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Abstract

Analyzing the Web server logs of the online newspamwill help us better understanding the
readers’ information needs. Web server logs fromRleople’s Daily Online, the biggest online
newspaper from China, were studied and revealec soportant findings: The editor’s choice
of important news titles, which were put on the treminent sections of the homepage, did not
match with the top news ranked by their daily pagevnumbers. In the meantime, this study
also found that the Chinese and English readefisimmterest in the same events were different.

Résumé

1. Introduction and related studies

The Web has become a full-fledged medium to dissatainews in the 21century.
Migrating newspapers to the Web will reduce or &lmte the harsh problems facing
today’s traditional newspaper industry, i.e. thdirfg circulation, lost of advertising
revenues, soaring cost, delivery delays and wastergted by the printing systems.
Some renowned English newspaper, such as the &damt-Intelligencer and the
Christian Science Monitor, even stopped daily mibhg of paper-based editions in 2009
to survive the ongoing financial crisis (Ngowi 2009

How Web surfers access online newspaper and whatamelearn from such usage
patterns are of significances for the informati@oreomy, journalism and Webometrics
studies (Thelwall, Vaughan and Bjorneborn 2005)ictvtcan be accomplished through
analyzing the Web server logs. The greatest adgardgathe Web server logs is that they
are records of what people have actually done,rextdvhat they said they might do or
thought they did (Nicholas et al 2004).



Information (i.e. readers’ interest) obtained fr¥vieb server logs analysis is much more
reliable and objective than results of answers ftoaditional surveys or questionnaires,
and is crucial for the online newspaper's future@ettgppments, which highlights the
significant transitions of traditional informatiamstitutions in the 2% century.

In addition to learning the general usage pattefthe online newspapers, i.e. which
categories of news stories are popular among Weersuthere is another interesting
issue deserves study: whether or not the top neavgjus positions on the homepage of
the online newspaper will yield significantly difest pageview numbers. In other words,
will the editor’s choice of the important news ntatbe readers’ favorites?

The data source for this study is the People'sy@ailline, the Web portal for the biggest
national newspaper in China, where the number ob Wesers has swelled above 298
million by the end of 2008, after overtaking theitdd States in June 2008 to become the
world's largest, according to tl23rd Statistical Report on the Internet Developmiant
Chinaissued by China Internet Network Information Cer{ttNNIC 2009). The same
report also noted that more than 234 million Chenpsople rely on the Web as their
major source of news, and online readers in Chrags@d the People’s Daily Online as
the “most trustworthy news resource” (CASS 2002).

There are some previous news websites studies zamglyhe server logs data or

hyperlinks pointing to/going out of specific newtes. Among them, Nicholas et al

(1999a, 1999b, 2000) investigated Web server Idgth® Times and Sunday Times

website from various perspectives, and explored waws to study such valuable data.
Wu and Bechtel (2002) studied the relationship ketwtypes of news events and daily
traffic at the Web edition of the New York Timesidafound that level of disruptiveness
and episodicity were positively correlated withioaltraffic.

For the news website hyperlinks studies, Tremag®4) noted that the numbers of
hyperlinks embedding in news stories on the welr aviere-year period were increasing.
Gao and Vaughan (2005) then established Web hygeptiofiles for four leading online

newspapers. Tsui (2008) further pointed out thatsharticles from online editions of
four major U.S. newspapers were lacking in the abeoutgoing links pointing to

resources beyond their domains. Besides, He and2002) examined the development
of China’s online newspapers (including the Peagplaily Online) in respect to the
social environment framework, but did not mentibeit usage patterns. However, few
studies focused on the top news homepage placeandrheir pageview numbers issues.

More recently, Bar-llan, et al. (2009) investigateskr preferences for different rankings
of search results from three major search engiGesdle, Yahoo! And MSN Live), and
noted that “placement on the page (i.e., whetherrésult appears near the top) is the
most important factor used in determining the dualf the result, not the actual content
displayed in the top-10 snippets” (Bar-llan et 2009, 135). Will similar phenomenon
happen among the online news readers?



2. Methodology

First of all, we need to define “Editor’s Choice lofportant News” and “Editor’'s Use of
‘Best’ Homepage Positions”.

2.1 Editor’s Choice of Important News

At the People's Daily Online, there is one well wnointernal editorial rule: "put the
most important reports on the most prominent pladethe homepage to increase its
visibility, and then to attract more readers", whis widely accepted by editors of this
website. Thus, staff with the People's Daily OriBn€hinese news channels not only
updated the contents around the clock, but algal titheir best to compete for the so-
called better positions for the news from their cstrannels, since these employees have
been evaluated by the total number of visits tonge@s/information from their channels.

