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METHOD AND SYSTEM FOR CONNECTING A 
CALLER TO A CONTENT PROVIDER 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

[0001] The present invention relates generally to methods 
and systems for allowing callers to access content providers, 
such as 900 and 976 numbers, over a telephone netWork. 
More particularly, the invention relates to prepaying for 
services supplied by such providers and accessing the ser 
vices through an intermediary Who has access to the prepaid 
accounts. 

BACKGROUND 

[0002] With the advent of 900 number and similar shared 
revenue systems, the use of telephone-based services and the 
corresponding number of providers of these services has 
increased dramatically. Consumers can noW use the tele 
phone to receive a Wide variety of services, ranging from 
technical support to personal psychic readings. These ser 
vices are typically provided by a content provider Who ?rst 
delivers the service over the telephone and subsequently 
bills the caller. The caller typically is identi?ed by the phone 
number from Which he is calling, With the subsequent bill 
then included as part of the caller’s regular telephone bill. 
The content provider typically calculates the amount of the 
bill after the service has been delivered. This amount is 
forWarded to the telephone company, Which both bills and 
collects from the caller. The telephone company typically 
deducts a portion of the total bill in return for both the cost 
of making the telephone connection and for the telephone 
company’s role as bill collector. 

[0003] This system has signi?cant drawbacks. For 
eXample, since the caller is charged after he has consumed 
the service, there is a signi?cant risk of bad debt. Callers 
may refuse to pay for the service or may even deny having 
used the service in the ?rst place. This often results in a loss 
to the content provider and also requires the telephone 
company to charge a higher rate for the telephone connec 
tion since a fraction of the connections Will be Written off as 
bad debt. Another disadvantage is that calls from public 
access phones, such as those in airports and hotels, are 
typically blocked since it is unclear Who should be billed for 
calls from these phones. Many companies also block calls 
from their internal phones to prevent employees from, 
among other reasons, generating large bills. Another disad 
vantage is that callers from home cannot access a service 
anonymously since telephone billing statements normally 
identify both the content provider called and the amount 
charged. 
[0004] In an effort to overcome some of these disadvan 
tages, some content providers have established 900 number 
debit cards in Which the caller prepays for the service 
provided by the content provider. For eXample, a 900 
number debit card Was offered by the Weather Channel. In 
this system, the caller set up an account by purchasing the 
debit card, effectively prepaying for Weather Channel 
access/information. The caller then dialed the access number 
on the back of the debit card to access the Weather Channel, 
With the appropriate fee being deducted from the value 
remaining in the caller’s prepaid account. HoWever, the 
Weather Channel debit card could only complete calls to the 
Weather Channel; services from other content providers 
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Were not available through the Weather Channel debit card. 
This single service limitation severely limits the function 
ality of a debit card, as a caller Would have to carry a 
separate card and maintain a separate prepaid account for 
each content provider he intends to access. 

[0005] At the other eXtreme, many vendors sell prepaid 
calling cards for telephone calls at a ?Xed or standard rate. 
Such cards may alloW, for eXample, the caller to call 
anyWhere in the US. at any time for 16 cents/minute, With 
a correspondingly higher rate for foreign calls. Although 
such prepaid cards have no called-number restrictions, they 
are oriented toWard pure telephony, rather than content 
access. That is, every call made is charged at the same rate 
regardless of the number being called, and this rate is set by 
the prepaid card provider rather than by the number being 
called. Telephony systems of the type maintaining prepaid 
accounts at a central computer are disclosed in US. Pat. 

Nos. 4,706,275, 5,359,642 and 5,469,497. 

[0006] Thus, there is a need for systems and methods 
Which alloW a caller to access different content providers, 
each having a particular rate different from the standard rate 
for telephone connectivity, While simultaneously reducing 
the instances of bad debt, increasing the access from public 
and other normally blocked telephone lines, alloWing the 
caller to anonymously access a service, and/or reducing the 
high cost of telephone connections for such services. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0007] In connection With the foregoing, a transaction 
processor (e.g., debit card platform) in accordance With the 
invention includes tWo communications ports, a telephone 
sWitch coupling the tWo communications ports, and a con 
trol logic. In a method using this system, the ?rst commu 
nications port receives a telephone call from a caller, Who 
identi?es one of many content providers Which he Would 
like to access, and the second communication port makes a 
telephone connection to the identi?ed content provider. The 
control logic con?gures the telephone sWitch to connect the 
caller on the ?rst communications port to the content pro 
vider on the second communications port, thus alloWing the 
content provider to provide a service to the caller. The 
control logic also debits a prepaid account associated With 
the caller for the service. 

