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(57) ABSTRACT 

A method for allowing a user to access a plurality of Service 
providers through a Service brokerage via a network Such as 
the Internet. The Service brokerage establishes accounts with 
the Service providers and the user. Once a user logs in to the 
Service brokerage, the user is presented with a set of private 
Service provider chat rooms that are on on-line. The Set may 
be chosen based upon a predetermined criterion. Once the 
user Selects a chat room of a chosen provider, the Service 
provider must allow the user access to that Service provid 
er's chat room. A user profile may be provided to the Service 
provider to aid in the admission process. Once a user is 
inside a chat room, the chat room is closed and the user and 
Service provider may privately interact in the occupied chat 
room via the Internet. The Service provider may have access 
to, and modify, a user information file of the user during the 
Session, and the user may have access to the file once the 
Session is over. The user's account is charged with a user 
Service fee, and the Service provider's account is credited 
with a Service provider fee, according to the length of time 
the user spends in the occupied chat room of the Service 
provider. The user may also be given the option, for given 
Service providers, a telephone connection. 
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Fig. 1 
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Fig. 2 
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Fig. 3 
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Fig. 4 
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Fig. 5 
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METHOD FOR ENGAGING PROFESSIONAL 
SERVICES THROUGH A SERVICE BROKERAGE 
WIAA NETWORKSUCH AS THE INTERNET 

CONTINUING APPLICATION DATA 

0001. This application is a continuation in part of appli 
cation Ser. No. 09/401,715 filed Sep. 23, 1999, U.S. Pat. No. 
6,393,412. 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

0002 The field of the present invention is directed to 
methods to provide access to Services via the Internet. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

0003. The economy of the United States, and several 
other countries, is increasingly dependent upon value added 
by Services, as opposed to tangible goods. Vast amounts of 
people, including professionals (Such as doctors, lawyers, 
accountants) and Service providers (Such as specially trained 
technicians and people with Specialized skills or knowl 
edge), are employed by a service industry instead of by a 
manufacturing or distribution industry that is commonly 
asSociated with consumer or durable goods. AS the pace of 
knowledge and technical advances has increased, the 
demand for Specialists with detailed knowledge in narrow 
fields has increased. This has led to an ever-expanding 
market for Such Services. However, while Some Such pro 
fessionals have banded together to market their Services, and 
provide a mechanism by which their collective Services can 
be accessed, the distribution of Such services is still limited 
by geography and a fundamental lack of an easy, economi 
cal, and viable Service brokerage for Such Services. Further 
more, while there have been great advances in the produc 
tion and delivery of goods, Such as the "just in time” 
concept, no Such breakthrough has heretofore been made in 
the field of Services. 

0004. Accordingly, a need exists for an improved method 
of distributing Services of multiple Service providers to end 
users via a Service brokerage. This invention Solves this need 
through the use of the Internet. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

0005. A preferred embodiment of the present invention is 
generally directed to a method for allowing a user to acceSS 
one of a plurality of Service providers through a Service 
brokerage via the Internet. The user is presented with a Set 
of private Service provider chat rooms that are on-line, and 
each of these rooms is associated with a Service provider. 
The Set of private Service providers can optionally be 
Selected according to a pre-Selected criterion of the user. The 
user Selects a chat room of a chosen Service provider, obtains 
access to the chat room, and then privately interacts with the 
chosen Service provider via the Internet. The chosen Service 
provider can receive a user profile before the user enters that 
provider's chat room and control access to the chat room by 
rejecting the request of the user to enter the chat room. The 
user's account is charged with a user Service fee, and the 
Service provider's account is credited with a Service provider 
fee, according to the length of time the user occupies the chat 
OO. 

0006. In a first, separate aspect of the present invention, 
a user information file associated with the user is created 
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with the service brokerage. The user information file can be 
made available to a chosen Service provider who can modify 
the file. The user information file can also be transferred, 
along with the user, to a Second Service provider in a Second 
chat room, who can also modify the file. The user can have 
access to the user information file after leaving any occupied 
chat room. 

0007. In another, separate aspect of the present invention, 
the user is presented with a Schedule for a chosen chat room. 
The Schedule can provide information as to when the chat 
room is expected to be on-line or unoccupied. The user can 
be allowed to sign a waiting list for when the chat room 
becomes available, and the user can receive automatic 
notification of such availability. 
0008. In another, separate aspect of the present invention, 
access to a chat room can be denied if the user account is 
below a predetermined threshold value, Such as Zero. An 
available amount of credit can be established in a user 
account by a payment from the user to the Service provider, 
and the available credit can be reduced as the user account 
is charged a user Service fee according to the length of time 
the user spends in an occupied chat room. The amount of 
time that a user can spend in a chat room can be limited by 
an available amount of credit or by a pre-Selected threshold 
that cannot be exceeded within a pre-Selected period of time 
absent a pre-Selected approval process. 

