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• But these used to be reserved for spam, and sites caught cheating Google’s 
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A Search Penalty in Action
• Since around 2006, Google penalties have been increasingly targeted at 

perfectly legitimate vertical search and directory services 
• On 27th of June 2006, Foundem was struck by this new kind of penalty 

Google Search Rank
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Foundem’s Search Penalty
begins (Jun 2006)
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An AdWords Penalty in Action
• Google eventually explained that Foundem’s Quality Scores had been automatically downgraded 

by a new algorithm designed to detect and penalise certain kinds of site, including vertical 
search services such as price comparison and travel search
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An AdWords Penalty in Action
• Google eventually explained that Foundem’s Quality Scores had been automatically downgraded 

by a new algorithm designed to detect and penalise certain kinds of site, including vertical 
search services such as price comparison and travel search

• Google granted Foundem immunity from this AdWord penalty by manually “whitelisting” the 
site names foundem.com and foundem.co.uk
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An AdWords Penalty in Action
• Google eventually explained that Foundem’s Quality Scores had been automatically downgraded 

by a new algorithm designed to detect and penalise certain kinds of site, including vertical 
search services such as price comparison and travel search

• Google granted Foundem immunity from this AdWord penalty by manually “whitelisting” the 
site names foundem.com and foundem.co.uk

Quality Score
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Excellent (10/10)

Very Poor (1/10)

Foundem’s AdWord Penalty
begins (Aug 2006)

Google’s AdWord Quality Team
“whitelists” Foundem

(Sep 2007)

“Google told me that it never made judgments of what was ‘good’ and ‘bad’ because it was all 
in the hands of the algorithm”, Joe Nocera, Stuck in Google's Doghouse, NYT, 12 Sep 2008

The Quality Score drop was 
unrelated to the actual 

quality of Foundem’s pages

Escaping the penalty 
requires manual 

intervention by Google
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Press Enquiries  about Foundem begin
BBC and Guardian (Jun 2009)
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A Search Penalty in Action

Google Search Rank

Time1

> 200

Foundem’s Search Penalty
begins (Jun 2006)

3.5 Years

Generic phrase, e.g. “price comparison”
Foundem’s Search 

penalty was triggered by 
the same algorithm as its 

AdWords penalty

So, manual “whitelisting” 
was the only way out

Google’s Search Quality Team
“whitelists” Foundem (Dec 2009)
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273 Product-Price-Comparison-Related Search Terms

Data Collated 29 January 2010
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Example 2: Google Product Search (Froogle) vs. All Price Comparison Sites

Google Search rankings across a broad sample of 
273 Product-Price-Comparison-Related Search Terms

“compare prices apple ipod touch 8gb”

Data Collated 29 January 2010
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% Change in Visitor Numbers Between Oct 2007 and Oct 2009
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Internet Neutrality = Net Neutrality + Search Neutrality

These could be pretty much any companies in any sector…
it’s up to Google
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The Need for Search Neutrality

Allowing broadband carriers to control what people 
see and do online would fundamentally undermine the 

principles that have made the Internet such a 
success…A number of justifications have been created 
to support carrier control over consumer choices online; 

none stand up to scrutiny.

Allowing a search engine to control what people see 
and do online is fundamentally undermining the 

principles that have made the Internet such a 
success…A number of justifications have been created 

to support search engine control over consumer 
choices online; none stand up to scrutiny.

Fundamentally, net neutrality is about equal access to 
the Internet. In our view, the broadband carriers 

should not be permitted to use their market power to 
discriminate against competing applications or content. 
Just as telephone companies are not permitted to tell 
consumers who they can call or what they can say, 

broadband carriers should not be allowed to use their 
market power to control activity online.

Fundamentally, search neutrality is about equal 
access to the Internet. In our view, search engines 
should not be permitted to use their market power to 

discriminate against competing applications or content. 
Just as telephone companies are not permitted to tell 
consumers who they can call or what they can say, 
search engines should not be allowed to use their 

market power to control activity online.

Innovation has thrived online because the Internet’s 
architecture enables any and all users to generate new 
ideas and technologies, which are allowed to succeed 
based on their own merits and benefits. Some major 

broadband service providers have threatened to act 
as a gatekeeper, playing favorites with particular 

applications or content providers…It’s no stretch to say 
that such discriminatory practices could have prevented 

Google from getting off the ground — and they could 
prevent the next Google from ever coming to be.

Innovation has thrived online because the Internet’s 
architecture enables any and all users to generate new 
ideas and technologies, which are allowed to succeed 
based on their own merits and benefits. Google has 
now started to act as a gatekeeper, playing favorites 
with particular applications and content providers…It’s 

no stretch to say that such discriminatory practices 
could have prevented Google from getting off the 

ground — and they could prevent the next Google from 
ever coming to be.

Google Say We Say
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