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INTERNET CONFERENCE CALL BRIDGE 
MANAGEMENT SYSTEM 

BACKGROUND 

[0001] The present invention relates to a conferencing 
system and method. In particular, the invention pertains to a 
method and system With Which a customer may initiate and 
ef?ciently moderate and control a telephone call betWeen the 
customer and one or more additional parties over Web 
enabled appliances or devices. 

[0002] The prior art discloses a number of conference 
calling systems. Many of these prior art systems are enter 
prise systems that require specialiZed hardWare switching 
components and/or softWare running on the systems of call 
participants. In recent years, Web-based conference calling 
has overcome disadvantages that plagued the prior art sys 
tems. These Web-based conference calling systems, hoW 
ever, lack some of the advantages of the present invention. 
In particular, the prior art systems do not provide the 
?exibility necessary to adapt to the variable demands placed 
on the systems depending on the number of call participants, 
fail to utiliZe pre-existing customer information to expedite 
the input of call contact information, and fail to provide a 
means to prevent various hardWare devices including fac 
simile and ansWering machines from being bridged into a 
conference call. 

SUMMARY 

[0003] The invention pertains to an internet conference 
call bridge management (ICCBM) system and method With 
Which a person having access to the Internet may ef?ciently 
input the contact number of at least one party With Whom the 
customer Wants to speak. The ICCBM system then calls the 
customer, calls the party or parties, and the audio signals are 
bridged in a manner that optimiZes the call signal to noise 
ratio, minimiZes demands placed on computing resources, 
and provides controls With Which the customer may monitor 
and control the telephonic access of the other participants 
through the duration of the conference call. 

[0004] The ICCBM system of the present invention is 
operably coupled to the Internet and to the public sWitch 
telephone netWork (PSTN). A customer With an internet 
appliance, such as a computer, a Web-enabled PDA (Per 
sonal Digital Assistant) or Web-enabled telephone or radio 
device, broWser softWare and Internet access may then 
remotely retrieve from the ICCBM system ?rst output 
means, namely an interface, for prompting the customer 
from the internet appliance to enter contact information 
associated With the audio communication device of at least 
one call-receiving party. The ?rst output means, generally 
includes one or more Web pages providing the customer 
interface for entering the contact information, as Well as 
other call parameters as inputs. The contact information 
includes, at a minimum, a contact number or a link to a 
contact number for each party to participate in the call. The 
contact number is generally the telephone number of the 
audio communication device oWned or in the possession of 
the party, although the contact number may be an IP (Inter 
net Protocol) address corresponding to an internet appliance 
to Which audio data is transmitted and converted to an audio 
signal. 
[0005] The contact information entered by the customer is 
uploaded to the ICCBM system by ?rst input means. Once 
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uploaded, the call enabling means places a ?rst telephone 
call to the audio communication device associated With 
customer, and subsequent telephone calls to the audio com 
munication device of the one or more call-receiving parties. 
The calls placed by the system to the customer and to the 
call-receiving parties are then brought together by bridging 
means. In general, the ?rst input means, call enabling means, 
and bridging means refers to the hardWare and softWare of 
the ICCBM system used to control the execution of direct 
dial telephone calls, the bridging of these calls, as Well as 
various regulatory functions including the maintenance of 
customer accounts and billing. The ICCBM system prefer 
ably and substantially resides on one or more servers that are 

operatively linked to the Internet, the PSTN, and one or 
more databases. 

[0006] In some embodiments of the invention, the bridg 
ing means includes tWo call bridging subsystems identi?ed 
as ?rst and second bridging means. The ?rst bridging means, 
Which operates Where the total number of call participants is 
tWo, preferably redirects the audio signals originating from 
audio communication devices of the customer and call 
recipient by re-routing the incoming signals to the other 
participant’s device. Preferably, the ?rst bridging means 
does no or insubstantial amount of processing of the audio 
signals themselves. The second bridging means, Which 
operates on conference calls involving three or more par 
ticipants, preferably decodes the analog or digital audio 
signals, provides the appropriate mixing, and then re-en 
codes the signals for transmission to the call participants. 
The ICCBM system of the present invention is scalable and 
can therefore support conference calls betWeen any number 
of participants, While minimizing the expenditure of system 
resources and maximiZing the signal to noise ratio Where 
there are only tWo call participants. 

[0007] In some embodiments of the invention, the ICCBM 
system includes group-click means, Which alloWs a cus 
tomer to simultaneously initiate a call to a group of partici 
pants the customer Would like to bring into simultaneous 
telephonic communication. In other embodiments the cus 
tomer can consecutively select one or more parties to be 
added to the conference call. The group-click means is 
implemented in the form of hyper-link, such as hypertext 
transfer protocol (HTTP) and equivalents, and is accessible 
to the customer via the internet appliance. The contact 
numbers from Which the customer may select the additional 
participants are preferably included in a pre-existing data 
base de?ned by the customer and maintained by the ICCBM 
system. These contact names and numbers are preferably 
organiZed into a logical classi?cation referred to as a contact 
group. The HTTP link, once associated With the contact 
group, permits the customer to simultaneously select and 
input all the contact numbers of a group, thereby avoiding 
the need to individually enter or individually select the 
contact numbers of the parties. 

