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DOES GOOGLE FAVOUR ITS OWN PLATFORMS IN 
SEARCH VISIBILITY?  

Abstract:
Google is the most dominant search engine in the world. Due to its monopoly, it is often targeted by 
regulators, accused of imposing its services, platforms and bias algorithm. The paper aims to determine 
whether a presence on Google-owned platforms improves the website visibility on the search engine, 
expressed through the search engine optimisation (SEO) score. For this purpose, the web presence of 
eight private universities in Serbia on Google My Business, Google Maps, YouTube and Google Images 
were analysed with software screening and observation of the search engine result page. The research 
results confirmed that Google favours its platforms, as universities with a symbiotic presence on all of 
them recorded the highest SEO score. Furthermore, Google gives the highest priority to a verified Google 
My Business listing, as it signals the authority of the university web presence. Since Google uses more 
than 250 factors in website ranking, the findings should be interpreted with caution.

Keywords:
 search engine, Google My Business, Google Maps, YouTube, Google Images.

Nataša Krstić

Faculty of Media and  
Communications (FMK),  
Singidunum University,  
Belgrade, Serbia

Correspondence: 
Nataša Krstić

e-mail: 
natasa.krstic@fmk.edu.rs

PAPERS FROM THE THEMATIC AREAS OF THE CONFERENCE 
Marketing and Management

Scientific - original paper
Singidunum University International Scienti�c Conference

Finiz 2020 DOI: 10.15308/finiz-2020-137-141

1. INTRODUCTION

In the first decade of the new Millennium, which is considered as the early stage 
in the development of the internet, there was still a fierce competition between 
search engines (Goehler, Cader, & Szu, 2006). In 2005, Google had almost half of 
the market share (46.2%), Yahoo! over one-fifth (22.5%), and next to them were 
a dozen other smaller players in the search engines arena – MSN, AOL, My Way, 
Netscape and others (Fan, 2005). As of 2014, the situation changed significantly. 
Yelp, which helps consumers find and review restaurants and other local services, 
stated in its European antitrust lawsuit that the results on Google’s search en-
gine favour Google Plus, its direct competitor (Kanter, 2014). Foundem, a vertical 
search engine for finding the lowest online prices also filed a lawsuit claiming that 
Google deliberately ranked its own products ahead of Foundem in search results 
and sought damages for its business losses (Southern, 2020). Furthermore, in 2017, 
the European Commission (EC) imposed a record fine of €2.42 billion on Google 
in the Google Search (Shopping) Case (Magali, 2018), deciding that Google abused 
its market dominance by giving prominent placement in search results to its own 
comparison-shopping service while demoting rival services (Kokkoris, 2018). Since 
2017, the EC has fined Google with €8.2 billion for anti-competitive practices; abusive 
practices in online advertising, the monopolistic market dominance of its Android 
operating system and for blocking advertising rivals in AdSense (EC, 2019). 

Recently, in May 2020, the shares of the parent company Alphabet dropped by 
two per cent after the report that there would be antitrust charges by the United 
States Justice Department in the forthcoming summer. 
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The Department of Justice, which is also scrutinizing 
Google’s ad technology, is focusing on how Google lever-
ages its dominant search position to stifle competition.

Despite so many regulatory penalties for anti-com-
petitive behaviour and intrusive privacy rules, “google 
it” has become a transitive verb (Merriam-Webster, n.d.) 
and Google (owned by Alphabet) is still over-dominant 
across the online ad ecosystem and as a search engine. In 
Serbia, Google holds 98.35% of the search market share, 
and globally 94% (Statcounter, n.d.). Only in China, South 
Korea, Russia and the Czech Republic, these numbers are 
lower. This clear monopoly comes not only from internet 
searches that go to Google (69.4%) but also from those 
routed to its platforms: Google Images (20.5%), You-
Tube (3%), Google My Business and Google Maps (0.8%) 
(Fishkin, 2019). Depending on the search query, Google 
News, Google Travel, Google Weather, Google Scholar 
might also steal some portion of web searches. Conse-
quently, if Google’s algorithm is biased toward its plat-
forms, it is advisable for web administrators to position 
business presence on Google’s own properties (Fishkin, 
2018) thus helping Google to reach, harvest and under-
stand a web presence (Askey & Arlitsch, 2014). 

Search engines present search results according to a 
broad range of factors. Google is said to employ more than 
250 factors in its ranking algorithm, most of which are be-
ing held as closely guarded secrets (Cheng-Jye, Sheng-An 
& Ting-Li, 2016). In order to understand the position of 
a website on the search engine, web administrators use 
in practice various search engine optimisation tools and 
software, aiming to simulate Google algorithms in order to 
understand the visibility, performance and authority of its 
website on the search engine. In that respect, search engine 
optimisation (SEO) is defined as the implementation of 
practices aimed at making the websites friendly to both hu-
mans and search engines, thus improving their visibility on 
the search engine results pages (Dickinson & Smit, 2015).

