
WHITE PAPER

Navigating Challenging Conversations: 
How Speech Analytics Helps Mitigate 
Risk, Recover More Debt and Improve 
the Customer Experience in the 
Collections Industry

1-800-639-1700  |  mycallfinder.com

CallFinder and the CallFinder logo are registered trademarks of 800 Response Marketing, LLC. All other company names and logos may be trademarks or registered tr
of their respective holders. © 2017 CallFinder. All rights reserved. 7/17



2

// Navigating Challenging Conversations with Speech Analytics

I. Executive Summary – State of the Collections Industry
The United States ranks 10th among industrial nations for holding the most household debt. One in three 
Americans holds debt currently in collections and more than 40 percent of U.S. adults struggle to make 
ends meet. The Federal Reserve reports that overall household debt reached $13 trillion in 2017, 
including $8.8 trillion in mortgages, $1.4 trillion in student loans, $1.2 trillion in car loans and more than
$1 trillion in credit card debt. 1,2,3,4

Collecting on those debts is a sensitive and complex matter. It is also becoming more difficult: the 
International Debt Collections Handbook puts the estimated success rate of collections in the U.S. for 
2017 at just 36.7 percent.5 In addition, aggressive and fraudulent collections practices have led to an 
intense regulatory climate, in which agencies must now comply with the Fair Debt Collections Practices 
Act (FDCPA) along with other federal and state regulations or risk exposing their organizations and 
clients to significant fines and lawsuits. 

An additional challenge is that businesses are increasingly focused on providing an exceptional customer 
experience at every touch point – including collections. In two recent surveys, 75 percent of businesses 
and 80 percent of contact centers listed customer experience as the largest driver of investment.6,7 For 
all these reasons, collections agents need to display professionalism and empathy with debtors, not only 
to mitigate risk and successfully secure payment, but also to provide excellent customer service during 
what can be an unwelcome and difficult conversation.

Balancing these factors is easier said than done, requiring the mastery of a key conversational art: 
listening. Increasingly, collections agencies are turning to speech analytics technology to monitor and 
measure thousands of calls, deriving the insights they need to stay in compliance and improve agent 
training and performance. Leveraging these solutions and services – particularly those made more 
affordable via the cloud – can be especially critical for small and medium businesses (SMBs) that may 
not have the people and resources to effectively monitor a growing volume of calls.

This white paper addresses these challenges and details how speech analytics, along with the right 
technology partner, can help collections agencies listen to their customers, improve agent performance, 
and mitigate regulatory risk.
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II. Challenges in Collecting Debt

In every interaction, collections agencies must work to recover debt while also ensuring regulatory 
compliance and working to improve the customer experience. These complex and overlapping 
imperatives mean that a collections call is no simple matter.

Meeting Compliance Responsibilities in the Contact Center
One key challenge is ensuring that agents don’t run afoul of federal and state regulations during calls. 
Central to this responsibility is complying with the Fair Debt Collection Practices Act (FDCPA), which is 
enforced by the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) with oversight by the Consumer Financial Protection 
Bureau (CFPB). The FDCPA is designed to eliminate abusive, deceptive and unfair debt collection 
practices and places strict limits around what agents must and must not say in conversations with 
debtors. For example, agents:

• must identify themselves as debt collectors and state the purpose of the call in every contact
• must notify the consumer they can dispute the debt
• must provide debt validation upon request and stop contact until it is provided
• may not lie or use deception to collect a debt
• may not make a consumer’s debt public or discuss it with third parties without the debtor’s

written consent
• may not threaten legal action they are not actually contemplating
• may not be abusive, use profane language or call frequently to harass the customer
• may not call before 8:00 a.m. or after 9:00 p.m. without consent
• may not contact debtors at work when asked to stop
• must stop contact if the debtor requests it in writing
• must contact the debtor through his or her attorney when the debtor has retained legal

representation and notified the collections agency 8 

Collections agencies must also abide by the Fair Credit Reporting Act (FCRA), which includes the way debt 
collection efforts appear on credit reports, as well as the Telephone Consumer Protections Act (TCPA), 
which requires prior consent for autodialed or pre-recorded calls to mobile numbers and specifies what 
information must be included in those recordings.9

In addition, collections agencies that collect debts on behalf of healthcare organizations such as hospitals 
or insurance companies must abide by the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act of 1996 
(HIPAA), which regulates how Protected Health Information (PHI) and Personal Identifying Information 
(PII) are to be protected when stored or transmitted.

