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Abstract

The overall aim of this article is to contribute to a research-based understand-

ing of the increasing invisibility of web search engines in society and to discus-

sions about the potential impact of this invisibility. It examines how search

engine use and online search activities are represented in national and

regional reports on internet habits and experience published by public founda-

tions and policy institutes. The elusiveness of search engines is understood

through a theoretical perspective from infrastructure theory. National survey

reports on internet habits and experience from the United States, UK, and

Sweden from 2015 to 2021 are analyzed. The article shows how difficult it is to

gain insights into how people search online and the role search engines play in

everyday life. The nature of the survey report, which is often used to inform

national policy, risks exacerbating the invisibility of search engines: what cannot

be measured cannot be discussed at the policy level. This invisibility can lead to

insufficient attention being paid to search engines, including their uses and effects,

in legislation, in school education, and in the general formation of public knowl-

edge about search engines in society.

1 | INTRODUCTION

The overall aim of this article is to contribute to a
research-based understanding of the invisibility of web
search engines in society and to discussions about possible
effects of this elusiveness. To achieve this aim, the article
is based on an empirical analysis of national and regional
reports on internet habits and experience that have been
published by public foundations and policy institutes, to
examine how search engine use and online search activi-
ties are portrayed. General purpose search engines, such
as Google Search and other commercial search engines,
are fundamental to society on many different levels, yet, at
the same time, their role in daily life is elusive and increas-
ingly invisible. When referring to the invisibility of search

engines, we include the use of them, and their effects, in,
and for society. An example of such invisibility is the way
that people use search engines daily without always being
aware of it. Search activities are often so deeply embedded
in other practices that they go unnoticed (Andersen, 2018;
Andersson, 2017; Haider & Sundin, 2019). Commercial
search engines form an essential part of the backbone of
the open web and are part of many online activities. They
constitute an important information infrastructure and
their invisibility can thereby be viewed as problematic.
There is a curious tension between how search engines are
used and perceived in everyday life and how they are
understood in much research. On the one hand, search
engines are often seen as neutral and objective by users
(e.g., Bili�c, 2016; Hillis et al., 2013; Pan et al., 2007); on the
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other hand, search engine bias and its effects have been a
recurring theme in research, at least since Introna and
Nissenbaum's seminal 2000 paper on the politics of search
(see also Granka, 2010). There is thus dissonance between
the way that people conceptualize search engines in every-
day life and the way that search engines actually work,
making the questions researchers ask people about search
engines pertinent to investigate. In this article we analyze
this issue by examining whether and how search engines
feature in large-scale, survey-based reports of internet
habits and experiences.

A survey is “a system for collecting information from or
about people to describe, compare, or explain their knowl-
edge, attitudes, and behavior” (Fink, 2003, p. 1). There is a
reciprocal relationship between surveys and society. Society
provides the conditions for how surveys are formulated, and,
at the same time, surveys tell us something about society,
and, if used to inform policy decisions or journalism, their
results affect societal conditions. Survey reports, along with
other tools for compiling statistics, have been a pillar of mod-
ernistic approaches to society and societal governance since
the early 19th century and forms an important component
of the work of public agencies (e.g., Poovey, 1998). Shore and
Wright (2015, p. 421) refer to this approach to governance as
“Governing by numbers” by which they mean the use of
audits, measurements, and rankings within and across coun-
tries to promote certain outcomes. Contemporary policy
making requires measurements of people's experience,
knowledge, behavior, attitudes, and so forth, and as Durand
(2016) points out, “survey research has also tended to set in
stone the way questions are asked, and this had an impact
on society” (p. 57). An example of such measurements is
the abundance of surveys carried out annually on peoples'
internet habits by research institutes, policy institutes, and
foundations. The results of the surveys are communicated
in national or regional reports that map the current land-
scape of media and internet habits and are then picked up
by journalists and broadcast in media (e.g., Asher-Scha-
piro, 2022; BBC News, 2022; Korn, 2022). The reports also
provide researchers with current statistics on issues such
as internet access and ownership distribution of digital
devices (e.g., Yates et al., 2015). There are examples of
how these surveys are used in academic research to influ-
ence discussions on legislation relating to internet regula-
tions in general, and search engines in particular (Carmi
et al., 2020; Daly & Scardamaglia, 2017; Livingstone
et al., 2018). The reports paint a picture of both success
and failure in relation to the digital area, for example,
regarding digital inclusion and exclusion on a national
level. In this respect, the reports can be viewed as contrib-
uting to a narrative on internet habits and development.

The reports are explicitly produced with the aim of
forming a basis for policy decisions. For example, the UK

agency Ofcom states that their UK Adults' Media use and
attitudes report is “a reference document for industry,
stakeholders and the general public” (Ofcom, 2023). A
similar aim is stated in the Swedish report, The Swedes
and the internet (2020, p. 6): “We want to contribute with
facts and insights on how the usage of the internet in
Sweden develops. We want to provide conditions for the
digitalization of the Swedish society and industries to be
well founded.” Measuring, recording, classifying and sys-
tematically describing the internet usage of a population
has implications for the governance of at least that very
group of people and of future generations (Durand, 2016).
The fact that these surveys provide journalists, researchers,
and policymakers with statistics on various themes related
to internet use makes them an important object for
analysis.

Against this background, the following research ques-
tions are the focus of this:

1. In Western internet usage reports, what themes can
be identified in relation to online searching and
search engines based on the questions posed?

2. What normative assumptions inform the positions
search engines are assigned (or not assigned) in these
reports and the underlying surveys?

3. How can these themes and related normative assump-
tions be understood to contribute to the specific posi-
tion assigned to search engines in the information
infrastructure of society at large, and with what possi-
ble implications?

These questions are considered by examining what
questions about search and search engines are asked
(and not asked) in the surveys. In so doing, we ask what
kind of knowledge the surveys are trying to elicit and
what remains unknown. We have chosen to analyze
reports from Sweden, the United Kingdom, and the
United States.

2 | THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE
AND PREVIOUS RESEARCH

In this article, the elusiveness of search engines is under-
stood through infrastructure theory as proposed by Susan
Star and coauthors (Bowker & Star, 1999; Star &
Bowker, 2010; Star & Ruhleder, 1996). They suggest that
when infrastructures function as they should, they
become invisible to the people who use them. In the oft
quoted statement of Bowker and Star (1999, p. 33): “The
easier they are to use, the harder they are to see.” The
elusiveness, even invisibility, of search engines should be
understood in the context of this ease of use and the way
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that they are integrated into sociomaterial practices of
everyday life (Haider & Sundin, 2019, pp. 53–59).

