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SYSTEMS AND METHODS TO PROVIDE REAL
TIME COMMUNICATION CONNECTIONS

[0001] The present application is a continuation applica-
tion of a copending U.S. patent application Ser. No. 11/329,
459, filed Jan. 10, 2006 and entitled “Systems and methods
to provide availability indication,” the disclosure of which is
hereby incorporated herein by reference.

TECHNOLOGY FIELD

[0002] At least some embodiments of the present inven-
tion relate to user interface techniques to assist people to
connect for real-time communication, such as connecting
people for telephonic conversation, chat, document sharing,
screen-sharing, etc.

BACKGROUND

[0003] Internet, cellular communication systems, televi-
sion, newspaper, etc., provide diverse communication media
channels through which people may receive information
and/or communicate with each other.

[0004] People may use a web site to chronologically
publish personal thoughts and web links. Such a web site
may be referred to as a blog. A blog may include content
showing what is happening in the life of the person, col-
lecting information on certain types of subjects of interest to
the person, providing links to related web sites, etc. Thus, a
personal web site may include a collection of contents that
may be helpful to people of similar interest.

[0005] Telephone systems allow users to conduct real time
two-way voice communication. Traditional land-line based
telephone systems connect one telephone set to another
through one or more switching centers, operated by one or
more telephone companies, over a land-line based telephone
network. Traditionally, a telephone connection is based on a
circuit switched network.

[0006] Current telephone systems may also use a packet-
switched network for a telephone connection. A packet
switched network is typical in a computer data environment.
Recent developments in the field of Voice over IP (VoIP)
allow the delivery of voice information using the Internet
Protocol, in which voice information is packaged in a digital
form in discrete packets rather than in the traditional circuit-
committed protocols of the public switched telephone net-
work (PSTN).

[0007] Cellular networks allow a cellular phone to connect
to a nearby cellular base station through an air interface for
wireless access to a telephone network. Recent develop-
ments in wireless telephone systems allow not only voice
communications but also data communications. For
example, cellular phones can now receive and send short
messages through a Short Message Service (SMS). Web
pages can now be retrieved through wireless cellular links
and displayed on cellular phones. Wireless Application
Protocol (WAP) has been developed to overcome the con-
straints of relatively slow and intermittent nature of wireless
links to access information similar or identical to World
Wide Web.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0008] The present invention is illustrated by way of
example and not limitation in the figures of the accompa-
nying drawings in which like references indicate similar
elements.
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[0009] FIG. 1 illustrates a system according to one
embodiment of the present invention.

[0010] FIG. 2 illustrates a user interface to create a listing
according to one embodiment of the present invention.

[0011] FIG. 3 illustrates a user interface to start a com-
munication according to one embodiment of the present
invention.

[0012] FIG. 4 illustrates a user interface to display the
status of a communication connection process and to pro-
vide the user guidance through the process according to one
embodiment of the present invention.

[0013] FIGS. 5-12 show examples of flow diagrams of a
process to connect a user and an adviser for communication
according to one embodiment of the present invention.

[0014] FIG. 13 illustrates a method to display a call button
according to one embodiment of the present invention.

[0015] FIG. 14 illustrates a method to monitor and control
a connection according to one embodiment of the present
invention.

[0016] FIG. 15 shows a diagram of a system to assist and
track connections according to one embodiment of the
present invention.

[0017] FIG. 16 shows a block diagram example of a data
processing system which may be used with the present
invention.

SUMMARY

[0018] Methods and apparatuses to provide services to
people who wish to make connections for real time com-
munication, such as live telephone conversation, chat, video
conferencing, etc., are described herein. Some embodiments
are summarized in this section.

[0019] A first embodiment, comprises: an application
receiving a representation of an object including a reference
to a remote system and a callee; the application communi-
cating with the remote system via the reference to the remote
system and the callee to determine a rendering of the object;
and the application rendering the object identifying a state of
the callee for accepting a request for real time communica-
tion, the object selectable to at least initiate a request for real
time communication with the callee.

[0020] A second embodiment, comprises: maintaining a
listing for offering to establish real time communications
with a first entity, including: contact information of the first
entity; a price for a first predetermined period of real time
communication with the first entity; and at least one option
provided by the first entity to continue beyond the first
predetermined period of real time communication; and after
purchasing a first session of the first predetermined period of
real time communication, presenting the option to continue
the first session beyond the first predetermined period of real
time communication.

[0021] A third embodiment, comprises: presenting a
graphic to guide a communicator through a connection
process to establish a media connection between the com-
municator and a communicatee for real time communica-
tion; updating the graphic to provide an updated status of the
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connection process; and updating the graphic to instruct the
communicator to take an action based on a current status of
the connection process.

[0022] A fourth embodiment, comprises: receiving in a
system a call back time window for a request from a first
entity to establish a media connection for real time commu-
nication with a second entity, the call back time window
being specified by the first entity to indicate a period of time
including a current time during which the first entity is
available for real time communication with the second
entity; and attempting to establish the media connection
between the first entity and the second entity according to
the call back time window.

[0023] A fifth embodiment, comprises: responsive to a
first request from a callee, providing a communication
reference to the callee for distribution; and responsive to a
second request from a caller indicating the communication
reference, determining a current availability state of the
callee for real time communication and providing informa-
tion to the caller according to the current availability state of
the callee.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

[0024] The following description and drawings are illus-
trative of the invention and are not to be construed as
limiting the invention. Numerous specific details are
described to provide a thorough understanding of the present
invention. However, in certain instances, well known or
conventional details are not described in order to avoid
obscuring the description. References to one or an embodi-
ment in the present disclosure can be, but not necessarily are,
references to the same embodiment; and, such references
mean at least one.

