Buying VolIP (Voice over Internet Protocol) is one of those decisions that sounds simple until you map it to how
your team actually calls. People assume “phone service” is a flat utility, but VolP pricing is really a set of trade-offs.
The provider decides what they want to measure, what they want to predict, and what risks they want to hand
back to you.

Over the years, I've seen the same pattern play out in different companies: the billing model that looked cheapest
during a demo turns out expensive after a quarter of real usage. Or the “unlimited” plan looks like a bargain right
up until a few high-volume extensions start generating usage that feels like it should have triggered a different

tier.

This article breaks down three common VolP pricing models, what drives cost under the hood, where customers

get surprised, and how to choose a plan that fits your call behavior instead of your optimism.

The pricing model is really a risk model

A per-user plan, a per-minute plan, and an unlimited plan are not just different ways to price the same service.
They distribute risk differently.

® Per-user pricing tends to assume your usage will scale with headcount rather than with call intensity. It's

usually friendly for teams that place calls regularly but not in huge bursts.

® Per-minute pricing tends to assume usage is variable and you want to pay for what you consume. It's friendly

when call volume is predictable and not too spiky.

e Unlimited plans tend to assume the provider can manage network load and that most customers will not
behave like an industrial calling operation. “Unlimited” often comes with guardrails that cap abuse or limit

certain categories of traffic.

In practice, almost every VolP contract also includes a few extras that don‘t show up cleanly in the headline model:
setup fees, minimum contract terms, porting costs, taxes, 911/E911 surcharges, managed router requirements,
add-on features, and sometimes separate pricing for toll-free or international calls. The safest way to evaluate a

model is to treat it as a pricing structure plus a set of boundary conditions.

Per-user VolP pricing: predictable for steady teams

Per-user pricing generally charges a monthly fee for each extension, seat, or user on your system. You might pay

nou

by “active user,” "provisioned user,” or “registered device." The wording matters. Provisioned can mean you're
billed for people you created in the admin console, even if they never log in. Active can mean the user must
register or place/receive calls. Some cloud voice platform vendors blur the line with "included” usage thresholds

for calling and feature access.

What you usually get

Per-user plans often include a broad set of features such as voicemail, call forwarding, ring groups, and basic call
recording. Calling minutes may be included up to a defined level, or outbound/inbound calling may be effectively
unmetered for domestic local calling. The exact details vary widely, and “included minutes” can be the kind of thing
that sits in a footnote.

What's consistent is the billing logic: cost scales with how many people need phones, not with how long those

people talk.
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When per-user works best

Per-user pricing shines when your call time is spread out and relatively uniform. A customer support team where
every agent takes a similar number of inbound calls per day is a good match, especially if they don't place large

volumes of outbound calls.

A small healthcare practice, for example, might have several roles that all need direct inbound lines, but each
person might only make a few outbound calls per day. Their total minutes might not be trivial, but it will usually

track more closely with staffing levels than with seasonal spikes.

Where you can get burned

The most common surprise with per-user is the mismatch between “users” and “callers.”

If you have a role that handles calling but doesn't map neatly to seats, you can end up paying for underused
capacity. Examples include supervisors who rarely call but need an extension, or a receptionist who places most

outgoing calls but is not the only logged-in user.

The second surprise is feature creep. Even when the base plan feels inclusive, advanced features can be priced per
user or per concurrent session. Call recording retention, analytics, admin portals, and some CRM integrations may

carry additional per-seat charges.

Finally, watch for what happens when you scale. Some contracts lock you into a minimum number of users, or
they require an annual billing true-up. If you run a hiring sprint or add seasonal staff, per-user pricing might stay

stable, but it can also turn into an expensive on-ramp.

Per-minute VolP pricing: pay for consumption, but measure carefully

Per-minute pricing charges based on how long calls last, usually with different rates depending on call destination
and call direction (inbound versus outbound). Many providers also define how they round. Bill-by-second versus

bill-by-minute sounds like a minor distinction until you have short calls, frequent call transfers, or call retries.

What you usually get

Per-minute plans often give you flexibility in seat counts. You might pay for the lines or a small base service per
user, and then minutes drive the variable component. Some contracts are “per-minute only” with minimal per-seat

charges, while others blend a small per-user fee plus usage.