If credit card data is recorded on a call, debt collections may also fall under the Payment Card Industry 
Data Security Standard (PCI-DSS), which protects customers against identity theft and data center 
breaches. PCI DDS forbids the storage of CVV in data or voice recordings, even if it's encrypted.

Finally, most states also have laws about debt collection practices, many of which are similar to the 
FDCPA. Consumers can sue debt collectors who violate these laws, and the CFPB encourages them to file 
complaints against companies they believe are behaving inappropriately. As a result, collections agencies 
that fail to comply with federal and state regulations face exposure to fines and penalties as well as civil 
liability, damages and legal fees.10

// Navigating Challenging Conversations with Speech Analytics



4

Maintaining compliance requires a delicate balance on the part of a debt collectors; agents must 
consistently use specific phrases and terms while avoiding others, and most collections organizations 
require their agents to use “Mini Miranda” scripts (for example: "This is an attempt to collect a debt and 
any information obtained will be used for that purpose").11 Monitoring and enforcing compliance and 
adherence to scripts in calls poses an enormous and ongoing challenge for managers – as reflected in 
the CFPB Annual Complaint Report, which lists 84,500 complaints for 2017.12

The consequences for missing such a violation before it escalates can be dire. Consider the case in which 
a collections agent made 69 calls in a two-month period in an attempt to collect on a $25 medical bill – 
which resulted in a $34,500 TCPA judgement along with an FDCPA claim for damages still in litigation.13

Optimizing Debt Recovery Performance
To successfully collect debt on behalf of their clients, collections agencies also monitor calls for quality 
and performance. However, the sheer volume of calls made in a contact center makes it impossible, or at 
least highly impractical, to manually listen in on every call. For example, if average call length is four 
minutes, one agent on a six-hour shift can make 90 calls a day or 1,800 calls per month. 

As a result, managers who manually monitor calls most often rely on random sampling to catch 
emerging problems and identify opportunities for coaching and training. This approach can be overtaxing 
and expensive. A manager in charge of 20 agents who scores 10 calls per agent each month would still 
need to listen to 200 calls, or about 13 hours of calls each month. That task can include scrubbing 
through audio multiple times for clarity as well as the time needed to score performance, pushing the 
supervisor’s time commitment well over 13 hours. 

Human error and subjectivity are factors here, as well. Supervisors can miss issues on the calls they do 
hear, and different supervisors may interpret the same issue differently. Furthermore, if those 
supervisors are only listening in on 10 or so calls per agent, they may catch that agent on a particularly 
good or bad call and develop a skewed understanding of that person’s performance and approach. 

Because of these limitations, manual monitoring is both ineffective and hard to scale as the business 
grows. What’s more, failing to catch issues and patterns as they emerge can lead to other costs as well: 
high agent turnover, the potential loss of valued clients, and the risk of having to pay fines or damages in 
the wake of complaints. 
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Improving Agent Skills with Training Programs 
Collections agencies also face the challenge of creating effective training that prepares agents for their jobs 
and helps remediate problems. Compliance topics range from consistently using Mini Miranda scripts on 
first contact, validating debts, securing consent and protecting privacy through procedures from email opt-
in to addressing. Training must also address using professional behavior, such as maintaining a respectful 
tone, using language that’s appropriate and on-brand, and not calling too frequently – a major factor behind 
customer complaints.14

Delivering Optimal Customer Experiences
In addition to expecting collections agents to follow the rules, consumers accustomed to interacting with 
companies like Apple and Amazon also expect fast, easy and highly personalized interactions. They expect 
anyone calling on behalf of a business to have expert-level knowledge of that company’s products or 
services, as well as a granular understanding of the issue at hand and the ability to effectively answer 
questions and resolve disputes quickly. 

