How many Web-wide search engines do we need?
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In the few weeks before writing this column, there were quite a few events that made me think how would I answer that question in the title, and some triggered my own exploratory actions. I read the compilation about the popularity of Web-wide search engine by Danny Sullivan, who knows search engines as the back of his hand. I tested and reviewed the new Cuil search engine that disappointed me more than any other search engines,  both with its content and software. 
I also followed the desperate and aggressive efforts of Microsoft to acquire Yahoo throughout the summer. I looked up comScore’s July, 2008 statistics  about the most current market share of the top 5 search engines. Finally, I found the summary report of the recent  survey of search engine usage by the Pew Research Center’s Internet and American Life Project.  These together made me think about how many Web-wide search engine do we need. 
Search Engine Market Share
Google has undoubtedly remained far the most popular Web-wide search engine. The use of some of its components, such as Froogle,  certainly declined, but the growth of use of the core Google search engine is obvious. The composite chart created by Danny Sullivan <<http://searchengineland.com/080523-155835.php>>  from the reports of the four most important rating services -Nielsen Online, Hitwise, comScore, and Compete – clearly show its steady rise by popularity according to all the above services. 
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Figure 1. Sullivan’s composite chart of the growing popularity of Google
The question is only whether its share of the search traffic  is closer to 55% or 65%. One of the main new reasons for this may be that Google  now incorporates in the mainstream result list, hits from Google Book Search and Google Scholar. The brilliant idea of Larry Page and Sergey Brin of ranking hits based on the cumulative PageRank of pages linking to a site, keeps paying back more and more as the size of the Google database keeps increasing. 
Interestingly, the opposite is happening with Google Scholar which abandoned ranking of its result list by the citedness of papers (the idea of Eugene Garfield which gave the idea to Page and Brin using links as a functional “simile” to citation, sometimes referred to as sitation). Google Scholar’s current relevancy ranking often produces absurd lists where the most cited papers on a topic or by a journal get to  the bottom of the result list, while modestly cited papers appear in the first few pages. 
The increase in Google’s market share, of course, resulted in the decrease of the market share by Yahoo which now hovers around 20%, while the share of Microsoft Live Search is below 10% according to all the four rating services.  
These data make it clear why Microsoft was so keen to buy Yahoo which in the meantime significantly increased the breadth of sources crawled, and made its software smarter in more ways than one (more about this later). I would not be surprised if Microsoft would decide to pull the plug on its entire Live Search product line as it did with its modest Live Search Book service, and the very poor Live Academic Search service, and would return to licensing a search engine from a third party, as it did earlier. Ask and AOL has much of the remaining small slice of the pie, each about 3%, leaving barely any room for others. 
The not so cool debut of Cuil
It should have been a warning for the founders and investors of Cuil, Inc. that even smart and innovative Web-wide search engines, such as Ask and Exalead have had a very hard time to get a larger size of the market. The much touted claim that Cuil has crawled three times as many pages as Google, and ten times as many pages as Microsoft Live Search meant nothing when it had a debut which was as successful as the opening of the new terminal at Heathrow a few months earlier. Wordsmithing the bombastic press releases << http://www.cuil.com/info/news_press/ >> may have taken too much time of the system developers from, well, real development.  
The claim that its software is much superior than the existing ones because “rather than  relying on superficial popularity metrics, Cuil searches for and ranks pages based on their content and relevance”, turned out to be as realistic as a kindergartener’s braggadocio that he can knock out the current heavyweight champion in the first round. The software lacks basic functions such as phrase searching, Boolean OR and NOT operation, limiting the search to the title, to a given site, document type and language. These  are readily available in many search engines that were not supported by $33 million venture capital, and massive pre-release publicity. 
As for relevance ranking by content, pages with the same content but retrieved from different sites are scattered far apart in the result lists full of duplicates, triplicates and quadruplicates, because Cuil can’t get its ducks in a row, let alone fold them under one entry as variants. The ranking farce is illustrated at http://www.jacso.info/cuil/.  
Apart from a few journalists who apparently  never tested the system, but happily parroted the PR claims, and got too excited by the chance of using the moniker: Google-killer, the professional press and the blog universe gave an overwhelmingly negative reception  to Cuil as it is apparent when you make a search about the Cuil search engine (which should be pronounced as cool). From my review  hosted by the Gale Group<< http://www.gale.cengage.com/reference/peter/ >> one may get the impression that the extremely premature release of Cuil was much more fuil than cuil. A month later the number of hits increased significantly, but the reported hit counts are more inflated than in other search engines. 
For example, Cuil promises 146,293 results for the query CUIL, but its stops showing any more than about 250 of them. In addition, it must have been the equivalent of the Freudian slip of the tongue that among the hits I found the cover image of the book titled “Do It Wrong Quickly”  associated by Cuil with one of the items in this search. The page  does not have this phrase on the page and neither is the cover image that Cuil attached to the record. There is a large number of much more odd, and obviously nonsense association of images with “hits” on the result lists of Cuil searches, and most of the search results would show highly irrelevant pairing of text and images. Frustrated users produced several galleries of particularly odd couples wedded by the less than perfect matchmaker module of Cuil.
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Figure 2. Extremely inflated hit counts and odd text and image couples in Cuil

