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How to start your voice digital assistant skills

An introduction to the voice sector
Experts believe that by 2022, voice search will account for half of the global search

market. For now, the Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism (RISJ) has identified
three major user groups:

1. People aged 35 - 44yrs old (not Millennials or Gen Z, but adults with good
acquisition power)

2. Older people, due to the simplicity of search operation
3. Disabled people for the same reason

Younger people, between the ages of 15 – 25, is also a fast growing user group. In all
countries where the use of mobile devices is only just becoming affordable for

example, users start with voice search from the beginning.

Indeed, the average age of voice developers at the DNA Institute is between 21 and

26 years old. They know that there is something like Facebook, but see no reason to
join. Conversely, all of them have ‘Alexa’ at home, even before they have started

developing skills. Many of them hold an MBA in artificial intelligence or computer
linguistics, because that is what you need to work on the next generation of the

internet.

And while there are an estimated 3 – 4 identifiable user groups, we can also identify

five major voice tools currently on the market today:

1. Amazon’s Alexa Skills, followed by…

2. Google Assistant Actions
3. Apple’s Siri (clearly behind the first two)

4. Microsoft Cortana (which may be merging with Alexa)
5. Samsung Bixby (which is becoming available in more and more languages)
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Behind these intelligent assistants lies the most powerful global alliance: the ‘Big 5’

of Amazon, Apple, Facebook, Google, and Microsoft – companies that have the
capacity to invest billions in the technology and distribution behind these platforms.

In Asia, a number of additional devices are popular including Line Clova (Japan), and

SK Nugu, Naver Friends, Naver Wave, and the KaKao Mini (South Korea).

“Intelligent assistants (Amazon Alexa, Google Assistant, Apple Siri, and Samsung Bixby) 

will ultimately sit inside many other devices – smartphones, cars, televisions, even 

microwaves and fridges. We will increasingly use our voice to control devices and access 

media, because it is a quicker and more convenient input for many purposes than 

touchscreens or remote controls. The output is a more complex story and depending on 

the context may often need to involve screen display of some kind” 

--Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism
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Growing advantages

In addition to its broad demographic base and strong industry backing, the voice
sector holds other advantages:

• The growing rate for audio devices is around 40-50% each year
• The market share of Virtual Digital Assistants (VDAs) is growing faster than

the growth of iPhones has ever done
• The gap between different internet generations is bigger than it has ever

been before - forget your personal experience of making your way around the

internet
• Especially in Africa, Middle East and Asia, millions of people will start their

mobile internet experience from the beginning with audio control, rather than
typing something in a very small window

• Monetisation of audio content is coming, and we could see new players

entering the marketplace
• Combined with evolving displays, we will see a genuinely new set of

communications tools emerging, with a lot of possibilities
• Finally, ddna offer evidence that something great is coming – the company

began one year ago with zero, and now provide 25,000 pieces of new audio

content every day

How to work with a Virtual Digital Assistant

When you communicate with a virtual assistant by voice, you can trigger the
assistant and ask your question without pausing. For example: ‘Hey Siri, what was

the score in the Eagle's game?’ If the VDA doesn't understand your command or

can't find an answer, it will let you know, and you can try again by rephrasing your
question or speaking louder or more slowly. In some cases, there may be some

back and forth necessary (like when you ask for an Uber, you may have to provide
additional information about your current location or destination).
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Glossary

Skill, Action, or Capsule
Developers can use the Alexa Skills kit to give Alexa new skills. A skill includes both

the code (in the form of a cloud-based service) and the configuration provided on

the developer console. This is very similar to a ‘Google Action’, although the more
sophisticated created content becomes, the more the two technologies differ.

Samsung’s counterpart to Alexa and Google are called Capsules, and sometimes
this type of voice content is simply still referred to as an ‘app’. (For the purpose of

this report, we are referring to all voice apps as “skills”.)

Voice device

A device that provides access to voice services like Amazon Echo, Amazon Echo
Dot, Amazon Tap, Echo Show, Google Home, Microsoft’s Cortana, onboard units in

cars, smartphones and thousands devices made by other manufacturers that use

voice services.

Virtual Digital Assistant
A virtual digital assistant (VDA) is an application that can understand voice

commands and complete tasks for a user. Virtual assistants are available on most

smartphones and tablets, traditional computers, and standalone devices like the
Amazon Echo and Google Home. They combine specialised computer chips,

microphones, and software that listens for specific spoken commands and usually
answers back with a voice that you select.

