
Key to any Web analytics package is its ability to measure 

click-stream activity of site visitors. While this may seem a triv-

ial report, the sheer volume and combination of click-stream 

activities make it diffi cult to analyze.

As the creator of HBX, the leading on-demand Web analytics 

tool, WebSideStory has the unique advantage of working with 

more clients than any other online Web analytics provider. This 

experience translates into effective understanding of industry 

best practices and how best to optimize the return on invest-

ment in online marketing, e-commerce and support.

This white paper offers the benefi ts of our expertise in click-

stream analysis and why we recommend a “process” approach 

in understanding site visitor behavior.
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Web Analytics Best Practices:
Measuring Click-stream Activity
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Click-stream analysis — also referred to as path or fl ow analysis — is the process 

of measuring and reporting on the page-to-page activity of users on a Web site. 

As such, click-stream analysis can be broken down into three types of categories: 

“page-level,” “site-level,” and “process-level” reporting.

Page-level Reports
Page-level click-stream reports deal with visitor paths around individual Web pag-

es. Two types of reports stand out in this category: “Pages From” shows what site 

pages drive people to a certain page and “Pages To” shows what pages or links 

visitors prefer once they’re on a certain page. Users, specifi cally site designers, 

can utilize these reports to optimize individual pages. If a link is found to be un-

used, designers can remove it to save valuable real estate.

Although these are important usability reports, they fail to highlight the most criti-

cal factor for the business — conversion. Because such reports are at the page 

level, they fail to carry all the way through the fi nal conversion process. So, even 

though these reports can highlight the effectiveness of links on individual pages, 

they fail to indicate the relationship between the clicks and the bottom-line, high-

lighting the need for a more site-wide view of visitor activity.

Site-level Reports: Too much data, too little time
Site-level click-stream reports deal with the sequential movements of visitors 

from one page to the next, throughout their entire visit. Because these reports 

collect all activity and are not restricted to a fi nite number of clicks, they are more 

valuable when assessing the success of a site. The user of the Web analytics solu-

tion can then mine through this click-stream data to fi nd patterns of visitor behav-

ior around site initiatives. The problem with analyzing site-level data is the wealth 

of data that can be accumulated and the amount of human bandwidth required to 

effectively analyze it.

Consider a mid-traffi cked Web site with an average monthly count of 500,000 vis-

its, fi ve pages viewed per visit and some twenty links available on each page. The 

total number of permutations that these 500,000 visits can create is an astonish-

ing 80 billion possible events per month. This illustrates the sheer volume of data 

that can be generated and the human capital required for analysis. To further illus-

trate this, consider fi gure 1. It illustrates the tree view of paths ending at a select-
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ed page (say the conversion page). Although the user may be able to detect cer-

tain trends within the site, the amount of data can soon become overwhelming.

 

Figure 1: Tree view of click-stream ending with a specifi ed page

A solution among a number of vendors has been to cut down on the number of 

branches within the tree view, to say 3 or 4 branches (fi gure 1). Although the data 

becomes more manageable from the user’s perspective, they still fail to carry the 

relevant click-stream from one end to the other. The result is data loss that could 

become costly when too much emphasis is put on the simplifi ed view.

 

A number of studies on the Web analytics industry point to the same problem. In a 

Forrester Research report entitled “How to Measure What Matters,” analyst Randy 

Souza points to the fact that the number one challenge facing companies inter-

viewed was the ability to get the right data: “The sheer number of Global 3,500 

site visitors paralyzes some managers. How can they understand them all? They 

can’t.” This highlights the need for an effective way to analyze click-stream data 

— a method that is evolved around the organization’s business practices.
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Process-level Reports: Click-stream tied to business goals
A third approach in measuring click-stream is process-level analysis. These re-

ports revolve around user-defi ned processes. Users of the Web analytics solution 

defi ne their site objectives and measure their success rates within their Web site. 

The process-level framework is deceptively simple:

1. Managers defi ne the business goals associated with the Web site — 

business goal

2. Once business goals have been identifi ed, users defi ne the steps or process-

es required to complete those goals — process defi nition

3. The Web analytics tool should measures the completion of business goals 

and success of defi ned processes in order to quickly identify areas of the site 

requiring most attention

The benefi t of this methodology is that measurement is centered on the goals and 

objectives of the business and focuses on visitors that matter most. Since pro-

cesses map the visitor’s path to a goal, they immediately identify roadblocks along 

the way. To better explain this framework, consider the following typical customer 

requirements when referring to click-stream analysis, and how a process-centered 

measurement will benefi t them:

■ Problem: I want to know if people are moving along my registration process 

or dropping off. If they’re dropping off, where did they drop off?

