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Voice is here. And it’s here to stay. Whether as a completely 
disruptive new platform, or as an augmentation of 
established channels will be determined in the next three 
years.

What’s certain right now is that there are real opportunities for 
companies, brands and developers across industries to leverage voice, 
and this whitepaper is designed to help you develop, build, test and 
launch your first voice skill. 

Siri

Executive summary Voice 
assistants
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A guide to producing 
your first voice project

The way people hear and talk is vastly different to how 
they see and touch. This has a clear impact on the UX 
considerations of developing your first voice skill.

The unique differences and key 
similarities of planning for voice

Write for 
the ear, not 
the eye.

“
Quote

Dave Isbitski,
Alexa and Echo 
Evangelist

Clearly, the main difference in planning a voice project is the lack of 
visual UI – although that’s not to say there won’t be similarities in the 
initial planning stage. 

A voice project kicks off like any other digital project – you have to work 
out what your goals are, who your users are and what specifications and 
functions your project will require. Traditionally, a digital project would 
then move into wireframing to translate your user journeys into a visual 
interface. This is where voice projects begin to differ. User journeys are 
instead translated into ‘flows’, mapping out how a user will move through 
your experience. These will be refined over the course of the planning 
stage of your project; and as you progress through script development, 
you define the actual wording you want the assistant to say and the 
potential responses you anticipate receiving from users.

Design flows with 
the limitations of 
platforms – and what 
they do well – in 
mind.

“

Scott Sutherland, 
UX Planner, 
Screenmedia



6

FIGURE OUT WHAT YOUR SKILL IS GOING TO DO

START WITH ONE GOOD USE CASE AND DO THIS WELL

This is a fundamental part of the planning stage; what’s the 
skill’s purpose? What do you want your user to do? Get this 
right and each of the following stages will be much easier.

Try and imagine a simple interaction with your skill. Is the task 
even suited for voice? Then keep refining it until everything 
works well and the user gets what they want. If you can 
imagine completing the task while doing a household chore, 
then you probably have a good use case. 

Planning your Voice skill: 
The process01

S T E P

Currently on sale
in 89 countries.

Tens of millions
of devices sold.

Over 50,000 
third party skills.

Holds around 61% 
of the smart 

speaker market.

Selling faster 
than the iPhone 
in its early days.

On sale in
 16 countries.

Over 7 million 
devices sold.

Holds most of the 
remaining 25% of the 

smart speaker market.
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WHAT’S YOUR EXPERIENCE GOING TO BE CALLED? 

VOICE EXPERIENCES SHOULD BE FOCUSED AND GIVE 
QUICK RESPONSES

DO YOU NEED ACCOUNT LINKING FOR THE USER TO 
USE YOUR SKILL?

GATHER YOUR INTENTS

The name of your skill is called an ‘invocation’ and is important 
as it’s what users will say in order to use your skill. The 
rules around invocations differ between Alexa and Google 
Assistant, so this needs to be carefully considered.

Whatever the user asks, your skill has to give a quick and 
accurate response. The more focused you are on this, the 
higher the chance of a positive customer experience, although 
entertainment experiences are a special case within this. 

Think about barriers to entry. If you need the user to log in 
to your service in order to use your skill this could break the 
user experience, requiring them to pull out their phone to 
log in, and potentially abandon your skill. If account linking is 
required, ask for it at the most relevant moment, rather than 
the start of the experience.

What will your skill allow users to do? These functions are 
called ‘intents’, and are high-level goals they’re aiming for, 
for example ‘Get weather’, and not the specific words of an 
action. Figuring out your intents is important as it will shape 
the design of your conversations.

READ LAB ARTICLE

More reading

Get up to speed with 
voice vocabulary, find 
out more in our Lab 
article

https://www.screenmedia.co.uk/lab/intents-utterances-and-slots/
https://www.screenmedia.co.uk/lab/alexa-skill-development-understanding-intents-utterances-and-slots/
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WHAT ARE THE DEFAULT INTENTS?

