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ANYONE who has not come across Google has probably never logged on to the Net. By all accounts, this search engine is now the most ubiquitous Internet brand. Its success story is a fusion of New Economy hype and Old Economy business basics. What lessons can Singapore startups learn from Google Inc?

The company was founded in September 1998 by Larry Page, then 27, and Sergey Brin, then 26, both computer science doctorate students at Stanford University. They were backed by two seasoned Silicon Valley VC firms, Sequoia Capital, and Kleiner Perkins Caufield and Buyers.

Privately-held Google has garnered an enviable record in its short history. It now provides more than 150 million search enquiries a day, accounting for close to 50 per cent of all Web search traffic; competitor Yahoo has about 20 per cent.

In May, Google won its most significant commercial deal - powering the search function on all websites of America Online. AOL has 34 million registered members and millions of casual daily users. As an ultimate endorsement of its technology, even competitors such as Ask Jeeves Inc and Yahoo Inc have entered into various partnerships with Google.

Though it is already profitable and its management says it does not need public funds, the fact is - despite its seeming Internet omnipresence - Google is still small for a hot public listing. It has about US$25 million in capital. Though Google is highly secretive about its financials, analysts believe it will generate revenues of about US$100 million this year, mostly from ads and licensing of technology. By comparison, its Nasdaq-listed rivals, Overture Services Inc (formerly Goto.com) has US$180 million in capital and expects to do US$635 million in sales; and Yahoo has almost US$2 billion in capital and is projecting US$900-US$940 million in revenues this year.

Yet, Google is in the top one per cent of surviving dotcoms. From being a non-conformist to its rise to profitability is a study in disciplined execution of business strategies that Singapore startups can learn from:

Specialise to build competitive advantage. Google offers a search engine and nothing else. It has 50 doctorates and the world's largest research team working on search algorithms. This produces some formidable competitive advantages. Its proprietary 'PageRank' technology measures the relevance of Web pages by solving equations which have more than 500 million variables and two billion terms.

Know what drives user gratification. Users want comprehensive, targeted and objective information. Instantly. Google has some 10,000 servers - the largest Linux-based cluster in the world - trawling the Net. It has indexed over three billion pages which it searches through in typically a few tenths of a second. Search results are completely computer-generated and free from intervention by sponsors. Purists argue that Google only has about a third of all Web pages. Still, it would take 5,707 years to manually run through three billion documents - versus less than a second via a Google search. Don't be too surprised to find search results for your own name.

Understand what hurts user utility. Intrusive, rich-media, online ads which inundate many websites do not appear in Google. On the contrary, ads and sponsored links are minimalist, text-based, and search-related. Not surprisingly, ad revenues are rocketing at Google, as advertisers are being matched more effectively with users. Google's interface can be customised for over 80 languages. As a result, about half of its traffic comes from outside the US. In just four years, Google now operates from 12 countries.

Nurture talent, not bureaucracy. Google's 400 employees come from 34 countries. Mr Brin, a native of Moscow, is a recipient of a US National Science Foundation Graduate Fellowship. Mr Page gave up his CEO position in September 2001 in favour of a more experienced man, Eric Schmidt, 46.

Innovate constantly. Being good is not good enough for Google. If you don't keep innovating, your competitors will eat your lunch. Even Google can't stand still. New, well-funded players such as Teoma.com, Wisenut.com, and Allthe Web.com are now bidding against Google for business.

Persevere with faith, and serendipity will follow. In the early days, Google approached Yahoo with an offer to license Google's search technology, which Yahoo rejected. Unable to interest any other major portal, Mr Brin and Mr Page decided to build a search engine firm on their own. They maxed out their credit cards to buy one terabyte of memory, drew up a business plan and went looking for an angel investor.

They found Andy Bechtolsheim, a founder of Sun Microsystems, who recognised the huge potential of the technology - which the duo simply called 'Google' as a play on 'googol' which is one followed by 100 zeros. Mr Bechtolsheim, who was rushed for time at the meeting, hurriedly wrote them a cheque for US$100,000 in the name of Google Inc. The trouble was, as the story goes, Mr Page and Mr Brin had not even incorporated the company yet.

Singapore and Google share similar David-and-Goliath challenges. The island-state is being buffeted by turbulent forces of globalisation which threaten its future prosperity. Lowly capitalised Google is surviving a brutal Darwinian culling process on the Internet and has become the world's best search engine. Are there lessons here for Singapore's firms?

The writer is a BT Senior Correspondent.
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