Take Off with IVR Technology

Cable's  Customer Service Co-Pilot
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Big changes are underway in the cable TV industry. Basic rates have been rolled back as much as 17%. The Federal Communications Commission is imposing higher standards for customer service. Telephone companies are becoming competitors. What’s a cable company to do?

With more than 128,000 customers, Paragon Cable in Portland, OR, is one of the top 100 cable systems in the United States. To reduce costs and provide better service, Paragon automated many of its routine customer services using interactive voice response (IVR) technology. Originally, the installed system was used to process the ordering of pay-per-view (PPV) programming.

"We took a total of about 125,000 calls each month," says Sandy Moran, vice president of finance at Paragon. "About 30,000 of these calls were for ordering PPV and were handled by the IVR system. Another 50,000 calls were from people seeking information about their accounts, and these calls were processed by the IVR system. Because so many of our calls could be automated, Paragon’s telephone representatives were able to provide better service to subscribers who had detailed inquiries or complex problems."

PPV automation

Initially, Paragon automated PPV orders using a 900 number. Automating this service had mixed results. To maximize PPV revenue, it was important that the service be both reliable and convenient.

Paragon’s former system had some limitations. When customers called to order a program, the system always responded with, "Thank you for calling, enjoy the show," and would then hang up. However, some customers were not eligible to order PPV because of problems such as insufficient credit or lack of a set-top box.

Thus, customers neither received the programs they thought they had ordered, nor were they told why their orders were not processed. When Paragon’s 900 number provider went out of business, the company needed to find a replacement.

IVR integration

In 1992, in the middle of a major sporting event, Paragon’s audio response unit (ARU) crashed.

"We needed someone to fix the problems, so we brought in a telecommunications consulting and software development firm specializing in IVR application development and project management. The consultants suggested ways of streamlining Paragon’s systems by integrating voice and data processing. They had worked with various IVR equipment providers before and suggested a system," Moran explains.

"The system fit all of Paragon’s design needs. It was a proven product with an open-systems architecture. It was compatible with existing communications lines and host data screens. It also supported integrated services digital network (ISDN), which was needed for automated PPV ordering," Moran adds.

How IVR works

IVR automates dissemination of information to customers via telephone. IVR is a computer application that integrates voice, data and telecommunications.

Most IVR applications connect to some type of host environment (such as an IBM mainframe or file server) to gather the data the customer wants. This data is accessed through various sources, such as 3720 emulation, transmission control protocol/Internet protocol (TCP/IP) packets and local databases. Most IVRs have a telephone interface/voice processing card that connects to multiple phone lines.

A customer desiring information from Paragon calls the company. The call is routed to the IVR, which guides the caller through a series of pre-recorded prompts to find the information he or she seeks.

IVR determines what a customer wants by interpreting touch-tone digits that the customer enters via the handset. IVR systems also can interface with voice recognition systems and Web-based applications.

ISDN support

Paragon’s IVR system is a dual 96-line unit. The system interfaces with two host computers. The first host is a proprietary mainframe system operated by the Cable Services Group in Denver. It performs customer billing and work order scheduling. The second host is a personal computer (PC)-based converter that handles the addressing functions of computerized controllers. A Zenith controller authorizes decoders and certain channels.

Paragon’s PPV service relies on ISDN network service ordered from the local exchange carrier (LEC). This was one of the LEC’s first installations to send automatic number identifications (ANI) over the ISDN D-Channel. The VPS system interfaces with the network and allows the receipt of ANI and direct inward dial numbers (DIDs) in conjunction with the call. An ANI list was established and indexed on the system, which allows callers to immediately order services. If an ANI is not identified or matched via the index, the caller receives a menu option that directs the call to the desired department.

The ISDN network provides several advantages including 7-digit dialing, transmission of ANI information, and intelligent communication between the system and central office. Also, Paragon is not billed for long distance charges.

"We have a different phone number for each PPV channel. Although there are separate numbers, the calls are routed to the same application running on the system, which identifies the desired PPV service based on the number that the caller dialed," Moran explains.

"The system uses the ANI information, which specifies the caller’s phone number to determine who is on the line. For security purposes, the caller has to punch in a four-digit PIN (personal identification number). The system then sends a signal to the PC controller, which activates the customer’s set-top box," Moran adds. (See accompanying figure.)

With the consulting firm, Paragon went through system planning, script creation, application flow design and installation. It was tested with employees in July 1994 and launched to customers in August.

"It was exciting to get good results so soon," says Moran. "The system provides detailed call records. The reports show who called, how often, what they ordered, and the reason an order was rejected."

In addition to the customer service application, customers are able to confirm scheduled service and appointment times.

Future directions

Besides PPV, customers will be able to add single-channel services through the IVR system. The IVR will generate the actual work order and send it to the Cable Services Group. Use of voice recognition to perform the functions now requiring a touch-tone phone also is planned.

IVR improves call automation and the way calls are handled by customer service representatives via computer and telephony functions. When the system processes a call and the caller chooses to transfer to a representative, all information acquired by the system will be passed to the operator’s monitor. Integrating IVR technology has greatly improved Paragon’s efficiency, call quality and general operations. - CT

Bottom Line

IVR Improves Call Automation

Interactive voice response (IVR) technology is a convenient way to process and automate the dissemination of information to large numbers of customers using the telephone. By integrating voice, data and telecommunications functions, IVR applications help to interpret, route, answer and provide callers with desired information.

Put to use in the cable TV industry, IVR technology is proven to enhance the daily call automation and handling processes via computer and telephony functions. When Portland, OR-based Paragon Cable automated pay-per-view (PPV) programming, the IVR system handled an estimated 60% of monthly customer calls. This greatly improved handling of customer service calls that require detailed information or present complex problems.

In addition, IVR technology will allow this cable company to provide enhanced customer service through applications such as account and billing access, single-channel service additions, work order generation as well as work order access, status and confirmation.

Internally, the addition of enhanced IVR reporting systems will strengthen the IVR manager’s ability to monitor system usage and diagnose system problems. Such informed control is essential to ensuring the highest level of customer service and satisfaction.

