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Which is more important to callers?

Parsimony or the Perception of 
Making Progress
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Background.

If parsimony is all-important, then we 
will always prefer shorter experiences.

What does social science have to say
about Parsimony versus Progress?
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Kahneman et al. Study 

Participants were exposed to two aversive 
experiences:

1. Cold Trial: 60 seconds in water 57°F

1. Cold-to-Warm Trial: 60 seconds in water 57°F followed by 30 
seconds with the water warmed to 59°F.
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Kahneman et al. Study 
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Kahneman et al. Study

After the two trials, participants were asked which 
of the two trails was longer. 

Participants reliably reported that the Cold-to-
Warm trial was longer. 

Participants were then offered a choice of which 
trial to repeat.

A significant majority chose the Cold-Warm trial 
even though it was longer.
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Stone Article.

Houston airport hired additional handlers in 
response to customers’ complaints about long waits 
for and reduced the average wait time.

Complaints persisted.

Moved arrival gates away from the main terminal 
and sent bags to the furthest carousel.

When passengers spent more time walking, they 
perceived the “wait” to be shorter.
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Conclusion.

What does social science have to say about 
Parsimony versus Progress?

1. We prefer a longer experience if we believe it to be 
less painful (Kahneman et al.).

2. If we are making progress, we perceive the 
experience to be shorter (Stone).

So, how do we make the experience
less painful and appear shorter?
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Strategies.

Leverage Technology

Merge the Models

Be Strategic with Messaging

Mark the Discourse

Direct the Talent
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Leverage Technology.

Voice platforms provide ways to 
reduce the time callers perceive that 
they are “waiting.”
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Leverage Technology.

We can accelerate the call flow by:

•Doing tasks in parallel.

•Strategically setting recognition timeouts.

•Making use of all available information.
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Leverage Technology.

Example 1. Perform tasks in parallel
Back-end interface to check whether system 
is up and running.

Callers listen to the 
greeting and then wait 
for the DB
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Leverage Technology.

Example 1. Perform tasks in parallel

Callers  only  wait  for  the  
message  or the  DB



14PROPRIETARY AND CONFIDENTIAL

Leverage Technology.

Example 2. Call History

“Thank you for calling Our Company. Which 
would you like? Please say Get a Quote, 
Claim Status, or Make a Payment.”

“Claim Status”

“Okay. What’s the claim number?”
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Leverage Technology.

Example 2. Call History

“Thank you for calling Our Company. I see 
that you recently called about the status of a 
claim. Is that why you’re calling today?”

“Yes”

“Okay. I have the claim number, but for 
security...”
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Leverage Technology.

Example 3. Known Products

For a tech support application, we worked with the 
customer to create a database of callers and the 
products that they owned.

We then modified the IVR to ask the caller to select 
the product they were calling about from the list of 
their owned products.

This approach both shortens the calls and increases 
the rate of serial number capture.
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Leverage Technology.

Example 4. Previous Orders

Pizza ordering application needs to collect size, 
crust, toppings, etc.

Enhanced the IVR to offer the previous order.

Automated orders increased.

Even when callers
declined the previous order.
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Leverage Technology.

Exercise 1. Language Selection
“Thank you for calling Our Company. Para servicio
en Español, marque 9.”

Recognition timeout for 
English callers
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Leverage Technology.

Exercise 1. Language Selection

No Timeout for any 
callers
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Leverage Technology.

Exercise 2. ANI Recognition
“I see you’re calling from 415 555 1234. Is 
that the number I should use to lookup your 
account?”

Everyone must 
answer “yes” or “no”
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Leverage Technology.

Exercise 2. ANI Recognition
“I see you’re calling from 415 555 1234. If 
that’s not the number you want me to use, 
press *?”

Only callers who refuse 
ANI incur a turn
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Merge the Models.

Callers’ mental model often conflicts with 
the business’s conceptual model
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Merge the Models.

Example 5. Address Collection

Human-to-human, we begin with the street 
address, then city, state, & ZIP.

Speech Science dictates that we narrow the 
recognition space address by identifying the 
city & state (or ZIP) first.

“Okay. Now we’ll update the address
where we will mail your final bill,

starting with your zip code.”
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Merge the Models.

Example 6. “To get you to the right place...”

Customers who call for tech support imagine that 
any technician can assist them with their issue.

Support is segmented by product line.

“To get you to the technician who
specializes in your issue, I’m going
to ask you a few questions. First...”
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Merge the Models.

Exercise 3. Asking about Income

Insurance call, potential subsidy based on income

“What’s the total annual income for your 
household?”