[0025] In one embodiment of the present invention, a
system is to provide services to people who wish to make
connections for real time communication, such as live
telephone conversation, chat, video conferencing, instant
messaging, and other forms of real time communications.

[0026] For example, benefits of the services may include
anonymity for one or more of the parties of the real time
communication. For example, the service can connect the
caller and callee without revealing the contact information
of one party to another, such as the actual telephone number.
The services may include filtering callers/participants so that
only those who are willing to pay can get connected. The
services may include collecting payments for the callee so
that the callee can earn money from talking to the callers
over the phone without the burden of managing payment
collection, etc. The services may include scheduling so that
the real time communication are initiated at a convenient
time (e.g., no night calls). The services may include queue
managing to serve both the callees and the callers. The
services may include providing the cool, convenient click-
to-call functionality to attract callers for the callees.

[0027] In one embodiment, the services may include pro-
viding a persistent and consistent way to reach people. For
example, a web link, or a toll-free number, or a local phone
number can be provided by the system so that the callers can
reach the callee using the web link, or the toll-free number,
or the local phone number even after the telephone of the
callee has been changed. The callee can publish the web link
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and/or the phone number, knowing that the calls will follow
if the callee updates the telephone number in the system. The
callees do not need to reveal their actual telephone numbers
to the potential callers. If desired, the callee can keep the
caller from knowing the actual telephone number of the
callee for anonymity.

[0028] In general, the service may provide any combina-
tion of the benefits discussed above.

[0029] Many examples are presented in the context of
telephone connection for real time conversation. Embodi-
ments of the present invention can also be applied to other
real time communication systems (e.g., text chat, instant
messaging, voice/video conferencing, etc.) in a way similar
to the telephone conversation.

[0030] FIG. 1 illustrates a system according to one
embodiment of the present invention. As illustrated in FIG.
1, callees who have customers, fans, far-away clients, etc.,
can make money talking with them on the phone. The
system provides the callees with services of managing the
transactions such that the callees can sell what they have to
say with reduced/minimum efforts on business aspects. For
example, a blogger can earn money from the blog by talking
to the interested readers of the blog.

[0031] Inoneembodiment, the callee can sign up for a call
button of the system and/or for a phone number provided by
the system. The call button and/or the assigned phone
number can be used as the contact information of the callee.
For example, the callee can publish the call button and/or the
phone number in a variety of media channels and environ-
ments, such as in the blog, in advertisements, in news
articles, in column discussions, in business cards, etc.

[0032] In one embodiment of the present invention, the
callees manage their own distribution of the call button
and/or the phone number, since the callees may have their
unique ways to reach potential callers (e.g., through blogs,
home pages, business cards, etc.). The callees can bring the
call button and/or the phone number into the context where
the customers of the callees are, such as their own web pages
or blogs or business cards (e.g., via a phone number).

[0033] Alternative, or in combination, the system may also
help the callees to reach callers through presenting the call
buttons and/or the phone numbers in marketplaces, such as
online listings of services, advertisements embedded in the
search results generated by a search engine, classified adver-
tisements, etc.

[0034] After signing up for the call button and/or the
phone number, the callees can set up their own prices and
their own hours for receiving the calls. When the call button
and/or the phone number leads the callers to callees, the
callees can earn money by talking to the callers without
having to manage scheduling, queue, payment collection,
privacy, etc. For example, the callees can enjoy the benefit
of anonymity provided by the system, since the callees do
not have to reveal their actual phone numbers to the potential
callers in order to receive calls. The system provides the
filtering functionality so that some callers can reach the
callees.

[0035] In one embodiment of the present invention, the
services of the system are packaged and delivered through
the use of a call button and/or a communication reference
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(such as a phone number) assigned to the callee. The callees
do not have to rely upon a marketplace, such as keen.com,
to reach callers.

[0036] FIG. 2 illustrates a user interface to create a listing
according to one embodiment of the present invention. In
FIG. 2, the callee can specify the rate the callee will charge
the callers when the callers want to talk to the callee.

[0037] In one embodiment, the callee may specify the
price (rate) in terms of a package, such as $100 for one hour.
A call package has a specified price for a given time limit
that is longer than one minute (e.g., one hour). Alternatively,
the callee may specify the price in terms of a price per unit
of time, such as $2 per minute, without specifying a time
limit.

[0038] In one embodiment, when the rate is specified as a
package that includes a time limit (e.g., 60 minutes, two
hours, etc.), the callee can further specify the policy for the
continuation of the call beyond the time limit (e.g., $50 per
30 minutes thereafter, or end call, or no longer charge).

[0039] Inthe user interface illustrated in FIG. 2, the callee
can specify the phone number (e.g., 415-861-6100) at which
the system will call the callee when a customer wishes to
speak to the callee. The phone number is used by the system
to call the callee and make a connection to the customer. The
phone number of the callee is not provided to callers
(customers of the callee) for anonymity.

[0040] Inoneembodiment, the callee may specify a listing
name (e.g., for this listing). The callee may create multiple
listings with different rates, phone numbers, etc., in the same
account. Optionally, the callee provide may further descrip-
tion and a photo (e.g., a photo of the callee) for the listing.

[0041] In one embodiment, the photo of the listing should
be no larger than 70 pixel wide by 70 pixel high and should
be in either GIF or JPEG format. Alternatively, the system
may automatically convert the image uploaded from the
callee into the appropriate size and format. However, it is
understood that other sizes can also be used.

[0042] After the listing is created, the callee can select the
button “Continue” to access the next screen for getting the
call button.