Solution: The process to be measured is the registration process. The appli-

cation should identify where in the process visitors are dropping off.

■ Problem: I need to know how effective my site tools are. More specifi cally, 

I need to understand how people are using my internal search and product 

comparison tools. If they use them, do they convert? If they don’t convert, 

where do they bail out?

Solution: The measured process should be: Use search tool  product view 

 product added to cart  start checkout  complete checkout. Measure 

conversion rates at all stages and identify drop-off points at each level.
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■ Problem: I know a lot of people that are visiting our support site, look at our 

content and don’t fi nd what they’re looking for. They end up contacting us 

through our site form, which costs us more. I need to identify the unsatisfac-

tory content so I can do something about it.

Solution: From the moment a visitor enters the support site to when they 

contact the support team for more help, they take a series of steps, such as 

searching for an answer and browsing through the knowledge base. By iden-

tifying where visitors were at each step, managers can streamline the sup-

port process.

The fi nal result is a funnel view of the site process as demonstrated in fi gure 2. It 

represents the click-stream associated with users of the internal search tool. The 

conversion process is as follows: once a visitor uses the search tool (levels 1 & 

2), they go to a product view page (level 3), add the product to the cart (level 4), 

and checkout to purchase the product (levels 5-9). Notice that there is the pos-

sibility of having more than one page at any level (such as level 3, which may in-

clude thousands of product pages), which requires the Web analytics tool to ac-

count for that.

 

Managers meet their business goals only when visitors perform the events or pro-

cesses that defi ne them, such as a purchase, opening an account, or subscribing 

to a newsletter. It is therefore critical for their measurement strategies to be cen-

tered on these goals and objectives, instead of random measurement of site traf-

fi c and user fl ow. Those who want to achieve the highest ROI on Web analytics and 

their human capital should therefore shift from reactively analyzing traffi c to pro-

actively monitoring process completion.

Figure 2: Process Level reporting for click-stream of users of the search tool.
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The WebSideStory Solution
It is with this framework that WebSideStory developed the new “Funnel Analysis” 

feature in HBX. Users of the solution can defi ne clear objectives within their Web 

site and measure the success rate of these goals across all levels. The “Funnel 

Analysis” framework is as follows:

1. Defi ne the business goals associated with the Web site — funnels of conversion

2. Once site goals have been identifi ed, defi ne the steps required to complete 

those goals — funnel levels

3. HBX measures the completion rate across the entire funnel as well as from 

one level to the next. It also identifi es the drop-off points at each level so that 

managers can spend their time perfecting their site processes

To better explain this methodology, consider the click-stream associated with fi g-

ure 1 (fi ltering of clicks-stream leading to the conversion page). A funnel can be 

created where people start from the home page, go to one of the product pages, 

add a product to the cart, and fi nally decide to fi nalize the order. Figure 3 demon-

strates such click-stream using a funnel view. The funnel represents a distilled 

view of all click-stream associated with the defi ned process of making a purchase. 

The raw click-stream to the right is often too overwhelming for managers to make 

sense of. The limited branch views, although more manageable are only a part of 

the process and do not carry over data from one end to the next. The funnel view, 

however, immediately pinpoints the conversion rates throughout the process and 

highlights areas requiring further attention.

 

Figure 3: The funnel is a distilled view of all click-stream associated with the defi ned process

Following are some examples on how to use this methodology to answer specifi c 

business question.
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Example 1: E-commerce Site Conversion
A typical e-commerce site consists of a series of steps for the visitor to take. 

Figure 4 represents a sample conversion process for such site. Once the goal is 

identifi ed, site managers should look at the steps a user has to take in order to 

reach a goal page. This process alone forces managers to have a visitor-centric 

view of their site, which is helpful when designing or planning their Web site.

 

Once the funnel of conversion is established, the “Conversion Funnel Analysis” re-

port in HBX centers its measurements around the defi ned process. This gives the 

user an easy-to-use graphical interface on what stages are resulting in high drop-

off rates, and where in each stage are people dropping off. These include:

■ What is the conversion or drop-off rate at each step of the way?