DEVELOP YOUR UTTERANCES

FAIL GRACEFULLY 

Both platforms require default intents like ‘stop’, ‘exit’ and 
‘cancel’; think of these like the ‘X’ button used to close 
desktop programmes. Both also require a ‘help’ intent, this is 
an opportunity to let your users know what kind of things they 
can say or do with your skill.

Different users will say many different things to express the 
same request. They will say too little, too much or something 
completely unexpected, and all of these have to be coded 
into the assistants so they know what to expect. Take time to 
consider all the possible ways a user could convey their intent 
and build these into your conversation.

If things do go wrong, it’s better to have a plan. Rather than 
frustrating a user by returning them to the very beginning 
of the conversation, or worse, trapping them in an “I didn’t 
understand” loop, offer them guidance or alternative options to 
achieve their intent and try and build-in a solution to any issue. 

Quote

Building in recovery 
from failure is so 
important. We need 
to make sure we 
account for any 
unhappy paths to 
get the user back on 
track. Failures will 
happen. It’s how the 
skill reacts to these 
failures that’s key.

“

Jamie Stevenson, 
Mobile and Voice 
Developer, Screenmedia

{intents}

[utterances]

<slots>
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USERS SHOULD BE SIGNPOSTED TO WHAT THEY CAN 
DO AT THE START OF THE SKILL

PLACE THE ‘ASK’ LAST IN A RESPONSE

GET ONE PIECE OF INFORMATION AT A TIME

When the user invokes your skill, it should indicate what kinds 
of things the user can say or do. This not only helps them 
understand what’s possible, but saves disappointment or 
frustration if they ask for something your skill is not capable of.

Intents, utterances and slots are the new language 
of voice. These terms could be unfamiliar to 
begin with, but they form the foundations of how 
to design and develop voice experiences and 
solutions.

Whenever your skill needs input from a user, it’s important to 
place the ‘ask’ at the end of the assistant’s response. Don’t ask 
the user a question then give background information or explain 
the question – the user may forget what the question was.

Complex questions with lots of options can put too much 
pressure on the user. Try and gain one piece of information at a 
time and build the experience from there. 

Designing the conversation: 
The practice02

S T E P Quote

Cross platform 
variants will be an 
obvious thing to look 
out for, but US/UK 
variants also exist in 
pre-built slots within 
the same platform 
too.

“

Rachel Canda, 
Mobile and Voice 
Developer, Screenmedia
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UTTERANCE DEVELOPMENT

HOW SLOTS WORK AND HOW TO USE THEM TO 
REDUCE YOUR UTTERANCES

Your skill now has a purpose, it has a script and a developed 
flow, now there are utterances to consider. These are the 
actual things people say to a voice assistant, and you have to 
code them all in to help the assistant know what to do when 
the user says them. Both assistants can recognise and ignore 
filler words like ‘um’ ‘erm’ and minor words like ‘a’ and ‘the’, 
which helps cut down the number of variations you have to 
code, but this step can be one of the most time consuming 
parts of the planning stage. Luckily ‘slots’ can help you reduce 
the number of utterances considerably. 

Slots are variables within your utterances. For example if a 
user’s expected utterance could include a city name, rather 
than coding in all possible utterances for all possible cities you 
can create a [city] slot, then define what cities you want to be 
included as valid answers, cutting down on duplication. Both 
Google and Amazon offer predefined slots for common lists 
like names, cities, animals and countries to further help cut 
down development time.

RESPONSES SHOULD GUIDE USERS TOWARDS 
EXPECTED RESPONSE TYPES

Your skill shouldn’t ask open ended questions, there are too 
many unexpected answers the user could provide. Try and 
coach the user what to say next, so you’re always channelling 
them towards their ultimate goal.
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GIVE LIMITED OPTIONS

‘ONE BREATH TEST’

SSML

Lots of options can cause confusion. If you need to read out 
multiple possible options to users, try and keep to a maximum of 
three. Should you need more options, try breaking the question 
into several steps, narrowing down the options with each step.