The conventional ways of searching by opening a
search engine app on your smartphone, entering words
into the address field of your browser or by starting from
the homepage of a web search engine have been
extended by, for example, voice assistants. Increasingly,
search engines are being built into other devices, such as
your car or Google Assistant, which can connect Google
services to your freezer as well as other devices and apps.
The infrastructure for searching is extremely complex
(e.g., Orlikowski, 2007). It encompasses multiple techni-
cal parts, such as indexes, algorithms, keywords, user
data, physical cables, smartphones, desktops, data cen-
ters, electricity, and so forth. There are also all the web
pages that are indexed, legislation, policies, and stan-
dards. In addition to the users, other people are also a
part of the infrastructure: developers (e.g., Badouard
et al., 2016), evaluators (e.g., Meisner et al., 2022), search
engine optimizers (e.g., Ziewitz, 2019), and so forth. With
infrastructure theory, we argue that the national reports
being analyzed in this article also form part of the infra-
structure of search.

The way search engines co-construct our culture has
been explored in relation to many contemporary
domains, including race (Noble, 2018), the environment
(Haider et al., 2022), health (Toepfl et al., 2022), economy
(Rieder & Sire, 2013), and democracy (Kravets &
Toepfl, 2021). Not only are the search engines' algorithms
biased, but also the way we search and the keywords we
choose (Tripodi, 2022). At the same time, research also
shows that people have difficulty understanding how
search engines work (Lewandowski et al., 2018;
Schultheiß & Lewandowski, 2021). For most people,
search engines are to some extent invisible in everyday
life, and they are also used simultaneously in multiple
ways and for multiple purposes (Andersson, 2017). Bur-
rell (2016) distinguishes between different types of search
engine “opacity.” One type is intentionally created by the
companies themselves (e.g., Bili�c, 2016). Another type
can be attributed to a lack of awareness (literacy) about
how search engines and their algorithms work (see also
Bhatt & MacKenzie, 2019). The last type of opacity relates
to how machine learning makes it difficult to understand
the consequences of algorithmic operations. This paradox
between being of fundamental importance, and at the
same time invisible to many people in everyday life,
makes the search engine and its use crucial, but difficult,
to study. This poses a challenge in terms of what we can
know about how people deal with search engines and
how we find it out. This article unpacks some of the
implications of this paradoxical situation by focusing on
one particular way in which research-based knowledge

about people's everyday lives and their internet use is
often obtained: national survey reports.

3 | MATERIAL AND METHOD

We approach the question of how online search activities
and search engines are represented in national reports
based on a qualitative method. As a result of our qualita-
tive approach, it follows that our sample size is limited;
this enables a detailed interpretation of the material
(Hammersley & Atkinson, 2019). The reports were cho-
sen based on purposeful sampling (Flick, 2022). We chose
to analyze reports from countries with similar access to
digital devices and the internet, that is, a homogenous
sample rather than one with maximum variety. Our first
inclusion criterion was the authors' ability to compre-
hend the language of the reports. Further inclusion cri-
teria included that the reports were published annually,
that the reports focus on internet habits at a general level
(i.e., not special reports on search engine use), and that
the reports were written with the aim of representing a
specific country. We have analyzed reports from Sweden,
the UK, and the United States published between 2015
and 2021. We limited ourselves to the period from
2015 to 2021 in order to draw conclusions about the cur-
rent digital culture and the role of search engines in it;
we do not attempt to study longitudinal changes. Based
on our inclusion criteria, we could have included more
than the three countries chosen, however, given our
qualitative approach, this would have meant limiting our
time span. Instead, we opted for fewer countries and a
longer time span; in this way ensuring that one specific
report was not an anomaly. On the other hand, further
limiting the number of countries would have enabled a
larger time span. Nevertheless, we considered it benefi-
cial to analyze reports from one large, one medium and
one small country. In terms of saturation, our sample size
provides us with enough material to uncover and discuss
recurring themes within the selected time span (Meyer &
Mayrhofer, 2022).

Based on the criterion of the reports being focused on
internet habits at a general level, more specific reports,
such as the Special Eurobarometer (2016) report on
online platforms and the Pew Internet Institute report
on search engine use (2012), were excluded from our
material (European Union, 2016). Those reports were
excluded because their inclusion would contradict our
aim of discussing the potential elusiveness of search
engines within more general internet reports. However,
these reports are a point of reference during our analysis
below. The following reports were analyzed, as listed in
Table 1.
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In 1999, the World Internet Project was initiated by a
number of universities across the world, including, for
example, universities in Sweden, the United States, and
the UK. The aim of the project was, and remains, to docu-
ment the way that the internet changes and affects society
(World Internet Project, n.d.). We analyzed reports from
two members of the World Internet Project: Sweden and
the United States. The UK is also a member of the World
Internet Project, with research being carried out by the
Oxford Internet Institute. However, they do not publish
annual reports rather reports covering different themes.
Therefore, to represent the UK, we instead analyze reports
carried out by the government agency Ofcom.

The Swedish Internet Foundation, which is an inde-
pendent non-profit organization, has published reports
about internet habits in Sweden since 2000: The Swedes
and the Internet. The aim of the reports is to obtain facts
and insight in to the way in which the internet is develop-
ing in Swedish society. The Swedish Internet Foundation
is not part of any Swedish public agency, nevertheless,
results from its annual survey are widely discussed in
Swedish media and public debates. The reports do not ask
exactly the same questions every year, rather the questions
change slightly in tandem with the public debate (The
Swedish Internet Foundation, n.d.).

Ofcom is a UK-government agency that works with
broadband, home phone and mobile services, as well as
overseeing radio and postal services. Ofcom publishes a
range of reports related to the internet habits of citizens
in the UK. Our research focused on their report entitled
Adults' Media Use and Attitudes. The Adults' Media Use
and Attitudes report has been published annually since
2005. The report explicitly focuses on questions related to
media literacy. The reports have some recurring statistics,
such as on media use and uptake but are also supplemen-
ted with other questions. In line with its focus on media
literacy, the report revolves around people's understand-
ing of how various media and technologies work.

From the United States, we are analyzing Digital
Future reports which are published by the Center for the
Digital Future at the USC Annenberg School for Commu-
nication and Journalism. The reports have been published

annually since the year 2000. However, at the time of pub-
lishing this article, the reports covering 2019 and 2020
have still not been published, even though the 2021 report
has. The reports have certain recurring themes and ques-
tions, and other themes that change over the years.

Using thematic analysis (Ryan & Bernard, 2003), a
close reading of the material was carried out. In this arti-
cle we argue that search engines, as infrastructures, are
elusive. Guided by our infrastructural-theoretical per-
spective (Bowker & Star, 1999; Star & Bowker, 2010;
Star & Ruhleder, 1996), the analytical process consisted
of identifying explicit and implicit references to search
engines and online search. There are no fixed relation-
ships between using a search engine and other online
activities. The entanglement of search and various digital
devices adds further complexity. We have included mate-
rial that explicitly relates to online search and search
engines but also material where the reference to
search engines or online search is implicitly made. Such
implicit associations are described and discussed within
the analysis. In a first step, the analysis consisted of many
small categories. As a next step, and informed by previ-
ous research, the identified material was organized into
themes (Ryan & Bernard, 2003). The reports are consid-
ered as a single source of material and the themes extend
across the different reports, although, when relevant,
comparisons can be made between the reports. Quotes
within the different themes are not exhaustive but should
be read as a representation of the theme. We were able to
discern four themes in the reports: (1) Searching, brows-
ing and surfing, (2) Searching and Google, (3) Searching
as fact-finding, and (4) Searching, reliability and bias.

