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Google’s Search for Solutions to Privacy Issues 

INTRODUCTION 

Google’s ease of use and superior search results have propelled the search engine to its number 

one status, ousting former competitors such as AltaVista and WebCrawler. Even later offerings by 

other large tech companies using comparable algorithms, such as Bing by Microsoft, have failed 

to make significant inroads with internet users, with Google retaining an impressive 90 percent of 
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predefined action such as making an online purchase (pay-per-conversion). This model is attractive 

to advertisers because they only pay when their ad is effective, as determined by the metric of their 

choice. The twist, however, is that Google does not set ad prices, but rather puts its limited 

advertising space up for auction; companies submit “bids” for how much they will pay per 
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Email Account 

Google’s email account service, called Gmail, has more than 1.5 billion monthly active users and 

is the world’s largest email service provider. Gmail was initially revolutionary for the huge amount 

of space it offered—1 gigabyte per user when rivals were only offering 100 megabytes or less— 

and the integration of Google search, which gave users a robust way to search within their stored 

emails. Since then, Gmail has continued to offer popular features such as snoozing, email “nudge” 

reminders, email scheduling, clickable attachments, two-factor authentication, predictive Smart 

Compose, a variety of add-ons, and deep integration with other Google products such as Hangouts, 

YouTube, Maps, Drive, and Calendar. 

YouTube 

In 2006, Google acquired video sharing site YouTube for $1.65 billion. YouTube allows users to 

upload and share original videos and has become the second most visited of all websites 

(Google.com is the most visited site in the world). Everyone from global corporations to 

consumers uses YouTube to share videos ranging from video blogs to parodies, to corporate 

messages to news events. By selling video advertising slots before, during, and after videos, as 

well as placing banner ads in free space on the site, Google has made billions in advertising 

revenue. Additionally, YouTube content creators can share in advertising profits from their videos 

through YouTube’s Partner Program, allowing popular “YouTubers” to make careers out of their 

channels. 

Android 

In 2005, Google acquired the startup firm Android Inc., which worked on mobile phone software 

technology. In 2008, the Android operating system was released by the Open Handset Alliance, a 

team of organizations led by Google whose mission is to promote the development of open 

standards for mobile devices. The Android operating system is an open source platform, meaning 

the source code is available for outside users to view and use. However, Google has copyrighted 

the Android name and logo, as well as some proprietary features of Google’s version of the 

software. Companies that wish to claim they make “Android” devices must enter into a licensing 
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agreement with Google. The Android operating system is most often used in mobile devices and 

tablets but can also be found on other devices, including full computers, game consoles, and digital 

cameras. 

Android has become the most popular mobile operating system in the world, making up 

over 86 percent of the market. In many countries, Android has more than 90 percent market share. 
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economic relief and recovery, Google distributed $15 million in cash grants to various 

organizations benefitting medium-sized small businesses. That same year, the company provided 

$12 million in funding to support the fight against racial equity. 

In addition to the company’s work through Google.org, Google contributes hundreds of 

millions of dollars directly to various charities and socially responsible organizations. Just before 

the company’s initial public offering in 2004, Google’s co-founder Larry Page promised Google 

would continually contribute 1 percent of its profits, 1 percent of its equity, and a significant 

amount of employee time to philanthropic endeavors. In terms of giving employee time, Google 

encourages employees to get involved in giving back to their communities. For instance, Google 

matches up to $6,000 of each employee’s contributions to nonprofits annually. The company has 

donated more than $50 million to thousands of nonprofits. Google  b  than ls  thousandes adhAp,  emplbyee advcpc   emplbyee�  th,v P0
3 amount e advcpc   emplrme adhbph  thousGp,h P0
ousGarities ad  adadveadtmp	 adhAp ad   Foadip	 dhApm  inst,hAp ad . em  Gp, c  organi	 dudtmpb   ad he adpA V companyousGp,handesServ
ousGarevtb ,ani	 whichAp,  employees adhsee adcVpbpVtA asndi adcVpbpp,honi adcVpbpp,h adhbphi
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from advertising—this information is extremely valuable to its continued business success. 

