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Make Google do it.

This is the slogan Google is using in adverts 
for its Home voice device, but what does ‘it’ 
actually mean and can Google really do it?

The same question could be asked of any 
voice-activated technology, whether it’s 
Amazon’s Alexa or Apple’s Siri. Multiple 
names and multiple purposes, but they all 
make the same basic promise: that whatever 
task, whatever question, whatever problem you 
have, you can simply get this device to do it.

And - most importantly - do it faster, better, 
more efficiently than the others – and even 
you yourself.

The convenience of these devices has led to 
excitement among marketers and market 
research companies, who are confidently 
predicting that by 2020:

• About 30% of searches will be conducted 
without a screen (Mediapos)

• 50% of all searches will be voice searches 
(comScore)

• 21.4 million smart speakers will have been 
sold in the US alone (Activate)

Big numbers. Big promises.

But can these devices actually deliver on them?

We weren’t convinced. So we cut through the 
stats, went beyond the projections and actually 
tested the devices out to see what they can do.

Introduction



Testing, Testing, 1… 2… 3…

We approached this project with a clear methodology in mind.  
We gathered a group of staff together and divided them into three  
groups of four.

Each group was given basic information about how the technology  
works and how to use it, but were otherwise left to engage with 
it in whatever way they wished. This allowed us to gain a truer 
understanding of how these devices would be used by different people.

To ensure we were getting worthwhile insights that tested different 
aspects of these devices’ functions, we asked the groups to focus on 
different things. For example, one group explored location-based 
searches, another the subtle differences in wording and terminology, 
another comparisons with traditional web searches. 

Across a four-week period, the groups 
spent a series of hour-long sessions with 
the devices, asking them questions and 
issuing commands. Queries and responses 
were logged and, where necessary, 
screengrabs and videos were captured.

The following technologies were used: 

• Alexa (on Amazon Echo Dot)

• Siri (on iPhone and iPad)

• Cortana (on desktop and  
smartphones)

• Google Assistant (on Android 
smartphones) 

Safari and Google Chrome on desktop  
were used when comparing voice  
results to traditional web results. 



Key findings

EACH DEVICE BEHAVES 
DIFFERENTLY

It’s easy to lump these devices together 
under a broad category: Voice. But 
each one is unique and features unique 
functions.

Alexa offers help with simple tasks 
around the house. For example, playing 
a song, reading out the latest news, 
booking an appointment. While it can 
search the web, it’s ability to do so 
is limited.

Siri offers help inside and outside 
the home (Google Assistant, Siri and 
Cortana are similar in this respect), 
so it has wider applications than the 
assistants that are purely based at 
home. Google is used for Search, but 
not all queries will be pushed through 
to a search engine; location-based 
requests use the native Apple Maps.

Google Assistant helps with everyday 
tasks both inside and outside of the 
home. However, because it’s powered 
by Google technology, it’s integrated 
with the Google search engine and is 
therefore better equipped to deal with 
answering the kind of questions you’d 
ask a search engine on desktop.

Cortana answers questions and queries 
and can help with everyday tasks. It’s 
available through smartphones and 
desktop devices and uses Microsoft’s  
Bing to run search queries.

As you can see, there’s no single, unified 
function to these devices and they all 
have different strengths and weaknesses. 
Businesses must understand these 
differences and reflect them in their 
approach to Voice.



THE TECHNOLOGY STILL NEEDS TO 
DEVELOP

Voice technology has been a hot topic 
for a number of years now, but it’s 
still relatively new and is therefore 
still developing. Our research suggests 
that there’s still a long way for those 
developments to go. 

In the case of basic orders and commands, 
the devices have few issues. Ask Alexa 
to play a song and it’ll do it. Ask Google 
Assistant to put an appointment in your 
diary and it’ll do it.

But when you ask a question, devices that 
aren’t primarily backed by search engines, 
sometimes struggle. 

Alexa returned the poorest answers to 
our queries. When searching, Alexa would 
repeatedly only pull from Amazon (more 
on that in the next section) and the results 
were long and difficult to understand.

For example, when we asked ‘I want to 
buy size 7 trainers’, we got a mouthful 
back: “Men’s Shock Absorbing Air Running 
Trainers Jogging Gym Fitness Trainer New 
Shoes Sizes 7-12 UK. £15.99”

That’s a lot of information to process in 
any situation, but when it’s read at speed, 
with clumsy intonation by a computerised 
voice, and presented without any kind 
of visual clues and context, it’s almost 
impossible to comprehend.

