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Introduction
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A telephone answering service (TAS) is a fast-paced, interesting business. It goes by many names: telemessaging company, teleservice call center, and telephone-answering bureau, to name a few. Regardless of what you call it, a successful, mature telephone answering service can be a rewarding and profitable business. And given recent technology advances that let users access answering service technology over the internet, entering the business is now easier and more affordable than at any time in the past several decades. The time is right; opportunity presents itself; potential beckons. Your future is here.

However, you don’t want to enter the answering service industry lightly. It is a labor-intensive, technology-driven business. It also carries with it a twenty-four-hour-a-day, year-round commitment (called 24/7). But if you’re ready for the challenge and have considered the cost—in terms of both time and money—to launch a successful TAS business, this book will help you start quickly and minimize costly mistakes. If you’re exploring this as a potential business opportunity, the following pages will give you clarity.

Are you ready to take the first step?
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Chapter One:
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Let’s Get Started

So you want to start an answering service. If you’re reading this, you likely fall into one of four categories:


	You’re an unhappy client at a telephone answering service and want to do it better.

	You’re an employee at an answering service and want to go out on your own.

	You’ve heard that a telephone answering service is a good business to get into.

	You’re exploring many business options, and an answering service is one of them.



There is much to carefully consider before launching a telephone answering service. It’s a labor-intensive business that never closes. As you start your business—and until you reach breakeven, which may take a long time—you might find yourself working eighty hours a week or more, and you could even end up sleeping at work to answer those few third shift calls. This will take its toll on you—perhaps quickly; oftentimes gradually. Starting a TAS is not something for the fainthearted or those unwilling to make the necessary sacrifices and investment of time. While running an answering service, like running any business, is challenging, starting an answering service can be daunting.

On the other hand, owning a TAS can be a rewarding and fulfilling endeavor. First, you can experience great satisfaction by helping others, which is what you will do all day long. Second, an established TAS generates steady and predictable cash flow. Although clients come and go, most continue to use their answering service month after month, year after year. Third, a properly run and sufficiently large answering service can generate a substantial profit. Fourth, an answering service is a business you can pass on to your children or other family members.

I know you’re anxious to jump into this, but it’s important to cover some background first so you can see how everything fits together. To do this we must take a brief look at the history of the telephone answering service industry. Knowing the industry’s past is essential to understanding its present, so let’s start at the beginning.
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Chapter Two:
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A Brief History of the TAS Industry

To know where you’re going, you need to know where you’ve been. This is especially true for anyone moving into the telephone answering service industry. While this overview may be more detailed than you care to digest, it’s helpful because it explains the present state of the industry and provides context for picking the right strategy to launch your answering service. 

The telephone answering service industry began in the 1920s with various local entrepreneurs opening the first answering services around the United States. Although many claim to have been the first, there is no agreement on who was. We also don’t know if they all learned from the first one who opened an answering service or if they each developed their innovative businesses in isolation. 

Many of these early answering services focused only on doctors, others took on only commercial accounts (along with a few wealthy residential customers), and some did both. Today there are still telephone answering services that specialize in the medical field, as well as some who decline to take medical clientele, but most do both.

Because of the available tools and how the telephone system worked, each TAS client originated from the same telephone company central office, usually serving just a few exchanges (the fourth, fifth, and sixth digits of a ten-digit phone number). 

Each customer had to pay the phone company to install an off-premise extension of his or her phone line at the telephone answering service. This was the least costly when the TAS was located within a contiguous block of the phone company’s central office. For this reason, most answering services were located very close to the phone company.

An alternative for those not served by the same phone company central office as their answering service went by the descriptive name of “if no answer.” Elegantly simple in concept, the business or doctor would give people two phone numbers. The first was the main number. Then they would say or write, “If no answer, call...” followed by the second number, which was their answering service (sometimes called an exchange). Companies would place this information on business cards and ads, in the phone book, and even on their signs.

Although needing to have and possibly call two numbers was cumbersome for customers or patients, it beat not having their call answered. This was especially true when calling a doctor in an emergency.

Some answering services would install a separate telephone in their office for each client. So if they had one hundred clients, they would have one hundred telephones in their office. This was a messy situation, resulting in a noisy environment when things got busy. As an alternative, other answering services rented cordboards from their phone company. The telephone company’s own local and long-distance operators used this same equipment. Most cordboards could accommodate up to one hundred telephone lines.

Legally these were the only two options since the answering service could only use equipment provided by the phone company, which they rented by the month. This meant using a telephone (either single line or multi-line, which could accommodate up to thirty or more lines) or a cordboard or its equivalent.

This continued with little change until the late 1970s, when two things occurred. One was a court case that allowed people to buy certified telephone equipment from third-party manufacturers and connect it to their phone line. The development of the microprocessor and the first basic computers followed a few years later.

At this time telephone equipment vendors sprouted up, a few of which specialized in making equipment specifically for telephone answering services. Initially these devices were electromechanical solutions, which slowly gave way to computerized alternatives. Today all TAS systems are computer-based.

Around the same time call forwarding developed, allowing people to forward their phone calls to another number, often that of an answering service. This removed the need and expense of installing an off-premise extension. It also greatly expanded a TAS’s service area to include the entire local calling area, which was far greater than just one central office. A wave of answering service consolidation followed. 

Although it took several years, the internet provided the next major advance in answering service functionality and flexibility. Increasingly telephone companies digitized phone calls and sent the data over the internet or a comparable digital network. Called Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP), it paved the way for calls to arrive over a high-speed internet connection instead of a telephone line.

A parallel development goes by many different names (and with no real agreement on the subtle differences): Software as a Service (SaaS), hosted services, cloud-based computing, and so forth. The essential element of these options is that, instead of installing a computerized TAS system in one’s office (a premise-based or on-premise solution), the system’s computers are located off-site in a high-tech facility maintained by the system vendor. The answering service only needs computers for its operator stations, an office network, and a reliable internet connection.

This provides three key benefits. The first is financial. Using an internet-based system negates the need to buy a complete system, instead incurring a monthly service fee. This removes the capital expense of a system purchase and replaces it with a monthly operational expense, affecting both the balance sheet and the income statement.

Second, with answering service systems growing more technologically advanced, installing equipment on-site requires a trained technical staff to maintain it. Moving to the internet removes most of the technical complexities of running an answering service, leaving only the network and desktop computers to content with.

Third, this gives answering services the flexibility to scale up quickly, move locations with ease, and allow operators to work anywhere they have a stable internet connection. There are other benefits of using a hosted answering service solution too. Today some answering services install systems on-site, and others opt for hosted solutions. Though there are valid strategic reasons for both, the trend is toward the cloud-based alternative.

In addition, the industry has been undergoing another wave of consolidation in recent years, with big services getting bigger. This means decreased competition, though it is still formidable. Despite the barriers to entry, this provides potential for answering service start-ups.
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