However, another editorial rule implies that thewgetitles of less or no political /
economic significance cannot be put on the mostioolswisible sections of the
homepage. The "significant news" here refers t@e¢hon the Chinese leaders' activities
or speeches, policies of the Chinese governmermt,tl@ major international events.
Sometimes, a few keynoted editorials of the Pesi&ily or other opinions articles also
enjoy such status and are published on the "masba$ position”.

In addition to the Chinese reports, the Peopleiyy[@nline also translates and releases
the “Editor’s choice of the most important Chinesavs” into Englishand put them on
the “best” parts of the English homepage, whiclersflus an unprecedented opportunity
to explore the changing of online readers’ intetettveen different languages users on
the same topics, and to provide more comprehemsigeers to the research question of
this study.

2.2 Editor’s Use of “Best” Homepage Positions

Opening the Chinese/English homepage of the Pedp&ely Online, all titles on the first
screens are those on Chinese and other nationtigdol economic issues, if the readers
do not scroll down the page to browse more tiflédes here refer to the news headlines
on the homepage without related pictures. The hagephotos sections tell us another
story: some much lighter topics, such as the bepaygants, new discoveries around the
world, and culture/sports events will show up thergtead of the tedious top leaders
"shaking hands ceremonies with foreign guests'tpes).

For the People's Daily Online Chinese Edition, seations on the homepage deemed to
be the best: news title beneath the banner/Chamatibn (top of all other titles) and the
homepage photos. Reports placed on the first paswtill have their font size twice as
large comparing to any other titles listed on tbenbpage. Editors believe that the bigger
font size titles and the photos will help top ngwblished there attract more visits than
the plain text, regular sized titles on all othect®ons of the homepage. Can editors’ hope
become a reality?



For the People's Daily Online English Edition, the sections for the most important
news in the editors' minds are the Photo on thealed the Big Font Sized News Titles
segments on the right at the upper half of the Ipage. Under them are titles considered
with "long term interest to the readers”, which gemerally left there un-changed for
more than three days, until something more importgpears. News offered in this
section includes those on the Communist Party ana®htop leaders' speeches and visits,
or the Chinese government's policies. The dailyatgutl news reports are laid at the lower
half of the homepage in line with their publishitige (See snapshots of homepages in
the Appendix 1).

2.3 Research Question

Since news titles with larger font size and thetphwews will never show up again in

other sections of the homepages, we could try threms this research question in the
present paper: whether or not the news titles thigh"larger font size", being put on "the

upper half of the homepage" or the "nomepage phaottker than contents of the news
titles, make the top stories attract more visitgygview counts)?

Answering this research question will help us baftederstand the differences between
"editor's choices" and "readers' needs" from thm&e and English perspectives, which
also reflect the online new readers' navigatioreledrs.

2.4 Chinese vs English Readers

Answering the research question of this study meguus to clarify the “Chinese” and
“English” readers as well. According to the relatigeographic distributions of the IP
addresses generating visits to the People’s Dailln® (both the Chinese and English
versions) from the twelve randomly selected datks, majority of the IP addresses
(approximately 85% on average) were limited to @h{mainland). In the meantime,
China (mainland) also hosted some 77% IP addrékaegenerated visits to the English
news of the People’s Daily Online. In addition bat; the second ranking country of the
Chinese and English IP address distributions wadtiited States.

The IP addresses distributions for the Chineseaergere quite straightforward: most of
these readers are those Chinese speakers liveima,Gis well as the rising number of
Chinese speakers/researchers in the English woddtfie U.S.). It is safe for us to
assume that the vast majority of the English verseaders are foreigners living either in
China or abroad. The assumptions of these two rgagmilations are based on the
following reasons:

(1) There are increasing amounts of foreign studesisdvs/businessmen in China,
who need something about China from the most atighioe channel;

(2) The percentage (77%) of the IP addresses from Cipgmeerating visits to the
English version is less than their Chinese counrgsg85%);

(3) It is very unlikely for the Chinese people to reavs released from the English
news website run by a Chinese news agency, onveisa.



2.5 Data collection

Considering the sheer volume of the raw server taga, the author decided to use the
statistics data generated by the WebTrends Logy&ealinstalled at the server of the
People's Daily Online, which efficiently helped esclude visits generated by “online
noises” or any other "abnormal traffics" (such asbWerawlers' work, the graphics,
banners, menu frames on the webpages, as well hsious hits by the hackers or
proxies). This method of filtering out abnormalffics from server log statistics has been
used in other studies (e.g. Xue 2004).

