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Part two in a three-part series.

UPDATED

Uncovering the Discrepancies in Unique
Measurement Data Generated by Panel and
Census-Based Online Measurement Techniques

T his article is the second in a three-part series intended to address the confusion

A surrounding online audience and traffic metrics, including differing methodologies
and the future of the online measurement industry. The first white paper in the series
examined the role of third-party auditing in providing independent verification for
either method.

Because ABC audits both panel and census-based data for the U.S. daily newspaper initia-
tive Audience-FAX, I'd like to shed some light on how each of these measurement meth-
ods can generate different numbers for two of the most common metrics—unique user
data and page impressions.

Defining and Calculating Unique Users

One of the more popular Web metrics is commonly referred to as “unique users” or
“unique visitors” or just “uniques.” For years, these terms were interchangeable and used to
describe any unique data generated by either panel-based methodologies (Nielsen Online,
ComScore) or census-based methodologies (Omniture, Google Analytics). Using these
terms interchangeably, with no regard to the source of the data, created a lot of confusion
in the marketplace. A panel could produce one number for a Web site’s unique users and
the census method could generate a wildly different number for that same Web site for the
same time period, even though both numbers may have been calculated correctly based on
the underlying methodologies.

An industry committee hosted by the Interactive Advertising Bureau (IAB) was formed to
address these discrepancies and provide greater transparency in audience counts and ter-
minologies. As a participant on that committee, I'm proud to announce that, after many
laborious discussions, we have concluded our work and the new audience measurement
guidelines are final and available to the industry. One of the key provisions of the guide-
lines is a redefinition of unique data as measured by a panel and by census. To eliminate
marketplace confusion and provide clear notice as to the source of the measurement,
unique data generated by a panel will now be referred to as unique users or visitors

while unique data generated using the census method will most commonly be labeled

as unique cookies.
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This move is a giant step forward for online audience mea-
surement. Both the terminology clarification and the require-
ment to provide additional disclosures about measurement
methodology will go a long way in quelling the debate
surrounding the two types of online audience reporting. Even
though both panel and census-based methods may report a
unique data measurement, the techniques used to arrive at the
data are so fundamentally different that the resulting statistics
can't be considered equivalent.

The Panel Method

The panel-based measurement method recruits a sample of
Internet users and applies their habits and behaviors to the
larger Internet population. Participants on the panel are typi-
cally required to install software on their computer (preferably
on each computer they use) and are provided with a unique
login to use each time they access the computer. This helps
ensure that all of the Web activity is tied to an individual.
Because the panels track the habits of actual people participat-
ing on the panel, not machines, they also have the advantage
of providing user demographic data.

In an interview published in Editor & Publisher, Nielsen On-
line’s president said that their random-digit-dial panel (RDD)
was comprised of approximately 30,000 people in the U.S. Of
those 30,000 people, about 3,000 are part of the at-work pan-
el that measures the panelists’ Internet usage while at work.
For the panel companies to generate representative numbers
for your Web site, the Internet usage habits of those 30,000
panelists need to be typical of your Web site’s visitors. If not,
the measurements can skew greatly from month to month.

Let’s examine a couple different scenarios that may affect
y
panel measurements.

Minimal Panel Coverage for Regional and Niche Web Sites
oy / Web sites that are targeted to a unique

of or regional market and those that di-
verge from the broad Internet population
may not be accurately represented on a
panel. This is especially relevant for ABC’s
business-to-business publication Web sites
and regional and community newspapers. If there are only a
few panel participants who visit your Web site, then the panel
may not accurately represent your typical traffic. This lack of
representation may result in large swings in unique user and
page impression counts from month to month.

Large Volume of At-Work Traffic

One of the most controversial elements
surrounding the panel companies is their
ability to accurately track the Internet us-
age habits of the at-work population. The
at-work market segment is an active and
important part of the Internet community. Industry estimates
project that the average at-work user generates 11 sessions per
person and 26 domain visits per week. This is why Web site
publishers are so eager to receive precise numbers for their
traffic activity during normal business hours. If a significant
amount of your Web site traffic is generated during work
hours, there is the potential that the panels are not accurately
representing your Web site’s unique users.

URLs and Domains Included in Your
Web Site Definition

This third scenario is not influenced by the
composition of the panel, but it is some-
thing that affects a significant number

of our members. When panel companies
gather data for a Web site, they must decide on what domains
to include in the final overall number for that Web site.

Upon first glance, this may seem simple; the panel companies
should include the homepage of the Web site and any other
URLSs that contain the homepage domain. But in reality,
many Web sites use third-party companies to deliver content
throughout their sites. Often, these third-party companies de-
sign the pages to mimic the overall “look and feel” of the Web
site’s homepage and the visitors never realize they've left their
original destination. But if the panel company doesn’t include
the third-party vendor’s site as part of the Web site definition,
that traffic is credited to another site. In the newspaper indus-
try, this is especially relevant for Web sites that use third-party
vendors to deliver obituaries, classifieds, etc.

