Google replaces magnifying glass with plus sign, signalling shift to AI-driven search experiences
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Google has quietly replaced its familiar magnifying-glass search icon with a simple "+" on the Search homepage, a visual signal of a broader shift to AI-centred experiences that alters both the look and the functionality of its flagship product. According to the original report, the new "+" serves as an access point for uploading images and documents and for invoking "AI mode" features that feed content into generative search workflows. [1]
The change is more than cosmetic: Google is integrating tools that let users supply images and files to the engine for analysis and conversational follow-up, a move the company says will enable richer, context-aware answers rather than a list of isolated links. Industry reporting notes this is part of a deliberate pivot away from the traditional "10 blue links" model toward AI-generated summaries and guided interactions. [1][2]
That pivot was formalised earlier in 2025 with the introduction of an experimental AI-only search option available to subscribers of Google One's AI Premium tier, where "AI Mode" replaces standard result pages with comprehensive, Gemini-powered summaries that include cited hyperlinks and a follow-up search bar. According to the original report, the paid feature was designed to handle complex queries with enhanced reasoning and to surface source links within the AI response. [2]
Google has continued to iterate: product updates announced by the company describe visual exploration in AI Mode, conversational refinement of queries, and an expanded Shopping Graph that surfaces product details, reviews and deals from merchants worldwide. According to the announcement, AI Mode increasingly understands images and natural language together, enabling features such as visual results and more natural follow‑up questioning. [4]
The rollout of the "+" and related AI experiences sits alongside other Google moves to weave generative AI across its ecosystem. The company has brought Gemini-style assistance into Chrome and other apps and refreshed brand assets to reflect an AI era, changes that reinforce a strategy of embedding assistant features directly into everyday tools. Google’s messaging frames these as enhancements that preserve Search’s underlying simplicity while adding new ways to interact with content. [6][3]
Competitors are responding with similar integrations: Microsoft has introduced an Edge "Copilot Mode" that centralises chat, search and navigation in a single input and provides visual indicators and permission controls when the AI accesses browsing content. The parallel developments show a broader industry trend of turning browsers and search into active assistants rather than passive indexes. [5]
Critics and some privacy advocates have cautioned about the trade-offs inherent in these changes, particularly around how user-supplied content is stored, cited and used to train models; Google’s product materials emphasise user control and cited sources but industry observers say transparency and governance will be central to user trust as the features expand. According to reporting, Google's AI Mode is already available widely in the United States and the company continues to test wider deployment and new capabilities such as video-based search and automated transactions. [7][1][4]
As the plus sign replaces a decades-old metaphor for search, the symbol serves as a succinct summary of the product's new purpose: not just finding information, but actively interpreting, combining and conversing with it on the user's behalf. The company claims this will produce deeper, more actionable results; independent reporting and prior experiments suggest the feature set will evolve rapidly as Google balances utility, accuracy and user expectations. [1][2][4]
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