Inbound calls are where many people assume they are safe. In reality, even inbound can have usage charges if the
provider treats it as toll or if you use numbers from certain ranges. The contract language will tell you whether

inbound is truly free under the model or if it is categorized differently.

When per-minute works best

Per-minute pricing tends to fit teams where calling intensity is consistent, but headcount changes. Think of a field
service company where a rotating crew uses phones for scheduling and customer updates. Or a sales team that

does not need every rep on day one, but does need usage to match pipeline activity.

It also fits situations where you can forecast usage with reasonable accuracy. If your outbound outreach is stable

and your average call duration is stable, per-minute can map pretty cleanly to budget.

A practical example: a consultant with a small core team might place a predictable number of outbound calls each

week. If the calls are mainly local or toll-free, the per-minute plan can remain easy to reconcile. I've also seen it



work well for law firms where usage is tied to matter schedules rather than daily headcount.

Where you can get burned

The biggest trap with per-minute pricing is call “shape,” not just call count.

Average call duration is only one part of the story. Transfers, warm handoffs, conference calls, voicemail-to-agent
scenarios, and callback workflows can inflate minutes without changing the perceived number of conversations. If

your team uses speed-to-answer and quick transfers, you might still lose money if the billing meter counts each

leg.

Another issue is rounding. If calls round to the next minute, and your average call is 40 to 50 seconds, a per-
minute plan can quietly become more expensive than you expected. Similarly, some providers meter at the point
of connection and include ringing time, while others begin timing after answer. The difference can be meaningful

for certain call flows.

Finally, destination rates can be lumpy. A per-minute plan that looks great for local calling can spike when you
have international numbers, toll-free, mobile, or special services. Those rates may be separate and can change over

time depending on termination costs.

Unlimited plans: the word sounds simple, the billing rarely is

Unlimited VoIP plans are marketed with confidence, and | get why. If you've ever tried to budget a phone bill

based on last month’s minutes, you know how quickly that approach breaks.
But “unlimited” is not a single idea. It often means one of the following, depending on the provider and contract:

1. Unlimited minutes for a defined calling scope, commonly domestic local calling.

2. Unlimited inbound and outbound within a region, while other categories (international, mobile, toll-free) are

capped or billed separately.
3. Unlimited within “fair use” boundaries designed to prevent unusual or abusive usage.

4. Unlimited for individual users but limited for total network throughput, with QoS controls or throttling for

extreme traffic.

Even when the marketing says unlimited, the contract usually includes terms that define the practical limits.

What you usually get

Unlimited plans tend to bundle features aggressively. Voicemail, call forwarding, extensions, and basic admin
features are typically included. Because the provider is not relying on minute volume for revenue, they can

structure the plan to feel simpler for customers.

They also tend to be easier to model for budgeting: you have a fixed monthly line item for service and predictable
per-seat scaling. That alone is a big deal for small businesses and growing teams.

When unlimited works best

Unlimited is best when your call patterns are variable and you do not want to play spreadsheet roulette.

A common fit is a business with seasonal demand, like a clinic during enrollment periods or a marketing agency
with campaign launches that trigger bursts of calls. Unlimited absorbs the spikes that would otherwise force you

to renegotiate or eat overage charges.



It's also a good match when your team uses phones heavily but you cannot predict usage precisely because the

call volume depends on external triggers, like inbound lead flows or customer incidents.

Where you can get burned
If you choose unlimited without reading the boundaries, you can pay for a service that is unlimited only in theory.
Two areas often matter most:

First, “unlimited” may apply only to a specific geography or call type. A plan could be unlimited for local direct-dial
numbers but not for international calling, certain mobile prefixes, or specific service categories. If your business has

even a modest amount of international contacts, those rates may become a recurring line item.

Second, fair use and throttling rules are where reality shows up. If you have call centers or heavy outbound dialers,
“unlimited” can degrade, or the provider may require a different plan. Even if your team never thinks of themselves

as a call center, certain usage patterns, like many concurrent calls or rapid re-dialing, can trip the same thresholds.

