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See Me, Hear Me: Evolutions in Mobile 
Search

Summary: We’re beginning to see mobile 
product development that takes to heart the no-
tion that the mobile device has eyes, ears and (in 
many cases) touch. This involves moving beyond 
just creating smaller versions of PC software and 
Web sites to innovate the hardware. The areas in 

which this is happening the most include voice 
search and visual search. The latter is further di-
vided into bar code scanners, visual recognition 
software and the emerging field of augmented 
reality. This Advisory provides an overview of 
some of these products and trends. 

During BIA/Kelsey’s November 2009 Interactive 
Local Media conference in Los Angeles, 
Google Product Manager Surojit Chatterjee 

spoke about how the mobile device has eyes, ears and 
(in some cases) touch, so why not utilize these features?

The philosophy has shown through in Google’s 
mobile product development. Its “Goggles” visual search 
product allows users to take pictures with their phones 
that are then matched to a database to return relevant 
information about a given subject.

Goggles has a long way to go and is as ambitious as any 
product Google has launched. But it is also indicative of 
the mobile innovation we are starting to see that utilizes 
more intuitive search “inputs” than the typing that ruled 
the PC search environment. 

When compared with the PC, mobile apps are only 
beginning to match the device itself and the state of 
mobility. The ways these products are monetized should 
likewise start to utilize the unique inputs of the hardware 
deliver results in more intuitive ways. 

Mobile pay per call, for example, is being developed 

by Google and others to take advantage of the obvious 
point that the search device is also a phone. We’re 
beginning to see other innovation that takes this concept 
to heart as well. 

Raise Your Voice
Voice search is one area that is starting to accelerate on the 
mobile device. AT&T’s YPmobile last month integrated 
voice search as a core function. This specializes in 
category and business name spoken queries — a format 
to which DA has long familiarized consumers.

Voice search start-up Siri meanwhile specializes in 
“natural language” voice search (i.e., “where is the closest 
sushi restaurant?”). The company was acquired by Apple 
in April for a rumored $200 million — further signaling 
Apple’s desire to deliver content and search. 

Google meanwhile makes big strides with voice 
search on its iPhone app and baked into its Android 
mobile operating system. It continues to improve its 
speech-to-text algorithms for better accuracy in English 
and other languages such as Mandarin Chinese. 
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Based on the complexity of the character sets in such 
languages — not to mention the size of the Chinese 
market — this is an opportune area of development. 
We’ll see much more, as speech-to-text processing 
involves a feedback loop that improves its accuracy 
over time. 

Scan It
“Visual search” is likewise developing, tied to 
improving smartphone capabilities and penetration. 
Bar code scanners are one example, where two-
dimensional codes placed in traditional media (print, 
outdoor) can be scanned by mobile devices for more 
info or promotions.

UPC bar code scanners are also gaining 
popularity as these codes are already pervasive 
in retail environments. The opportunity is to 
push information, promotions and advertising to 
consumers who are at the point of purchase with high 
levels of buying intent.  

This information includes specs, reviews and even 
POS inventory for nearby stores that might have sales 
or promotions. Scanbuy, Red Laser and ShopSavvy are 
all developing such apps (for more, see in-depth posts 
and interviews on BIA/Kelsey’s blog).

Monetization hasn’t been fully developed, but the 
proximity to the point of purchase and related buying 
intent indicate premium ad inventory of various 
formats. Treating scans as a form of search, for example, 
a bid marketplace could develop where advertisers bid 
on scans. 

Here, sponsored results come in the form of banners, 
text ads or actionable coupons. Contextual, behavioral 
or acutely geographical targeting become better triggers 
for influencing the behavior of the ready-to-buy 
consumer. 

This goes beyond clicks and impressions as proxies 
for effectiveness. The opportunity is to drive and track 
conversions at the point of purchase.  

Google’s Voice Search  
on the iPhone

SOURCE: GOOGLE  (2010) 

ShopSavvy iPhone  
Bar Code App

SOURCE: SHOPSAVVY (2010) 
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Augment My Reality 
Augmented reality (AR) is also in the category of “visual 
search” and is getting lots of public and media attention. 
This is mostly due to sex appeal; the viability of real 
AR local apps is tied to myriad technical and logistical 
challenges such as data aggregation.

For those unfamiliar, AR uses a phone’s camera 
viewfinder to display the physical world with graphical 
overlays representing different data sets. This can mean 
holding your phone up to a busy street and seeing floating 
icons with storefront information or promotions.

The availability and reliability of all these data will be 
a gating factor to the “reality” AR. But the underlying 
technology is making strides. Out ahead is Layar, an 
Amsterdam-based company with iPhone and Android 
apps, as well as review site Yelp.

Yelp’s Monacle feature (iPhone only), for example, 
overlays geotagged listings and reviews on the viewfinder 
screen to show the closest merchants. A few directory 
publishers have likewise launched AR apps such as Yell, 
Eniro and SuperMedia.

We expect many more to follow. Much development 
data improvement and adoption (tied to smartphone 
penetration) must occur before there is a real business 
case for AR. Meanwhile, it is something to watch 
closely. 

Final Thoughts: What to Watch
Innovation in these areas will continue as there is a 
feedback loop between users and product developers. 
Through this process, mobile innovation will more 

substantially “grow into” the natural capabilities of 
mobile hardware. 

Voice search and bar code scanning apps are the 
nearer-term opportunity, while augmented reality has 
the most room to grow. The technology generally will be 
applied to many different form factors after it matures 
on the smartphone. 

These will include other mobile technologies, 
wearable technologies and even biometric technologies 
in the longer term. For now, interfaces, data sets, use 
cases and applications are beginning to develop and are 
worth keeping a close eye on. MLM

Yelp’s ‘Monacle’ iPhone Feature
SOURCE: YELP (2010) 


