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Many extravagant claims are made on behalf of modern telecommunications technology, but it is generally accepted that it is better adapted to the transfer of bits rather than atoms. Thus the “dial a pizza” service that many companies claim to offer is still a bit of a misnomer. If you dial one of these companies and ask them to send the pizza by fax, the chances are that they will end up with hot, sticky microchips and a fax repair bill while you are still waiting for your hot pizza and food bill. Despite this rather obvious limitation, “dial a pizza” services now exist in most cities in the western world, albeit with the pizza delivered by rather more conventional means. Telecommunications technology has nevertheless facilitated the growth of home delivery services in a number of ways:





by allowing the service provider to broadcast recorded messages to inform the caller of special offers while on hold;





by matching the telephone number of each incoming call to a computerised database of existing customers, it is possible to reduce the time spent dictating addresses for delivery;





by equipping the dispatch riders delivering the pizzas with two-way pagers, it is possible to keep close track on expected delivery times and to organise the most efficient routing of deliveries.





These service enhancements all use sophisticated technology to offer a better client service. But the main breakthrough in creating a market for home delivered food orders came, in the United States at least, from a much simpler innovation: the freephone service. The basic idea behind freephone is to reverse the charges of a telephone call so that it is the called party who pays for the call rather than the caller. This is significant in overcoming the psychological barrier for the customer who feels that it should not be necessary to pay twice: for the pizza and for the telephone call. For the service provider, the advantages are more numerous:





An easily memorable number which uses a repetitive sequence of numbers (e.g., 800 8888 0000) or which translates into a mnemonic (e.g., 800 EAT PIZZA, i.e. 800 328 74002), establishes a “brand” for the service provider, allowing them to publicise the service easily and widely;





Having access to the same number on a national basis allows the service provider to establish new branches, or to award franchises, without the start-up costs of a new advertising campaign;





Incoming calls can be routed to a central switchboard which then allocates each order to the geographically closest, or least busy, branch for preparation and dispatch.





It is one of the unwritten laws of entrepreneurship that the simplest innovations are generally the most successful. Freephone services began in the United States in 1966 and the market continues to be dominated by US companies. Indeed, around 90 per cent of the 9 million or so freephone numbers in use worldwide are in North America. A few statistics help to judge the success of freephone service. For instance, freephone numbers carry around 100 million calls per day in the US and account for 40 per cent of the traffic on AT&T’s network. Just over half of the customer applications are for reservations or sales/order taking, such as the dial a pizza example discussed above (see Figure 1). Consequently it would be a fair estimate that the total value of business transacted over freephone lines runs to the order of several hundred billion dollars per year. And yet freephone services are rarely discussed in the telecommunications literature outside North America. For every one article about freephone service you read in a journal such as this, you’ll probably see ten or more about “sexy” new technologies such as multimedia, video-on-demand or the Internet. Frankly speaking, even if the wildly optimistic market forecasts for all these new services are met, they still won’t generate as much money for the Public Telecommunications Operators as humble freephone service.





Figure 1:  Customer use of Freephone Service, by application
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Source:	AT&T.





Freephone service is less developed in Europe and Asia-Pacific, where progress has been slowed by a number of factors:





PTOs outside North America tend to charge much higher rates for freephone lines and for local calls;





In Europe, only a third or so of telephone handsets have letters printed alongside the numerals and the assignment of letters to numerals follows a slightly different pattern to the standard used in North America;





Customers in North America seem to take it for granted that the seller of a service should pay for the call. That perception is reversed in other parts of the world which are not so service-oriented.





Despite these obstacles, freephone service is expanding at a fast rate. There are more than 300’000 freephone numbers in Japan and around half that number in Germany. Indeed, the growth of freephone service is now occurring much more rapidly outside North America, where the further expansion of the service is temporarily hampered by a shortage of numbers (as only seven digits are used in the numbering plan, giving a theoretical capacity of ten million minus one). Telephone numbers are indeed a scarce resource.





So how would our fictitious pizza entrepreneurs, EAT PIZZA, expand their business to a global scale? At the moment the only possibility would be to take out separate freephone numbers in each of the countries in which they wish to do business. That means a lot of separate negotiations and consequently a lot more hassle in advertising the availability of the service. If you’ve ever seen an advert for a mail-order product advertised on a satellite television channel broadcast to multiple countries, you’ll have noticed that the section at the end of the ad where the contact numbers for all the different countries are displayed often occupies more time than the ad itself!





Fortunately, help is at hand. Starting in 1996, a new global standard for universal international freephone numbers (UIFNs) is likely to come into force. A draft Recommendation (ITU-T E.169) has been defined and is currently under ballot with the member administrations of the International Telecommunication Union. The Recommendation defines a UIFN as “a unique freephone number(s) that is the same throughout the world”. The Recommendation has four main objectives:





The UIFN should be portable, allowing the customer to retain the same global number when changing between service providers or when entering new markets. Effectively therefore the customer “owns” the number and can shop around for the best service.





The structure of the UIFN (the country code, followed by “800”, followed by eight digits) should be flexible enough to allow the customer to choose the digits they wish and to embed any pre-existing freephone numbers into the available number space.





The format of the UIFN should facilitate efficient and accurate routing of calls between service providers. This may mean, for instance, that all calls made throughout Europe could be routed to “EAT PIZZA’s” corporate headquarters, which will probably be located next to a golf course somewhere in Spain.





The handling and allocation of freephone numbers should be carried out in as fair and impartial a manner as possible, and to this end a global Registrar will be appointed (a function likely to be administered by the ITU). The Recommendation lays down the tasks which the Registrar must undertake when processing a new application, each of which must be handled strictly on a “first come, first served basis”. A computerised database of all numbers which have been allocated or which are under consideration will be made available to assist customers with the selection process.





The potential user community for global freephone numbers is large. Almost any multinational company should be interested in being able to advertise the same telephone number throughout its territory. The main applications are likely to include credit card companies, mail order, tourism, financial services companies including accident insurance, airlines, vehicle repair and recovery, and transport companies as well as the home pizza delivery company discussed above. If your organisation is considering registering a global freephone number, then you should notify your telecommunications service provider and ask them to register the number with the ITU. It is likely that all the best numbers, the so-called “golden numbers” which are easy to remember, will be snapped up straight away. Indeed, the chances are that the service providers will reserve all the best numbers for themselves. But even if you have no immediate plans to offer a global freephone service, you may still want to register those numbers you use at present at a national level to ensure that potential competitors do not use them in future. By the way, if there are any budding pizza delivery entrepreneurs reading this article, the code “800 EAT PIZZA” is still available ....


� The views expressed in this paper are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the opinions of the ITU and its membership, or the HEC.
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