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[00:00:00] Speaker 1: Welcome back to Terms of Service. I'm CNN tech reporter, Claire Duffy. And for many years, one company has been synonymous with searching for information online, and that's Google. But these days, people are increasingly turning to AI chatbots to find information, and Google's own search page has also undergone an evolution. We're now seeing AI summaries at the top of search results pages. There's a new AI mode, and of course, there's Google's own chatbot, Gemini. So, as the online search ecosystem continues to evolve, I wanted to hear about what Google is doing to stay on top, and also, how we can all find the best information online right now. To help me answer that question, I have Robbie Stein here in the studio with me today. He's the vice president of product at Google Search, and he's in charge of the core search experience, as well as the new AI offerings. Robbie, thank you for being here.
[00:00:51] Speaker 2: Thanks for having me.
[00:00:53] Speaker 1: So, I know, obviously, you are a longtime Terms of Service listener, but if you had not been, and you wanted to find out more information about the show, how would you have gone about searching for that information today?
[00:01:04] Speaker 2: Yeah, I'd probably just put it into Google, but unlike what I may have done many, many years ago, where I just typed in a couple keywords, I probably would have typed in more of a sentence. That's like, tell me more about the show, and maybe the last few guests that have been on it.
[00:01:15] Speaker 1: Yeah, so you sort of touched on this there, but the Google search bar, the sort of traditional thing that people think of is no longer the only Google platform where people can go to find information. Give us an overview of the sort of world of ways that people can now ask Google for information.
[00:01:31] Speaker 2: Yeah, I mean, there's a few that we see that people are using the most. The core search experience is obviously the largest. So, there's a text box, google.com, you put information in it. But I think what's neat is you can ask really hard questions in there now, and type in a sentence like, how do I get a ketchup stain out of this carpet if it happened two days ago, and I don't have vinegar in the house? You could try that, and you'd probably get an AI response. And if you clicked on it and learned more, and then wanted to go even deeper in AI mode, you can actually have a conversation about your issue. And so that's one kind of key way people get information. The other which we're seeing is immensely popular is through the camera. And so there's this really unique moment where you can ask about the things you're seeing. So maybe you see, like I had an experience where I saw some weird stuff in our garden, like little white stuff that seemed to be hurting our plants. So I took a picture, I was like, what's going on with this? And it's like, oh, it told me what the issue was, and it recommended that I get ladybugs.
[00:02:24] Speaker 1: Oh.
[00:02:25] Speaker 2: And I actually went to the local store and got a little ladybug kit, and that took care of it. I love it. So it's pretty incredible, like those are the kinds of questions that would be pretty hard to ask about maybe five, 10 years ago, and now we're seeing that happen every day.
[00:02:39] Speaker 1: Yeah, the photo search thing I use all the time, also often for plants. I'm like, what's going on here? Or what is this plant that I don't know? Let's talk a little bit about the AI summaries that are now showing up at the top of some Google search results pages. How do those work? How is Google AI coming up with what is going to be in that summary?
[00:02:59] Speaker 2: Yeah, well, right now there's a model that's designed to help find information, and then it's able to produce this really helpful overview with links to dive in and click and learn more yourself. But it gives you this really helpful context, and that's called AI overviews. And if you ask a really specific question, you're pretty likely to get one of those. You don't see them everywhere because the system actually learns where they're helpful and will only show them if users have engaged with that and find them useful. And so for many questions, people just ask a short question or they're looking for a very specific website. They won't show up because they're not actually helpful in actually many, many cases. But where you ask that kind of question I asked about catch-up, it's pretty obvious, pretty complicated question. You may have follow-up questions. AI might be uniquely useful there. Google learns that, finds information, and in many cases actually issues additional Google queries under the hood to expand your search and then brings you the most relevant information for a given question. And so if you ask a question, for instance, about something inspirational, which is something that we see all the time with image search, it'll return a gallery of images. Or if you ask about shopping, it's integrated into the shopping products on Google search. And so it's really designed for search users and search needs and optimized for those questions that people most commonly ask.