1.1. Search Engine Results Page (SERP)

The starting point of any internet search is the need, ex-
pressed through the intention of the internet users. Modern 
search engines can respond to user queries with relevant re-
sults that are displayed in a particular order or rank on the 
search engine results page (SERP). Depending on the type 
of the query, the SERP can present organic and paid web-
site results, featured snippets, related searches and vertical 
results (such as Google My Business listing with its Google 
Maps location, Google News, YouTube videos, Google 
Knowledge graph) (Juon, Greiling & Buerkle, 2012). 

Importantly enough, “the presentation of results on 
the SERPs heavily influences users’ selection of certain 
results” (Höchstötter, & Lewandowski, 2009, p. 1796). 

The results that are within the visible area (“above the 
fold”), without the need for the user to scroll down the 
SERP, are the ones which gain most of the clicks. Conse-
quently, most users do not look beyond the first page of 
the search results, which means that if a website does not 
appear there, it loses visibility, and with it a good portion 
of web traffic (Pérez-Montoro & Codina, 2017). 

In June 2019, a new paradigm occurred; over a half 
of browser-based searches on Google (50.3%) resulted 
in zero-clicks to websites (Fishkin, 2019). Specifically, 
Google tries to respond to search queries, especially those 
that come from mobile devices, without clicking on any 
results. In other word, Google is trying to serve users with 
a direct answer to their query directly on the SERP. As a 
result, searches without any clicks and clicks routed to 
Google-owned properties are steadily increasing (ibid). 
There has been a shift in Google’s behaviour, from a 
search engine that drives searchers to websites to find an-
swers to queries, to a self-hosted answering and solutions 
machine (Fishkin, 2018).

1.2. The importance of web presence for educational 
institutions 

In the second decade of the 21st century, web presence 
became crucial for educational institutions, as a means 
of scholarly communication, a distance learning tool, an 
open forum for community engagement, and universal 
showcase for attracting talents. As a result, visitors achieve 
greater success and satisfaction while performing tasks on 
university websites that have strong web presences (Peker, 
Kucukozer-Cavdar & Cagiltay, 2016). In other words, the 
web presence for higher education institutions not only 
has a lead generation role, but it is also in the function of 
SERP branding. Brand SERPs are the set of results that 
a search engine shows to users when they search online 
using a brand’s name as their keyword. Based on that, 
reviewing and improving the web presence of a higher 
education institution can serve as a catalyst to improve 
the transmission of messages about the mission, values, 
differentiators and strengths - making the educational ex-
perience in the institution trustworthy and unique.

For this reason, in addition to the traditional "Shang-
hai List", the "Webometric Ranking of World Universities" 
– the initiative of the Cybermetrics Lab research group 
of the Spanish National Research Council, has recently 
gained importance as well. 

The Webometrics Ranking combines webometric (the vol-
ume of the web content: the number of web pages and files) with 
classic bibliometric indicators (visibility and impact of web pub-
lications per number of citations) for university web presence 
ranking, thus providing a mixed indicator of both academic and 
web presence excellency (Maasoumeh & Mohammad, 2019).
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2. METHODOLOGY

The research methodology includes software screen-
ing and observation of Google search results on the SERP, 
on the sample consisting of eight private universities in 
Serbia: Singidunum, Megatrend, Privredna akademija, 
Metropolitan, Union, Union Nikola Tesla, Alfa and In-
ternational University of Novi Pazar (NEAQA, 2020). 
The analysis included only private universities, as they are 
not beneficiaries of the state budget for education, which 
makes their online visibility and web presence one of the 
major contributing factors to the enrolment of a new gen-
eration of students.

Given the introductory considerations, from which it 
arises that Google, together with its owned platforms has 
absolute dominance in the search engine market, the fol-
lowing hypothesis was formulated: University websites that 
have a presence on Google platforms have a better SEO score. 

The research aimed to detect whether Google favours 
its own platforms by providing websites that have opti-
mised presence on them with better organic search vis-
ibility. The visibility of the websites in Google search is 
presented as a total SEO score, shown on a scale from 1 
to 100 (with 1-40 signifying low performance, 41-69 with 
opportunities to improve, and over 70 being well opti-
mised to both search engines and users) (Lucia, 2020). For 
its calculation, the SEO and website review tool Woorank 
has been deployed in May 2020. WooRank displays its SEO 
score given on any website evaluated, as a result of analys-
ing key factors that impact SEO and visibility of a website.

When it comes to owned Google platforms, the follow-
ing methodology was applied:

- Strategic presence on Google My Business (GMB): 
claimed or verified listing, confirmed by not showing 
the option "Claim this Business" or “Own this busi-
ness” (Capper, 2019). It was presumed that universi-
ties, because of their authority and relevance in the 
education community, must verify their GMB listing 
as a legitimate business, thus preventing Google or 

even competitors (Hawkins, 2017) from publishing 
out-of-date or inaccurate information. Also, unver-
ified GMB listings are usually positioned lower in 
the search results compared to verified ones, which 
is why they have less visibility (Search Engine Jour-
nal, 2018a).

