Quality Monitoring of IVR Systems

What You Don’t Know Can Hurt You

Why Your Company Needs Continuous Quality Monitoring of IVR Applications - a whitepaper by Hammer Technologies

Many companies today rely on Interactive Voice Response (IVR) to handle a growing volume of customer inquiries and transactions. But if your customers are having problems accessing or using these automated systems, how do you know?

The fact is, the only way most companies know anything is wrong with their IVR applications is if a customer calls to complain. While most companies actively monitor their human call center agents to make sure customers are not encountering problems, most are not proactively monitoring their automated IVR transaction systems. This represents a significant potential business risk. With IVR systems handling 70 -80% of all customer inquiries in some companies, undetected IVR transaction problems can quickly translate into lost customers and lost revenues. A single 20-minute outage or slowdown of IVR-based applications in larger call centers can impact thousands of calls at a potential cost in the tens of thousands of dollars.

What Can Go Wrong With IVR

Most IVR application problems are not caused by a failure of the IVR system itself. They are the result of system and network problems external to the IVR. For example, a common problem occurs when mainframe database connections to the IVR slow down or fail completely. Mainframe slowdowns and outages impact IVR database lookups such as verifying account and PIN numbers, account balance inquiries, etc. Customers, thinking the IVR system isn’t working, may try to “zero out” to Customer Service Representatives (CSRs). All of a sudden, queue times in the call center start shooting through the roof. Or, even worse, customers, faced with non-functioning systems, may simply hang up and call one of your competitors.

Another common problem is when customers can’t get through because trunks are out of order or busy. At one large call center recently, an entire trunk group was out of order for 24 hours before the problem was discovered. It was estimated that over 20,000 customer calls were lost.

Sometimes, undiscovered errors on IVR applications can cause customer calls to be mishandled or dropped entirely. For example, a large computer manufacturer using IVR for its customer service operations was unknowingly playing the wrong prompt. Callers to one of the company’s many 800 numbers were greeted with “All of our representatives are busy. Please call back later.” Calls were then disconnected. It wasn’t until a customer called the company’s main switchboard to complain that the call center became aware there was a problem.

In another situation, a large bank had an undiscovered error in one of its IVR applications that caused calls received after 11:00 PM to go into an endless loop.

For smaller call centers, which do not staff 7x24 operations, IVR applications may be the only service available to customers for after-hours inquiries or transactions. If the IVR becomes unavailable over a weekend or holiday, it may take 48 hours or longer before the problem is even discovered.

SNMP Monitoring Is Not Enough

Many IVR transaction problems occur as a result of system or network slowdowns and failures outside of the IVR system itself. In these situations, the IVR system itself may appear to be working normally to a Network Operations Center when, in fact, customers are encountering problems. For example, if trunk groups are out of order or call routing errors are occurring, traditional network and system management tools like HP OpenView and Candle will not indicate there is a problem. That is why SNMP and other conventional network-based system monitoring solutions should not be relied on as the only solution for detecting IVR transaction problems.

Even after you discover that you have a problem with one or more of your IVRs, finding exactly where the problem is and correcting it can pose a significant challenge. In an age of distributed call centers and distributed call routing, it can take hours just to identify the source and cause of an IVR problem if you have a large number of IVRs.

How Often Do Problems Occur?

Larger call centers with many IVR systems experience problems every day that impact their IVR applications and result in lost customer calls or calls overflowing to call center CSRs. When IVR problems occur, the resulting unexpected increase in call volume to CSRs out of the IVR systems can instantly generate lengthening queue times, reduced service levels, result in customers hanging up and recalling, or going to the competition.

One large call center estimated that it took nearly four hours for call center operations to return to normal after an IVR outage and it was experiencing several of these outages every week. Customers, unable to use the IVR, would “zero out” to speak to a CSR, encounter excessive hold times, hang up, and try again later. This process starts a snowball effect as hundreds or thousands of callers repeat the same pattern.

One Solution

Recognizing the serious customer service problems and higher expenses caused by “out of order” IVR applications, some companies have started manually monitoring their call center IVR applications with the goal of reducing IVR out of service or downtime. A group of technicians monitors IVR systems by physically dialing into each IVR system and application on a scheduled basis to ensure that everything is working properly and customers are not encountering problems. This approach, though time consuming and expensive, has helped to reduce the impact of undiscovered IVR outages. It pays for itself by reducing the time it takes to discover IVR problems and pinpoint the cause. By finding and fixing IVR problems more quickly, fewer calls overflow from out-of-service IVRs to call center CSRs. Keeping more calls in the IVRs reduces overall transaction costs and more than pays for the cost of physically monitoring the IVR applications.

