Google Has a Secret Reference Desk. Here's
How to Use It.

40 Google features to find exactly what you need, the alternative search engines that
things Google won't, and the reference desk framework underneath all of it.
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Most of us search Google the same way we always have: type a few words, sc
click something that looks close enough, and hope. For a while, that worked.

Google handed us a list of links and let us take it from there.

What’s happening now is something different. A 2024 study by SparkToro fo
that nearly 60% of Google searches end without anyone clicking through to s
website, and the trend has accelerated since. By February 2026, Ahrefs found
queries triggering AI Overviews now see a 58% reduction in clicks. Google h
been systematically inserting itself between you and the original source,
answering questions with Al-generated summaries before you ever reach the
those answers came from. The results you do see are filtered through an algo
that weighs your search history, your location, and the billions of dollars
advertisers have spent to appear for particular queries. Two people searching
identical phrases on the same day can get meaningfully different results witk
either of them knowing it. And because Google controls roughly 90% of the
world’s search traffic, most people have no frame of reference for what a less

mediated search experience would even look like.

The search bar replaced the reference desk without replacing the skills behii
knowing how to ask a question precisely, understanding how information is

organized and who funds it, knowing the difference between a primary sourc
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a summary of one. The assumption was that the technology made all of that
unnecessary, which suited Google; a user who can’t navigate information

independently is a user who keeps coming back to be guided.

The search bar you already have is more capable than that arrangement requ
you to know. With the right syntax, it becomes a precision instrument: narro
domain, by date, by file type, by exact phrase. We can pull up archived pages.
surface open file directories, and even find what people said in forums instes
what brands want us to find. None of it requires a new tool or a paid account

capability has been there the whole time.
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Librarians don’t just help you find
information. We help you know what to do
with it once you have it. Card Catalog applies
that same expertise to the age of Al and
information overload. Join 5K+ readers here
l
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When You're Not Getting What You Askec
For

Google is constantly interpreting you. It swaps in synonyms, personalizes re:
based on your history, and decides what you probably meant rather than retui
what you typed. Most of the time that interpretation is invisible. These tools

how you override it.

site:

limits your search to a single website. Try: site:nytimes.com climate to search c
the Times, or site:gov vaccine to pull results exclusively from government don
It works as a better version of a website’s own search function (most built-in
search is mediocre at best), as a trust filter when you only want results from :
specific domain type, and as a research shortcut when you already know whi
publication or institution you want to pull from. You can also run it in revers

electric vehicles -site:tesla.com returns coverage that isn’t from Tesla’s own pagi

Number ranges
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let you set hard boundaries on any numerical search. Put two periods betwee
numbers with no spaces: laptop $500..$800 returns results mentioning prices
that range. The same syntax works for years (civil rights legislation 1964..1968)
any other measurement. It eliminates a significant amount of irrelevant resu
when you’re comparison shopping or trying to find coverage from a specific

period.

Verbatim mode

is the most powerful feature most people have never used. After any search,

Tools (just below the search bar), then the “All Results” dropdown, then sele

« . »
Verbatim.
Go gle artificial intelligence X ¥ @ Q
AlMode ANl  Images Shortvideos Shopping Videos Web  More ~
Any time »
W Wikipedia .
" https://en.wikipedia.org > wiki > Artificial_intelligence —  \Verbatim 4 Al res
Artificial intelligence Advanced Search Verbz

Artificial intelligence (Al) is the capability of computational systems to perform tasks typica Clear
associated with human intelligence Read more

About 1,390,000,000 results (0.30s)

Google stops paraphrasing you entirely and returns results for exactly what y
typed, stripped of personalization and synonym-swapping. It’s one of the mo
useful things Google has buried several clicks deep, and the fact that it takes

clicks to reach says something about how much Google wants you to find it.

Quotation marks

work the same way at the phrase level. Try: “the medium is the message”. Wrap;
phrase in quotation marks forces Google to find pages where those exact wo
appear in that exact order. Unquoted words are treated as suggestions; quote
phrases are treated as requirements. Use this to verify whether a quote is rea

trace it to its actual source, to find a specific statistic rather than everything
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implies it, or to track down a title you half-remember. It’s also the mechanisi

behind one of the most useful social search techniques covered below.

