
Voice search
and voice apps
All the terms and data you should know to take advantage

 of this ground-breaking technology
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Introduction

Among the fastest growing areas of exploration for digital strategies are voice 
search and the use of voice apps. 

While at present, both have yet to achieve their full usage and potential as much 
as mainstream mobile apps are being used today, there is no doubt that voice 
search and voice apps will play a larger role in how companies operate and 
engage with their users in the next two to five years.

In this ebook, we’ll take a look at the state of voice in general as well as the 
popularity of voice search and voice apps. This will allow us to have a bird’s 
eye view of the voice landscape and help us understand how customers are 
adopting this new channel in engaging with their favourite companies.

Then, we will also take a look at some of the commonly used terminologies  
in the world of voice search, voice apps and the nascent field of voice marketing. 
Let’s get started!
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The State of Voice

Voice search and voice apps are experiencing exponential growth in usage and 
popularity in the past few years. This is being brought about by several factors.

First, the price of smart speakers has become very affordable, most likely due 
to decreasing build costs. Additionally, as more demand comes in, economies  
of scale play a bigger role. 
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At the same time, various electronic devices now have access to voice search 
and virtual assistants. Microsoft powered laptops and PCs have Cortana, iPhone 
users have Siri, and even wearables are starting to embrace voice functionalities. 
To top it off, leading appliance, electronics, and home interior suppliers are 
coming out with smart home solutions with voice-activated capabilities. 

As far as usage goes, in a survey by digital marketing agency HigherVisibility 
of 2,017 mobile phone users in the US in 2018, 23% have indicated using voice 
search on their phone or smart speaker at least once a day, 21% at least once  
a week and 15% at least once a month1. 
As can be expected, the US and various English-speaking countries have 
initially led the demand for smart speakers previously. However, Deloitte’s 
TMT Predictions by Deloitte Insights expects 2019 to be the year when smart 
speakers become more widespread in other parts of the world. Already, 22% 
of 2,000 respondents in urban China report ownership of a smart speaker2.
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This view is supported by the Global Web Index Voice Search Report 20183 where 
they note that while the US currently lead in smart speaker adoption (20%), 
other regions with lower smart speaker ownership rates, such as Europe (11%), 
South America (15%), Asia (19%), and Africa (14%) reported higher percentages 
of respondents who plan to purchase a smart speaker.

Another factor that may have led to increased popularity of voice functionalities 
is the accuracy. Mid-2017, Google’s machine learning word accuracy rate has 
already reached 95% - the same threshold for human accuracy4. 

Additionally, another factor that may contribute to a stronger adoption of voice 
functionalities is mobile upgrades. Global Web Index5 noted that mobile voice 
has the strongest ability to scale voice technology adoption rapidly because, 
in its survey, 40-60% of consumers have indicated planning to purchase a new 
mobile or upgrade their existing handset in the next 12 months.
 These mobile devices are expected to have integrated voice assistants. 
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At the same time, 17% of internet users currently own a voice-controlled smart 
assistant, and 34% say they are interested in purchasing one which means almost 
half of digital consumers worldwide could be engaging with smart assistants  
in the future.

However, this isn’t just expected to be a trend that would die out after a few 
years. Most predictions see voice search strengthening even more. 
Gartner predicts that we are moving towards a “voice first browsing” and by 2020, 
30% of web browsing sessions will be done without a screen6. OC&C Strategy 
Consultants also expects 55% of US households to own a smart speaker by 2022 
from 13% in 2017.

1.  How Popular is Voice Search
2.  Smart Speakers: Growth at a Discount
3.  Global Web Index - Voice Search Report 2018
4.  Kleiner Perkins - Internet Trends Report 2018
5.  Global Web Index - Voice Search Report 2018
6.  Gartner’s Top 10 Predictions for 2017 and Beyond

https://www.highervisibility.com/blog/how-popular-is-voice-search/
https://www2.deloitte.com/insights/us/en/industry/technology/technology-media-and-telecom-predictions/smart-speaker-voice-computing.html
https://www.globalwebindex.com/reports/voice-search-report
https://www.kleinerperkins.com/perspectives/internet-trends-report-2018/
https://www.globalwebindex.com/reports/voice-search-report
https://www.gartner.com/smarterwithgartner/gartner-predicts-a-virtual-world-of-exponential-change/
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The World of Voice Search and Voice Apps

The following are some of the specific terms and phrases used in the voice search 
and voice apps world. Get familiarised with them as you’ll be hearing them a lot 
more in the near future. 

Activation phrase
This is the word or phrase (like “OK Google”) users say to activate an assistant, 
before following it with a command or question. AKA: hotword, wake word 

Cards 
In the world of voice functionalities, this is a visual interface element which 
is activated alongside on a screen-equipped device (e.g., smartphones, Echo 
Show).

Barge-in 
The term for vocal interruptions done by the user in the middle of an 
interaction with a voice assistant as the assistant or voice app is still 
responding. A barge-in usually requires the user to say the wake word first 
before the barge-in phrase or command.

Explicit invocation
An invocation that specifies the use of a specific app or sources the solution 
from a specific brand.

Happy path 
This is a well-defined test case using known input, which executes without 
diversion and produces the expected output. 



8



9

Hotword
This is the word or phrase (like “OK Google”) users say to activate an assistant, 
before following it with a command or question. AKA: activation phrase, 
wake word.

Implicit invocation
An invocation that does not specify the use of a specific app or a branded 
solution and requires the virtual assistant to come up with a suggestion.

Intent
In invocations, this refers to the accurate interpretation of what the user  
is asking for.

Invocation
A voice command or question posed by the user to the voice assistant  
or app. Usually, what follows the wake word.

Natural Language Processing (NLP) 
The ability of a computer to analyze, understand and derive meaning from 
human language. In short, NLP lets people and machines talk to each other 
“naturally.” 

Natural Language Understanding (NLU) 
Using artificial intelligence to understand untrained human speech

Natural Language Generation (NLG) 
Using artificial intelligence to generate responses, both text and spoken 
audio
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Parameter
In invocations, this refers to the context of the intent.

Pathing
In voice data analysis, pathing refers to the steps of the conversation between 
a user and a voice app as well as what actions users take afterward.

Prompt 
During interactions with a voice-enabled device, this is when the system 
asks the user for a response.

Reprompt 
A shorter, simpler version of a prompt that avoids the unnatural feeling  
of repeating a question exactly as it was said when the user misses it the 
first time. 

Voice app
An application that uses voice interactions as its primary interface.

Wake Word 
This is the word or phrase (like “OK Google”) users say to activate an assistant, 
before following it with a command or question. AKA: activation phrase, 
hotword.



11



12

Conclusion 

Voice search and voice apps are a rapidly evolving area of digital strategy. 
Eventually, all businesses will be looking to see how they can use voice as  
a channel to reach their customers. Acting now can still allow organisations  
to benefit from a first-mover advantage. But for how long?

You’ve already taken the first step by downloading this ebook and getting 
familiarised with the latest trends and technical terms that will become more 
and more heard as voice penetrates into the mainstream. 
Now, it’s up to you to act and use voice as a new channel for your audience. 
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