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01

When does the caller need to know they are talking to a
machine?
The disclosure should happen at the start of the call, before the caller has invested effort in the

conversation, and in language a person would actually say out loud. "Hi, this is an automated assistant

for [purpose] — I can help with X, or connect you to a person" does the job in one breath. Burying the

disclosure inside a fast legal notice, or only revealing it when the caller asks directly, treats disclosure as

a liability shield rather than a courtesy, and callers notice the difference in how they respond for the rest

of the call.

Disclosure is not a one-time event. If the conversation moves into something sensitive — billing changes,

medical information, account security — repeat a short reminder that the caller is speaking with an

automated system before that portion begins. This matters most when the earlier disclosure happened

quickly at the top of a long call and the caller may have stopped consciously tracking who, or what, they

are talking to.

02

What should trigger an automatic handoff to a person?
Escalation should not depend on the caller knowing the right words to ask for a human. Build explicit

triggers into the script logic rather than treating escalation as a fallback for total failure.

The failure mode to avoid is a script that only escalates after the agent has already failed the caller two or

three times over. By the time a frustrated caller reaches a human, the call has already cost more effort

than it should have, and the handoff data needs to reflect that the caller is arriving irritated, not neutral.

● Explicit request: any phrasing that maps to wanting a person — "representative," "human," "real
person," "manager" — escalates immediately, no confirmation loop required.

● Repeated misunderstanding: two consecutive failed attempts to parse the same intent, or three within
one call, should trigger a handoff rather than a third retry of the same prompt.

● Frustration signals: raised volume, interruption of the agent mid-sentence, short clipped answers after
a longer opening, or explicit negative language ("this isn't working," "forget it").

● Out-of-scope requests: anything outside the agent's defined task set — a different department, a legal
or medical question the agent isn't built to answer, a complaint about the company itself.

● Explicit vulnerability signals: caller mentions being a minor, in distress, or in a situation the script was
not built to handle — escalate rather than attempt to script around it.

The failure mode to avoid is a script that only escalates after the agent has already
failed the caller two or three times over.
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03

Why does a half-second of silence break a phone call but
not a chat window?
In text chat, a delay is invisible or explained by a typing indicator; the reader has no expectation about

exactly when the next message lands. On a phone call, timing carries meaning on its own. Human

conversation runs on tight turn-taking gaps — real dialogue moves back and forth in a rhythm of roughly

a few hundred milliseconds between one person finishing and the other starting, without either party

consciously managing it. When a voice agent misses that rhythm, the caller does not experience it as

"the system is thinking." They experience it as a dropped call, a confused system, or silence they need to

fill by repeating themselves.

Industry sources converge on a similar range rather than one universal figure: several put the perceptual

threshold for a natural-feeling response at roughly 300 to 500 milliseconds, with delays approaching or

exceeding one second read as a noticeable, conversation-breaking lag. Telnyx cites the ITU-T G.114

recommendation of 150 milliseconds one-way network transmission delay as a baseline for acceptable

voice transmission generally, while noting that a full voice AI pipeline — capturing audio, transcribing it,

generating a response, and synthesizing speech — adds far more processing time on top of that network

figure. Treat the 300–500ms range as a design target worth measuring against at the p50, p95, and p99

percentiles, not a single number to hit once in a demo and forget.

Treat the 300–500ms range as a design target worth measuring against at the p50,
p95, and p99 percentiles, not a single number to hit once in a demo and forget.

04

What has to travel with the call when a human picks it up?
A cold transfer — dropping the caller into a queue with no context — undoes most of what the automated

portion of the call accomplished. The caller has to explain, from the start, who they are, why they called,

and what they already tried. That repetition is what turns a mildly annoyed caller into an actively angry

one, and it is entirely avoidable with a structured handoff package.

The minimum handoff package includes the interaction transcript or a concise summary of it, the caller's

stated goal in their own words, what the agent already attempted and where it broke down, any

identifying or account information already collected and verified, and the specific reason for escalation

(explicit request, repeated failure, frustration, out-of-scope). Where the underlying phone system

supports it, an attended or "warm" handoff — where the agent briefs a short summary before connecting,

or the summary appears on the human agent's screen the instant the call connects — outperforms a cold

transfer because the receiving person can open with "I see you were trying to reschedule and the system
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couldn't find your appointment — let's fix that" instead of "how can I help you today?"

● Full transcript or a structured summary of the conversation so far
● The caller's stated goal, in their own words where possible
● What the agent already tried and where it failed
● Any account or identity information already collected and verified
● The specific escalation reason and any detected frustration or urgency

05

What actually needs testing before a voice agent takes a
real call?
Scripted happy-path testing catches almost nothing that matters in production. Most voice agent failures

show up at the edges: an accent the speech recognizer wasn't tuned on, a caller talking over the agent

mid-sentence, a name or number that gets mistranscribed and cascades into a wrong intent. Pre-launch

testing needs to deliberately manufacture those conditions rather than wait for them to show up on a live

call with a real customer.

A reasonable test set weights coverage toward the conditions that actually break agents rather than the

conditions that are easiest to script: standard user journeys the agent should always complete correctly,

edge cases involving mid-conversation corrections and multi-part requests, error handling for invalid or

unexpected input, and acoustic variation across accents, background noise, and phone connection

quality. Barge-in — the caller interrupting the agent before it finishes speaking — deserves its own

dedicated test pass, since it exposes both turn-taking logic and how gracefully the agent recovers when it

has to abandon a half-spoken sentence.

