to constantly switch priorities, reorganize content, make critical updates and, worst of all, act as the man in the middle between different areas of your business battling for a mention on the home page. 

If you identify an objective for your site that is carefully aligned to your business goals and gain agreement from the company you can better evaluate the demands placed on you to update the site. Everything you do from adding content to redesigning the home page and spending money on advertisements can be measured against your objective and prioritized accordingly. 

Common Website Objectives

There may be more specific objectives out there but I believe that you can reduce the majority of websites into one of three categories based on their primary objective: 

1. E-commerce: selling products or services 

2. Lead generation: generating leads for a product or service, either by email or follow up phone call 

3. Information dissemination: maximizing the distribution of information on a topic 

Of course some websites do a combination of some of the activities but there is always one underlying reason for the website. For each of these categories there are very different strategies involved for measuring the success of the site but some of the tactics for investigation are broadly applicable. These broadly applicable strategies are the basis for the remainder of this article. 

Once you have established the core objective of your website it is important to develop a list of goals for the website designed to support the main objective. For example, if you are an e-commerce site you might list some of your goals as increasing sales, increasing profitability of each sale and increasing the number of items per sale. For each of these goals you should take it a step further and define specific strategies and measures you can be accountable for. For example to increase sales there are many strategies you might list but increasing the number of visitors to the site is usually the first one that springs to mind - but should it be? Not if you already have a high number of visitors and a low number of people who ultimately buy something. It's almost easier and cheaper to focus on doing more with the visitors you have than the visitors you want. Analytics can help you understand what people are doing on your site and what they are not doing. You should make it your goal to understand conversion rates and drivers. What makes people who appear to be interested in buying something from you decide not to buy? 

If you are a lead generation site you might define your success in terms of how many leads are generated so your goals might be to increase the number of leads generated, decrease the number false alarms and reduce the amount of time taken converting a lead to revenue. Taking this down to the next level again, specific strategies for increasing the number of leads generated might seem like a great starting point but not if it is at the expense of your sales staff losing faith in web leads because they never appear to be qualified. A more significant goal would be to refine the content on your site so that your offering more accurately reflects your capabilities and can easily be measured. How do you ensure your content accurately reflects your capabilities? 

Goal configuration

A slight aside is necessary at this point. Once you have established that people submitting your contact form, buying a product or downloading a white paper is the desired action on your site it is necessary to add that goal to your Google Analytics setup. You add goals to unlock special reports in the tool allowing you to review every aspect of your site in the context of how many people who came to your site performed your target action. 

Adding a goal can be tricky depending on your exact needs but fortunately the help documents make it easy to find an example of what you are looking for. I'll try and give you some examples here increasing in complexity from the trivial case to a more complex one. To add a goal, 

1. login to your analytics account and click "Analytics settings" 

2. look for the site you are working with (in some cases you may have more than one site monitored through the same username and password). 

3. click "edit settings" 

4. the second section is labeled "conversion goals and funnel" 

5. click "edit" for the first goal 

This is the goal configuration page where you will customize your setup to you own needs. For now we will only concern ourselves with the top panel "Enter goal information" and leave the funnel related section alone. The goal URL is the page on your site that represents the completion of your desired action. Here are some examples: 

· E-commerce - The goal is typically that someone has bought something from you. Think about your checkout process for people buying something from you. A typical flow would be: 

1. Add items to the cart 

2. Click the checkout button 

3. Review your order 

4. Submit your order 

5. View order confirmation 

This is great if all of the pages live on your site because you will be able to track people through the order process until the last page. You will need to get the name of the page of your "view order confirmation" screen and put this in the Goal URL field on the Google Analytics page (receipt.html for example). What if you use a third party checkout service like PayPal, Google Checkout or Amazon Flexible payments? Most of these sites ask you for a "return to merchant" link so they can send people back to your site. If you don't already do this, create a special page only accessible to those who have bought something. This serves two purposes: it helps us to track the number of sales you make (use the page name in the Goal URL field) and more importantly since you have complete control over this page you can make use of the purchasers attention to either sell them something else, get them to sign up for a mailing list or something else you will both find useful. For a more comprehensive explanation for your developers Google has a great help page on the topic: https://www.google.com/support/googleanalytics/bin/answer.py?answer=55532&ctx=sibling 

