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A GUIDE TO INTERACTIVE 
VOICE RESPONSE (IVR) FOR 
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Simple and practical tips to building an 
interactive voice campaign for your social 
impact projects

Photo by: Yogendra Singh

http://www.engagespark.com?utm_source=ivr_guide&utm_medium=pdf
https://www.engagespark.com/


A GUIDE TO IVR FOR NONPROFITS 2

Dear Reader,
In 2013, a year after we founded engageSPARK, Typhoon Haiyan 
ravaged cities and towns on the eastern coast of the Philippines. 
The typhoon’s strong winds triggered two-story-high storm 
surges that left extensive damage and forced millions of Filipinos 
to leave their homes and sources of livelihood. It was one of 
the worst storms to ever hit the country, and Filipinos were not 
prepared for it. There were thousands of casualties, and those 
who survived had lost their money and possessions in the flood.  

After the typhoon, we sealed a partnership with Mercy Corps, 
sending more than 1,000,000 Voice Calls (IVR) and text messages 
(SMS) as part of the organization’s campaign to promote financial 
literacy among the survivors. By the end of the project, Mercy 
Corps had successfully equipped 20,000 typhoon survivors 
with financial skills such as banking and saving. The goal of the 
campaign was to help the survivors become more resilient and 
less vulnerable to future catastrophes, with the hope that they 
would never again have to start from scratch. 

In the six years since this event, we have continued to work with 
hundreds of social impact organizations on their campaigns. 
These projects range from awareness and education programs to 
data collection efforts. And here’s what we’ve learned: among all 
modes of  communication,  Interactive Voice Response (IVR) is 
the most powerful.  

A recent example: between October 2019 and February 2020, 
Unilever’s Royco brand sent both SMS and voice surveys to almost 
4,000 low-income mothers in Indonesia, as part of a campaign 
to encourage them to cook healthier meals. We found that IVR 
surveys had a 270% higher response rate than SMS – 270%!

These findings are particularly important today, during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. IVR can deliver life-saving information to 
those who need it most, without risking lives. For example, the 
United Nations International Organization for Migration (IOM) 
uses engageSPARK’s IVR platform to share critical COVID-19 

health information with Rohingya refugees living in camps in 
Bangladesh. So far, IOM has sent dozens of IVR calls to more 
than 25,000 of these refugees and has received almost 20,000 
messages and questions about COVID-19 in response, through 
an IVR hotline that IOM set up via engageSPARK. With social 
distancing measures in place and access to the refugee camps 
heavily restricted, this simply would not have been possible 
without IVR.

There are many reasons why IVR is a powerful medium, but one 
in particular stands out: its ability to reach wider audiences, 
regardless of the recipients’ literacy level. We have worked on 
IVR campaigns that have helped protect people from danger 
because of the timeliness and accessibility of voice as a medium. 

My main goal for this guide is to help you create successful IVR 
campaigns through practical and actionable steps. Our tips 
are based on data that we have collected from big (and small) 
campaigns by social impact organizations that may be similar to 
yours. Most of our new users approach us with SMS in mind but 
are always pleasantly surprised with the power of IVR once they 
try it. I hope you also find some appreciation for this simple yet 
powerful tool. 

Lastly, if you have specific questions about IVR that are not 
answered here, feel free to send me an email at avner@
engagespark.com.  

Enjoy this guide, and I wish you every success in your campaigns!    

Sincerely,  

Avner E Mizrahi
Avner E Mizrahi
CEO, engageSPARK
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IN THIS GUIDE, YOU CAN FIND 
TOOLS AND STRATEGIES TO: 

• Understand the main features and 
uses of Interactive Voice Response 
(IVR) 

• Make the most out of IVR 
• Create an IVR campaign on the 
engageSPARK platform 

• Set up your campaign for best results 
• Read and interpret results 
• Bonus: How to test and iterate your 
campaign 

http://www.engagespark.com?utm_source=ivr_guide&utm_medium=pdf
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What is 
IVR?

