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Introduction 

Voice, mobility and e-commerce are converging to deliver a shopping experience never before 

imagined.  More people are shopping on mobile devices than ever before and mobile commerce will 

become the predominant form of e-commerce by 2018.  Cyber Monday has given way to 'everyday 

mobile' for online shopping. 

It all started with Apple Siri, followed by Google Voice, making voice and mobility synonymous.  And in 

2014, companies such as eBay, Domino's Pizza and Amazon introduced voice interfaces to their mobile 

apps to enhance and streamline the mobile shopping experience. 

"Voice commerce" is now ready for prime time, and it is important for e-retailers to understand how to 

create a voice commerce interface to truly engage shoppers.  The interface needs to "converse" with the 

shopper and be optimized for a shopping behavior that is unique to mobile devices. 

Simply putting a voice search box in your m-commerce site or app is a nice start, but the real magic will 

come from the search solution that powers the m-commerce site.  It is the search engine that has the 

conversation with the shopper, and delivers results and information optimized for mobile shopping 

behavior. 

The search engine must have four key capabilities in order to have an interactive and engaging interface: 

a conversational style interaction, inline guidance, flexibility, and mobile optimized results.  Let's 

examine each of these to see how they add to the voice commerce experience. 

  



Conversational Style 

Shoppers want to interact with an e-retail site or mobile app in the same way they would converse with 

a sales person in a store.  It is a two-way dialog potentially with multiple interactions between the 

parties – in the m-commerce case between the shopper and the search engine. 

An interactive conversation revolves around three things: (a) asking questions or making requests in 

sentences, (b) getting concise, yet well explained answers, and (c) linking together multiple interactions 

until the results are satisfactory.  Let's examine what you need from a search solution to fulfill these 

three ingredients. 

The search engine needs to understand and properly interpret a natural conversational style request 

where the shopper describes what they are looking for, just like they would ask a sales person – I am 

looking for a long sleeve dress shirt in blue with a button down collar. 

However, you cannot force a particular search style onto a shopper.  Years of online searching may have 

trained the shopper to search using descriptive phrases or even keywords.  Therefore the search 

solution needs to recognize and respond to any style request and deliver consistent, accurate results: 

 Sentence: I am looking for a long sleeve dress shirt in blue with a button down collar 

 Phrase: long sleeve dress shirt in blue with a button down collar 

 Keywords: blue button down collar long sleeve dress shirt 

With the proper natural language capabilities, the shopper will build more trust in the voice interface 

over time and expand their use of conversational requests. 

Once a request has been made, the voice search interface should interact with the user to confirm the 

request, just like an attentive sales person would.  This is the first step in keeping the conversation going 

between the shopper and the site.  The screen should display a text version of the request, where the 

user can confirm that the request was heard properly and initiate the search, or start over again if 

perhaps they changed their mind.   

An additional opportunity to keep the conversation going is when the search results are returned.  For 

example, the top of the search results should once again confirm what was searched for.  Or, the voice 

interface could speak the search request back to the user as confirmation and help optimize precious 

screen space on the results. 

Voice capabilities should not just be limited to the search input.  Refining search results on a mobile 

device is just as awkward as inputting a search string due to limited screen space.  Therefore, the search 

results screen should also have a microphone button which, when tapped, will allow the shopper to 

enter refinements via voice. 

 

 



Voice Search Sequence in a Mobile Commerce App 

 

1. Home Page with Easy to Find 
Voice Search Button 

2. Voice Input with 
Suggestions 

3. Voice Search Results 

 

   

 

Voice refinement also depends upon critical capabilities in the e-commerce search solution.  First, the 

search engine must be able to keep context and perform a search within search.  Second, the search 

engine needs to be able to understand different input styles for the refinement. 

Let's look at an example where the shopper had a less descriptive initial search – long sleeve dress shirt.  

After touching the microphone button on the search results screen, the shopper should be able to voice 

a simple refinement, blue, or a more exact refinement, color blue, or multiple refinements, blue collar 

size 16 under $100.  Inputting any of these refinements should mimic the user selecting these same 

facets from the navigation bar. 

Voice refinements adds to the conversational nature of the interface, keeps the conversation going for 

greater engagement with the shopper, and makes it far easier to input search refinements on a mobile 

device than via a navigation bar. 

