
“

��������	
����
���	���������

�����	����
���
��
�����������	�����

Metaphor Solutions, a player in the

speech IVR (interactive voice response)

arena, recently announced the first release

of its Metaphor Conversation Manager

(MCM). Metaphor Conversation Manager

is an integrated development environment

for developing automated speech applica-

tions that interact with callers, back-end

data sources and Web services and with

live service agents. MCM was designed to

be easy to use and aid in speeding develop-

ment. It works with any VXML gateway

and the Microsoft Speech Server. It’s an

editor, linker, debugger and run-time inter-

preter that dynamically generates open-

standard scripts in Voice XML and SALT

from a high-level design-scripting language

called Metaphor Script. It also includes

Web-based end-user customization, as

well as administration, logging and report-

ing tools. MCM aims to be five to ten

times faster than developing speech appli-

cations in straight Voice XML or SALT,

and three to four times faster than devel-

oping with graphical-based Voice XML

form objects with property sheets. This is

because Metaphor Script, the scripting

language of MCM, leverages many inherit-

ed resources used in the best practices for

dialog design and has more flexibility in

controlling the conversation flow, as well as

a simulation debugger. MCM includes a

library of complete and fully tested pack-

age applications that allow the developers

to customize and integrate speech IVR

solutions for most common applications.

Also included are an array of reusable and

configurable dialog building blocks that

help users build both speech and touch-

tone voice applications that are customized

to their business operations.

�������������������

Subscribe FREE online at www.cismag.com58 CUSTOMER INTER@CTION Solutions® October 2004

���
�
�
��	��	����

Phoneme (fo' nem')
n. The smallest phonetic unit in

a language that is capable of con-

veying a distinction in meaning, as

the m of mat or the b of bat in the

English language. (From the

American Heritage Dictionary, Third

Edition, Houghton Mifflin

Company, 1992.)
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— Sophocles
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VoiceObjects, a provider of voice appli-

cation management systems (VAMS) for

voice-driven telephone services, has

announced the launch of VoiceObjects

XDK. The product was created to be the

first open, XML-based dialog interface to

a complete application lifecycle manage-

ment framework. VoiceObjects XML

Development Kit aims to allow service cre-

ators to more easily equip any voice or

DTMF application with an interface to

VoiceObjects’ voice application manage-

ment system (VAMS) that combines high-

performance voice application server capa-

bilities and comprehensive management

tools. With VoiceObjects XDK, organiza-

tions using any service creation environ-

ment will be able to run their voice or

DTMF application on a powerful and

scalable voice application server.

VoiceObjects XDK will help companies

manage any existing or newly built applica-

tion covering the whole lifecycle from

deployment, monitoring, analyzing, main-

tenance and re-launch.
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The editors of Customer Interaction

Solutions® recently spoke with Lynda Kate

Smith, vice president and chief marketing

officer of Nuance Communications
(www.nuance.com), to hear her opinions

on the present and future of speech tech-

nologies.

"�
#	What needs do speech-based call
center technologies serve that traditional
touch-tone IVR systems do not?

$%
#	More and more businesses,

throughout a range of industries, are recog-

nizing the business benefits of speech ver-

sus traditional touch-tone technology.

Speech improves customer satisfaction and

retention, reduces the overall cost of cus-

tomer service and increases automation

rates, as customers tend to stay within

voice-enabled automated systems rather

than opting out to a

live agent. Analyst

research indicates

speech boosts cus-

tomer use of automat-

ed systems from 20 to

60 percent, compared

with touch-tone. On

the business side,

voice automation can

dramatically reduce

the cost of handling

calls, delivering a

return on investment

in just a few months.

Analysts at Cahners

In-Stat and Giga

report the average cost-per-call handled by

agents ranges anywhere from $2 to more

than $15. With voice automation, that cost

is often cut to 20 cents or less per call.