4 | FINDINGS

4.1 | Searching, browsing, and surfing

We begin our analysis by highlighting the difficulties in
finding a common language to describe the various ways
of using the web, in a way that ensures that both those
who formulate the questionnaires, those who answer

TABLE 1 Reports analyzed

Report series Region Publishing organization Published since Reports analyzed

The Swedes and the Internet Sweden The Swedish Internet
Foundation

Annual since 2000 2015, 2016, 2017, 2018, 2019, 2020,
2021

Adults' Media Use
and Attitudes

UK Ofcom Annual since 2005 2015, 2016, 2017, 2018, 2019, 2020,
2020–2021

Digital Future United States USC Annenberg School for
Communication and
Journalism

Annual since 2000 2015, 2016, 2017, 2018, 2021 (no
reports published 2019, 2020)

4 ANDERSSON and SUNDIN
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them, and those who read them interpret them in the
same way. We have found a whole jumble of concepts.
One way in which searching is represented in the reports
is by reference to surfing and browsing; concepts lacking
a precise definition. In a general introduction monograph
to surfing and search engines, Levene (2010, p. 38) states
that “Web navigation, also known as surfing, involves
browsing web pages and clicking on hyperlinks.” Brows-
ing is then conceptualized as part of surfing. Both
browsing and surfing are described as explorative and
undirected activities that do not necessarily have a spe-
cific aim (Levene, 2010; see also Savolainen, 2016). Surf-
ing can also be understood as a way of speaking of
internet use in layman's terms, as is also reflected in dic-
tionary definitions, for example, the American digital
dictionary Dictionary.com defines surfing the web as: “to
navigate through the World Wide Web or Internet, usu-
ally by clicking with a mouse. The term also has a generic
meaning of spending time on the Internet” (Dictionary.
com, n.d.). The Oxford English Dictionary contains several
definitions of browsing, including looking at items in a
shop, looking through information on a computer, and
using a web browser.

In the US Digital Future report, surfing the web is
referred to as “going online without a specific destina-
tion” (Cole et al., 2015, p. 31). On The Swedish Internet
Foundation's website, surfing the web is described in the
following way: “It means that you, with the use of a pro-
gram or app called web browser—Google Chrome, Fire-
fox or Safari, can view different websites on the internet.”
Such definitions are in line with the definitions discussed
above. In the Digital Future report, surfing the web has its
own heading, placed under the section “America on the
internet.” Within the Digital Future reports, the activity
of browsing is mainly associated with online shopping
(Cole et al., 2015, p. 82). Within the Digital Future
reports, browsing is also an example of activities carried
out on mobile devices and also appears in reference to
“generally browsing the internet” (Cole et al., 2016, p. 23;
Cole et al., 2017, p. 14).

In the UK Adults' Media use and attitudes report, the
terms general surfing and browsing the internet are referred
to under the same heading (Ofcom, 2018, p. 118). The term
is one option in relation to the question “Finding informa-
tion online, by activity type” where the other two categories
are “Finding/downloading information for work/business/
school/college/university/homework” and “To find infor-
mation on health related issues” (Ofcom, 2018, p. 118).
General surfing seems to denote miscellaneous online
searching that could include several topics. This is also
reflected in the UK reports of 2015 and 2016, where the fol-
lowing categorization of frequent online activities are listed
(Ofcom, 2015, p. 31):

• General surfing/browsing the internet.
• Finding information for your leisure time including

cinema and live music.
• Finding information about health related issues.
• Looking at news websites or apps.
• Finding information for your work or your job or your

studies.
• Looking at job opportunities.
• Looking at adult-only websites.

Unlike the categories referring to leisure and health,
for example, surfing/browsing the internet does not refer
to a specific topic. The term web browser also appears
within the UK Adults' Media use and attitudes reports, for
example, in an investigation of people's preference
for app versus browser when carrying out online activi-
ties, including searching for information (Ofcom, 2015,
p. 73). In the 2016 report it is explained that if respon-
dents require an explanation of “web browser,” the fol-
lowing definition applies: “Use of a web browser means
accessing websites through a search engine, directly typ-
ing in the website address or through bookmarks or
favourites” (Ofcom, 2016, p. 106). This definition is an
example of the challenge of identifying search engine use
within the reports.

In the Swedish reports, the term surfing is also used
to denote use of the internet. The term surfing is some-
times used on its own and at other times described in
terms of surfing the web, surfing the net or mobile surf-
ing. As with the other reports, the Swedish reports' refer-
ences to surfing do not always explicitly refer to the use
of a search engine, but generally browsing the internet,
for example: “daily mobile surfing decreases with age”
(Davidsson et al., 2018, p. 18). Although there are also
examples of surfing being equated with googling
(Findahl & Davidsson, 2015, p. 33). This makes it chal-
lenging to disentangle the activity of surfing from that of
using a search engine. Statistics from a Swedish report
state that “More people state that they use Google Search
daily (61%) than people who state that they look for infor-
mation on the internet daily (34%)” (Davidsson et al.,
2018, p. 100). The authors of the report interpret this as
meaning that people might use Google as a gateway to
other websites; rather than entering a web address people
use keywords to find websites.

The different ways of referring to searching, brows-
ing, and surfing in the reports make it challenging to
establish what is meant by the term. For example, does
“generally browsing the internet” refer to the use of a
search engine? The search engine is embedded in the
general activities of finding information or navigating
between sites. It is likely that generally browsing the
internet involves the use of a search engine, but it is not
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explicitly stated, making it hard to draw precise conclu-
sions. For most people, the actual technology they use to
find their way around the web is not interesting and they
might not even by conscious of it. In line with Robinson
(2009), who notes the varying meanings assigned to
“going online ‘at least occasionally’” (p. 490) by respon-
dents, and a subsequent lack of unpacking of the con-
cepts by researchers, we find a variety of terms being
used to denote the use of a search engine within the
reports. From this there follows a difficulty in identifying
longitudinal changes, contrasting results between coun-
tries as well as an uncertainty regarding what the results
of the reports convey. In contrast, the special Eurobarom-
eter on online platforms (2016) does not mention the
term surfing or browsing, nor does the Pew Research
Center's (2012) search engine usage report; instead, those
reports focus explicitly on the use of a search engine
(Purcell et al., 2012).

4.2 | Searching and Google

It is well known that the act of using a search engine has
for many become synonymous with googling and the use of
Google Search. The title of Vaidhyanathan's (2012) influen-
tial monograph The Googlization of Everything: (And Why
We Should Worry) captures this phenomenon. As many
have pointed out, using Google has for many become syn-
onymous with using the internet (e.g., Haider &
Sundin, 2019; Hillis et al., 2013; Noble, 2018). Whereas surf-
ing the web, as discussed above, renders the role of a search
engine invisible, reference to Google Search (or just Google)
is paradoxically one way in which online search and search
engines are made visible. This is also expressed in the
reports we have analyzed, even if the extent of reference to
Google Search varies within the reports. In some cases,
there are specific references to Google Search and/or Goo-
gle as a search engine. In other cases, the reports refer to
Google without necessarily specifying which part of Google
it is that is being discussed.

