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Where Did Google Get Its
Value?

James Caufield

abstract: Google’s extraordinary success is usually attributed to innovative technology and new
business models. By contrast, this paper argues that Google’s success is mostly due to its adoption
of certain library values. First, Google has refused to adopt the standard practices of the search
engine business, practices that compromised service to the user for the sake of immediate corporate
profit. Instead, Google has implemented many policies and design principles that correlate directly
to established library values. Second, Google has implemented systems that replicate (or substitute
for) valuable library functions. With these steps Google has introduced some traditional library
practices and values to the Internet environment, and there can be little doubt that they have
contributed enormously to its success.

Introduction

The value of Google is everywhere evident. Before Yahoo ceased using its ser-
vices in February 2004, Google provided approximately 80 percent of Web
searches.1 Even after that, Google still provides more than 200 million searches

per day, close to half the searches conducted on the Web.2 The company took in ap-
proximately one billion dollars in advertising revenue in 2003, with a profit margin of
30 percent.3 Its position was so encouraging that shortly before the August 2004 initial
public offering (IPO), David Menlow, president of IPOfinancial.com, predicted “virtu-
ally any price” for the stock would be considered acceptable because “the company
seems to be a printing press for money.”4 The first round of public sales yielded an
unprecedented return of 200 times the original venture capital investment,5 and the
company was valued at almost $30 billion.6 “‘From original investment to I.P.O., I’d
have to say Google offers the biggest payoff in venture history’ said Jesse Reyes, Vice
President of Venture Economics, a unit of Thomson Financial.”7

But where did Google get its value? The story is told in several ways. Most often it
is explained as a triumph of technology, attributed to a new business model, or as a
combination of the two, as in the following explanation:
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Google owes its massive success to two events. First, Messrs Brin and Page came up
with what was for some time the best algorithm for searching web pages. Second, Eric
Schmidt, whom they hired as a chief executive in 2001, figured out how to “monetize”
Google’s popularity by selling small and unobtrusive advertisements on related topics,
so-called “sponsored links,” alongside the search results.8

A second narrative places less emphasis on technology and business models, fo-
cusing instead on the company’s values and integrity. Google’s founders are among
those who have made these claims prominent, posting a company philosophy that in-
cludes the claim that “you can make money without doing evil.”9 Others share this
view: “In Silicon Valley the company is revered for putting its mission before immedi-
ate financial gain.”10

A third version of Google’s success is told by librarians, who usually focus on the
opposition between Google and some library values. For although librarians respect
and employ Google, they are also concerned about “Googlefication”11 or
“Googlization.”12 In part, this refers to patrons’ preference for quicker and easier results
than librarians and current library systems can provide:

Librarians, publishers, and aggregators alike often call Google their main competitor.
Google, or similar Web search engines, is the information finding tool of first choice for
many users—far ahead of proprietary online services or libraries and light-years ahead
of print sources.13

There are fears that the public is coming to see Google not simply as a competitor to
libraries but as a substitute for them. The popular thinking seems to be, “Why do we
need a librarian [if] we’ve got Google?”14 Even at an academic library, the new rule
seems to be “Google first, ask [reference] questions later.”15

Users obviously value the ease of access that Google and other search engines pro-
vide, but it comes at the price of quality. Recently the library community has begun a
debate whether libraries should adopt systems that compromise on quality in order to
provide the ease of access that users expect. There is also some discussion about how

Google and other private
search services threaten li-
brary values other than
quality. One prominent
critic of Google, Rory
Letwin, points out that
Google’s digitization of the
contents of libraries cer-
tainly does not imply that
Google will work to ad-
vance such values as equity

of access, collective ownership, and privacy.16 Apart from the growing recognition of
the value of Google’s simplified search process, most discourse in the library profes-
sion has emphasized the opposition between Google’s values and those of libraries.

A fourth account also considers libraries and their values, but it does so only to
dismiss them. This story sees Google’s success as the decisive resolution to an academic

Apart from the growing recognition of the
value of Google’s simplified search process,
most discourse in the library profession has
emphasized the opposition between Google’s
values and those of libraries.
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debate involving two competing visions of information. Joel Achenbach quotes Peter
Lyman of the Berkeley School of Information Management and Systems: “‘There’s been
a culture war between librarians and computer scientists,’ Lyman says. ‘And the war is
over,’ he adds. ‘Google won.’”17

While this is only a sampling of the various narratives relating to Google’s success,
it serves to illustrate some general argumentative tendencies. Most accounts stress the
role of technology and business models, and they fail to consider libraries and their
values. When libraries and library values are considered, the tendency has been to see
Google’s success as antithetical to them. None of these narratives, however, sufficiently
represents the positive correlations between Google and library values or examines
their importance to the Google enterprise. The thesis of this paper is that Google has
succeeded mostly because it has adopted many library values.