[0043] In one embodiment, the web server of the system
provides the callee with: a call button and/or a phone
number, such as 1-800-GO-ETHER extension XXXX, after
the callee finishes creating the listing. The call button and the
phone number assigned to the callee are intended for the
callee to place wherever a caller (buyer) will come across
them.

[0044] For example, a golf pro provides great swing tips.
The golf pro as a callee (seller) can put a call button on a
blog, on a web page, in the footer of an email, etc. When
people are reading the blog about golf equipment, they
might think “I’m really interested in what this person has to
say, | think I"1l pay to talk to them live and ask them all my
questions.”

[0045] Inoneembodiment, the call button includes HTML
(Hypertext Markup Language) code which contains a ref-
erence to the listing and one or more links to a server of the
system. The HTML code can be inserted into the blog and/or
the home page of the callee, or an email. When the HTML
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code is rendered in the browser of the caller (e.g., when the
caller visits the blog or the home page of the callee, or when
the caller views an email from the callee), the browser shows
a call button which can be selected (e.g., through “clicking”
on the call button using a cursor controlling device, such as
a mouse, a track ball, a joystick, a touch screen, etc.) to
request a phone connection. An example of the appearance
of'a call button includes an icon showing a telephone set and
the text “call now”, as illustrated in FIG. 1.

[0046] In one embodiment, when the call button is ren-
dered, the appearance of the call button may include an icon,
which when selected or activated can initiated a request for
a real time communication connection.

[0047] Alternative, the call button can be specified in
documents in a format other than HTML, such as in an
extensible markup language (XML).

[0048] In one embodiment, the call button can change its
state depending on the state of the caller and/or callee. For
instance, if the callee is already on a phone call with a caller,
the button would indicate “busy,” so that a second caller
would see that the callee is already on a telephone. Clicking
on the button in this instance would give the second caller
the ability to get in line to talk to the callee. Or, in another
embodiment, the second caller clicking on the button could
give him the ability to join the call in progress.

[0049] In one embodiment, the call button can change its
state depending on what the callee explicitly indicates. The
callee could, for instance, tell the system, via a web form or
telephone IVR, that he is currently “taking calls” or “not
taking calls” or “offering video” or “offering chat” or “taking
appointments” or taking “arranged calls” or “callbacks.” He
could indicate that he is taking calls and is “by my phone,”
indicating a heightened presence. Depending upon each of
such states, the system would lead callers down different
communication paths. If a callee is “by my [his/her] phone,”
the system might call the caller first, since it’s highly
probably that the callee will be available for his/her side of
the connection. If the callee is simply “taking calls,” the
system might call the callee first, since he/she might be the
more unlikely party to be available. Other communication
paths include getting in line, joining a conference call,
turning on a video connection, scheduling an appointment,
entering into a chat session, etc.

[0050] Similarly, the golf pro can use the phone number
for various offline media and other media. For example, if
the golf pro writes a column for Golf Digest magazine, he
can put the phone number that is assigned to him (e.g., Ether
phone number) at the end of the column, such as 1-800-
GO-ETHER, extension XXXX. The system can even pro-
vide him with a custom 800 number, such as 1-800-GOLF-
PRO, rather than the extension to a generic 1-800-GO-
ETHER number. For example, the column may include the
following message: “Call me to talk about your own golf
swing. Dial 1-800-GOLF-PRO. $100/hour.” Alternatively,
the Ether phone number can be a phone number local to a
specific region of interest to the golf pro (e.g., having the
same area code, or the same area code and exchange, as
those in the target geographical area).

[0051] Inoneembodiment, the callee may request a phone
number, such as “1-800-GO-ETHER” extension “YOU”,
which is specifically assigned to the callee (and/or the
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listing). The callee can publish the assigned phone number
in the blog, home page, printed publications, brochure, or
business card. The phone number may be given out during
a TV or radio talk show, etc. When the assigned phone
number is called, the call is first connected to a server of the
system. The system can then call the callee and join the
caller and the callee for real time communication.

[0052] FIG. 3 illustrates a user interface to start a com-
munication according to one embodiment of the present
invention. For example, after a caller selects a call button,
the user interface as illustrated in FIG. 3 is displayed (e.g.,
in the browser of the caller, or in a pop-up window).

[0053] 1Inthe example of FIG. 3, a call graphic is displayed
to show the progress of making the connection. In FIG. 3,
the photo of the callee (e.g., the photo uploaded by the callee
to the server for the listing during the creation of the listing)
is displayed with a link “More about me”, which when
selected causes the browser to display the description of the
listing corresponding to the call button.

[0054] In one embodiment, when the photo of the listing
is not available, the system may present a standard icon to
represent the callee.

[0055] In FIG. 3, an icon and the description “Your
Telephone™ are displayed to present the caller. An “cther”
icon between the caller and callee represents the system. The
link “How this works” under the “ether” icon can be selected
to see the details of the call process, which can be helpful to
a user who is not familiar with the system.

[0056] The user interface presents an entry to receive a
time window (e.g., 4 hours) within which the caller is
available to take a call back from the system to talk to the
callee. The user interface also includes an entry to receive
the phone number of the caller such that the system can call
back the caller to make the connection between the caller
and the callee in this time window.

[0057] In one embodiment, the user interface can be part
of the VoIP client application (e.g., the user interface of a
VoIP terminal, such as the user interface of a VoIP-enable
phone, or an application window of a VoIP application
running on a computer or a Personal Digital Assistant
(PDA)). The VoIP phone connection can be established,
whether the user inputs the callback phone number or if the
VoIP connection simply connects the two parties without the
need of a phone number.

[0058] 1InFIG. 3, the user interface includes a button “call
now” which when selected causes the user interface to send
the time window and the callback phone number to a server
to request for a phone connection.

