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IntroductIon

If you remodeled your house, would you forget to paint the front door? Sounds simple, right? Why take on 
the expense of a remodel—putting on a new roof, upgrading the landscaping and repainting the exterior–just 
to leave the front door untouched? Even if the door is relatively new, in contrast it now looks old, uninviting, 
perhaps shabby depending upon age, and in conflict with the rest of the house. It can also create a bad 
impression, sticking out like a sore thumb, ruining the experience of showing off your refurbished home. 

Sadly, too often this is the experience with customer service. Some customer service channels, such as 
chat, are shiny and new, while Interactive Voice Response (IVR) applications, the perennial front door 
to the enterprise, are often left untouched and outdated. As the front door to your customer support 
representatives (CSRs) and back-office personnel, the IVR is no longer an inviting entrance that welcomes 
visitors to your business. And just like an old door, they sometimes stick, acting as a barrier rather than 
inviting customers in and creating a good first impression on a customer journey. 

All comparisons aside, for decades IVR has been the front door to the enterprise and despite the emergence 
of new customer interaction channels, IVR is still heavily used. Good IVR systems get the job done, and 
while great IVR systems abound, there exists a vast installed base of aging IVR systems and applications that 
chug along almost forgotten, rarely enhanced or upgraded, and certainly not providing the stellar customer 
experience that should or could be delivered. 

Why does this matter? As our research shows, customers still call. When they do, your IVR should be on par 
with all entrances to your business to provide a consistent and engaging brand experience. Old, unenhanced 
IVR applications that just passably work, but don’t take advantage of the wealth of development done to the 
technology in the past decade, can detract from a customer’s experience, creating a negative perception that 
can last throughout the customer journey. Your IVR cannot be set up and forgotten. It is important to ensure 
that your IVR reflects your current customer experience standards and policies. 

In this paper, we will explore four realities of IVR today:

• Despite new interaction channels and an overall increase in interactions, people will still call and interact 
with your IVR.

• Innovation has changed IVR from old school to a new and powerful channel.

• Treating your IVR with a set-and-forget mentality equates to poor customer service.

• We are moving to omnichannel engagement and IVR is a crucial part.
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IVr – old School

Reality 1 – Frost & Sullivan research shows that while lessening slightly in usage, people will still call 
and interact with your IVR

IVR is old school, but there is a reason IVR has remained a key solution. It works, people are used to it, there 
are dozens of applications that are done well on the IVR, and some customers prefer or like it as well as other 
channels such as Web and chat. Take the simple example of credit card activation; when a card comes in the 
mail, does the owner go to the Web or log onto their bank’s website to activate the card? No. He sees the 
sticker on the front of the card with a number, picks up the phone, and the IVR quickly guides him through 
verification and activation—done.

Over the years Frost & Sullivan customer research has shown that people do not dislike IVR—they just 
dislike bad IVR. Customers still use it for its ease, familiarity and convenience, even in the face of a growing 
number of alternatives. Indeed, although consumers increasingly are self-serving on many channels, they still 
call and are generally greeted by an IVR. In fact, in a Frost & Sullivan 2014 North American Multichannel 
report, 305 contact center managers and other contact center stakeholders were surveyed on application 
usage, and IVR was a top channel. Contrary to what many in the industry have insinuated, Frost & Sullivan is 
not seeing a dramatic drop in IVR usage. In fact, as Exhibit 1 shows, IVR usage is projected to decline by only 
1%, despite the presence of newer alternatives.

Exhibit 1 – Current versus Future Customer Interaction Channels
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Source: Frost & Sullivan research

Indeed, some verticals such as healthcare, shown in Exhibit 2, are seeing an increase in plans to add IVR.  
Frost & Sullivan IVR market forecasts further support healthy adoption of IVR, with the hosted market for 
IVR forecasted to grow 7.9% from 2013-2018 and the premises-based systems market for IVR to grow 2.2% 
over that same time period. 
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Exhibit 2 – Current versus future Customer Interaction Channels in Healthcare
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new School – current capabIlItIeS and a hIStory of InnoVatIon

Reality 2 –Innovation has changed old school to new school 

Modern IVR has a lot to offer over old touch-tone systems, which were limited by their ability to accept 
complex input from callers or personalize the customer interaction. When IVR was introduced in the late 
80s, callers were presented with simple touch-tone user interfaces. This was followed in the early 90s with 
basic speech recognition that was relegated to “yes” or “no” prompts and one through 10 input. Further 
developments using speech recognition, such as allowing callers to speak alphanumeric input or the creation 
of custom vertical market grammars soon followed, which vastly opened up the capabilities of these early 
systems because they could then be used to automate tasks such as providing stock quotes, completing a 
name and address change, checking on order status, and other more complex applications. 

