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1. Background

The availability of multiple modes of interaction such as voice and gesture makes
devices accessible to a wide variety of people. Voice interfaces (VI), in particular,
create a level playing field for those who are limited by single-language, text-based
interfaces.

Schnelle-Walka defines Vs as “user interfaces using speech input through a speech
recognizer and speech output through speech synthesis or prerecorded audio”.

In essence, VI technologies involve two processes: one converting the language to
code that a computer understands, and converting the computer language back to
a language that the human understands. Considering that the predominant means
of input for Vls is speech, they are also known as natural language interfaces.?

2. Tracing the evolution of Vis

Before Siri and Alexa, we had ‘Audrey’, created by Bell Laboratories' Harry
Fletcher and Homer Dudley, who are considered the pioneers of Vis for their
groundbreaking research on speech synthesis and human speech modelling.? In
1952, Audrey was used for number recognition through spoken input.* A decade
later, IBM’s ‘Shoebox’ could not only recognise digits from zero to nine but also
comprehend 16 words.>

In 1992, AT&T Telefonica developed a speech-to-speech prototype, VESTS (Voice
English/Spanish Translator), which relied heavily on spoken language translation.®
VESTS, a speaker-trained system that could process over 450 words, was exhibited
at the Seville World’s Fair in Spain. VIs have come a long way from these early
prototypes to modern voice assistants, such as Alexa, Siri, Cortana, and the Google
Assistant, which are now accessible to consumers worldover.’

One of the main reasons for the proliferation of VIs today is that since 2012
smartphones come with a built-in VI. According to a 2018 PwC survey, consumers
issued voice commands most commonly on smartphones from among a plethora
of voice-enabled devices.® Mobile phones now operate almost like ‘shrunken
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desktops’ because of their inherent operational versatility. However, the reduced
screen size is the primary structural limitation of these devices. To overcome this
limitation, voice has become an important input to complete tasks without having
to use the touch function or type on their phones.’ Hence, developers have now
integrated cloud-based voice technologies into devices - as in the case of Amazon
Echo and Google Home as well as through open-source initiatives such as Mozilla's
Deep Speech, which is an open-source speech-to-text engine.°

3. Features of Vis

In the early 90s, researchers identified the five basic elements' of voice processing
technologies:

1. Voice coding: the process of compressing the information transmitted through
the voice signal to transmit or store it economically in systems of a lower
capacity.

2. Voice synthesis: the synthetic replication of voice signals to facilitate the
transmission of information from machine to human.

3. Speech recognition: the extraction of information that is there in a voice
signal to control the actions taken by the device in response to spoken
commands.'

4. Speaker recognition: the identification of voice characteristics for speaker
verification. This process ensures that the speaker is verified through their
voice characteristics.

5. Spoken language translation: On recognising the language the person is
speaking in, the translation of a message from one language to another.
Through this process, two individuals who do not speak the same language can
communicate.™

Voice output is of two distinct categories: pre-recorded speech and synthetic
speech.™ Pre-recorded speech is natural speech that is recorded and stored for
future use. In contrast, synthetic speech employs natural language processing
(NLP) for the automatic generation of appropriate natural-language responses or
output in the form of written text.'®
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NLP involves the conversion of textual information into speech and vice-versa,
which enables a device to discern and process natural language data. The system
then processes this data by standardising text inputs and splitting it into words and
sentences. Then, the device can ascertain the syntax of the input provided. NLP
comprises two main natural-language principles:'®

1. Natural language understanding (NLU): NLU is a branch of NLP that deals
with reading comprehension, synonyms, themes, and lexical semantics. It is
used to construct the responses of VIs through responses of Vls algorithms.™

2. Natural language generation (NLG): The first step of NLG involves processing
relevant content from databases. This is followed by sentence planning, which
involves the formation of natural-language responses through text realisation.
As a consequence, the NLG process delivers a meaningful and personalised
response, as opposed to a pre-scripted one.®

Synthetic speech employs NLP for its characteristically high ‘segmental intelligibility’
- or its ability to understand each segment of speech. However, pre-recorded
speech outputs tend to be preferred by all for their human voice and pronunciation
characteristics. These characteristics exist on the condition that the pre-recorded
speech maintains the delicate balance between natural prosody' and the recorded
elements. Since it successfully maintains the quality of natural speech, the natural
prosody of pre-recorded speech output is higher than that of synthetic speech.?

4. Types of Vis

A plethora of developers are creating VIs that can perform various functions,
thereby giving a wide array of definitions to similar interfaces. Interactive voice
response (IVR), voice channels, voice bots, and voice assistants are variations of
voice-based customer service solutions.?" Although these terms are sometimes
used interchangeably, some authors opine that there are nuanced differences that
set them apart.?
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4.1. Interactive voice response (IVR)

IVR systems are one of the oldest Vis in public use. These do not require a
smartphone and are still used in several domains. Corkey and Parkinson (2002)
define IVR as “a telephone interviewing technique in which the human speaker

is replaced by a high-quality recorded interactive script to which the respondent
provides answers by pressing the keys of a touch telephone (touch-phone).”? The
recorded scripts used single voices,?* combinations of male and female voices,?
combinations of many female voices speaking in different languages,?® or synthetic
voices.?”’