Scope and Method

The many ethical questions relating to Google and library values cannot all be addressed
in a single article. This paper seeks to show that elements essential to Google’s success
can be mapped directly to certain traditional library values. Because of this focus, most
of the examples given here will indicate a positive correlation. This is, of course, an
incomplete picture, but this should not be construed as a lack of critical perspective. I
readily admit that there is much to be written about how Google fails to embody library
values. Still, a consideration of how Google does embody some library values can serve
as a preliminary to those more critical works.

Although this is not an experimental paper, a few clarifications are in order. Li-
brary values are usually understood to be the ethical principles expressed in profes-
sional codes or guidelines. But libraries are institutions that have been built with cer-
tain goals and values in mind, and their environment has been structured in such a way
as to embody these values. This paper extends the traditional meaning of library values
to include these institutional structures and the valuable functions that libraries and
their systems perform.

That said, it is now possible to delineate two ways in which Google has brought
library values to the Web environment. First, Google has adopted many of the precepts
that guide librarians in their work. Second, Google has created systems that replicate
(or at least are analogous to) some of the valuable functions that libraries provide.

In order to capture a sense of the developments that have led to Google’s pre-emi-
nence, the following discussion will attempt to present the elements of this story in
their approximate chronological order.

The Early Web Was a Broken Library

What needs to be understood is that the early Web and its search engines were ineffec-
tive or inefficient precisely because they were a travesty of traditional library values.
An incomplete list of those traditional library values would include the following:

• The library should have a collection of quality materials. For instance, The Free-
dom to Read includes the provision that “it is the responsibility of publishers and
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librarians to give full meaning to the freedom to read by providing books that
enrich the quality and diversity of thought and expression.”18

• This collection should be balanced, representing diverse views. For instance, the
Library Bill of Rights states, “Libraries should provide materials and information
presenting all points of view on current and historical issues.”19 Intellectual Free-
dom Principles for Academic Libraries evinces a similar concern: “Preservation and
replacement efforts should ensure that balance in library materials is main-
tained.”20

• The library should facilitate access to materials. For instance, Libraries: An Ameri-
can Value states, “We connect people and ideas by helping each person select
from and effectively use the library’s resources.”21

Above all, the work of librarians is service, usually to the public, and private inter-
est should not be allowed to interfere. Accordingly, two over-arching values are:

• The personal interests of librarians should not compromise service to the user.
For instance, the Code of Ethics of the American Library Association notes, “We do
not advance private interests at the expense of library users.”22

• The personal interests and political views of individuals in the community served
should not be allowed to compromise library service to the community as a
whole. This seems to be implicit, for instance, in the library value of opposing
censorship. For instance, The Freedom to Read section 6 asserts, “It is the respon-
sibility of publishers and librarians, as guardians of the people’s freedom to
read, to contest encroachments upon that freedom by individuals or groups seek-
ing to impose their own standards and tastes upon the community at large.”23

The early Web environment (including its search engines) came up short in every
way. Most basic was the failure to provide a collection of quality materials. In the tradi-
tional paper system, quality was ensured on many levels. Editors acted as an initial
filter, limiting the total universe of published information. Selectivity was further height-
ened by the process of review and recommendation carried out by newspapers, maga-
zines, and journals, and more generally by academic and professional institutions. Fi-
nally, given their limited budgets, each library imposed yet another layer of discrimina-
tion as it acquired only a subset of the available and recommended items. In short, the
universe of materials made available by the traditional paper-based library was the
product of many levels of quality control, where human judgment had, on multiple
occasions, deemed each item worthy of inclusion. Statements of library values usually
do not make this value explicit, probably because selection for quality has been so deeply
embedded in traditional publishing and library practices.

The World Wide Web stood this arrangement on its head. Now anyone with a mo-
dicum of technological skill could publish and be included in the collection, bypassing
the traditional filtering processes. Worse, because there was no obvious profit potential,
traditional publishers—the group that had contributed so much to the creation of reli-
able resources—supplied little to the Web collection. Conversely, those who did con-
tribute “free” content were often interested in selling their products or promoting their
views. This created problems not only with quality of the collection but also with the
balance of the views represented.

