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(OCI). “It has affected them

both in terms of their devel-

oping technology and in

terms of their ability to fol-

low through on what they

have to do to attract cus-

tomers.” 

In the face of a money

crunch, he says, many

providers have had to cut

corners on customer service

and technicians. Some are

simply going belly up.

That means it’s doubly

important for businesses

to choose telecom providers

wisely. Unfortunately, com-

panies can’t depend on any

outside parties to rate the

players. The industry

changes rapidly, and there’s

really nowhere to look up

financial or product infor-

mation. But businesses can

take a few hints from indus-

try experts for picking tele-

com vendors that will ad-

dress their companies’

needs—and stay afloat in

today’s market. 

Hit the Books
The first thing a business

should do when investigat-

ing telecommunications

providers is to seek out

their financial records, ad-

vises Nita Singh, president

and CEO of Maple

Grove–based telemanage-

ment firm American Busi-

ness Communication, Inc.

“All the big players are

publicly held,” she says.

“So companies should al-

ways do their due diligence

and research them.” 

What if you’re consider-

ing privately held firms?

Then there’s no public data-

base of information, but

you still should ask sales-

people for data. 

The best metric to look

for is a debt-to-equity ratio

of 50-50 or less, explains

Jon Secrest, director of

marketing at Eschelon

Telecom in Minneapolis.

“If you look at most high-

profile bankruptcies in both

the local dial-tone and data-

provider industries over the

past couple years, the com-

mon thread is extremely

high debt load with not

enough equity,” he says.

Equity holders, after all,

have a stake in making sure

a company stays afloat.

Think Locally
A telecommunications

company with a local ser-

vice center is a big plus, es-

pecially if you know the

people who work there. If

and when an emergency

arises, it’s good to be able

to call someone you trust.

And availability of service

based on location can vary

widely, even in one metro

area. An anonymous person

in Omaha may not know

whether your location is eli-

gible for DSL.  

A strong locally based

customer service depart-

ment—or the lack there-

ou might call it “the willies.”

It’s that leery feeling busi-

nesses get nowadays when they

contemplate their telecommunica-

tions. That’s because lately, many

telecom firms seem fiscally shaky,

and they’re not putting as much

energy into new product develop-

ment. Businesses are finding that

it’s not as much of a buyer’s mar-

ket as it used to be. 

“What the economy has

wrought on the telecommunica-

tions industry has indicted some

carriers and slowed many others,”

says Paul Thibeau, practice leader

for marketing and communica-

tions at Minneapolis-based con-
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of—also can indicate financial stability.

“What we’ve found is that when telecom

companies got into trouble, the first place

they started cutting staff was in their sup-

port and service departments,” Singh says.

“The ones who put all their money into

their salespeople and nothing into support

are the ones that consistently have been

hurting.”

Start Taking Names
The best way to find potential telecom ven-

dors is to ask your peers

what firm they use. Once

you’ve collected a few

names, contact the

providers and ask for

more references to clients

whose needs are similar to

yours. Then you call them.

“They should be references like you,”

Thibeau says. “It doesn’t do you much

good if you’re a business with six employ-

ees and the carrier says General Mills is a

client. That’s not you.” If you have, say, 20

employees, two T1s, and heavy calling-

card usage, ask to talk to an analogous

company.

Take Your Time
A new telecom implementation doesn’t

happen overnight. Even after businesses

make a decision, it may take a couple of

months to get the service up and running.

That means you should start planning six

months to a year before you’ll need your

new system. Study your firm’s needs, and

bring your concerns and questions to meet-

ings with potential providers.

“Identify your true requirements,” advis-

es Carol Wirsbinski, general manager at the

Edina office of Oregon–based Integra Tele-

com. “How many voice lines do you have

today? What is your growth expected to be

over the next three to five years? What are

your Internet needs, and would you expect

those to grow or stay similar?”

Knowing your company’s requirements

will help you weed out unsuitable vendors

that don’t have the resources or products to

meet those needs. “If I can define these

things, I’m going to go into a meeting with

a carrier with a lot more ammunition,”

Wirsbinski says.

Read the Fine Print
Many telecom providers offer discounts

based on long-term contracts. A couple of

years might be acceptable, depending on

your company’s policies for contract

terms, but be wary of major commitments. 

“In telecom, you don’t want to get tied

up in a 10-year contract with any compa-

ny,” advises Debra Lake, area sales direc-

tor at Focal Communications in Minneapo-

lis. “Telecom changes too much. Some

things are basic and they’re the same all

the time, but costs and people change over

time.” Long contract terms impair your

ability to keep getting the best pricing and

customer service, she says.

Watch the 
Salesperson
When you’re seeking a quality telecommu-

nications system, keep an eye out for what

Eschelon’s Secrest calls “the used-car

mentality.” That’s when a telecom’s sales

staff seems more concerned with moving

inventory than with determining your com-

pany’s needs.

“What is the quality of the solution

they’re providing to you?” Secrest asks.

“Are they looking at your business and try-

ing to add value with products and ser-

vices, or are they trying to just get you to

sign onto their business as quickly as pos-

sible?” 

Be suspicious of any low-price boiler-

plate agreements offered on the spot. Ask

to see service agreements and sample bills,

and ask to visit the facilities and meet the

support team.

Get Help
If you don’t have the time or ability to in-

vestigate your options as deeply as you

wish you could, one option might be to

hire a consultant. Especially if you’re a

larger firm, you’ll almost

certainly recoup the con-

sultant’s fee by making

better telecom choices. 

“We understand what’s

really working out there,”

Singh says of her con-

sultancy. “We understand when it’s ap-

propriate for a new technology to go in.

And that’s something that’s very difficult

for the typical business to decipher on its

own,  most ly  because they’re being

pitched by people who have to sell that

technology.”

Various consultants have different spe-

cialties. Singh’s firm audits telecommu-

nications bills, orders services, trou-

bleshoots problems, and creates reports

on service usage. “We look at it from a

completely unbiased perspective,” she

says. “We don’t necessarily have any mo-

tivation to put a given technology in. We

don’t have any motivation not to, either.

So we’re really, truly looking out for the

customer’s best interest.”  

With this checklist in mind, you’ll be bet-

ter armed to make tough telecom decisions.

Don’t forget: A good provider shouldn’t try

to bend your business processes to fit its of-

ferings. It should provide services that fit

your style and your methods—and help you

be more efficient, too. �

Jamie Swedberg is a freelance writer who

specializes in technology. 

Telecom changes too rapidly for your
company to get tied up in a 10-year

contract, advises Debra Lake of Focal. 


