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The Hidden Cost of Legacy IVR
Why modernizing your caller experience doesn’t require
replacing your phone system
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Executive Summary
There’s no line item in your budget called “legacy IVR.” The cost shows up everywhere else: in overtime, in seasonal

hiring, in hold times that creep up every peak, and in the calls that go unanswered after 5 p.m. Because it’s spread

across other budgets, almost nobody traces it back to the phone system.

Most teams know their IVR is dated. What stops them is one word: migration. The upgrade has only ever been

pitched as a full rip-and-replace, so it slides into next year’s budget, and then the year after that, while the real

costs keep running every month.

This paper does two things. First, it names the five hidden costs of legacy IVR and gives you a quick way, plus a

calculator, to size them for your own operation. Second, it lays out a different path: layering conversational AI onto

the system you already run, so you modernize what the caller hears without replacing the PBX, carrier, and

integrations underneath. We close with how to pilot it, what to measure, and how to expand on evidence rather

than on faith.

The Cost You’re Already Absorbing
A legacy IVR rarely announces itself as a problem. It keeps working, so it keeps getting renewed. And the growing

cost of running it never shows up in one place where anyone would question it. A single large invoice would force a

decision, but a cost spread across other budgets never does.

Before you sign off on another year of that, it’s worth adding up what the current setup actually costs. A good share

of that cost turns out to be fixable without replacing anything.

The 5 Hidden Costs of Legacy IVR
The maintenance contract is the part you can see. The bigger number is everything happening around the system,

month after month, and it tends to show up in five places.

1. Staff time on calls that never needed a person

What’s my balance? Are you open Saturday? Is my appointment still on?

A single call like that takes a minute or two. Run it across every location, every day, and it becomes real

money. This isn’t a rare edge either: McKinsey’s analysis of millions of customer interactions found that 50-

60% of them are still the simple and repeatable kind.1 You’re paying trained people to handle that volume, and
the volume is what drives the overtime and the seasonal headcount. It also drives churn. Agent turnover in

contact operations climbed from about 22% in 2022 to 28% in 2023, far higher than the 10 to 15% turnover

that’s considered healthy. Answering the same three questions all day could be part of the reason why.2
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2. The after-hours calls that ring out

Your customers need you at all hours of the day, but your team is only there to answer from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m.

Anything that comes in after-hours goes to a voicemail box someone works through the next day, or week, or

it rings out entirely. A caller who’s ready to make a payment, book a job, or sign up won’t wait until then. They

move on to the next number on their list, while you lose an opportunity.

3. The callers who give up before they reach anyone

Press 1. Now press 4. Now press 2.

When a menu hasn’t been updated in years and still drops people in the wrong place, some of them hang up

before they reach a human. The frustrating part is that most callers would happily help themselves if the

system let them. 81% attempt to resolve things on their own before reaching out to a live rep.3 The trouble is

that older self-service rarely finishes the job. Gartner found that only 14% of service issues get fully resolved

in self-service today.4 So the caller stalls in the menu, gives up, and lands in the agent queue anyway, having

had a bad experience on the way.

4. The “we’ll deal with it next year” tax

This is the one that does the most damage, and it’s the easiest to miss, because it looks like prudence.

When every quote you’ve been handed is a full replacement, deferring feels like the responsible choice. It

keeps feeling responsible, one budget cycle after the next. The whole time, costs 1-3 keep running. Doing

nothing carries a cost too; it just never appears as its own line item.

5. The migration quote itself

When you do finally move, the replacement arrives as a project with a budget all its own. A new platform.

Months of migration. A cutover where something always breaks, and every integration you depend on rebuilt

from scratch. Sold that way, the upgrade looks expensive enough to justify skipping another year, which is

exactly how legacy IVR keeps itself alive.

Why the Usual Fix Makes the Problem Worse
Part of it is architectural. Most legacy IVRs were sold with a phone system and only run on that phone system, so

the moment you want a better caller experience you aren’t choosing an IVR. You’re choosing a PBX, and the quote

comes back priced like one.

The rest is how the upgrade gets sold. Most vendors offering to improve your caller experience are really there to
sell the platform underneath it, because that’s the deal they know how to close. A conversation that started out

about your callers turns into one about migration, and that’s where it falls through.

That leaves most teams with two options: keep patching the IVR they have, or sign up for a rip-and-replace, with
the downtime and risk that come with it. Faced with that choice, plenty of them do nothing, and callers get the

same menu for another year.

But what callers hear and the phone system that carries the call don’t have to change together. You can put

conversational AI in front of your callers while the PBX, the carrier contract, and the integrations your team
depends on stay exactly where they are.
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Putting a Dollar Figure On It
It’s easier to see once you price a single call. Gartner’s customer-service benchmarks put a routine request at

roughly $13.50 when a live agent handles it, and about $1.84 when the caller self-serves.5 That’s a difference of

about $11.66 back in your pocket every time a call like that doesn’t need a person.

