
If you run a business in California, your phones are more than dial tone and voicemail. They are your sales floor,
your support desk, and your emergency lifeline, wrapped in one. Choosing the wrong business phone system can
quietly bleed money, frustrate customers, and lock you into contracts that age badly as your company grows or
shifts to hybrid work.

I have sat in too many conference rooms with owners who signed a “great” phone deal, only to discover they were
stuck paying for features nobody used, or that the system failed during a wildfire power outage. The technology
has changed quickly, but the fundamentals of choosing a good fit have not.

This guide walks through what a business phone system is, how it has evolved, what California companies should
watch for, and how to think about landlines, VoIP, and the future, without getting lost in telecom trivia.

What a business phone system actually is
A business phone system is the combination of service, hardware, and software that lets your company make and
receive calls, route them intelligently, and apply business rules like hours, queues, and recorded greetings.

At a minimum, a real business system usually provides:

A main business number (or several), with routing rules, greetings, and extensions

Call control features: transfer, hold, conference, hunt groups, ring groups

Voicemail, ideally with email or text notifications

Management tools: call logs, user management, reporting

On top of that, most modern systems layer in mobile apps, softphones on laptops, integrations with CRM tools,
SMS, and sometimes video meetings.

If your “system” is a single Comcast or AT&T voice line plugged into a cordless phone at the reception desk, that is
a business use of a residential-style line, not a true business phone system.

A quick historical detour: from Ma Bell to mobile apps
It helps to know where we came from before deciding where to go next.

For much of the twentieth century, the old phone company in the United States was essentially one organization:
AT&T, often called “Ma Bell.” By the 1980s, after an antitrust case, AT&T was broken into regional “Baby Bell”
companies. If you ask “What were the telephone companies in the 1980s?” or “What was the name of the Phone
Systems Company California telephone company in the 80s?”, you are usually talking about that AT&T and the
Baby Bells like Pacific Bell (PacBell) here in California.

Those early years also birthed many of the past telephone companies that no longer exist as independent brands:
GTE, MCI, WorldCom, and others that were acquired or collapsed.

On the internet side, the old dial-up internet companies in the 1990s included AOL, CompuServe, Prodigy,
EarthLink, and regional providers. Before AOL became a household name, early networks like ARPANET and then
the internet backbone used in 1973 were academic and government systems, not commercial services, and were
not “called” anything that a business consumer would recognize as an ISP. The first website ever appeared around
1991, hosted by CERN, long before most California businesses had a modem in the office.
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Why does any of this matter? Because many business owners still carry mental models from those days. They
assume there are “big 5 phone companies” that control everything, that traditional landlines are forever, and that
VoIP is inherently unreliable. That was fair skepticism in the early 2000s. Today, it can lead to overpaying or
underbuilding.

Landlines in 2024: what is actually left in California
I still hear variations of the same questions from owners and office managers:

What companies still offer landline service?

Can I just have a landline without internet? Which companies now support original landlines? Will I lose my
landline in 2027?

The answer is more nuanced than many sales reps admit.

In California, the big names that still offer some form of landline-style service include AT&T, Frontier (in some
territories), and a handful of smaller incumbents and cooperatives in rural areas. But “original landlines” based on
old analog copper loops are in active retreat. Providers have been seeking regulatory permission to retire copper
in many areas, shifting customers to digital voice over fiber or cable.

Does a landline still work without internet? Many digital voice services ride on the provider’s own network and do
not require you to buy a separate internet plan, even though they are technically IP-based. However, pure copper
POTS (plain old telephone service) that works with no local power and no broadband is harder to get, often more
expensive, and slowly being phased out.

There is no federal law that sets a single year when landlines will end. Some people worry they will lose their
landline in 2027 because of various regulatory filings and provider plans. In practice, the phase-out is staggered
and region-specific. California regulators have sometimes pushed back to protect vulnerable users and rural
communities, so you need to check your specific location and provider notices rather than relying on a national
headline.

For businesses, especially in healthcare, security, and life-safety roles, this matters a lot. Fire alarms, elevator
phones, and security systems often depend on POTS lines, or at least assume they exist. If a vendor tells you
“landlines are going away next year” to push you into an expensive bundle, get a second opinion and read the
CPUC filings for your area.

Landlines, seniors, and cost questions
Many California businesses are in senior living, home care, or medical services, so they care deeply about landlines
for senior citizens.





Questions like “What is the best landline service for senior citizens?” or “Which is the best landline phone provider
for seniors?” do not have a single correct answer, because needs differ. Senior-heavy environments prioritize
simplicity, large buttons, loud ringers, and reliability over advanced features.

There are two angles here:

First, the physical phone. The simplest landline phone for seniors is usually a corded or basic cordless device with
large, high-contrast buttons, clear labeling, and one-touch emergency or family speed dials. Brands shift over time,
and there is no single company that owns this niche, but plenty of consumer models qualify.