In 2018 the Swedish reports began asking questions
about Google Search specifically, for example, through
questions about common daily activities online, in which
Google Search was one option (Davidsson et al., 2018, p.
19). The report also included (Davidsson et al., 2018, p.
100) the percentage of internet users that search for infor-
mation online in various ways. However, Google Search
and searching for information in general were surpris-
ingly dealt with as different categories. The specific focus
on Google Search ended in 2019 and there was no men-
tion of Google Search in the 2020 and 2021 Swedish
reports. Instead, questions were asked about people's con-
cerns regarding online surveillance and personal

integrity, where Google and Facebook were given as
examples. Questions were also asked in relation to Goo-
gle Meet (Andersson et al., 2020). However, “to google”
was mentioned in the 2015 (Findahl & Davidsson, 2015)
report, in relation to what people use their tablet for
(p. 33) and as a way of referring to online search (p. 35).
The verb was also used in the 2017 report as a way of
exemplifying what is meant by “searching online”
(Findahl & Davidsson, 2015, p. 128). To use the verb to
google is thus a way of exemplifying online search in the
reports and it is sometimes used interchangeably.

In the UK Adults' Media Use & Attitudes reports, there
was a recurring question that involves Google as an
example of a search engine: “How do you think search
engine websites such as Google or Ask.com are mainly
funded?” (Ofcom, 2015, p. 45). The question was asked at
least from 2015 and until 2018. In 2016, Ask.com was
replaced with Bing as an example of a search engine.
Another recurring statement in relation to Google is:
“Understanding of paid-for results returned by Google
searches, among adults who use search engine websites
or apps” (Ofcom, 2016, p. 181). In the 2018 report, Google
was also mentioned as an optional answer to the follow-
ing question: “Which, if any, of these online resources
would you use to learn new things” (Ofcom, 2018,
p. 124). Other options were YouTube, BBC website, social
media websites and apps, Wikipedia, online educational
resources, and other websites. Here we can see another
way of approaching search engine use—to take a starting
point in learning new things. Prior to the asking of this
question, in 2017, a similar question was asked: “Which
if any of the following would you do if you got stuck or
were unsure about how to do something online?”
(Ofcom, 2017, p. 109). However, Google was not a given
option, although YouTube, for example, was.

In the US Digital Future reports, a recurring question
is asked about the reliability of search engines, further dis-
cussed under the heading Reliability and bias. To describe
the question, a reference is made to Google: “The percent-
age of Internet users who said that most or all of the infor-
mation provided by search engines such as Google is
reliable and accurate […]” (Cole et al., 2015, p. 53). Other
than this question, Google is astonishingly not mentioned
in Digital Future other than a few questions on Google
Play and Google Plus. Also, names of corporations are not
mentioned in the Special Eurobarometer (2016), while in
the Pew Search Engine Use (2012) corporations, especially
Google, is mentioned recurringly.

As described above, one way of investigating online
search and the use of search engines is by asking questions
about Google search and the verb to google. While some
questions are posed in relation to Google as a search
engine, googling, and Google Search, it is noteworthy that
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social media platforms, Facebook in particular, are
addressed to a much larger extent than Google Search. As
an example, searching for the term Facebook in the 2016
Swedish report returns 48 instances whereas a search for
Google (also as a verb) returns 4 hits. This is not unique
for the 2016 report but can be described as a pattern
throughout all the years. In the 2021 Swedish report,
which had the highest number of hits in response to a
search for Google, 32 instances were found, Facebook
returned 114. Similar patterns also exist in the reports
from the UK and the United States. Nevertheless, the gap
between mentions of Google and mentions of Facebook is
biggest within the Swedish reports. While this is not a pre-
cise measure, it reveals that social media is dealt with dif-
ferently than Google Search in the reports; also indicating
a greater invisibility of the use of search engines within
the reports than that of social media.

Still, by highlighting Google Search and the verb goo-
gle, the search engine and the activity of online search
become somewhat more visible. At the same time, the
theme Searching and Google also highlights the difficul-
ties that arise when Google is sometimes treated as its
own source. This uncertainty about what Google Search
actually is, is noteworthy, and perhaps illustrates the
inclination of the company to move beyond being a
resource for finding other sites to, at least sometimes,
being the actual source of a user's knowledge search (see
also Juel Vang, 2013). With Google Knowledge Graph
and the featured snippets function, the search engine
aims to be more than just an intermediary, in many
cases, users do not have to go further than Google Search
to get the answer they are looking for. The shift towards
generating content, rather than just presenting links to
users, is expected to gain further momentum as search
engines integrate generative AI technologies. Both Bing
and Google Search are already actively experimenting
with this approach, and numerous other search engines
are following suit.

4.3 | Searching as fact-finding

Search engines are used for locating information online.
People search for a wide range of information through
search engines, from opening hours of a local store to
complex health issues. This makes it challenging
to account for the ways that people use search engines in
everyday life. The term facts is one way in which the use
of search engines is made visible in the reports.

In the Swedes and the internet, associations between
facts and online search are made in different ways. For
example, in the 2015 report there is a chapter entitled:
Facts, information and e-commerce. The chapter begins by

describing that “To search for information, to google and
check facts has become part of internet users everyday
life” (Findahl & Davidsson, 2015, p. 35). The word search-
ing is used throughout the chapter but is not clearly
defined. Different forms of information that people search
for on the internet are described. Whereas other forms of
searching are defined in terms of area of interest, such as
culture, politics, looking up words, health information and
political information, facts are used in more generic terms
as merely “search for facts” (Findahl & Davidsson, 2015,
p. 35). In the same report, a reference to facts is made in
relation to the use of tablets (Findahl & Davidsson, 2015,
p. 30). People were asked to submit a maximum of three
activities that they use their tablets for: googling/surfing as
well as checking facts, were search-related activities in the
list. In this way, a distinction is being made between goo-
gling/surfing and facts. On the other hand, the report asks
the extent of children's use of the internet for two activi-
ties; acquiring information and facts, and carrying out
schoolwork (Findahl & Davidsson, 2015, p. 55; also
Davidsson & Findahl, 2016, p. 31; Davidsson et al., 2018,
p. 66). Searching for facts and searching for information is
equated within the examples of children's use of the inter-
net for searching for facts and school work.

An association between searching and fact-finding is
also present in the Digital Future reports. Under the heading
“Activities on the Internet: fact-finding, information sources,
and education,” reasons for going online are described and
divided according to the following categories: Look up a def-
inition, Find/check a fact, Get info for school and Partici-
pate in distance learning (Cole et al., 2015, p. 22; Cole
et al., 2016, p. 21; Cole et al., 2017, p. 10; Cole et al., 2018,
p. 24). However, no mentions are made of search engines.
Therefore, it is left to the reader to interpret how such activi-
ties are carried out. In the UK Adults' Media Use & Attitudes
report, the term facts appears in relation to how people
check factual information that they find online, for example,
through social media and search engines (Ofcom, 2017,
p. 141) and also in relation to the “Extent to which internet
users believe the truthfulness of factual information they
find online” (Ofcom, 2017, p. 155; Ofcom, 2018, p. 171;
Ofcom, 2019, p. 18).