From a caller experience standpoint,

speech technology shortens the duration of

calls by eliminating on-hold times and pro-

viding more streamlined, round-the-clock

access to information. Customers get where

they want to be with fewer steps and has-

sles — something very important since

today’s customers have neither the time nor

the patience to wait on hold or navigate

through a myriad of touch-tone prompts

to get what they need. Speech is intuitive

and user-friendly (there’s no need to mem-

orize choices) and is more responsive to

customers’ needs. In fact, a 2003 Harris

Interactive study we commissioned

revealed that nine out of 10 surveyed con-

sumers preferred speech recognition to

touch-tone.

Another benefit of speech is enhanced

security. It’s been estimated by the Federal

Trade Commission that identity theft and

fraud affect nearly 10 million people and

cost businesses upwards of $60 billion per

year. Companies are searching for ways to

secure their call centers while reducing

costs and promoting customer conven-

ience. Voice authentication (voiceprint

technology) allows businesses to offer

secure, personalized over-the-phone cus-

tomer service. Many financial institutions

have implemented voiceprint technology to

verify customers and to reduce I.D. theft

and fraud. Before

transactions (i.e.,

checking a bank

account balance) are

authorized, users’ spo-

ken voiceprints are

compared to those

previously enrolled

and on file. The trans-

actions are performed

only after an exact

match is made, based

on the unique charac-

teristics of the caller’s

voice. With automated

voice authentication,

more callers remain in

the automated system, and agents can focus

on addressing high priority customer issues.

"�
#	At this point, have we seen all of
the enterprise and consumer applications
for speech, or do you think what we’ve got
thus far is the tip of the iceberg?
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$%
#	What we’ve seen so far is only the

tip of a very large iceberg. In the past year

alone, we’ve seen a tremendous increase in

demand for voice automation solutions.

Speech is no longer an add-on for big com-

panies with ample discretionary budgets;

it’s a necessity for any company, large or

small, that uses the telephone as a means of

communicating with customers. We antici-

pate that speech applications for enterpris-

es and consumers will evolve, continuing

the current momentum.

Voice automation is following a similar

path that we’ve seen enterprise software

markets travel over the past few years: it’s

moving from custom applications to pack-

aged applications. Packaged applications

speed speech application deployment and

time-to-market while increasing customer

satisfaction. Nuance’s packaged applica-

tions leverage the company’s best practices

in voice automation yet also have the flexi-

bility to meet company-specific business

and technology requirements. Packaged

applications empower companies to config-

ure, manage and maintain their own appli-

cations, serving as an easy-to-deploy alter-

native to built-from-scratch speech applica-

tions. This trend will further drive adop-

tion in all markets.

"�
#	I’ve heard it said that the actual
code behind speech recognition is some of
the most complicated code ever to be
written. Can you expound on why the cre-
ation of the actual engine is so complex?

$%
#	The combination of speech recogni-

tion (the ability to interpret words and

commands) coupled with natural language

understanding (the capability to conduct

conversations between humans and

machines) is very complex. Nuance alone

has been refining this technology for more

than 10 years as an independent entity and

for many years prior as a part of the

Stanford Research Institute.

There are two reasons for the complexi-

ty. The main reason, of course, is the com-

plexity of human speech. It is widely var-

ied, subtle, contextual, accented, and the

engine must overcome the variations in

spoken language to reach a correct inter-

pretation of the request with a high degree

of accuracy. The second challenge is

deployment environment. Telephones are

used everywhere, from the relative quiet of

a home or office, to airports, trains and

automobiles. They’re both wired and wire-

less. Ultimately, it’s any device with a

microphone and a network connection.

The speech engine must be able to over-

come all of the challenges associated with

the deployment environment and, to a fur-

ther degree of complexity, in the product

design.
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The good news is that both challenges

listed above have been overcome by

Nuance. Other companies have also

attempted to solve these technical chal-

lenges, and many have abandoned their

efforts over time because they were not

successful. Instead, they’ve chosen to part-

ner with Nuance, take our core technolo-

gies and build applications on top of them.

"�
#	Not very long ago, text-to-speech
technologies had a reputation for being
highly unreliable. How has this changed
and improved in the last several years?

$%
#	Text-to-speech (TTS) is often con-

fused with speech to text (in other words,

dictation) software. And it’s true that many

people’s experiences with these primarily

desktop products were poor. These prod-

ucts are “speaker dependent,” requiring sig-

nificant amounts of training to be able to

recognize words and phrases reliably.