5.4caufield. 10/3/05, 2:57 PM558



James Caufield 559

Eventually these failings were to some extent compensated by the growth of the
Web, for even though only a small percentage of materials approached library stan-
dards for quality, the entire collection was becoming extremely large. As Seth Godin
remarks, “We hit a critical mass of really valuable stuff that was online . . . about 2000.”24

Thus the Internet provided the collection, both in terms of quantity and quality, that
was the sine qua non of any library-like information resource.25 The major remaining
problem was how to find these quality materials.

While the Web provides physical access to materials, search engines and directo-
ries provide intellectual access. To do this, any search engine must perform two func-
tions that are essential to a library: it must index the materials in the collection, and it
must provide a retrieval system for matching search queries to the index. For purposes
of this paper, a rough outline of search engine technology will suffice.26

The process of indexing begins with crawlers or spiders that visit Web pages, gather
information, and then store it in an index. When a user submits a query, a search engine
will attempt to match the search terms to items in the index. In the early days of search
engines, this matching process was carried out on the basis of keywords, usually with
results ranked according to the frequency of a keyword on a page. Yet keyword index-
ing is not an especially effective method of access as it tends to produce search results of
low relevance. The work of finding useful materials then devolves upon the user, who
must sort through the results. As the size of the database increases, this task becomes
more onerous. The Web, of course, grew extremely large, and so this limitation became
severe.

An even greater problem was that unscrupulous Web masters could easily ma-
nipulate the automated indexing. The early Web was a riot of private interests run wild,
and nothing better illustrated this than the prominence of pornography in search en-
gine results.

Simply having the relevant words included many times on your web site was enough
[to be included in search results]. But that led to a miasma of pornography web sites that
emptied dictionaries onto their web pages, in invisibly small fonts in white text against
a white background, to attract the attention of search engine “crawlers.” The pollution
of results by the end of 1998 had the search companies tearing their hair out.27

Matters were only made worse when private interest intruded at another level, as
search engine companies accepted money for placing a given Web site in the search
results. With this, the early search engines violated a library value so basic that it had
remained unspoken. Statements of library values have never explicitly forbidden cata-
logers from accepting money for promoting items in the search results, probably be-
cause it was inconceivable given the service ethos of the library.

Thus the early Web contravened every value for which libraries and librarians stood.
At first the resources were too few and of too low quality; later the Web grew into a very
large collection of materials, but much of what it contained was created by profiteers
and self-promoters and was, as a result, often of low quality or unbalanced. Also, this
largest database of all was being searched by an indiscriminate method—a weak key-
word indexing and matching system that produced many irrelevant results. These low-
quality results were further corrupted by self-interested manipulation, both on the level
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of rogue indexers (Web masters who manipulated the automatic indexing systems) and
by the search engine companies (who allowed advertising revenues to bias the search
results). Save for the fact that it offered unprecedented physical access, this early Web
represented everything that librarians abhorred.

Google Brings a Library Value to the Web Environment:
Improved Access through Better Indexing

Something had to be done—but what? The Web presented unparalleled opportunities
for the creation and publication of materials, but as yet there was no corresponding
system to filter and sort these materials. Yet information pertinent to these tasks was
available on the Web itself, and search engines soon began to draw upon it.

Searching the Web involves more than looking for matching keywords in the text of
Web pages. The Web is not a collection of unrelated documents. There are links between
these documents that imply relationships. Search engines that exploit these relationships
to provide more relevant results have emerged in recent years.28

Google’s PageRank algorithm was among the earliest systems to gather this infor-
mation about the relationships between Web pages and use it to filter and sort results.
Algorithms are the complex mathematical formulas used by search engines to process
information. Entire areas of research are devoted to their design and improvement, but
for purposes of the present discussion a highly simplified explanation of algorithms
will suffice.29 Librarians are perhaps too easily convinced that algorithms belong to the
technological and mathematical sciences and are completely beyond the purview of
libraries and their values. Also, search engine algorithms are closely guarded secrets,
which might further stifle discussion in library circles. The PageRank algorithm, how-
ever, has been patented, and so it—unlike most algorithm elements—has been pub-
lished, allowing us to know part of Google’s system for calculating search results.

Google’s PageRank system involves higher mathematics. Yet Google’s explanation
of where it gets its values (in terms of rankings) does not hide behind a technological
narrative of eigenvector calculation and the like. Instead we are given a political de-
scription:

PageRank relies on the uniquely democratic nature of the web by using its vast link
structure as an indicator of an individual page’s value. In essence, Google interprets a
link from page A to page B as a vote, by page A, for page B.30

Any claim that Google’s system is democratic is of course open to criticism, but I will
leave that for another occasion. The concern here is how this system improved Internet
searching and how it is analogous to a traditional library value or practice.

