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We are the music makers,
And we are the dreamers of dreams

– ‘Ode’, from Music and Moonlight
by Arthur O’Shaughnessy






Introduction

When we ask for help

Imagine you are about to be hit by one of the worst storms in history. What runs through your head? Well, I can actually tell you.

August 2017: Hurricane Harvey is barrelling towards Texas and Louisiana. It will cause devastation to everything in its path, leading to the loss of over a hundred lives. While preparing for the storm, battening down hatches and stockpiling emergency supplies, some Texans paused to search Google for something, something personal and understandable and very, very human: ‘How to calm a dog in a storm’.

For me, this encapsulates perfectly how we search. We want to comprehend a catastrophic weather event, or an election, or a once-in-a-lifetime pandemic, but we also really want to understand how it affects us and the people (or pets) we care about. Asking Google for help is not something we do instead of interacting with fellow humans; it’s often something we do in service to ourselves and others. Search is part of our social world.



How to calm a dog in a storm

Texas, August 2017


[image: A horizontal bar graph tracks search interest on August 13, 19, 21, 26, 28 and 30. Bars increase from fewer searches to more searches, with representations of a storm cloud and a dog. The longest and shortest bars correspond to August 19 and 26, respectively.]
As data editor at Google, my job is to glean insights from the mountain of search data. When I first asked Google something, the internet was already big enough to be confusingly huge. Now, decades later, I feel lucky to be working with a team analysing those results every day. Some days I also feel like an archaeologist, uncovering unknown truths about who we are. And I want to share that feeling with you.

Originally, the title of this book was going to be What We Ask Google (when we ask for help). Google Trends is our window into that world. Available to everyone through a public tool, it takes a random sample of the billions of searches that happen each day and categorizes them so that my team and I can see how a town or a state or a country searches. But that’s it. The data is anonymous and aggregated – I could not tell you how an individual searches even if I wanted to. What we can do, however, is show how we all search collectively. It’s arguably the biggest publicly available dataset in existence and can reasonably claim to represent humanity across the world. And that provides a unique window into what people have been thinking about for the past twenty years and more – not just what, but where and when.

Of course, there are geographical limits. Firstly, the searches are aggregated down to city level, but no further. And where access to Google is limited, as it is in China, the data is not going to tell us anything useful. The same goes for places where there are not many people. Yet it is still the most powerful dataset on earth, because of two other things: honesty and immediacy.

Honesty, because the way we search is not the way we present ourselves on social media. There’s no such thing as a dumb query, or anything too embarrassing to search for (check out chapter 4).

Immediacy, because we can see spikes in search interest that have occurred within the past five minutes. We see searches each day that reflect something that just happened. One minute we may be looking for a job opening or a recipe, the next we hear something on the news and want to fact-check it to see if it really did just happen.

Did you know that searches including ‘?’ are at a higher number now than at any time in the internet’s history? The same is true of ‘question words’ – who, what, where, when, why, how. It appears that in English at least, we often ask questions in proper sentences, with punctuation and everything. And it doesn’t matter how simple, or deep, or empathetic, or nonsensical the question might be. Search reflects who we are. It’s why ‘Get my baby to sleep’ spikes around two a.m. Sometimes it doesn’t make any sense at face value, but it reflects the ephemeral nature of our moods and concerns. For instance, we search for both taxes and holiday rentals in the afternoon – perhaps we are dealing with our home admin, and wishing we were having a break somewhere instead. And it’s why we search for pain, insomnia and friendship at night.

Imagine that, one day, aliens descend on New York and want to get a true understanding of who these humans are and what matters to them. Google search is the dataset that could give them some inkling into how we live our lives.

It is the world’s brain, represented in data.

* * *

Which leads us to the question: with billions of searches happening every day, where do we start?

I sometimes get asked if my job is depressing, often by friends imagining that search data must represent the worst of humanity. They suggest it’s all queries that reveal people as bigoted or selfish or nasty or mean. It is, after all, a mirror of society.

But, as I always tell those friends, I don’t find my job depressing, I find it hopeful.

This is not a book about the content of the internet, or whether that content is good or bad. This is a book about humans’ innate curiosity: what we ask when we have access to the world’s knowledge, and what it shows about what we have in common around the world.