The way questions are asked in relation to facts
(whatever facts are) is detached from the contexts in
which the search takes place. Even when the context is
described, such as in relation to schoolwork, the term
facts is used as a generic term including all forms of
information. The meaning of facts is not defined, and the
role of search engines in fact-finding is either not clear or
simply taken for granted. The association often made
between facts and search engines is well established in
previous research (e.g., Gärdén et al., 2014; Rieh
et al., 2016). What we see here is that this association is
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also present in the reports. What is taken for granted, if
thought about at all, is that search engines are used to find
facts. This conclusion can be related to the previous dis-
cussion about terminological confusion. Moreover, the
association between search engines and facts reinforces a
simplistic understanding of knowledge as consisting of
a set of compiled facts, and that locating information
should be an easy and quick task (Huvila, 2016). Such a
view of knowledge not only risks making it unclear why
the so-called facts appear on the screen in the first place
but can also foster a fragmented understanding of knowl-
edge and its construction. With generative AI, these risks
are amplified. When ChatGPT is used as an information
search tool, it relies on extensive probability calculations
generated by a language model, rather than presenting
users with direct links to web pages authored by individ-
uals. Unlike traditional search engines for the internet, the
output of generative AI such as ChatGPT lacks the explicit
accountability associated with a traditional author.

4.4 | Searching, reliability, and bias

In tandem with the dominance of Google Search in the
Western world, a critical discussion on search engines
has arisen; problematizing issues of, for example, sexism
and racism (Noble, 2018), relevance assessments (Sundin
et al., 2022), ranking (Rogers, 2021), and Google's role in
the classroom (Carlsson, 2021; Lindh et al., 2016). Such
discussions draw attention to the lack of neutrality of
search engines, and consequently search results. In the
reports, the search engine is problematized in different
ways; focusing on the reliability of search engines, atti-
tudes towards search results, and people's skills as
searchers.

In relation to the reliability of search engines, the Dig-
ital Future report has a recurring question regarding the
reliability of search engines (Cole et al., 2017, p. 36). In
relation to search results, questions of trust and accuracy
are drawn into the picture. The UK Adults' Media Use &
Attitudes report recurrently asks people to describe the
accuracy of search engine results on a scale. These ques-
tions are examples of gauging people's opinions on search
engine results, and their critical awareness. A challenge
being that the questions are asked about searching in a
generic way, while research points to the importance of
context in relation to how people evaluate and navigate
search results (Andersson, 2017).

The reports address if and how people go about estab-
lishing the accuracy of website information found online,
both by asking questions, and by testing respondents'
abilities to identify paid links (Ofcom, 2018, p. 167).
While some of the questions regarding the evaluation of

online information explicitly point to the role played by
search engines, this association is often not made.
Instead, questions are asked about accuracy of informa-
tion found online, for example, in the 2019 Swedes and
the Internet report, respondents are asked: “How much of
the information that you find on the internet do you con-
sider reliable?” (Andersson, 2020, p. 88; Findahl &
Davidsson, 2015, p. 81).

In the reports, the questions of reliability and bias are
framed around a literacy perspective—information liter-
acy, media literacy, digital literacy or similar—with dis-
cussions put forth regarding people's critical
understandings of search engines. Questions regarding
how confident people are in their ability to search online
can also be anchored in a literacy approach. For example,
in the UK report: “How confident are you that you can
find the information that you want online?”
(Ofcom, 2015, p. 150; Ofcom, 2016, p. 149). The use of a
search engine is not made explicit. Still the headline for
the category is “confidence online: search, safety and
advertising” (Ofcom, 2016, p. 149), and the questions that
follow relate to search engines. In the Swedish reports,
questions related to finding the right keywords were
asked in 2017, 2018, and 2019.

The elusiveness of online search and the role of
search engines becomes particularly striking when
related to literacy. Search engines are becoming easier
and easier to use, and mobile devices make them even
more convenient to integrate into the many practices of
everyday life. Therefore, most people do not reflect on
what search engines do other than the fact that they
deliver a satisfying answer that is rarely questioned. The
tentative attempts seen in the survey reports to gauge
the respondent's experience-based level of knowledge are
therefore difficult to make meaningful. Importantly, it
seems that the more closely the surveys are conducted in
a manner that is similar to the ways that online search is
carried out in daily life, the more rigid the findings are.
Ofcom discusses this in their 2020/2021 report, carried
out during the Covid-19 pandemic. The proportion of
people correctly identifying advertisement online
increased, which they attributed to a change in methods;
from showing people an example of a search engine
advertisement on paper (face-to-face) to displaying it
online, thereby creating a more realistic setting. Similar
methodological questions continue to be discussed within
research on online search (Borlund, 2016; Rutter, 2017).

5 | CONCLUDING REMARKS

Our study of survey-based reports on internet experience,
published between 2015 and 2021, shows how difficult it
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is to gain insights into how people search online and the
role search engines play in everyday life. Indeed, in
the Western world, online search via search engines has
become (almost) synonymous with one particular com-
mercial search engine—Google Search. Hillis et al. (2013,
p. 7) even talk about how “Google has achieved what
[they] argue is its consecrated status.” The combination
of the almost sacred status of the pathway to knowledge
and the invisibility it has achieved, through its integra-
tion into sociomaterial practices of daily life, is problem-
atic, as many research studies have noted
(e.g., Granka, 2010; Haider et al., 2022; Introna &
Nissenbaum, 2000; Kravets & Toepfl, 2021; Noble, 2018;
Toepfl et al., 2022). The current development of machine
learning algorithms and how they are integrated into tra-
ditional search engines through chatbots is unlikely to
decrease the invisibility of search engines (cf., Shah &
Bender, 2022). On the contrary, a search result in the
form of a written text might reinforce the “opacity” of
search technologies (cf., Burrell, 2016).

The first research question in our article concerns the
identified themes: In Western internet usage reports,
what themes can be identified in relation to online search
and search engines based on the questions posed? The
following themes were identified: Searching, browsing
and surfing, Searching and Google, Searching as fact-find-
ing, and Searching, reliability and bias. The boundaries
between the themes are not clearly drawn; rather, they
overlap and coexist. The second research question relates
to normative assumptions that drive these surveys and
the emerging themes: What normative assumptions
inform the positions search engines are assigned (or not
assigned) in these reports and the underlying surveys? As
a result of the terminological confusion noted in the anal-
ysis and the downplayed role assigned to the search
engine in the reports (especially compared to social
media of various kinds), search engines are assigned an
almost neutral role as giving access to objective informa-
tion. One of the themes discusses search engine bias, but
without mentioning Google by name. Search engines
become one and the same regardless of which search
engine is being considered and how its algorithms work.
When search engines appear in national survey reports
on internet experience, they tend to be closely associated
with fact-finding, as opposed to leisure and pleasure.