We also found that the devices can 
struggle to understand simple words. 
“Shirt” was translated as “shit” 
by Siri and a request to Alexa to 
define the term “enclave” returned 
the response: “Nicholas Cave is a  
rock musician.”

Clearly ‘enclave’ was processed as  
‘N. Cave’ and that led to Nick Cave.

Nuances are also difficult for the 
devices to understand. When we 
asked Siri to ‘find me a nearby train 
station’, it couldn’t tell the difference 
between Manchester’s train and tram 
networks, and offered us tram stops 
before train stations.

Likewise, Alexa struggled to 
understand the difference between 
buying and renting a car. While a 
previous query for ‘where is the 
nearest car dealership‘ gave us the 
results we sought, when we asked 
‘where can I buy a new car’, Alexa 
recommended taxi ranks with the 
word ‘new’ in them.

Years of frictionless UX has trained us 
to demand speed and simplicity when 
using the internet. Voice devices can’t 
always deliver that, and adoption 
could be impacted as a result.



ALL DEVICES HAVE CORPORATE BIAS

Voice devices are not impartial. This is hardly 
surprising. Cortana’s search capabilities are 
powered by Bing because both are owned by 
Microsoft. Siri steers as many queries as possible 
through Apple services because Apple wants to 
improve usership, Apple product adoption and 
the data it has access to.

However, such biases mean the user is given 
a frustrating experience. This is particularly true 
on Alexa. We asked a range of questions with 
commercial intent in mind: everything from 
‘how much is a first class stamp’ to ‘what is 
the cheapest Sony TV’.

More often than not, Alexa would guide us to 
whatever Amazon recommended for the request, 
leading to results that were great for Amazon, 
but not necessarily the best option for us.

In its cheekiest response, we asked Alexa what 
the price of an Apple TV is. “Amazon’s choice,” 
came the reply, “is FireTV Stick with Alexa Voice 
Result. Streaming Media Player. It’s £34.99 total 
including tax. Would you like to buy it?”.

By way of comparison, we asked the same question 
to Google Assistant and got the following, more  
helpful, response:

“Here’s a summary from iMore: if you would rather double 
the storage to 64GB, that will set you back an additional 
$50, at $199. Apple will also be selling the previous Apple 
TV hardware at the $69 price tag.”

If issues such as these persist, will Alexa - and indeed voice 
devices as a whole - be seen as a worthwhile, long-term 
investment for consumers? 

Time will tell, but for the moment at least, it’s clear that 
voice technology can’t always be trusted to deliver the  
right answer.



LOCAL BUSINESSES MAY BENEFIT

The bottom line for any business looking to take advantage of 
voice technology is sales: how much will voice devices impact 
the shopping experience, if they’ll impact it at all? 

The good news is that there is some commercial potential, 
particularly for businesses with a local focus. Using terms 
such as ‘nearby’ and ‘near me’, we asked a number of 
questions based around goods and services we could purchase 
in our area, and they regularly provided strong results.

We asked the devices to identify a range of locations,  
changing the specificity each time. Sometimes we asked 
for our local coffee shop, sometimes for our local Greggs, 
sometimes for a specific item (a latte or a sausage sandwich). 

Almost every time, they provided useable results that were  
easy to understand.

However, these are simple requests for simple things. When 
we wanted to find something more complicated or expand our 
scope beyond our local area, some of the devices struggled 
and the user experience hindered rather than helped. 

The best commercial opportunities sit with devices that are 
powered by search engines. These devices offer a cleaner user 
experience and a number of options, making it easier for 
users to ‘shop around’. Optimisation techniques can be used 
to ensure your business is one of those options. 

At this stage, voice technology is unlikely to fundamentally 
shift the shopping experience, but there’s certainly potential 
in the future.



Voice Technology has the potential to 
change the digital marketing game, but 
its success relies upon user adoption 
and that, in turn, relies upon the 
strength of the technology.

Businesses need to pay close attention 
to the landscape and not get too swept 
up in the projections and statistics, 
which ultimately don’t prove anything 
tangible.

How can you do this? 

1. RESEARCH AND TEST NOW

Gaining first-hand, practical 
experience through primary research 
and testing will help you understand 
the technology, the likelihood of its 
adoption and where the opportunities 
are. It’s important to start right now 
to ensure you’re not getting left behind. 

2. FORGET ABOUT A ‘VOICE
STRATEGY’

There’s no such thing. Voice devices 
are so different from one another that 
it’s counter-productive to put them 
together in a single ‘voice strategy’. 
Identify the most significant devices 
for your business in your research 
and testing phase and develop a strategy 
around the one (or ones) you want 
to target. 

