Privacy-first analytics after cookie deprecation

Third-party cookies are dying. Google has started phasing them out in Chrome, and Safari and Firefox blocked them years
ago. For anyone running awebsite or adigital product, this changes the foundation of how you measure user behavior. The
old model—tracking anonymous users across sessions with a cookie | D—is breaking. The replacement is a messy, fragmented
landscape of consent signals, aggregated reports, and server-side tracking. This article walks through what actually works

for privacy-first analytics after cookie deprecation, what doesn’'t, and where the real trade-offslive.

Why cookie-based analyticsisa dead end for modern
compliance

Relying on third-party cookies for user tracking creates two problems. First, it leaks data across domains—a user visiting
your site gets tagged by ad networks, socia platforms, and analytics vendors they never consented to. Second, it violates the
core principle of data minimization under GDPR and ePrivacy. Regulators in Europe have fined companies for exactly this
pattern. The GDPR enforcement tracker shows that improper cookie consent remains one of the top reasons for fines.

Think of it thisway: you wouldn't let a stranger follow you through a mall jotting down every store you enter. That’'s what
cookie-based analytics did to users. The shift to privacy-first methodsisn’t just about compliance—it’s about rebuilding
trust. Users are blocking cookies more aggressively. Apple'sIntelligent Tracking Prevention (ITP) and Firefox’s Enhanced
Tracking Protection (ETP) already make cookie-based attribution unreliable. Any analytics setup that depends on third-
party cookieswill produce increasingly hollow data.

Coremethods for analytics without third-party cookies

There are four main approaches replacing cookie-based tracking. Each has strengths, but none is a perfect drop-in
replacement.

e Server-sidetracking with first-party data: Send events directly from your server to your analytics platform.
This bypasses browser restrictions entirely. Y ou own the data pipeline. Tools like Google Tag Manager Server-
Side or Snowplow let you do this. The catch isyou need infrastructure—a server endpoint, a proxy, and careful log
management.

e Aggregated and differential privacy APls: Google's Privacy Sandbox APIs, like the Attribution Reporting
API, give you conversion data without identifying individuals. Apple’s SKAdNetwork does similar for iOS.
These APIs return noisy, aggregated results. Y ou lose user-level granularity, but you keep the ability to measure
campaign performance at scale.

e Zero-party and first-party data collection: Ask usersdirectly for preferences, feedback, or intent. Surveys,
preference centers, and progressive profiling forms collect data with explicit consent. Thisis the cleanest signal
you can get. The downside: users don’t always fill them out.

e Contextual and cohort-based analysis: Instead of tracking individuals, group users by behavior patterns, page
context, or time-based cohorts. This works for product analytics and content optimization. It fails for retargeting
and attribution across long sales cycles.
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Choosing theright analytics stack for a cookielessworld

Not every business needs the same setup. Here's a decision framework based on your data needs.

If you run a content site or blog: Aggregated analytics from platforms like Plausible, Fathom, or Umami are enough. They
don't use cookies, respect Do Not Track headers, and give you page views, referrers, and basic engagement metrics. Y ou
lose session replay, heatmaps, and user-level funnels. That's fine for most publishers.

If you run an e-commerce store: Y ou need conversion attribution. Server-side tracking is your best bet. Set up afirst-party
tracking endpoint (e.g., using Stape or your own proxy) and send purchase events directly to your analyticstool. Pair this
with Google's Consent Mode v2 to adjust tracking based on user consent choices. Without this, you’ll undercount
conversions by 30-50%.

If you run a SaaS product: Product analytics tools like PostHog, Mixpanel, or Amplitude work with first-party user IDs
(email, account ID). You don't need cookies at al. Track feature usage, retention, and activation using server-side events.
The trade-off: you can’t track anonymous browsing behavior before signup without some form of fingerprinting—which is
legally risky in Europe.

Rule of thumb: If you need user-level data, collect it server-side with explicit consent. If you only need aggregate
trends, use a cookieless analytics tool. Mixing both creates complexity but gives you the most complete picture.

Common mistakes when migrating away from cookie-based
analytics

Teams often make three errors during this transition.

Mistake 1: Keeping old tracking scripts alongside new ones. Running Google Analytics Universal (UA) and GA4
simultaneously with third-party cookies still active creates consent violations. Remove old scripts entirely once your new
setup is validated. Google' s Consent M ode documentation explains how to handle this transition without breaking your data
pipeline.

Mistake 2: Relying on | P-based geolocation for attribution. |P addresses are considered persona data under GDPR.
Using them for analytics without consent is a violation. Switch to region-level reporting using the browser’ s language
header or timezone offset instead.

Mistake 3: Assuming server-sidetracking isa set-and-for get solution. Server-side setups require maintenance. Log

rotation, data validation, and monitoring for data loss are essential. A misconfigured proxy can silently drop 20% of your
events. Test your pipeline weekly.

Real-world migration example: A mid-sized e-commer ce
store

A client selling outdoor gear ran Google Analytics Universal with full third-party cookie tracking. After Chrome'sinitial
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cookie deprecation rollout, their reported conversions dropped 40% overnight. They had no visibility into which campaigns
were still performing.

They migrated to a server-side tracking setup using Stape as a proxy and GA4 as the destination. They implemented
Consent Mode v2 with a CMP from Cookiebot. Within three weeks, they restored conversion visibility—not to the same
granularity, but enough to optimize ad spend. The key change: they stopped relying on client-side gtag.js and started
sending purchase events from their Shopify backend directly to the proxy. This eliminated browser-based blocking entirely.

The trade-off: they lost the ability to see which specific pages a user visited before purchase. They replaced that with afirst-
party session ID stored in their own database. It’s not identical, but it’s compliant and stable.

Frequently asked questions about cookieless analytics

Can | still use Google Analytics without cookies?
Yes, but only in alimited way. GA4 can operate without cookies by using modeling and aggregated data. Y ou lose user
counts, session stitching, and cross-device tracking. Enable consent mode and configure GA4 to respect user choices.

Isfingerprinting a viable alter native to cookies?
No. Fingerprinting (collecting browser and device signals to identify users) is explicitly prohibited under GDPR and
ePrivacy. It aso breaks on iOS and Firefox. Don't use it.

Do | need a consent management platform (CMP)?

If you operate in the EU, UK, or Cdlifornia, yes. A CMP like Cookiebot, OneTrust, or Osano lets users choose tracking
levels. Y our analytics tool must respect those choices. Without a CMP, you' re violating consent laws regardless of whether
you use cookies.

Will privacy-first analytics hurt my marketing performance?

Short-term, yes. You will lose some attribution precision. Long-term, it forces you to focus on first-party data, better
targeting, and real user relationships. Most businesses find their ROl improves once they stop wasting budget on poorly
attributed campaigns.

Start with one change today

Pick one analytics dependency that still uses third-party cookies. Replace it with afirst-party or server-side equivaent this
week. For most teams, that means switching from client-side Google Analyticsto a server-side GA4 setup or adopting a
cookieless tool like Plausible. The migration isn’t trivial, but waiting until cookies are fully blocked will cost you more data
and more compliance risk. Start now, test aggressively, and accept that perfect granularity is gone for good.
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