4.2. Chatbots

The terms voice bots, chatbots, and automated conversational interfaces are used
synonymously. They are enhanced by Al, NLP, and machine learning.® The term
‘voice bot' is shorthand for ‘voice robot'.?° Here, voice is the primary medium of
input.?® They use automated speech recognition (ASR) technology to convert input
into text. ‘Chatbot’ has a wider connotation, as it allows people to provide inputs in
the form of text, gesture, touch, and voice. In this section, we use the term chatbot
in the context of voice-enabled chatbots. The chatbot’s output may be in the

form of written text or voice, for which it uses text-to-speech (TTS) technology.*
Voice chatbots can be further classified into two major categories: task-oriented
(declarative) chatbots and data-driven (predictive or conversational) chatbots.?

a. Task-oriented chatbots

Task-oriented chatbots, also referred to as ‘linguistic-based’ or ‘rule-based’
chatbots, are devices that employ VIs that focus on a single purpose.® Due to this
characteristic, they are considered to lack flexibility of functionality. They generate
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automated, conversational responses using NLP and logic. The functions of these
chatbots are fairly limited, and hence they are used for specific purposes. A
common example of these chatbots is interactive FAQs.

b. Data-driven chatbots

Data-driven chatbots, also known as machine-learning or Al chatbots,** are
enhanced with Al, NLP, NLU, and machine learning to deliver personalised and
meaningful responses. They are considered more interactive and contextually
aware than rule-based chatbots, as their functioning is more complex

and predictive.*® This is because they learn the individual preferences and
consequently create a profile of the person based on the data received.

Some refer to these types of bots as ‘virtual assistants’.3¢ However, other literature
argues that these bots can be distinguished from virtual assistants.

4.3. Virtual assistants

According to scholars, there is no standardised definition of virtual personal
assistants.®” They list several names that other scholars have given to these
systems, such as virtual assistants; vocal social agents or digital assistants; voice
assistants; intelligent agents; and interactive personal assistants. Virtual assistants
such as Siri use the speaker’s voice and content and process it to respond in
different contexts, like tasks to be performed or an action directed towards the
person.® Virtual assistants are now increasingly used in several areas of everyday
life; some common names are Siri, Google Now, Microsoft Cortana, Amazon

Echo, and Google Home. These assistants interact with people in a conversational
manner, thereby providing them with a wide range of functionalities.®

The conundrum in using the terms ‘chatbot’ and ‘virtual assistant’ interchangeably
comes from the lack of universally accepted definitions. Some opine that they
come under the umbrella term ‘chatbots’, and, in specific, ‘data-driven chatbots’;
the opposing view is that a virtual assistant is a completely different branch in
the typology of VIs. These dissenting approaches come about because chatbots
are characterised as data-obtaining interfaces.*’ In contrast, ‘virtual assistant’ is

a distinct classification, as it is considered better than a chatbot with respect to
understanding the context and the request, proficiency, nature of responses, and
the rendering of a personalised experience.*’
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5. The future of Vis

Vls are slowly becoming more accessible as they are being integrated into
cheaper mobile phones. The next stage is the development of smart devices
for homes that can work with voice assistants, such as Google Home and
Amazon Echo. On the business side, voice bots could be used for more complex
customer questions. Interestingly, researchers have now also built a prototype
linked with Alexa, to provide farmers with a ‘smart irrigation voice assistant’.*?
Similarly, a voice application named ‘Avaaj Otalo’ was launched by UC Berkeley
School of Information, Stanford HCI Group, IBM India Research Laboratory and
Development Support Center (DSC), an NGO in Guijarat, to help farmers with
agriculture-related queries.®® Lastly, another significant use of Vls, according

to Joshi and Patki (2015), is in increasing the safety of the computer system.
Passwords set for systems via keyboards can be duplicated. However, when it
comes to securing systems via VIs, duplication becomes far more difficult.*

6. Conclusion

The reduction in smartphone prices and data, as well as the increase in the
functions that they can perform, have enabled the integration of VIs far more
complex than IVR systems. One can hope that with further data and research,
there will be an increase in not just their variety, but also in their ability to
communicate with people who speak different languages.

42 Ramakrishnan, V., “How Mindmeld Is Used to Conserve Agricultural Water (... and Win
Hackathons in the Process)”, 2019, accessed on 2 November 2021, https://www.mindmeld.
com/20190828-how-mindmeld-is-used-to-conserve-agricultural-water.html

43  Patel, N., et al., “Avaaj Otalo - A Field Study of an Interactive Voice Forum for Small Farmers in
Rural India.” Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems - Proceedings 2 (2010): 733-742,
10.1145/1753326.1753434.

44 Joshi, P. and Patki, R., “Voice User Interface Using Hidden Markov Model for Word Formation,”
International Journal of Computer Science and Mobile Computing 4, no. 3 (2015): 720-724, https://
ijjcsmc.com/docs/papers/March2015/V413201599a81.pdf.






