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(57) ABSTRACT 

An automated message system sends a message of the 
calling party to the called party in response to a control 
signal. The automated message system includes a telephone 
network, a ?rst telephone station, a second telephone station 
used by the called party and an automated message unit 
coupled to the ?rst and second telephone stations through 
the network. A controller of the automated message unit that 
receives the control signal from the calling party selects a 
database from a memory device and retrieves a message 
from the database based on information included in the 
control signal. If an ansWering machine ansWers the calling 
party’s call, the controller Waits for the ansWering machine 
message to complete and sends the message retrieved from 
the database to the second telephone station of the called 
party. 
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AUTOMATED MESSAGE SYSTEM FOR A 
CALLING PARTY 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0001] 1. Field of the Invention 

[0002] This invention relates to an automated message 
system and method for sending messages to a called party. 

[0003] 2. Description of Related Art 

[0004] Automated message systems are often used in 
telephone communications. A common example is an 
ansWering machine. Typically in such systems, a calling 
party receives an automated message after calling a called 
party. The automated message may contain instructions 
directing the calling party to take certain actions such as 
“Please leave a message after the tone.” 

[0005] A typical ansWering machine, for example, plays a 
prerecorded message that may take several seconds to 
complete before directing the calling party to respond. When 
the calling party is very busy or is using a high cost 
connection such as a cellular netWork, the time required to 
interface With an ansWering machine may be expensive to 
the calling party both in terms of lost productivity and 
telephone connection costs. Thus, technological improve 
ments are needed to reduce the cost to a calling party When 
receiving automated messages from a called party. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0006] This invention provides an automated message 
system and method for sending a message from a calling 
party to a called party When the called party’s telephone is 
ansWered by an ansWering machine. The automated message 
system connects to the called party in response to a control 
signal generated by the calling party. The control signal may 
be a dual tone multiple frequency (DTMF) signal generated 
by the calling party by pressing a key of a keypad. The 
automated message system Waits for the ansWering 
machine’s message to complete and leaves the calling 
party’s message on the called party’s ansWering machine at 
the appropriate time. Thus, the calling party may go on-hook 
and call another called party. 

[0007] The automated message system also reduces the 
high cost of cellular phone connections of the calling party. 
The calling party stops paying for cellular phone costs after 
the automated message system connects to the called party 
and the calling party goes on-hook. The time that the 
automated message system spends Waiting for the called 
party’s ansWering machine message to complete and the 
time spent outputting the calling party’s message is covered 
by a much loWer landline costs. Thus, the calling party’s 
costs for leaving the message on the called party’s ansWer 
ing machine is greatly reduced. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0008] The invention is described in detail With reference 
to the folloWing draWings, Wherein like numerals represent 
like elements: 

[0009] 
system; 

FIG. 1 is a diagram of an automated message 
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[0010] FIG. 2 is a block diagram of the automated mes 
sage unit; 

[0011] FIG. 3 is a ?oWchart of a process for sending a 
message using the automated message system; and 

[0012] FIG. 4 is a ?oWchart of a process for recording a 
message in the automated message unit for playback to a 
called party. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENTS 

[0013] FIG. 1 shoWs telephone stations 100 and 101 
connected to an automated message unit 110 through a 
telephone netWork 105. Telephone stations 100 and 101 may 
be either landline telephone stations or cellular phones 
Wirelessly connected to a base station (not shoWn). When a 
calling party, using the telephone station 100, calls a called 
party by dialing a telephone number of the telephone station 
101 and an ansWering machine ansWers With a message, the 
calling party may request the automated message unit 110 to 
complete the call. The calling party may then go on-hook 
While the automated message unit 110 Waits to leave a 
message for the calling party. 

[0014] The calling party requests the automated message 
unit 110 to complete the call by sending a control signal. The 
control signal may be generated When the calling party 
presses a key of a keypad of the telephone station 100, for 
example. The automated message unit 110 responds to the 
control signal by connecting to the telephone station 101 and 
permitting the calling party to go on-hook. The control 
signal may include a DTMF signal When the calling party 
uses a landline telephone. The automated message system 
110 Waits for the ansWering machine’s message to complete 
and, at the appropriate time, outputs the calling party’s 
message to the ansWering machine. 