[0008] In some embodiments of the invention, the ICCBM 
system further includes call moderating means. In the pre 
ferred embodiment, the call moderating means is an inter 
face through Which the customer monitors the status of calls. 
Preferably, the interface indicates When a call is being 
dialed, connected, bridged, and disconnected. In some 
embodiments, the call moderating means further includes 
controls for permitting the customer to mute one or more 
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parties, place one or more parties on hold, terminate the call 
to one or more parties, and record a call. 

[0009] In some embodiments of the invention, the ICCBM 
system includes a means for allowing two customers to 
contact one another while maintaining anonymity of at least 
one, preferably two, of the customers. 

[0010] In some embodiments of the invention, the ICCBM 
system further includes a means for monitoring the usage of 
the customer and his remaining balance and alerting the 
customer through a visual or audio noti?cation. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0011] FIG. 1 is a block diagram illustrating the ICCBM 
system of a preferred embodiment of the present invention, 
various communication interfaces, and transport media. 

[0012] FIG. 2 is a ?owchart of the method of generating 
a call from the system according to the preferred embodi 
ment of the present invention. 

[0013] FIG. 3 is a ?ow chart illustrating the method of 
executing a one-to-one telephone call using the ICCBM 
system of a preferred embodiment of the present invention. 

[0014] FIG. 4 is a ?ow chart illustrating the method of 
executing a conference call using the ICCBM system of a 
preferred embodiment of the present invention. 

[0015] FIG. 5 is a block diagram illustrating bridging 
network underlying a one-to-one telephone call using the 
ICCBM system of a preferred embodiment of the present 
invention. 

[0016] FIG. 6 is a block diagram illustrating bridging 
network underlying a conference call using the ICCBM 
system of a preferred embodiment of the present invention. 

[0017] FIG. 7 is an exemplary graphical user interface for 
prompting the customer to input the contact numbers of the 
customer contact number and the contact information for 
one or more additional participants to the call. 

[0018] FIG. 8 is an exemplary graphical user interface for 
presenting the customer with the anticipated charges based 
upon contact information provided. 

[0019] FIG. 9 is an exemplary graphical user interface for 
inputting or editing a customer’s contact information. 

[0020] FIG. 10 is an exemplary graphical user interface 
for displaying the status of one or more pending calls prior 
initiation of a conference call. 

[0021] FIG. 11 is an exemplary graphical user interface 
for displaying the status of one or more pending calls 
concurrent-with an ongoing a conference call. 

[0022] FIG. 12 is a block diagram illustrating the anony 
mous ICCBM system of a preferred embodiment of the 
present invention, various communication interfaces, and 
transport media. 

[0023] FIG. 13 is an exemplary graphical user interface 
with which a ?rst anonymous customer of the anonymous 
ICCBM system of a preferred embodiment may initiate an 
anonymous call between the ?rst anonymous customer and 
a second anonymous customer. 
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

[0024] Shown in FIG. 1 is a block diagram illustrating the 
ICCBM system of a preferred embodiment of the present 
invention, various communication devices, ?le servers, and 
transport media. The ICCBM system as described herein 
place a telephone call back to the customer and one or more 
direct calls to call-recipients in response to a request by the 
customer of the ICCBM system. The purpose of the call 
back to the customer and one or more calls to the additional 
parties is to bridge the plurality of calls and place the 
participants in audio communication. The term “customer” 
herein is synonymous with a client or “user” of the ICCBM 
system. A customer together with one or more call recipients 
or call-receiving parties, i.e., called “parties,” constitutes the 
“participants” of the telephone call. 

[0025] The ICCBM system 100 of the preferred embodi 
ment includes a telephony service provider (TSP) 120 that is 
operatively coupled to an intemet appliance 102 through 
which the customer 101 accesses the World Wide Web or 
Internet 110 more generally. The appliance 102 may be a 
personal computer, as illustrated, or other device including 
the hardware and software necessary to provide and inter 
face with and exchange information between the ICCBM 
system 100. This software may include, for example, a web 
browser such as Internet Explorer®, NetscapeTM, or other 
packages known to those skilled in the art that permit a 
customer to execute download, view, input, output, upload, 
or otherwise interactively exchange information through 
web pages, hyperlinks, dialog boxes, and email exchange, 
for example. An alternative intemet appliance 102 may be a 
web enabled phone or a personal digital assistant, for 
example. The appliance 102 is operably coupled to TSP 120 
the by means of the underlying transport medium 1 l and 
transport medium 112 which may include a Digital Sub 
scriber Line (DSL), cable network, ?ber optic network, 
intranet, ATM (asynchronous transfer mode) network, wire 
less LAN (Local Area Network), WAN (Wide Area Net 
work) or Gateway, for example, with suitable modi?cation. 
The transport medium 111 may also include a PSTN (public 
switch telephone network) and an Internet Service Provider 
(ISP), the telephone line being used by both the intemet 
appliance and an Audio Communication Device (ACD), 
such as a telephone. 