Voice search
Conversation search - or voice search - is a new searching phenomenon where

human spoken questions trigger search results that are read out loud in our natural
language. This new human/machine interaction is now included in various devices

including home assistants, tablets, mobile phones, streaming devices and more.

Conversational search analyses spoken questions and replies with the top search
result that best matches the query.
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When and how to take the first steps

6 Steps: Mapping the road to voice success

1. Start with a meeting with your editorial team
This should not be to talk about strategy, as can be customary at such conferences,

but with a clear target: ‘We want to build an audio skill/action - which one do we go

for first?’

2. Be aware that you will start a change process, with mistakes and setbacks
When in 1994, the DNA Institute first integrated pieces of audio content into the

well-known German magazine Stern, maybe 5,000 users were able to listen to it

technology-wise. But through the experience we gained, we later built audio content
for the Financial Times, Manager Magazine, and many others. You first have to throw

a stone into the water and see what will happen with your VDAs. Keep in mind that
the majority of audio skills created thus far have been fairly amateurish, and there is

currently great potential to improve user experience.
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3. The user must decide what content you offer

You should start to think about your users, rather than your content, first:
• What questions do your users ask in the bathroom in the morning?

• Which answer does your banker or fund manager need on her way to the

airport?
• What does a car enthusiast want to know?

And it’s not enough to be aware of these questions. You must also produce content

that incorporates the correct answers. If not, somebody else will answer these

questions for users, including your competitors.

For example, the reader of a popular women’s magazine may ask the following
questions:

‘Alexa, I heard something about a brand new cosmetic line from X. Do you know

more?’
‘Alexa, do you know if we have any new gyms in my city?’

‘Alexa, I am interested in the new Porsche 911. Is a test drive of the car
available?’

Pretty soon, Alexa will be answering

all of these questions, if it is not
doing so already. Your goal is to

provide the content that becomes

discovered through these answers.
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4. Develop your skill/action

If you already have great people in-house with the relevant abilities in artificial
intelligence and computer literacy to build your skills, great! If not, then it’s a good

idea to look for a service provider who meets the following requirements:

• Setup fee for a basic skill/action should never be higher than US$5,000.
This should include RSS feed, API and Alexa style guide for content. It is the

case that there are sophisticated skills out there that have cost more than
$25,000 on the market.

• Running costs can only be a success if related to a very small monthly

fee - if a technology company wants to charge an on-going monthly spend,
something is wrong.

• Full rights over your skill/action: Leave no doubt that only you are the
sole owner of the skill and all related data and content.

• Have very clear guidelines about usage and protection of user data.

Don’t forget, at a later stage you want to make money out of skills, so payment
data and payment solutions are a critical point.

• If a service provider creates the skill you must establish a clear way to
transfer all user registrations later to your own cloud or server. The transfer

takes a lot of work and you should be aware about the costs beforehand.
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5. Burning cash or a profit center?

Once you’ve done all of this, it’s important to assess whether what you have
created is worthwhile or not. Take the three examples given in Step 3 – it’s not

difficult to imagine what type of monetisation could work here:

Q: Alexa, I am interested in the new Porsche 911. Is a test drive of the car

available?
A: You can book a test drive from X. Should they send it to your home or to your

business address?’ (X then pays you for a new lead)

A: This car brand offers free test drivings until the end of month. Should I send

them your details?

A: Test drives are available from next Sunday….

Or:

A: I don’t have a test report about the new Porsche yet. But would you like to hear

Michaele Stroom from Porsche development about the features of the new

model?” (Client paying for native ad)

Or:

Q: Alexa, do you know if we have any new gyms in my city?

A: J.P. Morgan recommends Golden Gym in Berlin that opened in September
2018. Because we care about wealth and health!
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6. A standard version can be simple to create, but does not always offer the

best customer experience
A news flash can be the right approach in a lot of situations, but it does not always

make for a great report or home story. Long stories are needed: for running, for

the car, for the tube or subway. So, after an overview, your VDA must give the user
options if they want to get the full story now or later. The VDA must learn about

personal preferences and maybe not suggest to read about the latest gory news
story in the car on the way to primary school. Nearly everything is possible

regarding to user experience (UX), but not always simple to build.

