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s Introduction

Introduction

Interactive Voice Response (IVR) systems were introduced to handle high call volumes and offer
quick self-service options. In theory, automating simple requests and routing calls through phone
menus would shorten wait times and free up human agents for complex issues.

Unfortunately, the reality today is far from that promise.

Customers often find IVRs frustrating and impersonal. In one survey, 88% of customers said they
prefer to speak with a live person or support agent instead of navigating a phone menu. Callers
don't want to feel like just another number in a queue but want to be heard and understood. Yet,
many IVRs rely on rigid menu structures and poor routing logic that push everyone through the
same one-size-fits-all flow, regardless of their intent.

It's no surprise that frustration runs high. Callers frequently end up pressing “0" repeatedly or
shouting "Agent! Agent!” into the phone in hopes of reaching a human. It's now common practice
to play a message about "unusually high call volumes" even when it's not accurate. However, this
tactic further degrades the experience and erodes trust. Callers might listen to irrelevant options,
get routed incorrectly, or end up stuck in loops with their patience wearing thin.

IVRs were meant to improve service, but they often do the opposite. Instead of quick answers,
customers get long hold times, robotic menus, and misrouted calls. Instead of feeling helped, they
feel like they're talking to a wall. In the end, many callers give up in exasperation.

This impersonal experience is completely at odds with modern customer expectations. According
to McKinsey, 71% of consumers expect companies to deliver personalized interactions, and 76 %
get frustrated when they don't. Even a natural language IVR that treats every caller the same fails
to meet that standard. When an IVR lacks intelligent routing and can't recognize the intent behind a

call, it doesn't just miss the mark; it undermines trust. “I\VRs left customers frustrated and disengaged, often

The approach that once cut costs is now costing customer loyalty. leading to more stress for both customers and agents.


https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/nearly-90-of-people-prefer-speaking-to-a-live-customer-service-agent-on-the-phone-despite-efficiency-of-phone-menus-for-businesses-300830525.html
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/growth-marketing-and-sales/our-insights/the-value-of-getting-personalization-right-or-wrong-is-multiplying
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The Cost of Poor Routing
In IVRs

When customers are unhappy, it's not just a minor annoyance. It's an operational and financial
problem. Outdated or poorly structured IVRs carry hidden costs that add up in lost business and
inefficiency.

Let's break down the downsides:

Customer Churn and Abandoned Calls

A poor IVR experience, especially one with confusing or inaccurate routing, can drive customers
away. Imagine half of your callers potentially hanging up and never calling back, simply because
they couldn’t reach the right department or option. Additionally, even those who don't hang up
may “zero out” (press O or shout “agent”) at the first chance. All the effort to design menus still
leads to a live agent, but only after irritating the customer first.

Inflexible and Hard to Update

Traditional IVR systems are notoriously rigid. They follow scripted pathways that can't handle
anything unexpected. If your business offerings or policies change, updating the IVR requires time
and technical expertise, recording new prompts, testing routing, and so on. There's nothing agile
about it. During unexpected events (product recalls, sudden spikes in demand, etc.), IVRs can't
adapt on the fly, leaving callers with outdated info or no relevant option at all.

Poor Reporting and Lack of Insight

IVRs don't provide much visibility into customer needs. They can log which button a caller pressed
or how long they waited, but they can't tell you why the customer called or whether they were
routed correctly. Key details of the interaction are lost in the ether if the call doesn't reach an
agent. And if it does reach an agent, customers often have to repeat information that they have
already entered into the IVR.

Bad Customer Experience = Higher Costs

It's been said that “happy customers tell a friend, unhappy customers tell the world.” A clunky IVR
creates unhappy customers. They may flood other support channels out of frustration, escalate
issues that could have been simple, or tie up agents with complaints about the process itself. This
drives up handling times and operating costs.

Frustrated customers put pressure on your live agents, who then have to initiate damage control.
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Agent morale suffers when every transferred call begins with an irritated customer who's
already had a bad time with the system. Nearly 74% of call center workers report experiencing
burnout at some point, and dealing with angry, frustrated callers only adds to that burnout.

In summary, clinging to legacy IVRs may seem cost-effective on the surface, but it
comes at a steep cost. It alienates customers, provides minimal insight, and strains
your agents and budget.

What's the alternative?

Consider the case of Accolade, a healthcare technology company. Investing in systems that contain routine FAQs, intelligently route calls based on real
customer intent, and free up agents for meaningful conversations.