Second, the underlying service. AT&T, Frontier, and some cable operators still market home phone or basic voice
that does not require a full internet bundle. When people ask “What is the cheapest landline phone service without
internet?” or “Who is the cheapest landline provider?”, the honest answer changes regularly with promotions. In
much of California, the company with the cheapest landline at any given month might be a cable operator
bundling voice, a discount VoIP provider using an adapter, or a regional incumbent trying to hold on to
subscribers. You have to compare real quotes with taxes and fees included, not list prices in ads.

For seniors, stability often beats chasing the rock-bottom offer. A couple of dollars saved is not worth a provider
whose support line takes hours to reach when something goes wrong.

From copper to VoIP: what you are really buying now
Most modern business phone systems run on VoIP, whether that is over a dedicated circuit or your regular
internet connection. Even if your vendor brands it differently, under the hood, you are sending voice as data.

The practical question is not “VoIP or landline?”, but rather “Hosted system or on-site system?” and “Over-the-top
internet or dedicated transport?”



At a high level, the main categories you will run into are:

1. Traditional on-premises PBX, often powered by digital or SIP trunks

2. Hosted VoIP or “cloud PBX” where the brains live in the provider’s data centers

3. UCaaS platforms that bundle voice, messaging, and video meetings in one app

4. Hybrid setups where critical lines stay on POTS or dedicated circuits, and the rest use VoIP

A small law firm in Sacramento with five employees might do well with a lean hosted VoIP system. A medical group
with multiple clinics and compliance requirements might want a hybrid design with at least one true POTS line for
fax or life-safety uses, and VoIP for everything else.

The tradeoffs are rarely about fancy features. They involve power, uptime, and control.

With on-premises PBX gear, you own more of the infrastructure, which can be good for highly regulated or
security-sensitive environments. But you also own the maintenance headaches and upgrade cycles. With a hosted
system, you ride on the provider’s upgrades and redundancy, but rely heavily on their network design and
support quality.

In California, where wildfires, PSPS (public safety power shutoffs), and earthquakes are real concerns, you cannot
ignore how your phones behave when the grid gets unstable. Copper POTS lines historically carried power from
the central office and kept plain analog phones working during outages. Many digital voice and VoIP solutions do
not, unless you add battery backup. I have seen high end cloud phone systems turn into paperweights in a
blackout because no one thought through power to the modem and router.

Major providers: hype versus reality
People often ask variations of “What are the top 3 phone service providers?” or “Who is the number 1 phone
company?” or “What are all the major phone companies?” Here, you have to separate mobile carriers, landline
incumbents, and business-focused VoIP or UCaaS vendors.

On the mobile side in the U.S., the major telecommunications companies are Verizon, AT&T, and T-Mobile. Some
people refer to them when they ask about the big 5 phone companies or the top 5 phone companies, sometimes
adding cable players like Comcast (Xfinity Mobile) and Charter (Spectrum Mobile).

On the wired and business side, large names include AT&T, Verizon, Comcast, Charter, and regional players such as
Frontier and Cox, along with a long list of VoIP-focused companies. If you search for “What is the alternative to
Verizon?” in California, you will usually run into AT&T, T-Mobile, and Google Fiber Webpass in some cities for
connectivity, and a huge range of third party providers for phone service.

When buyers ask “Who has the best phone system?” or “What is the best business phone system?”, they are
usually comparing hosted VoIP or UCaaS providers. The honest answer is that there is no universal number 1.
Performance depends on:

The quality and design of the provider’s own network and interconnects

How well their platform integrates with your tools (CRM, helpdesk, Teams, etc.)

The reliability of your local internet and power

How competent their implementation and support teams are

I have seen a mid-tier provider deliver better real-world reliability than a giant household name, simply because
their project team did site surveys properly, sized bandwidth, and coordinated with the IT department, while the
giant sold a cookie-cutter package and vanished after installation.



When you read rankings of the top 3 best phone brands or the top 10 most popular phones, remember that
those lists typically talk about smartphones: Apple, Samsung, and sometimes Xiaomi, Oppo, or others in global
markets. That is not the same thing as business voice providers, although mobile devices will tie into your voice
strategy if you support hybrid or field work.

Old codes, new habits: star codes and caller ID tricks
Traditional landlines came with a series of star codes that many of us learned by heart.

When people ask “What does *82 do on a landline?”, they are talking about a feature code that unblocks your
caller ID for a single call, when you normally have it blocked. The flip side, *67, blocks caller ID for a single call.

“What is *77 on your phone?” usually refers to anonymous call rejection, a feature that blocks calls from people
who hide their number, if your carrier supports it.

“What is the *#69 code used for?” is about last-call return, a code that automatically calls back the last number
that dialed you, again if your provider still supports it.

These codes still exist on some digital voice services and business trunks, but younger staff often have no idea. If
your team migrates from true POTS to VoIP, check which codes work and what the modern equivalent is inside
your phone system. Sometimes, a menu option or soft key replaces the star code entirely.

Security questions: which phone is least likely to be hacked?
Security worries come up in two forms.

First, the device. People ask “Which phone is least likely to be hacked?” or even “What phone does Elon Musk
use?” and “What phone does Donald Trump use?” or “What phone do most billionaires use?” There is no public,
reliable registry of what specific individuals carry, and anyone claiming otherwise is speculating or passing along
gossip.