0009. In another, separate aspect of the present invention, 
a user account can be provided with coupons to reduce the 
user Service fee for the user's access to one or more of the 
plurality of Service providers according to a pre-Selected 
criterion. 

0010. In another, separate aspect of the present invention, 
a user may select connection to a Service provider via an 
alternate connection, Such as a Separate phone line. 
0011. Accordingly, it is a primary object of the present 
invention to provide an improved method for allowing users 
to access a plurality of Service providers through a Service 
brokerage via the Internet. 
0012. This and further objects and advantages will be 
apparent to those skilled in the art in connection with the 
drawings and the detailed description of the preferred 
embodiment set forth below. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

0013 FIG. 1 is a flow chart depicting the user log-in 
process of the preferred embodiment. 

0014 FIG. 2 is a flow chart depicting the service pro 
vider log-in process of the preferred embodiment. 

0015 FIG. 3 is a flow chart depicting a service provider 
Web Site or pages of the preferred embodiment. 

0016 FIG. 4 is a flow chart depicting the user selection/ 
purchase process of the preferred embodiment. 

0017 FIG. 5 is a flow chart depicting chat room entry in 
the process of the preferred embodiment. 

0018 FIG. 6 is a flow diagram of a combined chat room 
entry and telephone connection option according to a pre 
ferred embodiment. 
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

0019. In a preferred embodiment of the present invention, 
a Service brokerage establishes a Service provider web site 
and/or pages and chat rooms and is the "middleman' that 
acts to connect multiple users with multiple Service provid 
ers over a network Such as the Internet. The service broker 
age may take any one of a number of forms. It may be a 
company that provides access to Service providers within the 
company. It may be an association of independent Service 
providers, Such as a referral Service. It may be a Service 
brokerage that acts as a clearinghouse for allowing indi 
vidual Service providers and users to gain access to each 
other, much the Same as a Stock exchange acts as a brokerage 
for buying and Selling Stocks, except that the commodity is 
Services instead of Stocks. Or it may be page(s) on a 
company (Such as a vendor) web site connecting to a third 
party Service provider for providing contract customer Ser 
vice or the like. 

0020. The service brokerage may be accessed by the user 
via any available Suitable network Such as the Internet, a 
LAN, or a WAN. The user may interface using a personal 
computer, dedicated terminal, a PDA (personal digital assis 
tant), cellular phone, a kiosk, or the like. 
0021. In a preferred arrangement, the service brokerage 
establishes a relationship with multiple Service providers. AS 
part of this process, the Service brokerage may develop an 
information file that is specific to an individual Service 
provider. This file may contain a variety of information, Such 
as the qualifications or references of the Service provider, 
preferences of the Service provider, areas of Specialization of 
the Service provider, dates the Service provider is available, 
the time Zone from which the service provider will be 
providing its Services, limitations the Service provider places 
on access to its Services, rates of the Service provider for its 
Services, and So forth. 

0022. Once the service brokerage has a relationship with 
a Service provider, the Service brokerage may assign the 
Service provider its own chat room and, if appropriate, its 
own Service provider account. In an especially preferred 
embodiment, this account may automatically be credited 
with payments for services provided by the service provider 
through the Service brokerage. The Service provider may 
then access its account, or have Some or all of the value of 
its account transferred to another account, Such as an auto 
matic payment to a Specified account with a financial 
institution. 

0023. A “chat room” according to the preferred embodi 
ments is defined as a location (Such as a web site or web 
page) or means by which a user and a Service provider may 
interact via the Internet, or other network. For example, 
Several Service providers currently provide chat rooms 
where multiple parties may gather and Send messages to 
anybody within the group. Once a user is in a chat room, the 
interaction between the user and the Service provider may 
take on any form of media communication now available, or 
available in the future, over the Internet/network. Thus, for 
example, the interaction could be by e-mail, by Voice Signal, 
by Video image, or by a combination of Such media. 
0024. In one configuration, in addition to adding provid 
ing private chat rooms, the Service brokerage may provide 
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the user with the option to Select the type of communication 
in the chat room, for example typed communication, Voice 
over-IP, Video conference, or any other available communi 
cation form, or a combination thereof. The Service brokerage 
may also provide the user with the option to Select a 
telephone option. Though the Service brokerage may pro 
vide for the telephone connection Services, the telephone 
Services may preferably be provided by a third party telecom 
provider. 
0025 in a preferred method, the telephone option may 
comprise the Steps of: 

0026 allowing the user to select the communication 
format from the available communications formats 
for the chosen Service provider; 

0027 if the telephone option is selected, obtaining 
the phone number of the user (the System may 
request the user to input his/her telephone number to 
which he/she wants the connection be made, or the 
user profile may already have one or more telephone 
numbers of the user Stored, and the user may select 
which of the numbers for the connection); 

0028 obtaining the phone number of the service 
provider (the System should already have the Service 
provider's telephone number or it could accept an 
input from the Service provider); 

0029) sending the two telephone numbers to a third 
party telephonic Service provider who then (1) makes 
calls to each of the Service provider and the user, (2) 
after a Suitable introduction recording and accep 
tance by the person answering the phone (for 
example, the recorded in introduction may say “per 
your Selection to arrange for a private conference 
with your chosen adviser, please press the number 2 
on your telephone keypad if you accept), connects 
the two parties (the System may also send the third 
party telephonic Service provider a maximum con 
nect time, based upon for example the maximum 
credit available in the user account), (3) disconnect 
the parties, (4) send connection time data back to the 
Service brokerage; 

0030 applying the connect time as applicable to the 
user account or other fee arrangement. 