Accolade runs a contact center with about 1,500 highly skilled care
professionals who provide personalized support to over 14 million
members. They recognized that traditional call flows and after-

: : - : : The result
call paperwork were bogging down their efficiency. By introducing
Al solutions into their workflow, Accolade achieved over a 50% Faster resolution, better CSAT scores, and greater customer loyalty. That's where
reduction in after-call work. VoiceAl comes in.

“We returned the time that Care Advocates spent taking notes
during and after interactions back to the business,” said Ardie
Sameti, Accolade’s Senior Director of Al and Automation.

In other words, they freed their experts to do what humans do
best—caring for customers—and let technology handle the
busywork. This kind of improvement is impossible with a static
IVR that simply routes calls and leaves all the context capturing to
humans.



https://www.hivedesk.com/blog/call-center-employee-burnout-statistics/
https://www.observe.ai/customers/accolade-drives-member-engagement-with-over-50-reduction-in-after-call-work#:~:text=Personalized%20Care%20at%20Scale
https://www.observe.ai/customers/accolade-drives-member-engagement-with-over-50-reduction-in-after-call-work#:~:text=%E2%80%9CWe%20returned%20the%20time%20that,another%20call%2C%20or%20any%20other
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The Rise of
Agentic VoiceAl

If IVRs are the old way, Agentic VoiceAl is the new. But what exactly is it?

VoiceAl refers to Al-powered virtual agents that can speak and converse with customers in natural

language. They're "agentic” because they behave more like autonomous agents than scripted bots,

handling inquiries independently and intelligently.

Instead of forcing callers through a preset menu, a VoiceAl agent greets the customer with a
friendly, human-like voice and an open question: "How can | help you today?” The customer can
then explain their issue in their own words.

Behind the scenes, the VoiceAl system is doing several things instantly: It's using Automatic
Speech Recognition to transcribe what the customer said, natural language processing (NLP)

to understand the intent, and then determining the best response or action using its Al models.
Finally, it replies using text-to-speech with a realistic tone. All of this happens in seconds, so the
experience feels like a fast, helpful conversation rather than a maze of button presses.

L5

Hi! I'm Sam. How can | help you today?
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What makes VoiceAl
different from a Traditional
VR and Rule-Based
Routing?

Conversational Understanding

VoiceAl agents can handle free-form speech and extract intent in real time. For example, if a
customer says, “I'm calling about my order; it hasn't arrived,” VoiceAl can interpret that, ask for

an order number, check status, and provide an update, all without human intervention. Advanced
VoiceAl is even aware of conversation nuances like when to pause, how not to interrupt a customer,
and when the customer has finished speaking.

Minimal Maintenance, Maximum Adaptability

Maintaining a VoiceAl system doesn't require a team of engineers constantly rewriting scripts. The
Al can be updated through a user-friendly interface, often by contact center managers or analysts
rather than developers. If something isn't working well, you can tweak the conversation flow or train
the Al on new examples and instantly test the change.

Fast and Always-On Service

Because it's built on Al, a VoiceAl agent is available 24/7 and can handle many calls in parallel. This
translates to essentially zero wait time for customers.

No more “Your call is important to us, please hold..." messages.

Every caller gets an immediate response. Routine questions (balance inquiries,
appointment confirmations, basic troubleshooting, etc.) can be handled to completion
in a single interaction with the Al. For more complex issues, the VoiceAl quickly gathers
relevant details and then transfers the call to a human agent, usually with all the context
attached. This means the customer doesn't have to start over, and the human agent is
brought in only when truly needed.

As Dave Singh from Accolade observed,

“With the VoiceAl configuration tool, you can see where things are falling
down... and right there in the same tool, you can jump in and change
something. The ability to do that so dynamically, it's been really exciting.”

The adaptability of VoiceAl also means it can handle changing business needs. If a
new product launches or a new common question arises, the Al can learn to address
it. It's not stuck with a fixed menu—it grows and evolves with your operation.
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Personalization and Integration

For example, Affordable Care, a dental support organization, introduced VoiceAl agents to

VoiceAl agents don't treat every caller identically. They can use data from your CRM or customer . : .
handle routine calls and saw immediate results.

profile to personalize the interaction. For instance, greeting the customer by name (“Hi John,
welcome back!”) or customizing options based on the caller’s history (Skipping steps if it
recognizes the phone number and knows why that person might be calling). They can also « 95% containment rate (calls the Al handled fully without needing a human)
integrate with databases and APIs to fetch information. This level of personalization makes the
callers feel heard and valued.

o Over 90% first-call resolution.

. In the very first week, they saved about 40 hours of agent time that would have
otherwise been spent on those routine calls.