[0008] One aspect of the invention includes a prepaid 
account database coupled to the control logic. The prepaid 
account database associates caller identifying codes, such as 
personal identi?cation numbers (PINs), With prepaid 
accounts. When a caller supplies his caller identifying code, 
the control logic accesses the prepaid account database to 
identify the corresponding prepaid account. 

[0009] Another aspect of the invention includes a content 
provider database coupled to the control logic. The content 
provider database associates content providers With costs for 
their services. When a caller accesses a content provider, the 
control logic accesses the content provider database to 
calculate an amount to be debited to the caller’s prepaid 
account based speci?cally on the service provided and the 
identi?ed content provider. 

[0010] Yet another aspect of the invention concerns cred 
iting a caller’s prepaid account in response to receiving a 
payment from a caller. 
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[0011] The system and method of the invention Will be 
more readily understood and apparent from the following 
detailed description of the invention, Which should be read 
in conjunction With the accompanying drawings, and from 
the claims Which are appended at the end of the detailed 
description. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0012] FIG. 1 is a block diagram of a system in accor 
dance With one embodiment of the invention; 

[0013] FIG. 2 is a block diagram of the transaction 
processor of FIG. 1; 

[0014] FIG. 3 is a block diagram of the prepaid account 
database of FIG. 2; 

[0015] FIG. 4 is a block diagram of the content provider 
database of FIG. 2; 

[0016] FIGS. 5A, 5B and 5C are a How diagram illustrat 
ing the operation of the system depicted in FIGS. 1 to 4 in 
accordance With one embodiment of the invention; and 

[0017] FIG. 6 is a How diagram illustrating another aspect 
of operation of the system depicted in FIGS. 1 to 4. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
INVENTION 

System OvervieW 

[0018] FIG. 1 shoWs a preferred embodiment of a system 
in accordance With the present invention, Which connects a 
caller 110 to a content provider 120 over a telephone 
netWork 160 via a transaction processor (e.g., debit card 
platform) 200. 

[0019] Content provider 120, as used herein, includes 
parties Which provide information and/or a service over the 
telephone netWork 160 and Which charge speci?cally for 
that service. This includes parties Which traditionally have 
provided services over the telephone netWork 160 via 900, 
976 and other shared-revenue numbers. Of course, such 
services could include the sale of goods, in Which case the 
content Would be a catalog of goods offered for sale. 
Therefore, as used in the speci?cation and claims, the terms 
“content” and “service” shall be understood to include any 
tangible or intangible quantity provided to the caller. Finally, 
these services, telephone numbers, and content providers 
may be referred to as shared-revenue services, shared 
revenue numbers, and shared-revenue content providers, 
respectively, in the sense that they charge a premium in 
addition to the transport costs of the basic telecommunica 
tions services, the total access charges typically being shared 
amongst the content provider, the transaction processor, and 
the telecommunications service(s). 

[0020] The telephone netWork 160, as used herein, 
includes the combination of local and long distance Wire 
facilities and sWitches generally knoWn as the public 
sWitched telephone netWork (“PSTN”). HoWever, telephone 
netWork 160 is not restricted to the PSTN, but could also 
include Wireless netWorks, cellular telephone netWorks, the 
telephone capability of the Internet, and other non-tele 
phonic communications facilities through Which content or 
services may be provided. 
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[0021] FIG. 2 shoWs a preferred embodiment of the 
transaction processor 200, Which is at the heart of the 
invention. As the description beloW Will shoW, the informa 
tion needed by the caller to use the system can conveniently 
be inscribed on a “debit card”; hoWever, the invention is not 
restricted to use With such debit cards, and the invention 
should be understood to include any system having the 
functionality described herein, Whether used in conjunction 
With debit cards or other access devices. 