[0059] Inone embodiment, the user interface is part of the
VoIP client application which can send the telephonic con-
tact information (e.g., the phone number of the VoIP client
application or a user ID of the VoIP system) to the server
without the user explicitly specifying the call back number.

[0060] FIG. 4 illustrates a user interface to display the
status of a communication connection process and to pro-
vide the user guidance through the process according to one
embodiment of the present invention.

[0061] In FIG. 4, the call graphic shows that the phone of
the callee is off the hook, indicating that the callee has accept
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the call. The call graphic shows the icon “Press 17 to instruct
the caller to press “1” on the phone to be connected to the
callee.

[0062] The user interface further provides text explaining
the status and instruction to the caller.

[0063] In one embodiment, before the callee accepts the
call, the system calls the callee, during which the call
graphic shows that the phone of the callee is ringing and the
phone of the caller is on the hook, not yet answered by the
callee. The text is provided in the user interface to explain
the current status of the connection process and to instruct
the user to wait while the system is contacting the callee.

[0064] Thus, in one embodiment, the system provides the
user-friendly, step-by-step feedback and instruction to the
caller to guide the caller through the connection process.

[0065] In one embodiment, after the connection between
the caller and callee is established, the system further
provides feedback and instructions on the call graphic. For
example, during the call the system can provide the accu-
mulated call time for the purchased call. If the purchased call
has a time limit, the call graphic can further show the
remaining minutes of the call. When the time limit is
approaching (or reached), the call graphic can provide the
guidance and instructions for “recharge” (e.g., by purchas-
ing a further package, or switching to a per minute mode
with a further time limit, etc.). In one embodiment, the
options to continue the call when the time limit is approach-
ing (or reached) is displayed in the graphical user interface
so that the caller may select an option in the graphical user
interface without interrupting the conversation with the
callee.

[0066] In one embodiment, if a purchased call with a time
limit is interrupted/dropped before the time limit is reached,
the caller can continue the call by requesting a re-connection
with a time window. To help the caller, the call graphic can
present the guidance and instructions for continue the call
and present the status of the continuation of the call. For
example, the call graphic may present a description of the
continuation policy for interrupted/dropped call and show
the remaining portion of the time window to resume the call.

[0067] One example scenario of using a call button that is
placed in the blog, home page, or email of the callee(seller)
is described below.

[0068] When the callee (seller) is taking calls, the call
button of the callee (seller) says “Call Me.”

[0069] When the caller (buyer) clicks on the button, the
caller (buyer) is led to a landing page that explains how the
service works and indicates the price, which might be $100
to talk on the phone for 60 minutes and $1 per minute
thereafter.

[0070] When the caller (buyer) clicks the “Continue”
button on the landing page, the caller (buyer) is brought to
a page to specify payment options (e.g., credit card infor-
mation). Or, if the caller (buyer) is a returning member, the
caller (buyer) can sign in (e.g., through providing the correct
member name and password) to instruct the system to use
the billing information (e.g., credit card and billing address)
that is already on file (e.g., that has been previously sub-
mitted to the system and that is stored in the database of the
system in association with account of the caller). If the caller
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(buyer) is not a member, the caller (buyer) is presented with
a page to register with the system and become a member.
Alternatively, the caller (buyer) may specify the payment
information without becoming a member.

[0071] For example, the page may identify the caller
(buyer) as a member according to the information provided
by a cookie maintained by the web browser of the caller
(buyer). If the cookie exists, the cookie includes the member
name of the caller (buyer). If the cookie indicates that the
caller (buyer) has already signed in, the server may skip the
sign-in process; otherwise, the caller (buyer) is prompt to
sign in. If the caller (buyer) is new to the network, the caller
(buyer) is asked to register and become a member.

[0072] In one embodiment of the present invention, the
call button/link does not bring the caller (buyer) inside the
marketplace (e.g., a list showing competitors). Instead, the
actions related to the call button happen in the environment
of the callee (seller). For example, the web page(s) can be
just a pop-up window so that the caller does not have to
leave the web page (e.g., blog or home page) of the callee
(seller). The landing page may be within a frame of the
blog/home page of the callee, or within an applet embedded
in the blog/home page of the callee.

[0073] Alternatively, the call button may bring the caller
(buyer) to a VoIP application and provide the guidance and
instruction to the caller on the user interface of the VoIP
application.

[0074] In one embodiment, the VoIP application has
browser functionality and shows the call button with the
blog, web page or email in the user interface of the VoIP
application.

[0075] Alternatively, the call button may bring the caller
(buyer) to the marketplace which shows the offers of the
competitors of the callee (seller).

[0076] In one embodiment, after confirming the payment
information, the caller (buyer) is led to a page to specify the
phone number that the caller (buyer) would like to be called
back at and the time window within which the caller (buyer)
is willing to receive the call back to talk to the callee (seller).
The time window might be “four hours.”FIG. 3 shows an
example of such a page.

[0077] When the caller (buyer) continues (e.g., pressing
the button “Call Now” in FIG. 3), the system obtains the
authorization to charge an amount, when the call is con-
nected (e.g., $100 from the buyer’s credit card, if the credit
card is the method of payment).

[0078] In one embodiment, a call for a package of bulk
minutes (e.g., that has a specified time limit) is charged when
the two parties are connected, regardless of whether the
duration of the time limit is reached. In one embodiment, to
avoid the difficulty in charging the buyer (e.g., $100) to talk
to a seller but the seller fails to call back within the time
window requested by the buyer, the system does not charge
the buyer until after a connection between the caller (buyer)
and the callee (seller) is successfully established (e.g., for a
minimum period of time, or after the phone call is com-
pleted, or after the time limit is reached, etc.).