In short, Agentic VoiceAl is like having a tireless, super-knowledgeable phone agent who never
sleeps and never gets frustrated. It offloads the repetitive and simple tasks from your human
team. And when it encounters something complex or emotional where a human touch is needed, it
knows to pass the baton.

Those metrics aren't just incremental improvements; they represent a transformational leap in
efficiency.

Now that we've explained how VoiceAl works and why it's so promising, let's drill down into
the concrete benefits it delivers over IVRs. The differences will become even clearer when we
compare them side by side.


https://www.observe.ai/customers/affordable-care-voice-ai#:~:text=95
https://www.observe.ai/customers/affordable-care-voice-ai#:~:text=First%20Deployment%20of%20VoiceAI%20Agents,Agent%20Hours%20in%20Week%201
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Key Benefits of

Agentic VoiceAl

Over IVRs

We've already explored how Agentic VoiceAl improves call handling, customer satisfaction, and
operational efficiency. To bring these points together, the table offers a comprehensive side-by-side
comparison. It's not exhaustive, but it does capture the core differences that matter most.

Comparing traditional IVR systems to modern VoiceAl agents

Aspect Legacy IVR

First Response Pre-recorded greeting + menu.
Customers often wait or get

frustrated navigating options.

Handling Limited to preset options and
Requests simple queries (e.g., account
balance via touch-tone).

Complex queries inevitably go
to a human after delays.

Routing Routes based on fixed rules
(button presses).

Prone to misrouting if the caller
isn't sure which option fits.

Agentic VoiceAl

Instant, natural greeting.

Listens to the caller’'s request
immediately without having to wait.

Understands natural language and
can handle many requests end-to-end
(answers questions, walks through
processes).

Only escalates to human if needed,
with full context.

Routes based on intent detection.

Accurately directs the call to the
right department or agent by truly
understanding the caller's words.

Aspect Legacy IVR

Adaptability Hard-coded flows. Any change requires
IT updates or re-recording prompts.

Cannot handle anything outside its script.

Treats every caller the same. Little to no
use of customer data.

Personalization

Callers must repeat information after
transfer, as context isn't carried over.

Customer IVR delivers a poor customer
Experience experience. Callers feel stuck in a
loop or dealing with a “robot.”

Insights & Limited data (e.g., call counts, option
Analytics selections).

No transcript or details on intent.

Hard to identify IVR failure points.

IVRs are inexpensive to operate but often

Cost . .
Effici cause repeat calls, longer handling times,
iclency and customer churn, all of which add cost
downstream.
» Limited by agent availability beyond basic
Scalability info.

Cannot truly handle surges except by
queuing customers.

24/7 service is usually not fully feasible
(just after-hours messages).

Agentic VoiceAl

Easily updated configurations that adapt to
new scenarios quickly.

Can be improved in real time through an
admin interface.

Learns from call patterns and can expand its
knowledge.

Greets callers by name, using CRM data to
personalize the answers (when appropriate).

Remembers context during the call and
carries key info to the agent on transfer, so
customers don't repeat themselves.

Conversational and helpful: Speaks naturally
and listens.

Customers feel heard and helped by an
intelligent agent, not a machine.

Full transcripts and Al analytics are available
on every call.

Identifies trending issues, common requests,
and areas to improve.

Real-time insights help improve the
experience over time.

Higher upfront investment, but
significantly reduces cost per call by
resolving routine inquiries and offloading
agents. Improves CSAT and loyalty, so
that it is a high-return investment.

Massively scalable.

Can handle spikes by spinning up more Al
instances.

Provides 24/7 service effortlessly. Consistent
service quality at any call volume, any time of
day.
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The table and points illustrate that VoiceAl agents outperform IVRs on every meaningful metric,
from customer satisfaction and personalization to operational agility and cost savings. While IVRs
are cheaper on paper, they come with hidden costs, misrouted calls, churn, and lost productivity.
VoiceAl flips that equation by containing routine calls, routing smartly, and empowering agents to
focus on higher-value conversations.

Companies that have made this switch are already reaping benefits.

We've mentioned how Affordable Care's VoiceAl agent achieved a 95% containment rate on its
pilot use case (answering frequently asked questions about clinic directions). Moreover, 95% of
those callers didn't even ask to speak to a live person, because the Al fully satisfied their needs.

This kind of success simply isn't possible with an IVR that would, at best, tell the caller the clinic
address and leave it at that. VoiceAl was able to understand nuanced questions, such as "“Is
that near the pharmacy on Main Street?") and provide clarifications, behaving like a well-trained
service rep.