Recommendations

3. MAKE CORPORATE BIAS
WORK FOR YOU

How important is each device in your 
sector? Do you sell much product 
through Amazon? Are users likely to 
find you through Apple Maps? If the 
answer to either, or both, is yes, it’s 
important to get to grips with Alexa 
and Siri’s biases. Find out how you 
can cut through the competition on 
Amazon, understand how to optimise 
for Apple Maps, and make the biases 
work for you.  

4. ADAPT AND EVOLVE

Voice technology still needs to develop, 
so your strategy should too. Keep up to 
date with breaking news and current 
developments, and understand how they 
impact your business. The landscape 
will change dramatically each month, 
so it’s important to stay on your toes.  

Our own tests are still ongoing and 
we’ll be revealing findings across a 
series of content pieces over the next 
few months. If there are any areas  
you’d like us to explore, don’t hesitate 
to get in touch. 

Just email us on  
hello@weareneon.com  
to let us know your thoughts.



How do you harness voice search to 
create content that can drive awareness 
and engagement. 

We worked with well-known eCig brand 
blu to find out… 

The eCig Challenge

The e-cigarette sector is heavily 
restricted and no paid digital advertising 
is allowed. Organic search is therefore of 
paramount importance, and we wanted 
to make sure we had all our bases 
covered: traditional web searches and 
voice searches.

However, with blu their website and 
content strategy wasn’t optimal so we 
proposed an ‘Explore’ hub that would 
benefit from entirely new, user-friendly 
designs and offer educational content 
specially optimised for voice search.  

Understanding Voice Search

We carried out in-depth research into 
the searches typically being conducted 
through voice and desktop devices. Due 
to the limited measurement technology, 
we couldn’t simply use an analytics 
package and find voice search queries 

clearly marked. Desk research and 
assumptions were needed. 

We know that voice queries are either 
commands or question-based. In blu’s 
case, we were interested in the question-
based queries, which are long-tail and 
can vary in construction but have the 
same subject matter in common. Let’s 
take searches around vape juice as an 
example. 

After analysing the organic search query 
data in Google Search Console, we 
discovered that the following searches 
were driving people through to the site: 
‘Ingredients of vape juice’ and ‘vape 
juice ingredients’. It’s safe to assume 
that these queries were conducted 
through traditional web search. 

However, we also found some searches 
that were longer and more question-
based. For example: “What are the 
ingredients in vape juice?” and “what 
ingredients are found in vape juice?”

As these are longer and more question-
based, we could assume that they may 
have been conducted through a voice 
device and so sought to create content 
around them. We also cast a wider net, 
carrying out keyword research and 
looking at query data trends in Google 
Trends.

Case Study: 
Taking advantage of Voice Search for blu



Creating content

If you’re looking to get your content 
ranking for voice search, it’s not enough 
to simply write it as you would any 
long-form content. Voice devices often 
use featured snippets as one of their 
sources and tend to read the snippet 
verbatim to provide the user with an 
answer. 

Ranking in the featured snippet requires 
two things. First, the site needs to 
have schema markup structured data 
implemented correctly. This is code that 
makes your site easier to read for search 
engines and can help improve the way 
it’s displayed on the SERPs.

Secondly, content requires a specific 
structure that makes it easy for bots to 
crawl and extract relevant snippets. The 
title of the piece should take the form of 
the question you’re looking to answer. 
The answer should be mentioned 
towards the top of the piece, and, if 
possible, the question should be worked 
into the answer. 

For example, if you were looking to 
answer questions about the ingredients 
of vape juice, the first sentence may 
be: “Though it can vary from brand to 
brand and flavour to flavour, the core 

ingredients of vape juice are: Propylene 
Glycol (PG) or Vegetable Glycerin (VG), 
Nicotine, and Non-Oil Food Grade 
Flavourings relevant to the flavour 
you’ve bought.”

Crafting content in this way not only 
satisfies the user’s search - therefore 
giving them a good experience - it 
ensures the search engine is being given 
everything it needs to package your 
content up as a featured snippet and 
deliver it through voice search.

We took this approach for all content 
within the Explore hub and performed 
new keyword research every month to 
ensure the data we were working from 
was always current. 

Results

As a result of our efforts, blu 
experienced significant year-on-year 
increases in the UK across the following 
key metrics: 

Organic Users: +36.35%

New Organic Users: +20.85%

Total New Users: +27.63%
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