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Why do we still have 800/288 numbers?

The toll free 800 number waz born out of the
long diztance era. | call it the long distance

era becauze that waz where the "walue" was

in woice telecommunications,

e hawve since moved bevond this era, but a remnant, the 800 number still remains,
Recentls | dizcovered that many of the wvounger generation aren't familiar with the
whole concept,

For those of vou that don't remember or are too voung to know, the bref story
goes like thiz, Once upon a time, there was a really big phone company. It was zo
big, in fact, that people used that affectionate parental term for mother known as
“iha" to describe it - wes, thiz was iha Bell, or ATET.

Bell System

In the early wears of telephony, ATAT pieced together the Bell Svstem.

This was a monzter monopoly which controlled eversthing zurrounding
telecommunications in the United States and exerted great influence around the

wiarld, One of the cornerstone philozophiez of the old Bell Svstem waz that
evervone deserved a phone.



Thiz meant that where ever yvou lived within the Bell Svstem, vour lacal telephone
zervice had to be affordable and easy to use. Of course, as vou might guess, running
all those wires to so0 many homes, especially out in the hinterlands was very
expensive, The Bell System paid for thiz by cresting the concept of long distance
calling.

The idea was to subzidize the costs of local service by charging a lot of monew for
long diztance calls, This prcing strategy, made easy becauze it was all pretty much
one company, drove a whaole set of cultural phenomena.

For example, when the phone would ring, az soon az it was dizcovered that it was
"long distance," entire houzeholds would come to a halt with this single shouot,

This was becauze it was really expensive and every minute waz carefully metered,

There were also really fancy wavs of charging calls like, "collect," "person to

perzon,” and "operator assisted.”

An operator

Yesz, for thoze of vou too voung to have experienced it, the 0 waz a magic kev on
the phone, It wasn't just a number, but preszing it all by itzelf connected wou
directly with a human being known az an "operator,” Her job was to make all of
those fancwy calls a reality,

Blow, because long distance was expenzive, the wizard:s at Bell Laboratores invented
a special kind of number known az the "S800" or toll free numbers, Thesze could be
called free of charge from anv phone, amwwhere within the Bell System and the long
distance charges would be paid by the "called party" instead of the caller,

Thiz wwas magical becauze it opened up the warld of catalogue shopping, late night
television impulse purchases and the rest of the telemarketing frenzy. Before the
Internet, thiz waz THE way to get stuff. These became so popular that 800 numbers
alone weren't enough. In the early 1990's the numbers were extended to include
BEE, 877, Boa, etc,

But behold something haz happened, These numbers are ztill around today, but thewy
are completely unnecezzary, The Bell Svstem waz zplit up as part of a long antitrust
mezs that extended ower a couple of decades,

The long distance market, made cost competitive by the entrance of MC| and Sprint,
became commoditized, Long distance zubzidies drded up and the independent local
telephone companies were forced to charge non-zubsidized rates for service, Thiz
combined with the explozion of cellular has made long distance calling virtually free,



(Obhsolete

Hence, other than branding benefitz that go with a certain toll free number like
"800-Flowers" for example, there iz really no longer a need for the miracle of the 00
number. It has become obzolete,

&z a matter of fact, think about thiz. Use of an 800 number actually costs a lot more?
If long diztance iz free, then using an 800 number cauzes the called party to pay for
zomething that iz already free,

Sure, some of wou will zav, but | still like to uze these numbers when | make a call
from a pav phone, To that | ask, have vou seen a pay phone lately
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