IVR is short for Interactive Voice Response, the 
technology that powers interactive automated phone 
calls, where a person receives a pre-recorded phone 
call (or calls into a pre-recorded hotline) and interacts 
with the call by pressing particular keys on their 
phone’s keypad or by giving spoken responses.
With IVR, users can build sophisticated voice surveys 
or automated call campaigns. An IVR campaign is a set 
of pre-recorded instructions or questions that solicit a 
response from a person at the other end of the line. 
These responses will be saved as data, which the 
campaign creator can analyze both during and after the 
campaign. These reports typically include information 
on call lengths, keypresses, and engagement, which 
are all available in real time. 
 
There are many kinds of IVR campaigns, but most 
of them have a common purpose: to collect data 
efficiently. A good example is a 10-question IVR survey 

by the International Organization for Migration (IOM) 
in Ghana. On February 5, 2018, IOM started running 
mobile adverts offering airtime (mobile credits) top-ups 
as incentives for people to take the IVR survey. Within 
five days, IOM Ghana had 12,275 completed surveys.
 
Another example is public health research conducted 
by Johns Hopkins University. While sitting in their offices 
in Baltimore, Maryland, Johns Hopkins researchers sent 
IVR (and SMS) surveys to millions of Colombian citizens 
living thousands of miles away, ultimately collecting 
critical public health and demographic data – including 
respondents’ ages, health statuses, health behaviors, 
vices, educational backgrounds, diets, and more.

http://www.engagespark.com?utm_source=ivr_guide&utm_medium=pdf
https://www.engagespark.com/customers/case-studies/iom-ghana?utm_source=ivr_guide&utm_medium=pdf
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https://www.engagespark.com/customers/case-studies/johns-hopkins-university?utm_source=ivr_guide&utm_medium=pdf
https://www.engagespark.com/customers/case-studies/johns-hopkins-university?utm_source=ivr_guide&utm_medium=pdf
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With IVR, you can send and receive 
thousands of calls without having to dial 
contact numbers one by one, or hire a 
whole team to answer calls. However, 
scalability is just the tip of the iceberg. 
In this section, we talk about the many 
benefits of IVR as a medium. 

Higher Response Rates to Surveys 
Generally, IVR campaigns have higher response rates 
than SMS campaigns. For example, a typical automated 
call survey may get a 25-75% response rate, while an 
SMS survey might only get a 5-15% response rate. IVR 
campaigns receive more responses for several reasons.
 
Firstly, IVR is a synchronous form of communication; 
IVR survey respondents are answering questions 
during a single,  ongoing call. SMS, conversely, is an 
asynchronous form of communication; SMS survey 
respondents receive a question, need to type a reply, 
send it, wait to receive the next question, and so on. 
Put simply, an IVR survey has much more of a real-time 
feeling for respondents than the back and forth feeling 
of SMS. If a person doesn’t reply to an SMS survey 
question right away (which is common with SMS; 
people read an SMS on their phone and then check 
other things), then it is much less likely that they’ll 
return to the SMS to reply. Phone calls don’t have the 
same kind of issue.

Secondly, IVR is always free for respondents. Receiving 
a phone call is free in practically every country in the 
world, including every developing and emerging 
market. Making SMS free for respondents is not 
always easy because it requires acquiring a toll-free 

(also called “reverse-billed” or “free to the end-user” 
[FTEU]) number for respondents to send their replies 
to. In many countries, getting a toll-free number is very 
difficult, time-consuming, and expensive. Therefore, 
organizations often resort to using a regular phone 
number for SMS surveys, meaning that respondents 
have to pay for every reply, which reduces response 
rates. IVR surveys don’t have the same issue; an IVR 
call can easily be made to any phone in the world and 
respondents answer questions on the call they receive, 
making the entire survey completely free for them.   
 

Image of Apatani Woman on Voice Call by Fowler&Fowler
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An Inclusive Mode of Communication 
IVR campaigns are more inclusive and broadly 
representative because anyone, regardless of literacy 
level, can participate in voice programs. SMS covers 
smaller ground because factors such as low literacy 
levels and varying language competencies have to be 
considered. With IVR, campaign creators can send voice 
messages in the recipients’ native language and engage 
with people who cannot read. 
 