One of the reasons I find it so hopeful is because so much of search is about helping. Searches for ‘How to help …’ have never been higher than they are right now, in the world of the mid-2020s, as I am writing this book – and helping is part of what connects us to one another. What is striking about the data is that often searches are not only about helping ourselves, but helping others. Those top searches include ‘How to help anxiety’ and even just ‘How to help people’. It can reflect powerlessness – we ask for help because we don’t know what to do, especially for those we care for. Searches for ‘How to help someone with depression’ always feature in the top-searched queries, as does ‘How to help someone having a panic attack’. But even if we don’t always know exactly where to start, the data strongly contradicts the idea that human beings are only interested in looking after themselves.

When there’s a natural disaster, we search for how to help or donate to a cause. In the days after the wildfire on the Hawaiian island of Maui in 2023, for instance, the top-trending search on donations across all of Google was ‘Maui fire donation’. And we see this pattern repeat itself every time there is a huge natural disaster.

Another top search, even when there isn’t a disaster to dominate the news coverage, is ‘How often can you donate plasma?’

My personal favourite (which may be the most English search ever) is the summer spike in searches in the UK for ‘How to help a bee’.

We may appear to be more polarized than ever before, yet this theme of trying to help others comes through again and again in the data. Every day, the world searches for how to help the victims of a natural disaster, or a war, or economic collapse. The irony is that while we may feel more isolated than we used to (I checked: we do), we are in fact all searching for the same things, and this data can help foster an understanding of what it means to be part of society in the twenty-first century.



How to help a bee

UK (search spikes every year in June)
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* * *

Google’s chief economist Hal Varian and Yossi Matias, then vice president of engineering and head of the Israel Engineering Center, first came up with the idea of a tool that could tap into the zeitgeist in the early 2000s. Thanks to Yossi’s Tel Aviv-based team of engineers, Google Trends became real for the first time – launched in 2006 and with data going back to 2004. By the following year it included daily trends. And by 2015, when I joined Google, it was relaunched with real-time data, meaning you can see what the world was searching just a few moments earlier.

The fact that this data can be mined by anyone and is even remotely useful is down to something you may never even have heard of: the Google Knowledge Graph.1 This is a collection of more than 500 billion facts about over five billion topics (or ‘entities’ as they’re referred to by Google). And it powers Google search. Why is it important? When you search for ‘Lincoln’, for instance, are you searching for the sixteenth US president, the city in England or the luxury American car brand? Search tries to work out what you’re really looking for so you can get the best results. The Knowledge Graph is also a way of categorizing people’s searches so that Google Trends can help us analyze the data properly. It includes searches in different languages, slang references, common misspellings – all the different ways we might search for the same idea. It’s how we can search for love in Uganda and Brazil and compare the two. It’s what gives the data a real resonance.

By the time you read this, the Google Trends dataset could easily represent a sample of trillions of queries, equivalent to hundreds of queries per adult on the planet. Imagine if we had a survey with responses from every adult on earth. What could that tell us about what we care about day to day?

Now, two decades after it was launched, the data is used by newsrooms to turn real-time insights into news stories showing how the world cares about the big issues. Content creators use it to generate ideas for social videos, and NGOs use it to monitor searches from crisis-hit regions. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) has used it for real-time economic forecasting, based on some research that Hal produced into what economists call ‘nowcasting’ – basically, very short-term forecasting. In this case, nowcasting is the idea that we can use Google Trends in real time to predict movements in the economy,2 that a shift in searches for ‘jobless claims’, for example, would show a spike before unemployment figures started moving upwards. As Hal says, Google searches are a ‘leading indicator’, just as building permits are leading indicators of future construction, or searches for ‘holiday in Italy’ are a leading indicator of future tourists in Tuscany.

The OECD has produced its own research about using Google Trends to predict economic variables.3 The team even used it to produce a weekly tracker of one of the most significant indicators of how an economy is doing: gross domestic product. GDP, as most people refer to it, is how governments measure the strength of their economies. Traditionally the figures are available only once every three months. But what if these economists could use Google Trends to produce a weekly guide to GDP? So that’s what they did. The OECD Weekly Tracker of GDP combined machine learning and Google Trends data to track every G20 country’s economy each week, compared to the same week the year before, across topics such as consumption, labour markets, housing, trade, industrial activity and economic uncertainty.4 If a single search is a bit like a drop of water amid a torrential rainstorm, Trends data is more like a weather report.