[0015] FIG. 2 is a block diagram of the automated mes 
sage unit 110. The automated message unit 110 includes a 
controller 206, a memory 204, a netWork interface 208 and 
a voice coder/voice decoder device 214. Examples of voice 
coder/voice decoder devices include a Waveform encoder/ 
decoder and a voice recognition/text-to-voice device. The 
above components are all connected through signal line 205. 
The netWork interface 208 may be coupled to the telephone 
netWork 105 through a device such as a public sWitched 
telephone netWork (not shoWn). The netWork interface 208 
interacts With the public sWitched telephone netWork to 
connect or disconnect calls by using standard features of the 
public sWitched telephone netWork. 

[0016] The operation of the automated message unit 110 
Will be described beloW assuming that the calling party is 
using a cellular phone and that the calling party’s call is 
ansWered by the called party’s ansWering machine. HoW 
ever, the automated message unit 110 functions in other 
circumstances such as the calling party using a landline 
telephone station or the called party ansWers the calling 
party’s call. 

[0017] When the called party’s ansWering machine 
ansWers the calling party’s call and the calling party sends 
the control signal, the controller 206 receives the control 
signal through the netWork interface 208. The controller 206 
connects to the called party through the netWork interface 
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208 and optionally disconnects the calling party. The calling 
party may also disconnect by going on-hook after sending 
the control signal. 

[0018] After receiving the control signal from the calling 
party, the controller 206 retrieves a database based on an 
identi?cation code. The control signal includes the identi? 
cation code that identi?es the calling party. For example, the 
cellular phone may output, in a data channel, an equipment 
identi?cation number (EIN) that uniquely identi?es the 
cellular phone. If a landline telephone station is used, the 
telephone number of the landline telephone station may be 
obtained via caller ID, for eXample, and the caller ID may be 
used to identify the calling party. The calling party may also 
enter the identi?cation code by pressing the keys of the 
keypad on the landline telephone station to identify the 
calling party. In any case, the controller 206 receives the 
identi?cation code in the control signal and locates the 
database associated With the calling party in the memory 
204. 

[0019] The database of the calling party contains data such 
as messages saved by the calling party. The controller 206 
receives control information included in the control signal 
and selects one of the messages in the database based on the 
control information. The controller 206 retrieves the 
selected message and outputs the selected message to the 
called party through the netWork interface 208. 

[0020] If the calling party has only one message stored in 
the database, then the calling party may send the control 
signal by simply pressing “*” or some other preassigned key 
of the keypad of the cellular phone. If the calling party has 
more than one message stored in the database, the calling 
party may select one of the messages by pressing “*99”, for 
eXample. Alternatively, dedicated keys of the keypad may be 
assigned to different messages similar to “speed dial” keys 
so that pressing a single key can generate the desired control 
signal to select the desired message. Special key sequences 
of speed dial keys may also be assigned for selecting 
messages such as entries in the calling party’s telephone 
directory stored in the memory 204. 

[0021] If greater security is desired to prevent the auto 
mated message unit 110 from being misused, the calling 
party may establish a passWord. The control signal sent to 
the controller 206 may include the passWord and the con 
troller 206 veri?es the passWord against a passWord con 
tained in the database. If the passWord is incorrect, the 
controller 206 ends the automated message process Without 
connecting to the called party. 

[0022] Information from the calling party such as the 
passWord, the messages and the telephone directories are 
stored in the database of the memory 204. The calling party 
may enter this information through a telephone station such 
as telephone station 100. The calling party calls the auto 
mated message unit 110 by dialing an 800 number, for 
eXample, and enters data either by using the keypad of the 
telephone station 100 or by speaking to the automated 
message unit 110 if voice coder features are available for 
storing teXt and audio prints for playback. 