Twelve randomly selected days' Web server loggstitat data of the People's Daily
Online were collected from October 2007 to Septen@®®8, which include the daily
pageview numbers of the top 50 Chinese and Englishes, as well as the relative
geographic distributions of the IP addresses géingraisits to the Chinese and English
versions during the twelve days. With the help loé tinternet explore, the author
manually saved the Chinese and English homepagedifoes on each of the selected
dates (9am, 12pm, 3pm and 21pm, Beijing Time), énoedance with the updating
frequencies of the People's Daily Online, thenieetd the top 50 news' positions
information on the homepages.

According to the editorial rules of the People’silp@®nline, its Chinese homepages
will be divided into the following section: Homepadic, A section, B section, C

section. The English homepages will be divided a#i: \tHomepage Pic, A section, B

section and C section. For both of the Chinesekamglish homepages, the C sections
could not be seen in the first page until the remderoll down. It is obvious that besides
the Homepage Pic, all the other codings here h#fereht meanings on the English

and Chinese homepages. (See the attached printgzhges of the two homepage for
details).

There are two methods to study the homepage pasitidfluence on pageviews of the

top news: the first one pools all position dataetbgr then run proper statistics test to
compare the differences of the top news' pageviewhers. It is easy and feasible for us
to conduct the twelve days data in this way. HoweNdhere is much more data to be
analyzed, let's say, 1000 days, such analysis metlilbnot be a good idea and will be

less efficient. Fortunately, we do have the “Planddeal with such issue.

The top 50 news' homepage position data does moi\edistributed among the various

groups, thus, we should always use the smallesbaunf news counts for each position
as the sample size of that day. For example, if ldomepage Position only yields five

pieces of news in the top 50 lists (which is theakb®st among various positions), we
should also choose the top five samples from opositions' candidates. This is the
efficient method to ensure the power of the reswlth the help of equal-sized samples.
Altogether, there were 116 Chinese and 138 Engtipbrts being analyzed to answer the
research question of this project.



For each day's Chinese and English top 50 repitvtsauthor also manually picked up
those on the same events, since the English newibeoPeople's Daily Online are

translated from this online newspaper's ChinesertepThe pageview numbers of the
selected titles were collected and saved in an|BdeeFor each of the twelve randomly

selected days, the author noticed that the averagder of same story pairs is around 18
out of the 50 top Chinese/English news, which isdyfor us to conduct statistical tests to
further compare the Chinese and English readdeseist.

3. Results and discussion

3.1 Top news homepage positions vs. pageview nsmber

Since the frequency distributions of pageview cesumtf the sampled top 50
Chinese/English news are badly skewed, the nompara Kruskal-Wallis test was
employed to study the differences of pageview coantong news with various positions.
This test was carried out for both the Chinese #ned English version of the of the
People's Daily Online. Both tests revealed sonmer@sting findings.

For the Chinese Homepage, the P-value is less @t which tells us that there are
some significant differences among the pageview brersiof the four groups of news

being compared. Although the test results do netispthe pattern of difference, judging

from the median of pageview counts and average saakes of the four groups, (see the
third and fourth column of Table 1), we can sees@attern of differences.

Table 1: Kruskal-Wallis test for Chinese Top News 0 n the Homepages

Home_Posmons Number Median of Pageview Mean Rank P-Value
for Chinese Top News Counts

Homepage Pic 29 138470 40.79

A 29 257629 53.6 0.00

B 29 531942 79.64 ’

C 29 299251 59.97

Total 116

It is safe to say that news putting on the "B" mechattracted more visits than ANY other
position because its average rank score is mudhmehithan those of the other groups.
However, there is no significant difference betwdsnHomepage Pic and the A section,
as well as A section and C section due to theyfailbse average rank scores of their
groups. Since the Mean Rank of the C section isdrihan the A and Homepage Pic, we
concluded that for the Chinese version of Peodaiy Online, those titles put on the
"least obvious parts" of the homepage will alsoéhavgood chance to attract more visits.
It is clear that for the Chinese version of the f?@e Daily Online, editor’s decisions of
“importance” of news do not match the readers'riggée

There is a different story for the English homepagecording to Table 2, we could say
that there is no significant differences among W#wts to top news put at various
positions of the English homepage. The average meaeds as well as the medians of the



pageviews numbers of the three groups of news eletiviely close. The mean rank
difference between the Homepage Pic and the Amedi not statistically significant,
although the borderline P value of 0.122 is woxhing.