When indexing was done by keywords, the result was less reliable because a key-
word may not provide an appropriate denotation of the content of a page. By contrast,
a link to another Web page is a humanly created indicator explicitly designed to point
to content, and presumably the link contains text describing that content. Google gath-
ers these links (as well as the surrounding text and other elements of the page) for its
index. By indexing at the level of links, Google is mining a far more selective and se-
mantically richer field than the simple keyword method of indexing.
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This process—called link analysis—is also performed by other search engines.
Google is unique in that it makes link analysis into a recursive process. Instead of bas-
ing the rank of a page on a simple count of the number of inbound links, Google assigns
a relative weight to each of the recommending pages. To do this it must assign a weight
to the pages that recommend the recommending pages, and so on—a potentially infi-
nite process. By Google’s own description, the strength of this recursive process is that
it better approximates the social relations between parts of the Web than does a simple
back link count.

Google looks at more than the sheer volume of votes, or links a page receives; it also
analyzes the page that casts the vote. Votes cast by pages that are themselves “important”
weigh more heavily and help to make other pages “important.”31

While we usually think of library values as abstract ethical ideals, this paper ex-
tends the concept of library values to include the valuable functions that libraries per-
form, that is, the tools and services that promote or embody these values. In this wider
sense, the Google PageRank process at least partially replicates a very important li-
brary value. Just as librarians tend to believe they cannot and need not understand
anything about algorithms, people who think about search engines do not seem to of-
ten consider library practices. And even though Google gives a social and political ex-
planation of where its values (in terms of relevant results) come from, this explanation
is seldom linked to traditional library values and practices. For example, an otherwise
thorough review of search engine history attributes Google’s success to the
“groundbreaking insight . . . that the Web is a giant popularity contest—and that the
most-cited pages will probably be the most useful.”32 Only rarely is it recognized that
this is not groundbreaking at all but rather the translation of a traditional library (or
academic) value to the Web environment. “What has made Google special is that, in
assessing the quality of sites, it takes note of how many other pages link to any given
page. This is an old idea from academia, called citation analysis.”33

That the current discourse on Google and other search engines often fails to make
this observation would seem to be a kind of amnesia. Google’s founders were quite
explicit about the role their PageRank process would fill. Even at the inception of the
project, they acknowledged that their valuation process was borrowed from academia,
noting that PageRank is in some ways analogous to “academic citation analysis,”34 and
that the analysis of “back links . . . provide[s] a kind of peer review.”35

Bringing the library practice of citation analysis to the Web environment improves rel-
evance immensely. Rather than having a Web page provide its own indexing (in the
sense of presenting text that will be searched by keyword), PageRank relies on informa-
tion provided by other pages and thus is more objective. Also, PageRank increases rel-
evance by mining Web pages on the higher semantic level of links rather than keyword
alone.

No more could rogue indexers boost their rankings by hiding a dictionary on their
home page. And since porn sites and other crass self-promoters tend not to link to one
another, they will tend to fall in the rankings, as Larry Page et al. noted in 1998.36 Thus
Google brought to the Web a functional (if abbreviated) analog of the process of judg-
ing, filtering, and recommending materials that has traditionally been carried out by
libraries, publishers, and educational institutions. With the PageRank algorithm, Google
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made important steps toward resolving two vexing problems: the low relevance pro-
vided by keyword indexing and searching and the further corruption of results by Web
masters who manipulated the automated indexing systems. PageRank represents a re-
markable step forward in bringing the library values of access (in this case intellectual

access) and uncorrupted indexing to the
Web environment.

Google Brings a Library Value to the
Internet:
Better Access through Simple and
Disinterested User Interface

It is frequently noted that Google’s suc-
cess depended upon a value that is never
mentioned in documents such as the ALA
Code of Ethics or the Library Bill Of
Rights—money.37 The basic outline of the

PageRank search method was created in early 1998, but the infusion of venture capital,
particularly the $25 million it received in June of 1999, gave Google the power to hire
the best, to research, and to implement on a massive scale. By contrast, libraries are
mostly public institutions with already defined missions and commitments to certain
services. In terms of their ability to innovate, libraries are at a distinct disadvantage.