In general, iPhones tend to receive strong, consistent security updates, and a well maintained mainstream Android
phone from a reputable brand can also be secure, provided you keep it updated and avoid sideloading shady
apps. High net worth individuals often layer additional security apps, management policies, and sometimes custom
hardened devices on top, but that is not necessary for most business users.

Second, the phone system itself. VoIP can be targeted if exposed poorly to the internet, leading to toll fraud or
eavesdropping. Good providers will:

Place admin interfaces behind proper authentication and sometimes VPN

Offer encryption for signaling and media where appropriate

Provide rate limits, geo-fencing, and fraud detection

If your IT team or vendor does not want to discuss these topics, that is a warning sign.

The California twist: regulations, disasters, and remote work
California combines high regulatory scrutiny, natural disaster risk, and a workforce that expects remote work
options. That shapes business phone decisions in a few ways.

First, compliance. Healthcare, financial services, and legal practices must align with HIPAA, GLBA, or other
frameworks. While no phone provider can magically “make you compliant,” some platforms make encryption, audit



trails, and data residency easier than others. Ask explicitly where call recordings and voicemails are stored, how
long, and how you can delete or export them.

Second, disaster preparedness. Between wildfires, earthquakes, and rolling blackouts, business continuity is not a
luxury. I encourage clients to plan for at least three scenarios: internet outage, local power outage, and full office
evacuation.

Third, remote and hybrid expectations. California companies have a high rate of hybrid teams. A modern business
phone system should let staff take business calls from home or the road, without revealing their personal mobile
numbers, and without IT needing to ship desk phones to every kitchen table.

If your system cannot handle a sudden pivot to all-remote work for a week, it is worth reconsidering.

A practical checklist before you sign anything
Before you pick a provider or system, answer these questions clearly inside your own business. It saves time,
money, and frustration later.

1. What absolutely must work in a blackout or internet outage, and what can wait? Think alarms, elevators,
emergency numbers, critical care, and key executives.

2. How many real “phone users” do you have, and how many are shared roles or low-use locations? Avoid
paying full price for phones that ring twice a week.

3. Which tools should your phones talk to? CRM, ticketing, Teams, Slack, email? Integration can save hours a
week if you pick wisely.

4. How long do you expect to stay in your current office, and how likely is expansion or contraction? Flexibility
matters if your staff count swings.

5. Who will own day-to-day moves, adds, and changes? Your IT team, an outside consultant, or the provider’s
managed service group?

Once you have those answers, vendor conversations become much more concrete, and you are less likely to be
dazzled by features you will not use.

A word on operating systems and “big tech” chatter
Many business owners get swept into tech headlines while making phone decisions. They hear about the 7 big
tech companies in the stock market, debate which is the most popular smartphone operating system, and ask
about the top 5 operating systems or top 10 most popular operating systems.

For practical business phone planning, the important bits are simpler:

On mobile devices, iOS and Android dominate. Globally, Android has more share, but in many California
professional environments, you will see a higher proportion of iPhones. If you use softphone apps, confirm that
your chosen provider has well maintained apps for both major platforms.

On desktops and laptops, Windows is still the primary operating system in offices, followed by macOS and, in
some shops, Linux. When providers talk about softphones or UC clients, make sure they support the mix of
systems you actually run, not just Windows.

The rest of the OS trivia is fun at lunch, but rarely decisive in picking a phone system.

Vendors, contracts, and what to watch in the fine print



The biggest hidden costs in business phone systems usually live in contracts and implementation gaps, not in the
published price per seat.

Watch the length of term and auto-renewal terms. A three year contract is common, but automatic extension for
another full term if you miss a cancellation window by 30 days is a trap. Try to negotiate either shorter initial terms
or more flexible renewal conditions.

Look closely at what is bundled. Some vendors bake in “free” phones that are actually financed over the contract
term. That can be fine if you understand it, but painful if you want to switch providers early. Others sell basic
calling cheaply, then charge heavily for call recording, analytics, or integration features that your team expects.

Ask who handles number porting, and how long it usually takes in California markets. A botched port can mean
missed calls and lost revenue.

Finally, check who answers the phone when something breaks. A reseller who disappears after install is not much
use when your main number stops ringing correctly on a Monday morning.

Bringing it together
The question “What is the best business phone system?” is too broad on its own. A better question for a California
company is:

Given our regulatory exposure, disaster risks, remote work footprint, and growth trajectory, what mix of landline,
VoIP, and mobile services will keep us reachable, compliant, and sane, at a cost we can defend?

The technology stack behind that answer will change over the years. The logic will not.

Understand which parts of your communication must never fail. Decide how you actually work, not how a glossy
brochure imagines you work. Map that to providers that can prove reliability in your region, not just on a national
marketing slide.

Do that, and it matters much less whether you are using a “top 3 phone service provider,” a niche UCaaS platform,
or a hybrid with some old fashioned copper lines. What matters is that when a client in Fresno or San Diego dials
your number during a storm or a heatwave, someone on your team can pick up, sound clear, and get the job
done.