The minus sign

removes a word from your results entirely. Put it directly before the word wit
space: jaguar -car returns the animal, mercury -planet returns the element or tl
musician depending on your other terms. Precise, effective, and useful any ti

word you’re searching carries more than one meaning.

AROUND (#)

is an undocumented proximity operator that tells Google how many words a
your two search terms can be. Try: climate AROUND(3) policy. The intent is tl
only pages where those terms appear in genuine proximity show up, rather t.
page that mentions “climate” in the introduction and “policy” ten paragraph
later. Google has never officially documented this operator and its behavior i
inconsistent, but when it works, it operates closer to how academic database
have functioned for decades. Worth testing, but not something to rely on the

you would a documented operator.

When You Need the Real Source, Not Just
Summary

The difference between finding a blog post about a study and finding the stu

itself isn’t trivial, and the gap between them is larger than most people expec

filetype:

returns only a specific kind of file. filetype:pdf remote work productivity returns
PDFs. Swap pdf for ppt to find slide decks, or doc for Word documents. Most
research reports, government documents, academic papers, and white paper:
as PDFs and don’t rank highly in regular search results because they weren’t

for traffic. Filetype search gets you past that.

intitle: “index of”



surfaces something most people don’t know exists: open file directories on tl

internet. Try: intitle: “index of” /pdf “media literacy”

These are servers running with directory listing enabled, a default setting in
Apache that displays all files in a directory when no index page exists. Most

administrators never turned it off. The result is publicly accessible file syster
packed with documents, datasets, and files that don’t appear in regular searc

results.

before: and after:

set a date boundary on your results. mental health social media research after:20
filters out everything published before that year. Use before: to find what was
known or written at a particular point in time, useful for confirming a source
predates an event or for tracing how a conversation has shifted over time.
Combine them with site: for a targeted archive search: site:theatlantic.com Al
after:2023 pulls everything The Atlantic has published on the subject in the

two years. This kind of search used to require a library database subscriptior

intitle: and inurl:

let you filter by the structure of a page rather than just its content. intitle: "me
literacy” returns only pages where that phrase appears in the actual title, not
mentioned once in passing. inurl:gov intitle:”’Al policy” finds government page
where Al policy is the stated subject. Combined, they're considerably more

precise than keyword searching alone.

When You Want Real Human Opinions, Nc
Sponsored Content

SEO has made the first page of Google results increasingly dominated by cot

written to rank rather than to inform. These techniques route around it.

“can anyone recommend”



exploits a quirk in how people write when they're asking for help without a
commercial motive. Try: “can anyone recommend” noise-canceling headphones u
$100. Because the phrase is in quotation marks, Google surfaces only pages v
those exact words appear, which means forum threads, community posts, an
conversations where people asked the same question you're asking. Instead ¢
sponsored listicle, you get someone’s firsthand experience choosing between
specific products. Swap in “does anyone know a good” or “what’s the best” for

variations on the same trick.

@ before a word

surfaces social tags and handles in your results. Try: @reddit home espresso mc
Google officially describes this as a tool for finding social tags, so pairing it v
platform name like @reddit or @twitter alongside your topic pulls communit
discussions toward the top of your results. It doesn’t filter exclusively to thos
platforms, but it shifts the result set in that direction. Combine it with the

quotation mark technique when you want to narrow things further.

The omitted results link

is easy to miss. When Google adds a note at the bottom of a results page sayi
some results were hidden because they're too similar to others, there’s a sma
to include them anyway. The results Google omits tend to be less trafficked ¢
less search-optimized, which frequently means they’re more substantive and
written for readers rather than algorithms. When doing real research rather

quick lookup, that’s exactly where to look.
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When You Need to Go Deeper

The asterisk *

works as a wildcard for any missing word or phrase. Try: “the * of artificial

intelligence”. The asterisk stands in for whatever word you can’t remember or
to explore. It’s invaluable for chasing down half-remembered titles and quote
and it surfaces the full range of ways a phrase gets used across different cont
which is useful for research that starts from a concept rather than a specific

source.

Stacking operators

is where precision compounds. filetype:pdf “information literacy” site:edu before

finds older academic PDFs on the topic from university domains. site:cdc.gov
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after:2022 -press release pulls recent CDC content with press releases filtered
The combinations are where the real power lives, and once you've internalize

few operators separately, combining them becomes instinctive.