Read your script aloud at a conversational pace to make sure 
your responses are all of a manageable length. If you can 
complete what you’ve written using only one breath, then it’s 
probably about right. Taking a breath means it could be too 
complex or too long. 

Speech Synthesis Markup Language is a coding language 
designed specifically for computer-generated speech and lets 
you modify how a voice assistant pronounces the text you code 
into it. SSML allows you to modify the pitch, speed, length of 
pauses and emphasis of the assistant’s voice, adding real polish 
to a skill to help it stand out. It also reduces the cognitive load 
on the user by mimicking natural speech patterns. 

Quote

Prototype 
your skill 
and see if 
it responds 
to the same 
phrases 
users will 
use.

“

Jon Carlos,
Technical Director, 
Screenmedia.

LESS IS MORE – KEEP YOUR RESPONSES SHORT

Being brief means your users can understand the voice 
assistant more efficiently and can tailor their responses more 
confidently. Long responses raise the risk of the user being 
unable to hear and process everything the assistant is saying.

INTERACTIONS SHOULD BE NATURAL

Keep in mind that each interaction should be as natural as 
possible. Keep jargon to a minimum, and read your script out 
loud several times to make sure the conversation has a natural 
flow to it.

READ LAB ARTICLE

You can read more about 
this in our SSML Lab 
article.

https://www.screenmedia.co.uk/lab/how-to-polish-your-voice-skill-with-ssml-on-alexa-and-google-assistant/


12

Development
SECTION 3

12



13

How voice development 
works
Both developer platforms – Alexa Skills Kit (ASK) and 
Actions on Google – offer a comprehensive collection of 
tools, documentation, APIs and code samples to make skill 
building and functionality development straightforward.

Before we get started on voice development, here’s a couple of tips for 
setting up your developer account; 

When setting up your developer accounts with Amazon and Google, it’s 
important you create the account in the name you want it to appear in 
the skill stores, as this name cannot be changed later. For example, if 
your company ‘ABC Developers’ is creating a skill for ‘XYZ Industries’ it’s 
their name – XYZ Industries – that becomes the account name. Amazon 
doesn’t allow you to change the name once the account is set up. A 
simple thing to get wrong. Time-consuming to rectify. 

Setting up the environments
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The short answer is pretty much any, because from a coding perspective, 
no language is a runaway leader in voice. Alexa is language agnostic – 
although it’s worth remembering when you’re building home skills, they 
can only be written with Node,js, Java, Python or C#. PHP is probably the 
most popular for consumer skills whereas JavaScript is the most widely 
used for building within enterprises. Although anything from C# and 
Python to Perl and Shell can be used to code voice.

Cross platform development reduces time and ongoing maintenance and 
has a real impact on cost too. The Channel 4 Humans Voice project is a 
great example of this. By using Azure to host voice content, we utilised 
Azure Functions as a facade between a shared backend codebase and 
the Alexa and Google Assistant platforms. We’ve also developed our 
own ‘Story Mode’ for use in media and entertainment voice experiences 
that controls how a user moves through each experience and avoids 
jumping around within question sets, ensuring a consistent and engaging 
experience for users.

What languages can you code in?

Cross platform development
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Testing
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Your skill, working the 
way you want it
The testing phase of a voice development project is very 
important. With no visual menu or content options to fall 
back on, if voice doesn’t work, it really doesn’t work.

Quote

Developers can test a voice project as they go along with Amazon and 
Google’s built in text-based simulators. This is quick and allows them to 
find and fix problems rapidly, but doesn’t allow testing of the assistant’s 
pronunciations and variations in the user accents and speech. To make 
sure the final experience is as polished as you want it to be, you need to 
take the time to conduct full UAT testing on smart speakers.

So how do you ensure everything’s 
going to go as intended? 