* * *

‘Hey Google, what’s the weather today?’

Millions of people start every morning the same way. You can live in Nairobi or LA, London or Seoul, and at the very least you will have searching for the weather in common. Will it be cold or warm; will you need an umbrella or snowshoes?

Since 1998, the way we search has transformed,5 from hammering short queries into keyboards to speaking to devices in our home or on our phones. Most recently, search is enhanced with AI to summarize those queries and aggregate search results into the most accessible form possible. This revolution is in its early stages, but we can see the data shifting already. For one thing, queries are getting longer as we interact with AI in search in a more precise way. Where before we might have said ‘Vietnamese restaurants near me’ now you might phrase it ‘Show me Vietnamese restaurants near me that would be suitable for celebrating a birthday party and where I could bring my own cake’. Plus there is a kind of cognitive offloading emerging where people are increasingly using it to help them make major life decisions around financial planning, or even to get advice on their personal relationships. Where before we might have gone down the search rabbit hole ourselves, now we have help to do it for us. And we can even use image generation to see ourselves in a particular item of clothing (or to create a version of your dog as Superdog from Superman as I did recently). A future version of this book might look completely different. But while the technology behind search has developed over time, the rhythm of some searches is remarkably consistent. This data is both micro and macro: we want to understand what the weather is going to be like where we are, but we also want to know if climate change is the reason why tropical storm searches are higher now than ever before. Every day we ask questions like ‘Is it going to rain today?’ and ‘What is the difference between weather and climate?’ and ‘What is the weather in …?’ (We also search for how to protect our pets from a deluge.) It is often said that people only think about how things affect them. Actually, we routinely think about both the world at large and our place within it.

The reason this matters so much for understanding Google Trends is that we’re always looking for things we can use as a comparison. Weather searches give us a baseline to understand how significant a different search is. That TV show you’re binge-watching? I want to know how it compares to the weather – that will tell us how much it really matters. Take September 2021 for instance, when the hit Korean TV show Squid Game actually peaked higher than queries about rain, across the world.

Lots of daily searches are rhythmic, like checking the weather every morning. But humans are endlessly surprising, and even after gathering Trends data for years, it still astonishes me how some 15% of all Google searches each day are brand new, never seen before. It’s hard to imagine any other dataset where a significant proportion would be new and would change each day, seemingly for ever. It is the paradox at the heart of who we are: humans really are unique, and our searches prove that, yet we often share the same moments in remarkably similar ways. We all look up at the same sky.


The top twenty searched questions

Worldwide, all time, English

1

What is my IP?

2

What to watch

3

What time is it?

4

How to tie a tie

5

How many ounces in a cup?

6

Where am I?

7

How many ounces in a pound?

8

What is love?

9

How to kiss

10

How to draw

11

How to screenshot on a Mac

12

How many days until Christmas?

13

How many grams in an ounce?

14

How to make pancakes

15

How to make slime

16

What dinosaur has 500 teeth?

17

Where is Chuck Norris?

18

How many countries in the world?

19

What time is it in London?

20

When is Black Friday?

[image: ]

So what do we ask when we ask Google a question? Here, for the first time ever, are the all-time top twenty questions asked around the world. There are some caveats: these are queries in English, because question searches don’t apply in all languages (they’re pretty rare in Japanese, for instance), and they encompass the period from 2004 to 2024. But they give a real sense of what mattered to people over those twenty years.

What I love most about these results is also what we have most in common: there is a lot of stuff we really just do not know how to do. If you’re not tying a tie every day, for instance (and who does nowadays?), then it’s easy to see how it would be simple to forget the process. Some of the queries are huge metaphysical issues – ‘What is love?’ – while others are those everyday questions that just flummox us repeatedly. Or ‘Where am I?’, which may feel abstract but in reality could simply be an attempt to establish your location in maps by using search to do it.

Then there’s Chuck Norris. The American action movie star and martial artist became part of a much-loved meme in the 2010s. We spend a lot of our time trying to make each other laugh.