0031) To ensure that the correct parties are connected, the 
telecom provider may also Send the user and optionally the 
Service provider a confirmatory email (instant message or 
the like) confirming that the connection has been made. 
0032. It is especially preferred that the chat rooms of the 
preferred embodiments be private so that confidential infor 
mation may be exchanged between the parties without the 
risk of exposure to unauthorized third parties. The privacy 
feature may be enforced by any number of different encryp 
tion procedures that are commonly available and that could 
be employed by a computer programmer with the aid of the 
disclosure of the preferred embodiments. The privacy fea 
ture is invoked once the chat room is closed to form an 
occupied chat room. 
0033) Once a service brokerage has multiple service 
providers, it is ready to begin offering those Services to users 
who sign up for access to Services with the Service broker 
age. AS part of the Sign up process, a user account is created 
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with the Service brokerage. During this process, the user will 
provide the Service brokerage with pertinent billing infor 
mation Such as the user's name, address (mailing and e-mail) 
and, preferably, credit card information, and the user will 
choose a log-in name (if a pseudonym is desired) and 
password. In addition, the user will indicate his or her time 
Zone, which will be useful in terms of scheduling future 
appointments. 

0034). In another configuration, a company Such as a 
product vendor may contract with one or more third party 
Service providers to provide its customer Service (e.g. war 
ranty Service, technical Support) to web site users. The 
company web site (which is in this instance is the Service 
brokerage) provides the user with access to Service providers 
of one or more Specialties. The user may log on to the 
company web site and access the Service provider by Select 
ing a (private) chat room with a provider of a Suitable/ 
desired specialty. That the service provider may be a third 
party unrelated to the vendor may appear invisible to the 
user. The user him/herself may be charged in the same way 
as described in the other embodiments described, or the 
company may be charged in the same or Similar fashion. The 
fees may be charged in Several fashions: (1) the fees may be 
charged back to the vendor entirely, (2) the fees may be split 
as between the user and the vendor, or (3) the fees may be 
borne entirely by the user or some other combination. How 
the fees are paid may depend upon the particular Service 
being Supplied. For example, in-warranty technical Service 
may be paid by the company, while out-of-warranty tech 
nical Service may be paid by the user. Of course, any 
user-paid fees may be allocated as between the company 
(Service brokerage) and the Service provider by any Suitable 
percentage. 

0.035 Thus, for example, a vendor company who supplies 
a consumer electronics product may contract out its techni 
cal Service function to a third party Service provider (or a 
plurality of Service providers) yet maintain both control and 
contact with its customers accessing its company web site. 
The company may then focus it resources on its core 
business. 

0.036 AS was the case with service providers, the service 
brokerage may develop an information file that is specific to 
an individual user. This file may contain a wide variety of 
information, Such as the type of Services the user may Seek, 
preferences of the user, areas of Specialized interest of the 
user, dates the user may typically Seek Services, limitations 
the user may wish to place on the qualifications of Service 
providers, personal history or data regarding the user, user's 
product purchase data and warranty information, or even 
other personal data files or pictures provided by the user, and 
So forth. 

0037. Once the service brokerage has a relationship with 
a user, the Service brokerage may assign the user its own 
user account. To begin receiving Services, the user would 
establish a credit or credit line in its user account (or be 
provided a certain credit for warranty or technical Support 
Service from the vendor), or the Service brokerage and the 
user must agree to a payment mechanism, Such as periodic 
billing, by which the user will pay for services that it 
receives. A pre-Selected threshold of available credit in a 
user account may be established by the Service brokerage 
and/or the user, So that the threshold cannot be exceeded 
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within a pre-Selected period of time absent a pre-Selected 
approval proceSS. For example, the Service brokerage could 
limit the user to a pre-selected threshold of S1,000 dollars 
within a month. Once that amount is exceeded, no additional 
credit would be available until receipt of payment or a 
signed copy of a bill for Services already rendered So as to 
ensure the lack of any unauthorized activity in the user 
acCOunt. 

