
Someone calls a company with a simple problem: a charge they don’t recognize, an appointment to change, or a
package that hasn’t arrived. Instead of help, they get a menu. “For billing, press one. For technical support, press
two…” They press the wrong number, hear the options again, and try zero. If that doesn’t work, they may say
“operator,” press zero repeatedly, or simply hang up.

People mash 0 because they’re trying to get past a system that feels like an obstacle rather than a service. The
number has become shorthand for a bigger request: stop making me navigate this and let me talk to a human.

That reaction isn’t just impatience. It reflects familiar phone tree problems: menus that don’t match what callers
need, rigid scripts that can’t handle unexpected questions, and poor escape routes when the system gets
something wrong. Understanding why callers reach for zero also helps explain what newer voice technology can—
and cannot—do better.

Why traditional IVR frustrates callers
Interactive voice response, or IVR, is the technology behind many automated phone menus. A traditional IVR may
ask callers to press a number, speak a short keyword, or enter an account number. These systems can route calls
and handle predictable tasks efficiently. But they tend to struggle when a caller’s reason for contacting a business
doesn’t fit the menu’s assumptions.

The caller has to learn the company’s org chart

Customers think in terms of problems: “I was charged twice,” “I need to change my delivery,” or “I can’t log in.”
Menus often think in terms of departments: billing, fulfillment, account services, technical support. The caller has to
translate their situation into the company’s categories before they can get help.

That translation becomes especially frustrating when several options sound plausible. Should a refund go to billing
or customer service? Is a locked account a login issue or a security issue? A menu can provide choices, but it can’t
always tell callers which choice fits.

Menus punish answers that aren’t on the list

Traditional systems usually recognize a limited set of inputs. If a caller speaks a sentence instead of saying one
expected keyword, the system may ask them to repeat themselves. If they pause, use an accent the recognizer
handles poorly, or answer a different question than the one asked, it may send them back to the beginning.

That’s one source of IVR frustration: the caller is communicating, but the system treats anything outside its
narrow script as noise. Repeated prompts make the experience feel less like a conversation and more like a test the
caller didn’t agree to take.

The way out is often unclear

Some phone menus let callers reach a representative quickly; others bury the option, make it available only in
certain branches, or don’t explain what to do after a failed attempt. A caller who needs a person should not have
to guess whether zero works, wait through every option, or try saying “agent,” “representative,” and “human” one
by one.

There are valid reasons to route calls before they reach staff. The right team may resolve an issue faster, and self-
service can be convenient for routine tasks. But when automation doesn’t offer a clear route to a person, callers
can feel trapped. That’s when mashing zero becomes a workaround.



Why scripted chatbots create similar problems
Phone menus and scripted chatbots share a mobileappdaily.com basic limitation: they depend on predefined
paths. A chatbot may offer buttons, recognize a handful of phrases, or follow a decision tree. That can work well
for a narrow task, such as checking store hours. It works less well when a customer has a multi-part problem or
changes the subject halfway through.

For example, a customer might start by asking about a missing order, then mention that the delivery address is
wrong. A rigid bot may finish its original sequence without adapting—or ask the customer to start over in a
different flow. The customer experiences the same mismatch as with a phone tree: the system expects a tidy
answer, while real requests arrive with context, interruptions, and follow-up questions.

Automation is not the problem by itself. The problem is using automation that can’t recognize when it’s failing,
explain its limits, or hand the conversation to someone who can help.

What changed in AI voice quality and conversation handling?
Recent AI voice systems combine more capable speech recognition, language models, and speech generation. That
changes the potential experience: instead of choosing only from a fixed list of commands, a caller may be able to
describe their issue in ordinary language and respond to follow-up questions.

Voice quality has also improved. Modern text-to-speech (TTS) can produce speech with more natural pacing,
intonation, and pronunciation than the synthetic voices many people associate with older automated systems.
Companies such as ElevenLabs work on voice generation technology, and the ElevenLabs iOS App gives people a
way to explore voice tools on iOS.

Still, “more natural-sounding” is not the same as “better support.” A polished voice can make a bad interaction
more irritating if it talks over the caller, repeats an irrelevant answer, or pretends to be a human employee. Voice
quality matters, but so do accuracy, turn-taking, transparency, and a reliable way to reach a person.

How TTS, ASR, and language models combine in a voice agent
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Ever notice how a voice agent typically depends on several components working together. Let me tell you about a
situation I encountered learned this lesson the hard way.. Each has a distinct job, and weaknesses in any one of
them can affect the conversation.