Richer Content 
With IVR, disseminating information becomes more 
personal and accessible. Voice messages have a lot 
more dimensions than text messages. With voice, you 
can employ tone, pacing, and mood. Your voice talent 
can also embody different personalities. For example, 
you may want to record a female’s voice for a women 
empowerment campaign. Someone’s voice can also 
reflect his/her age, so you can use a younger voice 
talent for an exciting community-building campaign 
and a more mature voice talent for a crisis-management 
hotline. You don’t have these options with SMS.

 
Richer Data 
Aside from keypresses, IVR also allows people to provide 
spoken responses to questions. Audio messages provide 
richer data and therefore more room for deeper analyses. 
As mentioned earlier, compared to text messages, 
there are more dimensions to voice communication. 
SMS does not reflect pauses, emotions, or tone. With 
IVR, campaign creators can analyze the tone of the 
recipient’s voice, their pauses, and the emphasis they 
place on specific words. 

http://www.engagespark.com?utm_source=ivr_guide&utm_medium=pdf
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IVR is often 
(surprisingly) 
cheaper 
than sms!

You might be surprised to hear this, but a well-designed 
IVR campaign is often cheaper than a similar campaign 
implemented via SMS – for several reasons:
 
• An SMS is limited to 160 characters (or 70 characters 

for Unicode languages such as Chinese, Arabic, 
Hindi, etc.). You can pack a lot more into one minute 
of an IVR call than in a single SMS; so even if a single 
SMS is much cheaper than one minute of IVR, a call 
asking five questions might be cheaper than an SMS 
survey asking five questions.

• With SMS, respondents can only provide answers by 
texting back. Although SMS surveys can be set up 
to allow respondents to send messages for free, the 
expense still falls on the campaign creator.

• Because SMS response rates are much lower 
than IVR, you end up sending (and paying for) a 
lot of unanswered SMS. You are not charged for 
unanswered calls, so IVR surveys don’t have that 
large additional cost for unanswered surveys. In 
some cases, respondents will hang up towards the 
beginning of a call, adding additional cost to IVR. 

However, those extra costs are typically much less 
than the cost of many unanswered SMS.

• Call retries are free, so following up on respondents 
will have no cost. Free follow-ups are not possible 
with SMS since the campaign creator would have to 
pay for every message sent. 

• Since IVR campaigns have higher response rates, 
campaign creators get more value for their money 
and often a lower fee per completed survey.

• IVR surveys reduce the need for manpower since 
organizations do not have to employ a team whose 
sole job is to make or answer calls. This also means 
that program and M&E officers can focus on their 
core tasks! 

• SMS surveys entail setup and monthly fees because 
they require an SMS phone number, which, 
depending on the country, can make SMS much 
more expensive. 

http://www.engagespark.com?utm_source=ivr_guide&utm_medium=pdf
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Monitoring and Evaluation
WATCH: unilever - royco indonesia

Information Dissemination
Read: NOORA HEALTH

Education
Read: mercy corps

Data Collection
Read: Johns Hopkins University

Crisis Hotline
Read: IOM Bangladesh
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BUT FIRST, LET’S TALK ABOUT YOUR TARGET AUDIENCE 
There are several ways to approach an IVR campaign and, like any other kind of 
communication, thinking about your target audience is key. Some factors you may want 
to consider are: 

LITERACY LEVEL
Do you plan to send an SMS to notify your recipients 
that an IVR call is coming? Consider that not everyone 
has access to education, especially in some developing 
and emerging markets. We recommend identifying key 
group members in the community who can spread the 
word about the campaign on the ground. 

LANGUAGE
We recommend that you compose and record messages 
in your recipients’ native or first language. You may also 
record several sets of messages in different languages 
and provide an option at the beginning of the call. 

CULTURAL NUANCES
In the past, we have experienced low response rates 
simply because we called people at the wrong time. We 
learned that timing is an important factor in launching 
campaigns. We encourage our users to think about the 
end-user’s schedule. What time do they work? Do they 
sleep early? Do they have religious or cultural rituals that 
they need to perform at a specific time? Running A/B 
tests to determine which call times lead to the highest 
response rates is also easy with IVR – and critical to do.