[00:04:15] Speaker 1: Go a little bit deeper, if you will, about when you decide to put up an AI overview versus not. I think a lot of people will have noticed this. Like sometimes you do, sometimes you don't. How does Google decide when to add that overview?
[00:04:27] Speaker 2: Yeah, well, what happens is the system will learn. So it'll try it and then see if people engage with it for certain kinds of questions. So maybe you just search for an athlete that starts as like a new quarterback. Like, who is this person? And you Google the person. And it turns out that an AI overview is not particularly helpful. It's much more interesting to maybe see photos of the person, quick description, like their links to their bios or their social media pages, articles about them that have been written, profiles. That's more likely going to show up. And what happens is the system will learn that if it tried to do an AI overview, no one really clicked on it or engaged with it or valued it. And we have lots of metrics we look at that. And then it won't show up. And then the system kind of generalizes that over time. And what you see at Google is a reflection of our best understanding of what's most helpful for a user for a given question.
[00:05:15] Speaker 1: And does that apply on like an individual basis? Like if there's somebody who just regularly doesn't want to click and look at the Google summaries or the AI overviews, will they see fewer of those?
[00:05:25] Speaker 2: Yeah, we are personalizing some of these experiences. So if you're the kind of person that would always click a video, you might see video results higher. But right now that's a kind of a, it's a smaller adjustment probably to the experience because we want to keep it as consistent as possible overall. But I think over time, our goal is to create something that's great for you.
[00:05:45] Speaker 1: And how do you think about AI mode fitting in there and what that is really good for versus the traditional search bar? Could you just use them in the same way?
[00:05:54] Speaker 2: Yeah, we really designed AI mode to really help you go deeper with a pretty complicated question. You're trying to figure out what kind of car you might want to buy or like backup power ideas for your apartment or your house. And there's like little power stations you can buy. Like there's kind of complicated things and you want to maybe compare them. You want to ask follow-up questions. And so AI mode is really awesome for those kinds of informational tasks. But we don't really think that you should have to know where to ask a question. So the way we've thought about it is you just put your question into Google and you'll get an AI overview if it's useful. And if you click on going deeper option, you're in a more back and forth AI mode experience that's conversational and you can take that next step. So you don't really need to think about where you put the question. But I think for people that are maybe more well-versed into how these different AI and chatbots work, we are seeing people just go sometimes directly to the AI mode and just ask these really hard questions because they kind of know they want AI for a given question. And that actually was one of the reasons we built it. Because we actually saw in the search bar, people were typing a question and then actually adding AI at the end.
[00:06:58] Speaker 1: Oh, interesting.
[00:06:58] Speaker 2: And so they were trying to get the AI to show up because they felt like this was such a complicated question. It's unlikely there's any single place that has information about this. And so now there's a place you can go directly to ask.
[00:07:10] Speaker 1: And AI mode was in beta test mode for a long time, right? Like, what did you learn from the test and how people were using that differently from traditional Google search?
[00:07:19] Speaker 2: I mean, I think the two biggest things is people were asking longer and harder questions. And so we saw like a two to three increase in the query length. And they're asking very specific questions. They're adding more context to it. So they're adding the specificity. So instead of a keyword like, you know, things to do in Nashville, it's like restaurants to go to in Nashville if one friend has an allergy, and we have dogs and we want to sit outside. You know, like that's the kind of question you might see, which was a very different kind of question for Google. And the other thing is people were following up. And we noticed that people were asking these follow-up questions because when you saw part of the response, you wanted to learn even more. And so it was a conversational form of search. And that was new as well.
[00:08:02] Speaker 1: Let's talk a little bit about visual search. Walk people through how that works. Like if I've never used visual search, just explain how the process works.
