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Google Analytics (GA): Does what?

“All I want is the numbers”
○ Even a data junkie does not care how many snowflakes fell 

yesterday in Silver Spring, Maryland
○ Raw data is only useful if it helps to answer questions:

■ Were schools delayed or canceled?
■ Were roads plowed?
■ Was 2 inches a new record? An apocalyptic disaster?

What is important
○ Trends over periods of time
○ Response to new versus older services
○ Where did visitors come from?
○ What search terms brought visitors to site?

Unit of measurement: the Visit
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GA: OK, what the heck is a visit?

What is a visit
• Google’s definition:

• https://support.google.com/analytics/answer/2731565?hl=en
• “A visit is a group of interactions that take place on your website 

within a given time frame. For example a single visit can contain 
multiple pageviews, events, social interactions, custom variables, 
and ecommerce transactions.”
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GA: OK, what the heck is a visit? (cont.)

Visits: so simple even a long page can describe 
it!

Sorta.

Image of Google Analytics definition of visit
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GA trends: Default
celebrating200years.noaa.gov

• Default view is last 30 days, by day
• Unit of measure: Visits [Study question: what is a visit?]



*

GA trends: Hours
celebrating200years.noaa.gov
● Can change by selecting new time period
● Visits, April 1, 2013 to December 31, 2013, by hour
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GA trends: Days
celebrating200years.noaa.gov

• Visits, April 1, 2013 to December 31, 2013, by day
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GA trends: Weeks
celebrating200years.noaa.gov

• Visits, April 1, 2013 to December 31, 2013, by week
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GA trends: Months
celebrating200years.noaa.gov

• Visits, April 1, 2013 to December 31, 2013, by month
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GA trends: GSA government wide
celebrating200years.noaa.gov

• Visits, April 1, 2013 to December 31, 2013, by month
• Note sampling: “based on . . . 0.02% of visits”
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Log-based metrics
celebrating200years.noaa.gov

• Visits, April 1, 2013 to December 31, 2013, by month
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Comparing the numbers: Visits

GSA GA Site-specific GA Log-based

April 23,173 20,595 216,019

May 46,346 22,563 374,464

June 0 15,010 353,290

July 4,635 12,172 203,891

August 4,635 10,307 201,052

September 18,538 17,096 230,649

October 0 6,578 220,461

November 18,538 13,742 195,566

December 13,904 11,118 209,357
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Metrics: why the differences

How server log-based metrics work
● User requests object (page, graphic, binary object)
● Server records request, records response, records failed requests
● Records lots of things other than visits
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Metrics: why the differences (cont.)
How Google Analytics metrics work
● User requests page (only works with pages)

○ Page must have properly defined Google Analytics code
● Code sends information to Google
● Google Analytics is a view of Google’s information on successful Google 

Analytics transactions
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Kinds of reports from logs
Log reports available from Summary 3.0
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Kinds of reports from Google Analytics
(Compared to Summary 3.0)
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So is Google Analytics Bad????

Not best tool for developers, sysadmins
• Incomplete view of traffic
• No downloads, PDFs, images, video, binary files
• No view of errors

Very useful for communicators (and developers, sysadmins)
• Trends over periods of time
• Response to new versus older services
• Where did visitors come from?
• What search terms brought visitors to site?

Remember the metric
• “A visit is a group of interactions that take place on your website 

within a given time frame. For example a single visit can contain 
multiple pageviews, events, social interactions, custom variables, 
and ecommerce transactions.”
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Tip: export reports

Online reports are good, but so are artifacts
• GA can be set up to periodically email you (or others) reports
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Tip: export reports (cont.)

Reports can be in a variety of formats
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Demo Time

Demo 
Time
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Further reading

Further reading
• Blog entry: “Limits of Google Analytics, 

https://webdeveloper.nos.noaa.gov/2013/04/09/limits-of-google-
analytics/

• “Periodic Table of Google Analytics” [infographic], 
http://www.jeffalytics.com/google-analytics-guide/

• Google has lots of videos, blog entries, period email messages, 
etc., on Google Analytics