But while money gave Google the potential to innovate, what differentiated it from
other search engines was its willingness to adopt at least some of the traditional values
of libraries and other information services. For instance, Google’s statement of com-
pany philosophy has 10 principles, the first of which is very similar to precepts found
in statements of library values: “Focus on the user, and all else will follow.”38

The business model of existing search engines—the use of banner ads—had pre-
vented such an exclusive focus. If the Internet is the information superhighway, then
banner ads are its billboards. As with highway billboards, the advertising revenue of
banner advertisements depends on the amount of traffic that views the site. It is not
simply a question of how many pass by but also of how long each viewer remains to
take in the advertising. Here arises a potential conflict of interest between the searcher,
who wants results quickly, and the search site, which wants to increase viewing time.
While it would probably be an exaggeration to say that most commercial search sites
are interested in creating traffic jams, it is not inconceivable that they view longer down-
load times as an opportunity for the extended display of advertising rather than as an
impediment to access. After all, the banner ad appears first, followed by the page.

There is another potential conflict of interest. It is very much in the interest of search
services to gather user information, but this can be done only so long as the user re-
mains on the Web site. Yet it is in the user’s interest to find the most relevant materials
wherever they might be. Faced with this choice, the standard practice of search engine
companies has been to make themselves “sticky,” encouraging users to remain on their
sites for purposes of advertising and data collection. As a result, most search services
became increasingly complex portals.

Thus Google brought to the Web a
functional (if abbreviated) analog
of the process of judging, filtering,
and recommending materials that
has traditionally been carried out
by libraries, publishers, and
educational institutions.
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By contrast, Google insisted on the simplicity of the user interface, a practice recog-
nized in the library community as a means of facilitating access. Google did this even
though the lack of content on their own site meant that it was recommending users to
other sites. As Monika Henzinger, director of research at Google, explains, “Portals try
to keep the users there as long as possible. We are trying to keep the users as short a
time as possible.”39 The same concern with access had ramifications for Google’s adver-
tising model—”We don’t want to use simple banners. They slow down the search expe-
rience—users want to get on and off the search page quickly, and we let them.”40 Thus
Google’s site design and advertising decisions were made with a view to improving
access rather than maximizing immediate profit.

Simplicity of interface improves access in several ways. First, physical access is
improved because the time required to load a page is shortened. Second, an uncluttered
interface simplifies the user’s experience and so facilitates intellectual access. Perhaps
most important, Google did not allow the potential benefits of retaining users on its site
to interfere with the user’s untrammeled access to relevant materials, wherever they
might be. This interface design contributed much to the advancement of access in the
Internet environment.

Google Brings the Library Value of (Relatively) Unbiased Selection to the Web
Environment

In terms of traditional library values, selection refers to the process of deciding which
materials should be physically present in the library and thus accessible to users. In the
Web environment, however, all documents (at least all that are not sequestered behind
passwords) are physically available. Given the enormous number of Internet resources,
the challenge for the user is no longer physical access but intellectual access. Of these
many documents, which are relevant? It is impossible to sort through all the results,
and it is frequently noted that searchers rarely go beyond the first few pages of search
results. So it could be said that the search engine ranking process performs a function
analogous to the traditional library practice by “selecting” the resources that will be
intellectually accessible.

In the traditional library environment it would be inconceivable for a librarian to
accept money for including or promoting certain items. Yet what is unthinkable in the
library environment has been standard operating procedure in the Web environment.
Search engine companies accepted (and continue to accept) money, either for including
a Web site in the search results (paid inclusion) or for guaranteeing a given ranking in
the results (paid placement). Here was another conflict of interest, for while the searcher
wanted relevant results, search engines produced results according to another crite-
rion—advertising revenue. Thus, for instance, services provided by Overture and
Inktomi have been sponsor-centered rather than user-centered, focusing on the private
interest of the advertisers and the search engine companies, to the detriment of users.41

To their credit, Google’s founders have sometimes expressed a genuine concern for
core library values. In one notable instance, “[Google co-founder] Mr. Page said that
commercial exploitation was ‘bastardizing’ the search industry.”42 The practice of sell-
ing placement or inclusion in search results could, of course, be profitable. As early as
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2000, Larry Page was saying, “If we signed a deal with a Web advertising network like
DoubleClick, we would be profitable right now. But we are in this for the long-term,
and we want to do the right thing for business. Being profitable immediately isn’t the
right thing.”43

Given this reluctance to adopt the standard business model of the search industry,
it is understandable that “the rows between Google’s two strong-willed founders and
their venture capitalists are legendary.”44 Yet their arguments were not about how to
implement a core library value but rather about how to make money. The question is
strategic: whether a short-term or long-term strategy is “the right thing for business.”
Rather than accepting money for placing advertisements in the search results, Google
eventually (2002) came to accept bids for advertising words, which are then used to
determine the relevance of an advertisement to any given search.45 This “targeted ad-
vertising” is then placed in separate a column and clearly marked as advertising. By
separating advertising from search, Google is able to accept advertising revenue while
maintaining uncorrupted search results.