The service level, training and professionalism of a collections agent may be the difference in whether a 
customer leaves or stays with an agent’s company, and may determine how that customer talks about that 
company on social media. In that sense, collections is an important part of nurturing brand loyalty. 

III. Benefits of Implementing Speech Analytics in the Contact Center
Speech analytics can help overcome challenges in the collections center by automatically searching,
categorizing and scoring every agent conversation. As a result, companies gain a deeper understanding of
both successful and unsuccessful interactions, enabling them to create more effective training and
procedures to increase collections rates, keep customers happy and keep agents in full compliance.

Enforcing Compliance
Automated call monitoring and reporting can dramatically improve regulatory and script compliance while 
lowering the risk of fines and damages. Speech analytics can identify calls in which agents have not used a 
Mini Miranda script, have called outside of specified hours, or have used abusive language. Recording and 
categorizing every call helps managers create responsive, data-driven training that addresses real-life 
issues as they emerge on the call center floor, helping agents learn how to handle new or particularly 
challenging situations. 

Recorded and archived calls can also help resolve or settle disputes in legal proceedings and regulatory 
compliance hearings. Call recording data is an invaluable asset in these situations and helps to reduce time 
and expenses. 

Improving Performance and Outcomes
Collections agencies can monitor for specific words and phrases that relate to corporate objectives and 
values. These can include script compliance searches such as whether agents introduce themselves and 
state why they are calling, whether they verify the identity of customers before disclosing debt information, 
if they help customers implement payment plans, and if they recap agreed-upon next steps before ending 
the conversation. 
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Automated monitoring can also score conversation quality based on factors such as word separation, clarity, 
pacing and volume. Call centers may also monitor whether agents provide accurate information to customers 
such as balances, due dates, and options for making payments or resolving disputes. Searches can also be 
set up for phrases such as, “I’d like to speak to your supervisor,” which can be an indicator that a call is not 
going well.

Attention to conversation quality can be especially important in calls related to insurance or medical bills. 
Healthcare billing can be overwhelming and confusing for patients, particularly when they are dealing with an 
ongoing emergency or illness. In these cases, agents can help improve the patient experience by monitoring 
for sensitivity and HIPAA compliance – for instance, by gathering information on how agents address patients, 
and if they use phrases that indicate empathy, helpfulness and collaboration. 

Enhancing Agent Training and Coaching
Speech analytics is often applied to streamline call center operations. Automated monitoring and scoring 
makes it possible to evaluate agent performance consistently and objectively while reducing effort and costs. 
In other words, busy managers can spend less time listening to calls and more time talking with agents and 
helping them succeed. 

The software can produce automated scorecards that show detailed metrics on individual agents as well as 
performance across teams. This process removes subjectivity from evaluations and empowers managers to 
offer agents meaningful feedback on their work. It can also set up the conditions for positive reinforcement 
and friendly competition between individuals and teams, as well as give agents insight on where to focus for 
improvement. 

Speech analytics can also help identify individual agents who would benefit from additional coaching and 
identify areas where multiple agents are struggling. And by using the insights derived from automated 
reports, managers can make sure that training helps to effectively address and resolve these common 
issues. Conversely, it can also help managers identify and share best practices from high-performing agents 
who are doing well. 

As a result of these efforts, agents may be more willing to stay with call centers rather than quitting in 
frustration when they don’t understand how and where to improve. This, in turn, helps call centers maximize 
their return on hiring, onboarding, and training those employees.

