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Summary: The major search engines are all pushing toolbar adoption as part of a 
strategy to surround users with products and features they hope will maintain and 
increase market share. Though toolbars have been around for several years, their 
promotion has recently increased because they help create a direct relationship with 
the online consumer. Their purpose is to reinforce current patterns of use or capture 
new usage from rivals. In July, 11 percent of searches in the United States were 
performed via toolbars.

Smaller search engines, Internet Yellow Pages, vertical directories and news or product
Web sites that wish to offer toolbars face an uphill battle. Development costs are low, 
however, and toolbars can help the strategic mission of the site or publisher. That is, 
provided the offered utility is real and not already available from one of the broader 
general purpose toolbars. Indeed, given the growing number of toolbars and 
competitors, there is something of a zero-sum game, as providers vie for access to the 
limited amount of slots at the top of the browser window.  
In July 2003, The Kelsey Group issued an Advisory titled, “Will IYP Benefit from New 
Search ‘Toolbars’?” (TKR #03-21, 7/2/03). At that time, search toolbar pioneers 
included Ask Jeeves, Google, InfoSpace and Yahoo!. Some two years later, a flurry of 
products have been launched or upgraded by search, Internet Yellow Pages (IYP) and 
online news players. These new offerings in many ways reflect the strategies and 
competitive dynamics that exist in online markets today and deserve a second look.  

The Arms Race 
With rivalry continuing to grow in the search marketplace, the primary players have 
been rolling out new utilities, features and products at an astonishing pace. Indeed, a 
kind of arms race is going on among Google, Microsoft Corp.’s MSN, Yahoo! and, to a 
lesser degree, America Online, Ask.com and others. Increasingly, the search incumbents 
— especially Google and Yahoo! — have been trying to move beyond the browser 
through utilities such as enhanced instant messaging, “widgets” that reside on the 
desktop and desktop search clients. These and other tools are all being introduced to 
reinforce current usage patterns or attract new consumers.  

Toolbars help create a direct relationship with the allegedly fickle user. Residing on the 
browser, the toolbar enables the user to initiate a search from any site without returning 
to the search engine or portal. It thus drives traffic that might otherwise go to a 
competitor or perhaps not be captured at all.  

In most cases, toolbars must be manually downloaded. So that initial download is of 
paramount importance: It offers a potential competitive advantage and could lead to 
future loyalty as users grow accustomed to a particular toolbar. This explains why 
Google, Yahoo! and others have developed strategies to get consumers to download 
their toolbars first. 
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Google, for example, recently launched an incentive program that offers US$1 to 
businesses in its AdSense search marketing network every time they cause someone to 
download a new Firefox browser with a preinstalled Google toolbar. Google has also 
begun marketing its toolbar with banner ads at the bottom of some search results. And 
as part of a recently announced partnership, Sun Microsystems will distribute the Google 
search toolbar along with its Java software.

AOL and Yahoo! have also bundled their toolbars with software downloads. 

“We have been for some time installing the toolbar along with a few different pieces of 
software, such as the AOL client and AIM,” says Gerry Campbell, vice president and 
general manager of search for AOL. “We have done a little search engine marketing, and 
that’s a pretty efficient market to acquire toolbar users. But more opportunities lie in the 
interesting and creative packaging deals.” 

Yahoo! has done one such packaging deal with Adobe, in which its toolbar is bundled 
with new downloads or upgrades to Adobe Reader. 

“That was a pretty smart move,” says Campbell of the Adobe-Yahoo! deal. “I think they 
are gaining market share on toolbars with that. I think it’s an indicator of the types of 
bundles and packages that make sense.”  

Toolbars and Market Share 
Search is the feature used most in toolbars, so it stands to reason market leaders 
Google and Yahoo! would have a commanding share of downloads. Google is the leading 
search engine, with a 36.5 percent share of the market in July, according to comScore 
Media Metrix. Yahoo! followed with 30.5 percent, MSN had 15.5 percent, and Time 
Warner Network (AOL) had 9.9 percent. Although it ranked second, Yahoo! had the most 
toolbar usage. According to comScore, the portal captured 51 percent of all toolbar 
searches in July. That’s approximately 282 million searches, a 74 percent increase over 
the previous year. Overall, 11 percent of all searches in the United States were done 
through toolbars in July, an 8 percent increase from the year before, comScore reported.  
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Traditional vs. Toolbar-Initiated Search 
Toolbar-Initiated SearchTraditional Search
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Source: comScore Media Metrix (7/05) 