[0079] In one embodiment, the system “pre-authorizes”
the charge (e.g., $100) on the buyer’s credit card to make
sure that, should the connection be completed, the buyer
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would be able to pay. In one embodiment, the system
indicates the status of pre-authorization, charging/not-charg-
ing to the buyer in the user interface that guides the user
through the process of making the connection.

[0080] Alternatively, the system may make the charge
(e.g., $100) on the buyer’s credit card when starting to make
the connection and make a refund to the buyer if the
connection is not successful within the call back time
window specified by the caller (buyer). Alternatively, the
system may charge a portion of the fee (e.g., $100) during
the phone connection set up period, and refund the charge if
the connection is not successful or charge the remaining
portion after the connection is made successfully (e.g., after
the phone call is completed).

[0081] Inoneembodiment, the system determines whether
or not to pre-charge the buyer based on statistical data, such
as the credit history of the caller (buyer), the success rate of
the callee (seller) to call back within the time window
specified by the caller (buyer), etc. Thus, for example, if the
system determines that the call is likely to be established
within the time window, the system may pre-charge the
caller; for example, if the system determines that the caller
(buyer) has a good credit history, the system may defer the
charge to a later stage (e.g., after the completion of the call).

[0082] In one embodiment, after the system determines
that the caller(buyer) has a sufficient source to pay for the
call, the system calls the callee (seller) and says: “We have
a caller who is calling you on your call button. He is paying
your $100 fee and is willing to wait up to 4 hours to talk to
you. Please press 1 on your telephone keypad if you want to
take the call now; press 2 if you can’t take it now but can
indeed take it within the next 4 hours that has been
requested, or press 3 if you won’t be able to take it within
4 hours.” Note that different system may associate different
sets of key pressing events (e.g., press 1, press 2, press 3, .
.. ) with different options.

[0083] In one embodiment, the system can optionally
provide the callee (seller) with more information about the
caller (buyer) based on pre-recorded information. For
example, the system can record the self introduction of the
caller (buyer) (e.g., the name of the caller, for instance
‘Bob’) so that the system tells the callee “We have ‘Bob’ .
.. ” instead of “We have a caller . . . 7, where ‘Bob’ is the
recording of the self-introduction of the callee (buyer).

[0084] In one embodiment, the system has the name of
caller (buyer) recorded as part of the member preference/
attribute of the caller (buyer). Alternatively, the system can
use a text-to-speech program to “read out” the name of the
buyer when introducing the call to the callee (seller). Alter-
natively, the system can record the name of the caller (buyer)
when the system receives a call from the caller at the phone
number assigned to the callee, or callback the caller first to
obtain the recording.

[0085] In one embodiment, if the callee (seller) presses 1,
the system tells the callee (seller) to hold on while the
system calls the caller (buyer). The screen of the caller
(buyer) is updated automatically to indicate that the callee
(seller) is ready and the caller (buyer) is being called back
for the connection between the caller (buyer) and the callee
(seller).

[0086] If the callee (seller) presses 2, the system tells the
caller (buyer) (e.g., on the screen of the caller) that the callee
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(seller) can’t take the call now but expect to take the call
within an identified period of time (e.g., the next 4 hours).
The system will arrange to make the phone connection
within the identified period of time (e.g., the next 4 hours).

[0087] Inoneembodiment, the system may use alternative
numbers to indicate a response of the callee.

[0088] For example, the system may send a message (e.g.,
through email, a web-based user interface for the callee
(seller), a voice mail, an instant message, etc) to the callee
about the call and the identified period of time (e.g., 4-hour
time window) so that the callee (seller) may indicate to the
system within the identified period of time (e.g., next 4
hours) that the callee (seller) is ready for the call.

[0089] Alternatively, the system may try to call the callee
(seller) periodically or according to a time period specified
by the callee (seller). For example, the callee may press 15
after pressing 2 to indicate that system should try to make
the connection after 15 minutes. Alternatively, the callee
may provide such an indication through replying to the
email, instant message, short text message, or through a
network-based user interface (e.g., web-based) that is
designed to manage the user account. For example, the
network-based user interface may present a list of calls in the
queue and the corresponding time windows. When ready to
take the next phone call, the callee can indicate to the system
that the callee is currently available to take a call (or a
particular one of the calls in the list).

[0090] Alternatively, the caller (buyer) may try to call the
callee (seller) again within the time window (e.g., next 4
hours).

[0091] In one embodiment, the system may monitor the
activities related to this call to avoid duplicated efforts in
making the connection within the time window (e.g., next 4
hours) so that the caller and callee are not interrupted by
unnecessary attempts to make the connection.

[0092] 1If the callee (seller) presses 3, the system tells the
caller (buyer) that the callee (seller) can’t take the call within
the requested time window. The caller (buyer) in this case is
not charged the price (e.g., $100). In one embodiment, the
caller (buyer) is charged the price (e.g., $100) only when the
call between the caller (buyer) and callee (seller) is actually
connected.

[0093] When the system makes the connection between
the caller (buyer) and callee (seller), the system may call the
caller (buyer) first or call the callee (seller) first, or call both
at about the same time. For example, the system may
determine which one of the caller and callee is more reliable
and call the reliable one of the two first. The system may
determine which of the parties is more reliable based on
statistic data collected from past call connection activities.
Alternatively, the system may connect to the less reliable
party first. Alternatively, the callee (seller) may specify the
preference of who is to be called first as part of the
specification of the listing.

[0094] When the caller (buyer) calls the phone number
assigned to the callee (assignee) (e.g., 800-GO-ETHER
extension 4567), the system may first authenticate the caller
and/or arrange the payment options and then prompt the
caller to enter the time window and the call back phone
number using the key pad of the phone. An interactive voice
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response (IVR) system can be used to interact with the caller
so that the caller does not need web access to be connect to
the callee (seller).