[0023] After calling the automated message unit 110, the 
calling party enters instructions to the controller 206 in 
response to prompts of the controller 206. The calling party 
may create a neW message or a neW telephone directory or 

Aug. 9, 2001 

may enter change instructions such as add, delete, or replace 
to change eXisting messages or entries in an eXisting tele 
phone directory. 

[0024] The automated message unit 110 may include a 
voice coder/voice decoder device 214 as shoWn in FIG. 2. 
The voice coder/voice decoder device 214 receives audio 
data from the calling party through the netWork interface 
208, converts the audio data into teXt and sends the teXt to 
the controller 206. The controller 206 incorporates the teXt 
into the database associated With the calling party and stores 
the database in the memory 204. 

[0025] When the calling party sends the control signal 
during a call to a called party, the controller 206 retrieves the 
teXt from the database stored in the memory 204. The 
controller 206 sends the teXt to the voice coder/voice 
decoder device 214 to convert the teXt into audio. Then the 
voice coder/voice decoder device 214 outputs the audio to 
the called party through the netWork interface 208. 

[0026] If voice coder/voice decoder conversion is not 
available, the controller 206 may receive the calling party’s 
audio directly as an audio print and store the audio print in 
the memory 204. When the calling party sends the control 
signal and the selected message or telephone directory entry 
contains an audio print, the controller 206 outputs the audio 
print directly to the called party through the netWork inter 
face 208. 

[0027] A passWord may be set by the calling party When 
creating a database or When initially subscribing to the 
automated messaging service. The controller 206 veri?es 
that the passWord is entered correctly before alloWing the 
calling party access to a database. The controller 206 may 
alloW a preset number of incorrect passWord entries before 
ending the calling party’s call. 

[0028] The above described automated message unit 110 
enables the calling party to leave a message for the called 
party Without the calling party having to Wait for the called 
party’s ansWering machine to ?nish its message. The calling 
party is able to save both valuable personal time and 
possibly telephone connection costs associated With the time 
required for the ansWering machine to ?nish its message. 

[0029] For eXample, the calling party may be a traveling 
business person using a cellular phone to call potential 
clients. When a call is ansWered by an ansWering machine, 
the business person is relieved from Waiting by the auto 
mated message unit 110 and may make a call to another 
client. Further, because the automated message unit 110 
leaves a message, the business person’s call Would not be 
Wasted. For eXample, an “electronic” business card may be 
left as a message in the client’s ansWering machine. 

[0030] Moreover, because the automated message unit 110 
is a land based system, the cost associated With the auto 
mated message unit 110 Waiting for the called party’s 
ansWering machine to ?nish its message and leaving the 
calling party’s message is small When compared to the 
calling parties cellular phone costs. 

[0031] The automated message unit 110 may be used for 
other convenient purposes as Well. For eXample, the calling 
party may send a telephone number of a third party to the 
called party from the calling party’s telephone directory 
stored in the automated message unit 110. 
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[0032] FIG. 3 shows a ?owchart of a process for sending 
a message from the automated message unit 110 after the 
calling party calls the called party and an answering machine 
ansWers. In step S1000, the automated message system 110 
receives a control signal from the calling party through the 
netWork interface 208. After receiving the control signal, the 
controller 206 retrieves the database associated With the 
calling party from the memory 204 based on the identifying 
code in the control signal such as the EIN. Then the 
controller goes to step S1001. 

[0033] In step S1001, the controller 206 compares the 
passWord in the control signal against a passWord in the 
retrieved database to verify that the passWord in the control 
signal is correct. The controller 206 then goes to step S1002. 
In step S1002, if the passWord in the control signal is 
incorrect the controller 206 goes to step S1003. OtherWise, 
the controller 206 goes to step S1012. 

[0034] In step S1003, the controller 206 increments a 
count and checks if the count exceeds a maximum value. 
Then the controller 206 goes to step S1004. In step S1004, 
the controller 206 goes to step S1006 if the count exceeds 
the maximum value. OtherWise, the controller 206 goes to 
step S1005. 