<speak>

<..............................=”interjection”>

hip hop horay</say-as>

/speak>

<..............................=”interjection”>

yum</say-as>

<speak>

<..............................     =”interjection”

<all righty> </say-as>

/speak>

<speak>

<..............................=”interjection”> 

zoinks</say-as>

<..............................=”interjection”>  

<okey doki</say-as>

/speak>

<say-as interpret-as     =”interjection”> 

<woo hoo></say-as>

/speak>

<say-as interpret-as>

ya s

..............

/say

eak>

y-as>

cti

<say-a

<say-as interpret-as>

<say-as interpret-as    <say-as interpret-as>

<say-as interpret-as>

<say-as interpret-as>

Be aware of the rules 
of each platform as 
early as possible. 
Get to know the 
platform guidance 
so you don’t start 
crafting elaborate 
skills or ones that 
will potentially be 
rejected.

“

Jon Carlos, 
Technical Director, 
Screenmedia
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Top tips for UAT testing More reading

Use testers with no prior knowledge of your skill and watch how 
they interact with it. This simulates how your users will discover and 
interact with it, so gives you an understanding if your skill is properly 
signposting content.

Try to conduct your test as accurately as possible from a user 
perspective. By ‘typical’ we mean try and avoid coaching the tester too 
much. It’s fine to give them goals to try and reach, but let them figure out 
their own way of getting there. 

After recording the results, ask your users to say what they liked best, 
what surprised them, what they enjoyed and overall ratings. 

Both Alexa and Google Assistant have mobile apps which can display 
exactly what the assistant has heard and understood. This can be 
invaluable when your code is technically perfect, but it turns out the 
assistant was consistently misunderstanding the user input.

Test with ‘newbies’

The voice test should offer a ‘typical’ 
session

Follow up

Use the companion apps

Use the console 
simulator options. 
They’re so efficient 
and the ability to 
spot errors is greatly 
magnified.

“

Rachel Canda, 
Mobile and Voice 
Developer, Screenmedia. 

READ LAB ARTICLE

See our Lab  article on 
11 Tips for Testing Voice 
Skills on Alexa and 
Google Assistant 

https://www.screenmedia.co.uk/lab/11-tips-for-testing-voice-skills-on-alexa-and-google-assistant/
https://www.screenmedia.co.uk/lab/11-tips-for-testing-voice-skills-on-alexa-and-google-assistant/
https://www.screenmedia.co.uk/lab/11-tips-for-testing-voice-skills-on-alexa-and-google-assistant/
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Certification
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Getting certified and 
the timescales involved

Ensure your skill meets the platform’s policy and the 
voice experience is appropriate for all customers.

To protect customer data, your skill must meet 
platform security guidelines for your method of 
hosting the service for your skill.

Ensure your skill meets functional testing. This is so 
your skill is correctly identified within each platform’s 
information architecture.

Ensure your skill passes all interface and user 
experience tests. A well thought out interface 
with useful prompts helps promote more natural 
conversation with your users.

If your skill includes screen-based interactions, 
remember to test these too.

Once you’ve finished testing, the next step to going live 
is certification. This is a review of the skill and again is 
conducted by all of the major platforms. 

Certification time is typically five days for Amazon and around three days 
for Google. It’s important to build this time into your project timeline, 
especially as its common for first time skill developers to have their 
first submission rejected with feedback, requiring changes before 
resubmission.

Quote

Skills will often be 
denied first time, 
especially if it’s your 
first submission and 
it usually takes up to 
five days for Amazon 
and three days 
for Google to get 
certification.

“

Jon Carlos, 
Technical Director, 
Screenmedia
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Why do skills fail 
certification?
The top reasons skills fail certification can be categorised in 
two groups:

By avoiding these pitfalls, you should avoid the need for 
resubmission and the time delays this causes.

• Bad example phrases, like not including wakewords or 
invocation names.

• Lack of intent response; the user says something and skill 
does nothing with it.

