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If you want to keep track of the latest news and Web postings on specific subjects, give Google Alerts a try. 

I’ve been using the feature for some time to track three subjects I’m interested in: UFOs, Annette Funicello and Sally Field. I’ve been interested in UFOs since the early 1950s, a fan of Annette since the Mickey Mouse Club Days and a fan of Field since her first TV appearance as Gidget. So now you know three of my not-very-secret “secrets.” 

Google explains its alerts this way at http://www.google.com/alerts:  “Google Alerts are email updates of the latest relevant Google results (web, news, etc.) based on your choice of query or topic.” 

“Enter the topic you wish to monitor, then click preview to see the type of results you’ll receive. Some handy uses of Google Alerts include: 

· monitoring a developing news story

· keeping current on a competitor or industry

· getting the latest on a celebrity or event

· keeping tabs on your favorite sports teams.”
When you create an alert you’ll be asked to choose the topic for it, the type of  information you want (everything, news, blogs, videos, discussions); how often you want alerts (as-it-happens, once a day, once a week); volume (only the best results, all results); and your email address so you can get the alerts. The fault choices are everything, once a day and only the best results. Consider starting with the defaults and then tweaking them if the results you get aren’t what you expected.  

You might also have to tweak your selected topic. My search for Annette is “Annette Funicello” (in the quotes). That limits results to items with her full name. On the other hand, my Sally Field search is just that (no quotes around the name), so I get everything with Sally and Field, which results in a few unexpected results. My UFO search results in news about unidentified flying objects, my intent, and the musical group UFO.

I haven’t set up searches for computer-related items because I get several electronic newsletters that keep me informed about most of the technical subjects I’m interested in, but it’s easy to establish queries for any subject you’re interested in. For instance, you could use “Linux, Ubuntu,” Microsoft, “Steve Jobs,” “Bill Gates.”  

Or you could try your own name or the name of your business if you wanted to know what people are saying about you or your business. 

And if you’re a sports fan, you might want to track everything said about your favorite team(s). You’d need to set up a separate alert for each team name.

The site lets you set up an alert and then shows sample results for it. Just for kicks, I tried my first and last name (in quotes) and got references to my Facebook page, an obituary for a John Weigle of Augusta, Ga. (I still get spam about real estate deals in Augusta), and the Weigle Music Ministries, which I had never heard of. 

A search for CIPCUG showed only the CIPCUG Web site. 

Not surprisingly, a search for “Los Angeles Dodgers” resulted in more hits than any of my other test searches. Topics that get lots of news coverage, such as the Dodgers, are obviously going to have more results than people or topics that are seldom in the news.  

All the results have live links to whatever the alert finds.

The alerts tool isn’t for everyone, but it’s useful if you have any interests you want to track regularly.   
