Chapter 1

Getting the Best Google
Analytics Data for Your

Library

proved to be a major player in the digital ana-

lytics market. Although Google has not released
the exact number of websites using Google Analytics,
one marketing publication estimates that over 30 mil-
lion websites use it worldwide.? Google Analytics is
just as prevalent in the library world. This issue of
Library Technology Reports focuses on implementing
Google Analytics on a series of library-specific online
tools and platforms. The tools covered include

G oogle Analytics is over ten years old,! and it has

+ journal search tools and link resolvers
« online catalogs or discovery services

« Springshare’s LibGuides

« digital repositories

+ social media

These tools are discussed in later chapters. Each
chapter highlights Google Analytics features to pro-
duce the best data for these tools.

Before we talk about features, we must talk about
common best practices for implementing and utiliz-
ing Google Analytics for any website. This first chap-
ter discusses three Google Analytics customizations
all libraries should use for any website or online tool.
The second chapter will talk solely about the increas-
ingly popular Google Tag Manager and how it greatly

simplifies implementing some of these features. Over-
all, the goal is simple—making Google Analytics give
you better data for your various library online tools
for improved assessment and decision making.

Google Tag Manager

http://tagmanager.google.com

Best Practices for Google
Analytics Tracking

Out of the box, Google Analytics is a useful tool for
tracking website usage, but any library can improve
how Google Analytics collects and reports data by
implementing three additional features: spam filters,
event tracking, and conversions. These are essential
features to optimize Google Analytics’ data collection
ability and are worth the time to implement. These fea-
tures are disabled by default, and most require admin-
istrative-level permissions within the Google Analytics
account to enable them. If you do not have adminis-
trative permissions for your library’s Google Analytics
accounts, talk to the people that do. They can enable
these features or give you the permission to do so.
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Figure 1.1

Junk referral filter, Google Analytics, University of Colorado Colorado Springs

Dealing with Spam Traffic

All web analytics tools are susceptible to junk traffic
created by spambots or spamming websites. Google
Analytics is no exception. The problem is that spam
traffic will visit your website, and Google Analytics
will report that session data like any other website
user. Data from spam traffic is not just annoying in
your usage reports, but is also very deceiving because
it tends to inflate negative metrics such as bounce rate.

How can you tell actual user-driven data from
junk data? It is not always apparent because in many
Google Analytics reports, the junk data is automati-
cally incorporated, making it difficult to discern the
useful from the crud. You could go the route of block-
ing known spammers from your website if you have
access to the .htaccess or robots.txt files on the
site’s web server,® but this solution does not work for
any website that is not locally hosted. Instead, you can
tell Google Analytics not to collect data from known
spam traffic by opting into the Bot Filtering feature.
To do this, log in to your Google Analytics account
and go to the website’s View Settings area within the
Admin interface. Checkmark the Bot Filtering option,
and save your changes.
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Enabling Bot Filtering is the first step. The next
step is to monitor Google Analytics Referral report
(under Acquisition section) for any suspicious refer-
ral traffic. Recent popular offenders are sites that end
in .xyz, such as share-buttons.xyz. This is a legit
top-level domain, but this spammer only drives junk
traffic to my website. New spammers are popping up
all the time, so it pays to monitor your referral traf-
fic regularly for new spammer sites. Once you identify
those spammers, you can create a filter within your
Google Analytics account to tell it to not collect any
session data from those types of websites. This does
not remove past spam traffic from your account, but it
does block future data from those spammers.

To create a filter, head over to the Filter option
under your website’s View section in Google Ana-
lytics’ Admin area. Click the Add Filter button and
name your filter. To filter referral traffic, select Cus-
tom for Filter Type and select Campaign Source as
the Filter Field because it is the best option to remove
those spammers. Next add the unique identifier for
the spam traffic as a regular expression. In my exam-
ple (figure 1.1), I remove all traffic that contains the
string .xyz in the Campaign Source field. Filters can



also remove multiple referral sources at once—simply
use a regular expression (RegEx)* to list them all. You
can verify your filter before saving it.

Use filters cautiously because you could acciden-
tally remove good data. I recommend creating a new
Google Analytics View for your website before adding
a filter. Keep one unfiltered View that has all usage
data and another View to apply the filter. This is a
safety precaution in case you ever want to review all
the data in the unfiltered View to ensure you are not
accidently removing actual user content.