0038 Similarly, in the case where the service brokerage 
is paying for all/part of the fees, the Service brokerage may 
limit the user to a pre-Selected threshold (per event, per 
month) to limit its customer Service costs. 
0039. In its simplest form, the user account may be 
charged with a user Service fee for the length of time spent 
by the user in the occupied chat room. Such a charge may be 
based upon actual timed usage, a unit of time usage, or even 
a preset not to exceed a threshold unit of time usage. 
Although the user may be charged a user Service fee after the 
user leaves an occupied chat room, it is especially preferred 
that the user account be automatically debited with pay 
ments for Services provided through the Service brokerage as 
they are being provided. The Service charge may be reduced 
by coupons/discount codes provided to the user account. 
0040. As an example of a charge based upon actual timed 
usage, the user Service fee may be based upon a fixed per 
minute rate that may easily be calculated and automatically 
charged to the user account. 
0041 As an example of a unit of time usage (which is 
longer than the minute of time usage, which is itself really 
a very short blocked increment of time), the user Service fee 
may be based upon threshold limits or blocked increments of 
time. In this situation, a user Service fee may be established 
for blocks of time and the user Service fee may be charged 
to the user when the increment of time begins, whether it is 
completely used or not. Thus, for example, if the user Service 
fee is based upon a ten minute block of time, and the user 
remains in an occupied chat room for thirty-three minutes, 
the user's account will be charged four user Service fees of 
ten minutes each while the user is in the occupied chat room. 
0042. As an example of a blocked unit of time usage, the 
Service fee may be based upon a fixed entry fee to the chat 
room. In Such a Scenario, the Session with the Service 
provider may automatically terminate at the conclusion of 
the Session of a fixed length of time. An example of Such a 
Service fee might be a one-hour Session with a Service 
professional. 

0043. If the user service fee is not based upon a blocked 
unit of time usage, the time that a user may spend in an 
occupied chat room may be limited based upon a predeter 
mined threshold level. For example, the user can be kicked 
out of an occupied chat room if the amount of available 
credit in the user account goes below a Specified value, Such 
as Zero, or the user exceeds a predetermined threshold level 
of Spending for the user's account. 
0044. Once a user has a user account with the service 
brokerage, the Service brokerage may generate a user profile 
of the user that can be provided to a service provider to allow 
that provider to determine whether the user should be 
allowed to enter the service provider's chat room. The 
Service brokerage may also use a pre-Selected criterion of 
the user to generate a set of private Service provider chat 
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rooms to present to the user. In an especially preferred 
embodiment, the user profile and user criteria may be 
combined to allow more accurate matches of the user to a 
desired Service provider. 
0.045 Once a user is allowed to enter a chat room of a 
Service provider by the Service provider, the chat room is 
closed to other users to form an occupied chat room. If 
another user tries to enter an occupied chat room, entry will 
automatically be denied. However, a user desiring entry into 
an occupied chat room may be given a Schedule that 
provides information as to when the room is expected to be 
unoccupied. The user may also be allowed to sign a waiting 
list for when the chat room becomes available. When the 
chat room does become available, the user desiring entry 
into the chat room may be notified that the chat room is now 
available. In a similar fashion, a user may be given a 
Schedule of future times as to when the chat room is 
expected to be on-line, and notified when the chat room is 
on-line. 

0046) Depending upon the type of service being provided 
by the Service provider, a considerable amount of time may 
be saved by allowing the Service provider to view a user 
information file during the Session with the user. The user 
information file may also allow a user to provide important 
information to the service provider to maximize the effi 
ciency of the Session with the Service provider. In a preferred 
embodiment, the service provider may be allowed to modify 
the contents of the user information file while the user is in 
the Service provider's chat room, and the user may be given 
access to the file after leaving the occupied chat room. In 
another especially preferred embodiment, the user and its 
user information file can also be transferred from a first chat 
room with a first Service provider to a Second chat room with 
a Second Service provider. In the Second chat room, the user 
information can be further modified by the second service 
provider, and then returned to the user once the user leaves 
the Second chat room. 

0047. To see how a user could benefit from this especially 
preferred embodiment, a system will hereinafter be 
described in the context of a hypothetical Set of Services 
provided by multiple service providers. In this hypothetical 
example, a user wants to receive advice about financial 
planning, the user's Stock portfolio and maybe even Some 
information about the tax consequences of any change to the 
user's portfolio of financial assets. In this example, the user 
might first access the chat room of a chose financial planner. 
Prior to entering the chat room, the user could complete a 
detailed questionnaire So as to Set forth the details of all of 
his or her financial assets, personal data (Such as number of 
dependents and possible requirements for future education 
of offspring) and key financial goals of the user. Once the 
user enters the first chat room, the financial planner could 
efficiently evaluate the user's portfolio and goals and make 
recommendations based upon the information that the user 
has previously put into the user's information file. For 
example, the financial planner might recommend that the 
user Sell certain financial assets and invest in other catego 
ries of assets. Once the financial planner completes an 
evaluation of the user, the financial planner's recommenda 
tions may be entered in the user information file for future 
access by the user or another professional. If the user wants 
to immediately consider Such changes, the user could be 
transferred to a professional investment analyst in a Second 
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chat room. This analyst could then pick up the user infor 
mation file, evaluate the recommendations of the financial 
planner, and enter Specific recommendations into the user's 
file for change in the user's financial portfolio. The user 
could then leave the Second chat room to research the 
recommendations, or maybe even ask to be transferred to a 
third chat room to receive advice about the tax consequences 
if the user were to follow the specific recommendations of 
the professional investment analyst. Alternatively, the user 
might choose to Seek a Second opinion from a Second 
professional investment analyst about modifications to the 
user's portfolio. Throughout this process, the Service pro 
viders could interact with the user, and Vice versa, to make 
Sure that the user is receiving advice Suited to the user's own 
individual preferences and needs. 
0048 Thus, it is readily apparent that the methods 
according to the preferred embodiments will allow a user to 
Seek advice from Several different Service providerS/profes 
Sionals in a convenient, efficient, and expedient matter, 
assuming that the user has access to the proper Set of Service 
providers. 

