
w h e n  t o  u s e  s h o r t  c o d e  v s .  t o l l- f r e e  s m s

When to use short code vs. toll-free SMS

whitepaper

applic ations be st suited to a short code

• Marketing communications

• Large one-to-many notification bursts

• Time-sensitive alerts

• High volumes of one-to-one transactional  
notifications

Both short code and toll-free can be very effective for SMS 
based on the right use case. For high volume A2P messages, like 
appointment reminders or verification messages, short code is 
the right option to avoid a higher rate of filtering. For use cases 
where you want to start a customer interaction on SMS and 
transfer it to a phone call, toll-free is a better option. For branded 
interactions, vanity toll-free numbers reinforce brand recognition 
and make your messages immediately identifiable. 

One of the trickiest things about short codes is recognizing when 
you need one. Mass A2P messages are suited for a short code, 
while toll-free numbers come with a lot of industry-mandated 
red tape for sending A2P high volume messages.

Short Code

A short code is a five or six digit telephone number used to send 
and receive SMS and MMS messages to and from mobile phones. 
There are two types of short codes: vanity and random. A vanity 
short code is a specific set of digits that you choose, while a random 
short code is assigned to you. 

Short codes can send higher volumes of messages, compared to 
long codes, so wireless carriers individually audit every short code 
for its intended use. While this approval process typically takes eight 
to twelve weeks, it means that short codes are not subject to carrier 
filtering. In fact, short codes are the only way to ensure deliverability 
of your messages without the risk of them being filtered by carriers.

Due to their high throughput, short codes are subject to a strict 
set of requirements. The CTIA has a list of rules that all short code 
programs must follow. For example, there are specific language 
requirements you must include in your advertisements, terms page, 
and messages. Interpretation and enforcement of these rules varies 
from carrier to carrier. Short code programs are subject to random 
compliance audits conducted by carriers and the CTIA — your 
short code could get shut down if it doesn’t meet their standards.

http://www.twilio.com
http://www.ctia.org/policy-initiatives/common-short-codes/common-short-code-acceptable-use-policy
http://www.ctia.org/policy-initiatives/common-short-codes/common-short-code-acceptable-use-policy
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There are two costs to consider for using a short code: The cost 
to lease a short code and the volume cost of sending messages 
from a short code. Short codes must be leased from a national 
registry for a minimum of three months at a time. Short codes 
can be leased as dedicated to your business or can be shared. 
Shared short codes are significantly cheaper than the dedicated 
short codes because you are sharing the short code with  
other businesses. This will have the most impact on how much 
a short code will cost you. Vanity short codes are easier for 
consumers to remember, making them more expensive than 
random short codes. 

Toll-Free SMS

Toll-free short message service (toll-free SMS) is used to send 
text messages from toll-free numbers (8XX) to other mobile 
phones. For businesses with an existing toll-free number, you 
can text-enable it. Having the same number for both voice and 
messaging means a better user experience for your customers. 
Use cases with a large volume of SMS marketing messages are 
not acceptable for toll-free. 

Toll-free messaging works best when your use case is person-
to-person, such as customer support or sales, with both the 
sender and the recipient having a conversation via text. However, 
because toll-free numbers can support a higher throughput of 
messages per phone number than traditional ten-digit numbers, 
some businesses do choose to use toll-free numbers for one-way 
communications like alerts and notifications. 

u s e  c a s e s  s u i t e d  t o  t o l l- f r e e  s m s

• Person-to-person customer support

• Person-to-person sales

• Both the sender and recipient having  
a conversation via text

https://support.twilio.com/hc/en-us/articles/226460288-How-much-does-a-Short-Code-cost-
https://support.twilio.com/hc/en-us/articles/226460288-How-much-does-a-Short-Code-cost-
https://www.twilio.com/sms/pricing
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Short Code or Toll-Free SMS?

When deciding between a short code and toll-free SMS, the 
important thing to keep in mind is that they rely on separate sets 
of infrastructure and spam filters. 

A responsible communications provider should have a series of 
checks and balances built into its contract process to ensure that 
the toll-free SMS channel remains spam-free.

Though short codes both send and receive messages, the reality 
is that short code SMS is routed through a different infrastructure 
than toll-free SMS. Consequently, the deliverability of these two 
forms of communication can differ widely.

Locked into a contract with your current voice provider? Most 
carriers will provide a letter of authorization to take your messaging 
business to a different provider, allowing you to get started without 
having to stay on an outdated contract.

 
Summary

Twilio powers the future of business communications, enabling phones, VoIP, 

and messaging to be embedded into web, desktop, and mobile software. We 

take care of the messy telecom hardware and expose a globally available 

cloud API that developers can interact with to build intelligent and complex 

communications systems.

Short Code Toll-Free SMS

Type of 
messaging

One-way 
and two-way 
communications

One-way 
and two-way 
messaging 

Throughput High Low–high

Digits 5–6 digits 10  digits 

Customization Vanity short 
codes available

Brandable 
options

Cost $$ $

Carrier filtering No Yes

Provisioning 
time

8–12 weeks Instant

Ideal use-cases High-volume, 
alerts, 
notifications, 
marketing, and 
reminders

Customer 
service, 
and chat 
applications

Voice capable No Yes

Learn moreTalk to us

http://www.twilio.com
https://www.twilio.com/wireless?utm_source=WP&utm_campaign=IoT_content_Top5&utm_content=IoT_Connectivity_Top5
https://www.twilio.com/help/sales?utm_source=WP&utm_campaign=IoT_content_top5&utm_content=IoT_Connectivity_Top5

