
US 20020044632A1 

(12) Patent Application Publication (10) Pub. No.: US 2002/0044632 A1 
(19) United States 

KAPLAN (43) Pub. Date: Apr. 18, 2002 

(54) TELEPHONE ANSWERING SYSTEM THAT 
AUTOMATICALLY CALLS BACK A CALLER 
WHO HAS LEFT A MESSAGE 

Inventor: (76) ALAN E. KAPLAN, MORRIS 
TOWNSHIP, NJ (US) 

Correspondence Address: 
S H DWORETSKY 
AT&T CORPORATION 
PO BOX 4110 
MIDDLETOWN, NJ 07748 

( * ) Notice: This is a publication of a continued pros 
ecution application (CPA) ?led under 37 
CFR 1.53(d). 

(21) 

(22) 

Appl. No.: 08/937,948 

Filed: Sep. 25, 1997 

Publication Classi?cation 

(51) Im. c1? ........................... .. H04M 1/64; H04M 3/42 
(52) US. Cl. ................................... .. 379/67.1;379/210.01 

(57) ABSTRACT 

A telephone answering system that automatically dials a 
speci?ed telephone number left by a caller in conjunction 
With a message left for a message recipient. The caller is 
given an option to leave such a number. In the case the caller 
has left such a number, the message recipient is given an 
option to have that number automatically dialed. If the 
message recipient chooses that option, the number as speci 
?ed by the caller is automatically dialed, and the connection 
betWeen the telephone line of the message recipient and the 
telephone ansWering system is terminated. The present 
invention thus provides great convenience to subscribers of 
telephone ansWering systems When calling back previous 
callers Who have left messages. 
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TELEPHONE ANSWERING SYSTEM THAT 
AUTOMATICALLY CALLS BACK A CALLER 

WHO HAS LEFT A MESSAGE 

TECHNICAL FIELD 

[0001] This invention relates to telephone answering sys 
tems, and more particularly, to a telephone answering sys 
tem that automatically calls back a caller at a telephone 
number speci?ed by the caller in conjunction With a message 
left by the caller. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0002] Typical telephone ansWering systems in the prior 
art do not automatically call back a caller at a telephone 
number that the caller has speci?ed in conjunction With a 
message left by the caller. HoWever, such a telephone 
ansWering system Would be greatly convenient to both the 
caller and the message recipient. 

[0003] Prior art caller ID may store the telephone numbers 
of previous callers, and may give the user an option to 
automatically call back one of the stored telephone numbers 
of a previous caller. HoWever, the caller ID number is 
determined automatically by the telephone central of?ce. 
This feature is disadvantageous because the caller ID num 
ber determined by the telephone central of?ce is only the 
billing telephone number. 

[0004] Thus, Where a caller is calling from a large orga 
niZation having a main number With numerous extensions, 
the telephone central office may only determine the main 
number Without the speci?c extension of the caller. For 
example, many large companies have an easy to remember 
main number With the last four digits ending in a thousand, 
such as (321) 456-1000. Then each person Working Within 
such a large company has a more speci?c extension as the 
last four digits of the phone number, such as (321) 456-7891. 
HoWever, the caller ID feature may only store the number 
(321) 456-1000 because most of the PBX (Private Branch 
Exchange) trunks typically use this main number as the 
billing telephone number. Automatically dialing back this 
main number may create confusion for the message recipient 
Who later attempts to connect With the caller. 

[0005] An even more disadvantageous feature of auto 
matically dialing back the caller ID number is that only the 
billing telephone number Which is typically the number the 
to caller has called from is stored. Thus, if the caller Wants 
to be reached at a different telephone number from that 
called from, then the different telephone number cannot be 
automatically dialed. Such a situation can easily arise With 
mobile callers such as businessmen and salesmen Who are 
calling from “on the road” such as from airports. In addition, 
although a caller may be calling from his or her Work 
number, the caller may desire to be called back later at home. 

[0006] Thus, a telephone ansWering system is desired 
Where the phone number as speci?ed by a caller can be 
automatically dialed back, in conjunction With a message 
left by the caller. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0007] Accordingly, as a primary object of the present 
invention, a telephone ansWering system automatically dials 
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back a phone number that a caller has speci?ed in conjunc 
tion With a message left by the caller. 