When You Just Need a Fast Answer

Many of Google’s most useful features are things you’d only find by accident.
because nothing in the interface tells you they exist. These all work by typing

directly into the search bar.

Paste a flight number

like UA 2157 and Google returns the live gate, departure and arrival times, ct
delay status, and a real-time position tracker without opening an app or an a
website. This works for any major commercial flight. If you're picking somec

up, it’s considerably faster than anything the airline itself offers.

Paste any package tracking number

and Google recognizes the format automatically, whether it’s UPS, FedEx, or
USPS, and shows live delivery status directly on the results page. If you've be
opening carrier websites every time you get a shipping confirmation, you dic

need to be.

Type run speed test

and Google measures your download and upload speed directly in the brows:
without sending you to a third-party site like Speedtest.net. When you’re
troubleshooting a slow connection and don’t want to open another tab, it’s tl

fastest option.

Type [thing] vs. [thing]

like oat milk vs almond milk, Notion vs Obsidian, ibuprofen vs acetaminophen, anc
Google pulls a side-by-side comparison panel with key differences. It works
supplements, software, ingredients, and medications. It’s not always exhaust

but it’s faster than opening five tabs to piece together the same information.



A few more that show up less in guides but earn their place:

* define: [word] returns the full dictionary definition plus etymology
* how to pronounce [word] gives you an audio button and phonetic spellin

* [food] calories brings up nutritional information without leaving the sea

bar
* sunrise [city] or sunset [city] gives you exact times
* time in [city] shows current local time anywhere in the world
* [amount] [currency] to [currency] pulls a live exchange rate
e stock [ticker| shows a live price chart with trading volume

e tip for ${amount] opens a tip calculator you can adjust by percentage anc

by number of people

* translate [phrase] to [language] opens a full translation widget with audi

pronunciation
* what is my IP returns your IP address immediately
* random number between [X] and [Y] generates one instantly

* color picker opens an interactive color wheel with hex and RGB codes ir

results page itself
* timer 25 minutes starts a countdown without leaving Google
* metronome opens a working, adjustable metronome
* bubble level uses your phone’s gyroscope as an actual level
* breathing exercise guides you through a timed breath pattern
* what sound does a [animal] make plays the actual audio
e flip a coin and roll a die both work exactly as described

* Any math equation typed into the search bar is solved immediately



Google also has a full arcade buried in the results page. Searching solitaire, t
tac-toe, snake, or pac-man opens a playable game directly, no app or third-p
site required. Most people have scrolled past these results for years without

realizing they were interactive. And two Easter eggs that have been there sin
least 2011 and still work: do a barrel roll spins the entire results page 360 dey
and askew tilts it just enough that people think something is wrong with the

screen.

One more that matters for anyone who makes content: after any image search, click
> Usage Rights and filter to show only images licensed for reuse. The feature is two
deep, most people who need it regularly don’t know it exists, and using an unlicense,

image because you didn’t check is a more common mistake than it should be.

Card Catalog teaches information literacy for
the Al age: how to evaluate what you're
reading and how to process what you find.
Learn how to stay informed without the

overwhelm. Join 5K+ readers here |

[ [

What Not to Do

These are the habits that undermine searches most often, and most of them :

ingrained they feel like standard practice.

Don’t treat the Al Overview as the answer.
The Al-generated summary at the top of many Google results is the feature 1
likely to be wrong and most likely to present that wrongness with complete

confidence. Since Google launched AI Overviews in May 2024, documented «



have included advising users to add glue to pizza, recommending that people
one small rock per day, producing a response claiming Barack Obama was tt
United States’ first Muslim president (drawn from an academic book title th:
Google’s system misread as a factual claim), and, in May 2025, insisting acros
multiple queries that the current year was 2024. These aren’t edge cases. The
reflect a structural problem with how the feature works: it synthesizes answe
from sources you can’t always see, using a system that can misread context, r
sarcasm, and draw incorrect conclusions from factually correct sources. If th

Overview touches anything consequential, check the sources beneath it.

Don’t click the first result without checking whether it’s an ad.

Google labels paid results, but the labels have grown smaller and less visuall
distinct over time. The first two or three results on many searches are sponse
placements, meaning companies paid to appear there rather than earning th
position organically. A business with a large advertising budget can outrank
more authoritative source on nearly any commercial query. Check for the sm

“Sponsored” label before assuming what’s at the top is what’s most credible.