A Better Approach

Enter Hammer Technologies with a new, completely automated solution for continuous quality monitoring of IVR applications. Hammer’s Quality Surveillance System™ can be scheduled to dial into a call center’s IVR systems and applications on a regular basis and verify that everything is working properly. Just like a customer, the Hammer Quality Surveillance System can dial out from a central location and place calls to a company’s call center. On placing a test call, the Quality Surveillance System listens to verify that it is able to get through to the call center and whether or not the IVR answers the call.

Hammer users can establish pre-set answering thresholds. If the IVR answering time exceeds the threshold or the system encounters a busy signal or other telephone line problem, the Hammer Quality Surveillance System can be set to immediately page a technical support resource to correct the problem or log the problem to a database for later resolution.

Once the IVR system answers, Hammer’s Quality Surveillance System uses speech recognition technology to verify that the correct prompt is being played by the IVR. If the correct prompt is playing, the Hammer Quality Surveillance System then starts stepping through the IVR menu choices just the way an actual customer would. The Hammer system can enter touchtones (DTMF) or play a voice file in response to any IVR prompt. It then listens for the right response from the IVR system and measures how long it takes for the IVR system to respond.

Based on where in an IVR call flow a failure or error condition occurs, the Hammer test system can deduce the probable source of the problem. For example, if there is an excessive delay in system response at the IVR prompt which performs a mainframe database lookup, it could be deduced that there is either a mainframe problem or a network problem. The Hammer can then perform further tests to isolate the most likely cause.

If, at any point, the Hammer Quality Surveillance System does not get the right response from the IVR or the response time exceeds a pre-established limit, the Hammer Quality Surveillance System can immediately page a technician to correct the problem. The page can indicate which IVR system the problem was encountered in and where in the call flow the problem occurred. This can mean significant time savings in finding and correcting the source of the problem and getting IVR applications back in service.

If the Hammer finds an error that is not serious enough to warrant immediate attention, the Hammer Quality Surveillance System can simply log the problem to its built-in ODBC database.

To further illustrate how Hammer testing works, in response to an IVR prompt, the Hammer Quality Surveillance System can be set up to enter a customer account number either using touchtone (DTMF) or playing a recorded voice file (if the IVR is set up to use speech recognition). The Hammer Quality Surveillance System then measures how long it takes for the IVR system to respond. If the IVR’s response time exceeds a pre-established threshold it most likely would indicate that there is either a problem with the mainframe database used for account number lookups or there is a network problem. The Hammer Quality Surveillance System could then check if the network is working by “pinging” a network server. If the network responds, the Hammer Quality Surveillance System can “deduce” that the problem lies in the mainframe and immediately page the appropriate technical resources. This automated narrowing of possible trouble areas to pinpoint the source of a problem can save significant time in restoring an IVR application to service and, thereby, reducing call center transaction costs.

One Bank’s Experience

Prior to installing Hammer Quality Surveillance test systems, one major bank in the U.S. was experiencing, on average, three or more problems each week across an IVR network of over 100 systems. Most of these IVR problems were the result of backend system failures or slowdowns in the firm’s local area and wide area networks, mainframes and CTI controllers. The IVR system administrators were typically unaware of most IVR problems until customers called to complain.

The impact of IVR outages on the bank’s call centers was significant. It was estimated that, on average, a single 20-minute IVR outage resulted in nearly four hours of call center overload. The costs of these IVR outages included extra staffing expense in the call center, extra lines required because of repeated customer calls during IVR outages and extra toll expenses due to increase wait times. Most significantly, $7.25 in additional expense was incurred for each call handled by a CSR that would previously have been handled by one of the bank’s IVR systems.

After initially trying manual in-service testing of their IVR systems, the bank learned about Hammer’s automated IVR test solution and decided to purchase a system. The benefits from continuous Hammer testing of the bank’s IVRs were immediate. The bank’s IVR Support Group no longer had to wait for customers to call and complain. Instead, the Support Group knew almost immediately about any failures or problems in the IVR systems. With continuous Hammer Quality Surveillance testing the IVR support group was able to identify and fix the IVR problems more quickly. Hammer test systems helped reduce the bank’s average IVR outage time from four hours to just 12 minutes.

Automated Testing Pays for Itself

Implementing Hammer Quality Surveillance testing of call center systems saves companies money by:

Increasing the percentage of calls terminating in the IVR and not going to a CSR

Reducing toll charges by keeping more calls in IVR systems

Reducing the number of calls lost due to trunk outages and IVR problems

Using automated testing of their IVR applications, many of Hammer’s customers have been able to reduce the time it takes to find and solve IVR problems from hours down to minutes. In doing so, they have reduced costs and improved customer service. Some of the largest companies in the U.S. already use Hammer test systems for monitoring their IVR applications including Fidelity Investments, Aetna, CIGNA, Merrill Lynch, USAA Insurance, Visa International, Ameritech, State Farm Insurance, Vanguard Investments, Walgreens and many

