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Google’s Hotpot Bakes More Social  
Into Local Search

Summary: Google last week launched Hot-
pot, a new product that lets users establish so-
cial connections, which then govern the local 
merchant recommendations they see in search 
results. This is one more step down the social 
path for Google. Though other social efforts 

such as Buzz and Wave have been commercial 
failures, Hotpot could be a way to integrate 
social media in a product area (local) where it 
makes sense. But given this fusion of local and 
social media, mobile is where Hotpot could 
really shine.  

Last week Google launched a new social “layer” 
into local search. Carrying the name Hotpot, it 
will let users establish social connections, which 

then govern the local merchant recommendations they 
are served in search results. 

Hotpot’s main features:
 Users can rate and review local businesses.
 They can add friends from their Google contacts 

(based on Gmail contacts).
 These actions determine the recommended places 

that surface in local search results.
 Users can add friends and ratings via a new online 

Hotpot app.
 They can also access Hotpot via Google Maps on 

Android handsets.
Hotpot reminds us in some ways of Microsoft Bing’s 

social search moves and its recent partnership with 
Facebook. In that relationship, Bing search results 
surface that are algorithmically relevant to the search 
behavior and history of one’s Facebook friends. 

Hotpot also represents a move that isn’t terribly new 
for Google. The company has had a similar offering, 
“Personal Search,” for years. When signed into Gmail, 
Google tracks users’ search behavior to modify future 

results based on their personal histories. The difference 
with Hotpot is that users can now more actively add 
friends and contacts that will affect future search results. 
These friends and their recommendations then become 
part of the user’s local search experience. Think of it as a 
social layer on top of Personal Search.

These recommendations will manifest in a few 
different ways. Reviews from the user’s friends (if 
available) will now show up in local search results in 
the abridged “Places” listings that display key business 
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information. Recommendations will also show up 
within the full Google Place pages (visible when the 
user clicks through to see more information). Here the 
number of recommendations is larger, given more page 
real estate. 

Google already has ratings and reviews on its Place 
pages that are aggregated from various sources like 
Yelp and Citysearch. But now priority will be given 
to recommendations that comply with the user’s own 
behavior or are sourced directly from his or her friends 
— again, if available. 

The repetitive use of “if available” above represents 
one of the gating factors for Hotpot. It’s a classic chicken-
and-egg scenario where content needs to be built up 
for it to create an experience that’s both worthwhile 
and consistent across search categories. Even though 
Google’s scale gives it an advantage, an adoption barrier 
could result from the manual process of adding friends 
and rating businesses. It’s these actions that will be the 
basis for recommendations, and Hotpot will only be as 
good as the content it has to work with. 

One way around this challenge is to prepopulate 
users’ Hotpot profiles with automatic connections based 
on the Gmail users in their address books. However, 
Google learned its lesson from doing just that with 
the ill-fated Buzz product. When dealing with social 
connections, it’s important to cut down on privacy 
concerns and the “creepy factor” by letting users opt 
into the social connections and people with whom they 
will share information (just ask Facebook). 

Socially Inept?
Speaking of Google’s moves in social media, the company 
has famously dropped the ball with a few other products. 
Buzz is still active but sees relatively anemic usage, and 
Google shut down its Wave social product after it failed 
to capture users’ interests. Another example is Orkut, 
Google’s social network, which failed to reach massive 
adoption in the United States and in most other markets 
(though it experienced success in some isolated markets 
such as Brazil). 

Hotpot in Its Full Glory
SOURCE: GOOGLE (2010) 

Hotpot Sign-Up Page:  
Will They Come?

SOURCE: GOOGLE (2010) 
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Facebook Chief Executive Officer Mark 
Zuckerberg, in protecting core territory, has 
stated publicly that Google’s strategy is the reason 
for these product misfires. Social has to be deeply 
infused into a given product to work, Zuckerberg 
asserts; it can’t be bolted on as a “layer.”

This could be the case generally, but Hotpot 
could work for Google because the value 
proposition is clear (unlike Buzz and Wave). 
The recommendations around which Hotpot is 
built make sense as integrations to local search. 
Google’s reach will also help.

In terms of competition, Hotpot will go up 
against Yelp more directly than Facebook or 
other social media players, vying for the finite 
consumer time and mindshare available for 
local ratings and reviews. This goes for creating 
reviews and having a go-to place to read them.

Yelp isn’t known for its tight social graph, but 
its personal touch has always outshone Google’s 
aggregation approach to local reviews. However, 
Hotpot, combined with the search giant’s spitfire 
announcements and improvements to Places, makes 
Google a bit more competitive with Yelp.

Hotpot similarly comes on the heels of a tenuous 
period between Google and Yelp. Evolutions to Google 
Places have displaced Yelp organic listings, which are a 
major source of traffic. It has also been speculated that 
Google removed Yelp listings from aggregated reviews 
in Place pages, although this doesn’t appear to be the 
case currently. Also inconclusive, but widely speculated, 
is that these points of friction result from Google’s 
failed bid to acquire Yelp last spring for a rumored $500 
million. Both companies are quiet about these events or 
any resulting friction.   

Final Thoughts: Takin’ It to the Streets
Hotpot is a logical step for Google that joins a long line 
of recent improvements the company has made to its 
local products. It makes Google more competitive in 

an ever-melding world of local, social and mobile. In 
addition to Yelp, competitors include newer entrants 
like Facebook Places.

As with Facebook Places, the area where Hotpot 
could really shine is mobile. One of its main access 
points will be Google Maps on Android handsets, and 
we believe more platform support will be announced 
soon, including iPhone. 

Mobile is not only an area where Google continues to 
make large bets, but it’s also where users are more naturally 
inclined to share and access local recommendations. So 
Hotpot’s value proposition and adoption appeal will 
find fertile ground there. 

The past 18 months have seen a fair amount of 
market experimentation to find the right formula of 
mobile, local and social. This includes an ever expanding 
universe of start-ups led by Foursquare, Gowalla, Yelp 
and Facebook Places.

Hotpot appears to possess a competitive mixture of these 

Hotspot, Meet Mobile
SOURCE: GOOGLE (2010)
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mobile, local and social success factors. Even considering the 
above adoption challenges, Google’s reach — tantamount 
to network effect — and logical integration, could make 
Hotpot another hit for the company.

But more important than Hotpot’s chances alone, 
panning back reveals an overall Google Local strategy that 
is evolving rapidly. This most recently includes Places, local 
product inventory, mobile local “extensions” and pay-per-
call (see BIA/Kelsey blog coverage for each of these). 

In a tech world that is increasingly focusing on “location” 
products (a function of smartphone penetration), Google 
is making the right moves at the right time. So far, it has 
intelligently brought together new and longstanding 
mobile and local search assets. 

This is exactly what it needs to do to maintain a 
leading local search position and fend off aggressive 
competition from the Yelps, Facebooks and Foursquares 
of the world. MLM