[00:08:09] Speaker 2: Well, the easiest thing to do is to get the Google app and open it and then tap on the camera button. And what'll happen is it'll open a camera. It's called Google Lens. And you just snap a picture. And what you'll probably see is an immediate result that starts to explain with AI what you're seeing. And then you can add questions to it. So you could say like, tell me about where to buy this. You could say, what's going on with this plant? How do I treat it? And you can have a back and forth conversation through that way. This is actually something that's one of the fastest growing ways people are searching. It's up 70% year over year, which is really remarkable. And this is like a billion users that are using this kind of a way of searching now. And if you have an Android phone, you can do something called circle to search where you can kind of circle anything you're looking at. And people really love that as well because the visual search for media allows you to say, find an outfit someone's wearing and say, where could I buy this? Or what product is this and how could I get it? And that's also been really popular.
[00:09:06] Speaker 1: I feel like I hear frustration from users about ads. Like when they go to the traditional Google search page, sometimes you have to scroll through three or four links at the top that are ads. Will people see advertising content in AI summaries as well as the traditional links?
[00:09:22] Speaker 2: Yeah, so I mean, first of all, our approach to ads is that it's shown when helpful. It's just like what I mentioned with the AI overviews. And actually the vast majority of Google searches do not have ads. And so if you're trying to do something where an ad is really useful in that context, you'll see ads. And I think we see something similar that is possible in the AI set of products that we're building as well. And if there's an opportunity, like I was mentioning buying, like maybe one issue is having some backup power if your house area or your apartment loses power. And maybe you want a power station that can charge your two computers and a couple of phones for your family. Like there might be a great offer, a great deal at that time that you might want to learn about. So I think there's lots of ways that can be done where this is really helpful for people. And that's really our focus. But it's an experiment on how we can have that same set of principles for the AI world.
[00:10:10] Speaker 1: And will people know, like if they're seeing an ad in overviews or an AI mode, will it be clear that that business has paid to have their information?
[00:10:19] Speaker 2: Absolutely, yeah. Transparency and clarity that there's a sponsored item is really an important principle.
[00:10:26] Speaker 1: Do you worry that if people just sort of have AI tell them, give them an answer, that they'll be less of the, let me go to multiple different sources and read and think critically about what I'm seeing because I'm just having this very convenient answer given to me upfront?
[00:10:43] Speaker 2: Well, one thing is, first of all, a very critical and key design principle for all of our AI experiences is to connect you to the web. That's the key part of Google, what people come to Google for. And what we hear from our users is that they don't wanna take any single sources word for things. And so one thing we've done in our models pretty uniquely is we've actually designed them to recommend further reading and opportunities to go deeper. So you'll see a content tray that will show up with links to dive in, like read more articles or read the review from an expert about a mattress you're about to buy, for instance. And that's because people want that. They're asking to look up reviews and see what people are saying about a restaurant or a product. It's a core need for users and a core design principle.
[00:11:28] Speaker 1: I wanna ask you about accuracy in the AI summaries and the AI mode answers. Obviously, I think Google has made a lot of progress on this from some of the, like, we saw recommendations to put glue on pizza days. But I have this experience just recently, like three weeks ago, I was at the dentist and I was asking her about these two different types of toothpaste and she's like, well, let's look. So she's Googles it, compare this brand to this brand. And she opens the AI summary and she's looking at it and she's looking at it. I'm kind of looking over her shoulder. And what had happened was that the summary was talking about one brand and linking to the other brand, like it had mixed them up. And I was like, oh, I think that's what happened here. Like it's flip-flopped the information. But I just wonder, like, how do you make sure if that is the place, obviously, hopefully people click the links and go deeper, but as we're seeing people rely more on the information that AI is providing, how do you make sure that that is as accurate as possible?
[00:12:24] Speaker 2: Yeah, I mean, accuracy and creating high quality information for people is absolutely the most important thing we do. And so one thing is AI is a new technology and AI can make mistakes. And I think everyone's learning that across every way that AI works. But I think what you're seeing is it's very quickly getting higher and higher quality very fast. And I think one thing we try to do is we've integrated all of the core search kind of signals into these AI experiences. And so when it's kind of recommending or giving you overviews, it's using information and linking to information that others have found very helpful for that question in the past. And it's possible that there's all kinds of reasons why it can make small mistakes. That's one of the reasons why also I think we want to be making sure people can go and click in and see information themselves as well.
