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Q. Which company answers 100,000 quéstions a month? A. The Caml;ridge:lmzlsed ‘82ASK’.

The founders talk to RACHEL DIVALL and answer all the questions she can throw at them

former city slickers Sarah

McVittie and Thomas
Roberts. The two gave up their
city jobs three years ago to
found the service, which aims
to provide “immediate access
to any information, at any
time from any place”. Users
can text in any question from
anywhere in the world and, if
all goes to plan, will receive an
answer within minutes.

I texted the service to ask
the best way was to set up an
interview with founders Sarah
and Thomas, and an hour later
got a reply apologising for the
delay and giving me an email
address. The next day I found
myself in 82ASK’s Cambridge
offices, learning about
‘textperts’, how many dimples
there are in a golf ball, and
why the company has been
forced to change its policy
about questions with sexual
undertones.

Thomas describes coming
up with the idea as “one of

82ASK is the brainchild of

those pub moments”. He and
Sarah were both financial
analysts at UBS and had
noticed that they were often
asked by bosses to come up
with answers to demanding
questions at the last minute.
They say the service is not
designed to rival search
engines like Google, but rather
to provide “information on the
move”. Thomas says a notable
recent success was the busi-
nessman who texted from
China after his flight to Beijing
was unexpectedly diverted,
asking for the numbers of the
three best hotels in the city he
had landed in. 82ASK were
able to reply in a matter of
minutes and he wrote to
thank them on his return.
Broadly speaking, the ques-
tions 82ASK receive fall into
three categories: questions
from people wanting answers
that will settle arguments or
help with pub quizzes, people
using the service as an alter-
native Yellow Pages, and

people at work who want
answers to business queries.
Originally  the  company
refused to answer any ques-
tions with a sexual undertone,
however they received an
unexpectedly high number of
questions from teenagers who
used the service as a source of
anonymous advice. It was
decided it would be wrong not
to provide advice on subjects
such as sexual health, but
Thomas says “it is very difficult
because obviously from a text
we've got no way of telling
how old the person is.”
Questions where the subject
matter is illegal or inappropri-
ate are not given answers, and
in these cases neither are the
questioners charged.

Posing a question costs the
price of a normal text message
and the answer is £1, reverse-
billed to your phone. The
company is protected by its
terms and conditions, which
ensure they won't be liable if
advice they send proves to be

Shame exams are finished:

Varsity trials the service, posing Tripos questions

incorrect. Apparently even the
most difficult questions rarely
take longer than a couple of
hours, and most questions are
answered in a matter of
minutes, making the service
an ideal aid to pub quizzes -
research carried out for the
company revealed that at one
point, 83 per cent of questions
were arriving between 8 and
10 pm on Mondays and

Tuesdays.
Rid  Hollands, 82ASK’s
Business Development

Manager, said one of the most
difficult questions he can
remember was an enquiry
about the number of bricks
there were in the average
detached house. 82ASK sent a
reply immediately saying they
were working on an answer,
contacted some brick experts,
and two days later replied
with the figure.

When a question arrives it is
dealt with by a computer,
which categorises it and tries
to match it to a previously

answered query. The majority
of messages, however, can’t be
answered in this way and are
passed on to a group of
‘textperts’. There are current-
ly 150 trained ‘textperts’ who
work from home via the
Internet. Some have very
broad general knowledge, but

others have more specific
areas of expertise. Each
‘textpert’” has an assigned

mentor who reviews their
performance every month -
those who have done well are
given the first choice for the
next month’s shifts. The
company currently has the
British Quiz Champion on
their books.

Last month the top cate-
gories for questions were Arts
& Entertainment, Science &
Nature, and Sport. Football is
currently the most popular
individual subject, accounting
for ftive per cent of all
enquiries. 82ASK have recent-
ly finalised a deal giving them
access to the entire back cata-

Great ways to spend a quid:
The most bizarre questions 82ASK received

logue of the Guinness Book of
Records. The company have
increased by more than 25%
each month over the past
three years and are currently
trialling a subscription service
where members pay £3 a
week for an unlimited number
of questions.

Whilst finishing off this arti-
cle at some ungodly hour at
Varsity HQ, 1 texted the service
to inquire what flavour of
pizza they thought I was
eating (pepperoni, Italian
base). Scarily quickly the
correct reply arrived in my
inbox, but sadly nobody
seemed to know why I was
eating it. It was completely
disgusting.

82ASK are currently receiv-
ing more than 20 applications
a day to be a textpert, but
Thomas says Cambridge
students are in with a good
shot, and that the working
hours seem to really suit the
PhD timetable. Email
jobs@re5ult.com to apply.




