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Abstract 

 
This study is concerned with the possibility to use Google search results as means for social 

and cultural research. It introduces a new metric for reading the societal concern of an issue 

through local Google results. The empirical case study, whereby the societal concern of the 

recent swine flu pandemic was read in multiple local Google results over time, shows many 

correlations as well as anomalies. The employed method is discussed within the context of the 

development of digital methods for Internet research, to highlight the importance of the 

recognizing the processes that drive power-law distribution to hyperlink structures.  
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Introducing Digital Methods 

 

In the past 15 years, the Web has emerged as a distinct media form that is increasingly viewed 

as an object of study for social researchers (Schneider & Foot, 2004). The unique dynamic 

nature - a mixture of ephemeral and permanent elements - poses a challenge for web 

historians, researchers and scholars (Schneider & Foot, 2004). Moreover, dominant web 

devices like Google, which create ‘texts’ through query results sets, have become meaningful 

contemporary artifacts for socio-cultural researchers (Weltevrede, 2009: p13). These texts are 

not limited to the written language, but also include visual media expressions (Fiske & 

Hartley, 1989). It is a great challenge for researchers to analyze the structure of these texts; 

they often have a dynamic nature influenced by underlying algorithms of engines that might 

be hard to reveal. How do these dominant web engines allow us to make claims about society 

and culture? 

 The Digital Methods Initiative (DMI), a collaboration of the University of Amsterdam 

(UvA) Media Studies New Media program and Govcom.org, is dedicated to the development 

of digital methods and tools for Internet research. In particular, DMI is devoted to the 

researching and developing techniques to study societal conditions and cultural change with 

the Web. This research paper is part of the UvA Digital Methods New Media MA research 

seminar. We attempt to introduce a new metric for doing societal research through local 

Google search engine results.   

First, explanations will be given to what drives the DMI to the ‘grounding’ of claims 

about societal conditions and cultural changes though Internet research. Secondly, concepts 

will be described that affect the practice of research with Google. Finally our research -

concerned with the H1N1 pandemic – will be critically discussed in the context of digital 

methods development for social research with the Web.   
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1 Grounding claims through Internet research 

 
According to Web epistemologist Richard Rogers, also Director of the Digital Methods 

Initiative and Govcom.org, we have entered a new era of Internet research (Rogers, 2009: p8). 

Previously Web research revolved around studying online culture through the concern of the 

divide of the real and the virtual. Whereas now the Internet can be used to research and 

diagnose societal conditions and cultural changes (Rogers, 2009: p8). In ‘The End of the 

Virtual’ Rogers explains that the DMI program is driven by the recognition that the Internet is 

not only an object of study, but also a source for Internet research to ground claims about 

society and culture (Rogers, 2009). 

The notion of ‘online groundedness’ was introduced by the DMI  program to 

conceptualize research that follows a medium, captures its social and cultural dynamics and 

makes grounded claims with regard to the collected data (Rogers, 2009: p8). Rogers argues 

that in the social sciences and the humanities virtual methods and user studies have shifted 

away their attention from this data which creates possibilities for researchers to study much 

more than just online culture (Rogers, 2009: p6). The DMI program has the theoretical goal to 

renew the relationship between the Web and the ground to make claims about society and 

culture (Rogers, 2009: p6).  

An example of the use of online research to ground cultural claims, which encouraged 

the development of the notion of ‘online groundedness’, is a study performed by the Dutch 

newspaper NRC Handelsblad. The researchers used the Internet Archive to locate and analyze 

changes over time in the used language on right-wing and extremist websites. Findings 

corresponded with the idea that right-wing and extremist groups in the Netherlands 

increasingly used harsher language, which was the claim to investigate (Rogers, 2009: p9). 

Instead of the using an embedded researcher1 or the analysis of print media collected over 

time, the online data was elected to become the baseline to ground the cultural claim (Rogers 

2009: p9) The researchers did not need to visit the actual ground; the web became the ground 

for the investigation.  

The Web has become a source in which embedded societal dynamics and cultural 

change are locatable and traceable (Weltevrede, 2009: p13). By following a medium, one is 

able to study how a specific web device handles digitally native objects, like the ‘link’ and the 
                                                       
1 A researcher who would go ‘native’ and would be around or join the subculture’s ground for research purposes. 
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‘tag’ (Rogers, 2009: p29). Through such a study researchers gain insights about the purpose 

of Internet research and insights that lead to important methodological distinctions (Rogers, 

2009: p29). The DMI program seeks not only to reorient Internet research to consider Internet 

as a source for data, but also considers it as a source to create methods and techniques to 

properly collect this data (Rogers, 2009: p13). With these digital methods, researchers are 

able to trace, localize and analyze cultural and social dynamics that are embedded in the 

medium’s architecture and organization, to make claims that are grounded in the Web 

(Weltevrede, 2009: p13). The possibility to make these claims is what drives the DMI 

program to study society and culture with the Internet. This study deals in particular with 

making claims through search engine analysis. 
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2 The Googlization of methods  
 

 

   “We look at Google results and see society, not Google.” 
Rogers et al, 2009. 

 

 

When engaging in search engine analysis researchers must take into account that search 

engines cannot be seen as merely web devices that collect and provide data to analyze, but 

also that they are complex objects of study themselves. In the case of the dominant search 

engine Google, there is much more to study than just Google as an object. 

In 2003, Alex Salkever introduced the term “Googlization”, to describe the ‘creeping’ 

of dominance of the company’s search technologies and aesthetics into Web applications and 

contexts, such as tradition-rich institutions (Rogers et al. 2009). In 2007, media scholar, Siva 

Vaidhyanathan, author of the book-in-progress ‘The Googlization of Everything’ took the 

meaning of the term even further: ‘Google has altered the rules of the game for at least six 

major industries: Advertising, software applications, geographic services, e-mail, publishing, 

and Web commerce itself’ (Vaidhyanathan, 2007). As a consequence a lot of new media 

objects and their context have been googlized. For example Yahoo’s search engine front-end 

differs not much from the front-end Google Search, since it has changed its aesthetics and 

user interface elements to those similar to Google Search (Rogers, 2009: p8). Also Yahoo has 

changed the Yahoo directory of alphabetical links ordered by experts to a directory which 

ranks sources based on popularity. The last example could be called back-end Googlization 

(Rogers, 2009: p10). 