When you work with this data every day, as I do, you can see how no one is truly alone in their emotions. What happened to you today happened to millions of other people yesterday and will hit millions more tomorrow. There are lots of things that are unique about the human experience, but this aggregated Google Trends data shows us how we are interconnected in a way that’s hard to conceive otherwise.

* * *

I like to think my life and family history have been unique. My great-grandfather Stanton Bunting was a young infantryman with the Middlesex Regiment at the Battle of the Somme in 1916. His job was to throw smoke grenades over the top of the trench wall, and he was injured, blown into a shell hole while stepping over his comrades’ bodies to get back to the rear lines. He was lucky to survive, although he was diagnosed with ‘shell shock’ – that First World War euphemism for the psychological effects of combat stress. Under a year later he was back on the front line and transferred to the Royal Flying Corps, becoming an observer and gunner in a Bristol F.2b Fighter. He is actually credited as an ace for having shot down seven aircraft.6 In 1939, when war broke out again, he found himself back in the Royal Air Force in France, in the same fields where his friends had died. It must have broken him. Stanton suffered blackouts, which meant he spent the rest of the war as an adjutant, and never flew again. It was hard for me to reconcile what I learned from his military records with the tall, distinguished, gentle man dressed in a suit and bow tie who never talked about his time in the mud of France and was never treated for what would now surely be recognized as post-traumatic stress disorder. I have a couple of memories of him that stay with me: he once told me that being kind was the most important attribute to have in life; and he drove his maroon Triumph 2000 so slowly through the streets of Eastbourne that long lines would form behind him, each driver honking their horn in annoyance.

His son-in-law, our grandfather Ted Lloyd, was a film cameraman who knew Orson Welles. Ted had also been the clapper boy on Alfred Hitchcock’s 1935 film The 39 Steps. He got his start by making his own movie camera and walking into the Gaumont-British film studios with it in 1932. Ted’s glamorous role took him and our grandmother Beryl (and their three daughters) around the globe. My dad’s father, Ted Rogers, was an anti-tank gunner badly burned in the Tunisian desert during the Battle of Mareth in 1943. He went on to become a peace campaigner and sailed the world with my grandmother Enid. They had three sons, one of whom, Frank, died in a car crash when he was seventeen. All of which makes Ted’s positive approach to life the more impressive: he had suffered horrific injuries and lost his youngest son but continued to believe in a better world.

My parents met and married in the early 1960s (around the same time as Doctor Who began, as Dad told us) and had two sons. I became a journalist in the early 1990s and met my future partner, whose parents had grown up in Guyana and moved to a cold, damp Britain in the 1960s. We have two children of mixed heritage and emigrated from the UK to the US a decade ago, where we still live today.

But what is really unique about my family story? About five million Britons served in the First World War,7 another three million in the Second World War.8 There were 250,000 acknowledged British shell shock cases treated in the First World War,9 and the Royal Flying Corps had a strength of 46,000 by 1918.10 There are around 19,000 Guyana-born Britons, according to the Office for National Statistics,11 and 3% of the population of England and Wales is mixed-race.12 In 2013, 990,000 people received Green Cards in the US.13

Orson Welles did have a lot of friends, but I think we get to keep that one as fairly unusual.

The point is that none of these facts alone tells our story. My family is not unique in having grandparents who served, or parents who were immigrants. What makes us us is the combination of all of those moments. Lots of people could tell individual parts of this story; nobody else could tell the same complete family tale.

Similarly, you may not learn something entirely new about humanity by knowing that lots of people search for ‘How to make pancakes’ or ‘How to make slime’. But what about when we look at all these search trends together in one place?

Data analysts talk about quantitative and qualitative data as two different, complementary types of figures. Quantitative, or ‘quant’, is the stuff that most people think of as data – large-scale, with potentially millions of data points. It lends itself to analysis and can be based on, say, a survey. We are surrounded by this kind of data. Economic reports, the census – it’s all ‘quant’.

Then there’s qualitative data, or ‘qual’. This could be a focus group or a set of interviews. It provides the colour and detail the larger analysis can’t, that sense of real people with real lives, preferences and values.

The remarkable thing about Google Trends is that it provides qualitative data in quantitative quantities.

Now try saying that fast.

Even as I type this, the dataset is
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