[0022] Communications ports 210 and 220 are coupled to 
each other via telephone sWitch 230, Which is controlled by 
control logic 240. Control logic 240 is also coupled to 
communications port 210 (and hence to the caller 110) 
through caller interface 250. The communications ports 210 
and 220 include multiple communications channels for 
simultaneously connecting multiple callers 110 to multiple 
content providers 120. In one embodiment of the invention, 
the communications ports 210 and 220 may be stand-alone 
devices. Alternatively, the communications ports 210 and 
220 may be integrated Within the telephone sWitch 230 into 
a single device. 

[0023] The telephone sWitch 230 and control logic 240 
may be implemented as tWo separate devices. For eXample, 
the telephone sWitch 230 might be a conventional sWitch 
such as the EXcel LNX 2000 While the control logic 230 
might be an off-the-shelf microprocessor. Alternatively, the 
telephone sWitch 230 and control logic 240 may be imple 
mented in a single device, such as the AT &T System 8511. 

[0024] The caller interface 250 resides betWeen the com 
munication port 210 and the control logic 240. In a preferred 
embodiment, the caller interface 250 includes an interactive 
voice response unit (“IVRU”). The IVRU facilitates com 
munications betWeen the caller 110 connected to a commu 
nications port 210 and the control logic 240 by converting 
dual tone multi-frequency (“DTMF”) tones entered by the 
caller 110 on his touch tone key pad into digital signals for 
the control logic 240 and by responsively playing various 
messages selected by the control logic 240 to the caller 110. 

[0025] The control logic 240 is also connected to a prepaid 
account database 300, a content provider database 400, a call 
records database 260, and a clock 270. The term database as 
used herein refers to data records generally and is not meant 
to imply any speci?c data structure. 

[0026] The prepaid account database 300 tracks the pre 
paid accounts of the callers 110. As shoWn in FIG. 3, prepaid 
account database 300 contains a number of records 310, 
each of Which associates a caller identifying code 320 With 
a prepaid account 330, including the current balance infor 
mation for the accounts. In a preferred embodiment, the 
caller identifying code 320 is a numeric identi?cation num 
ber Which may be printed on a card carried by the caller 110. 

[0027] In a similar manner, the content provider database 
400 tracks content providers 120. As shoWn in FIG. 4, the 
content provider database 400 contains a number of records 
410, each of Which associates a content provider With his 
cost schedule 420. The cost schedule 420 may typically have 
both a ?Xed component and/or a variable component. 

[0028] Each record 410 may also associate the content 
provider With a corresponding content provider code 430. In 
one embodiment of the invention, the code 430 might be a 
content provider’s phone number, e.g, a 900 number. In a 
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related embodiment, the content provider record 410 might 
also include other phone numbers 440 associated With the 
content provider. Continuing the previous example, the 
caller might identify a content provider by his 900 number, 
Which the content provider database 400 Would translate to 
a corresponding direct dial number. The transaction proces 
sor 200 Would then actually be connected to the content 
provider 120 via the looked-up direct dial number rather 
than the inputted 900 number. 

[0029] Returning noW to FIG. 2, the call records database 
260 stores records of the telephone calls and connections 
made and/or received by the transaction processor 200. For 
eXample, such records might include the date, time, and 
duration of a phone call made to a content provider in order 
to verify bills subsequently received from the content pro 
vider. Similarly, the call records database 260 may also store 
records of phone calls received from callers in order to 
resolve any later disputes regarding the charges made to a 
caller’s prepaid account. The clock 270 may be used by the 
control logic 240 to provide call date, time and duration 
information for these records. 

