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Card Sanity
Who would want to run a business around calling cards? Looking down at the business you see complexities at every level from how calls are switched to the trade- off between quality of service of calls and making a profit. Drill down further and you see the crucial issues of credit positions; multi-level distribution; intense competition; reduced margins – the list goes on and on.
However, this pessimistic but accurate view can be turned on its head by addressing the individual issues. Look at it as a leaky pipe. We have all had them. They have caused us inconvenience, and in causes damage to our homes. In lots of cases it has taken a great deal of time to locate the leak and fix it and repair the damage that it has caused.
So what’s a leaking pipe got to do with a wholesale/retail carrier and the calling card market? Well quite a lot actually. It is the multiple leaks that damage the business, and these leaks are often not individual but run through the business. Still confused? Let me explain clearly.  
The analogy of plumbing and running a profitable network is this – cause and effect. Lots of little leaks are unnoticeable until everyone is knee deep in water. Likewise with a high pressure water leak, a flood is immediate and brings instant damage. Either way, running a business around volatile calling cards means water damage or “wipe-out”.
I hope by now the connection has been made. The term water stands very clearly for money, margin, deserting customers, loss of brand value and long term survivability of the business. The precise term is Revenue Leakages.
(Let’s call the plumbers in!!!)
Call Routing
Call Routing is complex, especially when you have to balance Quality with making a decent margin. Lots of networks operate without a cohesive routing policy. It is a black art, normally receiving feedback 15 minutes after the event. How can you make informed decisions historically whilst and react to changing call quality in real-time? And what is Least Cost Routing? It is literally using the cheapest routes. What does that actually do for customers – poor quality calls, but higher margins for the carrier? And what cost does this bring? Customers move somewhere else and probably never come back to that carriers service. Much better- use real time tools that allow quality of service to be managed proactively and underpin a Call Routing policy.
Traffic Balancing
Balancing Ingress and Egress traffic should be easy. After all, telecom networks have been around for a long time whether they are circuit switched or Voice over IP. Unfortunately this is not the case. A balance has to be made on where the calls come into the switch/card platform. These platforms are not the massive undersubscribed switches that are typically used by the largest players, for instance, incumbent operators. They are much smaller and specialised. They are big computers!!!
The often used phrase “keep it local” comes to mind. Many networks use little intelligence in where the calls hunt to. By this I mean the mechanism that the big computers (lets call them servers to be more precise), place the calls to another port, when the pre-programmed destination port or ports are busy. Experience says that just by picking a port on another server probably does not work and if it does, it will not if it is competing with lots of other calls all looking for a home at the same time. After all, the “pipe” between the servers is limited to a finite number of simultaneous calls, whether the protocol is ATM or OC3. In plumbing it is known as Working Pressure – the maximum pressure of the plumbing system. 
Believe me the technical bandwidth of a pipe either at 25 Mb/s or 155 Mb/s is a theoretical approximation, not a guarantee that it will carry every call that travels across it. Why? Because it involves processor loading that will block the system and sometimes pull it down altogether.
It is better to balance the traffic and use hunting on the local node, rather than just transfer calls across the “pipe”. Oh by the way, you will not get thousands of calls across it, think more in hundreds of calls. The Flow Rate Rating in the plumbing system is limited, as it is on the communication link.
Blocked calls, network instability, platform resets are avoidable. Plug these and you stop some of the leaks.
(Enough of Call Routing and Traffic Balancing, I’m feeling damp already!!!)
Let’s look at Reporting and by reporting, I mean diverse reports that the business needs to measure performance, profitability, commissions, and the myriad ad-hoc reports that we cannot do without. Let’s face it, the process is lengthy, reports need to be delivered on time and can be prone to inaccuracies (on top of questionable data from Call Routing and other functions). We have come across companies, where 90% of a person’s time is collating reports, importing and exporting data from one system to another to distribute the information to a diverse range of functions. Wouldn’t it be novel to get reports ranging from account summaries, destination summaries, average call duration, post- digit delay etc. – in fact all your reporting needs delivered via email to your desktop every day, or week or month? Everyone wins - automated reports on time and with the minimum of human intervention. And I hear you say “what about the person who used to collate and distribute the reports in the old fashioned way”. Well, simple, they get to do pro-active work that strengthens the business such as marketing your services. 
Marketing and brand Loyalty

Marketing means many things to many people. Essentially it means promoting your services to your existing customers and to people who you want to become customers. It needs to be profitable and identifiable. Now that sounds great, but the practicality is this – how do you identify those potential customers?  Getting new customers follows a definite process – market research, demographics, distribution etc.

Many large consumer oriented customers are skilled in getting new customers. They also mine their databases to identify existing customers, whom that can either sell them more of the old stuff or sell them an associated product/service that fits into their lifestyle synergistically.
(Stop !!!!  I am going into marketing speak and we all hear too much of this wherever we go) 

The question still remains, in a niche market called calling cards, how does a carrier identify targeted customers to either thank them for continued use of the service or promote new ones? It is hard but not impossible. The customer’s physical whereabouts can be tracked by their STD code/CLI. This not only identifies who they are but how much they spend and on what destinations they spend it on. Once the customer’s have been identified, then either a voice announcement can be played to this targeted group or a simple SMS/Text message can be sent.

(I am now getting dry!!!!!)
Profitability and Analysing Margins
So you have identified the target customer’s which is great, but do you really know what margin you are making on them and the other customers who use your service? The problem is this: calling cards do not sell for the value that the cards are marked at. This discount although great for the user is not good for the carrier. Worse still, traditional card liability reports often do not report correctly. So the “finger in the air” calculation comes in to play. It may be right but is most likely very wrong. Accurate reporting is crucial to plotting the success and failure of calling cards. In addition, knowing what margins calling cards contribute either combined or separated over time separates the winners from the losers. 
(Well I am dry, how about you?)
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About the authors: We are an innovative company that understands this industry from card distribution through to retail and wholesale carriage, and are familiar with plumbing!

Building and operating networks for a number of carriers, we understand how the water leaks and how damaging it can be. Being innovative, we originally developed in-house tools to plug the leaks and make our customers more efficient, more profitable, and more able to manage their business as part of our Facility Management contracts. These in - house tools are now productised and are known as Jtech ServicePlus Version 2 for Card Platforms, for use in your network.
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