Creating an Outstanding Customer Experience
Identifying and categorizing specific phrases can also benefit customers and clients. For instance, voice 
analytics helped reveal that when the word “ridiculous” is used in an insurance interaction – either by the 
agent or the customer – that customer is 80 percent more likely to change their insurer within three 
months.15
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In this situation, call centers can use root cause analysis to identify customer issues before they escalate 
– and before a customer leaves a client company. The call center could then focus on the performance 
metrics associated with the issue, using them to flag relevant calls, adjust agent scripts and improve 
training. In the long run, this kind of adjustment also provides a valuable service to clients – one that 
helps them retain customers, increase debt payment rates, and improve billing processes. The final 
result is exceptional customer service that builds strong brand reputation and customer loyalty. That 
may be one reason 67 percent of call centers in a recent Deloitte survey plan to invest in advanced 
analytics solutions to improve customer service.6

Understanding the Big Picture
Sharing speech analytics data across the business opens up a range of benefits to sales, marketing and 
other departments. With this data, the organization can identify patterns, trends and connections, and 
leverage those insights to make operational improvements that move the business forward. For instance, 
the call center could search for keywords related to marketing campaigns, promotions or other key 
messaging, or for insight into where products or services could be improved or bundled. These insights 
can benefit client organizations as well. For example, learning that a particular client’s customers 
frequently call in with the same billing question can help the call center reduce inbound calls and boost 
first-call resolution – but also help pinpoint confusing billing procedures for the client. 

IV. Choosing the Right Speech Analytics Solution for your Business
Speech analytics works by structuring audio so it can be indexed to easily search for keywords or 
phrases that businesses and call centers identify as important to the organization’s success. The 
technology organizes and aggregates the searches into categories and rolls up the results into reports 
and scorecards. Here we highlight some features to look for when researching a speech analytics 
solution:

Monitoring and Categorizing
A speech analytics solution scans through hours of spoken content in seconds to mine for specific words 
and phrases and sort them into customized categories. In collections, these categories may include 
anything from phrases that indicate potential compliance risk, to non-compliance with a mandated 
script, to signs of customer frustration that can serve to pinpoint the most relevant calls. 

Delivery Options  
Collections agencies should be able to either route all call center traffic to a speech analytics provider for 
near real-time recording and analysis, or send pre-recorded calls and metadata to the provider for 
processing in batches. In either case, the calls will be automatically categorized based on search 
definitions and the results will be made available through a secure online dashboard. 
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Call Scoring
At this point, managers can use the secure dashboards to create automated scorecard reports to 
measure agent performance. Key metrics for the call center may include script compliance as well as 
more traditional metrics, including: 

• AHT – Average Handle Time
• CSAT – Customer Satisfaction scores
• CI – Competitive Intelligence
• FCR – First Call Resolution rates
• NPS – Net Promoter Scores
• CCR – Call Conversion Rates

This information offers a more data-driven understanding of call outcomes – for instance, by revealing 
that five-minute calls lead to more payments than four-minute calls. 

Support
Crucial to developing these insights is good implementation and training along with ongoing support from 
the analytics provider. Collections agencies should look for a partner who is willing to learn their 
business model and understand their priorities. Client support should continue through the 
implementation, as the provider assists in building and refining call categories and search phrases and 
then trains clients – often call center operations managers – to use the interface to create and interpret 
searches on their own. Without that level of service, agencies may need to invest in the expense of hiring 
an outside technology consultant to learn the system, analyze results and tweak search configurations in 
order to achieve actionable results.

Cloud-based Solutions 
A collections business may also wish to consider cloud-based voice analytics solutions so they can take 
advantage of the speed, flexibility and affordability of software offered as-a-service. Cloud-based 
solutions with a substantial implementation and support role enable a company to begin with a small 
engagement and scale as they add new clients or call centers. These solutions also cost dramatically 
less to implement than custom solutions and do not burden companies with the need to purchase, 
maintain, and update software or hardware. In terms of ROI, DMG Consulting reports that a cloud-based 
speech analytics investment can pay for itself in three to nine months.16 
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V. Best Practices for Implementing Speech Analytics Technology
Collections organizations can benefit enormously from speech analytics in the call center. However, simply 
purchasing and using technology in isolation is unlikely to provide these outcomes. Instead, analytics should 
be thoughtfully implemented as part of a larger strategic initiative – one that has buy-in from leadership 
and employees and is backed with ongoing training and support from the solutions partner.