Method of Operation 

[0030] In a preferred embodiment of a method for oper 
ating the system depicted in FIGS. 1-4, a caller 110 Wishes 
to access a service provided by a content provider 120. To 
do so, the caller 110 ?rst purchases a prepaid debit card, for 
eXample from an intermediary vendor. The debit card has 
associated thereWith an account usable by the holder of the 
card. Alternatively, the caller 110 may contact the operator 
of transaction processor 200 directly to establish an account. 
The caller 110 then makes a telephone call to the transaction 
processor 200 over the telephone netWork 160. The trans 
action processor 200, Which can make telephone calls to a 
number of content providers, makes a telephone call to the 
content provider 120 identi?ed by the caller 110, also over 
the telephone netWork 160. The transaction processor 200 
then connects the tWo telephone calls, resulting in a tele 
phone connection from the caller 110 to the content provider 
120 via the transaction processor 200. The content provider 
120 then provides the service to the caller 110 over the 
telephone connection, and the transaction processor 200 
charges the cost of the service to the caller 110’s prepaid 
account. The content provider 120 receives its payment for 
the service provided from the transaction processor 200. 

[0031] The detailed operation of the system Will noW be 
described in greater detail With respect to FIG. 5. At step 
500, the transaction processor 200 receives a telephone call 
from the caller 110. The telephone call identi?es a prepaid 
account 330 associated With the caller 110 and a content 
provider 120 Which the caller 110 Wishes to access. 

[0032] In a preferred embodiment of the invention, the 
incoming telephone call is a toll-free call, such as an 800 or 
888 number call. The use of toll-free numbers presents 
numerous advantages over other types of telephone calls. 
For eXample, current F.C.C. regulations dictate that toll-free 
numbers cannot be blocked, thus alloWing access to the 
transaction processor 200 and content provider 120 from any 
telephone in the US. The toll-free number is also advanta 
geous for the caller 110, Who can conveniently place the call 
from any telephone With no record of the call appearing on 
his regular telephone bill. Although toll-free calls are pre 
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ferred because of the above advantages, they are not 
required for the invention. For eXample, the telephone call 
could be a collect call, or a direct dialed call paid for by the 
caller 110. 

[0033] In the preferred embodiment, the prepaid account 
330 is identi?ed as folloWs. Recall from FIG. 2 that the 
caller interface 250 of the transaction processor 200 is an 
IVRU under the control of the control logic 240. Referring 
noW to FIG. 5, after the caller 110 calls the transaction 
processor 200 at step 500, the IVRU requests the caller 110’s 
caller identifying code 320 at step 502. The caller 110 enters 
his caller identifying code 320 via his telephone keypad and 
the IVRU converts the DTMF tones to digital signals for the 
control logic 240. At step 504, the control logic 240 queries 
the prepaid account database 300 for the validity of the caller 
identifying code 320 and the current balance of the corre 
sponding prepaid account 330. At step 506, if the caller 
identifying code 320 is not valid or if the current balance is 
too loW, the IVRU prompts the caller 110 to take appropriate 
action, e.g., reentering the caller identifying code 320, 
disconnecting, or making a payment to the transaction 
processor 200 to recharge the prepaid account 330. If the 
caller identifying code 320 is valid and has a suf?cient 
balance, the caller 110 may access a content provider 120. 