This has been hailed as a great innovation; but as with other claims about Google’s
systems, it is not completely true. Google’s solution to the conflict of interest inherent in
advertising is certainly consistent with the traditional library value of providing an
unbiased selection of resources. But this business model draws less from libraries than
it does from the practices of another kind of information service—the journalistic tradi-
tion. While news organizations do accept paid advertising, they recognize the potential
conflict of interest between advertising and the unbiased provision of information, and
so they establish a “firewall,” a strict division between the advertising and news de-
partments. In the same way, Google has erected a barrier between advertising and
search.46

Other companies are at least acknowledging Google’s principles, and, to some ex-
tent, they are practicing them. Microsoft, for instance, has at least temporarily aban-
doned the practice of paid inclusion.47 After Yahoo dropped the Google search service,
it began accepting payment for indexing of Web pages, and for this they have received
much criticism. While this is not paid placement, it still means that Yahoo accepts money
for providing an advantage in the indexing process.48 So although Tim Cadogan, a vice
president at Yahoo, maintains that “this is not a pay-for-performance product, where
you can influence your site’s ranking,”49 Jim Lazone, AskJeeves product manager, says
that AskJeeves has dropped this practice because they “couldn’t figure out how to make
fair comparisons” if they used the system.50

Google Produces Better Access through Uncorrupted Indexing

Google refused to corrupt its search results by accepting payment for placement or
inclusion. With this they introduced a standard library practice to the Internet environ-
ment. But what of the problem of rogue indexers, the Web masters who manipulate the
automated indexing to boost their own pages’ rankings? Google’s PageRank algorithm
terminated the crudest efforts, but the indexing system remains vulnerable to spurious
input (also known as “spamming” search engine results). Because Google ranks sites
(at least partly) on the basis of inbound links, creating more inbound links can boost a
site’s ranking.
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One form of this, called Google-bombing, is usually a prank. For instance, at one
time a Google search for the terms “miserable failure” yielded George W. Bush’s biog-
raphy as the first result.51 A more pervasive form of this problem is search engine opti-
mization, “a multimillion dollar industry [that] has grown up around spamming the
Google search results.”52 As spammers attempt to bias the search results, Google tries to
maintain its unbiased selection process. When confronted by deliberate efforts of this
sort, Google now takes steps to punish these sites, reducing their ranking or barring the
site completely.53 Google also makes modifications to its ranking process, and it seems
that these are also in part intended to defeat the most dubious aspects of search engine
optimization.

It is highly debatable whether these policies produce “objective” results (as Google
maintains) or a “tyranny,” as its critics claim.54 Though this question is extremely im-
portant, it is beyond the scope of this paper. Here I only wish to point out that, regard-
less of the success of implementation, it seems that Google’s motivation is in keeping
with basic library values. For instance, Intellectual Freedom Principles for Academic Librar-
ies recommends that “there should be alertness to efforts by special interest groups to
bias a collection through systematic theft or mutilation.”55 With a few substitutions we
can produce a principle that describes Google’s practice: “There should be alertness to
efforts by special interest groups to bias search results through systematic efforts to ma-
nipulate the automated indexing system.”

Google (and Other Search Engines) Seek to Create an Internet Analog to Another
Valuable Library Function—The Reference Interview

According to Google’s technology director, Craig Silverstein, “the ultimate goal is to
have a computer that has the kind of semantic knowledge that a reference librarian
has.”56 While this goal seems distant, another valuable aspect of the reference librarian’s
work is in fact being replicated (or at least partially substituted for) in the online envi-
ronment, and it has the potential to improve search results in the near future.

I have already noted that some library values are not so much expressed in ethical
precepts as they are embodied in library practices. One such practice is the reference
interview. Frequently the patron asks a question that the librarian could answer simply
and cleanly, but a reference interview reveals that the patron is really seeking some-
thing quite different. In this regard, the patron’s first question resembles the bare key-
word query sent to the search engine. If no further inquiry is made and no context for
the question is established, then both the reference librarian and the search engine are
engaged in a simple process of matching terms to resources, without any attempt to
verify that the items are appropriate to the user’s need. The reference interview, a tradi-
tional library procedure, is an ethical action designed to identify the user’s information
need and so provide better intellectual access.