[0008] In a general aspect of the present invention, a 
telephone ansWering system includes an instruction synthe 
siZer for instructing the caller to enter a phone number Where 
the caller Wishes to be reached by a message recipient. A 
memory stores this speci?ed phone number along With a 
corresponding message that the caller leaves for the message 
recipient. A control circuit terminates the connection of the 
telephone ansWering system to the message recipient’s tele 
phone line. A control interface controls one of a PBX 
(Private Branch Exchange) of the message recipient or a 
CENTREX Within the telephone central office to connect the 
message recipient’s telephone line to the caller by automati 
cally dialing the speci?ed phone number. 

[0009] The present invention can be used to particular 
advantage When the caller is given an option of leaving a 
speci?ed number. The caller may choose not to leave a 
number. In the case the caller chooses to leave a number, the 
caller can enter in the speci?ed number using either a DTMF 
(Dual Tone Multi-Frequency) keypad or by voice. If the 
caller leaves the speci?ed number by voice, the present 
invention further comprises a voice-recognition unit that 
converts the spoken phone number into a digital data format 
for storage into memory. If the caller enters DTMF (Dual 
Tone Multi-Frequency) tones, the present invention further 
comprises a DTMF recognition unit that converts the DTMF 
tones into a digital data format. 

[0010] In another aspect of the present invention, the 
message recipient is given an option of having the speci?ed 
number of the caller automatically dialed. The message 
recipient may choose not to have the speci?ed number of the 
caller automatically dialed or may choose to dial a different 
number. 

[0011] These and other features and advantages of the 
present invention Will be better understood by considering 
the folloWing detailed description of the invention Which is 
presented With the attached draWings. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWING 

[0012] FIG. 1 shoWs a telephone ansWering system sub 
scribed to by a message recipient Within a telephone net 
Work; 
[0013] FIG. 2 shoWs components of a telephone ansWer 
ing system according to a preferred embodiment of the 
present invention; 

[0014] FIG. 3 shoWs a ?oWchart of the steps of operation 
of the telephone ansWering system according to a preferred 
embodiment of the present invention; and 

[0015] FIG. 4. shoWs example data ?elds Within the 
memory component of FIG. 2. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

[0016] Referring to FIG. 1, a telephone netWork 100 
includes a telephone 102 of a user Who subscribes to a 
telephone ansWering system 104. Such a user is the message 
recipient of any messages left by a caller on the telephone 
ansWering system. The telephone includes a telephone trans 
mitter (microphone) 106 into Which the user speaks and a 
telephone receiver (earpiece) 108 from Which the user 
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listens. The telephone is coupled via a telephone line 110 to 
a CENTREX of a telephone central of?ce 112 or to a PBX 
(Private Branch Exchange) Which connects the telephone to 
the telephone answering system and to the rest of the public 
telephone network. 
[0017] The typical operation of the telephone ansWering 
system 104 such as a voice mail system are commonly 
knoWn since such ansWering systems are noW Widely used. 
A caller can leave a message for a message recipient When 
the message recipient is not available to take a call on the 
telephone line 110. 

