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Google.org, the philanthropic arm of Google, aspires to use the power of information and technology to address the global challenges of our age. Infectious diseases are responsible for millions of deaths around the world each year. Influenza, in particular, affects 3-5 million people per year, and kills 250-500 thousand.

With this in mind, a small group of engineers, working closely with medical professionals at Google.org and externally, began to investigate what innovations Google could bring to this issue. By some estimates, there are more than 1.6 billion people on the planet who have access to the Internet. Google receives more than a billion searches each day. For some time now, we have been interested in the idea that patterns in these billions of searches can provide useful insight into our world.  In the U.S. alone, more than 90 million
 adults search online for information about specific diseases or symptoms, making web search queries a uniquely valuable source of information about health trends.

By analyzing influenza-like illness (ILI) data from the U.S. Centers of Disease Control and Prevention, and anonymized, aggregated search query data, we discovered that a rise in the frequency of certain influenza-related search terms in a given area corresponds with a rise in actual flu activity. In November 2008, we introduced Google Flu Trends, an online tool that tracks and analyzes search terms across the United States to provide estimates of flu activity in near real-time. Our hope was that Google Flu Trends would be a complementary surveillance tool for health officials, as well as a source of useful information for the public at large.

Since its initial launch, Google Flu Trends has expanded to a number of countries. We also introduced an “experimental” (unvalidated) model for Mexico in response to the outbreak of novel H1N1.  

We continue to receive feedback and anecdotes from public health officials worldwide regarding the tool’s use, helpfulness and limitations.  We have also learned about the positive impact that Google Flu Trends has had on public awareness of the timing and intensity of flu season, as well as preventative measures such as hand washing and vaccination.  As it enters its second year, Google Flu Trends will continue to adapt in response to a growing body of information regarding its practical application and potential.
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