0049. The preferred embodiments will now be described 
in even greater detail by reference to FIGS. 1 through 5. 
0050. As shown in FIG. 1, a user 10 must initially access 
a web site 12 of the Service brokerage (and this access would 
be via the Internet). Once the site is accessed, the Site queries 
14 whether the user is a member or not. If the user is not a 
member, the user 10 must either establish a user account 16 
or be denied to services offered through the site 18. If an 
account is created, the information 22 is Stored in a user 
database 20 and the user may proceed to a welcome page 24. 
If the user 10 is already a member, the user may proceed to 
the welcome page by a log-in process 30. 
0051 FIG. 2 depicts the sign-in process for a service 
provider 40 (and this process would be via the Internet 42). 
If the service provider 40 is not a member of the service 
brokerage, the Service provider is denied access 46. If the 
Service provider is a member of the Service brokerage, the 
Service provider logs in 48 and then proceeds to an admin 
istrative area 50. The administrative area 50 is where the 
service provider 40 goes to set a schedule for the provider's 
Services, to establish preferences for users, to view e-mail, 
and to establish the service provider's availability for a chat 
room. Once the service provider 40 is ready to begin 
providing Services, the Service provider 40 is routed to a chat 
console 52 where the service provider 40 waits until it agrees 
to allow a user to enter a chat room 52 with the service 
provider 40. 
0.052 FIG.3 depicts a collection of service provider web 
sites or pages 60 that can be made available to a user 10. 
Each chat room 62 can provide information about the 
Service provider to potential users 64. Such information may 
include the name of the service provider 40, the number of 
current users signed up for the Services of the Service 
provider (if any), the estimated amount of waiting time 
before a user may gain access to the chat room (if any), and 
the user Service fee associated with the Services of the 
Service provider. If criteria of individual users are used to 
create individual Sets of Service providers, then the Service 
providers offered to different users may vary according to 
their preferences (or according to the preferences of the 
Service providers). 
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0.053 FIG. 4 depicts a user selection/purchase process 
for obtaining Services of a chosen Service provider. The user 
10 views the chat page 72 of a chosen service provider and 
checks on the availability of the chat room through the 
provider database 74. Once the user 10 chooses to enter this 
chat room, the user's Selection is provided to a member 
database 76 and is sent through the process of approving 78 
the user's request with the Service brokerage. Once the 
request is approved, the user 10 is directed to a waiting room 
or area 80 for the chat room of the chosen service provider 
40. 

0.054 FIG. 5 depicts how a user gains entry to a chat 
room after the user's request for entry to the chat room has 
been approved by the service brokerage. Once a user 10 
enters a waiting room 92 for a chosen Service provider's chat 
room, a request of the user to enter the chat room 98 is sent 
to the chat console 94 of the service provider 40, along with 
a user profile stored in member database 102. If the service 
provider gives the user 10 permission to enter the chat room 
98, the service provider database 96 is updated and both the 
service provider 40 and the user 10 proceed to enter a chat 
room 98 that is then closed. A timer keeps track of the time 
that the chat room is occupied, and the user and the Service 
provider databases, 102 and 96, are updated according to the 
time spent by the user 10 in the occupied chat room 98. 
0.055 Following are some example methods according to 
preferred embodiments. 
0056. A method for allowing a user to access a plurality 
of Service providers through a service brokerage via the 
Internet, comprising the Steps of: 

0057 establishing a private service provider chat 
room for each of the plurality of service providers 
that connects the Service provider to the Service 
brokerage via the Internet, 

0058 establishing a user account with the service 
brokerage; 

0059) logging the user into the service brokerage via 
the Internet; 

0060 presenting the user with a set of private ser 
Vice provider chat rooms that are on-line, each of 
Said chat rooms being associated with a Service 
provider Selected from the plurality of Service pro 
viders, 

0061 allowing the user to select a first chat room of 
a chosen Service provider Selected from the Set of 
private Service provider chat rooms and request entry 
into the first chat room; 

0062) allowing the chosen service provider to open 
the first chat room to the user and then closing the 
first chat room to form an occupied chat room; 

0063 allowing the user and the chosen service pro 
vider to privately interact in the occupied chat room 
via the network (e.g. Internet); 

0064 timing the length of time the user spends in 
the occupied chat room; and 

0065 charging the user account with a user's service 
fee for the length of time spent by the user in the 
occupied chat room. 
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0066. The method may further comprise the steps of: 
0067 establishing a service provider account for 
each of the plurality of Service providers, and 

0068 crediting the chosen service provider's 
account with a Service provider's fee for the length 
of time spent by the user in the occupied chat room. 

