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With at least 3/4 of US consumers searching for products and services online, today’s search engine 

market becomes extremely appealing for companies that could profit on it. There are multiple niches 

available, however roughly 99% of entire search volume is split between four major players: Google, 

Yahoo, Bing/Live/MSN, and Ask. 

 

The current landscape of search engine business is definitely formed by Google, the largest player in 

the industry: introduction of Adsense and Adwords back in the days had shaped the search engine 

market, as we know it today. 

 

One of the factor of Google’s long term success was its step-by-step market expansion approach – 

Throughout the years, Google was introducing new features, one at a time. These new features were 

slowly changing user habits and modifying the way users search, while the basic search algorithms 

weren’t changed a lot. In other words, Google was shaping users demand. “Google” is the verb now, 

and “googling” is a habit. 

 

In this difficult enough situation, after MSN and Live experiments, Microsoft selects different 

strategy and launches Bing. Their approach seems to be a brute force one: introduce many new 

features to meet as many existing user problems as possible to break existing search habits. This is a 

challenging task, and it seems like Bing relies on usability as one of the main factors of success. 

 

After its launch on June 1
st
 of this year, Bing has been continuously taking the percentage of the 

search market share away from its main competitors including Google. It has been a rough path, with 

its ups and downs, and it would be really interesting to know what makes people use it. 

 



First of all, it’s natural curiosity and great marketing efforts behind it. However, in our digital era 

nothing kills bad product faster than good marketing. Apparently, Microsoft has something else 

under their belt to make first-time users stick with Bing. Is the secret in the better usability?  

 

 



Bing: usability 

 

The topic of Bing’s usability would be the most important for this case study; however, for the sake 

of providing a big picture view, I’ll try to go a little bit beyond this point.  I’ve never used Bing 

before, so my usability tests and further research would include an intensive adoption of it for a short 

period of time and will have to reveal a couple of really important things: 

 

1. How simple is Bing to use? Is it possible to introduce additional features helping to solve 

existing user problems without brining extra confusion? How to keep search as simple as 

competition does? What are the user needs? Is simplicity what user really want or they grew 

enough for the next level of sophistication?  

 

2. Intuitive interface. How is it designed? What are possible tasks the end users would want to 

accomplish? How well is Bing’s design thought through for the completion of these tasks? 

What could be done to make it better? How does Bing’s interface address user needs? 

 

3. Innovative solutions. Is Bing just a rebranding exercise or a new product? What exactly is 

new about it? What makes differentiates Bing from its competitors? What are the areas that 

still could be improved?  

 

 

Areas of this study: 

 

1. First impression 



2. Homepage organization, menus 

3. Organic search section 

4. Search results/refining 

5. Related searches 

 

I will provide the critique of each of the sections above from a usability view considering: 

1. user needs and expectations 

2. existing problems and challenges 

3. easiness of use/intuitiveness of a design 

4. how well proposed solutions and design address user needs 

 

First impression 

 

It’s no secret, that the first impression often defines the overall opinion about a product. Considering 

all past attempts to adopt different approaches of creating a search engine image used by its main 

competitors (Google’s simplicity and Yahoo!’s “portal-ish” look both adopted and tested in early 

versions of Live and MSN respectively), Microsoft finally chose the way of differentiation and 

created its own unique image of “Decision machine”. A lot of concepts “introduced” with Bing 

entering the market were already tested on the late versions of Live; however few innovations were 

made as well. 

 

The first look at Bing gives the impression of a welcoming design. It is clean, well-organized and 

not confusing even for a first-time user. The search results page looks very good: colors, gradients 



and use of space are very nice. The overall first introduction into Bing exceeds most of the 

expectations. Now it’s time to dig a little bit deeper to see if the product itself meets high enough 

expectations set by the first impression.  

 

Homepage organization, menus 

 

The more detailed look at a homepage gives an idea that the first and one of the biggest challenges 

Bing’s design team should have encountered, was balancing the inviting design enough not to be a 

source of an unnecessary distraction. 

Background image and interactivity 

 

Ever-changing background pictures with “hot areas”, multiple small pop-ups containing interesting 

information relevant to the picture and invitation to learn more creates a great example of interactive 

design that is a double-edge sword: it is “cool” but at the same time is able to distract users easily 

and derail them from the completion of their primary task: search. This problem was partially solved 

by limiting the number of previous images you can browse to nine.  

 

There are two additional problems that are associated with this particular functionality and represent 

significant enough UI issues: 

 

1. Click on the convenient and self-explanatory “Previous image” button, as of course expected, 

brings older image, however hot areas content not always update without refreshing the page 

(maybe it is just IE8 bug, which would be ironic. I haven’t tried it in different browsers). 



 

2. Not all of the “Learn more” links provide easily-findable relevant content. One out of five 

links sent me to the page where I wasn’t able to locate the content it was referring to, so I had 

to abandon it. 

 

Search and Menu/Explore bars 

 

If you think a little bit in depth about the way Bing focuses user attention on the most important 

parts of the homepage, you will find it really smart and mesmerizing. Bing logo, search button and 

menu header form an orange “triangle” boxing the area proven to be the most activity-intensive by a 

lot of different heatmap studies. Skimming through all the available images proved the point: these 

three orange areas stand out for all of them. When you close your eyes and open them, first thing 

you focus on is these three orange areas. Apparently this design trick is geared towards unconscious 

mechanisms of capturing user’s attention. 