[00:13:11] Speaker 1: Yeah, talk a little bit more about what that training looks like on the backend. Is it just giving it more data to work with? Is it the sort of like reinforcement training where you're saying, no, this was a bad answer. You should have done this instead. Like how does that work?
[00:13:23] Speaker 2: It's kind of all of those things. I think we would consider what you're saying a loss. And so we would say like there's a loss pattern. And so we would take the look at the link. We'd say, why was it linking to that? And then we would understand. And usually what happens is there's a few reasons why simple things like that could happen. One could be maybe there was a link that referenced the other brand on the page, right? And so maybe that's one thing. You know, there could be an instance where there's a review that someone mentions that's highly used. And then the actual site itself has, they have conflicting information. Like a user uses the products as one thing and maybe the product itself, like the company that makes products is another thing. I see. So what do you do? Like information is very complex, but Google's been working on this for 25 years. And so I think that, you know, we do some of the best work in this space and have studied, you know, what information is trustworthy? What's helpful? What links are useful for people? What's not? What's spam information and problematic versus not? And so I think on the large, vast, vast majority, people are getting exceptionally helpful and high quality responses overall. But of course it can make mistakes.
[00:14:26] Speaker 1: How are you catching if and when those mistakes show up? How does Google know? How do you work on fixing that?
[00:14:33] Speaker 2: I mean, we have deep evaluation metrics where we will run, you know, numerous types of questions through the system and check them all. It's this relentless focus on improving them and fixing them and making it better every single day. And then when you fix one of those things, you fix a whole part of the system. And then what happens is a month later, a few months later, it just gets better and better and better. And obviously the models are also getting more sophisticated and now very advanced reasoning models are introduced. So this is a very different generation of model than when we first launched the very first AI overview. And this is a model that's increasingly capable of reasoning, thinking through things, verifying its work, checking. You're seeing much more of that in our AI systems now.
[00:15:14] Speaker 1: And are you looking for user feedback too? Like if I ask a question and something's wrong, like is there a button?
[00:15:19] Speaker 2: Yes, there's a thumbs up and thumbs down. You can report issues. We look at them religiously. Got it. So do a thumbs down. If you see an issue, report it. My team will look at it. We will look at that. Every single one of those is taken seriously. And we have systems that look at user feedback at scale.
[00:15:34] Speaker 1: So Google has become synonymous, as I said in the intro here, with searching for information online and the company is now facing real challenges from rivals like ChatGPT and Perplexity who not only have their own chatbots, but now are introducing their own browsers, like trying to keep people within their ecosystem. What is Google doing to stay ahead of the competition and how much does that worry you?
[00:15:57] Speaker 2: I mean, look, the pie is expanding enormously. I mean, people can ask questions like they could never ask before. You know, you can take a picture of your homework and ask, I'm really confused by the third question in here and how step four works. Please explain it. I mean, it's just, this is an enormously expansionary moment. And so that's exciting. The way I think about it is billions of people are going to Google all the time to ask these questions. And we see people trying to get more from Google search. And so for us, like we're focusing on informational, that's what we're here to do. We're not here to build another general purpose chatbot. And so we're really optimizing for those kinds of informational questions and building what we think will be hopefully the most knowledgeable AI set of experiences that connect you to information.
[00:16:43] Speaker 1: Does Google still see itself as a search company or an AI company or like, how do you think about, is that the same thing? I don't know.
[00:16:51] Speaker 2: I mean, I think from a Google search perspective, it's an informational product. And I think that traverses all technology. It's like, what's the best technology that helps people get information that's trusted, that's helpful, that helps them in their life, helps them make key decisions. And it turns out that right now, AI is one of the ways that you can really unlock that because like this homework example I keep coming back to, it's very unlikely anyone's ever written anything about that homework question, but you can get help on Google now with that question. But at the end of the day, AI is not helpful for a lot of things. And it's actually slower, potentially. It's not gonna give you that rich and full page experience people expect to browse the web necessarily. So like the core search experience. But I think we kind of view it much more broadly. It's like, where could AI be uniquely helpful? We're gonna help you with that and we're gonna bring AI to you. But if AI is not gonna be helpful, we shouldn't force that.