0069. The method may further comprise the step of 
creating a user information file with the Service brokerage 
asSociated with the user. 

0070. In this method the user information file may be 
available to the chosen Service provider in the occupied chat 
OO. 

0071. In this method the chosen service provider may 
modify the user information file while the user is in the 
occupied chat room. 
0072. In this method the user may have access to the user 
information file after the user leaves the occupied chat room. 
0073. The method may further comprise the steps of: 

0074 transferring the user from the occupied chat 
room to a Second chat room associated with a Second 
Service provider; 

0075 timing the length of time the user spends in 
the Second chat room; and 

0076 charging the user account a second user Ser 
vice fee for the length of time spent by the user in the 
Second chat room. 

0077. In this method, the user information file may be 
made available to the Second Service provider in the Second 
chat room. 

0078. In this method the user may have access to the user 
information file after the user leaves the Second chat room. 

0079 The method may further comprise the step of 
presenting the user with a Schedule for the first chat room. 
0080. In this method the schedule may provide informa 
tion as to when the first chat room is expected to be on-line. 
0081. In this method the schedule may provide informa 
tion as to when the first chat room is expected to be 
unoccupied. 

0082) This method may further comprise the step of 
allowing the user to sign a waiting list for when the first chat 
room becomes available. 

0083. This method may further comprise the step of 
notifying the user when the first chat room becomes avail 
able. 

0084. In this method the chosen service provider may be 
provided with a user profile of the user once the user Selects 
the first chat room. 

0085. In this method the chosen service provider may 
reject the request of the user to enter the first chat room. 
0086. In this method the user profile may be comprised of 
a file that is provided to the Service brokerage by the user. 
0087. In this method the user account may be charged the 
user Service fee while the user is in the occupied chat room. 
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0088. The method may further comprise the step of: 
0089 denying the user further access to the occu 
pied chat room if the user account is below a 
predetermined threshold value. 

0090. In this method the predetermined threshold value 
may be Zero. 
0.091 In this method the set of private service provider 
chat rooms may be Selected from the plurality of Service 
providers according to a pre-Selected criterion of the user. 
0092. The method may further comprise the steps of: 

0093 establishing an available amount of credit in 
the user account by a payment from the user to the 
Service provider; 

0094) reducing the available amount of credit in the 
user account as the user account is charged the user 
Service fee while the user is in the occupied chat 
room; and 

0095 limiting the amount of time that the user may 
spend in the occupied chat room based upon the 
available amount of credit in the user account. 

0096. The method may further comprise the step of 
establishing a pre-Selected threshold of available credit that 
cannot be exceeded within a pre-Selected period of time 
absent a pre-Selected approval process. 
0097. The method may further comprise the step of 
providing the user with a coupon to reduce the user Service 
fee for the user's access to one or more of the plurality of 
Service providers according to a pre-Selected criterion. 
0.098 FIG. 6 is a flow diagram of a process 150 accord 
ing to a combined private chat room with the telephone 
option. 
0099 Commencing at step 152, a user is permitted to 
establish a user account with the Service brokerage. Once the 
account has been established (or if one has been previously 
established, the System proceeds to log in the user into the 
Service brokerage (step 154). Once the user is logged in and 
a Sufficient credit is arranged (e.g. deposit of funds) the 
Service brokerage displays a listing of available Service 
providers (step 156) and allows the user to select a service 
provider form the list (step 158). 
0100 Next, the system allows the user to select a com 
munication option (step 160). There may be several options, 
Such as (1) direct telephone option which may be audio only 
or video conference; (2) private chat room option (typing 
option); (3) private chat room audio, e.g. Voice over IP; (4) 
private chat room audio and video; (5) a combination of the 
above. 