Before signing on with a speech analytics partner, there are important business factors to question and 
consider:

Strategic Alignment
What are the strategic goals of the organization, and how can speech analytics help achieve them? If the 
business is focused on building a partnership with a key client, can the call center provide insights into that 
client’s customer base, such as billing confusion or interest in other products? What are the organization’s 
biggest pain points? Is it more important to assess compliance risk or to learn how to retain high-performing 
employees? Determining these priorities will show the call center where to focus.

Design Meaningful Metrics
Based on those priorities, the call center will identify relevant searches for collecting data, as well as 
appropriate metrics. That initial dataset will provide a good baseline against which to measure progress 
once managers begin making changes. Starting small, perhaps with a few targeted searches or initial 
metrics will make it easier to refine searches as well as achieve a few early wins and show progress. 

Build Trust and Buy-in
Call centers should choose metrics that business leaders will understand and value, and that make the ROI 
on the investment clear. Regularly sharing results with leadership and with employees will build trust and 
provide the context people need to support and participate in the program. Setting up searches to highlight 
good agent performance is another way to build trust: when managers catch their agents doing something 
right, they also create the opportunity to get agents on board in support of the tools. 

Manage the Implementation
Call centers should dedicate appropriate internal resources to the project. That team will work with the 
provider to create the schedule for rolling out the implementation, building and refining searches, and 
developing a training schedule. They can also spearhead communication with other departments and 
manage expectations around the time it may take to fine-tune searches and align categories and scorecards 
to business goals.

Onboarding and Training 
Collections agencies should choose a technology partner who provides a robust solution, one that can help 
implement the technology and train managers in using it and interpreting the results. The collection industry 
is dynamic, requiring continual adjustments and refinements. Therefore, this support should be ongoing, 
helping businesses fine-tune their searches to get actionable data, create new initiatives and troubleshoot 
problems. A valuable speech analytics partner should be part of the client team, working to help achieve 
business goals and objectives – specifically, by providing one-on-one training and support that enables the 
business to derive actionable information from the speech analytics and call scoring solutions. Speech 
analytics will also reveal opportunities for improving agent training, and businesses should be prepared to 
make this investment, as well.
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Expect and Manage Change
Analytics can highlight patterns and trends that may prompt the business to move in a new direction or 
even abandon traditional thinking. Sharing data regularly with senior leadership in other functions will 
help identify those trends and help pave the way for addressing them.

VI. Summary
Given the numbers on debt in the U.S., collections agencies will be making and receiving a lot of calls in 
the future, which is good news for the industry. Speech analytics offers collection agencies the tools to 
successfully navigate the increase in customer conversations by providing powerful insights into agent 
compliance, and customer needs and preferences. Using that intelligence, call centers are becoming 
exceptional listeners in the customer conversation, making themselves indispensable problem-solvers as 
providing excellent customer experiences continues to be a focus.

VII. About CallFinder

CallFinder® is a leading provider of cloud-based speech analytics technology that is powerful, affordable, 
and easy to use. It enables small and medium size businesses to improve agent performance, automate 
quality monitoring, and provide a superior customer experience. We deliver our highly scalable 
technology across a wide range of industries including retail, wholesale, finance and banking, insurance, 
collections, manufacturing, utilities, and more. 

CallFinder indexes and categorizes 100% of your customer-agent interactions in near real-time, 
transforming the unstructured, unleveraged data contained within conversations into actionable business 
intelligence, so you can improve agent performance and positively impact the customer experience. 

All CallFinder clients receive MyAnalyst client support, a service that dedicates a speech analytics 
specialist to ensure that businesses optimize the value delivered with CallFinder through each stage of 
the implementation and training process. Visit www.mycallfinder.com to learn more today.
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