[0034] In a preferred embodiment of the present invention, 
the content providers 120 are shared-revenue content pro 
viders that are normally directly accessed via the shared 
revenue netWork, including 900, 976, and similar numbers. 
These numbers serve as content provider codes 430 for 
content providers accessed via the 800 or 888 number 
transaction processor of the present invention. Alternatively, 
other methods of identifying content providers may be 
readily used, for eXample names or other unique identi?ers. 
Such a unique identi?er may be included as an additional 
?eld in content provider database 400 and accessed by 
control logic 240. At step 508, the IVRU requests the caller 
110 to identify the desired content provider 120, selecting 
amongst the plurality of content providers 120 accessible by 
the caller 110 by entering its shared-revenue (e.g., 900 or 
976) telephone number via the caller’s telephone keypad. 
Alternatively, transaction processor 200 may provide the 
caller 110 With a listing of content providers 120 amongst 
Which the caller may select. Such a listing may be provided, 
for eXample, in Writing on the back of the debit card, on 
promotional literature, or through the IVRU upon each 
access by caller 110 to transaction processor 200. The use of 
such listings illustrates that the content providers may be 
identi?ed and selected by other identi?ers, such as by name 
or number (unrelated to the telephone number). Or, in an 
embodiment combining the shared-revenue number and 
some other identi?er, the caller could identify and select the 
content provider by the former, then a logic device could 
determine the latter via a table lookup. Transaction proces 
sor 200 may additionally offer samplings or further infor 
mation relating to the services of each of content providers 
120, permitting the caller 110 to make a more informed 
decision from amongst the providers. At step 510, the 
control logic 240 queries the content provider database 400 
for the validity of the shared-revenue number 430 and the 
associated cost schedule 420, Which is typically a predeter 
mined cost per minute for connection to the shared-revenue 
number. Of course, the cost could also be a ?Xed amount 
(e.g., in the case of goods sold over the telephone), a per 
quantity charge (e.g., in the case of metered content sales), 
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or any other charge appropriate to a particular sales mode. 
The ?exibility afforded by such a cost schedule 420 also 
alloWs the transaction processor 200 to calculate the cost 
incurred by the caller 110 as the service is provided, rather 
than after the caller 110 completes his telephone connection. 
At step 512, if the shared-revenue number 430 is not valid, 
the IVRU prompts the caller 110 to enter a different shared 
revenue number or to disconnect from the system. At step 
514, if the shared-revenue number 430 is valid, the control 
logic 240 informs the caller 110 of the current balance in his 
prepaid account 330, by having the IVRU announce either 
the actual balance or the maXimum eXtent of the service 
(e.g., connect time) to the shared-revenue number 430. 

[0035] The transaction processor 200 then completes the 
telephone connection from the caller 110 to the content 
provider 120. At step 516, the transaction processor 200 
makes a telephone call to the content provider 120, using 
either the shared-revenue number 430 provided by the caller 
110 or an alternate phone number 440. For eXample, in the 
current telephone system, corresponding to each shared 
revenue number 430 is an underlying direct dial number 
440. At step 518, the transaction processor 200 then com 
pletes the telephone connection from the caller 110 to the 
content provider 120 by con?guring the telephone sWitch 
230 of FIG. 2 to connect the telephone call from the caller 
110 to the telephone call to the content provider 120. 

[0036] Calling a direct dial number 440, rather than the 
shared-revenue number 430, has several advantages. For 
example, use of the direct dial number 440 eliminates the 
surcharges and overhead amounts charged by the telephone 
company, offering increased revenue for both the transaction 
processor 200 and the content provider 120. If the transac 
tion processor 200 is billed directly by the content provider 
120, then the telephone company’s billing and collection 
charges for premium services may also be avoided. The 
direct billing can also result in faster payment for the content 
provider 120 since the telephone company collection pro 
cess is avoided, as are holdbacks for bad debt. As used 
herein, the term “telephone company” includes entities 
Which make the telephone connections, those Which bill for 
the connections, and those Which perform both functions. 

[0037] Furthermore, if the shared-revenue number 430 is 
used, the content provider 120 Will bill the transaction 
processor 200 according to the pricing schedule for the 
shared-revenue number 430. HoWever, if the direct dial 
number 440 is used, a different pricing schedule can be 
applied. In a preferred direct dial embodiment, the transac 
tion processor 200 has a pre-eXisting arrangement With the 
content provider 120, including a predetermined pricing 
schedule for the direct dial number 440. Essentially, the 
transaction processor 200 agrees to alloW the content pro 
vider 120 to register his service in the content provider 
database 410. In return, the content provider 120 provides 
cost schedules 420, possibly With signi?cant discounts, and 
a direct dial phone number 440 avoids telephone company 
charges otherWise incurred through the use of a premium 
telephone number. The net result is a transfer of revenue, 
Which Would otherWise by allotted to the phone company, to 
the transaction processor 200 and the content provider 120. 
The neW pricing schedule may also alloW the caller 110 to 
realiZe a portion of the reduction in phone company rev 
enues. 
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[0038] At step 520, after the telephone connection is 
made, the control logic 240 monitors the telephone connec 
tion and the balance remaining in the prepaid account 330. 
Using the content provider’s cost schedule 420 and the 
duration of the telephone connection, the control logic 240 
continuously checks Whether the balance remaining in the 
caller 110’s prepaid account 330 is too loW to continue the 
connection. If so, at step 522, the control logic 240 discon 
tinues the telephone connection. As an alternative to termi 
nating telephone service When prepaid account 330 drops 
beloW a predetermined amount, transaction processor 200 
may connect the caller to a live operator, or IVRU, Which 
can permit the caller to increase the account balance through 
a credit card charge. This Will permit the caller to continue 
accessing the content provider With minimal interruption. 
Eventually, the call ends either voluntarily or involuntarily. 
In either case, at step 524, the control logic 240 calculates 
the cost of the telephone connection based on the cost 
schedule 420 and the duration of the telephone connection 
and debits the prepaid account 330 accordingly. At step 526, 
the control logic 240 may also record the telephone con 
nections and calls made and received in the call records 
database 260 of FIG. 2. The call records database 260 may 
be used later to settle billing disputes With either the caller 
110 or the content provider 120. 