0101 If the user selects the private chat room option, the 
System proceeds to allow the chosen Service provider to 
open the first chat room to the user and then closing the first 
chat room to form an occupied chat room (Step 162). Once 
the chat room is closed, the user and the chosen Service 
provider are allowed (step 164) to privately interact in the 
occupied chat room via the network (e.g. Internet). The 
System times the length of time the user Spends in the 
occupied chat room (step 166) and charges the user account 
with the service fee for that time spent (step 168). The 
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Service provider is credited with an agreed upon portion of 
the fee or Some other agreed upon remuneration (step 169). 
0102) If the user at step 160 has selected the telephone 
option, the system proceeds to step 170 and obtains the 
phone number from the user. The System may request the 
user to input his/her telephone number to which he/she 
wants the connection be made, or the user profile may 
already have one or more telephone numbers of the user 
stored, and the user may select which of the numbers for the 
connection. Once the phone number of the user is obtained, 
the system obtains (at step 172) the phone number of the 
service provider. The system should already have the service 
provider's telephone number or it could accept an Separate 
input from the Service provider. 
0103) Once the telephone numbers are obtained, a call is 
placed to the user (Step 174) and a request is made to 
approve the connection. Typically, the request is made via a 
Suitable recorded introduction with instructions for accep 
tance by the perSon answering the phone. For example, the 
recorded in introduction may say “per your Selection to 
arrange for a private conference with your chosen adviser, if 
you wish to accept the call please Say I accept or press the 
number 2 on your telephone keypad.” If disapproved, the 
System passes to Step 176. 
0104. If approved, the system passes to step 178 where a 
call is placed to the Service provider and the Service provider 
is given the option of approving or dis-approving the con 
nection. If the Service provider dis-approves, the System 
proceeds to step 176 whereby the user and/or service pro 
vider are notified that the telephone connection has not been 
approved. 
0105. Once both the user and the service provider have 
approved the telephone connection, the two parties are 
connected (step 180) and the parties are permitted to conduct 
the private telephone conference. In the embodiment where 
a third party telecom is providing the telephone connection, 
the System may also Send the third party telecom a maximum 
connect time, based upon for example the maximum credit 
available in the user account. The System, (or the telecom) 
may send (at Step 182) a confirmation via email or instant 
message or the like to both the user and/or the Service 
provider that a telephone connection has been made on this 
user's account. Control information may be provided (Step 
184) to the telecom regarding maximum connection time to 
be allowed or other Suitable data. The telecom will monitor 
connection time for the call (step 186 which is completed 
when one of the parties hangs up/disconnects (step 188). 
0106 The connection information is then sent to the 
service brokerage (step 190) which then applies the connect 
time as applicable to the user account or other fee arrange 
ment (step 192) and then credits the service provider account 
in the agreed upon manner (step 194). 
0107 Thus systems and methods for allowing a user to 
access a plurality of Service providers through a Service 
brokerage via a network Such as the Internet have been 
shown and described. It will be apparent to those skilled in 
the art that Still further changes and modification in the 
actual concepts described herein may be made without 
departing from the Spirit and Scope of the invention as 
defined by the following claims. Accordingly, the present 
invention is not intended to be limited except as may be 
required by the lawful Scope of the following claims. 
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What is claimed is: 
1. A method for allowing a user to access a plurality of 

Service providers through a Service brokerage via a network, 
comprising the Steps of: 

establishing a user account with the Service brokerage; 
logging the user into the Service brokerage via the net 

work; 

presenting the user with a set of private Service providers 
who are currently on-line and which communication 
formats are available for each private Service provider, 
Said communication formats including telephone and 
chat room; 

allowing the user to Select a chosen Service provider from 
the Set of private Service providers, and allowing the 
user to Select a desired communication format from 
available communication formats, 

if the user Selects chat room as the desired communication 
format, effecting chat room communication by the 
Steps of (1) allowing the user to enter the chat room, (2) 
allowing the user and the chosen Service provider to 
interact in the first chat room, (3) timing the length of 
time the user spends in the first chat room, and (4) 
charging the user account with a user's Service fee for 
the length of time spent by the user in the first chat 
room, 

if the user Selects telephone as the desired communication 
format, effecting telephone communication by the Steps 
of (1) obtaining a phone number of the user, (2) 
obtaining a phone number of the chosen Service pro 
vider, (3) Sending the phone number of the user and the 
phone number of the chosen Service provider to a third 
party telecom Service provider who arranges for tele 
phonic connection by the steps of (a) making a call to 
the user, (b) obtaining acceptance of the call from the 
user, (c) making a call to the chosen service provider, 
(d) connecting the calls between the user and the 
chosen Service provider, (e) timing the length of the 
call, (f) upon completion of the call, sending data 
corresponding to the length of the call to the Service 
brokerage, and (4) applying the connect time as appli 
cable to the user account. 

2. A method according to claim 1 further comprising the 
Steps of 

allowing the chosen Service provider to open the first chat 
room to the user and then closing the first chat room to 
form an occupied chat room; 

allowing the user and the chosen Service provider to 
privately interact in the occupied chat room. 

3. A method according to claim 1, further comprising the 
Step of creating a user information file with the Service 
brokerage associated with the user. 

4. A method according to claim 3, wherein the user 
information file is available to the chosen service provider in 
the occupied chat room. 