[0018] The present invention enhances the operation of the 
telephone ansWering system by automatically dialing back a 
number as speci?ed by the caller Who has left a message. 
Referring to FIG. 2, the components that carry out this 
enhanced feature of the telephone ansWering system of the 
present invention are shoWn. Such a telephone ansWering 
system 200 includes a control circuit 202 coupled to a 
caller’s telephone transmitter. The control circuit is coupled 
to a voice/DTMF (Dual Tone Multi-Frequency) recognition 
unit 204 and to a memory 206. The control circuit is also 
coupled to control interface 208 and to an instruction 
synthesiZer 210. The control interface is coupled to a PBX 
(Private Branch Exchange) 212 Which is coupled to a 
telephone central of?ce 214. The telephone central of?ce 
214 includes a CENTREX sWitching netWork. The PBX and 
the telephone central office are not part of the telephone 
ansWering system 200 of the present invention. The instruc 
tion synthesiZer is coupled to the caller’s telephone receiver 
and the message recipient’s telephone receiver. 
[0019] The operation of the telephone ansWering system 
200 according to a preferred embodiment of the present 
invention is noW described With reference to the ?oWchart of 
FIG. 3. Referring to FIGS. 1-3, operation of the present 
invention begins When a caller calls a message recipient at 
the telephone line 110 Who is not available to take the call. 
The telephone ansWering system 200 takes a message from 
the caller for the message recipient and gives an option to the 
caller to specify a number Where the caller Wishes to be 
reached (step 302 of FIG. 3). The caller can choose to not 
leave a number, and in that case, the telephone ansWering 
system takes only a message from the caller and resumes 
operation of a conventional telephone ansWering system. 
[0020] In the case the caller chooses to specify a phone 
number Where the caller Wishes to be reached, the caller is 
instructed by the instruction synthesiZer 210 via the caller’s 
telephone speaker to either enter such a number by a DTMF 
(Dual Tone Multi-Frequency) keypad or by voice. The 
control circuit 202 accepts such a number entered by the 
caller and stores this information into memory 206 (step 304 
of FIG. 3). 
[0021] If the caller enters the phone number by voice, the 
spoken number is ?rst coupled through the voice recognition 
unit 204 Which converts the spoken number into a digital 
data format to be stored in memory 206. If the caller enters 
the phone number via a DTMF keypad, such a DTMF signal 
is ?rst coupled through the DTMF recognition unit 204 
Which converts the DTMF tone into a digital data format to 
be stored in memory 206. Alternatively, if a caller chooses 
to not leave a speci?ed phone number, a caller ID number 
may be stored into the memory 206 by default. 

[0022] Alternatively, the telephone central of?ce 214 may 
include an ANI (Automatic Number Identi?cation) unit that 
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determines the billing telephone number of the caller Which 
typically is the phone number the caller is calling from. The 
ANI-determined number is also the calling number that is 
sent by the caller ID feature. The instruction synthesiZer 210 
may inform the caller of this ANI-determined telephone 
number and may give the caller the option of automatically 
storing this billing telephone number. With this feature, the 
caller does not have to enter a telephone number if the 
billing telephone number is desired by the caller to be the 
speci?ed phone number. 

[0023] In this manner, When a caller leaves a message and 
a speci?ed phone number for the message recipient, a data 
structure 400 of FIG. 4 may be used in the memory 206. 
This data structure includes three ?elds With a ?rst data ?eld 
402 containing a message identi?cation number, a second 
data ?eld 404 containing the caller’s message, and a third 
data ?eld 406 containing the phone number the caller has 
entered. 

[0024] The operation of the telephone ansWering system 
of the present invention continues When the message recipi 
ent has dialed into the telephone ansWering system, such as 
a voice mail system, and is listening to the messages left for 
the recipient. For any particular message, the message 
recipient is informed by the instruction synthesiZer 210 if a 
caller Who has left that message has also left a phone number 
Where the caller Wishes to be reached (step 306 of FIG. 3). 
If a phone number has been left, the message recipient is 
given an option to have the enhanced telephone ansWering 
system control the PBX or the CENTREX to automatically 
dial that number from the recipient’s telephone line (step 
308 of FIG. 3). 

[0025] In choosing such an option, the message recipient 
may be noti?ed of the phone number stored in the third data 
?eld 406. The message recipient may be noti?ed by a display 
screen that shoWs the speci?ed phone number or by voice 
generation of the speci?ed phone number to be automati 
cally dialed. 

[0026] After such noti?cation of the speci?ed phone num 
ber, if the message recipient chooses to not call back the 
caller, the telephone ansWering system resumes operation of 
a conventional telephone ansWering system. Alternatively, 
the message recipient may be informed of the phone number 
stored in the third data ?eld 406 in the memory 206, and the 
message recipient may choose to dial a number that is 
different from that phone number stored in memory 206. 

[0027] If the message recipient after listening to the call 
er’s message chooses to have the speci?c phone number of 
the caller automatically dialed, the control circuit 202 ter 
minates connection of the telephone ansWering system to the 
message recipient’s telephone line 110 (step 310 of FIG. 3). 
Then, the control interface 208 retrieves that number from 
memory 206. The control interface 208 controls the PBX 
212 or the CENTREX 214 to automatically dial that number 
from the recipient’s telephone line 110 and to connect the 
message recipient’s telephone line 110 to the caller’s speci 
?ed telephone number (step 312 of FIG. 3). The termination 
from the ansWering system alloWs a tWo party connection 
betWeen the message recipient and the caller after automatic 
dialing of the caller’s speci?ed phone number. 