Telephony-based speech recognition, like

that which Nuance provides, is “speaker

independent,” requiring no training by the

user for accurate recognition.

As for TTS, the principal issue has been

vocal quality, not accuracy or reliability.

This software has primarily been used as

part of speech applications that deliver fre-

quently changing information that is diffi-

cult and expensive to handle with recorded

prompts (i.e., train or plane schedules).

Speech recognition is used to understand a

caller’s request, recorded prompts are used

to communicate information that rarely

changes, and TTS software is used to

speak dynamic information, such as the

name and address, for a listing — informa-

tion that is stored as text in a database.

Nuance is continually improving the vocal

quality of its TTS product to make it much

more human and natural sounding and less

mechanical. Recently, several TTS-related

developments have contributed to this,

including things like SSML (speech synthe-

sis markup language) that enable developers

to add emphasis and tune pronunciations.

"�
#	Why has Nuance chosen to focus
only on enterprise, and not consumer,
products?

$%
#	Nuance software powers a range

of consumer-focused products, including

the Personal Calling feature in GM

Onstar, voice dialing from Sprint and

other wireless carriers, and much more.

All these products use Nuance’s core

expertise in telephony speech recognition,

also known as network-based speech. We

believe the network approach to offering

consumer services is far superior to the

“embedded” approach some companies are

taking primarily because of lack of pro-

cessing power in today’s devices. This lim-

itation forces companies to go with a

speaker-dependent approach to speech

recognition. Just as with the desktop dic-

tation example, speaker dependency has

many drawbacks.

"�
#	I find the concept of Nuance’s “per-
sona creation services” quite fascinating.
Do you have a team of psychologists test-
ing and refining to find out what kind of
“artificial voice” customers prefer to hear?
Does the preference vary from industry to
industry?

$%
#	Personas are a fun and interesting

aspect of Nuance’s speech applications, as

for callers they are the “face” of a compa-

ny/brand. Nuance research indicates that

callers associate the system voice with spe-

cific characteristics — even if the system

was not designed to exemplify any particu-

lar character — and are attracted to the

personality that they deem most similar to

their own. Callers are also drawn to specific

persona traits (i.e., confident, warm, easy-

going). For example, a bank may want its

persona to convey authority, security and

clarity, so perhaps an ideal persona would

be a 60-year-old retired investment banker

who worked for years on Wall Street. We

have a team of Nuance persona consultants

who work with partners and customers to

develop personas.

Nuance persona design and production

consultants include experts in creative

writing, conversational linguistics, sound

design and audio production. The persona

consultants use their deep working knowl-

edge of natural language speech recogni-

tion applications to define the persona

early in the design process, based on the

identity of the target user group, user

feedback about the task they are complet-

ing and the imagery associated with the

company’s brand. Once the persona is cre-

ated, we run through a series of steps

prior to going live. These include cus-

tomer usability tests, focus sessions, cus-

tomer surveys and recognition testing. We

then conduct a performance analysis post-

launch and make any necessary adjust-

ments.

We take this process very seriously, as a

company’s persona helps establish a consis-

tent, positive experience for users that

underscores its branding goals and

enhances the specific image conveyed by its

speech system. It is our goal to create the

best (virtual) ambassador possible to repre-

sent a company’s brand.

"�
#	Can you name a few of Nuance’s
OEM partners that integrate Nuance
technologies into their own products? 

$%
#	Nuance works with a variety of

partners to bring speech solutions to mar-

ket. We do have OEM partners, who bun-

dle our core speech technology into theirs

as part of an overall solution they are deliv-

ering. These include companies like Avaya,

Cisco, Edify, Intervoice, Nortel and

Syntellect, among others.

Nuance also has relationships with

value-added resellers, who deliver speech

solutions to their customers based on

Nuance’s platform product, NVP.

Representative partners in this category

include Bell Canada, Digital DataVoice,

Telus Business Solutions, Versay and

WorkForce Technologies, among others.

Our ecosystem is further rounded out by

a wide range of technology partners who

offer complementary products and solu-

tions.
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