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ABSTRACT

This paper synthesizes research on consumer perception of Al-generated versus
human voices in audio advertising. A dominant industry narrative has framed this as
a performance parity problem — arguing that most listeners cannot tell the
difference, making Al voice effectively equivalent to human voice. The evidence does
not support this framing. A majority of listeners can detect Al voice. Among those
who cannot, trust still drops significantly upon disclosure, and subconscious negative
brand responses are measurable even without conscious detection. Human voice
consistently outperforms Al on trust, emotional engagement, and brand recall across
independent studies. The data points to a hybrid model — human talent in consumer-
facing creative, Al in production and iteration workflows — as the most defensible

approach for brand-building campaigns.

1. Reframing the Question

The AI vs. human voice debate in advertising has been shaped by a particular claim:
that most listeners cannot distinguish Al-generated voice from human voice, making
the choice between them primarily a production efficiency question. This framing has

been widely circulated. It also misrepresents the underlying data.

The detection rates most commonly cited — 42-47% of listeners unable to identify Al

voice — come from controlled studies using high-quality synthetic voice under

laboratory conditions.[*! The correct reading of those same studies is that 53-58% of
listeners could detect Al voice. That is a majority. The non-detectability framing was
never supported by the research it claimed to cite.

Beyond detection rates, the research evidence makes clear that detectability is not
the decisive variable anyway. Trust erodes whether or not the listener consciously
identifies the voice as Al — through direct detection, through subconscious response,
and through disclosure. The outcome in each case is the same: reduced brand trust

and negative brand perception.
The question is not whether Al voice sounds human enough. The question is

what it does to brand trust — and the evidence on that is consistent across
independent studies.

2. What Listeners Actually Detect
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The Tilburg University synthesis of Al voice in advertising — the most comprehensive
academic review available as of 2025 — found detection rates of 53-58% in controlled
conditions using high-quality Al voice.[*! In real-world listening conditions, where
audio quality varies and listeners are not primed to evaluate, detection rates are likely

higher, not lower.

Audacy's Innovation Tracker (June 2024, n=1,120, A18+) found that people are more
than twice as likely to trust a human voice (55%) than Al-generated content (23%).[?!
The Edelman Trust Barometer Flash Poll on Al (October 2025, n=5,000 across five
countries) found that only 32% of US respondents said they trust AI — the lowest of

developed markets surveyed, alongside Germany at 39% and the UK at 36%.!3!

53-58%

Listeners who correctly identified Al voice in controlled studies
[1]

55% vs 23%

Trust in human voice vs. Al-generated content
[2]

32%

US consumers who say they trust Al (Edelman, October 2025)
[3]

35%

Greater emotional brain activity for recognizable human voice vs. generic Al voice
[4]

The Edelman data also reinforces that this is not a generational issue that will self-
correct over time. Trust in Al as a personal productivity tool does not transfer to
acceptance of Al in brand communication. Familiarity and trust are distinct

constructs.

3. The Trust Problem: Detection, Subconscious Response, and
Disclosure

3.1 When listeners detect Al

Among the majority who detect Al voice, the response is consistent and well-
evidenced. Audacy's Innovation Tracker found people more than twice as likely to
trust human voice over Al content (55% vs. 23%).[?1 The Choreograph / MediaScience
neuroscience study (published via amp sound branding, October 2025) found that
respondents showed up to 35% more brain activity in areas related to emotional
engagement when they heard recognizable human voices compared to generic Al
voice.[*! This is a measurable neurological response — not a stated preference — with

direct implications for memory encoding, brand recall, and long-term brand attitude.

3.2 When listeners do not detect Al — but the effect persists

The CloudArmy implicit response research (Nudgestock 2023) demonstrated that

even when listeners cannot consciously detect Al voice, their subconscious brand
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response is significantly more negative than for the same ad voiced by a human.5!
Implicit association measures have stronger predictive validity for actual purchase
behavior than explicit survey responses — meaning the effect matters commercially

even when listeners report no conscious preference.

The same research identified a further mechanism: being told in advance that an ad
uses Al voice produces a more negative implicit brand response even if the actual
voice used is human. The knowledge of AI degrades brand perception independently

of what the listener hears.!®! As regulatory and platform pressure around Al
disclosure grows, the commercial relevance of this finding increases directly.

3.3 The combined brand risk picture

BRAND RISK ACROSS LISTENER SEGMENTS

Listeners who detect Al voice (majority, 53-58%): Direct trust reduction. Audacy finds
55% trust human voice vs. 23% Al. Neurological emotional engagement 35% lower than for
recognizable human voice (Choreograph / Spotify).

Listeners who do not detect Al voice (minority, 42-47%): Subconscious negative brand
response still measurable via implicit association testing, even without conscious detection
(CloudArmy, 2023).

Listeners informed of Al use (any scenario): Negative brand response persists even if
the actual voice used was human. Disclosure risk operates independently of detection
(CloudArmy, 2023).