■ If visitors are bailing at a certain stage, what pages within that stage are 

causing the most drop-offs?

■ What segments of visitors are most likely to complete the purchase process 

than others?

Managers can then use this data to make immediate changes in their processes 

and improve conversion rates to the optimal levels.

Example 2: Checkout Process Optimization
Every e-commerce site includes a checkout process. If this process is not opti-

mized, it will result in lost sales. A checkout process typically consists of a number 

of sequential steps that the visitor has to take in order to complete the purchase. 

A failure or a usability problem anywhere in this process could turn a prospect into 

lost sales.

In this example, the checkout process consists of four steps (address page, ship-

ping information, payment information, order confi rmed). A funnel can be created 

consisting of these four steps (see fi gure 5). HBX will then provide critical insights 

onto the checkout success, which include:

■ What is the checkout process conversion/abandonment rate?

■ At which step of the process are people bailing out?

Business Goal

Sell Products



Visitor Process

Enter site

Browser product sections

Browse product page

Add product to cart

Proceed to checkout

Complete Transaction



Conversion Funnel

Home Page

Category View

Product View

Shopping Cart

Checkout Start

Shipping

Payment

Order Complete

Figure 4: Defi ning a conversion funnel based 
on a business goal
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■ Does a certain segment of visitors (i.e. those who looked at discounted prod-

ucts or those who used the internal search tool) fail to complete the process 

more than others?

■ Is there a correlation between time spent on a step (may be associated with 

form fi eld requirements) and the actual conversion rate of that step?

■ Is there a specifi c type of error visitors are getting (such as incorrect credit card, 

or username not found) that is resulting in higher than usual abandonment?

The checkout process is one of the most effective areas of concentration for e-

commerce managers. By concentrating on a handful of pages, HBX users can 

yield high conversion improvements that result in immediate payoffs.

Figure 5: Conversion funnel of the Checkout process immediately highlights drop-
off rates, errors causing abandonment
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Example 3: Support Site Optimization
One of the primary purposes of a support sites is to provide visitors with the help 

they need without having to contact the company’s call center. The benefi t to 

the company is in the cost savings realized when customers perform their own 

support functions. A successful support visit can therefore be described as one 

where the visitor enters the site, conducts a search for a topic of interest, gets the 

appropriate content and fi nds it satisfactory so that no further action is required. 

Consequently, an unsuccessful support visit can be defi ned as one where the visi-

tor enters site, conducts a search for a topic, browses through a list of options 

provided, and because the content was of no use, contacts the company’s sup-

port team for personal assistance (Figure 6).

Based on the assumptions above, a funnel can be created to help further observe 

unsuccessful support site visits. The analysis of this funnel will help support man-

agers in their role by answering key questions such as:

■ What percentage of support site visits result in a request for more help?

■ What are the top viewed pages or contents that result in customers request-

ing more help?

■ What products are resulting in unsatisfactory results and are costing the 

company the most in support expenditures?

In this case, support managers can effi ciently determine products for which the 

support site should be improved, as well as discover the main areas of concern for 

customers who are not being appropriately served.

Conclusion
When attempting to measure site activity using click-stream analysis, 

WebSideStory recommends using a “process” approach to measurement. The 

benefi ts are obvious:

■ The focus is on visitors that matter most. A process-centered approach forc-

es users to shift from reactively analyzing all traffi c to proactively measuring 

process completion.

■ Provides a visitor-centric view of the Web site. In creating processes to be 

measured, managers are forced to have a visitor-centric view of their site. 

Measurement Goal

Unsucessful Visit



Visitor Process

Enter support site

Search for a topic

See support content

Contact for more help

Figure 6: Defi ning a funnel of unsuccessful 
support site visits



Measuring Click-stream Activity     |     Page 10

This framework could immediately eliminate many usability problems that 

were previously undetected.

■ Produces actionable results. Since funnels map the visitor’s path to a goal, 

they immediately identify roadblocks along the way. Managers can immedi-

ately detect areas that are causing the highest drop-offs and concentrate 

their efforts where the ROI is highest.

■ Has the shortest path to ROI. A process measurement forces users away 

from analyzing raw path or fl ow of visitors. Because of the sheer number of 

paths to be analyzed, the human capital for such analysis is too demanding 

and the ROI is questionable.

If you need any help understanding how this kind of methodology can be applied 

to your business and Web site, or have any questions about how this data can be 

further explained, please contact WebSideStory directly.
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