 

Search bar is conveniently located a little bit up of the screen center and is slightly skewed left, 

grabbing attention and taking just a fraction of a second for user to spot it. Menu, a second most 

important object of a search engine homepage is located not exactly where users expect it to be (it 

deviates from the most common schema of over-the-top menus, but still fits the familiar enough 

schema of the left-sided menu); but it is really easy to locate is due to the orange header and another 

great design trick: accenting shadow. 

 

 



Other links 

 

Another example of a great space organization is section with random links and offers and “Popular 

now” section. The soft color palate allows seamless integration into the background and won’t let it 

pop out or clutter the space, but at the same time makes it perfectly readable so users know it’s there 

if they need it. 

 

 

Organic search section 

 

The first thing that strikes about the organic search section is the way it’s organized. There is almost 

no white space, but at the same time the page doesn’t look crowded. Bing’s header doesn’t use much 

space which theoretically allows fitting more search results on a screen. However I’ve noticed an 

issue here: they’ve added an extra spot for sponsored results, but I’ll talk about it in the Ads section. 

 

The closer look at this section helped reveal a couple of new and innovative features that finally 

gave the confidence that Bing is a new and improved product, not a rebranding exercise. The 

solutions offered by Microsoft aren’t always new, but the implementation is quite out-of-the-box: 

 

Quick View 

 

Feature that allows user to see a short preview of the content on found pages. It’s unknown what 

kind of a mechanism is used for pulling the content out of a target page, but preview doesn’t seem to 



be always brining results relevant to the actual search term. Anyways, this feature is absolutely great, 

because it helps to solve a common user problem: determination of the quality of a website before 

entering it.  

 

As practice often shows, having just two lines of a text extracted from website’s description Meta 

tag, is usually not enough to determine the relevance and reliability of the resource. Quick View of 

the search results feature helps to resolve this common problem. According to Microsoft’s research, 

24 percent of clicks result in almost instantaneous click back, which proves that users often realize 

that received result isn’t what they are looking for and rapidly click back. Preview feature helps 

users to save some time spent on going back and forth between search engine and search results, 

shortening the overall time spent on search and helping find relevant content faster. 

 

Smart Video Preview is another related feature introduced by Bing. It allows users to see a 30-sec 

preview of a video without clicking on it or going to the website where this video is published. This 

is the great idea, however its implementation could have been a little bit better: video preview is 

squeezed into a 100x150 px box, which makes it too small to see something. Having the preview 

box expand when user hovers over it would fix the problem. Button that controls sound is definitely 

a plus. 

 

Quick tabs 

 

It is the fact that a lot of users often don’t know what words to use to find the results they want. 

Thus, a common search process in such kind of a scenario takes some extra steps to get the results:  

 generic term search  



 browsing the results  

 refining the search 

 search for a more specific term  

 finding desired results.  

 

 

Bing offers another easy-to-use solution to simplify the process of search for the generic term 

scenario: quick tabs. Once user enters a keyword or a key phrase that is too generic, can have 

multiple meanings or can be interpreted different ways, Bing offers a convenient and intuitive menu-

style list of categories that is intended to help define search term better and avoid refining search 

results later. 

 

Design wise, quick tabs section is well thought through: it is balanced enough not fade into the 

background (due to a slightly shaded box) and at the same time it doesn’t create an extra noise on the 

page. The menu title contains search keyword and is highlighted by orange background, helping 

users to easily find it when they need it. The search results page is broken down by categories, 

showing few results for each category, separated by the orange category name. 

 

 

Usability tests 

 

Considering the fact that my critique was addressing general design elements and interaction 

mechanisms, I decided to conduct a small usability test. Its goal was to see how well other users 



perform the same tasks, how much time do they spend and what do they like or dislike about using 

Bing as a search engine. 

 

I asked 3 users to spend a couple of minutes using Bing and perform a couple of general searches.:  

1. Marcus, 36 - a tech-savvy biz dev manage, AV industry 

2. Tanya, 23 - an average-skilled user: accountant, health industry 

3. Nikita, 27 – developer.  

 

Two of the users haven’t used Bing before. 

 

My goal was to cover three main areas in my usability test: 

 

1. Homepage background. Will people notice “hot zones”, they can click on for more info 

related to the background pictures? It’s an engaging and interactive feature, so will it distract 

users from a search? 

 

2. Video preview. Is intuitive enough? Is there are any usability problems with it (too small 

objects, bad controls, etc)? I asked users to find the “objectified trailer” for me.  

 

3. Quick view and quick tabs. Does preview button help to find what users are looking for? I 

asked testers to search for a specific HTML tag using a general term: “HTML” to test how 

well can they refine their search using the tools provided by Bing. 

 

 

Results: 



 

1. Only one of three users found it distracting: it is integrated seamlessly enough. One user 

didn’t notice “hot zones” at all. 

2. All users loved the idea of previewing videos right in a search results. The only complain was 

the size of a preview box. Only one user noticed the sound controls. 

3. All users found quick view a very useful tool. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Summarizing all of the above, it’s really easy to come to the conclusion that Bing has a well thought 

through and user-friendly interface. There are a couple of minor issues and problems, but overall 

impression is way above the average.  

 

Although Bing introduces a couple of new features that are supposed to help users to address 

existing search related problems better than competitors do, it will be pretty challenging to break 

established search habits and patterns. I don’t see Bing becoming a search engine market leader in 

the nearest future; however it might take a serious dent out of Google’s search engine market 

dominance.  