In ‘Studying society, not Google’ (2009) DMI researcher Esther Weltevrede makes an 

important addition to the context of Googlization. Weltevrede argues that Googlization can 

also indicate a transformation in methodology. Google Flu Trends, which uses the Web to 

anticipate the fluctuations in flu activity, has for example Googlized the way medical 

diagnostics are taking place. This particular case of Googlization is very relevant to this study, 

as is it also concerned with flu fluctuations. 
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Google Flu Trends2 aggregates Google search data from local Googles in many countries to 

estimate flu activity over time. In ‘Detecting influenza epidemics using search engine query 

data’ (Jeremy Ginsberg et al, 2008) Google researchers propose their new method to indicate 

flu activity that builds upon previous attempts3 of using online activity for influenza 

surveillance. Google Flu Trends shows that there is a correlation between their users’ search 

data and the actual flu activity indicated by ILI (influence-like illness) percentage measured 

by governments of health agencies, as the Google estimates are very close to the ILI’s 

percentages4. 

Google Flu Trends diagnostically captures ‘geo-located’ internet practices, which 

makes it possible to anticipate local flu outbreaks and make claims about the societal 

conditions (Rogers, 2009: p8). It follows local Google search engine queries and captures and 

analyzes the dynamic data to make claims grounded in the Web. Therefore it applies to the 

notion of ‘online groundedness’. 

 When researchers attempt to research through the Web, they are able to incorporate 

the ways Web devices, like Google search, organize, structure and present the information to 

its users. Also, in the context of many different local Googles, search engines can also be used 

in researching societal conditions and cultural changes on a national level. 

In one of the DMI research projects ‘The Nationalities of Issues: Right Types’ (Rogers 

et al. 2009), the researchers entered the word ‘rights’ in local Googles, and obtained the 

hierarchies of  different right types per country to find out which right types particular 

countries are concerned with. They read Google search results and revealed distinctive 

national right types; for example, ‘everyman’s rights’ in Finland and ‘prostitutes’ rights’ in 

the Netherlands (Weltevrede, 2009: p18). This DMI study used the local Google search 

engines and its results to reveal local societal concerns. Our research devoted to reveal the 

societal concern of the 2009 swine flu (H1N1) pandemic followed a similar approach; we also 

queried local Googles to read local societal concern. Hence we will now describe some 

considerations made in previous local socio-cultural research, which were also adapted to this 

study. 

 

                                                       
2 Google Flu Trends, <http://www.google.org/flutrends/>, last accessed 10-01-10) 

3 e.g. search queries on Yahoo containing the words “flu” or “influenza” were found to correlate with virologic and mortality 

surveillance data over multiple years (Jeremy Ginsberg et al 2008) 
4 How Google Flu Trends works, <http://www.google.org/flutrends/intl/en_gb/about/how.html>, last accessed 10-01-10) 
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2.1 Algorithmic effects and power-law 

When designing queries to use in local online socio-cultural search, researchers must be 

aware that the language used for the queries will affect the outcomes (Weltevrede, 2009: p16). 

For the DMI right types project the researchers chose to query ‘rights’ in the local Googles. 

This keyword was translated to the country’s dominant language(s). In this case the query 

design was not only affected by the research question, but also by the consideration of 

Google’s ‘algorithmic effects’ (Weltevrede, 2009: p16). If the underspecified query ‘rights’ 

was instead a more specified query, it would be a lot tougher to make claims about local right 

types; keywords that are more specified are less affected by the engines’ algorithmic effects. 

As Weltevrede puts it: “If there is not a lot in the index for a very specific query, there are 

also less hyperlinks, or votes, to the resulting sources” (Weltevrede, 2009: p16).  Hence the 

researchers chose the general keyword ‘rights’ to capture the most algorithmic effects from 

the local Googles. 

As Google’s search returns a particular rank of sources as the result of an entered 

query, it reveals a source and actor composition as a ‘status authoring’ device (Rogers, p5: 

2009). Through these compositions researchers can observe how the returned results reflect 

societal concerns (Rogers, p5: 2009). Particular queries and their results may also be analyzed 

over time to reveal the changing states of an issue (Rogers, 2009: p5). 

In ‘The Googlization Question, and the Inculpable Engine’ (2009) Rogers analyzed 

the query results for RFID over time. The keyword ‘RFID’ was queried in 2004 and 2008 in 

Google Search and the results were compared. By comparing the composition in actor types 

over time in the top results, Rogers was able to observe how the change of actor composition 

in the engine returns corresponded with the states of play for RFID (Rogers, 2009: p5). 

 

“A comparison of the actor composition provides an indication of the maturity of the 
issue, with RFID in an emerging, more polarized discursive space (hopes and fears), 
and climate change more settled (policy processes). By 2008 the RFID engine return 
space contains a somewhat different population of actors, with non-governmental 
organizations (epic.org and eff.org), mainstream media as well as a governmental 
agency making an appearance.” 

 
(Richard Rogers 2009: p5)  
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The RFID study shows that search engine results can be seen as an indicator of changes that 

run parallel to the maturity of the issue. In the DMI rights type study a similar observation 

was made; local Googles would not place local based hyperlinks5 on the first result page for 

countries where a specific rights type did not fully mature yet (Weltevrede, 2009: p27). 

In both studies the search engine returns were read as texts to make claims about the 

state of an issue. Googles search result pages can also be conceived as snapshots of hyperlink 

structures, affected by the power-law dynamics in the Google search engine (Weltevrede, 

2009: p27). 

The importance of power-law distribution in link structures was noted earlier by 

political scientist Matthew Scott Hindman, who analyzed Google’s hyperlink network in The 

Myth of Digital Democracy (2008). Through empirical research Hindman introduced the 

concept of ‘Googlearchy’, by which he referred to Google’s hyperlink structures as the result 

of power-law distribution (Hindman, 2008: p44). ‘Googlearchy’ follows ‘the rule of the most 

heavily linked’, which implies that inequalities in hyperlink structures are the effect of power-

law distribution, shaped by linking patterns and other various processes (Hindman, 2008: 

p44).  

According to Weltevrede it is important to recognize returned search engine results for 

a particular query as a dynamic list of actors and issues organized by social processes 

represented through a (local) power-law (Weltevrede, 2009: p14).  

Both mentioned DMI studies kept the power-law dynamics in mind while trying to 

read Google search results to make claims about (local) societal conditions and cultural 

changes. This study is also devoted to the reading of Google results. It stresses on a recent 

issue: the swine flu pandemic. 

                                                       
5 Local based hyperlinks are hyperlinks to a source which is registered to an address in the same country as the local Google 
which the query was entered in. 
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3 Societal concern of the swine flu pandemic 

 
H1N1 influenza was officially declared to be a global pandemic on the 11th of June 2009, by 

the WHO6. By January 2010, 208 countries, and overseas communities or territories had 

reported laboratory confirmed cases of pandemic influenza, including at least 12220 deaths7.          