The third question relates the normative assumptions
to a broader question about search engines in society:
How can these themes and related normative assump-
tions be understood to contribute to the specific position
assigned to search engines in the information infrastruc-
ture of society at large, and with what possible implica-
tions? National survey reports, such as those analyzed
here, which serve as the basis for policy decisions at

various levels, do not merely reflect people's behavior
and experiences but also contribute to how questions are
framed, asked, and discussed. In the introduction to this
article, we posit that search engines are elusive. By ana-
lyzing national survey reports, this article not only com-
ments on the difficulties of measuring search engine use
and experience or the fact that search engine use and
experience are invisible in the reports, but we argue that
the survey reports actually contribute to the ongoing con-
struction of this invisibility. As essential components of
an information infrastructure, search engines are most
noticeable when they do not function as intended
(Haider & Sundin, 2019). However, because search
engines for the most part function, aside from lack of
Internet access, they often remain invisible. Critical
issues raised around the use of search engines, most nota-
bly racism and related forms of oppression (Noble, 2018),
could be seen as a failure of the infrastructure, at least
when assuming a normative standpoint. However, these
issues are not necessarily something that people become
aware of in terms of a breakdown, meaning that the
infrastructure remains invisible.

The reports analyzed in the study are not randomly
selected, which has implications for possible generaliza-
tions to other international reports. For example, we are
aware of the narrow focus on European-American report
survey series and that our findings do not necessarily
reflect surveys in other parts of the world. A follow up
study should ideally delve deeper into questions of differ-
ences and similarities in how internet experience is sur-
veyed globally, considering, for example, variations in the
market shares of search engine companies and potential
differences between the Global South and Global North.
Another limitation is that the reported study does not
analyze changes in the survey reports over time. A
follow-up study could focus on whether and how search
and search engines are treated differently in the reports
from the early 2000s to the present.

In the reports studied, search engines—even Google—
are not highlighted as much as social media and what peo-
ple do with or think about them is not nearly as well
known. To some extent, this finding reflects other observa-
tions about the difficulty people have in disentangling
their search activities from the practices in which they are
embedded in a way that makes the search engine notice-
able to themselves (e.g., Sundin, 2020). However, the
nature of the survey report, which is often intended to
inform national policy making, risks reinforcing the elu-
siveness of search engines; put bluntly, what cannot be
measured cannot be discussed at the policy level. This
invisibility may result in insufficient attention being paid
to search engines, including their use and effects in legisla-
tion, in school education, and in the general formation of
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public knowledge about search engines in society. To draw
on the title of one of the classic books in information stud-
ies (Wilson, 1977), without public knowledge, private igno-
rance is difficult to avoid.

ORCID
Cecilia Andersson https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7124-
6831

REFERENCES
Andersen, J. (2018). Archiving, ordering, and searching: Search

engines, algorithms, databases, and deep mediatization. Media,
Culture & Society, 40(8), 1135–1150. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0163443718754652

Andersson, C. (2017). “Google is not fun”: An investigation of
how Swedish teenagers frame online searching. Journal of
Documentation, 73(6), 1244–1260. https://doi.org/10.1108/JD-
03-2017-0048

Andersson, J. (2020). Svenskarna och internet 2019. Internetstiftelsen.
Andersson, J., Bäck, J., & Ernbrandt, T. (2020). Svenskarna och

internet 2020. Internetstiftelsen.
Asher-Schapiro, A. (2022). Gaming Google: Oil firms use search ads

to greenwash, study says. Reuters. Retrieved from https://www.
reuters.com/business/cop/gaming-google-oil-firms-use-search-
ads-greenwash-study-says-2022-11-03/

Badouard, R., Mabi, C., & Sire, G. (2016). Beyond “points of con-
trol”: Logics of digital governmentality. Internet Policy Review,
5(3), 1–13. https://doi.org/10.14763/2016.3.433

BBC News. (2022). BBC must do more to serve lower income audi-
ences, says Ofcom. BBC News. Retrieved from https://www.bbc.
com/news/entertainment-arts-63805821

Bhatt, I., & MacKenzie, A. (2019). Just Google it! Digital literacy
and the epistemology of ignorance. Teaching in Higher Educa-
tion, 24(3), 302–317. https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2018.
1547276

Bili�c, P. (2016). Search algorithms, hidden labour and information
control. Big Data & Society, 3(1), 205395171665215. https://doi.
org/10.1177/2053951716652159

Borlund, P. (2016). Framing of different types of information needs
within simulated work task situations: An empirical study in
the school context. Journal of Information Science, 42(3), 313–
323. https://doi.org/10.1177/0165551515625028

Bowker, G. C., & Star, S. L. (1999). Sorting things out: Classification
and its consequences. MIT Press.

Burrell, J. (2016). How the machine “thinks”: Understanding opacity
in machine learning algorithms. Big Data & Society, 3(1),
205395171562251. https://doi.org/10.1177/2053951715622512

Carlsson, H. (2021). Bridging the gap between policy and practice:
Unpacking the commercial rhetoric of Google for Education.
European Educational Research Journal, 21(4), 680–701.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1474904121997213

Carmi, E., Yates, S. J., Lockley, E., & Pawluczuk, A. (2020). Data
citizenship: Rethinking data literacy in the age of disinforma-
tion, misinformation, and malinformation. Internet Policy
Review, 9(2), 1–22. https://doi.org/10.14763/2020.2.148

Cole, J. I., Berens, B., Suman, M., Schramm, P., & Zhou, L. (2018).
Surveying the digital future. University of Southern California.

Cole, J. I., Suman, M., Schramm, P., & Zhou, L. (2017). Surveying
the digital future. University of Southern California.

Cole, J. I., Suman, M., Schramm, P., Zhou, L., Aminian, N.,
Covello, Z., Eason, R., Madrigal, G., Manukyan, M.,
Sarnowski, D., & Yu, T. (2015). Surveying the digital future. Uni-
versity of Southern California.

Cole, J. I., Suman, M., Schramm, P., Zhou, L., Cabrera, J.,
Chang, H., Eason, R., Gao, X., Joshi, A., Le, M., Lee, E., Lee, R.,
Marcin, M., Melikjanyan, N., Monray, B., Novshadyan, N.,
Pham, A., Pham, K., Samareta, C., … Yee, R. (2016). Surveying
the digital future. University of Southern California.

Daly, A., & Scardamaglia, A. (2017). Profiling the Australian Google
consumer: Implications of search engine practices for consumer
law and policy. Journal of Consumer Policy, 40, 299–320.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10603-017-9349-9

Davidsson, P., & Findahl, O. (2016). Svenskarna och internet 2016: under-
sökning om svenskarnas internetvanor. Internetstiftelsen i Sverige.

Davidsson, P., Palm, M., & Melin Mandre, Å. (2018). Svenskarna
och internet 2018. Internetstiftelsen i Sverige.