Component What it does Where it can fail ASR (automatic speech recognition) Converts spoken audio into text
the system can process. Background noise, unusual names, accents, fast speech, or overlapping voices can lead to
transcription errors. Language model Interprets the request, uses available context, and helps determine an
appropriate response or action. It can misunderstand intent, produce an incorrect answer, or lack access to the
account information needed to resolve the issue. TTS (text-to-speech) Turns a written response into spoken audio.
It can pronounce names incorrectly, sound unnatural in context, or make an uncertain answer seem more
confident than it is.

In a typical flow, ASR transcribes what the caller says, a language model interprets the request, and TTS speaks the
response. A production voice agent may also connect to business systems—for example, to look up an order or
create a support ticket. That connection is crucial: a fluent answer is not a resolution if the system can’t safely
perform the task.

Conversation handling matters just as much as the individual components. A useful agent needs to know when to
listen, when to ask a clarifying question, and when to stop and transfer the caller. Pretty simple.. It should also
handle interruptions. If a caller talks over a long explanation to say, “No, that’s not what I meant,” the system
should recognize the interruption and respond to the correction—not keep reading its script to the end.

Why mobile apps are a natural channel for voice support
Calling from a mobile app can give a support interaction useful context before anyone speaks. With the right
permissions and system integrations, the app may already know that the customer is signed in, which product
they’re using, or which order they’re viewing. That can reduce the opening round of questions and help route the
request more accurately.

Identity is another potential advantage. A customer who has authenticated in an app may not need to repeat as
much information as someone calling an unfamiliar number. But authentication does not automatically mean
every detail should be exposed to an AI system. The app should make clear what information is used, why it is
needed, and whether audio or transcripts are stored.



On iOS, an in-app support experience can also sit alongside relevant screens and actions. For instance, a customer
looking at an order could start a support conversation from that order rather than describe it from memory. This
kind of context is valuable only when it is accurate, appropriately permissioned, and easy for the customer to
correct.

Mobile voice support also has trade-offs. A customer may be on a noisy street, using a weak connection, or unable
to speak aloud. A good app should offer alternatives such as text chat or a callback, avoid requiring microphone
access until it’s needed, and make the route to a human visible. App context can make support more convenient; it
should not become a reason to remove other channels.

What a better alternative to “press zero” looks like
The goal isn’t to eliminate human support or automate every call. It’s to help customers get to the right outcome
with less repetition—and to recognize when a person is the right outcome.

Start with the caller’s problem. Let people describe what they need in plain language instead of forcing
them to guess a department.

Make the human option explicit. Explain how to reach a representative and what may happen during the
transfer, such as a wait or a brief summary of the issue being passed along.

Handle corrections and interruptions. Stop speaking when the caller interrupts, listen to the correction,
and avoid restarting the entire flow unnecessarily.

Know when the system is uncertain. Ask one useful clarifying question or hand off. Don’t bluff or repeat the
same failed prompt.

Keep actions accountable. Confirm consequential changes—such as cancellations, payments, or address
updates—before completing them, and provide a clear record when appropriate.

Be transparent about automation. Tell callers when they’re speaking with an AI system. A natural voice
doesn’t justify implying that the caller has reached a human.

Design for privacy and failure. Explain consent, data use, and retention; provide a way to correct mistakes;
and offer another channel when recognition or connectivity fails.

Organizations can also test the experience the way real callers use it: speak naturally, change the subject, give an
unexpected answer, interrupt mid-sentence, and ask for a person. Track where callers repeat themselves, abandon
calls, or request transfers. Those moments often reveal more than a menu diagram does.

What market interest does—and doesn’t—tell us
Market research firms such as Gartner and Grand View Research cover customer-service automation,
conversational AI, and related technologies. Their work reflects strong organizational interest in improving service
operations, but market attention alone does not prove that a particular voice agent will improve customer
experience. Results depend on the use case, the quality of the integrations, the way transfers are handled, and
whether customers can choose another path.

That distinction matters. A company can deploy advanced speech technology and still create a frustrating call if its
knowledge is outdated or its escalation rules are unclear. Conversely, a simple menu can serve customers well
when it is short, accurate, and offers an obvious way to reach a person.

People mash 0 because they want control



Pressing zero is a small act of control in a system that often gives callers very little. They’re saying the menu hasn’t
understood them, the script doesn’t fit, or they don’t want to keep guessing. Better voice agents may reduce
those problems by understanding ordinary speech and using relevant context—but only when they can listen,
recover from mistakes, and hand off cleanly.

The measure of progress isn’t whether an AI voice sounds convincing. It’s whether the caller gets help without
having to fight the system. If zero remains the fastest and most dependable way to reach someone, the phone
menu still has work to do.