[0039] FIG. 6 shoWs a method for crediting a prepaid 
account 330, Which is typically done by the caller to 
establish or replenish the account value. At step 610, the 
transaction processor 200 receives a payment from the caller 
110 or a party acting on the caller’s behalf. In one embodi 
ment, the caller 110 may pay an intermediary Who then pays 
the transaction processor 200, rather than paying the trans 
action processor 200 directly. In any event, the payment is 
associated With a particular prepaid account 330. At step 
620, the transaction processor 200 then credits the prepaid 
account 330 accordingly. The process of receiving a call, 
accepting a caller’s ID code, and determining the corre 
sponding prepaid account 330 can be performed eXactly as 
described previously With respect to accessing a content 
provider. The control logic 240 Would, of course, have added 
IVRU prompts to receive a credit card number, EFT autho 
riZation, telephone number billing information, or other 
payment mechanisms, as Well as links to Well-knoWn 
account veri?cation/funds suf?ciency/payment processing 
services, necessary to complete the transaction. As Will be 
appreciated by one skilled in the art, such functionality can 
even be implemented as an option, folloWing step 520 of 
FIG. 5, Whereby the caller can add funds rather than being 
disconnected from an ongoing call upon reaching a loW 
balance limit. 

[0040] As the foregoing shoW, since account balances are 
stored at the central (remote) transaction processor, a caller 
of the system need only possess a minimum of information 
to use the invention. Such information may be recorded on 
a traditional Wallet siZed, paper or plastic debit card on 
Which is inscribed the telephone number of the transaction 
processor, the caller’s PIN code, codes for various content 
providers, instructions on using the transaction processor, 
and any other necessary information. In its traditional form, 
the card serves primarily as a reference device for the caller 
and Would not be required if the caller memoriZed the 
information recorded on the card. Thus, the card is not a 
necessary piece of the system and is not necessary to use the 
system. 
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[0041] For example, in more sophisticated embodiments, 
the debit card could be What is generally described as a 
“smart” card. Such a “smart” debit card may have an 
account balance stored on the card and may even be capable 
of generating DTMF tones to complete a call. That is, part 
of the transaction processor 200 may be implemented on the 
debit card itself. Similarly, the prepaid account database 300 
could even be distributed among the debit cards of the 
callers. The foregoing eXample also illustrates that the 
transaction processor may be implemented across multiple 
computers or in a distributed computing environment. Alter 
natively, sets of transaction processors may be dispersed 
across a region, each platform servicing a local area Within 
the region. 

[0042] Finally, although the system disclosed herein 
alloWs any caller With a valid caller identifying code to 
access any valid shared-revenue number, it Will be apparent 
to those of ordinary skill in the art that access restrictions are 
easily implementable. For eXample, certain callers might be 
limited to a subset of the available shared-revenue numbers. 
Thus, a company providing prepaid accounts to its employ 
ees for the purpose of softWare support might limit access to 
only those shared-revenue numbers Which actually provide 
softWare support. Alternately, the transaction processor may 
group together all shared-revenue numbers having the same 
cost schedule and then offer prepaid accounts tied to the 
speci?c cost schedule. Callers could then select from a menu 
of available shared-revenue numbers, all of Which charge the 
same price. The transaction processor could implement 
these and other variations by adding additional ?elds to the 
prepaid account database 300 and/or the content provider 
database 400. 

