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IV  As the vice president of research for Hitwise UK, Heather Hopkins analyses trends in traffic over the internet and works with the company’s clients to help them grow their businesses online.  With a vast array of statistics at her fingertips, what does Heather see as the key figures illustrating the shifting patterns of activity on the web?
HH
There’s, there’s really two things that, that I think are the most interesting numbers, and one is rankings and traffic numbers, and the other is traffic moved through websites. The first one for ranking: one of the really amazing statistics is four of the top 20 sites in the UK based on visits are social media sites, so Bebo and My Space both rank within the top ten, and You Tube and Facebook are within the top 20; so, so four of those top 20 are social media sites, and given how new this category is, it’s pretty remarkable that four of those are, are right up in the top 20. The second thing that I mentioned about traffic flow is also very interesting. The second highest source of traffic to websites in the UK are social networks. After Search, the next biggest category are these net communities and chat research, social media sites such as Bebo and My Space. So not only are these sites attracting a lot of traffic, but they’re also dictating the flow of traffic across the web in determining where consumers are moving within their online journey.

IV
As sites with strong user-generated content take an increasingly powerful grip on traffic flows, they’re opening up new opportunities to share marketing messages with audiences – but do brands know how to make the most of these opportunities?  In Heather’s experience, many large organisations are still exploring the options.

HH
The, the thing that, that we’re seeing is we’re, we’re hearing from our customers, Hitwise customers that they want to figure out what to do with social media websites; they want to know whether they should be working with these sites, advertising on these sites, but they’re not sure how to. And it… So… And, and the trend that I’ve really seen is that people are not satisfied with the current forms of advertising that exist, which is largely banner advertising, text advertising or, essentially, re-purposing television ads to put, to put on video sites. And one of the things that, that I’m hoping we’ll see within the next year is some creative forms or new forms of advertising that will exploit the medium and the network effect that can exist within these, these user generated content sites through the participation of consumers. And it can be risky for advertisers, but I think we’re seeing some interesting experiments with sites like Yahoo! Answers being sponsored by Sainsbury’s and, and other examples where, where a brand can be put in front of consumers and people can talk about that brand, and just experimenting with new ways of trying to reach those, those customers, that, that audience.

IV
While social media sites and major advertisers continue to work out the terms of their engagement, traditional media companies are acutely conscious of the potential threat to their audiences and revenue.  As they pursue efforts to reinvent their brands online, are we seeing any conspicuous examples of success?

HH
Probably the, the one that stands out most is the… The most read blogs in the UK are, are those four… are from mainstream media brands, so they’ve been successful at launching those and attracting, attracting visits to them. In terms of other attempts, we don’t really have any data that would, that would show that they’ve been terribly successful with the social media aspects. One statistic that does stand out that shows that, that news media aren’t suffering as the, the… they are often reported to be, is that one of the fastest-growing categories in the UK when we… where we did our news and media report in March, was the news and media sector, and it was not just IT media and, and the news aggregators that were growing; it was, it was print media brands were growing at the same pace as the news media category; that’s about 20% year on year, so sites like The Telegraph, The Guardian, The Times Online, The Sun, seeing strong growth in their, their visit numbers to the websites year on year. So, so although they’re, they’re… they really need to figure out how to compete in this new environment, it’s not curtains for these brands yet.

