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INTRODUCTION

With the content surrounding the voice search phenomenon now reaching ear-splitting levels, 
we thought the time was right to offer some rational advice on voice search. We have made our 
feelings known a couple of times in various blogs but, to restate it here – we (along with many of 
the more level headed of the industry’s practitioners), while not wishing to downplay the inevitable 
importance of voice search, believe that much of the industry has either overreacted or failed to act 
and that the correct course of action lies somewhere between. 

WHAT IS VOICE SEARCH?

Voice search, or voice enabled search, is a method of searching the internet through an internet 
connected device using spoken commands rather than the traditional method of imputing text 
in to a search field. The searches, which are – according to various sources, and implied in advice 
from Google (including ‘How to prepare for the voice revolution’ which recommends tailoring 
content to cater to long tail, conversational queries) are typically longer than text search (though 
the often quoted 4.2 to 3.2 voice vs. text is from research on Yahoo data) meaning that voice search 
is conversational, long form, spoken interaction with a distributed database (such as the internet) 
through a search engine or digital assistant.

https://www.thinkwithgoogle.com/intl/en-154/insights-inspiration/thought-leadership/how-to-prepare-for-the-voice-revolution/?utm_source= voice-search-survival&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=voice-search-survival
https://static.googleusercontent.com/media/research.google.com/en//pubs/archive/36340.pdf/?utm_source= voice-search-survival&utm_medium=ebook&utm_campaign=voice-search-survival
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WHY BRANDS SHOULD TAKE VOICE SERIOUSLY

With the previous section out of the way, we’re hoping that much of the convincing is done. It’s easy 
to see the failure of voice to reach maturity as early as people consistently persist in predicting, 
however, as indicative of voice being a kind of vapourware. However, while brands were investing in 
Telegraph advertorials in January to tell that this year, like the perennially optimistic Liverpool fan, 
will be the year, the big leap forward has not arrived and won’t this year – and maybe not even next 
year.

What will and is happening, however, is that exposure to and trust of digital assistants is growing 
all the time (even at a time when security issues around technology are a point of contention and 
frequently make international news, sales of smart speakers are still escalating quickly). With this 
increased coverage and developing trust, the commerce value is growing.

At the moment, predictions are as inconsistent as they are wildly variable as to the present and 
future value of voice commerce, however it seems reasonable from research to place last year’s 
totals <1% of total retail spend (with one source from the end of 2018 estimating a value in the US of 
approximately $2 Bn).

While this is not a tremendous amount as a share of a trillion dollar market, there is sufficient reason 
to expect this to increase and with the number of smart speakers growing seemingly exponentially, 
there are fewer reasons to completely dismiss claims that a $10 spend per device could lead to an 
$80 Bn spend in the next few years and for it to grow further from there.

The investment from major tech companies is a sure fire indication that voice should be taken 
seriously – Amazon, Facebook, Microsoft, Apple, Google and more are all investing significantly in 
voice and while it may be a new player that eventually captures the voice search market (or an old 
one if IBMs progress is eventually directed that way), there is little room to doubt that the major tech 
businesses see this as a wise investment – especially when coupled, as it most often is, with AI and 
machine learning.

With these factors in mind, it makes sense to prepare – in the ways we can – for an emergent trend 
that could change the way we live and buy.
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OPTIMISING FOR VOICE SEARCH

As previously stated, we can’t prepare fully for a future that is – if not unclear, then certainly a little 
murky. However, by extending current trends, we can infer that there are a few areas that brands 
can invest in that will be important and achievable when it comes to preparing for voice search in 
whatever form it finally arrives while also making sense immediately. These are:

• Structured data

• Conversational or natural language

• Long tail keyword targeting

• Informational keyword targeting

STRUCTURED DATA

What is structured data?

Rather than being a specific subset or variety of data, when we refer to ‘structured data’ we are 
talking about an organisational construct of data. While prose may convey information, it tends to 
do so in an organic way - conveying information in a looser, more conversational manner. However, 
if you were to study the prose, and distil its meaning in to, for example, a table – this would represent 
‘structured’ data, essentially the same information in an easier to digest format. 

Where search engines are concerned, it is easier for an algorithm to parse information if it is offered 
within a scaffold or framework of structural information. This tends to be done using HTML, 
microdata and JSON-LD cues that provide the search engine with additional pointers that it can use 
to determine the nature of the data it is processing.
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Why it matters

Along with schema.org, Google has been guiding the way we structure data on the web for years 
– with structured data recommendations for everything from addresses to eCommerce products; 
and while ‘write for people, not robots’ has been the most frequent advice for copywriters (since the 
Panda update), but that is no longer the best advice – or not entirely.