[0026] The customer 101 may further possess an audio 
communication device 103 for receiving the telephone call 
back from the ICCBM system. The other parties to the 
ICCBM system include one or parties equipped with their 
own audio communication devices including, for example, 
ACD 104, ACD 105 through ACD 106. These audio com 
munication device may be telephones, cordless phones, cell 
phones, mobile terminals or other communication devices 
either directly or indirectly coupled to the publicly switched 
telephone network (PSTN) 130. The customer’s intemet 
appliance 102 and audio communication device 103 may be 
distinct device or a single integrated device. 

[0027] A voice-over-internet-protocol (VOIP) Gateway 
(not shown) may also be present in the network between the 
customer 101 and TSP 120. A Voice Over Internet Protocol 
(V OIP) Gateway encodessignals (thereby generating digital 
signals) originating from a customer’s telephone, and 
decodes IP data packets transmitted through the communi 
cation transport medium to the customer. The Gateway 
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encodes data in accordance with ITU standard codes like 
G7llU or G729A which are then sent over the IP network. 
In particular, the signals generated by and transmitted to a 
telephone are conveyed by transport medium collectively 
referred to as the Public Switched Telephone Network 
(PSTN). One skilled in the art will recognize the need for 
various other types of gateways including voice-over-DSL, 
voice-over-Cable, and voice-over ATM gateways with vari 
ous other forms of underlying network systems. 

[0028] The standard cell phone also communicates indi 
rectly with the Internet through the Gateway. The signals 
generated by and received at cell phones are supported by a 
Mobile Switching Center (MSC), not shown, which con 
verts between the PSTN and various wireless communica 
tion formats such as TDMA (Time division Multiple 
Access), CDMA (Code division Multiple Access), and GSM 
(Global System for Mobile), for example. 

[0029] In accordance with the preferred embodiment of 
the present invention, the customer 101 may initiate a call to 
one or more parties by inputting the contact information, i.e, 
the telephone number or other address associated with the 
parties’ ACD. The contact information is used by the 
ICCBM system to call and link two or more parties in the 
manner prescribed by the customer. The ICCBM system 100 
in the preferred embodiment includes the hardware and 
software associated with the telephony service provider 
(TSP) 120. The TSP 120 preferably includes one or more 
web servers 121 that support the Internet protocols neces 
sary to request and receive the information necessary to 
initiate and execute the ICCBM procedure. The web server 
121 preferably has access to database 123 on which infor 
mation of registered customers is stored, the information 
including account numbers, passwords or pin numbers, 
billing information including credit card numbers and 
addresses, pre-recorded audio and multimedia ?les, call 
recipient pro?le and contact information including the 
names and contact numbers, as described in more detail 
below. 

[0030] The TSP 120 preferably includes one or more chat 
servers operably coupled to the web server 121 and database 
123 by means of communication links 124 and 126, respec 
tively. The chat servers are preferably dedicated systems 
capable of dialing telephone calls to the contact numbers of 
the participants and subsequently bridging or mixing the 
appropriate signals to effectively bring the customer and one 
or more call recipients into audio communication. The calls 
placed by the chat server 122 are in this embodiment 
indirectly communicated to the customer ACD 103 and 
parties ACD 104 through 106 by means of the PSTN 130. 

[0031] Illustrated in FIG. 2 is a ?owchart of the method of 
generating a ICCBM according to the preferred embodiment 
of the present invention. The method 200 of initiating a call 
according to the preferred embodiment begins with the 
authentication procedure indicated by login step 202 in 
which the customer directs his browser software to access 
the web server 121 and download the ?rst output means. The 
output means preferably comprised of one or more web page 
that collectively prompt the customer 101 for the informa 
tion necessary to execute the ICCBM procedure. To authen 
ticate the customer 101, account information suf?cient to 
uniquely identify the customer 101, including an account 
name or number, password or pin number, for example, is 
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uploaded to the TSP 120. In the alternative, the TSP 120 may 
install a “cookie” on the customer intemet appliance 102, 
usefully for recognizing returning customers without the 
manual entry of account information. The account informa 
tion is then compared by the TSP 120 to existing account 
information stored in database 123 prior to providing the 
customer 101 access to subsequent features of the ICCBM 
system of the present embodiment. 

[0032] After a successful login 202, the customer 101 is 
prompted, by means of a ?rst output means of the ICCBM 
system 100, to input the contact information for himself and 
one or more parties the customer intends to bring into and 
participate in the call. A representative web page 700 for 
inputting the requisite information is illustrated in FIG. 7. 
The graphical user interface provided by web page 700 
prompts the customer 101 to input his own contact number 
and extension, which are entered in ?elds 702 and 704, 
respectively, in accordance with the step 204 of FIG. 2. If 
not previously recorded, the customer may select the editing 
tool available by hyperlink 708 with which he may cause the 
newly entered contact number to be saved to his account on 
database 123. As illustrated in FIG. 9, the interface 900 
provides the customer 101 the means to associate the new 
contact number provided in ?elds 904 and 906 with an 
identi?er or term description in ?eld 902, and the new 
contact information added to existing contact information 
910. If, however, the customer’s contact was previously 
recorded, the customer may select his preferred contact 
number from a list of one or more contact numbers using the 
pull-down menu 706. 