● Accent and dialect variation across the caller populations the agent will actually serve, not just one
reference accent

● Background noise at realistic levels — traffic, other conversations, speakerphone, a poor cellular
connection

● Interruptions and barge-in: caller talking over the agent, correcting themselves mid-sentence,
changing topic abruptly

● Ambiguous or multi-intent requests that don't map cleanly to one script branch
● Escalation triggers firing correctly: verify each frustration/repeat-failure/explicit-request path actually

routes to a human in testing, not just in the design document
● Recovery after misrecognition: does the agent ask a clarifying question or silently proceed on a wrong

guess
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06

What do consent and disclosure rules require — and
where do they differ?
Two separate bodies of rule tend to apply to an outbound or inbound voice agent call: rules governing

whether an automated system may disclose itself as such, and rules governing whether a call may be

recorded at all without every party's consent. Neither is settled the same way everywhere. In the United

States, most states allow recording with the consent of just one party to the call, but roughly a dozen

states require all parties to consent before a call can be recorded, and which rule applies can depend on

the location of both the caller and the recipient — not just one of them. At the federal level, the FCC has

proposed, but not finalized, a rule that would require callers using AI-generated voice to disclose that fact

at the start of the call; as of this writing it remains a Notice of Proposed Rulemaking working through

public comment, not an enforceable requirement.

This is the section of the playbook that should not be treated as legal advice, because it isn't any.

Specific thresholds — what counts as adequate disclosure, which states require which form of consent,

what federal rules eventually take effect — vary by jurisdiction and are actively changing as regulators

catch up to the technology. Confirm current requirements for every market the agent will operate in with

counsel before launch, and build the disclosure and consent logic so it can be updated without a full

script rewrite when the rules change.

This is the section of the playbook that should not be treated as legal advice,
because it isn't any.

07

Pre-launch readiness checklist
Use this as a gate, not a formality. Every row should have a named owner and a pass/fail result recorded

before the agent takes a real call — a checklist that only exists as a document nobody reopens after the

first review is not a checklist.

Check Why it matters Pass criteria

Automated-system disclosure Callers who don't know they're talking
to a machine can't make an informed
decision about how to engage, and
non-disclosure carries legal exposure in
a growing number of jurisdictions

Disclosure is spoken clearly within the
opening turns, in plain language, and
repeated before any sensitive topic
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Check Why it matters Pass criteria

Escalation triggers fire correctly A trigger that only exists in the design
document and not in tested behavior
will fail silently in production

Each defined trigger (explicit request,
repeated failure, frustration signal,
out-of-scope) verified against live test
calls, not just reviewed on paper

Latency at p95 A fast average can hide a tail of slow
responses that callers actually
experience

p95 response latency measured and
within the target range under realistic
network and load conditions, not just on
a quiet test line

Handoff package completeness Missing context forces the caller to
repeat themselves and erases the
value of the automated portion of the
call

Transcript, stated goal, prior attempts,
and verified identity data all confirmed
present on a sample of real test
transfers

Accent and noise coverage A recognizer tuned on one accent or a
quiet studio recording will misfire on
real callers

Test set includes the accent range and
noise conditions representative of the
actual caller population, with
recognition accuracy measured against
each

Barge-in and interruption handling Callers interrupt constantly on real
calls; an agent that can't recover
gracefully reads as broken

Agent stops speaking within a defined
window of detected interruption and
correctly re-engages with the caller's
new input

Consent and recording disclosure
confirmed with counsel

Requirements vary by state and
country and change over time;
assuming a default is a compliance
risk, not a shortcut

Legal sign-off obtained for every
jurisdiction the agent will operate in,
dated within the current review cycle

Post-launch monitoring in place Launch is not the finish line — failure
modes at the conversational edges
surface after real callers, not during
testing

Dashboards and alerting live for
escalation rate, latency percentiles, and
a defined process for reviewing failed
calls weekly

08

Where do voice agents actually keep failing after launch?
Launch is not the point where the work stops — it is the point where the hardest failures start showing up.

Pre-launch testing can manufacture accents, noise, and scripted interruptions, but it cannot fully

reproduce the range of ways a real caller talks: mid-sentence topic changes, sarcasm, a caller who is

upset about something unrelated to the call's purpose, two people talking over each other on a

speakerphone. These conversational edges are where agents fail most often, and no amount of

pre-launch scripting eliminates them entirely.

That means launch needs a staffing plan, not just a monitoring dashboard. Someone needs to review a

sample of failed and escalated calls every week, not just when a metric crosses a threshold, because the
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failure patterns that matter — a new phrasing the agent keeps misreading, an escalation trigger that isn't

firing when it should — often show up as a slow drift rather than a sudden spike. Budget for that ongoing

review as part of the launch cost, not as a follow-up project to schedule once time allows. An agent that

was correct in testing and left unreviewed after launch degrades quietly, and the first sign is usually a

caller who never comes back.

Key Takeaways
● Disclose that the caller is speaking with an automated system early in the call, in plain language, not

buried in a fast legal disclaimer.
● Define escalation triggers before launch: repeated misunderstanding, explicit requests for a person,

and signs of frustration should each route to a human without the caller having to ask twice.
● Treat sub-second response latency as a design constraint, not a performance nice-to-have — silence

reads as failure on a phone call in a way it does not in chat.
● A handoff to a human must carry the transcript, the stated goal, and what has already been tried;

asking the caller to repeat themselves undoes the value of the automated portion of the call.
● Compliance requirements for disclosure and recording consent vary by jurisdiction and change over

time — confirm current rules with counsel before launch rather than relying on general guidance.
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https://www.assemblyai.com/blog/low-latency-voice-ai

2. What is Voice AI Latency? Typical Numbers, Standards & How to Measure (Telnyx) —
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