· Lead generation - Once someone submits your "contact us" form page you would typically take people to a "thank you" page to let them know that their information was sent and set some expectations about response time and maybe instructions to add your email address to their address book to make sure any replies you send make it through their spam filters / junk mail traps. The page name might be thanks.html and this is what you should use in the Goal URL field. 

· Information dissemination - This is a tricky type of site to track because your individual needs are very specific. Is it that you want people to view a specific page on the website like a manifesto? Do you want people to subscribe to your mailing list? Whatever the page of your site is that you consider as the most important page to read, use the page name as your goal. So if the page is manifesto.html use that as your Goal URL. 

In all of the cases above, you would get the address of the page from the address bar in your browser. For accuracy it is best to go through your process until you see the goal page in your browser and then look at the address of that page. If the address was http://www.mysite.com/thankyou.html you can leave off the http://www.mysite.com piece and just enter "/thankyou.html". This can be easier to type but also helps if you have mutliple domains for your sites like .com and .co.uk and will save you having to add multiple goals, one for each site. If you see a question mark in the page address you can leave that off and everything to the right of it too, for example: http:/www.mysite.com/thankyou.html?something=somethingelse&abc=123 becomes /thankyou.html. This instructs Google Analytics to consider any page with /thankyou.html in the address to be counted as a success and ignore differences before or after the page name. 

The second field you need to complete is the goal name. This is much simpler to complete and is just a plain English description google will use in your reports to describe the goal page in place of the page address. A completed goal might look like this: 

Goal URL : thank_you.cfm 

Goal name : Contact Submitted

Once you are ready, scroll to the bottom of the Goal Configuration page. Before you save the changes, note that if you know that every time someone completes your goal it is worth 5 dollars to your company, you can enter that number in the field "Goal value". Now when you are looking through your reports you will see a dollar value on some pages indicating how much money that page or advertiser has made for you. 

This marks the end of the first piece of the paper. Much of the remainder of the article is focussed on using the data captured by your goals to analyze your website. To that end it is probably a good stopping point for the day because it takes about 24 hours to start collecting meaningful data that you can work with. 

Success of marketing campaigns

Measuring marketing campaigns can be difficult - how can you definitively say that the reason someone came to your site was a direct result of seeing a print ad, clicking a google ad or clicking a banner on a site? Ads cost money and it is hard to justify marketing spend without numbers to back it up. With no modification to your site beyond the basic Google Analytics tracking code on each page of your site you can monitor where people are coming from. 

Google Analytics classifies traffic you receive into three major buckets initially, which are identified when you click on the "Traffic Sources" link in the left navigation. Search engines include known search engines, referring sites is any web site (or web email application) featuring a link to your site and direct traffic captures the rest. 

Search Engines

Search engines includes all the search engines Google has identified including Google, Yahoo, MSN and more and allows you to see which search engines direct the most traffic your way. You will see three sub-tabs beneath the report title under the graph "total", "paid" and "non-paid". Total gives you an overview of which search engines in general are responsible for the bulk of the traffic but don't linger too long because it includes traffic you might have paid for with a pay-per-click campaign as well as "organic results" where your site was featured in the search engine for free. Proceed instead to the "non-paid" sub-tab to investigate referrals you didn't have to pay for. 