When the Panda update was rolled out in 2011, Google was looking to tackle keyword stuffing, 
scraped and thin content etc. and while Panda has been incorporated in to the core algorithm, there 
has been a blossoming of technology that has somewhat muddied the waters of its original task.

As voice search becomes conversational, and seeps into everyday life (as it will do), and Google 
answers more queries directly in search engine results pages (SERPs), page one – and more 
specifically, the top of page one – is going to be vital for certain query types.

The more Google’s machine learning technology and, consequently, the Google algorithm are able 
to understand, the more they are going to render visits to pages irrelevant (for informational queries, 
at least, though there are plenty of people arguing that it may be the same for transactions).

Schema markup is going to be the foundation of voice first search, but it is – as can be seen from 
recent developments and various Google patents – also directly involved in another of the trends 
that have presented themselves over the last few years, that of Google’s efforts to become an 
‘answers engine’.

By using schema markup to make an 
easily digestible scattered database of 
the web, constructing ever increasing and 
comprehensive ontologies, Google is not 
only ensuring that it will be able to answer 
most queries, but also that many website 
visits will be avoidable (furthering the work 
already done by in SERPs answers and rich results).
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It’s no surprise, therefore, to see Google and Bing double down on the use of existing schema and 
in the creation of extensions. Whether or not spoken queries lead to the necessity to use a screen as 
part of the follow up, or a visit to a site, Google as an answer engine is going to fundamentally alter 
the main function of many a brand website.

With all this in mind, there will be a need to upskill staff or hire more JavaScript knowledge for in-
house and agency teams to ensure that the correct and latest markup is being used – as well as to 
participate in the construction of industry specific extensions in the hope of being at the forefront of 
the coming changes, rather than having to react to every new extension.

The search and digital marketing industry therefore needs to meet machine learning in the middle, 
and invest more time and money in learning to speak the language of the algorithm as we wait for it 
to master ours.

Why and how you should implement speakable (and connected) markup

It should come as no surprise that Google and schema.org, as voice search becomes a more pressing 
issue, have announced that they will be supporting ‘Speakable’ markup (beginning in the US before 
roll out to the rest of the world).

What is speakable markup?

Speakable markup is a form of structured data that highlights sections of an article as useful for 
text-to-speech (TTS), using an id value reference and either CSS selectors (like a class attribute – 
commonly denoted by the hash symbol, like those used when giving same page links) or XPaths.

Why should you use speakable markup?

The speakable beta is only available to US users and only to those sites registered as news publishers 
at the moment (and works, as the below markup on Search Engine Land shows), so if it’s not 
available to the masses, why implement it now?

https://www.click.co.uk/blog/use-ids-link-to-sub-sections/
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It should come as no surprise that much of your future audience will be controlled by machine 
learning algorithms that will parse your site for communication via either rich results or by your 
choice of digital assistant.

While that doesn’t exactly explain why you should implement the markup, the truth is that voice 
search and the age of the digital assistant is on its way, and while (unless Amazon manages to sort 
it out) it is unlikely to impact on your sales figures for a while yet, it will begin to impact your traffic 
in the next few years – especially if you offer any kind of informational content – which virtually all 
brands do to build authority and audience.

It’s for this reason that you need to implement Speakable markup (and other applicable information 
markup schemas – like HowTo, or even types of location markup) – a lot of content on a brand’s site 
is there to build authority or address specific user queries and to, therefore, build an association 
between the brand and the product or service they supply. The available real-estate for this kind of 
content rapidly and vastly decreases in the age of the personal assistant.

With only one spoken result at present and with it extremely unlikely to exceed three – simply 
because of the time and demand on attention it would require from the user. If you want your brand 
to continue to build that recognition as an expert in the field, you’re going to need to be ready as 
soon as the markup is rolled out to the general population.

How to implement structured data

Schema is available for free on schema.org 
(and speakable specific schema has been in 
various states of construction for well over a 
year), so can be implemented by any party 
wanting to get a handle on structured data.

Below, you can see the implementation 
you would need to replicate (minus the 
“TYPES…JSON:” section) if you wanted to 
use ‘speakable’:

This is placed in the header section of your page’s html (or in the site html if you can work out a way 
to standardise the naming of schema sections site-wide).

https://schema.org/HowTo
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There is nothing stopping even the smallest brands implementing structured data through markup 
in an effort to optimise for modern search and in anticipation of the next step. 

And another thing…

As machine learning and various digital assistants grow in importance in search, the industry is going 
to need to begin or increase the frequency at which it cross skills its content creators.

Increasingly – and for much longer than brands can afford to wait – the age of assistance (as Google 
employees have begun to consistently refer to it) will require us to communicate our needs, wants 
and intentions as content creators to the various bots and crawlers that will deliver our content to 
the end user. 