Dictionary.com. (n.d.). Surfing the web. Retrieved from https://
www.dictionary.com/browse/surfing-the-web

Durand, C. (2016). Surveys and society. In C. Wolf, D. Joye, & T. W.
Smith (Eds.), The SAGE handbook of survey methodology
(pp. 57–66). SAGE. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781473957893.n5

European Union. (2016). Special Eurobarometer 447—April 2016
“Online platforms” report. Author.

Findahl, O., & Davidsson, P. (2015). Svenskarna och internet: 2015
års undersökning av svenska folkets internetvanor. Stiftelsen för
internetinfrastruktur.

Fink, A. (2003). The survey handbook (2nd ed.). SAGE.
Flick, U. (2022). The SAGE handbook of qualitative research design

(1st ed.). SAGE.
Gärdén, C., Francke, H., Lundh, A., & Limberg, L. (2014). A matter

of facts? Linguistic tools in the context of information seeking
and use in schools. Information Research, 19, 4.

Granka, L. A. (2010). The politics of search: A decade retrospective.
Information Society, 26(5), 364–374. https://doi.org/10.1080/
01972243.2010.511560

Haider, J., Rödl, M., & Joosse, S. (2022). Algorithmically embodied
emissions: The environmental harm of everyday life informa-
tion in digital culture. Proceedings of CoLIS: 11th International
Conference on Conceptions of Library and Information
Science-Oslo Metropolitan University, May 29–June 1, 2022.
Information Research, 27, 4. https://doi.org/10.47989/colis2224

Haider, J., & Sundin, O. (2019). Invisible search and online search
engines: The ubiquity of search in everyday life. Routledge.

Hammersley, M., & Atkinson, P. (2019). Ethnography: Principles in
practice (4th ed.). Routledge.

Hillis, K., Petit, M., & Jarrett, K. (2013). Google and the culture of
search. Routledge.

Huvila, I. (2016). Affective capitalism of knowing and the society of
search engine. Journal of Information Management, 68(5), 566–
588. https://doi.org/10.1108/AJIM-11-2015-0178

Introna, L. D., & Nissenbaum, H. (2000). Shaping the web: Why the pol-
itics of search engines matters. Information Society, 16(3), 169–185.

Juel Vang, K. (2013). Ethics of Google's Knowledge Graph: Some
considerations. Journal of Information, Communication and
Ethics in Society, 11(4), 245–260.

10 ANDERSSON and SUNDIN

 23301643, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://asistdl.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/asi.24819 by L

und U
niversity, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [08/11/2023]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7124-6831
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7124-6831
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7124-6831
https://doi.org/10.1177/0163443718754652
https://doi.org/10.1177/0163443718754652
https://doi.org/10.1108/JD-03-2017-0048
https://doi.org/10.1108/JD-03-2017-0048
https://www.reuters.com/business/cop/gaming-google-oil-firms-use-search-ads-greenwash-study-says-2022-11-03/
https://www.reuters.com/business/cop/gaming-google-oil-firms-use-search-ads-greenwash-study-says-2022-11-03/
https://www.reuters.com/business/cop/gaming-google-oil-firms-use-search-ads-greenwash-study-says-2022-11-03/
https://doi.org/10.14763/2016.3.433
https://www.bbc.com/news/entertainment-arts-63805821
https://www.bbc.com/news/entertainment-arts-63805821
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2018.1547276
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2018.1547276
https://doi.org/10.1177/2053951716652159
https://doi.org/10.1177/2053951716652159
https://doi.org/10.1177/0165551515625028
https://doi.org/10.1177/2053951715622512
https://doi.org/10.1177/1474904121997213
https://doi.org/10.14763/2020.2.148
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10603-017-9349-9
https://www.dictionary.com/browse/surfing-the-web
https://www.dictionary.com/browse/surfing-the-web
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781473957893.n5
https://doi.org/10.1080/01972243.2010.511560
https://doi.org/10.1080/01972243.2010.511560
https://doi.org/10.47989/colis2224
https://doi.org/10.1108/AJIM-11-2015-0178


Korn, J. (2022). Nearly half of all teens say they use the internet
“almost constantly,” survey finds. CNN. Retrieved from https://
edition.cnn.com/2022/08/11/tech/facebook-teen-usage-pew/
index.html

Kravets, D., & Toepfl, F. (2021). Gauging reference and source bias
over time: How Russia's partially state-controlled search engine
Yandex mediated an anti-regime protest event. Information,
Communication & Society, 25(15), 2207–2223. https://doi.org/
10.1080/1369118X.2021.1933563

Levene, M. (2010). An introduction to search engines and web navi-
gation (2nd ed.). Wiley-Blackwell.

Lewandowski, D., Kerkmann, F., Rümmele, S., & Sünkler, S.
(2018). An empirical investigation on search engine ad disclo-
sure. Journal of the Association of Information Science and Tech-
nology, 69(3), 420–437. https://doi.org/10.1002/asi.23963

Lindh, M., Nolin, J., & Hedvall, K. (2016). Pupils in the clouds:
Implementation of Google Apps for Education. First Monday,
21. https://doi.org/10.5210/fm.v21i4.6185

Livingstone, S., Tambini, D., Belakova, N., & Goodman, E. (2018).
Protection of children online: Does current regulation deliver?
LSE media policy project series. In D. Tambini, E. Goodman, &
C. Beckett (Eds.), Media policy brief 21. London School of Eco-
nomics and Political Science, Department of Media and
Communications.

Meisner, C., Duffy, B. E., & Ziewitz, M. (2022). The labor of search
engine evaluation: Making algorithms more human or humans
more algorithmic? New Media & Society. https://doi.org/10.
1177/14614448211063860

Meyer, M., & Mayrhofer, W. (2022). Selecting a sample. In U. Flick
(Ed.), The SAGE handbook of qualitative research design
(pp. 273–289). SAGE.

Noble, S. U. (2018). Algorithms of oppression. New York University
Press.

Ofcom. (2015). Adults' media use and attitudes: Report 2015. Author.
Ofcom. (2016). Adults' media use and attitudes: Report 2016.

Author.
Ofcom. (2017). Adults' media use and attitudes: Report 2017.

Author.
Ofcom. (2018). Adults' media use and attitudes: Report 2018.

Author.
Ofcom. (2019). Adults' media use and attitudes: Report 2019.

Author.
Ofcom. (2023). Adults' media use and attitudes. Author. Retrieved

from https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/media-literacy-
research/adults/adults-media-use-and-attitudes

Orlikowski, W. J. (2007). Sociomaterial practices: Exploring tech-
nology at work. Organization Studies, 28(9), 1435–1448. https://
doi.org/10.1177/0170840607081138

Oxford English Dictionary. (n.d.). Browsing. Retrieved from https://
www.oed.com

Pan, B., Hembrooke, H., Joachims, T., Lorigo, L., Gay, G., &
Granka, L. (2007). In Google we trust: Users' decisions on rank,
position, and relevance. Journal of Computer-Mediated Commu-
nication, 12(3), 801–823.

Poovey, M. (1998). A history of the modern fact: Problems of knowledge
in the sciences of wealth and society. University of Chicago Press.