Considering the fact that the swine flu became an issue of global concern during the 

DMI course, our DMI research team8 started out with the objective to research to what extent 

local Google Search engine reflected the societal concern in relation to the swine flu 

pandemic. We chose to conduct research trough the local Googles of Mexico, Italy, Australia, 

Germany, Finland, Spain, Portugal, UK and the Netherlands. These chosen countries were 

based on our language skills and the H1N1 severity9 in those countries. 

In respect to query design we made the decision to use the keyword ‘flu’, which like 

‘rights’ is an underspecified keyword. However, we also queried the local Googles for ‘swine 

flu’ to observe the amount of returned hits. What especially motivated our initial research was 

inclusion of the analysis of the returned sources to reveal a ranking in actors created by the 

local Googles. We took account of six different actor types:  

 

1. Swine flu: a source mainly directed towards Swine flu. We took alternative terms into 

consideration and noted down the used terms per source.  

2. NGO: a Non-Governmental Organization source that provides information without 

any aid from the government or commercial purposes. 

3. Governmental:  A governmental source or an initiative (made possible) by the 

government (from the concerned country or another country). 

4. News:  a source that supplies actual news facts about the flu and is considered to be an 

objective news site. 

                                                       
6 World now at the start of 2009 influenza pandemic, 
<http://www.who.int/mediacentre/news/statements/2009/h1n1_pandemic_phase6_20090611/en/index.html >, 11-06-09, last 
accessed 10-01-10) 
7 Pandemic (H1N1) 2009 - update 73, <http://www.who.int/csr/don/2009_11_06/en/index.html>, 06-11-09, last accessed 10-
01-10) 

8  I started the project with Margarida Fonseca, Denise Pires, Kimberley Spreeuwenberg and continued and expanded the 
research with Denise Pires.  

9 We indicated the severity on the basis of the population, swine flu cases and deaths. 
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5. Encyclopedic: a source that supplies information in an encyclopedic way. This 

includes Wikipedia. 

6. Health: a source that revolves around the supplying of health (care) information. We 

placed them in one of the following categories: Pharmacy, Vaccines, Test, Prevention, 

Informative (e.g. general information about influenza). 

 

In addition to actor composition analysis we wanted to see if the amount of sources returned 

for ‘flu’ and ‘swine flu’ (in the specific language) corresponded with the swine flu severity10 

in those countries. Our hypothesis was that in most of the countries the societal concern 

regarding the swine flu massively increased due to the rise of swine flu cases and the (local) 

media attention that the swine flu got in these countries, which influenced local awareness and 

potential panic. However, we also had reasons11 to believe that the societal concern in Mexico 

was less. Would the local Google search results tell us the same? 

 

 

3.1 Initial methodology  
After choosing eight countries to research, we translated ‘flu’ to the dominant language of 

those countries and ran it through the local Google web search12. Subsequently we manually 

checked and collected the source data from the top ranking until we had collected ten sources 

specifically about the swine flu. We chose this amount of sources, because search engine 

users, in general, are likely to enter a query and rarely look past the second page (Jansen & 

Spink, 2003). This step was important because we compared the amount of sources needed to 

return ten particular sources about the swine flu, to observe if it would correlate to the flu 

severity of the countries. 

We collected the source data according to the order in rank in Excel spreadsheets13 

and checked if the source would fit in one or more of the specific actor types mentioned 

                                                       
10We have used the actual statistics of laboratory confirmed swine flu cases and deaths from <http://flucount.org> , last 
accessed 10-01-10) to indicate the severity of the swine flu pandemic. 

11 The Dutch newspaper Metro pointed out that the panic concerning the swine flu in Mexico seemed to have disappeared 
(Guiterrez, 2009) 

12 During this process we were logged out of Google to minimize personalized search results effects. Also we changed the 
search preferences to get 100 results on one page; this would make it easier to save the data and source information. 

13The spreadsheets with all our data can be found in the appendix. The ‘general’ data sheets can be found on page 43.  
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above. Subsequently, we checked if the URL was local or global by using a WHOIS14 servi

and took note which particular country the URL (registrant) was from. For each country we 

also registered the used language for each source, the date, the total amount of hits for flu and

for the dominant

ce 

 

ur 

                                                      

15 term of ‘swine flu’. This could be of value if we would later expand o

research, which we did.  

After collecting all the data, we compared the amount of actors and their position in 

the ranking. Finally we compared the source data to the severity. Our comparisons and 

analyses of our initially collected data are placed below. It describes our noted observations 

and the level of severity per country. 

 

 

3.1.1 Analysis of initial research results16  

 

1. Portugal: severe 

It was noticeable, that the governmental sources received a high page rank. Anomalies 

in our data were that there weren’t many local news sources or ‘health’ sources that 

provided information to prevent the swine flu. Maybe the news sources were less 

apparent because not many of the cases were fatal.    

2. Australia: severe 

There were many governmental sources apparent and more news sources were aligned 

with more fatal cases than in Portugal. An anomaly was that most of the sources about 

swine flu were non-local and based in the USA. 

3. Mexico: severe  

There were no governmental or local sources returned. Seemingly this confirmed our 

hypothesis. Clearly a lot NGO’s sources were returned, but they were mostly 

concerning with the regular flu.  

4. Germany: medium 

Out of all countries Germany’s specific sources about the ‘swine flu’ appeared the 

fastest (83% of the checked URLs). An anomaly was that there weren’t any 

 
14We have used the actual statistics of laboratory confirmed swine flu cases and deaths from <http://flucount.org> (last 
accessed 10-11-10) to indicate the severity of the swine flu pandemic. 

15A WHOIS service provides information about the location of an IP address (of the hosted website). We have used 
<http://domaintools.net> (last accessed 10-11-10) 

16These analyses were written on 12-11-09. The data can be found in the appendix on the first page of each country.  
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governmental sources at all. It was also noticeable that (except for Google News/Blog) 

all sources are local and there are a lot of news sources. 

5. Finland: medium  

It took a lot of results before ten sources about the swine flu were returned. All sources 

were local. The government was very prominent in the swine flu results. 

6. United Kingdom: medium  

It took the most results to return ten sources about the swine flu. More than half of 

these sources were non-local USA based. The governmental local sources were very 

high ranked. 

7. The Netherlands: light  

Except for the Google news/blogs result, all sources were local. There are a few 

governmental sources and some news sources. The ‘health’ sources were on top and 

were mainly concerned with the testing of risk. 