[0035] In step S1012, the controller 206 connects to the 
called party and selects a message from the database based 
on the control information in the control signal. At this point, 
the calling party may either go on-hook or be disconnected 
by the controller 206. Then the controller 206 goes to step 
S1014. In step S1014, the controller 206 Waits for the 
ansWering machine to ?nish its message, if it has not already 
done so, and sends the calling party’s message to the called 
party. If the called party ansWers instead of the ansWering 
machine, then the controller 206 sends the calling party’s 
message Without Waiting. The controller 206 then goes to 
step S1007 and ends the message sending process. 

[0036] If the message selected by the controller 206 is an 
audio print, then the controller 206 directly outputs the audio 
print message to the called party. If the selected message is 
a text message, the controller 206 sends the text to the voice 
coder/voice decoder device 214 for conversion to audio and 
outputs the audio to the called party. 

[0037] FIG. 4 shoWs a ?oWchart of a process for entering 
and changing information in the database associated With the 
calling party. In step S2002, the controller 206 ansWers a call 
from the calling party and selects a database in the memory 
204 that is associated With the calling party. The database is 
selected based on an identi?cation code entered by the 
calling party or an EIN if a cellular phone is used. Then the 
controller 206 goes to step S2006. 

[0038] In step S2006 the controller 206 prompts the call 
ing party to enter a passWord. The controller 206 veri?es if 
the entered passWord is correct based on information in the 
selected database. Then, the controller 206 goes to step 
S2008. 

[0039] In step S2008, if the passWord provided by the 
calling party is incorrect, the controller 206 goes to step 
S2009. OtherWise, the controller 206 goes to step S2012. In 
step S2009, the controller 206 increments a count and 
checks if the count exceeds a maximum value and goes to 
step S2010. In step S2010, if the count exceeds the maxi 
mum value, the controller 206 goes to step S2030. Other 
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Wise the controller returns to step S2006. In step S2030, the 
controller 206 sends an ending message and goes to step 
S2040 to end the call. 

[0040] In step S2012, the controller 206 prompts the 
calling party for an instruction to either create information or 
change the information contained in the database associated 
With the calling party. Instructions such as add, delete or 
replace identi?ed messages or entries in a telephone direc 
tory contained in the database may be provided. Other 
instructions such as delete the database or create neW 
database are also possible. The instructions may be entered 
either by pressing keys of the keypad of the telephone station 
or by audio instructions if voice coding is available. Then the 
controller 206 goes to step S2014. 

[0041] In step S2014, the controller 206 executes the 
instruction entered by the calling party and queries Whether 
the calling party has more instructions. Then the controller 
206 goes to step S2016. In step S2016, the controller 206 
goes to step S2030 if the calling party has no more instruc 
tions. OtherWise, the controller 206 returns to step S2012. 

[0042] While this invention has been described in con 
junction With speci?c embodiments thereof, it is evident that 
many alternatives, modi?cations and variations Will be 
apparent to those skilled in the art. For example, the auto 
mated message unit 110 may be implemented by one or 
more application speci?c integrated circuits (ASICs). The 
automated message unit 110 may also be implemented as 
programs executing in a processor such as a general purpose 
computer or a microprocessor. Accordingly, preferred 
embodiments of the invention as set forth herein are 
intended to be illustrative, not limiting. Various changes may 
be made Without departing from the spirit and scope of the 
invention as de?ned in the folloWing claims. 

What is claimed is: 
1. An automated message system, comprising: 

a telephone netWork; 

a ?rst telephone station and a second telephone station; 
and 

an automated message unit coupled to the ?rst and second 
telephone stations through the telephone netWork, 
Wherein during a call from a calling party using the ?rst 
telephone station to a called party using the second 
telephone station, the automated message unit sends a 
message to the second telephone station in response to 
a control signal received from the calling party. 

2. The automated message system of claim 1, Wherein the 
automated message unit comprises: 

a netWork interface coupled to the telephone netWork; 

a memory device; and 

a controller coupled to the netWork interface and the 
memory device, Wherein the controller receives the 
control signal from the calling party through the net 
Work interface, retrieves the message from the memory 
device based on the control signal and sends the 
message to the second telephone station through the 
netWork interface. 