• Displaying code in the cards sent to the assistant 
companion apps.

• Invocation name containing errors or being longer than 
the maximum three words.

• Not having a broad enough range of utterances and 
confusing prompts for the user.

• Missing slot values, causing the skill not to prompt users 
to complete a task. 

• Skills closing inappropriately.
• Lack of help within a skill.

Functional failures 

User experience failures

01

02
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Going live with your skill

It’s important to note that you can’t really control your skill’s 
actual go live date. Once you’ve received certification, your 
skill will automatically go live and be available to the public 
to use.

On Google you can unpublish until your chosen ‘go live’ date but there 
will be a brief window when your skill is open to the public. Amazon 
don’t allow automatic skill unpublishing, so it’s best to have associated 
marketing ready to go when your skill receives certification.

Once your skill is certified and live, a new developer version will 
automatically be created. This lets you continue improving and refining 
your skill, ready for your next update without impacting the live version. 

How do you refine and develop 
functionality? 
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Analytics
SECTION 6
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Keep track. 
Refine. Thrive.
After your project goes live, Google and Amazon offer a 
variety of ways to track how users are interacting with it. It’s 
a good idea to keep an eye on this information; it will help 
you spot sticking points and understand how to refine your 
user experience.

The analytics will tell you how many users you have, when they are using 
the skill and for how long, and where the key failure points are.

We also offer an analytics package that includes bespoke options that 
assess:

The key here is what story matters within the data; What do you want to 
know about? What’s important to you to find out? And how does all this 
data ultimately affect your skill or action? Using a combination of platform 
analytics and our analytics package will ensure you get the widest range 
of data to help develop your skill.

• How many unique visitors.
• User retention.
• How often they took a particular path.
• The frequency of user choices, particularly as regards pathways.
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Iteration
SECTION 7
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Let your skill grow

Users could quickly get bored if your skill never evolves or 
updates its offering. As we’ve mentioned, using analytics will 
help you see where to refine your skill or even completely 
change your interaction model, although always keep in 
mind what your users actually require from your skill, rather 
than just adding functionality for the sake of it. 

Zyrtec allergy medicine 
created a skill that 
evaluated weather, pollen 
count and any notable 
allergens in a user’s 
area. Then they added 
a personalised Allergy 
Impact Score to tell 
individual users how this 
score could make them 
feel. Based on this helpful 
information, there’s no 
guarantee the user will 
reach for their brand, but 
it builds trust between 
potential product users 
and Zyrtec.

Use case
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What does 
success look like?

SECTION 8
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There’s how to do it.  
And there’s how to do it 
really well. 

You now understand the current landscape of the voice 
market as well as how to define, plan, develop, test and 
release your first voice skill.

So what does a successful launch look like? With the market in its 
relative infancy, it can be difficult to gauge. Luckily, we have a couple 
of use cases and outcomes we can share to help you set achievable 
expectations for your project.

We recently helped Channel 4 become the first UK broadcaster to
use voice to promote a TV show with the launch of the Human Test, 
promoting season three of the critically acclaimed drama Humans. 
This Turing-style test to discover whether the show’s fans were human 
or ‘synth’ gained 50,000 users in its first week across both Alexa and 
Google Assistant, and helped Channel 4 define itself as a leader in this 
space.

Being first to market is crucial for companies keen to showcase their 
innovation credentials. In 2016 we became the first UK company to 
develop and launch a smart home action for Google Home for our long-
time client Honeywell. Discover more about the process and how we set 
the industry standard in our case study.

We helped Channel 4 
use voice to promote 
season 3 of their critically 
acclaimed drama Humans, 
with 50,000 fans engaging 
with the award-winning 
experience in the first 
week.

VIEW CASE STUDY

Case study

See how we helped 
Honeywell create a 
Google Assistant action for 
customers to control their 
smart home using voice 
commands.

