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The iPhone 4S and Voice Search:  
The Local Angle

Summary: This week Apple held a series of 
product unveilings. As guessed by many, it in-
troduced not an iPhone 5, but an iPhone 4.5 of 
sorts. It’s the 4S, similar to Apple’s jump from 
the iPhone 3G to the 3GS a few years ago. The 4S 
has the same body as the iPhone 4 but includes a 
long list of new features. What sticks out most 
is the deep integration of voice search into the 
operating system. This will not only be the foun-

dation for an entirely new mode of mobile com-
munication, but also a linchpin for new revenue 
models based on driving traffic (both search and 
foot traffic) to businesses of all sizes. 

This report follows closely behind the untimely 
passing of Steve Jobs. Tribute is offered both ex-
plicitly and through recognition of the latest 
achievement in his legacy.  

Apple unveiled a series of new 
products this week and, as you’ve 
probably heard, it did not introduce 

the hotly anticipated iPhone 5. Instead we 
have the 4S, which follows the “release and 
iterate” product cycle seen two years ago in 
the iPhone 3G and 3GS.

In a nutshell, this means the body of the 4S 
is the same as the iPhone 4 but has a completely revamped 
list of hardware features. These include a faster processer 
(A5) and a new 8-megapixel camera that shoots video in 
1080P. These are not insignificant upgrades.

We also saw a new multi-carrier supported “world 
phone” and a flood of new software features in iOS 5 
such as Twitter integration, iCloud and iMessage. For 
many, the breadth of new features made up for the lack 
of a new iPhone body.

Sticking out most was the integration of voice 
search, which will be deeply rooted in the iPhone 4S 
(something we predicted 18 months ago). This builds 

on Apple’s 2010 acquisition of voice search 
innovator Siri, and will carry the name “Siri 
Personal Assistant.” 

Unlike its predecessor — a standalone 
app — deep integration at the OS level 
makes SPA more of an uber voice search app. 
In other words, it ties in with several native 
capabilities and apps such as calendaring, 

SMS, alerts, browser and mapping.

The Local Angle
The latter elements obviously have implications for 
local search. When searching for a Greek restaurant 
in Palo Alto, for example, Siri detects the query then 
automatically identifies Yelp as the most relevant 
content source.

There are lots of other possibilities — imagine 
OpenTable reservations synced with iOS’ calendar, 
prompted by voice. It will start with Apple’s tie-ins 
to Yelp, Google Maps and the browser, but will truly 
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blossom when added to the SDK for third-party app 
development.

That doesn’t appear to be the case yet. But when 
it does happen, innovation will scale to the masses 
of iOS developers to create myriad applications that 
follow the lead of what Apple has done natively in this 
first release.

This will be both local and non-local, likely following 
the existing mobile search share for each. Google 
currently pegs local search on mobile devices at 40 
percent (compared with 20 percent on the desktop).

But mobile voice search could skew even more 
local because of the propensity to use voice when out 
and about and in “lean forward” mode, where local 
commercial intent is high (think: while driving or 
walking through a busy commercial district).

Further underscoring voice search’s growth, 
Google separately reports 25 percent of overall 
mobile searches are voice. This measures 
browser-based voice search as well as Google’s 
iOS and Android apps. Voice search will only 
grow with Siri’s deeper integration in iOS.

Stepping back, one practical question 
is how well the technology will work in 
practice. Voice search challenges will persist, 
including natural language processing, 
dialects and real world conditions (i.e., 
ambient noise, wind, etc.). 

But Siri has industry leading voice processing 
technology and these challenges will have to 
wait to be truly evaluated “in the wild.” Until 
then, the demoed technology holds all the 
possibilities mentioned above.

Leaning Forward
Another important question is whether 
Apple will begin to see this positioning as a 
way to seek revenue share for generating leads 
to local businesses. For now it’s rather driving 
search to companies like Google and Yelp 

without compensation.
SPA can be viewed as a different front end to the 

search process, and one that will drive incremental 
searches such as while jogging, driving or in bright light. 
This could be a powerful position for Apple in that these 
searches are highly valued. 

As it did with iAd, Apple will squeeze value out of 
this role in increasingly “owning the user.” Further, if 
Siri is integrated with the SDK as speculated above, it 
will likewise scale voice search to the point of having it 
be a greatly monetizable asset. 

It could be a strong tool to drive phone calls and 
search traffic, with high intent, toward brands and 
companies of all sizes. But for the purposes of this report, 
we believe it will be most apparent in driving (literally 
in some cases) customers to local businesses. 

Siri: Voice Search for Greek 
Restaurant in Palo Alto
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It won’t likely will work with SMBs directly though, 
as these sales relationships are too far afield from its 
current competencies, goals and brand image. It will 
instead leverage its ownership of the user at this new 
touch point it has created. 

This will be positioned as a source of value for 
aggregators of local search traffic such as Google and 
Yelp — materializing in the form of affiliate revenues, 
for example. Revenue sharing relationships will also be 
formed with the many app publishers that utilize SPA 
in their apps.

Final Thoughts: Expect SPA Evolution
In May 2010, soon after Apple purchased Siri, we 

saw this deep iOS integration coming and made the 
following statement:

Siri will not only give Apple a stronger position in 
the growing field of voice search (and local), but it 
will likewise position it with a proprietary technology 
where it currently relies on growing rival Google. 
Google, as you may know, has the leading voice search 
app on the iPhone.

Specifically, we believe Siri will bring Apple a 
standard default voice search app on future iPhones. 
But perhaps more importantly, it will enable speech 
processing to be incorporated across its apps and more 
deeply into the operating system. The latter is precisely 
where Google’s ambitions for Android lie.

Altogether, these moves shine a light on Apple’s 
course. Just as the Quattro acquisition led to the 
landmark iAd launch, these buys will soon bring 
tangible Apple products to the table. These two in 
particular should be linchpins in Apple’s move toward 
becoming a more broadly defined mobile hardware and 
software powerhouse.
We stand behind these previously made comments. 

Voice search is only the latest from the Cupertino hits 
machine and brings it even closer to this powerhouse 
designation. This strategy, and the ability to pull it off, 
lives as on as a legacy of Steve Jobs. 

As it currently stands, SPA is simply a feature meant 
to sell more iPhones … and that it will do. But expect it 
to evolve into much more — standing as a foundation 
for an all new revenue stream based on driving tangible 
and measurable foot traffic for local merchants.  

Postscript: A Legacy
This Advisory comes just after Jobs’ passing. Analyzing Apple’s 
latest achievement, as this report attempts to do, isn’t meant 
as any sign of disrespect at a time when more traditional 
tributes are being published. The opposite is intended: 
respect for Jobs’ talents and pioneering ways, which continue 
to affect the mobile innovation that we cover. MLM
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