
Visits, visitors, and hits
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A particularly confusing part of
reading about the Web is trying to deter-
mine how many people actually come to a
Web site. Commonly, the term “hits” is
used, but that’s a wildly inaccurate term to
present in raw form. What companies
running Web sites, potential advertisers,
and—increasingly—knowledgeable read-
ers want to know is: How many visits have
there been? How many unique people are
there? What are their demographics? And
what do they do when they visit?

Let’s clarify the terminology. Though
you’ll see variations on the scheme that
follows, it is gradually being accepted by
the computer industry as standard usage.

Hit: A request by a browser for a file, or,
technically, a user’s click on a link and the
resultant file transfers initiated by the
browser. An HTML page usually has sev-
eral images on it; when a user enters a
URL or clicks on a link, the browser first
retrieves the HTML page itself (the for-
matted text) and then scans it for files it
has to retrieve to display on the page.
Separate requests for those images are ini-
tiated simultaneous to the display of the
text portion of the page. A typical page,
like Adobe Systems’s home page, might
result in eight or nine separate requests—
one for the HTML page and the rest for
images. Each of these requests is a “hit.”

Visit: A unique browser from a unique
location generating requests on a site
(browsing or surfing) over a discrete pe-
riod of time. Typically, Web producers
bound visits on either end, so that if a
specific location and browser doesn’t show
up in their log of requests for, say, 30 min-
utes, the next appearance is a unique visit.

Visitor: A unique user. Identifying users
is done in several ways that vary from sim-
ply using a cookie (a tag that can be as-
signed to the user; for more, see the next
item) to requiring user registration. If you
know the visitor, whether by name or by
cookie, you can do further analysis to
know how many times that visitor comes
to the site, where he or she goes, and so
forth. This makes some people’s skin
crawl; these users would prefer to be
anonymous. But some Web sites use this
kind of information—with the user’s per-
mission—to create profiles and custom-
tailor information and services to them.

Cookie: A persistent bit of information,
stored on the user’s local hard drive, that is
keyed to a specific server (and even a file
pathway or directory location at the
server) and passed back to the server as
part of the negotiation that takes place
when the user’s browser again crosses that
specific server/path combination. Cookies
have been portrayed as invasions of pri-
vacy, but the truth is that you can’t use a
cookie to retrieve information about a
user. You can use it only to record whether
someone previously visited a site, and
what that particular user’s viewing behav-
ior is. This is done by storing small codes
or tokens that can be arbitrary (a sequen-
tial or random number that’s unique) or
mapped to information provided by the
user. The Navigator browser, according to
Netscape’s specifications for it, will store
only 4,096 bytes in a cookie, and only 300
cookies overall (a maximum of only about
20 per site), before dumping the informa-
tion in first-in, first-out fashion.

Many reporters get all this wrong, which
is why you read statements like “More
than a million people visited umathur-
man.com on its first day.” In reality, the
number of visitors is often a factor of 20
to 40 smaller—the reporter has undoubt-
edly confused “people” or visitors with
hits, and probably confused visits and visi-
tors as well. A million hits could translate
to 20,000 visits (and you won’t know how
many of those visits are by people return-
ing once or more in the same day), based
on an average of 50 hits per visit.

You might also see the terms “impres-
sion” and “cost per thousand” thrown
about. The number of impressions is the
number of unique times an advertisement
is displayed to a user. In the print-maga-
zine world, this often includes the pass-
along rate—not just the number of sub-
scribers, but an audited number showing
how many people, on average, pick up and
read an issue and thus (presumably) see a
given ad. In the Web world, the number
of impressions can be measured exactly,
but the number of unique individuals can-
not, although cookie-tracking can help.

Cost per thousand—abbreviated CPM,
with the M being the Roman numeral for
thousand—represents the unit in which ad
dollars are allotted. A typical CPM for
Web advertising (and for print magazine
advertising as well) is $30. That is, for
every 1,000 impressions, a site would get
$30 (less commissions and other details)
from the advertiser.

A final note: Many sites are prone to ex-
aggeration, and that’s partly because there’s
no Nielsen or Arbitron of the Net—yet!
Several companies are hoping to position
themselves as independent auditors to
confirm for advertisers what the actual
traffic is. One of them, Internet Profiles
(I/PRO), is now part of Nielsen, while the
Audit Bureau of Circulations, which con-
ducts circulation audits for print maga-
zines, has launched the Audit Bureau of
Verification Services, Inc., which it hopes
will do the same for Web sites.

While institutions develop to legitimize
visitation claims, view the numbers that
you see with skepticism. It’s likely that,
after reading this short column, you know
more about how the Web is spun than
many of the folks writing about it. ◗
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