A June report from ChangeWave Research on home Web usage trends came up with 
somewhat different figures. The survey put Google on top with 38 percent of toolbar 
use, while Yahoo! had 28 percent. It is interesting to note that the same survey group in 
which the majority used Google’s toolbar also reported employing more Google products 
and services than a year ago. Fifty-two percent of those respondents said they are 
utilizing more Google products, compared with only 1 percent who said they are using 
fewer. By comparison, 31 percent said they are employing more Yahoo! products and 
services this year, while 8 percent said they are using fewer.  

Whether the increase in Google product use among this group has anything to do with 
the company’s leading share of toolbar use (as a driver) is unclear, but we believe there 
is a causal relationship between toolbar downloads and site traffic. Though the comScore 
and ChangeWave studies came up with varying figures and used different 
methodologies, both agreed that Google and Yahoo! together represent a commanding 
stake of the overall toolbar market. 

What Motivates Downloads?  
In the fourth quarter of 2004, The Kelsey Group and BizRate conducted a survey about 
online behavior with 3,800 respondents. Among other questions, the online survey 
asked whether respondents had downloaded a toolbar and, if so, what had been their 
motivation.  

1. Have you downloaded a toolbar from any Web site? 

• Yes: 44 percent 

• No: 56 percent 

2. For what reasons did you download the toolbar(s)? 

• Stop pop-ups: 68 percent 

• Search from any Web site: 36 percent 

• Access favorite sites: 35 percent 

• Fill in forms: 29 percent 
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• Access e-mail: 26 percent 

• Access bookmarks: 15 percent 

• Other: 9 percent 

While the respondents were e-commerce shoppers and were therefore somewhat more 
sophisticated than mainstream Internet users, it is worth noting that the majority had 
not downloaded a toolbar. Also of interest is that the top two motivations were to “stop 
pop-ups” and to “search from any Web site.”  

Can Others Crack the Market?  
In the 2003 Advisory mentioned above, we anticipated IYP publishers would develop 
toolbars and recommended they do so. And while some of them have (e.g., 
SuperPages.com, YellowBook.com and YellowPages.com), promotion and consumer 
adoption have been limited. It is curious that relatively few other players in the local 
space, especially newspapers, offer toolbars.  

Of course, it’s an uphill battle for smaller search engines, vertical directories, IYPs and 
news or product Web sites that wish to provide toolbars. Given limited real estate on the 
browser, there is a high degree of selectivity among users. Many opt for the broad set of 
frequently used features (most notably search) of Google’s and Yahoo!’s toolbars, rather 
than specialized products whose more narrow utility might be delivered equally well via 
a bookmark to the underlying site itself.  

Moreover, many users are satisfied with the features on Google’s and Yahoo!’s toolbars. 
Arguably, they don’t individually present a complete offering, but together they provide 
complementary utilities. Google’s toolbar has many features that enhance the search 
experience, such as page rank, highlighting and suggested searches. It also includes a 
pop-up blocker that, in addition to providing a service to users, eliminates pop-up ads 
that would otherwise distract from Google’s own text ads.  

 

Google Sees Toolbar Success Boosting Market Share 

 

Source: Google (12/05) 

“Google toolbar is core to our mission of providing users [with] more convenient access 
to information and improving browsing experience,” says Sundar Pichai, group product 
manager at Google. “From the toolbar you can conveniently search Google and access 
Google services. The spell checker essentially runs the Google spell check for any page 
you are on. So you can view it as a link to our services, and the way we think about it is 
[as] a utility to make a user’s life easier.”  

Yahoo!’s toolbar, on the other hand, reflects its own overall strategy, providing a highly 
customizable bar that in addition to search consists mostly of buttons that take users to 
its specific content or personalized pages — such as My Yahoo!, My Web, 360, e-mail, 
news and finance.  

AOL’s toolbar is also a reflection of its offerings, including a search box for Web content, 
video and music, as well as links and dynamic features for e-mail, AIM, MapQuest and 
its other popular properties.  
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“These are the range of utilities that users come to us for, so that’s what our toolbar is,” 
says AOL’s Campbell. “We take a look at the highest usage properties on our network of 
properties and put the highest likelihood package up there.” For AOL, the toolbar also 
facilitates its current marketing message that it is a content portal with free access to 
video, pictures, e-mail, AIM and other offerings. “We are out on the Web and are open 
now, and the toolbar has served as a good proof point that we want you to use all of 
these properties,” says Campbell. 

