Pinging the Net


How long does your signal take?


Jan Smith


Everyone who has experienced the Internet has noticed that sometimes things seem to go along faster than at other times. You type in a web address and tell your browser to go there. Your browser politely says it is “Connecting…” Some days you can barely read the word before the web page is displayed on your screen. On other days, the same web page takes tens of seconds before it is loaded. And on those really hideous days, it never loads at all because the browser  hits its time limit. Yuck!


So what factors play a role in how long it takes to load the web page you seek? �Computers Today recently ran a basic ping test to try to pick out some of the important factors. (A ping is just a simple timed signal sent to a site, which will then send a response.) We looked at three things – the day of the week, the time of day, and the particular site. Eleven popular sites were chosen representing some basic types of web sites: news, online shopping, leisure activities (fun stuff!), searching, downloading software, and information.


Method


Each site was pinged 5 times within a few seconds each hour of the day and the average was recorded. 


Preliminary Conclusions


After analyzing the results, it is clear that all three factors can be used to help predict ping times. Some sites showed peaks and valleys related to the time of day and the day of the week. Other sites were less affected by those two factors.


For example, the USA Today site shows a jump in ping time between Sunday and Monday. Why would it take longer to connect and get a response on Monday? Are the computers busier because people are checking the news after the weekend? 


Etrade, however, shows a jump on Friday. Is everyone checking their stock prices before going home for the weekend? Does that really slow things down?


Looking at the ping times by the hour shows some interesting trends. At USA Today there are bumps on the chart, indicating slower ping times, around lunchtime and at quitting time. Are people checking the news before they leave work? Is this part of their job responsibilities??


Etrade shows quite a slow down around the middle of the day. Are there more people logging onto the site at that time? Could there be another explanation?


Our limited survey of sites does confirm some suspicions. Business and news sites show slower times when you would expect the most traffic at the site – in the middle of the work day and just before quitting time. The beginning and end of the week also show more slow times. Many sites do not show a wide swing in ping times, but some have maximums that are double the minimums! 


More research needs to be done to prove what the causes of these variations are. For now, keep in mind that following the crowd means you only go as fast as the whole crowd. Try to use less popular times to keep your connection as speedy as possible.





