Why Google matters: implications for privacy and markets
Abstract: Google has been much in the news lately, not only for its volatile stock price but even more importantly for its cooperation with Chinese authorities in censoring the internet and its initial refusal to turn over search data to the U.S. government. Two factors make this increasingly central role of search engines problematic. First, the search process and the ranking system are not transparent. Second, although users depend on search engines for finding information, the users are not the customers. It is the advertisers who pay money to the search engine companies, and this creates tangled web of responsibility and accountability. Although search engines increasingly control the access to information of the average web surfers, the search engines are not directly responsible to those surfers but rather to the advertising companies that pay the bills.  Thus the potential danger: search engines increasingly control access to information, but their formulas are hidden from public view and their direct responsibility is not to their users but to their advertisers. The potential for abuse in great, and the chances of detecting it are low. 
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