8. Italy. Level of severity: light  

There were no governmental sources returned about the swine flu, this fitted well with 

the light indication of severity. Most sources were news sources, and the news sources 

were on top of the ranking. 

 

 

3.1.2. Implications of initial research 

By analyzing the data that we gathered, both suspected findings that fit well to the level of flu 

severity in the country as well as a few anomalies were found. In our initial conclusion we did 

argue that Google does have the ability to reflect the societal concern of the swine flu 

pandemic through its search results and actor composition. 

Mexico did not have any local or governmental sources, while the most severe 

infected countries had governmental sources in the top of the rankings. This corresponded 

well to our expectations. However, for Finland, which we indicated with a ‘medium’ level of 

swine flu severity, the returned results showed that it took a many sources to find ten 

particular sources about the swine flu. This anomaly complicated the claim that Google’s 

local ranking and query results reflects the societal concern of the swine flu. Nonetheless, the 

initial research was satisfying. But how could we expand our method to gain more insight into 

the possibility of reading the societal concern of the swine flu pandemic through local Google 

results?   
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3.2 Expanding the method 

The global swine flu pandemic is a dynamic issue; the amount of cases could increase or 

decrease and the amounts of fatal cases could stabilize or fluctuate over time. As the level of 

swine flu severity within the countries could change, also the results and ranking of actor 

types could change with them. 

Thus we were interested in observing how the amount of sources returned and the 

composition of actor types in local Google’s results were affected by the local swine flu 

severity changes over time. Corresponding to what Rogers did in the ‘The Googlization 

Question, and the Inculpable Engine’ (2009) with the RFID, we collected the results over time 

and observed if and how they would correspond with the state of play for the swine flu issue 

in that country. We queried the local Googles three times and collected the data17, including 

the amount of the reported swine flu cases and deaths. However, the intervals between the 

three ‘measurements’ were a lot shorter, compared to the RFID study (Rogers, 2009: p5). 

Two important additions to our research were two baselines to indicate local flu 

activity and the societal concern namely news sources and Google Flu trends. Through these 

baselines we would be able to see fluctuations which would or would not correspond with our 

gathered data. Firstly, new sources or official national health reports could provide a clear 

image of the actual situation in the country. Secondly, the news also provides actual 

information to locals, which could influence the societal concern considering the reported 

news and the tone it is written in. It is important to point out that we did not use one specific 

engine like Google News to use the news sphere18 and compared it with the developments in 

the Web sphere. We have manually searched for news articles or national governmental 

reports to indicate the changing local societal concern of the epidemic.  

Google Flu Trends is the second baseline we added to our initial method. It would be 

interesting if we could find correlations between the fluctuations in Google Flu Trends and 

the fluctuations in the numbers of our data. 

     The expanding of our digital method with the flu fluctuations over time in three 

measurements and two added baselines changed the initial research question, hypothesis and 

method.  

                                                       
17We queried the eight local Googles for ‘flu’ and ‘swine flu’ in the countries’ dominant language. The data, collected in 
Google docs spreadsheets can be found in the appendix on page 43. 

18 A sphere is to be considered as a source set that has been demarcated by an engine or device. 
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3.3 Expanded Methodology  
 

3.3.1. Research questions 

The expanding of our methodology resulted in these two research questions: Firstly, do the 

local Google Web search engine results reflect the local societal concern over time? Secondly, 

do the fluctuations in the results correlate to the increasing or decreasing flu severity? 

 

3.3.2. Hypothesis 

The local state of play for the swine flu issue could change from over time. Consequently 

there could be a congruent change in the actor composition over time. Also the numbers of 

sources needed to have ten specific sources about the swine flu could correspondingly 

increase or decrease, as well as the amount of hits for flu and swine flu.  

 

3.3.3 Methodology 

We chose the same local Googles as before, with the same preferences. Again we manually 

checked and collected data from the sources from search results until we had 10 sources 

specifically about the swine flu. Our second measurement was on the 12th of December 2009 

and our third measurement was on the 2nd of January 2010.   

We added the collected data to the existing data sheets19. Although the source data, from the 

local search results we collected, did not differ from our initial research, we did gather news 

articles or governmental health reports as an indication of the societal concern. After 

visualizing our data20 our next step was to analyze the changes in actor composition over 

time. Subsequently we summed up what the (translated) news sources or governmental health 

reports reported21 about the national swine flu condition.  

     Finally, we compared the changes in the amount of hits for ‘flu’ and ‘swine flu’, hits 

needed to have ten sources about swine flu and actor composition to the changes in the 

                                                       
19We queried the eight local Googles for ‘flu’ and ‘swine flu’ in the countries’ dominant language. The data, collected in 
Google docs spreadsheets can be found in the appendix and starts at page 43. 

20We made visualizations of the changing amount of hits for ‘flu’ and ‘swine flu’ per local Google in the dominant language, 
the amount of the swine flu cases and deaths. Also we added tables with the amount of sources it took to have ten sources 
specifically about swine flu and sceenshots of Google Flu trends (if the country would be included in the Google Flu trend 
project) 

21We translated the articles if necessary.  
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amount of local cases and deaths, conditional news and Google Flu Trends.  

     Before discussing the results and methodology, the collected data per country is 

comparatively analyzed below. 

 

3.3.4 Results per country 
3.3.4.1 Portugal  

  

Figure 1. The amount of flu/swine flu hits over time returned by http://www.google.pt/ 

 

 
Figure 2. The amount of swine flu cases in Portugal over time 
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Figure 3. The amount of swine flu deaths in Portugal over time 

 

11-11-2009 12-12-2009 2-1-2010 
15 14 15 
Table. 1 The amount of sources it took to have ten sources specifically concerning the 

swine flu. 

 

Google Flu Trends 

Unfortunately Portugal does not take part in the Google Flu Trend project. 

 

Changes in actor composition22 

In the first results the top of the ranking was dominated by a lot of health sources and some 

governmental sources. The few governmental sources stayed more or less in the same place 

over time. But the health sources did drop down. Initially there were not many news sources 

other than Google News. However, the amount of news sources increased a lot in the second 

results and then fell back to a few news sources in the third results.  

  

Changes in the news 

In November a news website23 proclaimed a higher intensity of the H1N1 virus compared to 

the week before. The virus was running deeper according to the source. Whereas in December 

there was a ‘slight decrease’ in the number of cases reported24, but also the increase in death 

                                                       
22 These changes were observed in the data set, which is placed in the appendix on page 44 

23 Gripe A H1N1: Vírus está a circular com mais intensidade em Portugal – DGS, <http://aeiou.visao.pt/gripe-a-h1n1-virus-
esta-a-circular-com-mais-intensidade-em-portugal-dgs=f536159> , 8-11-’09, last accessed 10-01-10. 