Image of Bangalore Women on Mobile Phone by Victorgrigas
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HERE’S HOW TO CREATE A BASIC IVR CAMPAIGN USING ENGAGESPARK
The engageSPARK platform is easy to use, regardless of technical expertise. Anyone on your team can use it. Project 
officers or managers can easily set up campaigns without the assistance of the IT staff. Ultimately, our solutions 
free up a lot of time to allow users to focus on the quality of the questions and other details of the campaign. 
Having control over the campaign also allows project implementers to test, iterate, learn, and make changes 
quickly without needing to wait on IT.
 
With this step-by-step guide, we make it even easier for you to set up your campaign. The following instructions 
will give you a basic framework for strategically designing a campaign: 

Step 1: Write your script.

Tips on writing:
• Don’t just plan for questions. Plan for 

answers,  too.   
• Always introduce yourself  at the beginning 

of the call and explain why you are calling.
• At the end of the campaign, make sure that 

you have a closing message.

STEP 2: SET UP YOUR CAMPAIGN step 3: subscribe your 
contacts

Step 4: specify your 
preferences

HOW TO SET UP THE CAMPAIGN:
There are two ways to add your messages or 
questions. You can:
• Record on the platform.  
• Record offline and upload your audio to the 

platform. 

how to subscribe contacts:
You can choose individual contacts, groups, or 
segments. 
• Indiv idual contacts will be added one-by-

one. 
• Groups are sub-categories of contacts in 

your database that the user creates. 
• Segments are groups of contacts that have 

similar characteristics based on certain 
configurable conditions. Segments are 
similar to filtered contacts. 

HERE ARE SOME IMPORTANT REMINDERS:
• Set up configurable call-t ime windows.  

This is an important step, especially for IVR, 
since you don’t want to call people in the 
middle of the night or when they are busy. 

• Lastly,  select your preferred caller ID.  

http://www.engagespark.com?utm_source=ivr_guide&utm_medium=pdf
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Set up an opt-in process based on the target audience.. 
Determine how respondents can sign up to a 
campaign by considering the following:  

Do you have an existing database? If yes, did 
the people on the list agree to take part in your 
campaigns? 

If you don’t have an existing database, how can you 
facilitate opt-ins? You may ask your respondents to 
opt-in via:

• SMS – They can text a keyword to a number that 
will automatically subscribe them to a campaign.  

• Missed Calls – They can call a number and hang 
up immediately to signal to the system that they 
are interested. This doesn’t have to be a toll-free 
number since they won’t be charged for missed 
calls.

INCLUDE INSTRUCTIONS. If asking questions, let the end-users 
know how they will answer questions. For example, 
“We’ll be asking you some questions on this call. You will 
answer by pressing numbers on your phone. To show us 
you understand, press the number 1 on your phone now 
to continue.” While this might sound unnecessary, it’s 
important. Many end-users in developing and emerging 
markets have never interacted with an IVR call before. 
Explaining this at the beginning of the call is, therefore, 
critical.

Similarly, if asking questions, don’t just ask people 
to “press” a number; instead ask them to “press the 
number X on [their] phone.” For example, when asking 
a question, don’t say, “Press 1 for yes, press 2 for no.” 
Instead say, “Press the number 1 button on your phone 
for yes, press the number 2 button on your phone for 
no.” This phrase, “Press the number X button on your 
phone” leads to higher response rates.

TIPS ON SETTING UP 
AN IVR CAMPAIGN

http://www.engagespark.com?utm_source=ivr_guide&utm_medium=pdf
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Record high-quality audio. The best place to record 
messages is a quiet room with few flat surfaces to 
reduce echoing. You may record your audio clips in a 
professional studio or in a soundproof booth. If you 
don’t have access to these facilities, a practical tip is 
to record your messages under a blanket or inside a 
closet full of clothes using your phone or earphones to 
mask the noise around you. 

Choose the right language. For both SMS and IVR, it is best 
to use the respondents’ native language. 
 