Further, speech technologies brought us natural language understanding, which not only flattened IVR 
menus, enabling customers to get where they needed to go quickly in the IVR, but also broadened the 
interactive capabilities of the systems. Voice biometrics allowed customers to use their voice as their 
password. Equally important, the industry began to amass experience and best practices in user-interface 
design and persona development, the latter allowing companies to map their brand to the user interface of 
the IVR. Finally, voice search revolutionized our ability to let users do more complex queries from within 
IVR applications. In all, IVR has shown a rich history of innovation by creating a multi-faceted, self-service 
tool that can be contextually aware, multi-modal, intuitive and proactive.

Travel provides a good example of this metamorphosis. Checking on flight status using touch-tone and 
simple speech might have been cutting edge in the late 80s, but booking flights using natural language greatly 
improved this process. Today, we can provide fully multi-modal, proactive, context-aware and personalized 
interactions to travelers. Now a traveler who misses a flight will get an outbound text, email and voice 
notification of the event, with a link to reschedule. Or better, the user can access a mobile app with click to 
call, connecting to an IVR that knows who she is and why she is calling. The IVR can then present options 
for rebooking verbally as well as visually on her smartphone or tablet. If the system is set up to rebook 
automatically, the traveler will be informed of the change with new gate information, flight numbers, and 
geolocation capabilities that tell her whether she can make a tight connection for that flight.
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Exhibit 3: IVR  Timeline of Innovation
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you are only aS Good aS your worSt channel

Reality 3 – Set-and-forget mentality equates to poor customer service

Advancements in IVR technology have occurred during an exciting time in the evolution of the contact center. 
In the past decade, the call center has been renamed the contact center as new channels of interaction and 
applications have emerged. Unified Communications and Collaboration (UCC), cloud deployment options, 
social and mobile customer care, speech, text, desktop and predictive analytics and Big Data are just a few of 
the developments that have made the contact center landscape more interesting and compelling. Yet, all of 
this new functionality can make allocating contact center budgets confusing. 

The last half of the decade witnessed development in Workforce Management (WFM) and analytics, spurred 
on by the economic downturn that has plagued businesses worldwide. This has compelled vendors to create 
solutions that can cut costs and improve customer relationships. This has led many companies to overlook 
IVR or IVR upgrades in favor of adding new and exciting multichannel options. Budgets are funneled into 
analytics or newer channels of interaction instead of the much needed IVR or IVR upgrades. 

Consequently, despite compelling product enhancements, the IVR market has suffered from a “set-it-and-
forget-it” mentality that has many systems purring along in IT closets, not keeping pace with innovation, 
design best practices, or current customer experience standards. As a result, IVR has gotten a bad reputation 
for being a gatekeeper to agents, and often an annoying one. Chief among the complaints are:

 ¾  Callers believe that the IVR is strictly there as an impediment to speaking with an agent 

 ¾  Lack of integration or context passed from the IVR to the agent

 ¾  Menu choices are out of date, long and confusing, do not lead to an agent quickly

 ¾  The user interface seems pieced together, which causes confusion; for example: flipping between touch-
tone and speech recognition
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do not be the weak lInk In omnIchannel cuStomer care

Reality 4 – We are moving to omnichannel engagement

At the same time, more and more businesses have been building out their multichannel strategies, endeavoring 
to provide a consistent branded experience across those channels, and investigating provisioning for 
omnichannel customer care. Omnichannel is multichannel by design, not piecemeal or by accident, so the 
customer experience is integrated and customers can easily enter and move between channels, with context 
and history moving with them. Moreover, information throughout the customer journey is integrated through 
cross-channel analytics.  

Frost & Sullivan research has further shown that today’s mobile, engaged, and “always on” consumers, 
increasingly prefer self-serve first and research online and through their peers before they engage with a 
business. Increasingly, they want personalized interactions and engagement on the channel of their own choice, 
they will “channel hop”, moving between voice, text, mobile apps, chat, blogs, streaming video, community 
forums, and social media, often using three or more simultaneously. Simple outdated IVR systems do not fit 
in with this picture and provide a weak link in an omnichannel strategy. If just one channel is out of sync with 
the rest, the entire customer journey and your brand will suffer.

Today’s IVR applications, as the following use cases highlight, are capable of being a strong link in an omnichannel 
experience, providing great benefits to consumers and business alike. 

VertIcalS uSe caSeS 

Retail

The term omnichannel initially came from the Retail industry. The key to retail omnichannel is to have all of 
the channels up to date, so, for example, if a person shops on the Internet, the IVR should reflect what he 
purchased and the status of that purchase, and personalize the call by presenting order status first. Further, 
a mobile app combined with the IVR can allow a customer to scan an item in the store to be shipped to 
their home address and billed to their store credit card. Similarly, when a sales associate is approached by a 
customer in a store, he can be aware at the point of sale or on a tablet while walking through a store of recent 
transaction with their shoppers. Location-based services, combined with loyalty programs can also enable 
coupons to be pushed to a customer’s mobile device when they get near a store. 