 

 



Voice Refinement Sequence in a Mobile Commerce App 

 

1. Search Results with Voice 
Filter Option 

2. Voice Filter Input with 
Suggestions 

3. Results after the Voice 
Filter 

 

   

  



Guidance 

In cases where a search is broad or there is ambiguity, the search engine needs to provide guidance to 

the shopper in order continue the conversation.  Going back to our sales person analogy, if a shopper 

simply asked for shirts, a good sales person would ask for more details.  Men's or women's?  Dress or 

casual?  What color? 

Most shoppers will not know what to expect from a voice commerce interface.  As mentioned earlier, 

the more the shopper uses the voice functionality, the greater their comfort will be.  But there are also 

ways the search interface can offer guidance to the user to accelerate learning and build trust with the 

shopper. 

The voice search interface can quickly analyze the search results and look at certain factors to determine 

if guidance might be required.  If the search returns a very large number of results, it could ask the user 

for guidance on some of the navigation facets.  The voice search interface could take things a step 

further by also examining the distribution of the results across the facets, and asking for guidance on the 

most popular facets. 

Going back to our example, if the shopper searched for a long sleeve dress shirt and the search interface 

found a large number of results and a good distribution across colors, it could offer via a text pop up or 

even via a voice response "would you like to refine by color", followed by a list of the colors. 

Voice search guidance can be provided via the same interface as the voice refinements and further 

builds the trust the shopper has in the voice interface and mobile application. 

  



Flexibility 

Another good trait of a sales person is the ability to take a shopper's request that contains terms not 

often used in that store, relate them to the products in the shop, and offer those to the customer.  If a 

customer asked for Bolle sunglasses, the sales person might respond by saying "I'm sorry, we don't carry 

that product" and offer the shopper polarized sunglass models from similar brands.   

A side effect of the smaller screen size on mobile devices is the inability for the shopper to scan the 

screen for common terminology used on the site.  On a full size site the navigation bar will give the 

shopper clues as to what terminology they can use in their searches.  On a mobile device, items 

containing terms such as the navigation bar are hidden, keeping the shopper from seeing these clues. 

Support for a wide variety of synonyms, easy creation of synonyms and actionable analytics that identify 

potential new synonyms are critical features necessary in your search engine for engaging voice mobile 

search.  These features help improve the flexibility and searchability of your mobile commerce 

application. 

Relaxation is also a critical search engine feature needed in a voice mobile environment that adds to the 

mobile site or app flexibility.  A highly descriptive search input via voice may include certain attributes 

such as colors that are not available (not carried or out of stock). 

Relaxation identifies that the product is not available for that specific attribute, takes the term out, and 

offers similar products.  This ensures that products are always merchandised to the shopper rather than 

return "no results." 

Maintaining the conversational nature in the interface is important in mobile voice search relaxation.  

The top of the results should contain a message explaining the relaxation like a sales person might.  

Going back to our example of I am looking for a long sleeve dress shirt in blue with a button down collar, 

if no shirts are available in blue, similar shirts in other colors should be displayed with a message such as 

"long sleeve dress shirts with a button down collar are not available in blue, but I do have these other 

colors." 

  



Optimized for Unique Mobile Behavior 

Relevancy and merchandising is critically important in a mobile environment because of the lack of 

screen size.  The limited screen space on a mobile device demands that search results are precise and 

highly relevant.  Thumbing through pages of results on a mobile device is difficult.  The most relevant 

products must be merchandised to the top of the results or the shopper will abandon.  This requires a 

search engine which can produce precise results, has a strong relevancy model, and offers easy to use 

merchandising tools to promote products. 

Mobile shoppers may be searching the mobile site or app to identify products they'd like to purchase in 

a local brick and mortar store.  Your search engine therefore needs to be able to take into account geo-

location and real-time data such as in-store inventory and local prices when returning results, allowing 

these to factor into the search results. 

Voice input refinements could also allow the shopper to identify specific products available in a local 

store.  A voice refinement input such as "in store" or "local store", could immediately filter results to 

show the products the shopper can find in the local stores based on geo-location. 

  



Conclusion 

Preparing your mobile commerce application for the voice commerce revolution is not as simple as 

inserting a microphone icon and taking voice search input.  Customers will expect a far superior 

shopping experience for voice commerce. 

The biggest take away is that the mobile site or app needs to be conversational.  This requires a number 

of unique capabilities in the search solution powering your mobile site or app.  Make sure your search 

solution lives up to the billing and supports these essential features. 

 