[0033] In some embodiments, the contact number used by 
a returning customer is recogniZed by the TSP 120 and 
automatically provided in the appropriate ?eld without the 
need to be manually entered. Caller-id may be used in some 
embodiments to detect the incoming phone number for a 
customer using a web-enabled telephone or a dial-up ISP to 
access the output means. In addition, the contact number for 
a returning customer may be used to authenticate the cus 
tomer, or by the TSP 120 to automatically retrieve the 
customer’s pin number without the need for manually entry. 
Preferably, the ?rst output means includes means for 
requesting and recalling a contact number from the pre 
existing contact list associated with the customer’s account. 
In some embodiments, a request may be made by entry or 
selection of a unique pair of single digit numbers that are 
associated with the contact number of individual persons 
and entities. The pre-existing contact list is preferably 
de?ned by the customer and stored at the database 123. The 
apparatus and method for implementing such a database is 
taught in copending US. patent application Ser. No. 10/039, 
795, entitled “Family tree website architecture,” which is 
hereby incorporated by reference herein. The ICCBM sys 
tem of the present invention preferably cooperates with the 
system set forth and claimed in the ’795 patent cooperates 
with the TSP 120 of the present invention to provide the 
customer 101 access to a pre-existing database comprised of 
contact names logically organiZed according to contact 
groups, each contact group comprised of one or more 
contact names. Two common contact groups are “family” 
and “business.” Each contact group is designated by a ?rst 
number, preferably a single digit, used to uniquely identify 
each group within the customer’s list of contacts. Each of 
these groups is in turn comprised of one or more contact 
names designated by a second number, preferably a single 
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digit, used to uniquely identify each person or entity With 
respect to the other contact names associated With that 
group. Each contact name has associated With a contact 
number, eg a telephone number, at Which the contact may 
be reached. One skilled in art Will recognize that the present 
invention is not limited to a pair of single digits, and may be 
implement using a plurality of alphanumeric characters 
su?icient to uniquely identify each contact. 

[0034] The ?rst and second numbers together are suf?cient 
to uniquely identify each contact number of each contact 
Within the customer’s account. The ?rst and second number, 
When linked to the contact number, permit a customer 101 
to enter tWo single digit numbers to summon the contact 
number from the database 123 Without the need to remember 
or manually enter the desired contact number. A customer 
101 of the present invention may avail himself of the contact 
information by selecting or otherWise entering the pair of 
numbers from the either the ?eld 714 or pull-doWn menu 
720, for example. Selection of the pair of single digit 
numbers from menu 720, Will preferably cause the complete 
contact number associated With the number pair to be 
displayed in the ?eld 714 Where it may be con?rmed by the 
customer. If selected, it is this contact number that Will be 
dialed by the ICCBM system. 

[0035] In some embodiments, the TSP 120 includes auto 
matic contact detection means for detecting the contact 
number used by the customer 101 to make the present call 
into the TSP. The detection means in the preferred embodi 
ment is based on the caller-id services currently supported in 
the telecommunications industry. Upon detection, the num 
ber automatically detected preferably appears as the default 
number in ?eld 702, and authoriZed by the customer for 
purposes of initiating a call back to the customer. 

[0036] In additional to his oWn contact information, the 
customer 101 must input the contact information corre 
sponding to one or more parties With Whom he intends to 
make audio contact. As illustrated by step 206 of FIG. 2, the 
customer 101 preferably has at least three options for 
inputting party contact information. These options include 
manually entry 208, individual selection 212 from the pre 
existing database, and group selection 214 from the pre 
existing database. 

[0037] In accordance With step 208, the customer 101 may 
manually enter the contact number corresponding to the 
audio communication device of one or more parties, i.e., 104 
through 106. Additional parties to a conference call may be 
included by entry of the contact numbers in dialog boxes, 
716 and 718, for example. If not previously recorded, the 
customer 101 may select the editing tool available by 
hyperlink 720, for example, to save the neWly entered 
contact number to the database 123 and associate the num 
ber With a neW or pre-existing contact. In some embodi 
ments, contact information of the customer and/or call 
recipients is inputted into the ICCBM system 100 using 
voice recognition means. Voice recognition means may be 
implemented on the customer’s intemet appliance 102, or 
supported by the output means using VXML (Voice Mark 
up Language) in a manner knoWn to those skilled in the art. 