IV
Good news for the traditional media players.  But what about the supposed rise of the citizen journalist?  Should traditional journalists be fearing for their jobs?
HH
We haven’t seen a huge growth in visits to blogging sites. We saw some… We saw significant growth up until about a year ago and since then things have been pretty flat. But, but we are seeing a huge impact of social media sites generally on, on the mainstream media news sites online. And a couple of examples… We, we did a report earlier this year and, and… You know it was not a very creative term to use, but we, we dubbed it Competition 2.0 with these Web 2 sites competing directly with traditional news media brands for the attention of customers during key news events and the, the three examples that we looked at in the report were the Saddam Hussein hanging; Zinedane Zidane’s head-butt during the World Cup, and the Israeli-Lebanon conflict,. And when we looked at how people were searching for those news events, and then where they went after they searched for those, those topics, then we found that Google news, Wikipedia, You Tube and some blogs were figuring more prominently than the mainstream media news websites. For Saddam Hussein, for example, the top terms were Saddam Hussein’s hanging where people were going to the You Tube video and Google video. Saddam Hussein… searches for Saddam Hussein: people went to Google news and Wikipedia; for the Israeli-Lebanon conflict: people were searching for the history of the conflict; for Hezbollah: for… from maps for information on the region, and the top source… the top place that people went to in searching for those terms were to Wikipedia, and so all of the news and analysis that the mainstream press were creating around this was being missed because they weren’t showing up at the top of the search engine results.
IV
As Heather works with her clients at Hitwise UK, she can see how many businesses are seeking to become increasingly sophisticated in their online approach – often working out the best way to ride existing trends rather than trying to look too far over the horizon.
HH
The two big things that we’re seeing are social media and behavioural targeting. For social media, it’s, it’s often said that 2006 was the year of social media and user generated content and we’re really past that; we need to move on to the next thing. But I think that a… that’s the perception of, of the insiders in the industry and, and the early adopters. What we’re hearing from our customers is that they’re still trying to figure out how to work with this category; what it means, and, and we’re also seeing from consumer behaviour that it’s the fastest growing… it’s among the fastest growing categories. We look at, at the categories that are increasing in visits year on year; social media categories such as, as social networks, video-sharing and, and the likes of Wikipedia and photo-sharing, and those are the fastest growing categories year on year. In terms of behavioural targeting, we’re seeing firms trying to move beyond demographic targeting, and the goal was to move to one to one targeting, but that’s proving a bit elusive, and so we’re seeing firms move to behavioural targeting where they get smart about looking at offline and online behaviours and trying to target advertising and messages and offers to customers based on, on past behaviours on their website offline, whatever; so marrying all sorts of different data together to try and be really smart about how to market to customers.
IV
But how long will the customers stick around on UGC sites?  If some industry insiders already see UGC as ‘old hat’, are users themselves growing tired of contributing free content and viewing material that often varies considerably in quality?
HH
It’s a really interesting question. We’re not seeing that people are, are turning away from social media websites in terms of visits. We’ve recently looked at the levels of participation on these websites and it’s still extremely low. A lot of people put out the 80:20 rule as, you know, 80% of people are consuming and 20% are contributing, but we’ve actually found that the numbers are significantly lower, which would indicate that this is probably still at an early adopter phase. 
In the US we looked at You Tube, Flickr, and Wikipedia, and on You Tube we found that .18% of visits were to upload videos. On Flickr it was .12% visits were to upload photos. And so the participation rates aren’t even reaching a quarter of a percentage point on, on You Tube and Flickr. Wikipedia was the other site we looked at, had the highest participation rate with 4.38% of visits going to edit an entry. And we’ve done some, some work on this in the UK as well. We haven’t published the figures yet, but, but, broadly, we’re looking in the same, in the same region. And the thing that’s interesting about this is that You Tube and Flickr require some technical expertise to be able to participate: you need to be comfortable with getting digital photos onto your computer; you need to be able to, to know how to upload them; there’s all sorts of different options on Flickr for how to upload those. Wikipedia’s very easy to, to go in and edit an entry and requires very little technical expertise. So, so that’s… that’s why we say that this is still really at an early adopter phase, because participation rates are much lower than, than we expected and, and the reactions in the marketplace are sort of much lower than people had thought it was. And, and for brands thinking about how to integrate social media into their site, they might want to think about making it as easy as possible to do, because to boost levels of participation you really need to make sure it’s quite easy, because participation rates are quite low on these very popular sites.

IV    So whilst some sites are succeeding despite relatively low levels of participation, new entrants to the social media space would clearly be well-advised to make their sites as user-friendly as they can.  Does Heather see participation levels as a key success criterion going forward?
HH
Absolutely. It comes down to the network effect. If, if, if… You need to have people participating on the site and contributing content to the site to get others to come to the site and to view that content. If, if people aren’t contributing content, aren’t posting videos, aren’t posting reviews of your products, then, then there’s no content there for others to, to view, and so you, you will have trouble attracting an audience.
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