Together, the toolbars of AOL, which has millions of users and a newly available range of 
free content properties; Google, the market leader for search; and Yahoo!, the top 
destination, have a greater chance of addressing an Internet user’s needs than any 
other single offering or combination of products.  

So an important question becomes: What is the strategy for some of the smaller search 
engines and other sites that offer toolbars, including A9, Ask Jeeves and InfoSpace; 
news sites such as The New York Times; or IYPs such as SuperPages and 
YellowPages.com? Is it worth it for these players to offer toolbars? And, if so, what is the 
best strategy for developing and launching such a product, given Yahoo!’s and Google’s 
apparent dominance of the market — or, in this case, browser real estate? 

SuperPages Sets an Example 
Verizon’s SuperPages offers a toolbar that Brad Sims, group manager of search and 
consumer experience, doesn’t see as competing with those of Google or Yahoo! because 
it has a different intent. Rather than generating volume on a large scale, it drives traffic 
among a comparatively small group of users that the IYP’s advertisers value. Those who 
utilize and appreciate the features of its toolbar, according to Sims, are SuperPages’ 
most frequent users — mainly sole proprietors or organizations with business-to-
business intentions. 
 

SuperPages’ Toolbar Appeals to SMEs 

 
Source: SuperPages (12/05) 

“The kinds of people using it are frequently coming to the site, and the toolbar makes it 
easier for them than coming through the homepage,” says Sims. “They’re frequently b-
to-b users that want to do business in the local market or are prospecting local 
businesses.”  

In contrast to the huge amount of traffic coming through the Google and Yahoo! 
toolbars, SuperPages generates significantly less volume but sees its product as 
providing a valuable service to its most loyal and heavy users.  

“Regarding the people that use our toolbar, there are not that many of them. It’s a very 
small percentage of the overall searches we get on SuperPages.com. But the people that 
do use the toolbar are our best customers — people that come back to our site even 
every day, that are doing business with the advertisers that we have on our site,” says 
Sims. “It helps our advertisers too. Those are the types of people that our advertisers 
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are really interested in. They are local people looking to do business. And the more we 
can get more loyal users, the better return we can get for our advertisers. And those are 
the people they are really targeting.” 

The lesson here may be that, while competing for traffic with the dominant toolbars is 
highly unlikely at this point, a product that taps a site’s core strengths and delivers real 
value may reinforce loyalty and user satisfaction among key demographics.  

“It goes back to trying to identify our users,” says Sims. “If there is a segment out there 
that is looking for sales leads, we want to make sure there is a toolbar that 
accommodates them. We don’t want to add new functionality or introduce anything that 
goes beyond what we think our users really want.”  

AOL’s Campbell agrees: “Toolbars are critically important but important to different 
companies for different reasons.” 

SuperPages will take its toolbar a step further at an undisclosed date in the near future 
by integrating some of the unique features it has started to provide on its site. The 
intent is to make the toolbar more attractive and enable it to heighten the local 
experience that might not be available on general search engines.  

“We’re looking at the products we’ve introduced such as coupons ratings and reviews, in 
which you can enter the product and see if there are any online or local coupons. Also, 
our shopping platform is a partnership with Shopping.com and eBay,” says Sims. “A lot 
of people come to SuperPages.com to get those services. So we could expose them on 
the toolbar to give users a bit of flexibility to do those shopping types of searches.” 

The Times and Specialized Toolbars 
The concept of tailoring a product to specialized audiences, needs or interests is also 
illustrated by The New York Times’ recently launched toolbar (as part of its TimesSelect 
premium service). The paper targets a certain online demographic and demands a 
premium on advertising that specifically seeks that readership. With TimesSelect, the 
toolbar adds functionality and personalization to the subscription service (and helps 
justify the fee). While The Times hasn’t driven traffic on the scale of the search toolbars, 
it has created more page views and visits among subscribers with an archive feature 
(based on LookSmart’s Furl) that makes it easy for them to return to view and organize 
content. 

It’s also important to note that these more specialized toolbars and the broad feature 
sets offered by Google’s and Yahoo!’s products are not mutually exclusive.  

