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Leading Regional Bank Scales Up IVR Solution to Meet Rapid Growth Curve

Introduction / Summary 

Woodforest National Bank is a regional Texas bank with 175 branches, some 100 of which are located in retail stores such as Wal-Mart. Although the bank has been using a Microsoft® Speech Server 2004-based interactive voice response (IVR) application for the past two years, it needed to scale up its telephone banking system solution to address the growth in call volume, create a new Spanish language application and move to a real-voice interface. Using its own in-house IT expertise, the existing Microsoft .NET infrastructure, and powerful Microsoft Speech Server 2004 R2 software, Woodforest addressed each opportunity. Adding a new server scaled up the solution to handle the increased volume and helped deliver a 70 percent reduction in live operator support. Woodforest also developed a Spanish pilot IVR program with easily integrated real voice prompts to address its growing Hispanic customer base.

Situation: 
Chartered in Houston in 1980, Woodforest National Bank is owned by Woodforest Financial Group Inc. It is ranked among the top-earning banks in the U.S. and is one of the largest employee-owned community banks in Houston, with over $1.8 billion in assets and 175 locations. The bank has 1,600 employees and approximately 175,000 customers.

Woodforest National Bank, unique because of its 24-hour locations, an 8 p.m. cutoff time for posting deposits within the same business day, and seven-day processing, also offers competitive CD, loan and money market rates.

Over the past five years, the bank has experienced unusual growth with both its commercial “bricks and sticks” locations and 100 in-store retail banking locations inside Wal-Mart and other grocery store chains.

In 1994, Woodforest National Bank developed a dual-tone multifrequency (DTMF), or touch-tone, telephone banking system. It had 48 channels and handled an average of 8,000 calls per day, nearing full capacity. The system was not integrated with the bank’s private branch exchange (PBX) system, so customers could not have their calls transferred to another department or live operator once they were within the DTMF interface.

In 2004, Woodforest National Bank developed a new telephone banking system using Microsoft Speech Server 2004 to provide interactive access to account information. The goal was to provide fast and simple answers to common customer questions.

For example, today customers can obtain checking account balances, search transaction histories by date and check number, get lists of nonsufficient funds checks by date, change their PIN, and switch accounts during the call. Basic account balance information is automatically and immediately provided to the caller before other options are selected. Of course, customers continue to have the option of using touch-tone input when noise conditions or need for privacy prohibits voice input.

The bank wanted to address three new IVR-related challenges: rapid growth in call volumes, the need to provide Spanish-language telephone solutions, and the desire to upgrade and integrate real voice prompts.

Over the past 18 months, the bank has seen significant growth at every level, and the number of its IVR telephone banking system customers was no exception. Call volumes have continued their steep rise to more than 25,000 calls per day.

The need to provide Spanish-specific services has also grown, with approximately 25 percent of the bank’s base made up of Spanish-speaking customers. The bank has also added two new Spanish-only branches. 

Another area of focus was Woodforest National Bank’s desire to increase the quality of voice prompts to give a more personal touch to its phone services. 

As Woodforest National Bank considered the changes it was going to make in the IVR telephone banking system, the single overarching requirement was system reliability. Each change or new application must work well by itself and within the existing solution infrastructure.

Solution:

The bank’s internal IT team built its current IVR telephone banking system with Microsoft Speech Server 2004 on top of its .NET-based infrastructure, which included Visual Studio® .NET 2003, Microsoft Windows® 2000 Server, Microsoft Windows Server™ 2003 and SQL Server™ 2000.

The bank relies on four servers: A Telephony Application Services (TAS) server is dedicated to the PBX interface, an Internet Information Services (IIS) server hosts the Web application, and two Speech Engine Services (SES) servers handle Text-to-Speech (TTS) and voice-input processing. The system has a 48-channel capacity, with room to grow.

Servers added to handle call volume

Adding call-volume capacity was as straightforward as adding one more TAS server and three SES servers to handle TTS and voice-input processing.

Spanish-specific IVR addresses growing customer segment

The bank’s development team has created a solution that can be used for any non-English voice-enabled application. Because of the bank’s focus on the Hispanic market, Spanish was its first priority.

“Using the tools that we have now, we’ve made our solution language-independent,” said Jim Duke, executive vice president of technology at Woodforest National Bank. “All our prompts are in a series of XML files, which are changed into Spanish XML files. We plug them into the system and give them a Spanish TTS and Spanish voice-recognition engine. It’s basically ready to go without any change in the underlying code base.”

Real voice prompts integrated into existing IVR solution

Woodforest wanted to upgrade its user interface from a computer-generated voice to a recorded real voice, both English and Spanish.

Creating real voice prompts in English was simple. However, authentic Spanish real voice prompts were more challenging. Because colloquial Spanish can vary, Woodforest sought the expertise of six people, from Panama, Honduras and Mexico, who speak fluent Spanish.  The results were high-quality pronunciations that were as authentic as possible given dialect variations. The actual integration of real voice prompts into Speech Server 2004 R2 was remarkably easy.

Benefits

Both new applications and modifications to existing solutions were easy to complete using the bank’s internal IT team. Although call volumes continue to grow (now more than 25,000 per day), call times have been reduced and overall system reliability remains outstanding.

Fast Spanish IVR add-on

“Approximately 25 percent of our customer base is Spanish with more growth expected,” said David Smedley, systems analyst for Woodforest. “It was natural to expand our IVR solution to include this important market segment.”

“It only took four days to complete the Spanish prompts, grammar and XML files,” Smedley said. “It was incredibly easy to do, even though I was new to the solution and software.”

Scalable reliability

Because of Woodforest National Bank’s growth curve, the ability to deliver both scale and reliability was top on its list of requirements.

“We’re in a heavy growth phase right now,” Smedley said. “Our Speech Server 2004 R2- based telephone banking system solution easily adapted to the dramatic expansion.”

Easy real voice integration

The bank’s IT team found integration of the real voice interface into the existing telephone banking system solution to be surprisingly simple with Microsoft Speech Server 2004 R2.

“Real voice integration with Speech Server 2004 R2 was a nonevent,” Smedley said. “We switched over the prompts database and with no performance issues. It was great!”

Call times and live support reduced

The updated telephone banking system solution is expected to continue to reduce call times and live support needs, providing a solution with tangible financial incentives.

“The application is clean and simple,” Duke said. “Using the power of Microsoft speech technology, we expect to reduce call times by up to 50 percent, provide intuitive error recovery and process detailed input.”


”We also continue to see a reduction in live operator support of up to 70 percent,” Smedley said. “The overall benefits to staff and customers are significant.” 
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