Is it necessary to start with skills and actions for all platforms? Yes and no. If you

have a clear domination on one device or platform in your country (Amazon Alexa,
Google Assistant, Samsung Blixby, etc.) it would be enough to start with one. But

keep in mind that the necessary development is different for different devices.

Around 30-50% of coding must be changed from platform to platform to create
maximum quality.
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About Wolfgang Zehrt and Data Analysis and News Institute (DNA Institute) 

This guide is authored by Wolfgang Zehrt, founder and managing director of DNA Institute. The DNA Institute 

is a small company that has been supporting the media industry for 25 years. Founded in 1995, our first clients 

were the three biggest German media houses: Axel Springer, Burda and Heinrich Bauer. The German news 

magazine SPIEGEL and the television company ZDF became clients at the end of the 90s. For all of them, ddna

produced and still produces Internet-TV, podcasts, radio-shows and text content. 

During the last three years, the DNA Institute has been an active player in the VDA (Virtual Digital Assistants) 

trade, producing around 25,000 pieces of Alexa and Google content weekly, mainly for US and UK portals. 

Additionally, we create more than 100,000 texts for newspapers, portals and blogs daily. 

Our mission is “Get the most out of your content and data!” We are based in Berlin and Miami, with fixed coder 

teams in Marrakech, Islamabad and Ukraine.  

What is our offer for FIPP members?

We have great experience working with leading media companies around the world. If you work with 

magazines, newspapers and radio you will understand the needs of the next media client, and as a journalist for 

many years myself, I know that this industry is extremely well-placed to deliver these services. 

We check out your content (print, digital, audio) and come back with precise suggestions. We can discuss open 

questions with your team through a Skype call and based on this review you get suggestions with a short 

concept to start with one or two skills. This concept will allow you to instruct an external developer, as well or 

your own developers. The complete process takes 2.5 days and you pay for only 1.2 days - $950 instead of 

$2,000. 

Building a professional skill or action around the world starts at around $4,000 - $5,000. Due to our experience 

with media clients we offer FIPP members a discount of 33% for any skill or action we develop.

Another big advantage: there is no monthly fee. If we organise hosting we calculate hosting costs 1:1, but we 

don’t want to see a monthly fee for our maintenance or support.  Our monthly bill is success based only. We do 

full service, meaning that ddna will have a developer account for all countries and languages and register your 

VDA. If needed, we can administer payments as well. We are transparent and fulfill strict European guidelines 

regarding data protection.

Access our exclusive offer for FIPP members (33% discount on voice content development and natural text 

generation) at dna-institute.com. You can contact WolfgangZehrt, ddna founder and MD, via email  

wolfgang.zehrt@digitalkommunizieren.de or via LinkedIn. 11
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About FIPP – the network for global media

FIPP - the network for global media, represents content-rich companies or individuals involved in the creation, 

publishing or sharing of quality content to audiences of interest. FIPP exists to help its members develop better 

strategies and build better businesses by identifying and communicating emerging trends, sharing knowledge, 

and improving skills, worldwide.

Get media industry news, features, reports and more. Subscribe to our (free) FIPP World newsletter here.

fippcongress.com

Bringing together more than 800 international attendees over three inspiring days, the FIPP World Media 

Congress is the largest and most-high profile event for the magazine media industry

Here’s what you can expect from the FIPP World Media Congress 2019:

• Media Industry Insight: 60+ sessions delivered by 100+ senior media industry leaders sharing research, 

knowledge, experience and best-practice

• CTO and HR Summits: Half-day peer-to-peer workshops with in-depth insights tailored for senior 

technology and HR professionals

• Networking: Formal receptions and informal networking sessions enabling attendees to engage with global 

industry peers from more than 30+ countries

• Supplier Showcase: Connect with innovative service suppliers and take advantage of their exclusive 

Congress offers and discounts

• FIPP Incubator: Get to know a carefully curated selection of media sector start-ups seeking investment and 

non-executive director support

• 1:1 Meetings: Request and manage meetings with fellow Congress attendees through our structured 

meeting booking platform

• Awards: Recognise the industry’s hottest new talent and the celebrate the best research-driven content at 

the FIPP Rising Star and Insight Awards, presented at the Congress Opening Reception and hosted at the 

open-air Beer Park in the heart of the Las Vegas Strip. 

https://www.fipp.com/news/subscribe-now
https://www.fippcongress.com/
https://www.fipp.com/news/subscribe-now
https://www.fippcongress.com/