Google and other search engines also gather feedback from the searcher but in a
different fashion. Exactly what information search engines gather and how they use it
cannot be dealt with here. What is clear is that Google deposits on each computer a
cookie that reports browser search history to Google.57 This can include a record of
search terms used and sites visited.
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Generally, Google’s desire to gather personal information has been thought to be
motivated by an interest in targeting advertising. While this is certainly true, user pro-
filing can also render searches more relevant by providing a context for an otherwise
isolated query. At least one search engine, Mooter, gathers information during a session
and uses it “to adjust the rankings based on the user’s behavior,”58 and it is reasonable
to think that other search engines are developing similar (and more extensive) tech-
niques.

One of the next big leaps for search engines [will be] finding meaning in the way a
single person searches the Web.  . . . Search engines will study the user’s queries and
Web habits and, over time, personalize all future searches. Right now Google and the
other search engines don’t really know their users.”59

All the major search engines have said recently that they see personalized search results
as a key way to advance relevancy.60

How Google Threatens to Undermine One Library Value—Privacy

For the most part, this paper has been a discussion of how Google has adopted certain
library values. Because of this focus, almost all of the examples used in this paper show
congruence between library values and Google’s practices. This should not be taken to
imply that there are no critical issues; Google’s practices do in some ways stand in
opposition to traditional library values. This paper cannot engage in an extended dis-
cussion of these critical issues, but a consideration of one—privacy—might provide
some balance.

While there is no technical barrier to the development of personalized search, there
are serious ethical questions, particularly concerning the traditional library value of
protecting patron privacy. For example, Intellectual Freedom Principles for Academic Li-
braries states, “The privacy of library users is and must be inviolable. Policies should be
in place that maintain confidentiality of library borrowing records and of other infor-
mation relating to personal use of library information and services.”61

As noted above, Google and other search engines are faced with a dilemma. Even if
a search engine company were wholly devoted to the benefit of its users, there would
still be motive to compromise privacy. It is possible to advance one library value (ac-

cess, in the form of relevant
material) at the expense of an-
other library value (privacy).
Library users make a similar—
though far better safeguarded—
concession when they confide
their information needs to a ref-
erence librarian. In any case,
both access and privacy benefit

the public, the users of search services. But if a search engine company is devoted pri-
marily to private profit, it is also true that marketers and others would pay enormous
sums for access to the detailed user profiles that companies such as Google could com-

So there are tremendous incentives—both
user-centered and profit-centered—for a
search engine company not to uphold the
crucial library value of privacy.
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pile. So there are tremendous incentives—both user-centered and profit-centered—for
a search engine company not to uphold the crucial library value of privacy.

Google’s Gmail privacy policy states, “We will never rent, sell or share information
that personally identifies you for marketing purposes without your express permis-
sion.”62 Yet despite this robust promise, Matthew Goldberg points out that it has little
weight.

The Terms of Use agreements governing the use of Gmail, which by its own terms is the
controlling document in the event of any inconsistency with the Privacy Policy, eviscerates
any protection purportedly offered by the promise not to disclose personal information.
The Terms of Use agreement states that “Google may, in its sole discretion, modify or
revise these terms and conditions and policies at any time.” Similarly, the Terms of Service
agreement for Google’s search engine states that Google “reserves the right to modify
these Terms of Service from time to time without notice.”63

In April 2004 Google said that it did not plan to correlate its Gmail user profiles with
searcher profiles, but Goldberg points out that after the California Online Privacy Protec-
tion Act (OPPA) went into effect on July 1, 2004, Google “clarified” its position.

That Google clarified its stance with respect to correlating search and e-mail immediately
following passage of the OPPA suggests some duplicity on the company’s part. The
Google representatives had stated in the past that the company has no intention of
correlating personal data among services. But if this is so, “why does it need to explicitly
reserve the right to do so?”64

One answer is that the correlation can provide more effective search, which would be in
the interest of users. Another answer is that Google intends to build user profiles it can
sell. In either case, Google’s legal strategy seems to be at odds with their public state-
ments, which calls into question the high-minded assertions Google has made.