24 Maioria das 22 mortes por gripe A foi em Novembro, 
<http://dn.sapo.pt/inicio/portugal/interior.aspx?content_id=1436276>, 02-12-’09, last accessed 10-01-10. 
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toll was noted. Finally in January25 doctors believed that the first wave of flu was passed, but 

that did not ensure that the worst was over.  

 

Comparative analysis 

From November to January the amount of flu cases increased a lot, whereas in the second 

interval this amount increased much slower. Congruently during the first interval, the amount 

of hits for both terms increased a bit, whereas the second interval shows a downward trend. 

The amount of sources needed to have ten sources about the swine flu did not change much, 

but it did took one source less in December to have ten swine flu specific sources. December 

was also the month with the most hits for both terms. 

There are two noticeable changes in the actor composition over time. Firstly, the 

amount health sources which dropped in the ranking over time and secondly, the news sources 

which rose in December and dropped in January. The rising and dropping of the news sources 

seems congruent to the decreasing amount of hits. 

The first news article seems to correspond with the increasing amount of hits; as it 

explains its increased intensity. The second news article nuanced the situation, which could 

also be seen in correspondence with decreasing amount of hits for both terms in the second 

interval. The amount of cases and deaths for the second interval were also increasing less 

rapid then in the first month. The decrease in the amount of hits for both terms does not seem 

strange in the context of the end of the first swine flu wave, which is mentioned in the third 

news article. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                       
25 Gripe A matou 43 só em Dezembro, <http://dn.sapo.pt/inicio/portugal/interior.aspx?content_id=1461327>, 04-01-‘10 
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3.3.4.2 Australia 
 

 
 
Figure 4. The amount of flu/swine flu hits over time returned by 
http://www.google.com.au/ 
 
 

 
 
Figure 5. The amount of swine flu cases in Aurstralia over time 
 
 

 
 
Figure 6. The amount of swine flu deaths in Australia over time 
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11-11-2009 12-12-2009 2-1-2010 
18 16 25 

Table. 2 The amount of sources it took to have ten sources specifically concerning the swine 

flu. 
 

 

Figure 7. Google Flu Trends: Australia26 

 

Changes in actor composition27 

The top returns were in the beginning mostly dominated by the news sources, which drop 

during both intervals. There were a few government sources and health sources about the 

swine flu which do not move much over time. However, in January there were a lot of 

government and health sources apparent that not concern the swine flu specifically. In January 

there were also a lot more USA based sources, compared to the other data points. 

 

Changes in governmental reports 

According to the governmental Australian Influenza Surveillance Report No.2628 the number 

of new confirmed swine flu cases decreased nationally from October to November. There 

were no new hospitalizations in that period. Also the national influenza activity continued to 

decrease. According to the report for December29 the flu activity continued to decrease even 

                                                       
26 Google Flu Trends Australia, <http://www.google.org/flutrends/intl/en_us/au/>, 02-01-‘10, last accessed 10-01-10. 
 
27 These changes were observed in the data set, which is placed in the appendix on page 47 

28AUSTRALIAN INFLUENZA SURVEILLANCE SUMMARY REPORT No.26, 2009, REPORTING PERIOD: 31 
October 2009 – 6 November 2009, 
http://www.healthemergency.gov.au/internet/healthemergency/publishing.nsf/Content/18D06BAC4644C98DCA25763E0082
3442/$File/ozflu-no26-2009.pdf>, 6-11-‘09, last accessed 10-01-10.  
 
29AUSTRALIAN INFLUENZA SURVEILLANCE SUMMARY REPORT No.26, 2009, REPORTING PERIOD: 28 
November 2009 – 4 December 2009, last accessed 10-01-10. 
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more, as well as the people requiring hospitalization. In December there were just a few new 

laboratory confirmed cases of swine flu. There were no governmental health reports for 

January available yet. We could not find any recent news sources about the swine flu situation 

in Australia.  

 

Comparative analysis 

According to table 2 the amount of cases did not change at all over time, whereas the official 

health report mentioned seven new swine flu cases. There was no great change in the amount 

of cases, but the amounts of deaths did increase. During the second interval the amount of 

deaths increased at a much slower rate compared to the first interval. The amount of hits for 

both terms increased a bit from November to December, but decreased drastically in the 

second interval. The amount of sources needed - for ten specific swine flu sources - 

congruently decreased in December and increases in January. 

Another noticeable change was the overall dropping of news sources in the ranking, 

which can be related to the decreasing flu activity and the decrease of hits for ‘flu’. Overall 

there seemed to be a downward trend in societal concern. Google Flu Trends also indicated a 

drop in flu activity over time and a minimal severity. 

                                                                                                                                                                         
<http://www.healthemergency.gov.au/internet/healthemergency/publishing.nsf/Content/18D06BAC4644C98DCA25763E00
823442/$File/ozflu-no30-2009.pdf>, 04-12-‘09, last accessed 10-01-10. 
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3.3.4.3 Mexico 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 8. The amount of flu/swine flu hits over time returned by 

http://www.google.com.mx/ 

 
 

 

 

Figure 9. The amount of swine flu cases in Mexico over time 
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Figure 10. The amount of swine flu death in Mexico over time 
 
 
 

10-11-2009 12-12-2009 2-1-2010 
19 23 23 

Table. 3 The amount of sources it took to have ten sources specifically concerning the swine 

flu. 
 

 

Figure 11. Google Flu Trends: Mexico30 

 

Changes in actor composition31 

In November the top of sources was dominated by the health sources and secondly by news 

sources. The news sources dropped down over during both intervals. Also there was a 

decrease in the number of health sources concerning the swine flu. In November there were 

no local or governmental sources returned, whereas in December and January there were a 
                                                       
30 Google Flu Trends Mexico, <http://www.google.org/flutrends/intl/en_us/mx/>, 02-01-’10. 
31 These changes were observed in the data set, which is placed in the appendix on page 50 
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few governmental sources concerning the swine flu. However, these sources remained low in 

ranking over time.  

 

Changes in the news 

In November a news website32 reported that it was impossible to manage the spread of the 

swine flu in Mexico. Also it reported that the government should take measures to keep the 

effects to a minimum. In December the situation was nuanced by a news website33 which 

claimed that the swine flu was only slightly more severe than that the flu of a regular flu 

season. According to this article the swine flu was supposedly less deadly than feared. In 

January34 the news reported that it was maybe too early to declare victory, but also that 

officials were positive about the developments.     