- Google Maps: owning a pinned location.
- YouTube: channel owned by the university. 
- Google Images: ratio of images that do not con-

tain an alternative description (alt-text) in the total 
number of website images, analysed by means of 
the Screaming Frog crawler software. Images with-
out descriptive text will not be visible in Google Im-
ages search results (Baker, 2018). Because Google 
recommends that most, if not all images on a web-
site be described (Illyes, 2018), in the conducted re-
search the Google Images platform was categorised 
as good (up to 25% of images missing alt-text), tol-
erant (25-35% without alt-text) and poor perfor-
mance (over 35% images with no alt-text). 

For reciprocity, the data collected through software 
screening has been uploaded on the Mendeley data re-
pository (DOI: 10.17632/s6wsftwkwd.1).

3. RESULTS

With the initial hypothesis in mind, the web presence 
of eight private universities on four relevant Google plat-
forms was analysed. The universities that made up the 
sample were ranked first according to their SEO score, 
after which their presence on chosen Google platforms - 
Google My Business, Google Maps, YouTube and Google 
Images was shown, the last column displaying the number 
of Google platforms on which there is a web presence.

Table 1. Web presence of university websites on Google platforms

URL SEO score Verified 
GMB

Pinned 
Google Map

YouTube 
channel

Google  
Images  

(missing alt text)

Number of 
Google  

platforms
1 Metropolitan.ac.rs 77 (good) Yes Yes Yes 23.86% (good) 4
2 Singidunum.ac.rs 73 (good) Yes Yes Yes 11.64% (good) 4
3 Alfa.edu.rs 69 (medium) No Yes Yes 0.61% (good) 3
4 privrednaakademija.edu.rs 64 (medium) No No Yes 35.12% (poor) 1
5 Unionnikolatesla.edu.rs 64 (medium) No Yes No 94.29% (poor) 1
6 Megatrend.edu.rs 59 (medium) No Yes Yes 57.78% (poor) 2
7 Uninp.edu.rs 55 (medium) No Yes Yes 36.04% (poor) 2
8 Union.edu.rs 48 (medium) No No No 42.11% (poor) 0

Source: Woorank (SEO score), Google SERP (Google My Business, Google Maps, YouTube), Google Images (Screaming Frog), 19-21 May 2020.
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The conducted research indicates the following results:
- The benchmark universities per SEO score, Met-

ropolitan and Singidunum, are present on all the 
analysed Google platforms. The verified Google 
My Business listing additionally boosts their SEO 
score as a signal of authority to Google (Allworth, 
2020), which is particularly important for educa-
tional institutions. In this regard, it should be noted 
that Metropolitan has a fully verified GMB listing 
(without the option: “Own this business”), while 
Singidunum has a partially verified GMB listing 
(existence of the option: “Own this business”, the 
possibility of external entry to the account, but ac-
cess to it being denied  by the web administrator 
the same day) (Google My Business Help, n.d.).

- Conversely, the university with the lowest SEO 
score, Union, does not have an optimized presence 
on any of the analysed Google platforms.

- A well-ranked follower according to the SEO score, 
Alfa, has a presence on three out of four Google 
platforms. 

- Non-optimised images, which are consequently not 
present in Google Images search, contribute signifi-
cantly to the SEO score of the analysed universities.

4. CONCLUSIONS

For decades, Google has been a force in the world of 
technology, society, and information quality, improving 
many aspects of people’s lives around the globe. However, 
when it comes to building services outside of its core web 
search business, there is strong evidence that the company 
has leveraged its monopoly position in its attempt to com-
pete in other sectors unfairly.

Based on the above findings, we can conclude that the 
synergy of several platforms provides better search vis-
ibility, expressed through the SEO score. And vice versa, 
universities without a presence on Google platforms turn 
to be low achievers in terms of the SEO score.

The interpretation of the results obtained in this way 
entails certain limitations. The most significant limita-
tion is the fact that Google uses more than 250 factors 
in website ranking, and for a precise insight, the qual-
ity of optimisation of the analysed platforms should be 
considered. In particular, this refers to whether images 
are merely described or contribute to and strengthen the 
website keyword strategy, which makes them relevant to 
search queries. Furthermore, it is also relevant how many 
subscribers YouTube channels have, and how well the ac-
counts themselves are optimized. For Google My Business 
listings, the number and quality of user reviews are impor-
tant as well. And last but not the least, it should be taken 
into account how technically superior university websites 
are and what is their authority, expressed by the quality of 
backlinks and number of referrals. 

However, since the topic of the paper was not the 
excellence of the SEO optimisation, but whether Google 
algorithm is favouring its platforms in search visibility, it 
can be concluded that the starting hypothesis was con-
firmed, having in mind that the best-ranked universities 
are present on all of the analysed Google platforms, which 
positively impacts their search visibility. 

The identified limitations also provide recommenda-
tions for future research, which may include considering 
the authority of university websites by analysing their 
backlink structure and quality or the impact of their social 
networks in the period preceding the enrolment of a new 
generation of students.
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