I've seen customers sign unlimited expecting smooth growth, then discover they need a “concurrent calling” or
"high usage” tier once their call volume crosses a level that is still normal for the business, but abnormal for the

plan’s assumptions.

The hybrid reality: most contracts mix models
In real procurement, you rarely get a pure per-minute or pure per-user setup. Many vendors bundle:

® a per-user base fee,
® included calling minutes or included calling categories,

* and then a per-minute rate for anything outside those categories.
That hybrid structure is often the best of both worlds, but it can also create confusion if you don't model it.

A plan might say “unlimited local calling,” but still charge per-user for premium features, charge per extension for
call recording, and charge per-minute for international. The monthly bill ends up feeling mixed even though

marketing suggests simplicity.
When you evaluate pricing, focus on these questions:

* What exactly is unlimited, and what is merely included?

* What counts as a "“minute” for billing, and when does timing start and stop?
* Are there separate rates for toll-free, mobile, and international?

* Do you pay for inbound, and how is it categorized?

® What happens when you add users mid-month or exceed thresholds?

If you can answer those in writing, you can compare models meaningfully.

A simple way to estimate your bill without guessing wildly

You don't need perfect forecasting, but you do need a realistic view of how your phones behave. Start with your
call logs from the current system if you have one. If you are switching from a traditional carrier, you can use the

past statement data as a rough proxy, but check how VoIP counts things because the underlying billing mechanics
differ.



| usually recommend building a "“monthly call profile” with three metrics:

®* number of outbound calls,
e number of inbound calls,

e and average call duration by call type, at least separating local, mobile, toll-free, and international if those exist

in your business.

Then estimate your cost under each model using the provider’'s rate card. Even if the plan includes free categories,

model a portion of calls that might fall outside included scope. That is where hidden differences appear.

Here is the most practical heuristic I've learned: if your business has any meaningful amount of mobile or
international calling, you should not compare plans based only on "average minutes.” Compare based on the

“minutes by destination category.”

That one adjustment turns many misleading “cheapest plan” comparisons into accurate ones.

Edge cases that tilt the decision

Pricing models are tested by edge cases, not by average usage.

Concurrency and burst traffic

Two teams can have the same monthly minutes, but one uses them in long, steady conversations while the other
uses many short calls concurrently. Network behavior can impact provider costs, and some contracts price or

restrict based on concurrent sessions.

If you have call queues, paging systems, or rapid-fire dialing, confirm what the plan supports. Unlimited is often

unlimited for minutes, but concurrency issues can still cause performance limitations or require a different tier.

Call transfers and voicemail workflows

Transfer-heavy organizations can see higher billable minutes on per-minute plans due to each leg being counted.

Even if you reduce talk time, a workflow that bounces calls between extensions can add up.

A voicemail-to-agent workflow is another subtle driver. If callers repeatedly try an option, hang up, call back, and

retry, those retries might inflate call counts and billed minutes.

Multiple locations and number types

If you have multiple locations, check whether each location requires separate numbers, separate trunks, or
separate admin management. Number types matter too. Toll-free and specific geographic numbers can carry

different rates and different included scopes.

International teams and remote workers

If you have users calling from abroad, you need clarity on how the provider handles routing. Some providers treat
outbound calls based on the destination, others factor in where the user is. The contract and technical setup

determine the outcome.

This is another reason unlimited can disappoint. If the “unlimited” scope is tied strictly to domestic call destination
categories, remote usage doesn't change that, but it can change your mix of destinations and therefore your

actual cost.



How to choose the right model for your business

At some point, you will choose based on more than math. You choose based on your appetite for variable bills

versus predictable bills, and your tolerance for operational complexity.
Here is a practical decision guide you can use while comparing proposals:

® Choose per-user if your monthly calling intensity is steady and you want simple budgeting, especially when

most calls stay within included or domestic categories.

* Choose per-minute if your outbound calling is manageable, you can forecast call duration reasonably well, and

you want to avoid paying for seats you do not need.

® Choose unlimited if you have seasonal or unpredictable volume, you rely on domestic calling as the majority

of usage, and you can confirm the “unlimited” scope in the contract.