Table 2: Kruskal-Wallis test for English Top News 0 n the Homepages

Home_Posmons Number Median of Pageview Mean Rank P-Value
for Chinese Top News Counts

Homepage Pic 46 34885 63.3

A 46 68987 79.26

C 46 48623 65.93 0.122
Total 138

Results of the two Kruskal-Wallis tests show tHa¢ Homepage Pic sections of the
English and Chinese versions of the People's B@ilne do not attract more visits than
plain text titles from other parts of the homepadesically, the People's Daily Online's
homepage photos cannot lure more visits as thersdikpected them to do.

It is obvious that news titles put on the B sectidrthe Chinese pages and the A section
of the English pages both generated higher pagevtmts than other positions. The
findings suggest these two sections should be edleais the best sections on the
homepage. The editors should put news titles wotlentiality of being popular into this
section. And the homepage photos section needs sarisons to play an even bigger
role, because it may be true that some readerswalidvant to click the photo after
viewing the mini ones on the homepages.

For the Chinese version, the A section (the titlthwiggest font size) does not attract
more readers. However, there is little room for Eeople's Daily to change such thing
due to the government’s regulations, which requoely “the most important news in
editor’s mind” be placed on such position. Howevle bigger font title on the English
homepage (A section)'s performance is much betteught news titles put there are also
stories of political or economical significance.

3.2 Chinese and English reports on the same events

There are 216 "paired” Chinese and English repmrtthe same events from the twelve
days' data. Due to the pageview counts of the gp&it@nese/English top news were also
badly skewed, the Spearman’'s Rho test was appmli#itese paired stories on the same
events, and the P value (0.41) for correlation fa@eht is much larger than 0.05 level.
We concluded that there was no significant relaimm between the pageviews of
Chinese and English news on the same events. Dinerefle could not estimate the
English news ranking or polarity based on theirfése counterparts' pageview numbers
or vice versa. It is safe to say that the intecdsChinese and English are remarkable
different with each other on the same events, winbsvsing the People’s Daily Online.

The “paired” Chinese/English news study of thisgraglso found one interesting thing:
the Chinese/English readers’ interest on the sashicpl event is dramatically different:
the ranking of English news reports on the Chinksalers’ meeting with foreign
dignities are generally much higher than their @se counterparts, though these two



kinds of news stories were of equal importance utdon the most prominent sections
(i.e. A or B section of the Chinese homepage asdaion of the English ones).

4. Significance of the study

This study addressed a classical question of irdtion science: if and how users’
information needs are being served through anajyzémver logs statistics from a leading
online newspaper in China, the biggest Web/inforomaimarket of today's world. It
examined and showed the usefulness of server lalgsas in studying information needs.
Results from this study show that the editors’ chsiand the readers’ favorites do not
always match each other, thus, content of newsjtsditle on the homepage, is more
important than its homepage position to attractermnline visits, which is different with
findings from Bar-llan et al (2009).

In the meantime, the Chinese and English readetstdast on the same events are also
different: for example, many English reports of @se Top Leaders’ activities received
much more Web attention than their Chinese couattspSince the English and Chinese
readers have different information needs, anyrgtlal or multi-lingual news website
must tailor its content and homepage structuresrdogly.

Based on the finding from this research investiggtithe People’s Daily Online has
redesigned its English and Chinese homepageshEdenglish version, the “B” section

used to be the place full of “the most popular fefineam previous days, which were left

there unchanged for five to seven days. The autbticed that these news will never be
listed in the top 50 news again, which may waste rémders time to skip such “old

information”. The People’s Daily Online re-design&xiEnglish homepage in 2009, and
changed the “B”-section to a daily updated coluifor. the Chinese version, the size of
the Homepage Pic was reduced during the homepadesigning process. And, the

editors there also began to pay much more attemtianaking the titles attractive than

competing for the better positions on the homepage.

The study is interdisciplinary in that it relateskioth information science and journalism
studies. In such a globalization era, more and npe@ple rely on the Web to retrieve
news, methods and findings of this research arg velpful for those multi-lingual news
websites in China or anywhere around the world {he U.S. or Canada’s international
news agencies) to thoroughly understand the onigaelers' interestas well as the
relative geographic coverage of specific online siewedia, so as to keep current
customer and attract new users, which are all akuar the information industry’s
sustainable developments in the coming years.
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Appendix: Homepage of the People’s Daily Online
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