5. A method according to claim 3, wherein the chosen 
Service provider can modify the user information file. 

6. A method according to claim 1, wherein the chosen 
service provider is provided with a user profile of the user 
once the user Selects the chosen Service provider. 
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7. A method according to claim 6, wherein the chosen 
Service provider can reject the request of the user from 
Selecting the chosen Service provider. 

8. A method according to claim 1, further comprising the 
Step of presenting the user with a Schedule as to availability 
of each of the Set of private Service providers. 

9. A method according to claim 1, further comprising the 
Step of providing information to the user as to when the 
private Service provider is expected to be available. 

10. A method according to claim 1, further comprising the 
Step of allowing the user to Sign a waiting list for when the 
chosen Service provider becomes available. 

11. A method according to claim 10, further comprising 
the Step of notifying the user when the chosen Service 
provider, for which the user has signed the waiting list, 
becomes available. 

12. A method according to claim 1, wherein the Set of 
private Service providers is Selected from the plurality of 
Service providers according to a pre-Selected criterion of the 
USC. 

13. A method according to claim 1, further comprising the 
Steps of 

establishing an available amount of credit in the user 
account by a payment from the user to the Service 
provider; 

reducing the available amount of credit in the user 
account as the user account is charged the user Service 
fee while the user is in communication with the chosen 
Service provider; and 

limiting the amount of time that the user can be in 
communication with the chosen Service provider based 
upon the available amount of credit in the user account. 

14. A method according to claim 1, further comprising the 
Step of providing the user with a coupon to reduce the user 
Service fee for the user's access to one or more of the 
plurality of Service providers according to a pre-Selected 
criterion. 

15. A method for allowing a user to access a plurality of 
Service providers through a Service brokerage via the Inter 
net, comprising the Steps of: 

establishing a private Service provider chat room for each 
of the plurality of Service providers that connects the 
Service provider to the Service brokerage via the Inter 
net, 

logging a user into the Service brokerage Via the Internet; 
presenting the user with a set of private Service provider 

chat rooms that are on-line, each of Said chat rooms 
being associated with a Service provider Selected from 
the plurality of Service providers, 

allowing the user to Select a first chat room of a chosen 
Service provider Selected from the Set of private Service 
provider chat rooms and request entry into the first chat 
room, 

allowing the chosen Service provider to open the first chat 
room to the user and then closing the first chat room to 
form an occupied chat room; 

allowing the user and the chosen Service provider to 
privately interact in the occupied chat room via the 
Internet. 
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16. A method according to claim 15 further comprising 
the Steps of 

timing length of time the user spends in the occupied chat 
room; and 

crediting an account of the chosen Service provider based 
on the length of time spent by the user in the occupied 
chat room. 

17. A method according to claim 15, further comprising 
the Steps of: 

establishing a Service provider account for each of the 
plurality of Service providers, and 

crediting the chosen Service provider's account with a 
service provider's fee for the length of time spent by the 
user in the occupied chat room. 

18. A method according to claim 15 further comprising 
the Steps of 

allowing the chosen Service provider to open the first chat 
room to the user and then closing the first chat room to 
form an occupied chat room; 

allowing the user and the chosen Service provider to 
privately interact in the occupied chat room. 

19. A method according to claim 15, further comprising 
the Step of creating a user information file with the Service 
brokerage associated with the user. 

20. A method according to claim 19, wherein the user 
information file is available to the chosen service provider in 
the occupied chat room. 

21. A method according to claim 19, wherein the chosen 
Service provider can modify the user information file. 

22. A method according to claim 15, wherein the chosen 
service provider is provided with a user profile of the user 
once the user Selects the chosen Service provider. 

23. A method according to claim 22, wherein the chosen 
Service provider can reject the request of the user from 
Selecting the chosen Service provider. 
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24. A method according to claim 15, further comprising 
the Step of presenting the user with a Schedule as to 
availability of each of the set of private service providers. 

25. A method according to claim 15, further comprising 
the Step of providing information to the user as to when the 
private Service provider is expected to be available. 

26. A method according to claim 15, further comprising 
the Step of allowing the user to Sign a waiting list for when 
the chosen Service provider becomes available. 

27. A method according to claim 26, further comprising 
the Step of notifying the user when the chosen Service 
provider, for which the user has signed the waiting list, 
becomes available. 

28. A method according to claim 15, wherein the set of 
private Service providers is Selected from the plurality of 
Service providers according to a pre-Selected criterion of the 
USC. 

29. A method according to claim 15, further comprising 
the Steps of 

establishing an available amount of credit in the user 
account by a payment from the user to the Service 
provider; 

reducing the available amount of credit in the user 
account as the user account is charged the user Service 
fee while the user is in communication with the chosen 
Service provider; and 

limiting the amount of time that the user can be in 
communication with the chosen Service provider based 
upon the available amount of credit in the user account. 

30. A method according to claim 15, further comprising 
the Step of providing the user with a coupon to reduce the 
user Service fee for the user's access to one or more of the 
plurality of Service providers according to a pre-Selected 
criterion. 