Don’t assume your results are the same as anyone else’s.

Google personalizes results based on your search history, location, device, ar
account data. Two people searching the same phrase can get meaningfully

different pages in meaningfully different orders without either of them know
it. When research matters, Verbatim mode or a private/incognito window ret

some of that personalization layer.

Don’t use quotation marks on everything.

Quotation marks are precise when you need an exact phrase, but applying th
every search narrows your results so sharply that you’ll miss pages that woul
been directly useful. If you're not searching for a specific verbatim phrase, le

the quotes off.

Don’t add a space after an operator.



Purely mechanical, but it kills the function entirely. site:cdc.gov works; site: ca
does not. The operator and the term have to run together with no space betw

them.

Don’t just Google it when the stakes are real.

Most people use Google the same way for everything, whether they’re lookin
a restaurant or trying to understand a diagnosis, a medication interaction, a
contract clause, or a financial decision. That habit works fine for low-stakes
questions, but for anything with real consequences, Google’s results, and
especially its Al Overviews, are a place to find sources, not a destination. A
Guardian investigation in January 2026 found multiple Al-generated health
summaries that medical professionals flagged as dangerous, including dietar
advice for pancreatic cancer patients that Anna Jewell, director of support,
research and influencing at Pancreatic Cancer UK, said could “jeopardize a
person’s chances of being well enough to have treatment.” Google is often th
fastest way to figure out where to look. Treating it as the place to stop is whe

trouble starts.

Beyond Google: You Have Options

Knowing when to use a different tool is part of knowing any tool well. Treati
one resource as the default regardless of the question is a habit, and like mos

habits, it runs below the level of conscious choice.

Google is where most people search, and learning to use it well is worth doir
But Alphabet, Google’s parent company, reported $350 billion in total revent
2024, with advertising accounting for more than three-quarters of that, accoi
to the company’s own annual filing. The results Google shows you are shape
that business model in ways that aren’t always visible. Its algorithm promo
pages built to rank, which isn’t the same as pages built to inform. Its Al

summaries synthesize answers from sources you often can’t see, which make

harder to evaluate whether the underlying information is reliable. And becat
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personalizes results based on your history, two people searching the same pt
on the same day can land in meaningfully different places. Understanding th
context changes what you should reasonably expect from a Google search, ar
knowing what else is available changes what you do when Google isn’t the ri

tool for the question.

If the problem is structural — that Google's incentives and your interests do
always point in the same direction — then having alternatives isn't about dis
It's about knowing which tool fits the question. These eight work differently

ways that are worth understanding before you need them.

1. Kagi is a paid search engine with no advertising and no sponsored result
Plans start at $5 a month for 300 searches or $10 a month for unlimited.
paying directly for the service rather than trading your attention for acce
which changes the underlying incentives entirely. Its results tend towarc
fewer SEO-optimized pages and more original sources, a difference mos
noticeable when the quality of information matters more than the speed

finding it.

2. DuckDuckGo is free, doesn’t track your searches, and supports all the
operators covered above. It also has a feature called !bangs: type /w befor
search to go straight to Wikipedia, or /scholar for Google Scholar. It turn:
search bar into a shortcut launcher for wherever you want to land, witho

company logging where that is.

3. Brave Search is free and privacy-focused, and unlike most alternatives, i
its own independent search index rather than licensing results from Goc
Bing. Most privacy-focused search engines are Bing with a different coai

paint; Brave is the meaningful exception.

4. Startpage is free and returns Google’s actual results without Google’s
tracking. It works as a private intermediary, submitting your query to Gc¢
anonymously and returning results without storing your IP address, sear

history, or any identifying data. If you've tried the other alternatives and
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the results weaker than you want, Startpage resolves that without sendin
your data to Google directly. One thing worth knowing going in: Startpage is
by System1, a U.S. advertising company, which it discloses openly and says doe:

affect its no-tracking policy.

. Perplexity is Al-powered and built for research questions. It gives you a
synthesized answer with sources cited directly alongside it, so you can s¢
exactly where the information came from and evaluate it yourself. For

questions where you want a starting point with visible sourcing rather t}
list of links to sort through, it’s often faster and more transparent than a

traditional search.