[0038] If the contact number of an intended call recipient 
Was previously recorded, the customer 101 may select the 
contact number from a list of one or more contact numbers 

using the pull-doWn menu 720. The pull-doWn menu is 
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generated in response to a query of the database 123 for 
contacts and or contact numbers previously entered by the 
customer 101. This step is illustrated as step 212 in FIG. 2. 
Additional parties can be included in a conference call by 
entry of the audio communication device contact number in 
dialog boxes, 716 and 718, for example. 

[0039] As a third option, the customer 101 may use 
group-click means to simultaneously select a plurality of 
contact numbers through What is referred to as a “one click” 
contact selection process illustrated as step 214 of FIG. 2. In 
accordance With the step, the customer 101 may click a 
single hyperlink (not shoWn) associated With a contact 
group, thus causing each of the contact numbers of the 
individuals that compose the group to be retrieved from the 
database 123. In this manner, a customer 101 may simulta 
neously select all of the members of his “family” group or 
his “business” group, for example, With a single click. 

[0040] The various steps of entering or otherWise selecting 
the contact numbers as described above are repeated by 
means of decision block 216 and return path 218 until the 
contact numbers for each of the parties intended to partici 
pate in the subsequent call are provided therein. At this 
point, the list of contact numbers is complete and the 
customer 101 may initiate the call back by activating the 
“place call” hyperlink 726. 

[0041] In accordance With the preferred embodiment, the 
customer 101 is presented the option of previeWing the call 
billing or scheduling the date and time of the call back prior 
to placing the call back. A request by the customer 101 to 
vieW the billing, as indicated in step 220, retrieves a Web 
page consist With that illustrated in FIG. 8. The Web page 
800 illustrates an exemplary interface for presenting the 
customer 101 With the anticipated charges, Which are cal 
culated as a function of the contact information provided. As 
illustrated, the customer 101 is preferably presented With the 
one or more contact numbers 802 to Which the customer 

intends to call, the geographic region 804 corresponding to 
the area code of the contact number to the immediate left, the 
cost per minute 806 of the call, the total cost per minute 808 
to maintain the call, Which is the sum of each the rates of 
each of the underling calls, and a connection fee 810 if 
applicable. 

[0042] According to the preferred embodiment, the output 
means exempli?ed by FIG. 7 further includes the step of 
scheduling the call time or delay, as illustrated by step 222 
of FIG. 2. The schedule time step 222 alloWs the customer 
to determine in advance exactly When the call back is to be 
executed. In the preferred embodiment, the customer 101 
may enter the number of minutes 730 that the actual tele 
phone call to the participants are placed after the “place call” 
hyperlink 726 is activated. A delay may be necessary for 
example Where the customer’s intemet appliance 102 and 
audio communication device 103 use a common telephone 
line to access both the Internet 110 and PSTN 130, respec 
tively. As such, the customer 101 may require at least a 
moment to disengage the internet appliance and re-establish 
the ACD connection, either physically or by means of 
softWare. The default delay time 730 is Zero. 

[0043] Besides a call delay, a customer may be presented 
With a calendar to schedule a call at the convenient for 
customer. The various inputs for scheduling the call may 
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include the time, date, day of the Week and time Zone, 
Whether the call is recurring, i.e. occurring every Monday at 
8:00 AM PST, for example. 

[0044] One skilled in the art Will recognize that the steps 
of selecting the customer contact number 204, selecting the 
party contact number(s) 206, previewing the billing 220, and 
scheduling the call delay 222 are independent events that 
may be executed in any relative order and by means of one 
or separate Web pages Without departing from the spirit or 
scope of the claimed invention. 

[0045] Upon activation of the “place call” hyperlink 726, 
the ICCBM system Will determine the number of call 
participants 224 and execute either a “one-to-one” call back 
226 or a “conference call” call back 228. If the customer 101 
has provided a single contact number in step 206 above, the 
ICCBM system 100 executes tWo separate calls Which are 
subsequently bridged to bring the customer and call-receiv 
ing party in telephonic contact. After being bridged, the 
telephonic link is indistinguishable from a standard call 
placed to the by customer 101 directly to a party 104. If, 
hoWever, the total number of call participants is three or 
more, the ICCBM system 100 executes a conference call by 
means of a process including steps different than used for 
one-to-one calling. 

[0046] In some embodiments, the output means further 
includes a means for the customer 101 to select an audio ?le 
present on the TSP 120 Where it may be played or other Wise 
transmitted to one or more participants of a telephone call 
made in accordance With the preferred embodiment of the 
present invention. An audio ?le for purposes of the preferred 
embodiment is a music ?le, vocal ?le, personal audio 
message or greeting, pre-existing audio library ?le available 
for selection from the TSP 120. The audio ?le is preferably 
a pre-existing ?le that is uploaded to the TSP 120, although 
it may also be created as a recording made With the assis 
tance of the TSP 120. In either case, the audio ?le is 
preferably stored in database 123 or a similar ?le server Were 
it is linked to the customer’s account information and made 
available to the customer 101. The user 101 may then cause 
the audio ?le to be played to at least one other person joined 
in the telephone call by the TSP 120. See also copending 
patent application Ser. No. 10/ 198008, entitled “Computer 
iZed Greeting System and Method,” Which is hereby incor 
porated by reference. 