Non-paid search

According to various reporting agencies online (and depending on the demographics of your average visitor) you will most likely see around 50% of your search engine referrals coming from Google. Yahoo, and MSN might be around 10% with the rest tailing off from there. What can you do with this report to make it worth your visit? Assuming you configured your goals as indicated in the first part of the article you can look at the search engine traffic from a new perspective - quality not quantity. If the purpose of your site is to sell widgets, every report you look at in Google Analytics should be driven by a desire to focus your efforts on the areas of your site and your marketing efforts driving the sales of your widgets. To get started: 

1. Go to "Traffic sources" > "Search engines" 

2. Select "Non-paid" from the sub-tab 

3. Select the "Goal Conversion" tab 

4. Select the third view icon (it looks like a bar graph) 

5. Select "Visits" and "Conversion rate" from the drop downs in that order 

Voila! You are looking at report showing a breakdown of conversion rates by search engine. Although Google refers the majority of your traffic - does it have a higher conversion rate than your Yahoo traffic or MSN? I discovered that visitors to my site are more likely to register for an account on the site if they came from AOL. 

Unfortunately the reports can't tell you why things like this happen but it should start you thinking. In my mind, my next step was to go straight to AOL, search for my site and compare the results page to that of Google to see if there are any significant differences between the ways my page is listed in each. Behind the scenes AOL actually shows simplified versions of Google search results and in a different order. In reality the difference in conversion rate for my site isn't very dramatic between the two but between Google and Yahoo nearly 20% more people sign up who came from Google. There are a couple of potential reasons: 

1. Demographics. Yahoo users aren't as tech savvy as Google users so my web site might not appeal to Yahoo users as much. I don't know that for a fact and it was meant tongue in cheek but Google in its early days was predominantly used by people with a technical background. For more on search engine demographics check out this article. 

2. Usability. The results might mean Google's results are more user friendly than Yahoo!'s because the result more accurately portrayed the contents of the site people were clicking to see. A cross check for this fact would be to change the first drop down on the report from "visits" to "bounce rate". Bounce rate is defined as people who come to your site and leave immediately and I'll talk more about it later in the article. For me, the bounce rate at Yahoo! is correspondingly lower than the rate for Google so it is unlikely that the results are to blame. 

If this was a question of usability I might search for articles on how to make sure that the short summary of information shown in a given search engine is appealing. This is covered more in the keyword ideation section later in the article. If the issue is due to the demographics of people using each search engine the important step would be to understand which search aligns more closely to your target demographic and look for content optimization articles about improving your rankings in that search engine. Regardless of your target search engine there are simple content optimization techniques that apply across all search engines I will touch on later in the article. 

Paid search

As you can see from the previous section, getting listed in Google, Yahoo or MSN organically can be a bit of a maze with many snake oil salesmen out there with tips, tricks and hacks to try to help you improve your rank in the top 3 search engines. The problem is that some of the hacks degrade the user experience for vision impaired visitors, or just come across as tricks to get Google to increase your ranking and the search engines don't like that. Every day they have thousands of engineers working at improving the accuracy of their search tools, looking for tricks and working out ways to block them so ultimately your safest long term strategy is to follow the rule that content is king and focus on keyword ideation discussed later in the article. 

But what can you do in the short term to get more business? Google, MSN and Yahoo all support paid search campaigns or sponsored links. For a fee, the search engines will show your ad in special section of their search results and every time someone clicks on the ad shown, they charge you the agreed fee. There isn't enough space to get into the details of the mechanisms for bidding in this keyword auction but you should know you can run a campaign for as little as a couple of dollars per day. You control the content of the ad including a title, a couple of lines of text and a link. This is known as pay-per-click and Google Analytics natively supports and tags campaigns you create through their pay-per-click program AdWords. If you use MSN and Yahoo's service you will need to create a campaign to correctly identify and classify the traffic driven to your site from their services. To create a campaign: 

1. visit http://www.google.com/support/googleanalytics/bin/answer.py?answer=55578&hl=en 

2. put the URL of your landing page for the campaign in the "website URL" field 

3. the "campaign source" field can be the name of the referrer like google, yahoo or msn or it can a category like newsletter but since we are talking about pay-per-click here, go with the search engine name in lower case. 

