
Your guide to choosing among many 

TELEPHONE
OPTIONS
With the advancement of technologies 
barely imaginable 50 years ago, consumers 
who previously relied on landline 
telephone service as their primary means 
of keeping in touch with loved ones, 
friends and professional contacts now 
have the ability to reach, and even see, 
people half a world away at the touch of 
a finger. In today’s digital society, services 
offered by landline, wireless, Internet and 
cable companies offer consumers a variety 
of telephone options. 

The Office of the Ohio Consumers’ 
Counsel (OCC), your residential utility 
consumer advocate, has developed 
this fact sheet to inform you of some 
of the options for your telephone 
service and help you determine which 
communications services are most 
important to you. 

How do I choose a  
telephone provider?
You can prepare to choose a provider by 
reviewing your telephone bill and asking 
yourself the following questions:

�	 What type of calls do I make 
now, and what type might I make 
in the near future (local, long 
distance, international)? 

�	 How many local and long 
distance calls do I make each 
month from my home telephone?

�	 What features currently appear 
on my monthly bill? Which of 
these features do I actually use?

�	 Are there any features that 
I could use for privacy and/
or convenience but have not 
ordered from my current 
telephone company?

�	 Do I use a wireless phone for 
local calling? Long-distance 
calling? Internet access?

�	 Do I use my home telephone line 
to access the Internet, or for safety 
needs (home security system, 
medical alert system, etc.)? 

�	 Do I purchase high-speed Internet 
(broadband) service from my local 
telephone company or from a cable 
company? Does my cable company 
also offer local phone service?

�	 Do I receive separate bills for each 
telecommunications service or are 
they bundled together (local, long 
distance, broadband, wireless)?

�	 How much do I currently pay per 
month for local service?

�	 How much do I currently pay per 
month for all home telephone 
services (local, long distance, 
wireless, Internet access)?

Next, share the information you have 
gathered from analyzing your monthly 
bill with members of your household. 
Discuss their needs and frequently used 
features and desired services.

Using the answers to the above questions 
and your discussions with your family, 
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you can prioritize the services you want 
from your telephone provider.

Telephone service options
The OCC recommends researching 
available service options and doing 
comparison shopping when deciding 
whether to continue with your current 
telephone plan or provider, or to 
switch to a competitor. Factors such as 
convenience, cost and customer service 
are all considerations that go into making 
an informed decision about the services 
and the company that is right for you. 

Most companies have several telephone 
service packages that include such 
features as Caller ID, Call Waiting and 
voicemail. Consumers may also be able to 
sign up for basic local telephone service 
and pick and choose extras that are 
needed.  Many cable companies now offer 
local phone service, often bundled with 
broadband and/or cable TV services.

If you decide to switch local service 
providers and your new service does 
not include long-distance service, it 
is important to contact your current 
long-distance carrier to make sure your 
current long-distance plan will transfer. It 
is also crucial not to cancel your current 
local service until after the service is 
switched, as some companies cannot 
pick you up as a customer if you are not 
already with a local provider.

The following are some of the alternatives 
offered to telecommunications 
consumers, in addition to basic local 
telephone service:

Wireless phone service: Wireless service 
allows residential consumers to stay 
connected just about whenever and 
wherever they want. Wireless phone 
service providers usually offer a variety 
of calling, texting and data plans. Some 
plans include a set number of minutes 
per month for calling and/or texting 
whereas other plans include unlimited 
calling and/or texting. 

Some providers also offer prepaid service, 
where the monthly charge is paid in 
advance of using the service. Many now 
offer data plans, which can range from a 
certain level of access to unlimited access. 

Prices vary depending on the level of 
calling, texting, and/or data access. 
Some plans have additional charges for 
going over the limits for calling, texting and 
data. In addition, wireless phone companies 
may offer agreements that typically last one 
or two years. If you decide to terminate the 
agreement early, you could pay a substantial 
cancellation fee. 
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Be sure to get answers to  
these questions:

�	 Is there a sign-up fee?

�	Are there any promotional offers?

�	 Is there a switching fee or early 
termination fee if you decide to 
change providers?

�	How will you be billed?

�	What will be your total monthly 
bill (including all fees, taxes and 
surcharges)?

�	How does the company handle any 
billing discrepancies?

�	Are customer service 
representatives available 24 hours 
a day or does the company use an 
automated service?

�	How many customers does the 
company serve and how large is its 
service territory?

�	 If your family needs payment 
assistance, does the company have 
a program in place, such as Lifeline?

�	 Is there a program for customers 
with medical needs, such as a repair 
priority program?

�	 If reverse or Enhanced 9-1-1 is 
needed, does the service provide it?

�	 If you eliminate your home phone 
service, will it affect other services 
you need (i.e. alarm or alert systems, 
or DSL Internet service)? 



Many wireless 
providers also include 
features similar to 
those available with 
traditional telephone 
service. Be sure to ask 
if these features carry 
any additional charges. 
Also, if you decide 
to switch from one 
wireless company to 
another, you have the 
option to keep your 
telephone number.

There may be other issues to consider 
before opting for wireless service instead 
of landline service. Sound quality may 
not be as good. 

Home security systems often require a 
landline connection to monitor alarm 
sensors, such as fire and burglar alarms. 
Switching to wireless service may 
require installation of a device that can 
communicate via a cellular connection 
that may be and additional cost.