[0047] Illustrated in FIG. 3 is a How chart of the method 
of executing a one-to-one telephone call using the ICCBM 
system of a preferred embodiment of the present invention. 
After detecting 224 that there are only tWo participants to a 
call, the ICCBM system 100 Waits the requisite schedule 
time 730 prior to placing a call back 302 to the customer 101 
at the contact number speci?ed in step 204 of the customer’s 
ACD 103. After the TSP 120 detects that the customer 101 
has ansWered the call, the system 100 dials the call recipient 
in step 304 at the contact number 206 corresponding to the 
party’s ACD 104. The calls are immediately bridged 306, 
thereby alloWing the customer 101 to hear the party’s ACD 
104 ring and the call recipient ansWer. 

[0048] The call betWeen the customer and the call recipi 
ent then proceeds 308 in a manner consistent With a direct 
call from customer 101 to party 104 until the call is 
terminated 310 by either participant. Unlike a direct call, 
hoWever, the ICCBM system provides a number of speci?c 
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advantages to consumers and TSPs that Were previously 
unavailable. First, the ICCBM system alloWs a customer to 
initiate a call through the relatively loW cost TSP Without the 
customer incurring the higher costs associated With telecom 
munications conglomerates that dominate the PSTN, and 
Without the TSP 120 incurring the expense of providing a 
toll-free 800 number(s) for customer usage. Second, the 
ICCBM system provides global access to customers, irre 
gardless of Whether they have access to toll-free numbers 
and local access numbers, Which is the current norm for 
ICCBM systems. Third, a customer using the ICCBM 
system can avoid surcharges When the customer is calling 
from a phone booth, for example. 

[0049] Referring to FIG. 5, a block diagram of the bridg 
ing netWork underlying a one-to-one telephone call using the 
ICCBM system of a preferred embodiment of the present 
invention is illustrated. The ICCBM system 100 implements 
a ?rst bridging means 502, preferably With softWare resident 
on the chat server 122, to place the customer 101 and call 
recipient 104 in audio communication. As illustrated, the 
audio signal 504 originating With the customer 101 is 
operatively coupled by means of channel 510 to the receiver 
of the party ACD 104. Similarly, the audio signal 508 
originating With the party 104 is coupled by means of 
channel 506 to the customer ACD 103 receiver. Whether the 
audio signals are analog signals or digital packets of sound 
data, the information is routed through the bridge 502 of the 
chat server 122 With little if any processing or demand for 
computational resources. The signal quality afforded by ?rst 
bridging means is relatively high quality compared to the 
conference calling system described in detail beloW. 

[0050] Illustrated in FIG. 4 is a How chart depicting the 
method of executing a conference call using the ICCBM 
system of a preferred embodiment of the present invention. 
In this embodiment, an initial call 402 is placed by the chat 
server 122 to the customer 101 at ACD 103, at Which point 
the customer 101 is prompted to record an introduction 
including the customer’s name, for example. The additional 
tWo or more participants, represented by 406, are then 
called. 

[0051] The ICCBM system 100 preferably elicits an inter 
active prompt in Which the call recipient is requested to 
respond by entering a number at the ACD keypad, for 
example. The recipient input is required to alleviate prob 
lems associated With calls that are accidentally placed to or 
picked-up by facsimile machines, ansWering machines, or 
PSTN system problems like dead air etc. 

[0052] After the appropriate response is received from the 
call-recipient, the pre-recorded introductory message made 
by the customer in step 404 is played to the call-recipient. 
The purpose of the introductory message is to provide a 
vehicle for the customer to invite the called party to accept 
the call, Which might otherWise be confused With a telemar 
keting call. The call recipient may then agree in step 412 to 
participate in the conference call, thereby causing the calls 
to the customer 101 and party 104 to be bridged by TSP 120. 
If the conference call is declined, the call is terminated 414 
prior to being bridged 416 any conference call currently in 
progress. The steps of calling 408, playing the recording 
410, con?rming 412, and bridging 416 are simultaneously 
repeated for each of the call recipients until each party is 
either brought into the conference call or disconnected. 
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[0053] In some embodiments, prior to the actual calls 
being placed to the customer 101 and the call recipients, the 
customer may actively monitor the status of each pending 
call by means of an exemplary Web page as illustrated in 
FIG. 10. As illustrated, the customer may note various 
contact numbers, and optionally delete 1010 these numbers 
prior to the calls being dialed. The remaining time prior to 
the execution of the conference call is depicted by outstand 
ing schedule time 1008. 