4. put the keywords you are paying for in the "campaign term" field or leave it blank if you don't want to record to this granular level 

5. the "campaign content" field is optional but can be used to differentiate between similar campaigns with different implementations like textlink for one and bannerlink as another but all under the same campaign name. 

6. lastly give the campaign a name and hit "generate URL" to get the URL you need. Copy the URL and use this when setting up your pay-per-click campaigns (or revisit your campaigns to replace the link with this new URL). 

Most providers allow you to have a memorable link like www.walkjogrun.net/routes to display and a different, longer URL like the one the tool above generates for the actual click through link. 

Once you have tagged your campaigns you will begin to see any click through and conversion data within about 24 hours for a popular program. It's an extra step to set this up but the benefits are critical to maintaining a profitable pay-per-click campaign and spending your marketing dollars in the right place. 

The first report you will want to look at once you have started receiving pay-per-click data is the pay-per-click (PPC) data by source report. To get there: 

1. Go to "Traffic sources" > "Search engines" 

2. Select "Paid" from the sub-tab 

3. Select the "Goal Conversion" tab 

4. Select the third view icon (it looks like a bar graph) 

5. Select "Visits" and "Conversion rate" from the drop downs in that order 

If you followed along and have PPC campaigns from more than one search engine you should see a list of each search engine sorted by the number of visitors delivered to your site with the conversion rate percentage. Is your Yahoo traffic converting better than Google or vice versa? What does it mean? If it is a difference of tenths of percentage points then it might not mean anything important. There is always room for improvement though, because you only have so much money to spend on PPC and underperforming phrases or campaigns are a waste of money. 

Each search engine title is actually a link you can click on to drill down on this report. PPC providers generally only report on clickthrus as a way to measure your traffic - and who wouldn't want keywords sending the most visitors to your site? If you configured your goals earlier the distinction between this reporting tool and PPC data should become evident. Pick one of the search engines and click the link. The report changes to show you the individual keywords currently referring traffic to you, defaulting to be sorted the best conversion rates in order. Change the first drop down that controls sort order to "Visits" and make sure you select "Conversion rate" or a specific goal in the second. I'll let you take a second to soak it all in. What you are looking at is a report telling you which of your top ten keywords by clickthru are driving the highest number of goal conversions. I'm stunned by the simplicity of this report and the action steps it implies. Let's say each click through costs you a dollar - if a keyword received 100 clickthrus in a month but nobody converted, that is $100 wasted. 

A review of this list for a client, Lipkin & Higgins, revealed that of their top 10 keywords, 5 keywords had failed to deliver a single conversion despite delivering cumulatively 170 visitors to the site. If you want to be more ruthless, you can use another report. Pick the "relative performance" view (the fourth icon to the right of the "Goal Conversion" tab). This shows you which keywords convert above and below the site average. By pruning or reworking the campaigns performing poorly you can reallocate your PPC spending every once in a while to deliver much better return on investment. 

Referring Sites

Referring sites is the traffic where the user clicked a link, banner, image or ad on someone else's site to get to you. This includes a pretty large scope since banners and ads are typically paid and should be segmented out accordingly. To do this you can create a campaign as mentioned in the previous section and use the campaign URL to give to the people hosting the ad. It's important to do this to help you segment the visitors to your site so you can understand whether the banners and ads you pay for drive traffic and conversions in the same way your pay-per-click traffic does. 

The first step to understanding referrals is to rank your referrers by number of visitors referred and then add in the conversion rate: 

1. Go to "Traffic sources" > "Referring Sites" 

2. Select the "Goal Conversion" tab 

3. Select the third view icon (it looks like a bar graph) 

4. Select "Visits" and "Conversion rate" from the drop downs in that order 

I know, it's getting repetitive but you should be getting the theme by now - your investment to your website should be focussed squarely on increasing your conversion rate. This report will show you which referring sites are delivering the best conversion rate to your site. Unless you get significant referral traffic the numbers will probably be small. However, if you see some clear leaders in terms of referrals leading to a good conversion rate, these are the people to reward with Christmas cards, t-shirts, thank you gifts. 