Not all areas in Ohio have wireless 
coverage. Check wireless providers’ 
coverage maps for the areas in which you 
want to use the service before deciding 
to sign up for a wireless plan. But don’t 
take the coverage maps at face value.  
Most wireless carriers’ coverage maps 
include disclaimers about the accuracy 
of their maps.  In some locations, you 
may experience dropped calls and poor 
connections when using a wireless 
service, even in your own home.  If 
you have a friend or family member 
who subscribes to a carrier you are 
considering, ask them about coverage 
and signal quality.  You may want to 
ask to borrow their phone to test the 
signal strength at your home and other 
locations you need to make calls from.

Most counties in Ohio are now equipped 
to offer Enhanced 9-1-1; however, you 
should always give your cell phone 
number (including area code) and exact 
location to a 9-1-1 operator or other 
emergency personnel. 

Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP): 
Customers with high-speed Internet 
(broadband) access may have an option 
that could provide savings on typical 
telephone services such as local and 
long-distance, and features such as 
Call Waiting and voicemail. Voice over 
Internet Protocol, or VoIP (often referred 
to as Digital Phone), allows phone calls to 
be placed over a broadband connection. 
Special equipment is needed to make and 
receive calls using VoIP technology.

Customers who already have broadband 
service through their telephone or cable 
company have the option of using VoIP 
service from those companies, if they are 
offered, or obtaining the service from a 
variety of other companies offering VoIP 
services.  You should be able to use your 
same phone number if you switch to a 
VoIP service.

As a result of today’s technology, VoIP 
telephone service may offer about 
the same sound quality as traditional 
telephone service. However, if you choose 
VoIP for your telephone service, you 
should be aware that it may not work 
during a power outage. Problems with 
your computer, broadband connection 
or VoIP equipment also may affect the 
ability to make and receive calls.

If you have a home security system or a 
medical alert system, it may need to be 
connected to a traditional telephone line 
in order for them to operate. Such systems 
may not function with VoIP service. 
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The Office of the Ohio 
Consumers’ Counsel (OCC), the 

residential utility consumer 
advocate, represents the 

interests of 4.5 million 
households in proceedings 

before state and federal 
regulators and in the courts. 

The state agency also educates 
consumers about electric, 

natural gas, telephone  
and water issues. 

For more information, please 
visit the OCC website at  

www.occ.ohio.gov.

The Office of the Ohio Consumers’ 
Counsel is an equal opportunity 

employer and provider of services.
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VoIP services and providers are not 
subject to the same rules and regulations 
as basic telephone service from more 
traditional phone companies. Be sure to 
ask VoIP providers about their policies 
on service quality and customer service 
issues such as billing.

Prepaid local calling: Prepaid local 
service requires consumers to pay in 
advance for monthly telephone service. 

Prepaid local companies often market 
to customers who have no credit, 
bad credit or have been disconnected 
by a local telephone company for 
nonpayment. Typically, prepaid service 
costs considerably more than basic 
local service from a traditional local 
telephone company. Connection fees 
can be more expensive, monthly charges 
can range from $39-$69 for basic service 
and extra features like Caller ID are 
usually priced higher. Prepaid services 
are also available from long-distance 
and wireless companies.

Long-distance providers: Long-distance 
service is generally available from local 
telephone companies. There also are 
several other providers that only offer 
long-distance service. Knowing your long-
distance needs will help make choosing a 
provider and plan much easier. 

When you decide on a long-distance 
carrier and set up an account, check your 
next local telephone bill to make sure the 
switch was made. If your previous long-
distance carrier continues to bill you for 
its flat monthly charge, contact your local 
telephone company so it can make the 
needed changes to your account. 

However, depending on the old carrier’s 
billing system, you may receive charges 
for calls made using your old long-
distance company for a few months after 
you switch.  Write down the date you 
switch providers to make sure your old 
long-distance company isn’t charging 
you for calls made after the date you 
switched service.

Long-distance rates and discount plans 
often change. You should frequently call 
long-distance companies and ask about 
domestic rates, billing increments and 
applicable discount plans. What may have 
been the best plan for you six months 
ago may no longer apply. A resource you 
might use is ABTOLLS (http://abtolls.
com) which provides long-distance rate 
comparisons detailing day, evening and 
weekend rates as well as any minimum 
monthly charges that may exist.

Some customers may find that wireless 
service is a better option for long-
distance calls within the United States 
because it is billed based on minutes and 
does not differentiate between local and 
long distance. In addition, where you 
call might not matter with an unlimited 
calling plan. If you make international 
calls, check with your wireless carrier to 
determine the cost. 

Bundled services: Many local telephone 
plans bundle services and features 
together at a price that may be cheaper 
than buying the services and features 
individually. Your local telephone 
company’s website may help you 
determine whether a bundled service 
plan is right for you. Be sure to inquire 
about how bundling services and features 
may affect your current service before 
making the switch. For example, if you 
have basic telephone service, switching 
to a bundled service would cause you to 
lose many consumer protections under 
Ohio law.  In addition, some bundles 
may require using your phone company’s 
VoIP service, affect your consumer 
protections.  Systems that rely on your 
landline service may also be affected. 

http://www.pickocc.org
http://abtolls.com
http://abtolls.com