Comparative analysis 

The amount of hits for both terms were similar to those of Australia; they increased a bit and 

then decreased during the second interval. The amount of flu cases also rose much slower 

during the second interval. However, the amounts of death rose more or less consistently. The 

amount of sources needed to have ten swine flu specific sources decreased over time, but 

stayed the same in January. 

          The dropping of news sources and health sources about the swine flu indicated a 

decrease in the societal concern, which seems congruent to development in the news sources. 

Google Flu Trends indicated a slowly upward trend for flu activity in Mexico, but it did go 

downward two times. This seems to correspond with the changes in amount of hits and flu 

cases.  

    

                                                       
32"Es imposible contener la propagación de la gripe en México, sólo se puede mitigar", según una experta de la OPS 
<http://www.europapress.es/salud/noticia-gripe-imposible-contener-propagacion-gripe-mexico-solo-puede-mitigar-experta-
ops-20090428193837.html>, 08-11-‘09, last accessed 10-01-10. 

33Virus AH1N1 resulta menos letal de lo temido hoy, http://www.nacion.com/ln_ee/2009/diciembre/14/aldea2193329.html, 
14-12-‘09, last accessed 10-01-10. 
34México espera superar en 2010 epidemia de gripe A que se propagó en el mundo, 
<http://www.google.com/hostednews/epa/article/ALeqM5hWnyaA7KNg7qnfcSLez_Ejo-WUXw> , 01-01-‘10, last accessed 
10-01-10. 
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3.3.4.4 Germany 

 
 
Figure 12. The amount of flu/swine flu hits over time returned by http://www.google.de/ 
 
 

 

Figure 13. The amount of swine flu cases in Germany over time. 

 

 
Figure 14. The amount of flu deaths in Germany over time. 
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10-11-2009 12-12-2009 2-1-2010 
12 21 21 

Table. 4 The amount of sources it took to have ten sources specifically concerning the swine 

flu. 

 

 

 
Figure 15. Google Flu Trends: Germany35 

 

Changes in actor composition36 

In November the top in ranking was dominated by the news sources. The amount of news 

sources, however, decreased over time. Another noticeable observation was the amount of 

health sources that increased during the second and third interval. However most added health 

sources did not concern the swine flu specifically.  

Changes in the news 

In November a German website37 reported the ‘faster and faster’ spreading of the swine flu. 

Subsequently in December a news website38 reported that the swine flu was seemingly in 

retreat but there were still a lot of people being vaccinated. Finally in January a new expected 

                                                       
35 Google Flu Trends Germany, <http://www.google.org/flutrends/de/>, 02-01-’10. 
36 These changes were observed in the data set, which is placed in the appendix on page 53 

37 Schweinegrippe breitet sich immer schneller aus, <http://www.zeit.de/newsticker/2009/11/10/iptc-bdt-20091109-534-
22950142xml>, 10-11-‘09, last accessed 10-01-10. 

38 Schweinegrippe aud dem Rückzug – Impfung geht weiter, <http://www.1a-

krankenversicherung.org/nachrichten/20091214/5698/schweinegrippe-auf-dem-rueckzug-impfung-geht-weiter/>, 14-12-‘09, 

last accessed 10-01-10. 
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wave of swine flu was mentioned39. With a second wave in mind the article also predicted the 

growing interest in vaccines. 

 

Comparative analysis 

Over time the amount of hits for swine flu and flu rose a lot. This increase seems congruent to 

the rise severity. The amount of sources needed to have ten specific swine flu sources 

increased, which is an anomaly relative to the increase of other numbers. This could, 

however, be related to the second news article which mentions the retreat of the swine flu. 

Also the changes in actor composition could be related to a downwards trend of flu activity. 

This downward trend from November to December and the upwards trend from January in 

fig. 15 seems to correspond with the changes in news.    

 

3.3.4.5 Finland 

 
 

Figure 16. The amount of flu/swine flu hits over time returned by http://www.google.fi/ 

 

 

                                                       

39 Papiertiger Schweinegrippe <http://www.sueddeutsche.de/wissen/421/498710/text/>, 28-12-‘09, last accessed 10-01-10. 
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Figure 17. The amount of swine flu cases in Finland over time. 

 

 
 
Figure 18. The amount of swine flu cases in Finland over time. 

 

10-11-2009 12-12-2009 2-1-2010 
22 18 19 

Table. 5 The amount of sources it took to have ten sources specifically concerning the swine 

flu. 

 

Google Flu Trends 

Unfortunately Finland does not take part in the Google Flu Trend project. 

 

Changes in actor composition40 

In November there were a lot of health and governmental sources present in the top of the 

ranking. It was noticeable that the actor composition did not seem to change over time. 

                                                       
40 These changes were observed in the data set, which is placed in the appendix on page 56 
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However during the second and third interval, there were a decreasing number of health and 

governmental sources apparent that were concerned with the regular flu. 

Changes in the news 

In November a news website41 reported that the swine flu peak started and would continue for 

at least a couple of weeks. Subsequently in December a news website42 reported that Finland 

passed the peak of the swine flu epidemic. However there was another wave of swine flu 

expected later in April. We did not find any news sources in January concerning the swine flu 

situation in Finland. 

  

Comparative analysis 

During the first interval the amount of swine flu cases and deaths increased, as well as the hits 

for both terms. Also the amount of sources needed to have ten swine flu specific sources 

decreased congruently in the first interval. These fluctuations seem congruent with the 

situation the news website described in November. During the second interval the amount of 

hits for both terms increased at a much slower rate. This could be due to the passed swine flu 

peak. The change in actor composition does not seem to relate to any other collected data.   

 

 

 

 

                                                       
41 A/H1N1 flu deaths rise to 12 in Finland, <http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2009-11/20/content_12512622.htm>, 20-11-

09, last accessed 10-01-10. 
42 A/H1N1 flu epidemic subsiding in Finland, <http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2009-12/15/content_12647701.htm>, 15-

12-‘09, last accessed 10-01-10. 
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3.3.4.6 United Kingdom  

 
Figure 19. The amount of flu/swine flu hits over time returned by 
http://www.google.co.uk/ 
 

 
 
Figure 20. The amount of swine flu cases in the United Kingdom over time. 

 

 

 
Figure 21. The amount of swine flu cases in the United Kingdom over time. 
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10-11-2009 12-12-2009 2-1-2010 
23 19 13 

Table. 6 The amount of sources it took to have ten sources specifically concerning the swine 

flu. 

 

Google Flu Trends 

Unfortunately the United Kingdom does not take part in the Google Flu Trend project. 