[0028] In this manner, the telephone ansWering system of 
the present invention provides great convenience to the 
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message recipient by automatically dialing the number as 
speci?ed by the caller. After the message recipient has 
listened to the message left by a caller, the message recipient 
may be automatically connected With the number that the 
caller has indicated. Thus, in contrast to the prior art, the 
message recipient does not have to Write doWn the number 
that a caller may leave and does not have to then dial that 
number. 

[0029] Moreover, the present invention provides great 
convenience to the caller by providing the freedom for the 
caller to specify the number Where that caller can be 
reached. Thus, in contrast to automatic dial back features 
With caller ID, the caller has control over Which number the 
telephone ansWering system automatically dials back. 

[0030] The forgoing is by Way of eXample only and is not 
intended to be limiting. For example, the advantageous 
features of the present invention may be used in conjunction 
With other knoWn features of the conventional telephone 
ansWering system. Thus, the message recipient may have a 
caller’s message and number stored and may retrieve that 
message and number at a later time that is convenient to the 
recipient. The invention is limited only as de?ned in the 
folloWing claims and equivalents thereof. 

I claim: 
1. A method for automatically calling back a caller Who 

has left a message on a telephone ansWering system for a 
message recipient, said method including the steps of: 

A. instructing said caller to enter a phone number Where 
said caller Wishes to be reached by said message 
recipient; 

B. storing said phone number With said message of said 
caller; 

C. terminating connection of said telephone ansWering 
system to said message recipient’s telephone line; and 

D. automatically dialing said phone number of said caller 
from said message recipient’s telephone line. 

2. The method of claim 1, further including the step of: 

giving an option to said caller to not leave any phone 
number With said message and not performing steps 
A-D if said caller takes said option. 

3. The method of claim 2, further including the step of: 

informing said message recipient that said caller can be 
automatically called back if said caller has left said 
phone number. 

4. The method of claim 3, further including the step of: 

informing said message recipient of said phone number 
left by said caller. 

5. The method of claim 1, further including the steps of: 

informing the caller of an ANI (Automatic Number Iden 
ti?cation) determined billing telephone number; and 

giving an option to said caller to select said billing 
telephone number as said phone number stored in step 
B. 

6. The method of claim 1, further including the step of: 

giving an option to said message recipient to not call back 
said caller and not performing steps C-D if said mes 
sage recipient takes said option. 
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7. The method of claim 6, further including the step of: 

giving an option to said message recipient to dial a 
number that is different from said phone number left by 
said caller. 

8. The method of claim 1, Wherein step Aincludes the step 
of: 

instructing said caller to enter said phone number by one 
of (1) dialing in said phone number via a DTMF (Dual 
Tone Multi-Frequency) keypad and (2) speaking said 
phone number. 

9. The method of claim 8, further including the step of: 

converting any spoken phone number into a digital data 
format using a voice recognition unit. 

10. The method of claim 8, further including the step of: 

converting a DTMF (Dual Tone Multi-Frequency) tone 
into a digital data format using a DTMF (Dual Tone 
Multi-Frequency) recognition unit. 

11. The method of claim 1, Wherein said telephone 
ansWering system is a voice mall system. 

12. A method for automatically calling back a caller Who 
has left a message on a telephone ansWering system for a 
message recipient, said method including the steps of: 

A. instructing said caller to enter a phone number Where 
said caller Wishes to be reached by said message 
recipient, Wherein said step A includes the steps of: 

instructing said caller to enter said phone number by 
one of (1) dialing in said phone number via a DTMF 
(Dual Tone Multi-Frequency) keypad and (2) speak 
ing said phone number; 

converting any spoken phone number into a digital data 
format; and 

converting any entered DTMF (Dual Tone Multi-Fre 
quency) tone into a digital data format; and 

B. storing said phone number With said message of said 
caller; 

C. terminating connection of said telephone ansWering 
system to said message recipient’s telephone line; 

D. automatically dialing said phone number of said caller 
from said message recipient’s telephone line; 

E. giving an option to said caller to not leave any phone 
number With said message of said caller and not 
performing steps B-D if said caller takes said option; 

F. informing said message recipient that said caller can be 
automatically called back if said caller has left said 
phone number; 

G. giving an option to said message recipient to not call 
back said caller and not performing steps C-D if said 
message recipient takes said option; 

H. informing said message recipient of said phone num 
ber left by said caller; and 

I. giving an option to said message recipient to dial a 
number that is different from said phone number left by 
said caller. 