* Prefer hybrid plans only when the included scope is crystal clear, because the “everything else” rates often

determine the real bill.

One more judgment call I've learned to make: consider what happens when you are wrong. If you underestimate
usage, which model punishes you more, and by how much? Per-minute plans punish higher-than-expected calls
directly. Unlimited plans punish usage only if you cross the fair-use boundaries or if you have substantial non-

included call categories. Per-user plans punish headcount misalignment and add-on features.

What to ask vendors before you sign

Every time someone chooses a plan, they think they understood the pricing. Then the first month or first billing

cycle arrives, and something feels off. Usually the issue is one missed detail.
To avoid that, ask vendors for answers in writing that cover the points below.

® Confirm what “unlimited” includes and excludes, including destination types like toll-free, mobile, and

international.

® Provide the billing increment and timing rules, such as whether calls round up and when metering starts after

answer.

e |ist all add-on charges that can affect monthly cost, including call recording, advanced routing, and any

required equipment or managed network components.
® Explain how inbound calls are billed, if at all, and how inbound is categorized by number type.

e Clarify user billing rules, such as how many users count toward per-user pricing and how scaling works mid-

contract.

You do not need a long negotiation. You need crisp answers.

A worked example: three companies, one “same” service, different bills

Let's do a realistic comparison without pretending we know exact vendor rates. Imagine three companies, each

considering similar features and similar setup costs. What differs is how they call.

Company A: steady inbound support

Company A has 20 agents, each taking roughly the same number of inbound calls daily. Their outbound calling is

light. Most destinations are domestic and within included scopes.



Per-user is often the cleanest fit. Minutes do not swing wildly. If the plan includes domestic calling without
meaningful overages, the monthly bill stays stable. Their main cost risk is add-ons per user, like extended call

recording storage or analytics.

Company B: outbound-heavy consulting with predictable calls

Company B has 6 consultants and makes calls primarily to local numbers and toll-free lines. The number of calls

and average duration are fairly predictable. They rarely use mobile or international.

Per-minute tends to work well because their usage maps to actual work. If they ramp down a project, they can

keep costs down without paying for unused seats, depending on how the contract defines “user” and "active.”

Company C: mixed inbound leads with bursts

Company C runs a lead generation model that triggers inbound call spikes during campaigns. Their outbound

calling exists but changes week to week. Some international interest comes in, but most is domestic.

An unlimited plan can be ideal if the unlimited scope covers the bulk of their domestic calling and if the contract
clearly states what happens to the non-included categories. The risk is not that they will exceed domestic usage,
it's that the international or non-included traffic becomes large enough that “unlimited” becomes a smaller portion

of the bill than expected.

That is why unlimited should always be evaluated with your destination mix, not only your call volume.

The hidden driver: your network and call quality costs
Pricing models focus on billing, but VoIP cost also includes operational burden and infrastructure decisions.

If your VolIP provider requires specific equipment, managed routers, or minimum bandwidth, that can effectively
change the total monthly cost. If your call quality suffers, you may end up paying indirectly through staff

retraining, additional support tickets, or a switch to a higher tier.

In most businesses, the “cheapest plan” that causes call drops or poor MOS-like outcomes is not the cheapest

plan. It's expensive in time and reputation.

The best pricing model is the one your team can run reliably. Reliability is not guaranteed by “unlimited,” and it's

not automatically delivered by per-user.

Bringing it together: choose based on your call behavior, not the label

Per-user, per-minute, and unlimited plans all have legitimate use cases. The mistake is treating the label as Voice

over Internet Protocol a complete description.

Per-user is about predictable seat-based scaling for steady calling patterns. Per-minute is about paying for
consumption when you can forecast minutes and manage call flow efficiency. Unlimited is about absorbing
variability, as long as the contract’s unlimited scope matches your destination mix and your usage stays within

practical guardrails.

Before you sign, read the contract sections that explain unlimited scope, fair-use thresholds, billing increment, and

what categories are billed separately. That's where the real decision lives.

If you want, tell me your business type, approximate number of users, typical inbound versus outbound call mix,

and whether you call toll-free, mobile, or international. | can help you build a quick scenario model comparing the
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three approaches using reasonable assumptions based on your pattern.



