
ABOUT VOICE VISUALIZATION:
To get accurate and insightful data while testing a voice user interface we could not use testing best practices like the Think Aloud Method or Cognitive 

Walkthrough due to restrictions the voice interface posed. We came up with a method called Voice Visualization, wherein after the participant completed 

the task we set up for the study we pulled out crayons, markers and color pencils and asked the participant – “Based on your interaction draw a picture of 
Alexa”. 

By asking participants to draw, our intention was to provide them with an outlet to decompress after completing what was a potentially stressful task and 

use that time to transfer aspects of their experience into a physical artifact – a drawing - that the moderator could then use as a launchpad for discussion. 

This method solved our main feedback concern – the level of accuracy of participants’ recall of their experience. Given that there is no tangible 

representation of the interaction like a web or app page that the participant can refer to in order to provide feedback, we didn’t want to resort to their 

memory of the interaction which we know is usually unreliable. Since It is difficult for people to give accurate accounts of their experience after time has 

passed, their feedback often results in participants making up feelings or projecting impressions. Thus, using the participant’s sketch along with observations 

made by the moderator and note taker to transport the participant to a point in the interaction for further elaboration was very effective. 

The voice visualization method proved to be an effective tool to dig deeper into the participant’s experience, and look for non-verbal cues that were 

valuable in assessing the impact of the interaction on the participant. Our hope was that by using drawings, we might uncover emotional aspects that would 

not be covered by verbal communication alone.

We believed that using drawings in this way would also serve as an ice breaker and allow us to develop a rapport with our participants by letting them 

control and guide the discussion of their own experiences, rather than the other way around.

VOICE VISUALIZATION: A methodology to test voice user interfaces



HOW IT PANNED OUT

Some participants drew Alexa through human representations. This participant 
drew a smiling face and described feeling trust, confidence, and friendliness from 
the experience.

“Alexa is happy to help” - P1

Just as we hoped, participants put their feelings to paper and expressed emotions which we could turn into actionable insight that drove the recommendations we made 
to the client. The following examples illustrate the success of using the Voice Visualization method -

EXAMPLE 1



This participant was not so thrilled with the 
interaction. Still, this is exactly what we were 
looking for - drawings that could be used as a 
conduit for a participant’s emotional journey 
through the experience

“I felt like I was just at her mercy” - Pilot

HOW IT PANNED OUT

EXAMPLE 2



- Instead of representing Alexa as something human or something 
technological, this participant drew a labyrinth. She described feelings 
of genuine anxiety about not knowing what the system would ask and 
what kind of information she might need to have on hand. She felt 
like she was being chased through a maze, quickly having to decide 
which way to proceed.

- We were able to translate these feelings into several 
recommendations for our client, including a brief overview of the 
system at the beginning of the interaction, as well as adding 
encouraging language throughout the dialogue to inform users they 
are on the right track.

This drawing and the discussion that followed was not 
something we were anticipating at all, and we may have 
missed this data had we gone with other methods.

“… I wanted to create this idea of a labyrinth, in that you’re 
finding your way through this…” - P4

HOW IT PANNED OUT

EXAMPLE 3



- The participant described this drawing as a feedback loop between the Echo Dot 
we were testing with and Amazon’s headquarters. But as this participant walked 
us through their drawing, we noticed something very important was missing 
from the feedback loop: our client!

- This participant was visualizing their interaction as a conversation between 
themselves and Amazon, rather than a conversation between themselves and 
our client. If you were to take out your iPhone and the Target app you wouldn’t 
think of that interaction as between yourself and Apple. So why was this 
participant thinking differently?

- Aside from the novelty of voice user interfaces, we think there’s something else 
at play here. On a web page or an app screen, companies can prominently 
display their names and logos to remind customers of where they are – a luxury 
you don’t have with a voice interface. We used this insight to recommend that 
our client incorporate branding chimes and language customers would recognize 
from their other company channels in order to remind them where they were

Again, this is the kind of non verbal cues that we would have 
completely missed if we had not had our participants draw out their 
experiences

HOW IT PANNED OUT

EXAMPLE 4



TAKEAWAYS
o Voice Visualization can be used to test any voice interaction

o The true value of this tool is not in the quality of the drawing, but in the discussion that follows, where participants explain their drawings

o Voice Visualization provided us a path for exploring feelings and emotion that could be hard to express verbally

o It uncovered data we otherwise wouldn’t have known to ask about, especially for an experience as abstract as voice

o When paired with other tools, it created a triangulation of study data that was extremely helpful in developing actionable insights and providing recommendations 
to our client

o Voice Visualization is a good tool to deliver data that determines the proof of concept – one of our clients’ main goals for the study

NEXT STEPS
My team – Cameron Cross, Amanda Holmes and I are presenting a 10 minute student talk at the UXPA Boston 2018 on the 10th of May on voice visualization. We hope to have 
inspired you, and we encourage you to adapt, expand, and tweak this method as you approach testing with voice. 

Keep us in the loop if you discover something exciting or develop a more effective method to test voice interfaces. We love being challenged and are always eager to learn. 
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