. Bing is Microsoft’s search engine and the second largest in the world by
traffic, which makes it the most overlooked real alternative to Google. It
supported and tracks your searches, so it doesn’t solve the privacy proble
but it runs an entirely different index, which means different results, anc
alone is worth knowing. For image search and video it’s often stronger tl
Google. It’s also the engine powering Microsoft’s Copilot, which gives y
generated answers with sourcing in the same way Perplexity does. If a G
search isn’t surfacing what you need, running the same query on Bing ta
ten seconds and frequently produces something Google buried or missec

entirely.

. Ecosia is ad-supported and runs on Bing’s index, so the results are comp
to Bing rather than Google. What’s different is what happens to the mon
Ecosia is a certified B Corp that directs the majority of its advertising re
toward reforestation projects and publishes monthly financial reports so
can verify it. [t won’t give you stronger results than the alternatives abov
for someone whose searches are already going to generate ad revenue fo:
someone, Ecosia redirects that toward something. It’s a light switch, not

lifestyle change — but it’s a real one.

. Library databases are the option most people forget they already have. 2

public library card — free in most cities — gives you access to databases
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ProQuest, EBSCOhost, and JSTOR that the open web simply cannot rep
These index academic journals, historical newspapers, court documents,
company filings, and primary sources that were never designed for Goog
crawl and never will be. If you've been hitting paywalls on research that
matters, this is how you get past them without paying. Check your librar
website for remote access instructions; most let you log in from home wi

your card number.

The Skill Nobody Told You You’d Need

There used to be a professional layer between most people and raw informat
Librarians, researchers, editors, fact-checkers: people whose entire job was t
understand how information was organized, who produced it, what motivate
them, and where the gaps were in any given source. You didn’t need to think

about any of that, because someone else already had.

That layer has largely dissolved. Search engines replaced the card catalog,

algorithms replaced the reference interview, and Al summaries are now step
in where a librarian’s judgment about source quality used to sit. What’s been
in place of all that professional mediation is a search bar and the assumption

you’ll figure it out.

The tools above don't fix that problem, but they change your position within
Every technique here is a version of the same underlying move: being specifi
about what you need and deliberate about where to look for it. Most people 1
never taught to approach search that way, because the assumption has alway
been that it's simple enough not to need teaching. But the same move works
everywhere information is organized: library catalogs, academic databases, I¢

repositories, government archives.

Search syntax is just the entry point. What's underneath it is a way of thinkii

about how knowledge is structured and who controls access to it — and that



transfers to every tool you'll use after this one.

The free essays are the foundation. The paid
tier is the applied toolkit: biweekly Al
briefings, monthly subscriber-driven
research, and quarterly guides that give you
real skills you can use immediately, plus a
growing framework library (and classes
coming soon). Upgrade to paid if you want
the full Card Catalog. Thank you for being
here!
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I've used and often rely on nearly all these operators and tricks... although | have to say the c

was a new one on me!

(One missing, | think: the "pipe" symbol, |, or the capitalized word "OR" -- it lets you specify tl
option to the left or right of the pipe/OR is acceptable. E.g.: "buying | buyers guide" will pick
containing either the exact phrase "buying guide"” OR the exact phrase "buyers guide". You c:

it outside of quotation marks, as in:
"buyers guide" OR "users guide"

(Note BTW: Google seems to ignore interior quotation like the apostrophe in "buyer's" so it's
omit.))

| find inurl: too inconsistently useful lately, although it used to work as advertised.

One Google tool | fall back on occasionally -- not strictly a search tool -- is the Google Ngran

here:
https://books.google.com/ngrams/

It shows the frequency of occurrence, OVER TIME, of the term(s) (words or phrases) enclosed
commas -- searching the entire Google Books corpus of OCR'd text. (Which means it's not 1C
definitive, of course. Still, that's one heck of a large data set.) Why this may be especially usef
researcher is that when you dig below the default interface (using the buttons etc. along the-
screen), you'll eventually come upon links to THE ACTUAL TEXTS where the desired term(s) af

the chosen time period.

Re: searching text -- as a possible future topic for discussion? -- the Internet Archive's collecti

texts is sometimes waaaay more useful than Google Books.

(Sorry for the digression -- got started and couldn't stop! @)
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This is a fantastic resource. Thanks so much!
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