VIEW CASE STUDY

https://www.screenmedia.co.uk/work/channel-4-humans/
https://www.screenmedia.co.uk/work/channel-4-humans/
https://www.screenmedia.co.uk/work/TCC-google-home-action
https://www.screenmedia.co.uk/work/honeywell-google-home/
https://www.screenmedia.co.uk/work/channel-4-humans/
https://www.screenmedia.co.uk/work/TCC-google-home-action
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In summary
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Quote

Voice is 
not just a 
project, it 
will become 
an integral 
part of your 
overall 
strategy.

“
In summary

By reading through our whitepaper, we hope you’re now 
equipped to tackle your first voice development project and 
have a solid grounding in what to expect, what to look out 
for and what to avoid. 

Perhaps more importantly, you’ll also have gained insider knowledge, 
real-world examples and a wealth of background information about each 
stage of the development, testing and certification process. 

Overall, the most successful voice skills offer true strategic integrations, 
seamless interactions and ultimately, increased and continued 
engagement. So if you’d like to find out more about how we consistently 
meet and exceed our clients’ voice requirements, or you’d like to join our 
voice development team, get in touch and help us continue to offer the 
best industry expertise, advice and guidance.

Andrew Bruce, 
Digital Planner,
Screenmedia
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Partner with 
Screenmedia
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Let’s work together and create 
something amazing

Screenmedia is an innovation, design, and technology 
practice. Our full-service offering extends from strategy 
and planning, design and development through to launch 
and support.

Services we can offer:

Other bespoke services:

• End-to-end Amazon Alexa Skill or Google Assistant Action 
development, build and launch.

• Proof of concept.
• Voice workshops.
• Discovery and ideation sessions.

Beyond web and mobile, we’re working with clients to develop for the 
future. As early advocates of the Internet of Things, we’ve delivered 
both consumer smart home and industrial IoT projects. Today we’re 
designing and developing for wearables, smart homes, sensors, and 
peripheral technologies including Google Home, Amazon Echo, Pebble, 
Apple Watch and iBeacons. We design not only beautiful interfaces and 
interactions for these products, but also complex API integrations to 
create cohesive, scalable, end-to-end products.

• API Development.
• Graphical Interface Design.
• Conversational Interface Design.
• Systems Integration.

EMAIL:
info@screenmedia.co.uk

TELEPHONE:
0141 552 3112

ADDRESS:
4th Floor, 
60 Osborne Street, 
Glasgow, 
G1 5QH

Contact us

VISIT OUR SITE

https://www.screenmedia.co.uk/
https://www.screenmedia.co.uk/
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Why Screenmedia?

CBeebies

Honeywell Smart Home

Voice: The Future of Banking

A cross-platform award-winning voice experience for 
Amazon Alexa and Google Assistant to bring the world 
of Channel 4’s  Humans  to life.

Bringing CBeebies characters to life through a prototype 
voice experience for Amazon Alexa.

We’re working with UK banks to give voice to 
digital banking.

A revolutionary way to control the smart home, using just 
your voice

Each year we reinvest 20% of our profits into R&D so our team are ready and 
experienced in emerging technologies. Over the years this investment has led us to 
create, develop and sell one of the UK’s first major run tracking apps, become one 
of the earliest partners of Microsoft’s mobile development framework Xamarin and 
become an early leader in the development of voice technologies.

Channel 4 Humans

https://www.screenmedia.co.uk/work/TCC-google-home-action/
https://www.screenmedia.co.uk/work/cbeebies/
https://www.screenmedia.co.uk/work/TCC-google-home-action/
https://www.screenmedia.co.uk/work/honeywell-google-home/
 https://voice.screenmedia.co.uk/lab/voice-the-future-of-banking/
https://www.screenmedia.co.uk/work/channel-4-humans/
https://www.screenmedia.co.uk/work/TCC-google-home-action/
https://www.screenmedia.co.uk/work/channel-4-humans/
https://www.screenmedia.co.uk/work/channel-4-humans/
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