 

Changes in actor composition43 

In November the ranking was dominated by the governmental sources and health sources. In 

December the amount of news sources increased and moved up in the ranking. Also health 

sources and governmental sources which were concerned with the regular flu dropped down. 

There were no great changes from December to January. However, the amount of sources 

which were concerned with the regular flu decreased during both intervals.  

 

Changes in the news 

In November a news website44 reported that the swine flu in the UK was very mild compared 

to previous (seasonal) pandemics. Also according to the article the swine flu became less and 

less a risk. Also in December an online news article45 claimed that the epidemic was less 

lethal than first anticipated. It also mentioned a significant decrease in amount of flu cases. 

Finally at the end of December it was reported46 that the amount of swine flu cases would rise 

again.  

 

Comparative analysis 

During the first interval the amount of swine flu cases and deaths increased, as well as the hits 

for both terms. Also the amount of sources needed to have ten swine flu specific sources 

decreased congruently in the first interval. During the second interval the amount of hits for 

                                                       
43 These changes were observed in the data set, which is placed in the appendix on page 59 

44 Expert: swine flu outbreak is really very mild <http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/health/expert-swine-flu-outbreak-
is-really-very-mild-14557275.html>, 10-11-09, last accessed 10-01-10. 

45 Swine flu less lethal than expected, <http://news.icm.ac.uk/business/swine-flu-less-lethal-than-expected/4925/>, 14-12-‘09, 
last accessed 10-01-10. 

46UK swine flu cases data where you live, <http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/datablog/2009/sep/18/uk-swine-flu-cases-
data>, 21-12-‘09, last accessed 10-01-10. 
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both terms decreased. This can be correspondingly related to first two news articles, which 

nuanced the severity of the epidemic. However, the sources needed to have ten swine flu 

specific sources decreased, which seems congruent to the rise in flu cases and deaths. Also the 

changes in actor composition seems to correspond to the increased amount of cases and 

deaths. 

 

3.3.4.7 The Netherlands 

 
Figure 22. The amount of flu/swine flu hits over time returned by http://www.google.nl 
 

 
Figure 23. The amount of swine flu cases in the Netherlands over time. 
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Figure 24. The amount of swine flu cases in the Netherlands over time. 

 

 

 
Figure 25. Google Flu Trends: the Netherlands47 

 

 

10-11-2009 12-12-2009 2-1-2010 
15 12 20 

Table. 7 The amount of sources it took to have ten sources specifically concerning the swine 

flu. 

 

Changes in actor composition48 

In November the ranking was dominated by health sources followed by news sources. During 

the first and second interval amount of health sources specifically about swine flu decreased 

and dropped in ranking. There were less news sources in December compared to November 

specifically about the swine flu. However, in December there were a lot of news sources 

                                                       
47Google Flu Trend, the Netherlands <http://www.google.org/flutrends/nl/>, 02-01-‘10,  
48 These changes were observed in the data set, which is placed in the appendix on page 61, last accessed 10-01-10. 
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added to bottom of the ranking of the collected sources. 

 

Changes in the news 

In November a news website49 reported that the swine flu in the Netherlands was a mild 

compared to the regular flu. Though, because of the rapid spread it was no longer possible to 

keep exact trace of how many swine flu cases there were. In December it was reported50 that 

the epidemic was in retreat. Subsequently at the end of the year it was reported51 that the 

swine flu epidemic in the Netherlands had come to an end.  

 

Comparative analysis 

During the first interval the amount of hits for swine flu increased drastically, which is an 

anomaly that we could not relate to any other data; unfortunately we did not save that data for 

the ‘swine flu’ queries. The hits for ‘flu’ increased a bit during the first interval. During the 

second interval the hits for both terms decreased. 

          The changes in the amount of sources needed for ten swine flu specific sources over 

time were congruent to the change in the amount of hits. According to the data from 

Flucount52, the amount of cases remained the same over time. This data could be badly 

updated; the same thing is mentioned on a news website53 which claimed the Dutch 

government health institute RIVM could not keep proper track of the amount of cases. 

Although there are a few anomalies in this comparison, there is a clear congruency between 

the changes of actor composition and the changes in news. Google Flu Trends also indicated 

an overall downward trend in the research period. 

 

 

                                                       
49 Nederland en de exicaanse griep, <http://www.nos.nl/artikel/93058-nederland-en-de-mexicaanse-griep.html>, 02-11-‘09, 
last accessed 10-01-10. 

 M

50Aantal grieppatiënten neemt af, <http://www.nos.nl/artikel/101236-aantal-grieppatienten-neemt-af.html>, 04-12-‘09, last 
accessed 10-01-10. 
51 'Mexicaanse griepepidemie is voorbij' <http://www.nu.nl/binnenland/2152172/mexicaanse-griepepidemie-voorbij.html>, 
28-12-‘09, last accessed 10-01-10. 
 
52 Flucount <http://flucount.org>, last accessed 10-01-10. 
53 Nederland en de Mexicaanse griep, <http://www.nos.nl/artikel/93058-nederland-en-de-mexicaanse-griep.html>, 02-11-‘09, 

last accessed 10-01-10. 
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3.3.4.8 Italy 

 
Figure 26. The amount of flu/swine flu hits over time returned by http://www.google.nl 

 

 
Figure 2. The amount of swine flu cases in the Netherlands over time. 

 

 
Figure 26. The amount of flu/swine flu hits over time returned by http://www.google.nl 
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10-11-2009 12-12-2009 2-1-2010 
13 13 14 

Table. 8 The amount of sources it took to have ten sources specifically concerning the swine 

flu. 
 

Changes in actor composition54 

In November the rankings were dominated by the news, followed by the health sources. There 

were no great changes over time in this composition. 

 

Changes in the news 

In November a news website55 reported new cases and the concern about the spread of swine 

flu. At the end of the month a second wave of swine flu cases was expected56. Whereas at the 

end of December a news website57 nuanced the increase of swine flu cases by referring to the 

seasonal flu. 

 

Comparative analysis 

During the first interval the amount of hits for both terms increased a bit, while during the 

second interval it decreased. This seems congruent to rising cases and the slower rate during 

the second interval. There was no great change in actor composition or in the amount of 

sources needed to have ten specific swine flu cases. The changes in the news could be 

considered to correspond with the slower increase swine flu cases. 

                                                       
54 These changes were observed in the data set, which is placed in the appendix on page 64 

55La prima bambina uccisa dall'influenza A, 
<http://www.lastampa.it/redazione/cmsSezioni/cronache/200911articoli/48914girata.asp>, 1-11-‘09, last accessed 10-01-10. 