Some Speculations about the Future of Library Values in the For-Profit Search
Engine Environment

In some professions, such as medicine and law, institutions are held to high standards.
This has been true of libraries. Yet in their earliest incarnations, search engines embod-
ied almost none of the traditional library values and practices. It is gratifying that the
search engine company that eschewed its immediate self-interest is the company that
has succeeded most. It is a validation of at least some library values in that they have
been essential even in a for-profit setting. If we imagine a spectrum of ethical actions
ranging from those that are most directly self-interested to those that serve only the
public interest, Google represents a step away from the most immediate self-interest of
earlier search engine practices. It is possible that private search engine companies will
find it in their interest to continue to take such ethical steps. For instance, outrage over
privacy violations could conceivably provoke a massive boycott of certain search en-
gines in favor of others that are more scrupulous.

This paper has argued that the still-immature Internet environment has become
more functional as search engines have adopted some library values. This historical
tendency might seem to imply that eventually all library values will be adopted by
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search engine services. But the profit motive of search engine companies imposes limi-
tations on this trend. For example, Google does not create recommendations of rel-
evance, it only gathers them. Compared to the labor-intensive work performed by li-
brarians, this automated gathering is relatively inexpensive and so makes profit pos-
sible. But while an automated system is cheaper than one directly managed by human

judgment, it is far less reliable and far more open to
manipulation. No matter how much Google tries to
maintain unbiased rankings, it is hard to see how it
could ever attain the high standards of libraries. Simi-
lar criticisms can be made of the attempts to replace
the reference interview through “personalization.”
These are analogs to library functions, and they rep-
resent great advances over earlier search engine prac-
tices. However, they are not the ethical and functional
equivalents of the corresponding values provided by

libraries. It seems that Google’s ethical advances, admirable though they are, should be
stated only as a matter of degree.

It is possible that search engines have already adopted most of the library values
that can be “monetized.” What will happen to other library values that offer little po-
tential for profit? Helen Nissenbaum and Lucas Introna have argued that the Internet
should be considered part of the public sphere because it fulfills “some of the same
functions of other traditional public spaces—museums, parks, beaches, and schools,”
and that, accordingly, search engines must meet high ethical as well as technical stan-
dards.65 Libraries also provide a public good, and library values have developed in the
context of service, usually public service. It is crucial to identify those library values
that cannot be embodied by privately held search engines. Letwin has made a good
preliminary statement in this regard:

We should take care to remember what librarianship means in contradistinction to
commercialized information, to remember the difference between individuals-as-citizens
and individuals-as-consumers, and to remember that as librarians we are public stewards
of the information commons and have an obligation to protect it.66

Conclusion

Google’s technological achievements have been effusively praised in the popular press,
and partly for that reason this paper has perhaps underemphasized their importance.
For instance, Google’s technological innovation goes far beyond the PageRank algo-
rithm, and it is likely that advances here, though not well publicized, are unprecedented.
So it would be overreaching to say that Google’s adoption of certain traditional library
values has caused its enormous success.

Still, the importance of these values has been vastly underestimated. Consider just
a few library values as they relate to the most common explanations of Google’s suc-
cess. Some might seek to weigh the contribution made by values against the contribu-
tions made by new technology and new business models, but the categories do not

It seems that Google’s
ethical advances,
admirable though they
are, should be stated only
as a matter of degree.
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separate out so neatly. Google’s PageRank technology is an instantiation of the library
function of citation analysis. This search technology has strong ethical components, in
that PageRank and other link analysis algorithms bring one library value to the Web
(by providing relevant results) and prevent damage to another one (by thwarting the
work of unscrupulous Web masters). In the same way, Google’s new business model
cannot be considered to be distinct from questions of values. Here the crucial element is
an ethical practice borrowed from journalism, namely the firewall between the infor-
mation and advertising. To a certain degree, this firewall instantiates another library
value—that service to users should not be compromised by private interest.

Google has brought some important library values and functions to the Internet
environment. The PageRank algorithm has increased access to quality materials, and it
has limited the influence of private interest by checking efforts at self-promotion.
Google’s design has also increased access, partly by simplifying the interface and partly
by encouraging users to seek materials off site despite the search engine company’s
private interest in keeping users on site. Google has advanced the library value of unbi-
ased selection by refusing to allow advertising to corrupt its results; it has advanced
unbiased indexing by resisting the efforts of those who would “optimize” their site’s
ranking. While the practice raises serious questions concerning privacy, Google and
other search engines seek to create an analog to the reference interview, employing user
profiles to identify information needs and thereby facilitate access. So although Google
does not embody all library values, it has brought many of them to the Internet envi-
ronment, and there is little doubt they have been essential to its success.
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