However, just embellishing existing IVR systems can have a positive impact. For instance, update menu options 
to present updated store hours during the holidays, or use the IVR to give retail customers daily, weekly or 
seasonal information on sales or promotional offers as part of the messaging in the IVR, and even personalize 
it based on who is calling. Retail IVR applications can also be multi-modal and proactive. A retailer can push 
an SMS to the caller with a link to a mobile website with sale items, and the IVR might prompt the caller 
with, “Would you like to see our sales items while you are waiting to speak to an agent?” These and other 
combinations provide a richer experience for the customer. 

Banking and Financial Services

Banking and Financial Services were early adopters of IVR technology and today use it to provide self-service 
across numerous financial applications. Consider this integrated customer journey for a couple who uses 
several products from their financial institution.
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We have a married couple with a savings account, checking account and credit card with a bank and regularly 
uses online banking and the mobile IVR application when they are on the go. They use the banks’ mobile 
application, which authenticates them using voice verification technology, and enables them to see or hear 
account balances, but also deposit checks using the picture taking capability of the phone. Both the visual and 
audio IVR interactions become increasingly personalized, based on the couples most frequently used prompts

When they are in the market for a house, the couple takes a picture of their dream home and sends it to 
the bank’s mortgage app, information about the house, including mortgage rates, payment options, and down 
payment needs are all delivered back to them for review. In an omnichannel scenario, this inquiry would be 
stored, and the couple could speak directly to a loan specialist, pull that information up on the screen of their 
PC when they got home, or start the loan process through the IVR in conjunction with the mobile app. In an 
omnichannel experience a text could be sent to the selling agent to schedule an appointment and viewing. 

Healthcare 

Healthcare, with its imperative to promote wellness instead of treating illness, is ripe for self-service options 
that proactively help customers. For instance, if the caller is known, the IVR applications can be designed to 
address patients in their preferred language or present menu options pertinent to what the patient typically 
calls about. It can also be used to insert information specific to the patient, such as reminders for wellness 
tests and screening, or when her next physical is due, for example. The IVR can also be designed to give 
different priority levels of service to callers based on the severity of health issues or frequency of using 
healthcare services. Combined with the option of listening to health or wellness information of potential 
interest to the patient, these applications are powerful tools in cementing customer relationships between 
patients and providers. 

Prescription renewal is one of those valuable time saving applications that can be embellished to provide 
more to customers by combining it with proactive outbound communications to notify customers when 
prescriptions should be renewed, but also offering the ability to speak to a pharmacist if more information 
is required. Another cost saving application is proactive notification of appointment reminders that send 
directions to the patient, greatly cutting down on the cost of missed appointments. 

Other proactive notifications include appointment reminders and scheduling, notification on doctor delays, 
clinic directions for upcoming visits, preventative health reminders, and payment due reminders. All of this 
can be combined with inbound calls to the IVR for appointment scheduling, bill pay, patient surveys, or for 
collecting data from remote patient self monitoring. 

Utilities

Utility applications are another great way to save customers money and save them from frustration. From 
power outage reporting, to turn off and resume service requests, IVR applications have been used in 
utilities for decades. Using automatic number identification (ANI) to identify the caller enables utility 
companies to inform the caller when the power is expected to be on and the reason it is off. It provides 
an excellent way of disseminating information for issues such as flood warnings or other conditions that 
would interrupt service. 

Adding a visual component to an IVR application on a mobile device provides ‘one-stop shopping’ for utility 
customers enabling them to see account balances, pay bills, check usage history, report an outage, or take 
pictures for meter reading and reporting. The applications can also make use of GPS locator on the device to 
send to the utility when reporting an outage. 
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concluSIon 

IVR does not have to be a fading front door to your business, but instead act as a multi-functional portal as 
part of an omnichannel customer experience. In order to plan for this, consider the following:

• How old is your IVR and how often is it upgraded?

• How often are IVR applications modified to meet current business or customer needs? 

• What are the current capabilities and purpose of the IVR?

• What are the current self-service features of the business?

• What repetitive functions are agents performing that might be right for automation?

• Does your IVR easily allow you to make changes and keep it up to date without creating an IT project?

• What other applications are tied to it? Does it work with outbound systems? 

• What functions can be integrated with the IVR to create a richer customer experience?

The answers to these questions will provide you with a critical component in planning for an omnichannel 
experience and are essential questions to ask about IVR when discussing any multichannel change, but 
particularly as you move to a more tightly integrated strategy. Companies such as Genesys are geared to 
assessing what needs to be done to build out those strategies. 

 

About Genesys 

Genesys is a market leader in multichannel customer experience (CX) and contact center solutions in the 
cloud and on-premises. We help brands of all sizes make great CX great business. The Genesys Customer 
Experience Platform powers optimal customer journeys consistently across all touchpoints, channels 
and interactions to turn customers into brand advocates. Genesys is trusted by over 4,500 customers in  
80 countries to orchestrate more than 100 million digital and voice interactions each day. 

Visit us at www.genesys.com.

http://www.genesys.com/solutions/self-service
http://www.genesys.com
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