3. The automated message system of claim 2, Wherein the 
control signal includes an identi?cation code and control 
information, the controller selecting a database in the 
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memory device based on the identi?cation code and retriev 
ing the message from the database based on the control 
information. 

4. The automated message system of claim 3, Wherein the 
identi?cation code includes one of an equipment identi?ca 
tion number, caller ID and a code entered through a keypad 
of the ?rst telephone station. 

5. The automated message system of claim 3, Wherein the 
control signal includes a passWord, the controller determin 
ing Whether the passWord is correct based on information in 
the selected database, if the passWord is correct, then the 
controller retrieving the message, connecting to the second 
telephone station and sending the message to the second 
telephone station, if the passWord is incorrect, then the 
controller ending further actions. 

6. The automated message system of claim 2, Wherein the 
controller receives a call from the calling party to the 
automated message unit, the calling party entering an 
instruction to the controller for storing at least one message 
in a database in the memory device associated With the 
calling party. 

7. The automated message system of claim 6, Wherein the 
at least one message comprises at least one of a business 
card message and an entry of a telephone directory. 

8. The automated message system of claim 7, Wherein the 
at least one message is at least one of an audio print and a 
teXt message. 

9. The automated message system of claim 6, Wherein the 
automated message unit further comprises: 

a voice coder/voice decoder device, the instruction being 
entered by at least one of pressing a keypad of a 
telephone station and speaking an audio command, and 
if the instruction is the audio command, then the voice 
coder/voice decoder device converting the audio com 
mand into teXt and sending the teXt to the controller. 

10. The automated message system of claim 2, Wherein 
the automated message unit further comprises: 

a voice coder/voice decoder device, if the message is an 
audio print, then the controller outputting the message 
directly to the second telephone station, if the message 
is a teXt message, then the controller sending the teXt 
message to the voice coder/voice decoder device to 
convert the teXt message to audio and then sending the 
converted audio to the second telephone station. 

11. The automated message system of claim 1, Wherein 
the control signal is generated by pressing at least one key 
of a keypad of the ?rst telephone station. 

12. The automated message system of claim 1, Wherein 
the ?rst telephone station is one of a cellular phone and a 
landline telephone station. 

13. The automated message system of claim 1, Wherein 
the control signal is one of a data signal and a DTMF signal. 
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14. A method for operation of a automated message 
system, comprising: 

receiving a control signal from a calling party using a ?rst 
telephone station to call a second party using a second 
telephone station, the ?rst telephone station being 
coupled to the second telephone station and an auto 
mated message unit through a telephone netWork; and 

sending a message from the automated message unit to 
the second telephone station in response to the control 
signal received from the calling party. 

15. The method of claim 14, further comprising: 

retrieving the message from a memory device of the 
automated message unit, Wherein a controller of the 
automated message unit retrieves the message based on 
the control signal received by the controller through a 
netWork interface of the automated message unit, the 
controller sending the message to the second telephone 
station through the netWork interface. 

16. The method of claim 15, further comprising: 

selecting a database in the memory device, the controller 
selecting the database based on an identi?cation code 
included in the control signal and retrieving the mes 
sage from the database based on control information 
also included in the control signal. 

17. The method of claim 16, further comprising: 

determining Whether a passWord in the control signal is 
correct based on information in the selected database, 
if the passWord is correct, then the controller retrieving 
the message, connecting to the second telephone station 
and sending the message to the second telephone 
station, if the passWord is incorrect, then the controller 
ending further actions. 

18. The method of claim 15, further comprising: 

receiving a call from the calling party to the automated 
message unit, the controller of the automated message 
unit receiving the call; and 

entering an instruction to the controller to store at least 
one message in a database associated With the calling 
party. 

19. The method of claim 18, further comprising: 

converting the instruction from voice to teXt using a voice 
recognition device if the instruction is entered by the 
calling party by speaking a voice command. 

20. The method of claim 15, further comprising: 

converting the message from teXt to voice using a teXt 
to-voice device if the message is a teXt message. 