Purcell, K., Brenner, J., & Rainie, L. (2012). Search engine use 2012.
Pew Research Center's Internet & American Life Project. Pew
Research Center.

Rieder, B., & Sire, G. (2013). Conflicts of interest and incentives to
bias: A microeconomic critique of Google's tangled position on
the Web. New Media & Society, 16(2), 195–211. https://doi.org/
10.1177/1461444813481195

Rieh, S. Y., Collins-Thompson, K., Hansen, P., & Lee, H. J. (2016).
Towards searching as a learning process: A review of current
perspectives and future directions. Journal of Information Sci-
ence, 42(1), 19–34. https://doi.org/10.1177/0165551515615841

Robinson, L. (2009). A taste for the necessary. Information, Commu-
nication & Society, 12(4), 488–507. https://doi.org/10.1080/
13691180902857678

Rogers, R. (2021). Marginalizing the mainstream: How social media
privilege political information. Frontiers in Big Data, 4. https://
doi.org/10.3389/fdata.2021.689036

Rutter, S. (2017). Activities and tasks: A case of search in the primary
school information use environment (PhD dissertation). Univer-
sity of Sheffield, Sheffield, UK.

Ryan, G. W., & Bernard, H. R. (2003). Techniques to identify
themes. Field Methods, 15(1), 85–109. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1525822X02239569

Savolainen, R. (2016). Elaborating the conceptual space of
information-seeking phenomena. Information Research, 21, 3.

Schultheiß, S., & Lewandowski, D. (2021). Misplaced trust? The
relationship between trust, ability to identify commercially
influenced results and search engine preference. Journal of
Information Science, 49(3), 609–623. https://doi.org/10.1177/
01655515211014157

Shah, C., & Bender, E. M. (2022). Situating search. In ACM SIGIR
conference on human information interaction and retrieval
(pp. 221–232). ACM.

Shore, C., & Wright, S. (2015). Audit culture revisited: Rankings,
ratings, and the reassembling of society. Current Anthropology,
56(3), 421–444.

Star, S. L., & Bowker, G. C. (2010). How to infrastructure. In L. A.
Lievrouw & S. Livingstone (Eds.), Handbook of new media:
Social shaping and social consequences of ICTs (pp. 230–245).
SAGE.

Star, S. L., & Ruhleder, K. (1996). Steps toward an ecology of infra-
structure: Design and access for large information spaces. Infor-
mation Systems Research, 7(1), 111–134.

Sundin, O. (2020). Where is search in information literacy? A
theoretical note on infrastructure and community of prac-
tice. In A. Sundqvist, G. Berget, J. Nolin, & K. Skjerdingstad
(Eds.), Sustainable digital communities: iConference 2020
(pp. 373–379). Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-
43687-2_29

Sundin, O., Lewandowski, D., & Haider, J. (2022). WhoseRele-
vance?: web search engines as multi-sided relevance machines.
Journal of the Association for Information Science and Technol-
ogy, 73(5), 637–642. https://doi.org/10.1002/asi.24570

The Swedish Internet Foundation. (n.d.). Internets möjligheter.
Retrieved from https://internetstiftelsen.se/guide/introduktion-
till-internet-for-aldre/internets-mojligheter/

Toepfl, F., Kravets, D., Ryzhova, A., & Beseler, A. (2022). Who are the
plotters behind the pandemic? Comparing Covid-19 conspiracy
theories in Google search results across five key target countries of
Russia's foreign communication. Information, Communication &
Society, 26(10), 2033–2051. https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2022.
2065213

ANDERSSON and SUNDIN 11

 23301643, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://asistdl.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/asi.24819 by L

und U
niversity, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [08/11/2023]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense

https://edition.cnn.com/2022/08/11/tech/facebook-teen-usage-pew/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2022/08/11/tech/facebook-teen-usage-pew/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2022/08/11/tech/facebook-teen-usage-pew/index.html
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2021.1933563
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2021.1933563
https://doi.org/10.1002/asi.23963
https://doi.org/10.5210/fm.v21i4.6185
https://doi.org/10.1177/14614448211063860
https://doi.org/10.1177/14614448211063860
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/media-literacy-research/adults/adults-media-use-and-attitudes
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/media-literacy-research/adults/adults-media-use-and-attitudes
https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840607081138
https://doi.org/10.1177/0170840607081138
https://www.oed.com
https://www.oed.com
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444813481195
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444813481195
https://doi.org/10.1177/0165551515615841
https://doi.org/10.1080/13691180902857678
https://doi.org/10.1080/13691180902857678
https://doi.org/10.3389/fdata.2021.689036
https://doi.org/10.3389/fdata.2021.689036
https://doi.org/10.1177/1525822X02239569
https://doi.org/10.1177/1525822X02239569
https://doi.org/10.1177/01655515211014157
https://doi.org/10.1177/01655515211014157
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-43687-2_29
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-43687-2_29
https://doi.org/10.1002/asi.24570
https://internetstiftelsen.se/guide/introduktion-till-internet-for-aldre/internets-mojligheter/
https://internetstiftelsen.se/guide/introduktion-till-internet-for-aldre/internets-mojligheter/
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2022.2065213
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2022.2065213


Tripodi, F. B. (2022). The propagandists' playbook: How conservative
elites manipulate search and threaten democracy. Yale Univer-
sity Press.

Vaidhyanathan, S. (2012). The googlization of everything: (and why
we should worry). University of California Press.

Wilson, P. (1977). Public knowledge, private ignorance: Toward a
library and information policy. Greenwood Press.

World Internet Project. (n.d.). About WIP. Retrieved from https://
www.worldinternetproject.com/about.html

Yates, S., Kirby, J., & Lockley, E. (2015). Digital media use: Dif-
ferences and inequalities in relation to class and age. Socio-
logical Research Online, 20(4), 71–91. https://doi.org/10.
5153/sro.3751

Ziewitz, M. (2019). Rethinking gaming: The ethical work of optimiza-
tion in web search engines. Social Studies of Science, 49(5), 707–731.

How to cite this article: Andersson, C., &
Sundin, O. (2023). The elusive search engine: How
search engine use is reflected in survey reports.
Journal of the Association for Information Science
and Technology, 1–12. https://doi.org/10.1002/asi.
24819

12 ANDERSSON and SUNDIN

 23301643, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://asistdl.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/asi.24819 by L

und U
niversity, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [08/11/2023]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense

https://www.worldinternetproject.com/about.html
https://www.worldinternetproject.com/about.html
https://doi.org/10.5153/sro.3751
https://doi.org/10.5153/sro.3751
https://doi.org/10.1002/asi.24819
https://doi.org/10.1002/asi.24819

	The elusive search engine: How search engine use is reflected in survey reports
	1  INTRODUCTION
	2  THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE AND PREVIOUS RESEARCH
	3  MATERIAL AND METHOD
	4  FINDINGS
	4.1  Searching, browsing, and surfing
	4.2  Searching and Google
	4.3  Searching as fact-finding
	4.4  Searching, reliability, and bias

	5  CONCLUDING REMARKS
	REFERENCES