The dramatically plummeting daily usage statistics of Cuil that I produced with the Compete.com rating service for the 45 days following its debut, indicate that most of the guinea pig users felt disappointed, and thought that the would-be emperor has no cloth. 

The velocity measure of the Compete.com service “reports the relative change in daily Attention [received by a site]. Velocity is used to determine the relative growth of a domain over a particular timeframe or compared to other sites. Velocity is an effective way to measure the impact of planned (or unplanned) events, such as new advertising campaigns, product/service launches or general site growth.” In Cuil case the clear trend is decline not growth according to the chart produced by Compete.com. This seem to reflect the public perception of the service – even if one has reservations about statistics. 
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Figure 3. The attention received by Cuil following its launch has kept declining according to the Compete service.

Internet users’ daily use of search engines

All the above data about the share of the search market became even more important when statistics were released about the dramatic increase of Internet users who use search engines. Of course,  one has to be cautious with any kind of statistics, even if they are provided by the respected Pew Research Center. According to the of a  survey made in April, 2008 and reported in early August <<  www.pewinternet.org/pdfs/PIP_Search_Aug08.pdf >> “almost half of all Internet users now use search engines on a typical day”. Because of my skepticism about statistics and press releases, I carefully read the announcement, including the footnotes in small print. 
I can report to the readers of Online Information Review, that the data (referring to U.S. searchers) is even higher, probably much higher. The reason for this is that the data reported by the Pew center does not include all Internet users. The sample was limited to the adult population, i.e. users 18 years and older. This is an important restriction because teenagers below 18 represent a significant portion of Internet users, whether they are using search engines for finding MP3 music, the latest pictures of their tinny bop band or the Cliff Notes for their homework. They search ferociously, incessantly  and switch between search engines faster than I can type in my single word query. This takes me to my conclusion 
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Figure 4. Statistics from the Pew Research center for adults’ daily use of Internet
How many Web-wide search engines do we need?

In the ideal world one perfect search engine would suffice. Even in this age of sub-perfection, on a typical day I use three Web-wide search engines (Google, Yahoo, and Exalead), out of the dozen available. It must be added that I make a living of searching and educating others to search efficiently. 
Assuming that about 2 billion searches are made each day, even the tiniest slice of the pie may be worth for search engine developers to sweat for. We have seen the rise and fall, acquisitions and metamorphosis of dozens of Web-wide search engines in the past 10 years, from Excite to InfoSeek, Altavista,  Magellan, Direct Hit, HotBot, Snap, and WiseNut among many others. We have seen the astronomical prices paid for search engines, so we must understand the fervor for developing and posting on the Web a new search engine, and promising a rose garden.  
I think that the  power and appeal of Google’s PageRank algorithm can be hardly challenged in relevance ranking. Yahoo, Ask, ExaLead and Gigablast   may now report fewer results for a query than Cuil, but the relevance of the very important first 20 hits are often better in these search engines than in Cuil.  Knowing that only a very small segment of the users go beyond the first page of the result list, chiseling relevance ranking may become the critical issue for attracting users, not the size of the database.. 
Most users typically would need only a single search engine if it would incorporate the best features of the above mentioned, existing search engines. Cuil does not even come close to this dream-team search engine, but there may be enough really talented  developers and appalingly rich venture capitalists   to implement and finance such a search engine for all seasons, and all users, with easily customizable interface to please all the searchers  all the time. 
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