In February 2024, the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) released a pivotal declaratory ruling
impacting the interplay between artificial or prerecorded voice technologies and the Telephone Consumer
Protection Act (TCPA). Catalogued under CG Docket 23-362, this ruling addresses the growing complexity of

modern telephony stacks, especially with the rapid emergence of Al-driven voice agents and their integration with

speech recognition (ASR) systems.

This blog post dives deep into what the FCC's ruling means for contact centers, telephony architects, and Al voice
vendors. We'll unpack the nuances between voice and chat channels, revisit why legacy IVR systems struggled, and

highlight the critical importance of end-to-end latency and barge-in handling in Al voice solutions.

Background: The Intersection of TCPA and Al Voices

The Telephone Consumer Protection Act (TCPA), enacted in 1991, principally sought to regulate unsolicited
telemarketing calls, focusing heavily on prerecorded voice. Fast forward to today, the landscape has Additional
resources dramatically shifted. Al voice agents, powered by sophisticated machine learning algorithms and

advanced ASR, blur the lines between live human agents and automated calls.
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With Al voices increasingly used in outbound communications, the FCC recognized the need to clarify how these

emerging technologies fit within existing regulations, especially concerning consumer protections against

unwanted calls.

Key Highlights from the FCC Declaratory Ruling — CG Docket 23-362

Aspect Summary Definition of Artificial or Prerecorded Voice The FCC expanded the scope beyond classic
‘prerecorded messages' to include Al-generated synthetic voices that simulate human speech patterns. Consent
Requirements Calls employing Al voices fall under TCPA's consent regime, with emphasis on clear consumer
acknowledgment before automated interactions. Call Origination and Attribution Clarified that calls initiated or
significantly controlled by Al voice systems are attributed to the caller, affecting legal exposure. Barge-In and
Interruption Handling Recognized interruption capabilities as critical for compliance and consumer experience,
discouraging monopolistic voice prompts that prevent user input. Latency and User Experience Encouraged
measurement and minimization of end-to-end latency to prevent call abandonment and reduce user frustration.

Why Voice Constraints Are Different from Chat

It's tempting to think Al voice agents are simply “chatbots with microphones.” However, voice channels bring

fundamental differences that challenge both regulatory and technical frameworks:

* Real-Time Interaction: Unlike chat, voice demands low-latency real-time exchanges. Delays longer than a
few hundred milliseconds disrupt natural conversation flow.

® One-at-a-Time Input: Voice is linear. Users can't “scroll back” or choose response timing like in chat.
Misinterpretations carry higher cost.

* Ambient Factors: Background noise, accents, and speech disfluencies influence ASR accuracy and thus impact
user satisfaction and compliance.

* Interruptions & Barge-In: Managing interruptions is a complex challenge unique to voice, requiring precise

handling to ensure natural communication.

The FCC ruling explicitly signals that ignoring these differences risks misclassification under TCPA—and exposes

callers to compliance violation risks.



Legacy IVR Systems and Their Limitations

Legacy Interactive Voice Response (IVR) systems typically used fixed-menu or speech-enabled navigation relying
on constrained grammars or DTMF inputs. While pioneering in their time, these systems failed in multiple areas

when stacked against modern Al voice:

1. Rigid Dialog Flows: Callers often got stuck in loops or forced down unnatural dialog paths, detracting from

real help.

2. High Latency: Traditional speech engines required bulky backend processing, causing frustrating gaps in

conversation.

3. Poor Barge-In Support: Many legacy systems forced callers to wait until prompt end, aggravating

impatience and abandonment.

4. Limited Context Awareness: Legacy |VRs struggled to maintain dialog context, leading to repetitive inputs

and poor handoff experiences.

The FCC's ruling reflects an understanding that artificial or prerecorded voice technology has evolved far beyond

these mechanical backbones, and regulatory approaches need to align accordingly.

End-to-End Latency: The Critical Metric You Have to Watch

One nuance often lost in vendor conversations is obsessing over model inference latency (e.g., the Al speech
recognition or TTS engine processing time) without accounting for total end-to-end latency. The FCC's ruling

nudges the industry toward comprehensive performance measurements because:

* Network Delays in telephony stacks (SIP signaling, media transcoding) add substantial latency beyond Al

compute times.

* Speech Recognition pauses for processing and ASR confidence thresholds could create perception of

sluggishness.
* Prompt Generation and audio streaming latency influence when the user hears the bot's responses.
* User Response Handling depends on the system detecting barge-in signals quickly and accurately.
For compliant, user-friendly calls, keeping end-to-end latency below 400 ms is optimal, with 600 ms as the upper

tolerable limit before callers begin perceiving delay as disruption. The FCC underscores that simply optimizing

components in isolation isn‘t enough — the full audio round-trip must be considered.

Barge-In and Interruption Handling: Don’t Dodge This Question

It's an industry pet peeve when vendors sidestep questions about real-time interruption and barge-in capabilities.

The FCC's ruling explicitly highlights proper barge-in support as a compliance and experience imperative.
Why is barge-in critical?
* Compliance: Forcing callers to wait through full prompts may violate consent and voluntary interaction
principles under the TCPA.

e User Experience: Interruptible prompts mimic human conversation and prevent caller frustration.

* Operational Efficiency: Proper interruptions can reduce call handle time and optimize contact center

resources.

Testers and architects must include failure modes where callers try to interrupt Al voices mid-prompt. Do the

systems detect and handle barge-in fluidly? Are partial inputs correctly recognized? Is there a fallback when barge-



in signals are ambiguous?

Practical Recommendations Going Forward

1. Measure and Report End-to-End Latency: Demand total audio round-trip timing from vendors, not just

model compute stats.

2. Insist on Real Barge-In Testing: During pilots, include interruption scenarios, including noisy environments
and partial phrases.

3. Understand Call Attribution: Make sure your compliance teams understand when calls are considered Al-
initiated under TCPA.

4. Design for Voice’s Unique Constraints: Avoid treating voice interactions like chatbots; prioritize

conversational naturalness and context awareness.

5. Prepare for Regulatory Evolution: Keep a close eye on FCC rulemaking updates to adjust telephony

strategy proactively.

Conclusion

The FCC's February 2024 declaratory ruling on artificial or prerecorded voice technology and TCPA compliance
represents a landmark moment for Al voice agents in contact centers and telemarketing. By expanding legal
interpretations to cover nuanced Al voice behaviors — especially stressing end-to-end latency, barge-in, and real-

time interaction needs — the FCC provides both guardrails and a roadmap for vendors and implementers.

For anyone managing telephony stacks or deploying Al voices integrated with advanced speech recognition, this
ruling is a call to rethink legacy assumptions, focus on the full user experience, and never dodge basic questions
about interruptions or delays. Staying out of TCPA trouble isn't about buzzwords or marketing hype; it's about
honest measurements, rigorous testing, and putting real human conversational dynamics at the center of your Al

voice design.