Size your own hidden cost in about ten minutes. Pull one month of call detail. Tag the calls that were routine and

repeatable — balances, hours, order or appointment status, simple scheduling, a straightforward payment. Multiply

that count by $11.66. That figure is the ballpark you’re spending each month to route predictable questions through

live agents, before you even add the after-hours calls that never connect. Most teams are surprised how quickly it

climbs.

The web version of this paper includes a calculator that does this math for you:

instruments.com/insights/hidden-cost-of-legacy-ivr

The Alternative: Layer In, Don’t Rip Out
You can modernize the experience without replacing the system it runs on. You add a layer of conversational AI on

top of what’s already there, putting intelligence at the points in a call where it matters, instead of rebuilding

everything behind it. Your PBX, your carrier, and your integrations stay where they are. What changes is what the

caller hears:

Natural conversation in place of a menu tree

Answers in place of transfers

Self-service around the clock in place of “please call back during business hours”

What makes that possible is that the layer doesn’t belong to any one phone system. Because it sits above the PBX

instead of inside it, it works with what you already run.

You get there in stages, with nothing destabilized and none of the compliance exposure that comes with tearing

systems out. Modernize intelligence; preserve architecture.

How to Modernize in Stages, and What to Measure
Layering in works because it’s phased, not a single switch you flip and hope. A repeatable way to run it:

Assess. Use the ten-minute method above to rank your call types by volume and by how routine they are.

Pilot. Point your one or two highest-volume, most repeatable call types at the layer.

Measure. Track four numbers:

1. Containment Rate - the share of calls the layer resolves on its own, with no human needed

2. Deflection Rate - the share kept out of the agent queue entirely

3. Cost per Contained Call - your new self-serve cost against the roughly $13.50 an agent call costs

4. CSAT - how callers actually felt, captured in a short after-call survey
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Expand. Widen the scope one call type at a time. Every expansion is a decision you make on evidence, not a

bet you place up front.

You get a working improvement in weeks instead of a year. It’s also where the market is heading: Gartner expects

AI to autonomously resolve 80% of common customer-service issues by 2029.6 Starting with a pilot now is how

you get there in control of the pace.

The judgment call is which calls to hand it. The requests that automate cleanly are the high-volume, verifiable

ones. The rest belong with a person.

Automate cleanly Route straight to a person

Account balances Anything that turns on judgment

Hours and locations Negotiation or exceptions

Order and appointment status A frustrated or at-risk caller

Reminders and confirmations Complex, multi-part issues

Routine payments Anything sensitive or contested

A well-built layer hands those calls to a person without making the caller ask twice. Containing the routine calls is
what frees your team for the ones that need them.

What Layering In Looks Like in Practice
A few ways it plays out, drawn from real deployments. Every one of these was layered onto systems the company

already ran, with nothing ripped out.

Automated outreach, no added staff. A field-services customer of ours now sends out more than 20,000

personalized voice calls a month, across all its locations, replacing manual service reminder calls without

changing the systems underneath.

Routine calls, fully self-served. One of our public-facing customers now answers routine status questions

entirely through conversational self-service. They can field dozens of calls at once, around the clock, freeing

staff for the calls that truly need a human.

Caller feedback, after every call. Layer post-call surveys on top and you capture satisfaction after every

interaction — so service improvements are measured, not assumed.

Three Signs It’s Time to Modernize, Not Migrate
You don’t need a formal audit. If any of these sound familiar, it’s time to look at an upgrade.

1. Your team answers the same handful of questions all day. Those routine, repeatable calls are consuming

hours that should be going to the callers who actually need help.

2. After-hours calls hit a dead end. Callers reach voicemail, or nothing at all, and you feel it in the payments,

bookings, and sign-ups that never happen.
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3. Every upgrade quote you’ve seen is a full replacement. When modernizing has only ever meant tearing the

whole system out, of course the project keeps sliding.

If even one of those landed, it’s worth a closer look.

How Computer Instruments Approaches This
We’ve been building IVR and voice automation since 1979 for organizations that can’t simply tear out the phone

systems they depend on. AI Concierge is our conversational-AI layer. It integrates with the systems you already run

and is trained on your business, so callers can say what they need instead of working through a phone tree. It

handles barge-ins and people talking over it the way a live agent would, answers the question rather than pointing

the caller to your website, and passes the call to a person the moment one is genuinely needed.

AI Concierge also works alongside the rest of CI’s applications, which you can add as your needs grow: Global

Language Assist for real-time translation, Pay by Phone for payments, Call Steering and Dial by Name for routing,

and Survey for post-call feedback. None of it disturbs what sits underneath.

Glossary

IVR - Interactive Voice Response, the automated phone menu callers reach first.

Containment - a call the automation resolves on its own, with no agent needed.

Deflection - a call kept out of the agent queue entirely.

PBX - Private Branch Exchange, the phone system that routes calls inside your organization.
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