[0054] After the schedule time 1008 has expired, a ?rst 
call is placed to the customer 101, and subsequent calls then 
simultaneously placed With each of the call recipients. 
Concurrent With the dialing of the call recipients, the cus 
tomer 101 has the option of monitoring the status of the 
conference by means of the exemplary graphical user inter 
face illustrated in FIG. 11. A call controlling means includ 
ing the user interface illustrated permits the customer to 
moderate the access and participation of each call recipient. 
For example, the customer can Watch in real-time as each 
party is dialed 1110 and then connected 1108. The customer 
interface 1100 may optionally include various call control 
tools including call muting 1112, call hold 1114, and call 
disconnect 1116. These functions may be applied by the 
customer to each call recipient individually. 

[0055] During the conference call, the customer 101 has 
an option of adding additional participants 1118 into the 
conference by entry or selection of a contact number from 
the pre-existing contact numbers in the database 1120. The 
additional call-recipient Would then be dialed, connected, 
and bridged into the on-going conference call in the same 
manner described above. 

[0056] In some embodiments of the invention, call ser 
vices of the TSP 120 are applied against a credit card, or are 
prepaid and the calls charged against an existing account 
balance. In the case of a prepaid account, the ICCBM system 
preferably estimates the cost of the conference, including the 
rate of the participants and the destination charges incurred, 
While the conference call is in progress. The estimated cost 
is compared against the remaining account balance of the 
customer. If a predetermined monetary threshold is trig 
gered, the ICCBM system preferably alerts the customer 101 
by transmitting a notice to the customer indicating the 
remaining call time available. The noti?cation of the remain 
ing account balance is communicated to the customer in 
audible form through the ?le sWitch 652, or graphically via 
the customer interface 1100. 

[0057] Referring to FIG. 6, a block diagram illustrating 
the bridging netWork underlying a conference call in the 
preferred embodiment is shoWn. The second bridging means 
600 is primarily adapted to bridge the audio signals of three 
or more parties, Which collectively constitute a conference 
call. Although the second bridging means 600 may be used 
to bridge calls betWeen only tWo individuals, such an 
implementation comes at the cost of reduced signal to noise 
and increased demand on system resources. These resources 
may include softWare resources and or hardWare control and 
sWitching, for example, both of Which are utiliZed more 
ef?ciently according to the teachings of the present inven 
tion. 

[0058] One skilled in the art Would recogniZe that this 
ICCBM system takes advantages of the technological 
advances that have led to proliferation of IP devices includ 
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ing the Wireless 3G or 4G technologies that support IP as call 
control signaling standard by alleviating the “tandeming” 
(encoding, decoding at various points in the network) phe 
nomenon associated With sWitching based systems resulting 
in signi?cant quality and cost savings. TWo audio commu 
nication devices, either mobile terminal or IP phone, may 
transmit digital packets directly to the ICCBM system Which 
could then redirect the packets to the remote party for a 
one-to-one call. 

[0059] The input to the second bridging means 600 
includes three or more input audio signals 606-609, the 
audio signals being either analog signals or digital data in the 
form of packets depending on the preference of the TSP 120. 
These audio signals 606-609 correspond to output signals 
originating from the customer ACD 103 and party ACD’s 
104 through 106, illustrated in FIG. 1. In general, the second 
bridging means 600 decodes the input audio signals 606 
609, combines the signals such that each conference call 
participate receives the mixed audio signals of the other 
participants, and then encodes the mixed audio signals 
Which are transmitted back to the appropriate ACM. 

[0060] The decoding means 601 decodes each of the input 
audio signals 606-609 by means of decoding operators 
602-605, respectively. The implementation of the decoding 
operators 602-609 Will depend on format of the audio signal 
606-609 (e.g. like PCM or ADPCM etc). The decoder, 
summer and encoder can also be implemented on a special 
iZed hardWare board comprising of DSP (digital signal 
processors) Which Would alleviate the system resources of a 
host based computer system including but not limited to 
WindoWs or UNIX operating systems. 

[0061] The decoded input audio signals 640-643 are 
sWitched or otherWise directed to mixing means 610, Which 
is comprised of sum operators 611-614. Each of the sum 
operators 611-614 mixes tWo or more decoded input audio 
signals to create unencoded output audio signals 615-618. 
The decoded input audio signals 640-643 are mixed such 
that each of the N participants of the conference call hears 
only the voices of the remaining N-l participants. The 
unencoded output audio signals 615-618 are then conveyed 
to the encoding operators 621-624, respectively, of the 
encoding means 620 Where the signals are again encoded 
according to the convention implement. The encoded output 
audio signals 625-628 are then directed by means of the 
PSTN 130, Internet 110, or other equivalent means back to 
the appropriate ACD. 

[0062] In some embodiments, the second bridging means 
600 further includes and audio ?le sWitch 652 used to “play” 
a pre-existing audio ?le, introduced above, to the call 
participants. The pre-existing audio ?le is provided to audio 
?le sWitching means 652 as audio ?le input 650. In response 
to the customer selection made available by the output 
means, an audio ?le is retrieved from the database 123, 
streamed from the chat server 122, and provided to the call 
participants my means of audio ?le sWitching means 652. 
After the audio ?le has ?nished playing, in the preferred 
embodiment, the audio ?le input 650 is deselected and the 
output signals 654-657 are sWitched back, i.e. revert to the 
encoded output audio signals 625-628. 