Ultimately the unpaid referrals are something you can try to influence but have little control over. As I mentioned earlier, you would ideally segment off the referring sites that are part of paid campaigns. If you have done that, you can filter out that traffic by selecting "Campaign" from the segment drop down box beneath the title. If you don't have any campaigns it will group all the traffic under (not set) but if you do have any referring sites using your campaign codes the traffic will be grouped accordingly with (not set) still indicating the traffic not tagged. 

Looking at your ad campaigns this way can help you decide whether you are spending your money effectively. 

Direct Traffic

Direct traffic is defined as traffic where the user didn't click on a link from another site or search engine result page. This is a pretty broad group including people who have bookmarked a page, people who typed in the link from memory after hearing about your site from a friend, a book or some other media. Direct traffic can be the hardest to understand because it is such a generic bucket but this typically includes all the referrals from your offline advertising campaigns. So how do you get any insight into where people are coming from? One way is to create campaigns with the Google URL Builder tool but the URLs it generates are pretty ugly. People don't typically remember URLs like 

http://www.walkjogrun.net/landing.cfm?utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=newsletters

People usually remember things like newsletters.walkjogrun.net or walkjogrun.net/newsletter so if you have a sympathetic ear in your IT department you can have them create a redirect for either of these options to the ugly URL that the Google tool generates for you. When you set up a redirect like this, your webserver invisibly takes people to the right page including all the correct tags so that Google Analytics can pick up the information and provide more detail. You can have as many campaigns as you like and they are all tracked. 

If you have created campaigns like this and let a couple of days pass you can find out how much of your direct traffic is coming to the site from each campaign as follows: 

1. Go to "Traffic sources" > "Direct traffic" 

2. Select "Campaign" from the segment drop down 

3. Select the "Goal Conversion" tab 

4. Select the third view icon (it looks like a bar graph) 

5. Select "Visits" and "Conversion rate" from the drop downs in that order 

What you see is a list of all your campaigns in descending order of the number of visits they have driven to your site with a bar graph to the right indicating the overall conversion rate for that campaign - someone came and performed one of your goal actions. To dig deeper you can change the second drop down to select a specific goal and see the data filtered to show the conversion rate for the selected goal instead. 

So what? Armed with this information you can compare the relative effectiveness of your email marketing campaigns to generate revenue and, if you assigned a value to each of your goals, see an average for the amount of revenue generated by visitors referred by each campaign. This can help you re-evaluate where you spend your marketing dollars and even help you get approval to invest more resources into a channel. 

If you have an email newsletter, how do you discover the total revenue generated by that campaign? It would be nice to be able to say that the September 2007 newsletter generated $15,000 in revenue but cost just $1,000 to develop! Note that if you were working along with this article you are probably only looking at direct traffic broken out by campaign but that isn't the complete picture for this report. Web email clients like Gmail, Hotmail and Yahoo! mail where you access your email in a browser all count as traffic in the referring sites bucket instead so to get an accurate overview for a complete picture of the campaign: 

1. Go to "Traffic sources" > "Campaigns" 

2. Select the "Goal Conversion" tab 

3. Select the third view icon (it looks like a bar graph) 

4. Select "Visits" and "Per visit goal value" from the drop-down boxes in that order 

The report looks similar but now includes all the traffic for a specific campaign regardless of whether it is classed as direct, search engine or referral traffic. The per visit goal value tells you how much every visit to the site is worth to you based on the conversion rate for each campaign in your list, so the visits value multiplied by the per visit goal value will give you the total revenue generated by your campaign. 
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