Mix SMS and IVR. There are several reasons for failed calls. 
It could be that respondents are preoccupied, asleep, 
or are simply on silent mode. Considering your target 
audience, try mixing up SMS and IVR. Try sending SMS 
messages to those who don’t answer phone calls or try 
calling people who don’t answer SMS surveys. 

 You’re not limited to objective questions. With IVR, you can 
ask questions that may solicit longer answers through 
spoken responses, which can be accessed at any time 
in the engageSPARK platform.  

Send an SMS before calling. Give your respondent a heads-
up by sending them a text. Mention the phone number 
that the IVR call will come from so they expect the call 
and know to pick up. Also, if sending an IVR survey, 
use phrases like, “You have been selected to take a 
survey” to make people feel special and more likely to 
participate.  
 
Offer incentives. Send mobile credits to encourage 
respondents to complete a survey. This can be 
in the form of airtime top-ups (prepaid mobile 
phone credits). Click here to find out how to use the 
engageSPARK platform to automatically send airtime 
top-ups to respondents immediately after they 
complete a survey. 
 
Set up automated call retries. Some people miss your call 
despite prior notifications. This can be addressed by 
setting up call retries on the engageSPARK platform. 
This step is particularly useful if there are thousands 
of contacts enrolled in the campaign.  Some people 
miss your call despite prior notifications. This 
can be addressed by setting up call retries on the 
engageSPARK platform. This step is particularly useful 
if there are thousands of contacts enrolled in the 
campaign.

TIPS ON SETTING UP 
AN IVR CAMPAIGN

continued. . .

http://www.engagespark.com?utm_source=ivr_guide&utm_medium=pdf
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HOW TO READ AND INTERPRET RESULTS 
Reports can be accessed on the engageSPARK app and can be downloaded as an 
Excel file. Here is an example of an IVR campaign report (left). You may also look at the 
results of each question (right). 

It certainly is a good sign if a campaign has a high engagement rate, but having 
lackluster results doesn’t make it a hopeless case. Reports help campaign creators 
understand what went wrong, in order to come up with better iterations of the 
campaign. The best part is that these adjustments can be made in the middle of the 
campaign, which means that you can easily pivot and achieve better results. 

http://www.engagespark.com?utm_source=ivr_guide&utm_medium=pdf
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BONUS! HOW TO TEST AND ITERATE 
Do a pilot run. You can test a campaign with a small 
portion of your database to see how they respond to 
specific questions. This is also an opportunity to assess 
other factors that may influence the campaign, such as 
timing and pacing. 

A/B test.  You can launch two or more campaigns for 
different contact groups or segments. Compare the 
responses and analyze why one campaign might have 
received more responses. 

Iterate. Iterate. Iterate. Pay attention to the results of your 
campaign and iterate accordingly until you are happy 
with them.  

http://www.engagespark.com?utm_source=ivr_guide&utm_medium=pdf
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IVR 

Interactive Voice Response (IVR) is a tool that allows call recipients or incoming callers to go through an automated 
phone system and respond to prompts via keypresses or spoken responses. An IVR campaign is a set of pre-record-
ed instructions or questions that solicit a response from the other person on the line.    

SMS 

SMS stands for Short Message Service, a type of text message typically used for mobile messaging. SMS messages 
are usually limited to 160 alphanumeric characters (or 70 characters for messages containing Unicode characters, 
such as Chinese, Arabic, Hindi, etc.).   

Campaign 

A campaign is a series of messages you send to a target audience with specific objectives. There are several 
types of campaigns that you can run with SMS and voice. Some examples are SMS blast campaigns, SMS sur-
veys, IVR surveys, and drip campaigns. 

Drip Campaign 

A drip campaign is a scheduled set of messages, which can be a combination of one-way SMS, SMS questions, voice 
messages, and voice questions.  

Airtime Top-ups  

Airtime top-ups can be in the form of mobile credits or mobile data. You may use airtime top-ups as an option to 
incentivize people to respond to your campaigns. 

Users

This is you! A user is someone who is directly using the platform. 

End-users 
When we say “end-users”, we are referring to your campaign recipients, respondents, or beneficiaries. 
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