Google’s privacy policy details what information it collects and how it uses that information. For 

instance, Google claims it may share non-personal information with its partners. 

Despite Google’s attempts to be transparent, there are ethical gray areas regarding the 

collection and use of data. Because there is still little legislation regulating how internet companies 

gather and employ user information, it is tempting for firms to push the limits on privacy. Going 

too far, however, creates reputational and legal problems. Google was fined $57 million under the 

EU's General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) in France. The French data protection authority 

claimed Google did not disclose how data is collected across its services properly. Such concerns 

are not exclusive to GDPR. Although Google is the most popular search engine, one poll found 

that 52 percent of Google users have concerns about their privacy when using it. This could be a 

potential obstacle for Google since consumer trust plays a big role in how they interact with a 

company. The following sections discuss some of the major privacy issues Google has 

experienced. 

Search Queries 

One of the major privacy criticisms levied against Google is that the company keeps track of users’ 

search terms. Keeping a longer history allows Google to create a custom user experience. Consider 

all the things you have ever searched for using Google’s search engine. Now consider how 

comfortable you feel knowing the company has recorded and stored all those search 

terms...forever. This tracking cannot be turned off—users can disable their Google web history to 

remove any external record of searches and prevent the information from being used in certain 

ways, but Google will continue to record and store search terms for internal purposes. To address 

privacy concerns, users can automatically set their Google history to be deleted on a 3-month or 

18-month schedule, so it's no longer a manual process. To be fair, the practice of retaining search 

data is not limited to Google—many other internet firms do the same. Because Google is the most 

popular search engine in the world, it is more heavily scrutinized. 

The big question users ask is whether their search terms can be traced back to them 

personally. Google claims that although it stores users’ search terms, after 18 months the data 

becomes “anonymized” and theoretically untraceable. However, critics debate this claim because 
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supposedly anonymized data from other search engines were later matched to specific users. 

Google claims it treats this information with respect, using it to refine its search engine. Yet under 

the Third Party Doctrine and the Patriot Act, the U.S. government could subpoena the data if 

deemed necessary for national security. Needless to say, Google’s storage of users’ search terms 

is a controversial topic. In fact, several smaller search engines such as DuckDuckGo use the fact 

that they do not track user activity as a competitive differentiator from Google. 

Tracking Users 

Tracking users has become a major issue for Google. For instance, it was revealed that Android 

phones contained location-logging features enabling the firm to collect GPS coordinates of its 

users as well as the coordinates of nearby Wi-Fi networks. Although some people do not appear 

to mind having their activity tracked, Google has repeatedly violated public trust. In 2kov,bc bGIn i i ch ,hpttv
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Google’s audits reveal problems, the FTC may impose fines of $16,000 for each violation per day. 

These audits are a blow to Google’s operations. As one of the first internet companies to have this 

kind of audit imposed on it, the company will have to tread carefully regarding how it collects and 

uses information. On the other hand, Google might choose to see this as an opportunity to improve 
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Despite these precautions, Google’s plan ran into problems almost from the onset. Google 

gained significant market share and became a serious competitor to Baidu, but the company’s 

relationship with the Chinese government was continually tense, with Google accusing the 
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tracking activities of companies like Google. 

Some of the ideas that federal regulators have been discussing include a User’s Bill of 

Rights and a mandatory Do Not Track feature. The Bill of Rights would, among other things, 



 

  

        

       

 

        

      

       

  

          

          

        

         

       

  

      

        

     

      

           

      

       

        

       

         

       

       

         

  

 

companies in the world. Today the company is the owner and provider of products that go above 

and beyond simply a search engine. While there might be a risk of Google overextending itself, 

the company has a talent for making highly profitable acquisitions that increase its global reach. 

As a way to manage its various businesses, in 2015 Google created a new publicly traded 

holding company called Alphabet. The founders, Larry Page and Sergey Brin, believed that 

developing a holding company and “slimming down” Google to focus more on its internet 

businesse
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 

1. Has Google implemented a strategy that serves all stakeholders? 

2. How can Google respect privacy and still maintain its profitability? 

3. How will increasing global regulation of privacy affect Google’s operations? 
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