[0043] Although the present invention has been described 
in terms of particular embodiments, it Will be appreciated 
that various modi?cations and alterations thereto may be 
made Without departing from the spirit and scope of the 
invention. Therefore, it is intended that the scope of the 
invention be limited only by the folloWing claims. 

What is claimed is: 
1. A system for alloWing a caller to access a content 

provider, comprising: 

(a) a ?rst communications port for receiving a telephone 
call from a caller; 

(b) a second communications port for making a telephone 
connection to one of a plurality of content providers 
identi?ed by the caller; 

(c) a telephone sWitch coupled to the ?rst and second 
communications ports; and 

(d) a control logic coupled to the ?rst communications 
port and controlling the telephone sWitch, the control 
logic adapted to: con?gure the telephone sWitch to 
make a telephone connection betWeen the caller and the 
identi?ed content provider, and to (ii) debit a prepaid 
account associated With the caller for a service pro 
vided by the content provider based on the service and 
on the identi?ed content provider. 

2. The system of claim 1 Wherein the ?rst communica 
tions port is adapted to receive a toll-free telephone call from 
the caller. 
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3. The system of claim 1 further comprising a caller 
interface coupled to the ?rst communications port and the 
control logic. 

4. The system of claim 3 Wherein the caller interface 
includes an interactive voice response unit. 

5. The system of claim 4 Wherein the interactive voice 
response unit is adapted to announce a current balance of the 
prepaid account. 

6. The system of claim 4 Wherein the interactive voice 
response unit is adapted to announce a maXimum duration of 
the telephone connection betWeen the caller and the content 
provider. 

7. The system of claim 1 further comprising a prepaid 
account database coupled to the control logic, the prepaid 
account database identifying a plurality of caller identifying 
codes and a prepaid account associated With each caller 
identifying code, and Wherein the control logic is con?gured 
to access the prepaid account database to identify the 
prepaid account associated With a caller identifying code 
supplied by the caller. 

8. The system of claim 7 Wherein the control logic is 
programmed to con?gure the telephone sWitch for the con 
nection if a balance in the prepaid account is above a 
predetermined value. 

9. The system of claim 7 Wherein the control logic is 
adapted to discontinue the telephone connection betWeen the 
caller and the content provider When, based on the cost for 
the service and a duration of the telephone connection, a 
balance in the prepaid account falls beloW a predetermined 
value. 

10. The system of claim 1 further comprising a content 
provider database coupled to the control logic, the content 
provider database identifying a plurality of content providers 
and a cost for a service provided by each content provider, 
and Wherein the control logic is con?gured to access the 
content provider database to calculate an amount to be 
debited to the prepaid account. 

11. The system of claim 1 further comprising a call 
records database coupled to the control logic, the call 
records database including a record of the telephone con 
nections made. 

12. A method for alloWing a caller to access a service 
offered by a content provider, the method comprising the 
steps of: 

(a) receiving a telephone call from a caller, the telephone 
call identifying a prepaid account and one of a plurality 
of content providers; 

(b) determining if the caller is authoriZed to access the 

content provider and, if the caller is authoriZed: making a telephone connection betWeen the caller and 

the identi?ed content provider to enable the content 
provider to provide a service to the caller through the 
telephone connection, and (ii) debiting the prepaid 
account by an amount based on the content provider 
and the service provided. 

13. The method of claim 12 Where the received telephone 
call is a toll-free telephone call. 

14. The method of claim 12 Where the received telephone 
call is a collect call. 

15. The method of claim 12 Where the step of receiving 
the telephone call includes receiving a caller identifying 
code corresponding to the prepaid account. 
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16. The method of claim 12 Where the step of receiving 
the telephone call includes receiving a content provider code 
identifying the content provider. 