“It’s up to the user, and we want to give them a choice,” says Google’s Pichai. 
“TimesSelect is a good example. If you’re an average New York Times subscriber, there 
is a lot of value for you to have the TimesSelect toolbar in addition to the Google 
toolbar. They are designed to coexist today.” 

AOL’s Campbell agrees. In addition to his company’s toolbar, which extends the AOL 
experience to users wherever they are, he sees value in also utilizing products that 
represent specific purposes to certain users.  

“A toolbar that is specific in purpose that I find valuable is eBay,” he says. “I’ve bought 
and sold a couple things on eBay, and I can track my activity through a toolbar. And I 
can get to My eBay fairly easily. That’s a very specific purpose, but it’s a very immersive 
experience. I think that over time toolbars take a little bit different angle in trying to 
cater the offering not so much to cast a broad net to everybody, and I think there is 
value in lots of different kinds of toolbars.”  
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Limited Real Estate, Limited Adoption 
Though general and specialized toolbars hypothetically can peacefully coexist, there is a 
practical limit to how many of them can do so for a single user. Our anecdotal 
observation is that few users have more than two toolbars on their browsers at any 
time. And even the most loyal users of a given site may already have popular search 
toolbars loaded, such as Google’s or Yahoo!’s. This is a practical challenge and could 
indeed stand in the way of users downloading or actually utilizing other toolbars (some 
browsers allow users to download and keep a toolbar but dynamically turn it on and off 
as they wish). Toolbar design, therefore, is an important factor. 

“Everyone is vying for real estate up there, so it has to be a compact design,” says 
Verizon’s Sims. “We’re trying to reduce the impression that it makes on the top of the 
page, while making it as useful as possible. You can have so many toolbars that you 
begin to only have half the page showing.” 

For example, SuperPages is considering going from three search fields (i.e., keyword, 
business and geography) to only one. In terms of design, there is also the challenge of 
being at the mercy of the browser’s guidelines. Browser companies impose limitations on 
toolbars that don’t apply in Web page design, such as an inability to have drop-down 
menus and other dynamic features.   

Even given these obstacles, why wouldn’t a company offer a toolbar? Aside from a 
question of whether users will adopt it based on their interest level and available 
browser real estate, the disadvantages are few. Cost, an important variable in 
developing any product offering, appears not to be an issue with toolbars. 

“Costs are very minimal; you can develop it yourself internally,” says Sims. “There are 
companies out there you can contract with, and they’ll have a template to develop 
something with any of the browsers out there. But there is also off-the-shelf software 
that you can buy to help build it. There are a number of things you can do, and it’s very 
inexpensive.” 

The Bottom Line: The Market Is Still Young 
While development costs may be low, toolbars should not merely be “me too” products 
nor should they be developed in a “generic” or perfunctory way. To gain adoption, even 
from the most devoted users, toolbars must offer unique and valuable features not 
readily available from AOL, Google, MSN or Yahoo!. Otherwise, they are unlikely to gain 
meaningful traction. By the same token, toolbar adoption is still new for mainstream 
Internet audiences. Downloads and usage should grow over time. 
 
Google’s Pichai agrees. “It is similar to any given product adoption. I think toolbars are 
relatively new compared to other products that have been out there for a while, such as 
the Internet and browsers,” he says. “The Google toolbar was introduced four years ago, 
but it’s still early in the adoption cycle. And so I do expect toolbar usage to grow.” 

Just as the local search market is young and there is no single dominant player (unlike 
general Web search), there are few local search toolbars, save those provided by IYP 
sites. There is still considerable opportunity to develop toolbars that offer novel or 
unique value. In addition to IYPs, vertical directories, classifieds sites and online 
newspapers could all benefit from offering toolbars — provided they present features 
with real value and aren’t merely copycat products.  

However, companies that are not among the four or five major search engines/portals 
need to take a more deliberate and strategic approach to developing toolbars. The 
toolbar needs to offer a unique user proposition. And beyond driving traffic or user 
loyalty, a specific product strategy should be factored into the toolbar design itself.  
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For example, says Verizon’s Sims, “IYP is a targeted and less frequent search than 
general search. You have to be careful not to over-deliver on a toolbar in building all of 
this functionality when no one else uses it. Consider what your users are looking for, and 
build a toolbar around those needs.” 
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