[0095] Alternatively, the system may determine automati-
cally the telephone contact information of the caller from the
call received from the caller (buyer) (e.g., through call ID
service or an Automatic Number Identification (ANI) ser-
vice) and use the telephone contact information in calling
back. The system may present an option for the caller
(buyer) to confirm the automatically detected telephone
contact information of the caller for calling back so that the
caller has an opportunity to specify different telephone
contact information for the call back.

[0096] In one embodiment, when the system determines
that the caller has a graphical user interface (e.g., web
access) while requesting the connection for the call (e.g.,
when the caller pushes a button on a web interface to request
the call, or when the caller is signed into the system or when
the online presence of the caller is detected, or when the call
is initiated from a VoIP terminal that has a graphics capa-
bility), the system uses the graphical user interface to assist
the caller. When the system fails to detect the online
presence of the caller, the system uses the IVR system to
provide the caller (buyer) with guidance. Thus, the system
automatically switches between using the web interface to
guide the caller or using the IRV interface to guide the caller.

[0097] In one embodiment, the system may further use
other communication systems to guide the callee (e.g.,
according to the presence and availability of such commu-
nication systems). For example, the interface may be Wire-
less Application Protocol based (WAP-based) applications,
or based on instant messaging, or based on a custom
designed client-server application/protocol. Thus, a web-
based interface is presented as an example. User interfaces
based on other communication protocols and/or other types
of communication systems can also be used.

[0098] In one embodiment, the system may ask the caller
(buyer) to hang up temporarily until the callee accepts the
call. Alternatively, the system may allow the caller (buyer)
to stay on the line while the system attempt to reach the
callee (seller).

[0099] In one embodiment, the system allows the callee
(seller) to specify one or more alternative phone numbers in
case the callee (seller) is not reachable at the primary phone
number specified for the listing. Similarly, the caller (buyer)
may also specify one or more alternative call back phone
numbers. In one embodiment, the system allows the parties
to specify other telephonic references (e.g., user names of
Internet telephonic application) to make the telephone con-
nection. In one embodiment, the system may further allow
the user to specify other identities to make connections for
other types of real time communications, such as chat,
instant messaging, video conferencing, etc.

[0100] In one embodiment, the system arranges the call
according to aspects of the methods described in the U.S.
Patent Application Publication No. 2004/0252820 (applica-
tion Ser. No. 10/360,776, filed on Jun. 12, 2003), which is
hereby incorporated herein by reference.

[0101] When the caller (buyer) requests the connection
using the call button, the web server provides the instruc-
tions and feedback to guide the caller (buyer) through the
call process.
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[0102] When the caller (buyer) dials the callee’s listing via
the Ether phone number (e.g., the 800 number assigned to
the callee), an interactive voice response (IVR) system is
used to provide similar instructions and feedback to guide
the caller (buyer) through the call process.

[0103] For example, the caller (buyer) registers and cre-
ates an identity using the phone number and a PIN. A credit
card is asked for via IVR or live operator to set up payment
options. Then the call window is entered on the keypad of
the phone, such as pressing the string of keys “4*” to
indicate a “4” hours window or “60#” for a “60” minutes
window.

[0104] In one embodiment, when the callee is having a
telephonic connection with the system, the system prompts
the caller (buyer) to utter a message for the callee (seller).
For example, the caller (buyer) may say “I’m Bob Stanley-
remember we met at the golf conference last weekend.” The
system records the messages of the caller (buyer). When the
callee (seller) gets the call, the system says, “There’s a buyer
on the line who’s paid $100 and is willing to wait 4 hours
and here’s how he identifies himself: I’'m Bob Stanley-
remember we met at the golf conference last weekend.” The
system in such a way provides as much identifying infor-
mation to the callee (seller) as possible so that the callee
(seller) may screen the callers for acceptance. In one
embodiment, the system behaves as an automatic secretary,
screening who’s on the line for the callee (seller).

[0105] In one embodiment, the system provides function-
ality for bulk-minute pricing.

[0106] For example, once a call starts, the system metes
out the time that has been bought. When the time limit, for
example, 60 minutes, is up, the system tells both parties on
the phone that the time is up. The system then prompts the
buyer to add more money to buy a second package, or go to
per minute pricing, or end the call, or let them talk further
for free, according to the continuation policy of the call
which is specified by the callee (seller) in the listing (e.g.,
specified during the creation of the listing).

[0107] Inoneembodiment, ifthe parties hang up after just,
for example, 35, minutes of a 60-minute call, the system has
a time window in which it expires the remaining minutes.
The time window can be set quite large, such as a year, so
that someone can buy a 1,000-minute discount package and
talk 100 times over the course of the year. Or the time
window can be set small, such as 30 minutes, in which case
the caller (buyers) can call again within the 30-minute
window after the 35-minute call to keep talking based on the
already purchased 60-minute package, but the caller (buy-
ers) can be connected on the basis of the unused portion of
the 60-minute call package after a break that is longer than
the time window.

[0108] Inone embodiment, the system time window speci-
fies the longest period of break before the unused portion of
the purchased package expires.

[0109] Inone embodiment, the system time window speci-
fies the period from the starting of the conversation and the
time when the purchased package expires. For example, the
system may specify a window of 4 hours or so by default,
so that people who get cut off or interrupted can finish their
calls in this window of time.
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[0110] In one embodiment, the system time window is
based on the size of the purchased package. The larger the
time limit of the package, the larger is the time window. In
one embodiment, the expiration of the package is based on
a limit on the separate calls (e.g., three). In one embodiment,
the expiration of the package is based on the expiration time
window and the limit on separate calls, whichever is reached
first.