For that reason, brands need to ensure they’re riding the markup train rather than waiting on the 
tracks to be hit by developments.

For more information on structured data, you can download our beginner’s guide here.

“@context”: “http://schema.org/”,
Provides Google with the information it needs to contextualise the code as relating to schema 
markup.

“@type”: “SpeakableSpecification”,
Gives Google a point of reference for your schema (allowing it to know what to expect and what it’s 
required to do with it for each of the schema types).

“cssSelector”
Tells Google where to look on the page (you can also use the xpath property for this purpose), this 
selector must then be added to the appropriate text inline – so, were we to use the above example, 
the code would read:

https://www.click.co.uk/resource/a-beginners-guide-to-structured-data-and-schema-markup/
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NATURAL LANGUAGE SEARCH

Speak to your consumer online as you would speak to them in store or over a desk, in a meeting 
room or over a coffee. While I wouldn’t state that the death of the keyword has arrived – or is even 
imminent – it is no longer necessary for brands to pitch for a keyword in the heavy handed manner 
that the search and digital marketing industry has done until relatively recently.

The ability of search engines – all search engines, not just Google – to parse natural language and 
infer meaning from text has advanced some distance in the years since keyword densities were 
regularly measured and monitored.

What is natural language search?

Natural language search bridges human and computer approach to search – using machine learning 
and algorithm updates such as the previously mentioned Hummingbird, to address more complex 
searches and search intent. This type of search can be in text or speech, but with the intention, by 
search engines, being to return relevant, quality results for longer searches by analysing the whole 
query, rather than selecting specific keywords, and matching it to a similarly detailed analysis of 
appropriate webpages.

How to cater for natural language search

This is predominately done using the following two methods, but the key thing to remember on a 
page by page basis is that context is incredibly important. While keywords are still important, it is 
also important to consider context clues – so that the rest of the information on a page reinforces the 
page’s relevance to the keyword target.

How natural language applies to voice

While the way people input searches has changed a lot in the last couple of decades, natural 
language is one of the biggest shifts – and it owes a lot to the way we speak. We expect search 
engines to understand us to an extent unthinkable in the late 1990s or early 2000s and, as the 
search engines have almost managed to do this, we have begun using longer queries – expecting 
even smarter responses – and voice search has consistently (as mentioned earlier) averaged longer 
queries than ever.
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LONG TAIL KEYWORD TARGETING

While historically, SEO has been a campaign to pitch for your trophy keywords – the 1 or word search 
queries that represent the peak search volume and intent within your industry. However, as the 
search terms lengthen, so do the variations in searches. This means that you can look to rank for a 
series of long tail keywords – many of which will be less competitive – that will earn you similar levels 
of traffic to the trophy term, but will better cater to searcher intent and, as mentioned, when voice 
begins to increase in prevalence and with it the longer queries, will see improving volume over time.

INFORMATIONAL KEYWORD TARGETING

This ties in with a lot of the information mentioned previously – with Google seeming to head toward 
its goal of ‘answers engine’ quicker each year, the 10 blue links model of search is likely to take a fairly 
big hit (and this can be seen in widely reported dropping CTRs for organic search results). As such, it 
will be increasingly important to use high quality informational content to build your brand through 
association. This is especially true in voice – where there is only one result at present, and where 
there are likely to be no more than three in future just due to time and attention constraints. 

For this reason, attempting to hit the rich result for industry relevant search queries will be an 
important part of voice search optimisation. This will include the production of guides and how tos 
– content which will help users and help to build a strong connection between your brand and the 
products and services that are important to your bottom line. 

These queries should be viewed as exercises in brand building – while you may want to get as much 
traffic as you can to your site, these pieces of content should serve mainly to build that association; 
so that Joe’s Pushbikes – thanks to its helpful ‘best ride’ guides and cycle maintenance blogs – is 
able to build a strong connection between the searcher and the product, improving the likelihood of 
the user specifically seeking out Joe for future bike and accessory needs.
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CONCLUSION

While the voice search revolution may be some way off, the need for brands to prepare for voice – as 
many spectacularly failed to do for mobile – is imperative. By being the first or best in your industry 
early on in competing for voice search queries and technologies, your brand can steal a yard in 
what is an increasingly competitive online space.

By understanding the increasingly rapid advance of voice recognition and the growing popularity 
of voice search and by preparing for the future by implementing these techniques, it is possible for 
brands to avoid a similar level of panic as the one they expressed prior to Google’s Mobilegeddon 
algorithm update.

Just as Google optimised their SERPs for mobile, they will do so for voice, and preparing now is an 
investment in the future.
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