“Based on your income, you may be eligible
for a federal subsidy to cover part of your health 
care costs. To find out whether you qualify, please 
tell me the total annual
income for your household.”
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Be Strategic.

Sequence messages to minimize their 
obtrusiveness (or maximize their impact)
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Be Strategic.

Example 7. “This call may be recorded”

“Thank you for calling Our Company. This call may 
be recorded.”

“Please hold while I transfer you. This call
may be recorded.”

Message is relevant in the 
context of a transfer
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Be Strategic.

Example 8. Website Referrals
“Thank you for calling the Lottery”.

“Lottery information is available at lottery dot com.”

“Main Menu: Which would you like? Winning
Numbers, Claim Status, Tax Information, or Retailer Services?”

“...Winning Numbers, Claim Status, Tax Information, or Retailer Services”

Website may not be relevant 
for all callers

Website referral can be 
specific to caller’s intent 

Specific referral when relevant

“Claims”

“You can check the status of your claim at lottery dot com slash claims”
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Be Strategic.

Exercise 4. Funds availability
“Transferred funds may not be available for 2 business days. 
Transfers after 5 o’clock...”

Most callers wait for DB 
and hear a long message 
about availability
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Be Strategic.

Exercise 4. Funds availability
“Transferred funds may not be available for 2 business days. 
Transfers after 5 o’clock...”

Message about 
availability obscures 
the wait for the DB
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Mark the Discourse.

Use discourse markers as feedback that the 
caller is making progress.



32PROPRIETARY AND CONFIDENTIAL

Mark the Discourse.

Example 9. Number of Steps

Tech support application needs to collect the 
serial number of the product

“Now I’d like to get the serial number from your 
product. This will just take a few steps, and

it’ll let me look up its details so that the 
technician can be ready to help you.”
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Mark the Discourse.

Example 10. Address collection

“I got your city and state from your ZIP code. 
Next tell me just the street name…”
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Mark the Discourse.

Example 11. “Please hold while I look that up”

Conference system plays a prompt informing the 
attendee that it will confirm the passcode just 
entered

“Please hold while I confirm that passcode.”

“Thanks.”
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Mark the Discourse.

Example 12. Have you considered...

“Have you considered signing up for our 
automatic payment program? It’s simple, 
convenient and only take a few minutes to 
save you time and effort each billing cycle. 
To sign up now, say “easy pay” <pause> 
Otherwise…”

Tuning revealed many callers barge in with 
“yes”

“You’re eligible for our automatic
payment program. It’s simple...”
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Mark the Discourse.

Exercise 5. Transfer Funds
Need to collect the “from” account, the “to” 
account, and the “amount”
From which account would you like to transfer funds?

Which account would you like to transfer funds to?

How much would you like to transfer

First, would you like to transfer from?

Next, which account would you like to transfer to?

Finally, how much do you want to transfer?
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Direct the Voice Talent.

Actively coach the voice talent to ensure that 
the recorded prompts are clear and natural
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Direct the Talent.

Example 13. Funds Transfer
The words account and transfer are used several 
times.

“First, which account would you like to transfer from?”

“Next, which account would you like to transfer to?”

“Finally, how much do you want to transfer?”

The talent should “throw 
away” these words

These words should be 
emphasized
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Direct the Voice Talent 

Example 14. Deemphasize non-essential words

In some instances, “or” and “and” can be reduced

“...account inquiries and basic transactions...”

“Please say your first and last name”

“...or say ‘tell me about shortcuts’...”
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Direct the Talent 

Example 15. Intonation

Concatenated Audio

Either / Or versus Yes / No

“Should I list the departure cities
or arrival cities for you?” 
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Direct the Voice Talent.

Exercise 6. Street Address

“Okay, I got the city and state information from 
your ZIP code. Now I need just your street 
address, P.O. Box, or rural route number. For 
example, you could say 1 2 3 Main Street West, 
or P.O. Box 1 2 3 4 5. Go ahead and say the 
number and street of your address.”
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Additional Exercises.

Exercise 7. Asking about Income

“Based on your income, you may be eligible for a 
federal subsidy to cover part of your health care 
costs. To find out whether you qualify, please tell me 
the total annual income for your household.”

“Based on your income, you may be eligible for a 
federal subsidy to cover part of your health care 
costs. Is the total annual income for your household 
over 62 thousand dollars?”



43PROPRIETARY AND CONFIDENTIAL

Summary.

We prefer a longer experience if it is less 
painful.

We perceive experiences as shorter if we are 
making progress.
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Summary.

Leverage Technology
Merge the Models
Be Strategic with Messaging
Mark the Discourse
Direct the Talent
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