[0111] In one embodiment, the system allows the callee
(seller) to specify the expiration time window in the speci-
fication of the listing (e.g., as part of the continuation policy
of the call package) and/or the limit on the separate calls.

[0112] FIGS. 5-12 show examples of flow diagrams of a
process to connect a user and an adviser for telephonic
conversation according to one embodiment of the present
invention.

[0113] In one embodiment, when a caller selects (e.g.,
clicks) on a call button according to one embodiment of the
present invention, the selection (e.g., click) leads down
several different paths depending on the availability status of
the seller.

[0114] For example, in FIG. 5, the system determines
(201) the current status of the adviser at the time the
telephonic connection is started. In one embodiment, the
current status of the adviser is determined based at least
partially on the information provided by the adviser. For
example, the adviser can specity the scheduled hours of the
day during which the adviser is expected to take calls; the
adviser may select a button (e.g., push through placing a
cursor over the button on a display of a graphical user
interface and activating a selecting device, such as a key or
a button of a cursor positioning device such as a mouse or
a touch pad or a joystick, etc.) on a web page, or make a
phone call to the system, to indicate whether the adviser is
currently busy and not answering new calls and/or to further
specify the estimated duration of the busy period. The
adviser may select a button on a user interface (e.g., a web
page designed for the manage of the listing and/or account
of the adviser) to indicate that the adviser is now free and
ready to take calls. The adviser may pick up the phone call
from the system and indicate to the system the current status
of the adviser. The adviser may transmit the current status
information to the system using instant messages, email,
SMS messages, etc.

[0115] Ifthe current status (203) of the adviser is “Taking
Calls Now” or something equivalent, the system starts (e.g.,

immediately) a telephone connection and tracks the call
(205).

[0116] Ifthe current status (203) of the adviser is “Taking
Calls Shortly”, the system starts (207) to arrange the call to
be placed within the time period specified by the caller
without trying to call the adviser immediately, since the
adviser is temporary busy and will be available to take calls
within a short period of time.

[0117] If the current status (203) of the adviser is “Not
Taking Calls for a While” or something equivalent, the
system starts (209) to make an appointment for the user to
call the adviser, since the adviser is not available to take the
call and will not be available for a longer period of time.

[0118] InFIG. 6, when the system starts to at least initiate
a telephone connection (e.g., in response to a request from
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a selected call button), the system displays (301) a landing
page to at least initiate a telephone connection and track the
call. For example, the web server of the system transmits
information defining the landing page to the web browser of
the user to show the landing page (e.g., in a pop-up window).

[0119] For example, the landing page may show the name,
photo, status, rate of the adviser, show/explain the process to
make the connection, buttons to navigate the process, option
to mail the adviser, etc.

[0120] Optionally, the system alerts (303) the adviser
about the request for telephone conversation (e.g., through a
web-based user interface, or through email, instant messag-
ing, short text message, etc.)

[0121] The system determines whether the user has been
authenticated (305). If the user has not been authenticated,
the system authenticates (307) the user. For example, the
system signs in the user if the user is already a member, or
registers the user as a new member if the user is not yet a
member.

[0122] The system then determines (309) a source of
payment for the call.

[0123] After the system has identified a source of payment
for the call based on the price for the call specified by the
adviser in the listing, the system may further determine if the
adviser is still having the status of “Taking Calls Now”. In
certain instances, the process of authenticating the user and
securing the source of payment may take an extended period
of time such that the availability status of the adviser may
have changed.

[0124] If the adviser is no longer available for immediate
connection, the system proceeds (317) according to the
current status of the adviser, based on whether the current
status is “Taking Calls Shortly” or “Not Taking Calls for a
While”.

[0125] 1If the adviser is still available for immediate con-
nection, the system displays (313) a call setup page. The call
setup page may show the progress of call and user interface

elements to receive the time window and the phone number
of the user (caller).

[0126] Once the time window within which the user
(caller) is available for the call and the call back phone
number of the user is received, the system calls (315) the
adviser.

[0127] 1In FIG. 7, after the system starts (401) to call the
adviser, the system updates (403) the call setup page. For
example, the system may play an animation and/or sound
clip and/or a text message to indicate that the system is
calling the adviser, in one embodiment.

[0128] Then, the system determines whether or not the
adviser answered the call (405).

[0129] 1If the adviser failed to answer the call, the system
sends (407) a mail to the adviser about the unanswered call.
The system notifies (409) the user that the adviser did not
answer the call and a mail has been sent to the adviser. The
system then presents (411) the user with the option of
making an appointment with the adviser.

[0130] Ifthe adviser answered the call, the system obtains
the adviser’s choice (413) on the call.
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[0131] The adviser may indicate that the adviser will take
the call in the time window specified by the caller, in which
case, the system notifies (415) the user that the adviser will
take the call in the time window. Then, the system waits
(417) for a period of time to call the adviser again. Alter-
natively, the system may try the connection based on an
indication from the adviser that the adviser is ready to take
the call (e.g., by calling the system, selecting a button or a
link on a web page in the account of the adviser, sending an
email/instant message/short text message to the system or
replying to a message from the system about the call, etc.)

[0132] The adviser may indicate that the adviser cannot
take the call in the time window specified by the caller, in
which case, the system notifies (421) the user (caller) that
the adviser is not able to take the call and presents (423) the
user with the options of updating the time window and
making an appointment.

[0133] The adviser may indicate that the adviser wants to
take the call now, in which case, the system notifies (421) the
user that the adviser is connected and the server is now
calling the user (at which point of the process, the caller may
or may not one the phone). The system then determines if the
user is already on the line (433).