17. The method of claim 16 Where the content provider 
code is a telephone number identifying the content provider. 

18. The method of claim 16 Where the telephone number 
is a shared-revenue telephone number, and Where the step of 
making the telephone connection includes determining a 
direct dial telephone number corresponding to the shared 
revenue telephone number and calling the direct dial tele 
phone number. 

19. The method of claim 12 Where the step of receiving 
the telephone call includes: 

(a) informing the caller of the plurality of content pro 
viders; and 

(b) receiving the caller’s selection from among the plu 
rality of content providers. 

20. The method of claim 12 Where the step of determining 
if the caller is authoriZed includes determining a balance in 
the prepaid account. 

21. The method of claim 20 Where the step of determining 
if the caller is authoriZed includes informing the caller of the 
balance. 

22. The method of claim 20 Where the caller is determined 
to be unauthoriZed if the balance is beloW a predetermined 
value. 

23. The method of claim 20 Where the step of making the 
telephone connection includes determining a cost for the 
service. 

24. The method of claim 23 Where determining the cost 
includes looking up the cost in a content provider database 
associating a cost With services. 

25. The method of claim 23 Where determining the cost 
includes calculating, based on the balance in the prepaid 
account and the cost of the service, a maXimum duration for 
the telephone connection. 

26. The method of claim 25 further comprising the step of 
informing the caller of the maXimum eXtent of the telephone 
connection. 

27. The method of claim 12 Where the step of determining 
if the caller is authoriZed includes checking for a valid caller 
identifying code. 

28. The method of claim 12 further comprising the steps 
of: 

(a) determining, based on the cost of the service and a 
duration of the telephone connection, When a balance in 
the prepaid account falls beloW a predetermined value; 
and 

(b) discontinuing the telephone connection When the 
balance falls beloW the predetermined value. 

29. The method of claim 12 further comprising the steps 
of: 

(a) receiving a payment from the caller; and 

(b) crediting the prepaid account by an amount based on 
the payment. 

30. The method of claim 12 Where the service is a 
shared-revenue service. 

31. A method for providing a service to a caller, the 
method comprising the steps of: 
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(a) registering a service With a transaction processor 
enabling access to a plurality of content providers via 
a common access number; 

(b) accepting a telephone connection With a caller having 
a prepaid account at the transaction processor, the 
telephone connection having been made via the trans 
action processor in response to the caller’s identi?ca 
tion of one of said plurality of content providers via a 
telephone call to the common access number; 

(c) providing the service to the caller through the tele 
phone connection; and 

(d) receiving a payment for the service from the transac 
tion processor. 

32. The method of claim 31 Where the service is a 
shared-revenue service. 

33. The method of claim 31 Where the common access 
number is a shared-revenue telephone number. 

34. The method of claim 31 Where the common access 
number is a direct dial telephone number 

35. A method for accessing a service offered by a content 
provider, comprising the steps of: 

(a) making a telephone call to a transaction processor 
enabling access to a plurality of content providers via 
a common access number; 

(b) identifying a prepaid account and one of the content 
providers; 

(c) accepting a telephone connection made by the trans 
action processor to the identi?ed content provider; and 

(d) receiving a service from the content provider and 
incurring a debit to the prepaid account by an amount 
based on the received service. 

36. The method of claim 35 Where the common access 
number is a shared-revenue number. 

37. The method of claim 35 Where the common access 
number is a direct dial number. 

38. The method of claim 37 Where the direct dial number 
is toll-free. 

39. The method of claim 35 Where making the telephone 
call includes placing a collect call. 

40. The method of claim 35 Where the step of identifying 
the prepaid account includes providing a caller identifying 
code corresponding to the prepaid account. 

41. The method of claim 35 Where the step of identifying 
one of the content providers includes providing a content 
provider code. 

42. The method of claim 41 Where the content provider 
code includes a telephone number Which identi?es the 
content provider. 

43. The method of claim 35 Where the step of identifying 
one of the plurality of content providers includes: 

(a) receiving identities of the plurality of content provid 
ers; and 

(b) selecting one of the plurality of content providers. 
44. The method of claim 35 further comprising the step of 

making a payment to the transaction processor for crediting 
the prepaid account. 