Let’s use a fictitious Web site as an example—www.anytown-
news.com. This is the main homepage of the newspaper and
is how the majority of the visitors access the site. Now let’s
theorize that the Anytown News uses a popular service to
delivers its obituaries to readers via www.obits.com/anytown-
news. When the visitor of www.
anytownnews.com clicks on the link
to access the obituaries, they are
seamlessly transferred to www.obits.
com/anytownnews. The obituary
page has the same branding as the
Anytown News Web site, but the do-
main is different. Even though the
traffic should arguably be credited
to the Anytown News, the panel company may not include
www.obits.com/anytownnews in the Web site’s definition and
instead may credit www.obits.com.
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The Census Method

While the census method does not provide any demographic
information for your site, it does have the distinct advantage
of tracking almost 100 percent of the traffic on your Web site,
regardless of visitors’ locations, including at-home, at-work
and mobile devices. The census method however, does not
actually track the Internet usage of a human like the panel
method; instead its unique data is attributed to a unique
cookie set on a browser. If the device used to access the
Internet changes or if the cookie set is deleted, a new unique
cookie is issued and added to the unique data count.
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Change in Unique Cookie Set

Cookies are small text files stored on a
computer that collect a variety of data to
identify the user. Some people manually
delete their cookies on a regular basis as

a security or privacy measure. When they
visit your Web site again, new cookies are issued that identify
them as a new visitor. In this case, someone that deletes cook-
ies every day and visits your site every day would be counted
as 30 unique cookies in a 30-day period.
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The rate of cookies deletion is debatable, although some re-
search suggests it may be as high as 30 percent. Others argue
that users who completely reject cookies or multiple users
accessing the same computer may actually offset the inflation
caused by cookies.

Change in Unique Device

For many of us, a change in the device

we use to access the Internet is a daily
occurrence—home computers, work
computers, Blackberries, etc. Because the

/ . census method recognizes computers and
mobile devices based on cookie sets, not the person using
them, this event increases the unique cookie tally because you
are counted as one unique cookie on your work computer, an-
other unique cookie on your home computer and yet another
unique cookie on your mobile device.

On the other hand, multiple people accessing the same com-
puter may not be counted as individual unique cookies. For
example, if you, your spouse and your two children all use
the same browser on the same computer, the four of you may
only count as one unique cookie.

Hierarchy of Audience Measurement
Definitions in Census-Based Approaches

In the guidelines, the IAB outlines up to four terms
that can be used to define unique data generated using
the census-based method. The qualifications for each
definition are based on the effort made to eliminate
duplication, account for cookie deletion and represent
people, not computers. On all ABC and ABCi reports,
unique data generated using a census approach without
supplemental user research will be labeled as unique
cookies.

Unique cookies — The unduplicated cookies that rep-
resent visits to Internet content or advertising during a
measurement period.

Unique browsers — The unique cookie count adjusted
for cookie deletion.

Unique devices — The unique browser count adjusted
for multiple people using one browser on an individual
computer.

Unique users — The number of unduplicated people
who have visited Internet content or advertising dur-
ing a measurement period. This is the most difficult
measurement for a census-based measurement organiza-
tion to report because the calculation required to reach
this metric must include a component that is directly
attributable to people, not just computers or other
mechanized devices.
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Calculating Page Impressions

Despite the challenges of defining a page impression in the
Web 2.0 world of Ajax, widgets and other evolving tech-
nologies, many ABC members still find this metric relevant
and include it as part of their audited Web metrics. Page
impression data is important because it represents the in-
teraction of a visitor with a Web site. This interaction is the
foundation of all other Web metrics, including unique users,
unique cookies, time spent, and visits.

The controversy surrounding page impression data is far
more muted than that surrounding unique data measure-
ments. Why? Because by eliminating the “unique” fac-

tor, you’ve effectively removed the angst of much of the
unique data debate. Page impressions counted by a panel
are counted just like a unique user. The same panel and the
same methodology used to generate unique user data are
also used to generate page impression data. This is also true
for census data. The log files that generate unique cookie
data generate the page impression data. The only difference
on the census side is that the “unique” element is removed,
rendering it irrelevant if cookies are deleted of if the same
person accesses the page on several computers.

Next in the Series

In the third and final article in this series, we’ll discuss the
hybrid measurement approach. This is a relatively new type of
online audience measurement that combines both panel and
census-based technologies. Many are heralding the “hybrids”
as the Web measurement of the future.

For More Information

For more information on our interactive audit services,
members are encouraged to submit an online request form
or contact the office nearest you.

About ABC

With nearly 4,000 members in North America, ABC is a
forum of the world’s leading magazine and newspaper pub-
lishers, advertisers and advertising agencies. The organization
provides credible, verified information essential to the media
buying and selling process. ABC maintains the world’s fore-
most online database of audited-circulation information and
a growing array of readership, audience and Web site usage
data. To learn more, visit www.accessabc.com.
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WYhich Methodology is Better?

Panel measurements and census measurements have their
own distinct advantages and disadvantages. An independent
third-party audit can help limit the discrepancies associated
with each type of measurement.

Since both methodologies have strengths and weaknesses,
it’s impossible to endorse one over the other; nor is it
ABC’s role as an independent auditor to do so. Rather it is
important that both publishers and advertisers understand
the inherent differences of the two methodologies and also
understand how to best apply the data generated from either
measurement method to buy and sell online advertising.
Like I mentioned earlier, I think the new guidelines issued
by the IAB, with separate “unique” labels for each type

of measurement will go a long way toward marketplace
understanding of each of the companies’ underlying
methodologies.

Bill Perry joined ABC in 1985 as a
newspaper field auditor. He joined
ABC Interactive (ABCi) in 1997 as
manager of interactive auditing and
was promoted to director, special
projects in 2000. Perry’s current
responsibilities include leading a team
of auditors in a variety of non-tradi-
tional auditing projects including Web
activity, readership verification, insert
verification and centralized audits.
Perry earned his bachelor’s degree in
accounting from Indiana University.
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