There is no listener segment in which AI voice produces neutral or positive brand
outcomes relative to a comparable human voice. The question for brands is not
whether to accept some trust reduction — it is how much, and in which contexts that

trade-off is commercially justifiable.

4. What This Means in Practice

4.1 Trust and emotional engagement

The Choreograph / MediaScience study (October 2025) found that even when Al voice
was matched to human voice on direct performance metrics under controlled

conditions, respondents still rated ads higher when they believed them to be human-
voiced.[*! The Choreograph / Spotify neuroscience work showed 35% greater

emotional brain activation for recognizable human voices.[*! Audacy's primary

research (n=1,120) found human voice trusted more than twice as often as Al content

on a general basis.[?!

4.2 Host-read and parasocial formats

Host-read ads represent the format where human voice advantage is highest and
most robustly evidenced. Nielsen's analysis of 260+ brand surveys found that host-

read ads produced a 50% increase in purchase and recommendation intent compared

to non-host-read ads.!®!

Academic research published in the Journal of Business Research (Milovan et al.,
2024) identified the mechanism: parasocial relationship, host authenticity, and brand-
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plot congruence are necessary conditions for host-read ad performance — and a
podcaster's lack of authenticity cannot be offset by any other creative variable.!”1 AT
voice cannot replicate parasocial relationship or perceived authenticity in a host-read

context.

4.3 The human involvement signal

Veritonic / Instreamatic's 2024 research — commissioned for an Intel campaign run
by dentsu, measuring three audience segments across streaming radio and podcast
environments — found that personalized Al-generated audio ads significantly
outperformed generic Al ads, achieving up to 22 percentage points brand favorability
lift. However, the study was commissioned by Instreamatic, an Al ad platform, and its
design compared Al variants against each other and against a no-ad control — not
directly against human-voiced ads.!®! This is a meaningful distinction: the study
demonstrates the value of personalization in Al production, but does not address the

human vs. Al trust differential.

The trust differential between full-Al and human-involved production is better
evidenced by the Choreograph / MediaScience neuroscience data and the Audacy

consumer trust research, both of which directly compare listener responses to human

and Al voice under controlled conditions.[4}[?]

"Tone and inflection are what drive brand recall and attachment. If you can
recreate that successfully, that's a powerful asset to brands — and it requires
an ethical approach." — Nancy Hall, Chief Client Officer, WPP Media US,
2025 ™

5. A Framework for Practitioners

The evidence supports a context-dependent framework that distinguishes between
production workflow — where Al adds genuine value — and consumer-facing voice

output — where the brand equity case for human talent remains strong.

WHERE Al VOICE CARRIES ACCEPTABLE RISK

Production and iteration
Script testing, animatics, internal approvals, concept demos, localization workflow. Al voice
here does not reach consumers and carries no brand exposure risk.[®]

High-volume direct response

Performance marketing where conversion rate is the primary metric, brand equity is
secondary, and creative fatigue demands high variant volume. Risk is present but may be

offset by efficiency gains.[®]

WHERE HUMAN VOICE IS THE DEFENSIBLE CHOICE

Brand-building campaigns
Any campaign where trust, authenticity, and long-term brand equity are primary objectives.
The neurological and trust evidence is consistent across independent studies.[41-[5]

Host-read and integration formats
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Parasocial connection and perceived authenticity are the performance mechanism. Al voice
cannot replicate either.[7]

Premium and high-consideration categories

Financial services, healthcare, and other categories where brand trust directly influences
purchase. Trust erosion carries disproportionate commercial risk. Only 32% of US consumers

trust Al (Edelman, 2025).[31

6. Research Gaps

m Longitudinal research on the cumulative brand equity effects of sustained Al
voice use across a full campaign cycle is not yet available. Single-study findings do
not address what repeated Al-voiced exposure does to brand trust over time.

m Most peer-reviewed research on Al vs. human voice has been conducted in
video or mixed-media contexts. Pure audio format studies — streaming music pre-roll,

podcast mid-roll — remain underrepresented in the academic literature.

The Veritonic / Instreamatic / Dentsu study (2024) compared Al
variants against a no-ad control, not against human-voiced ads. It demonstrates the
value of personalized Al production but cannot be used as evidence that Al voice
performs equivalently to human voice on brand trust metrics. These are distinct
research questions requiring different study designs.

Some controlled lab studies have reported closer Al/human
performance parity on explicit metrics such as purchase intent. Explicit survey
measures consistently underperform implicit and neurological measures in predicting
actual brand behavior. The subconscious effects documented by CloudArmy and the
neurological findings from Choreograph operate below the level captured by standard
ad effectiveness surveys and should be weighted accordingly.
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Companion paper: This paper focuses on the voice dimension of audio creative decisions. A
companion paper — The Creative Imperative in Audio Advertising: What the Evidence Says
About Creative Quality, Voice, and Performance — examines the broader evidence on creative
effectiveness in audio, including the role of script, sonic branding, music, context-matching,
and production quality in driving measurable performance outcomes. The two papers are
designed to be read together.
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