56NUOVA INFLUENZA: MEDICI FAMIGLIA, E' IN CALO. TERMINERA' A FINE DICEMBRE, 
<http://www.asca.it/news-
NUOVA_INFLUENZA__MEDICI_FAMIGLIA__E__IN_CALO__TERMINERA__A_FINE_DICEMBRE-877654-ORA-
.html >, 27-11-‘09, last accessed 10-01-10. 

57Pandemia da virus H1N1/09, <http://www.amicopediatra.it/genitori/Nascoste/Influenza_suina.htm>, 31-12-‘09, last 
accessed 10-01-10. 
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4. Discussing the method 

 

The collected research results and comparative analyses revealed correlated fluctuations. The 

increasing or decreasing trend in local swine flu cases and deaths often corresponded with the 

changing amount of hits for the local queries. Also the changes in actor composition and the 

amount of hits needed – to gather then sources specifically about the swine flu - could be 

related many times to the changes in severity or changes in reported news. However, there 

were also changes in the data sets over time which did not seem to correspond to any other 

collected data. This complicates the validity of our new metric to reveal local societal concern 

through Google results over time. 

Our methodology combined aspects from other DMI projects, but also added new 

steps to gain more insight into the ability of reading the societal concern through local Google 

results over time. 

Weltevrede calls for the reinventing and tweaking of methods by researchers who use 

the web to study society (Weltevrede, 2009: p30). Web devices and their underlying 

algorithms could change over time, which implies that Web researchers must be aware of 

these changes and adapt them in their methods (Weltevrede, 2009: p30). 

From Weltevrede’s perspective our method could be conceived as an attempt to 

reinvent the digital methods, explored by the DMI program, to study societal conditions and 

cultural changes with the Web. We have namely combined the aspect of changing actor types 

in the source ranking, over time, with the reading of Google results returned by local Googles. 

Also, we have added news sources and Google Flu Trends as baselines. However, we do think 

our methodology needs to be tweaked, since there were some factors that problematized our 

results. 

Adding ‘the news’ as baseline to our methodology was a good idea; as the reporting of 

news related to the swine flu is one of the processes that influences the power-law distribution 

of sources related to the swine flu. Eventually our interpretations of translated news articles, 

however, did not seem like the best way to indicate the societal concern. Would scraping the 

news sphere58, instead of a reading online news articles be more appropriate to read the 

changing state of societal concern? We do think the other baseline - Google Flu Trends - was 

                                                       
58 The DMI has built the Google News Scraper tool <http://wiki.digitalmethods.net/Dmi/ToolGoogleNewsScraper> (last 

accessed 10-01-10), which batch queries news.google.com and returns the amount of frequencies a query is mentioned in the 

news sphere.   
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nice addition to our method, as we could relate trends to other changes in our data. However, 

not every country was included in the Google Flu Trends project.   

Another factor that complicated our research was the flu virus itself. The fluctuations 

in national flu-like activity occur throughout the whole year. And the seasonal flu season 

started during our research period, which surely affected our collected data. Our research was 

conducted with short intervals, relative to Rogers RFID study. Would a longer research period 

with longer intervals return very different results?  

During our research period we followed the medium; in December the Google News 

blog59 announced that Google would personalize search results, even for users who were 

logged out of Google60. At first instance this could have affected our results. But according to 

the Google News Blog, the personalization is based on 180 days of search activity tracked by 

an anonymous cookie. This implies that our search results for the local Googles would only 

be personalized if we had queried the local Googles 180 days. Thus one could argue that the 

new personalization did not affect our research. However, the possibly changing algorithms 

Google are trade secret (Weltevrede, 2009: p30). Hence it is not possible for Web researchers 

to unveil every process behind the power-law dynamics, which create hyperlink structures in 

Google. Web reseachers are, however, challenged to take in account of as many processes 

possible. In our methodology we conceived the fluctuations in swine flu cases and deaths, as 

well as reported news as processes which would affect the power-law distribution for the flu 

query. We have considered which processes could possibly influence the power-law 

distribution for this specific query. However, were there no overlooked processes we could 

include?  

Web researchers are challenged to develop digital methods to study society and culture 

with the Web. Each methodological step can potentially benefit research, but can also limit it 

at the same time. For example, our step to predefine the actor types limited the types of actors 

we observed in our collected data. Would we have discovered new actor types if we did not 

predefine them? This leads to a greater question: to what extent can researchers predefine 

their steps in their methodology when they study the society with the Web?   

 

                                                       

59  Personalized Search for Everyone, < http://googleblog.blogspot.com/2009/12/personalized-search-for-everyone.html> 12-
04-2009, last accessed 10-01-10. 
60  According the video on the Google News blog, logged out users can also turn personalized search off. 
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5. Conclusion 

 

This study introduced digital methods, and its ability to make claims about societal conditions 

and cultural changes, grounded on the Web. It also attempted to introduce a new metric to do 

so. Our employed method, to reveal the societal concern of the swine flu pandemic through 

local Google results over time, resulted in correlated fluctuations. This confirmed our 

hypothesis that the change in actor composition, the amount of hits for the queries ‘flu’ and 

‘swine flu’ and the amounts of hits needed - to have ten sources specifically about the swine 

flu - could change congruently to the changes of national swine flu cases and deaths and 

changes in the reported news. However, there were also changes in our data sets which did 

not seem to correlate to anything. This complicates our ability to claim that one can read local 

Google results to reveal local the societal concern of the swine flu pandemic over time. 

Although the analyses of our results revealed anomalies, which complicate the 

grounding of our claim, we do conceive our methodology as a potential new metric to read 

societal concern in local Google search results. We employed a methodology, which 

combined the analysis of the actor composition over time with reading of results for local 

Googles related to the swine flu issue. Also we have added baselines that arguably need 

revising. Could further research, conducted during (other) epidemics through local Googles, 

with longer intervals and without predefined actor types, lead to clearer correlations? Could 

the tweaking of our methodology appropriate our introduced metric to the read the local 

societal concern of an epidemic disease trough local Google results over time?  

In the process of developing a methodology for social and cultural research with 

Google, researchers can take account of the various (visible) social processes which drive 

power-law dynamics in hyperlink distribution. This study particularly recognized news 

reporting and fluctuations in the amount of national swine flu cases and death as such 

processes. Google’s opaque search algorithms should not keep researchers from trying to 

include these processes in their methodology. Conclusively, we would like to argue that the 

careful consideration of the processes, which drive power-law distribution to hyperlink 

structures, should be an initial step in the development of digital methods for societal and 

cultural research with Google search results. 
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