[0063] In some embodiments, sWitching means 652 is 
used to audibly notify the customer 101 of the available call 
time based upon the balance of a prepaid account. Prefer 
ably, only the customer 101 may hear the notice. 
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[0064] Referring to FIG. 12, a block diagram of the 
anonymous ICCBM system of a preferred embodiment of 
the present invention, various communication interfaces, 
and transport media, is illustrated. An anonymous call as 
used herein refers to a call that is authorized by each of the 
participants to the call, but conducted in such manner so as 
to prevent the contact number of at least one participant from 
being learned by another participant. The anonymous 
ICCBM system 1200 may therefore be used to coordinate 
the calls betWeen individuals Who Would like to engage one 
another in discussion Without jeopardizing personal contact 
information. Potential applications of the system include, for 
example, call dating services Where both participants may 
opt to keep their telephone number con?dential until a 
greater degree of trust is established betWeen the individu 
als; or an abuse hotline, for example, Where the individual 
seeking counseling may effectively make themselves avail 
able to receive a call initiated by the counseling services 
While preserving one’s anonymity. 

[0065] The anonymous ICCBM system 1200 includes the 
TSP 120 With a Web server 121, chat server 122, and 
database 123 as described above. The TSP 120 is in this 
embodiment operatively coupled to an anonymous call back 
mediator (ACBM) 1220 With Which the TSP 120 coordinates 
anonymous calls betWeen a ?rst customer 1201 and a second 
customer 1202. The ACBM 1220 includes a Web server 
1221 operatively coupled to the Internet 110 as Well as a call 
server 1222 and a database 1223. One skilled in the art Will 
recognize that the TSP 120 and the ACBM 1220 may also be 
separate computer systems operatively coupled by means of 
a direct communication line 1212, or be integrated into a 
single system. 

[0066] According to this embodiment, a ?rst customer 
1201 and second customers 1202 are equipped With an 
internet appliance 1204 and 1208 and an ACD 1206 and 
1210, respectively. First and second customers 1201 and 
1202 independently access the Web server 1221 and option 
ally input at least one contact number at Which each can be 
reached. Depending on the application, purpose, or business 
model, customers may also input various parameters or 
condition under Which the customer Would accept a call. For 
a dating service, for example, an individual may provide his 
or her likes and dislikes, Which When matched to another 
customer may provide a potential dating opportunity. These 
parameters are then stored in an account maintained on the 
database 1223 Where they are available to call server 1222. 
If and When the anonymous call back conditions of the tWo 
or more customers are satis?ed, the call server 1222 may 
make a Web page available to the prospective participants to 
coordinate a call. AWeb page, consistent With that illustrated 
in FIG. 13, may be used by ?rst customer 1201 to input his 
contact number 1302 and authorize a call betWeen the ?rst 
customer and a second customer B 1304 selected from the 
available list. If authorized by both prospective participants, 
the call server 1222 conveys both contact numbers to the 
chat server 122. Upon receipt of the contact numbers, chat 
server 122 places calls to the ?rst and seconds customers, 
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Which are thereafter bridged. In this manner, ?rst and second 
customers are able to engage in a telephone call Without 
either participant knoWing the others telephone number. 

[0067] Although the above description contains many 
speci?cs, these should not be construed as limiting the scope 
of the invention, but rather as merely providing illustrations 
of some of the presently preferred embodiments of this 
invention. 

[0068] Therefore, the invention has been disclosed by Way 
of example and not limitation, and reference should be made 
to the folloWing claims to determine the scope of the present 
invention. 

1-57. (canceled) 
58. A conference calling system comprising: 

?rst means for providing contact information for at least 
tWo parties to a conference call; 

second means for automatically establishing said confer 
ence call betWeen said parties; 

third means for establishing an audio bridge betWeen said 
parties; and 

fourth means for sending a multi-media message to at 
least one of said parties. 

59. The invention of claim 58 Wherein said ?rst means 
includes an Internet appliance. 

60. The invention of claim 58 Wherein said ?rst means 
includes means for providing a graphical user interface. 

61. The invention of claim 60 Wherein said ?rst means 
includes means for providing contact information for a 
group of parties. 

62. The invention of claim 60 Wherein said means for 
providing a graphical user interface includes means for 
scheduling said conference call. 

63. The invention of claim 60 Wherein said graphical user 
interface includes means for previeWing a bill. 

64. The invention of claim 58 further including call 
monitoring means. 

65. A message delivery system comprising: 

?rst means for providing contact information for at least 
one party; 

second means for automatically establishing a call to said 
party and 

third means for sending a multi-media message to said 
party. 

66. The invention of claim 65 Wherein said ?rst means 
includes an Internet appliance. 

67. The invention of claim 65 Wherein said ?rst means 
includes means for providing a graphical user interface. 

68. The invention of claim 65 Wherein said ?rst means 
includes means for providing contact information for a 
group of parties. 