Event Tracking

If you are unfamiliar with event tracking, then there
is a good chance your Google Analytics is collecting
only a portion of your website’s activity because out
of the box, Google Analytics can track only data asso-
ciated with a pageview—when a web page loads in a
browser. What does this leave out? A lot! Think links
that navigate users away from the website’s domain
(outbound links), document downloads, embedded
media, and other script-based elements. This is par-
ticularly frustrating for libraries because many of our
websites are designed to navigate users to a wide vari-
ety of sources outside of our library website domain.
To counter this, Google Analytics offers event track-
ing.> Event tracking is not a Google Analytics admin-
istrative feature, but it does require you to edit your
website by adding the special event-tracking code for
whatever you want Google Analytics to recognize
and track as an event. Google Tag Manager seam-
lessly integrates event-tracking functionality within
its interface, which allows you to create and delete
events at any time without ever directly touching
your website’s code. Google Tag Manager makes event
tracking incredibly easy, and the next chapter will
demonstrate how to use it.

Event tracking allows you to gather more com-
prehensive data about your website’s usage so you
can tell not just what web pages users visit, but what
users do on those pages. All of this data is available in
Google Analytics Event reports, which are empty until
you start event tracking. The more strategic you are
about tracking events, the more useful the data you
collect will be.

Conversions

Conversions are one of the most powerful web ana-
lytics metrics available because they can measure the
success of a site. Within Google Analytics, conver-
sions are often used interchangeably with goals, but
it is important to understand that a conversion is the
metric to measure a desired action or response on a
website. Conversions are intended to measure your
website’s goals (or reasons for existing). By nature,

conversions are custom metrics that you must define
because they tend to be unique to the website. For
example, a link resolver’s main goal is to help users
find full text of some electronic resource. The desired
action would be for the user to find a full-text link to
that content. In conversion terms, this could be mea-
sured by a conversion that tracks when users click on
that full-text link. The major benefit of tracking this
action as a conversion is that it tells you how often
this desired action occurs on your website.

Sounds simple enough, yet you want to be con-
servative with your conversions because you are lim-
ited to twenty conversions per Google Analytics View.
Additionally, conversions cannot be deleted. Once
they are implemented, they may be edited or turned
off, but they cannot be removed. Focus on the con-
versions that align with the website’s goals and pur-
pose. Several chapters in this issue of Library Technol-
ogy Reports suggest potential conversions for different
online tools in your own library.

To track a conversion, you must tell Google Analyt-
ics how to identify the conversion and when to track
it. Google Analytics simplifies this process by guiding
you through the steps. To create or manage your con-
versions, go to the Goals section for your site’s View
found in Google Analytics’ Admin area. Click on the
New Goal button to create a goal. Name your Goal and
select your Goal Slot, as this will help you organize
your conversions. Next, select your goal Type—the
most useful two are Destination and Event. A Destina-
tion goal is for a conversion where the desired action
is a user viewing a specific web page. The Event goal
is much more robust because it is used for conversions
based on some type of user action. As long as that
action is tracked as an event, it can be used to define a
conversion. If this does not entice you to join the event-
tracking bandwagon, then nothing will because this
means any user action can be tracked as a conversion.

Using the link resolver example again, you would
track that conversion as an Event goal because full-
text links are most likely outbound links; event track-
ing is required to monitor when users click on those
links to navigate away from the link resolver website
to the electronic resource’s website. Once you select
an Event goal, add the event category or other event
descriptors to identify that specific outbound link
event, as shown in figure 1.2 on the following page.
You can verify the goal to test it before saving it.

Once you save your first goal, you will need to wait
twelve to twenty-four hours for any conversion data
to populate the various conversion and goal reports.
Conversions can also be powerful segments that can
be applied to most Google Analytics reports. This can
help you understand not only the total number of con-
versions and where these conversions occur, but also
identify the group of users that complete these desired
actions.
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Figure 1.2

Resource link goal configurations, Google Analytics, University of Colorado Colorado Springs

Conclusion

Hopefully this introduction inspired you to improve
how Google Analytics tracks your website regardless
of whether it is your library website, catalog, link
resolver, or whatever tool you are tracking. The next
chapter will focus on Google Tag Manager and how
to use it for event tracking to make it even easier for
libraries to optimize their Google Analytics tracking
and reporting abilities.
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