Beyond the numbers, think about the strategic advantage this brings: You're delivering a
smoother customer experience that can set you apart from competitors still using archaic
phone trees. You're setting up your contact center for the future.

L5

Hi! I'm Sam. How can | help you today?

Where's the nearest clinic here?

The nearest clinic is just 1.2 km from
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The Furture of
Customer Service

Customer Demand More

Customer expectations are higher today than ever, and they will only continue to rise. People have
gotten used to asking Alexa or Siri for instant answers, chatting with intelligent bots online, and
having services available and delivered on demand. They expect the same (if not more) from the
companies they do business with.

The future of customer service will be defined by speed, personalization,
and effective collaboration between humans and Al.

Legacy IVRs simply cannot meet the mark in that future. They belong to an era where the goal was
to deflect and deter, essentially, to make customers fit into the company'’s process. The new era
flips that mindset: Companies must fit their service around the customer’s needs and preferences.
VoiceAl is a key enabler of this shift. It offers the immediacy and personalization with intelligent
routing that customers demand, and it does so at scale.

Imagine expecting a customer in 2025 to patiently listen to a scratchy recording and press buttons
like those 1980s touch-tone phone lines. It's almost laughable. Yet, that's what [VRs ask of them. In
contrast, a VoiceAl system says, “Talk to me, I'm listening,” which is exactly what customers want
to hear.

Human+Al Collaboration Is the New Standard

Another trend shaping the future is the hybrid workforce of humans and Al. Forward-looking
contact centers are not asking “human or machine?” but rather “how do we blend human
empathy with Al efficiency?”

The winning formula is one where Al handles the heavy lifting of routine interactions and

data processing, while human agents step in for high-emotion or complex scenarios where a
personal touch is irreplaceable. In practical terms, this might mean an Al agent greets a caller,
authenticates them, gathers the basics of their issue, and maybe even resolves it. If not, by
the time a human agent joins the call, they have all the context and can immediately dive into
solving the difficult problems.

Importantly, the data and learning that Al agents gather will feed continuous
improvement in customer service. The more calls the VoiceAl handles, the smarter it
gets. It can learn from new phrases customers use, new issues that arise, and feedback
from successful vs. unsuccessful interactions.

This means your customer service isn't static; it's always evolving. Companies that use this will
be able to anticipate customer needs and proactively address common pain points. Those stuck
on IVR won't even know what they're missing, because an IVR provides no such feedback loop. In
the long run, that difference in customer insight can become a serious competitive advantage.

~~~~~
- ~
- S~

~~~~~
~<

- ~~
S



That's why companies are choosing Observe.Al.

It brings together real-time voice analysis, automation, and tools that support agents in
one system. With Observe.Al, companies don't just answer calls. They understand what
customers are asking. They learn what works and where to improve. It's a smart system
that helps the whole contact center run better.

The future of customer service will depend on smart voice systems that work well and feel human.

Businesses that switch to VoiceAl now will be ready for higher call volumes, changing customer
needs, and new channels.

The message is simple. IVRs no longer work for most businesses. VoiceAl gives better answers,
faster service, and happier agents.

Try Observe.Al's VoiceAl and see how it can help your team and your customers. Move past the
old way of doing things. A better voice experience is ready for you.

Your contact center’s future is calling.

Will you answer?
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https://www.observe.ai/demo

Executive Summary

Traditional Interactive Voice Response (IVR) systems were created to make customer support
efficient by automating simple tasks and routing calls, but they have failed to meet modern
expectations. Instead of improving service, they often frustrate customers with rigid menus, long
wait times, and impersonal experiences. The result is higher customer churn, reduced agent
morale, and increased operational inefficiencies. In contrast, Agentic VoiceAl offers a next-
generation solution: Al-powered virtual agents that can engage customers in natural conversations,
resolve routine issues autonomously, and seamlessly support human agents when needed.
Businesses adopting VoiceAl are seeing major gains in customer satisfaction, cost savings, and
operational agility, marking a clear shift in the future of customer service.

Highlights

IVRs are outdated and costly

Static IVR systems frustrate customers, fail to provide personalized service, and burden live
agents. These ultimately lead to higher churn, longer handling times, increased costs, and
associated issues.

VoiceAl transforms customer experience

Agentic VoiceAl understands natural language, allowing it to deliver real-time, personalized
responses and adapting dynamically to new business needs. This provides faster, more
satisfying resolutions in comparison to conventional IVR systems.

The future is human-Al collaboration

VoiceAl systems such as those of Observe.Al empower agents by offloading repetitive tasks
and capturing deep insights from conversations, continuously improving based on real
customer interactions and creating a modern, scalable contact center model.
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