13. The method of claim 12, Wherein said telephone 
ansWering system is a voice mail system. 

14. Atelephone ansWering system that automatically calls 
back a caller Who has left a message for a message recipient, 
said ansWering system comprising: 
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an instruction synthesizer for instructing said caller to 
enter a phone number Where said caller Wishes to be 
reached by said message recipient; 

a memory for storing said phone number With said 
message of said caller; 

a control circuit for terminating connection of said tele 
phone ansWering system to said message recipient’s 
telephone line; and 

a control interface for controlling one of a PBX (Private 
Branch Exchange) or a CENTREX, coupled to said 
message recipient’s telephone line, to automatically 
dial said phone number of said caller from said mes 
sage recipient’s telephone line. 

15. The telephone ansWering system of claim 14, Wherein 
said control circuit gives said caller an option to not leave 
any phone number With said message of said caller, and 
Wherein said control circuit informs said message recipient 
that said caller has left said phone number that may be 
automatically dialed. 

16. The telephone ansWering system of claim 14, Wherein 
said control circuit gives said message recipient an option to 
not call back said caller at said phone number. 

17. The telephone ansWering system of claim 14, Wherein 
said instruction synthesiZer instructs said caller to enter said 
phone number by voice, and Wherein said telephone ansWer 
ing system further comprises: 

a voice recognition unit for converting any spoken phone 
number into a digital data format. 

18. The telephone ansWering system of claim 14, Wherein 
said instruction synthesiZer instructs said caller to enter said 
phone number via a DTMF (Dual Tone Multi-Frequency) 
keypad, and Wherein said telephone ansWering system fur 
ther comprises: 

a DTMF (Dual Tone Multi-Frequency) recognition unit 
for converting any entered DTMF (Dual Tone Multi 
Frequency) tone into a digital data format. 

19. Atelephone ansWering system that automatically calls 
back a caller Who has left a message for a message recipient, 
said ansWering system comprising: 

an instruction synthesiZer for instructing said caller to 
enter a phone number Where said caller Wishes to be 
reached by said message recipient, Wherein said 
instruction synthesiZer instructs said caller to enter said 
phone number by one of voice and a DTMF (Dual Tone 
Multi-Frequency) keypad; 

a voice recognition unit for converting any spoken phone 
number into a digital data format; 
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a DTMF (Dual Tone Multi-Frequency) recognition unit 
for converting any entered DTMF (Dual Tone Multi 
Frequency) tone into a digital data format; 

a memory for storing said phone number With said 
message of said caller; 

a control circuit for terminating connection of said tele 
phone ansWering system to said message recipient’s 
telephone line, Wherein said control circuit gives said 
caller an option to not leave any phone number With 
said message of said caller, and Wherein said control 
circuit informs said message recipient that said caller 
has left said phone number, and Wherein said control 
circuit gives said message recipient an option to not call 
back said caller; and 

a control interface for controlling a PBX (Private Branch 
Exchange) or a CENTREX, coupled to said message 
recipient’s telephone line, to automatically dial said 
phone number of said caller from said message recipi 
ent’s telephone line. 

20. Atelephone ansWering system that automatically calls 
back a caller Who has left a message for a message recipient, 
said ansWering system comprising: 

a means for obtaining and storing a phone number Where 
said caller Wishes to be reached by said message 
recipient; 

a control circuit for terminating connection of said tele 
phone ansWering system to a telephone line of said 
message recipient; and 

a means for automatically dialing said phone number of 
said caller from said message recipient’s telephone 
line. 

21. The telephone ansWering system of claim 20, Wherein 
said means for obtaining and storing instructs said caller to 
enter said phone number by voice, and Wherein said tele 
phone ansWering system further comprises: 

a voice recognition unit for converting any spoken phone 
number into a digital data format. 

22. The telephone ansWering system of claim 20, Wherein 
said means for obtaining and storing instructs said caller to 
enter said phone number via a DTMF (Dual Tone Multi 
Frequency) keypad, and Wherein said telephone ansWering 
system further comprises: 

a DTMF (Dual Tone Multi-Frequency) recognition unit 
for converting any entered DTMF tone into a digital 
data format. 