[00:17:42] Speaker 1: Yeah, that makes a lot. I feel like a lot of what we see just sort of broadly in the space with AI right now is sort of like AI for the sake of AI because now we have AI and look at these things it can do. So I appreciate what you're saying about, no, we wanna integrate it when it makes sense, when it's actually helpful, and not necessarily just because we can put it everywhere. How should people think about when to use Google search versus AI mode versus asking Gemini a question? What are those things best for?
[00:18:09] Speaker 2: Yeah, well, AI mode is really integrating into core Google experiences. So, and in fact, we're testing now ways that they're really seamless to be able to move from AI overviews right into AI mode to have further follow-up questions. So I just think about it as just asking Google, you know, whatever's on your mind. And I think what we're seeing is people who come to Google, they use Google all the time. They have an informational question and these are things that people come to Google for today. It's about shopping and sports, and you have questions about a stock or whatever. Like those are things that are awesome in Google search. And I think people can now ask their really specific and hard questions right in Google. And that'd be my recommendation. And then if people are using chatbots and they're using Gemini, that's great too. And I think those particularly have been incredible for these, you know, really kind of productive use cases where you kind of are building something together, you know, with Gemini and it's helping create for you. And there's all these really incredible ways you can generate imagery. And so I think everyone's kind of learning. It's early about like what products are gonna most help for their needs. And I think that we just view AI as a way to make it easier to get the things you're trying to get out of Google.
[00:19:15] Speaker 1: So Google as the place where you go, if you're sort of like more straightforwardly looking for information, Gemini is your like thought partner or like a collaborator that also is gonna give you information, but that's maybe the distinction.
[00:19:30] Speaker 2: Yeah, I think that's right. I think it's more of this like assistant that can help you with all these things you're trying to do in your life. You can upload spreadsheets with it. You can generate images for your homework or for your class. Whereas really search has always been about information predominantly. But, you know, we wanna innovate and meet people where they are ultimately.
[00:19:46] Speaker 1: How should people be formatting what they ask to Google search to get the best information?
[00:19:52] Speaker 2: Yeah, I mean, I think the main thing that is interesting is people just limit themselves with the kinds of things they ask. So it's really that level of specificity that I think will get the most out of search now. Whereas before I feel like you almost wanted the opposite. Like if you asked a really long question in Google, you potentially see no results found, right? And so my recommendation is just to ask. Like if you're trying to understand a couple of products and put in the, you know, serial numbers or like the product names, you can ask it and instruct it to do things. You can say, can you make me a table to do it? You can say, with Gemini 3 now for subscribers, you can actually say create a visualization that helps me understand something and it will code up a whole little simulation for you. Like put that all into Google, into AI mode and see what happens.
[00:20:34] Speaker 1: Do you have examples, like, are there really fun or creative ways that you're seeing people use Google search now that have surprised you?
[00:20:41] Speaker 2: I mean, all the time. For Gemini 3, it's been really incredible. Gemini 3 Pro launch. I mean, people are using it to explain educational and scientific concepts in really exciting ways. You know, if someone asked about how to like understand the Doppler effect and it generates this simulation of like how things move and how sound works. And so that was really surprising and pretty awesome. I think people can now visualize and graph information. So if you ask AI mode to compare stocks, for instance, over time, it can graph arbitrary information and create an interactive module where you can hover over it and see its differences over time. And so I think it's always exciting to see people discover those kind of new things. And those have been really fun.
[00:21:22] Speaker 1: Awesome. Well, Robbie, thank you so much. This was really interesting.
[00:21:25] Speaker 2: Thank you. Likewise. Appreciate you having me.
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