[0134] If the user is not already on the line, the system
starts (435) to call the user and determines whether the user
answered the call (437).

[0135] 1If the user did not answer the call back, the system
terminates (443) the call (443) and the adviser is notified.

[0136] After the user answers the call back, the user is on
one line and the adviser on another line. The system then
prompts (439) the user to accept the charge of the call before
connection to the adviser and determines whether the user
accepts the charge (441).

[0137] 1If the user accepts the charge, the system connects
(449) the user to the adviser (e.g., by joining the calls) and
starts to monitor aspects of the call (e.g., duration) and
charge the user.

[0138] 1If the user rejects the charge or fails to provide a
response within a predetermined period of time, the system
terminates (443) call. After the termination of the call, the
system updates (445) the user interface to show the reason
for the termination. Optionally, the system mails (447) the
user about the termination of the call.

[0139] InFIG. 8, the system displays (501) a landing page,
if the adviser’s status is “Not Taking Calls for a While”. The
landing page may show the name, photo, status, rate of the
adviser, and show the process to reach the adviser, buttons
to navigate the process, explanation of availability, etc.

[0140] Optionally, the system alerts (503) the adviser
about the request for telephone conversation.

[0141] Inone embodiment, the system receives (505) from
the landing page the user selection whether to mail (e.g.,
email or use other types of messaging systems) the adviser
or to make an appointment with the adviser.

[0142] Ifthe user selection (507) is to mail the adviser, the
system determines if the user has been authenticated (509).
If the user has not been authenticate, the system authenti-
cates (515) the user. For example, if there is no cookie in the
web browser of the user indicating that the user is currently
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in a valid session, the user may be presented with an
interface to sign in or to register.

[0143] If the authenticated user chooses to mail the
adviser, the system presents (511) a page to receive the
subject and message of the mail from the user. After receiv-
ing the subject and message of the mail, the system sends
(513) the mail to the adviser (without showing the mailing
address of the adviser to the user and without showing the
mailing address of the user to the adviser) in accordance
with one embodiment.

[0144] Inone embodiment, the mail is delivered electroni-
cally (e.g., through an email, instant message, SMS mes-
sage, web mail). Alternatively, the mail may be delivered as
voice mail, print out, etc.

[0145] If the user selection (507) is to make an appoint-
ment, the system starts (517) to make an appointment.

[0146] InFIG.9, the system displays (601) a landing page
for making an appointment. The landing page may display
one or more of the name, photo, status, rate of the adviser,
and show stages of operations to make the appointment,
buttons to navigate through the stages of operations, show
the option to mail the adviser, etc.

[0147] The system displays (603) entries to receive a
requested appointment time. The entries can be part of the
landing page or a page displayed after a navigation button is
selected. In one embodiment, the entries are used to receive
one or more of the date, start time, time length of the
appointment, the time zone of the user, etc.

[0148] In one embodiment, the system further displays
existing schedules and the phone number of the user, etc. for
the convenience of the user (e.g., if the user is already
authenticated at this point of the process).

[0149] After the requested time of the appointment is
received from the user, the system determines if the adviser
is available at the requested time (605). If the adviser is not
available at the requested time, the system prompts (607) the
user to adjust the appointment time; otherwise, the system
proceeds to the task of filtering the callers.

[0150] If the system determines that the user has not been
authenticated (609), the system authenticates (611) the user
through signing in the user or registering the user. The
system then determines (613) if a sufficient source of pay-
ment for the call is available from the user.

[0151] If there is a sufficient source of payment for the
call, the system accepts the appointment and displays (615)
a page to confirm the appointment. The confirmation page
may show confirmation text including the appointment time
and the name of the adviser.

[0152] Inone embodiment, after the appointment is made,
the system automatically starts to make connections to the
caller and the callee separately at the requested time of the
appointment. Alternatively, the system may reserve a time
slot on the schedule of the callee on behalf of the caller and
request the caller to make a request for a connection at the
scheduled time. Alternatively, the system may request the
adviser (callee) to make the request for the connection. For
example, the system may determine a less reliable one of the
two to make a request for the connection, or contacting the
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less reliable one first, during the appointment time is reached
before starting to contact the other party.

[0153] In FIG. 10, the system displays (601) a landing
page for arranging a call. The landing page may display one
or more of the name, photo, status, rate of the adviser, show
stages of operations to make the appointment, buttons to
navigate through the stages, show the option to mail the
adviser.

[0154] The system receives (703) a user selection of
whether to accept a callback, to make an appointment, or
both.

[0155] 1If the user selection includes making an appoint-
ment, operation 707 or operation 709 is performed to set up
an appointment (e.g., according to the process illustrated in
FIG. 9).

[0156] If the user selection includes accepting a callback,
the system receives (711) user input to identify the user and
the call back phone number of the user and determines
whether the user has been authenticated (713). If the user has
not yet been authenticated, the system authenticates (715)
the user (e.g., through signing in the user or registering the
user).

[0157] After the user is authenticated, the system deter-
mines (717) if a sufficient source of payment for the call is
available (e.g., to filter out non-serious callers). The system
then displays a page to confirm the arrangement (e.g.,
confirmation text including the time window and the name
of the adviser).

[0158] FIG. 11 shows an example to authenticate the user.
In FIG. 11, after the system starts (801) to authenticate the
user, the system determines (803) if there is information to
indicate that the user is a member. The information may be
in a cookie in the browser of the user, or a parameter
encoded in an URL (universal resource locator) of a link, or
a parameter in an applet running in the web browser.

[0159] 1If the user is a member (805), the system displays
(811) a sign-in page which may include entries to receive a
username and a password from the user. In one embodiment,
the sign-in page may optionally further include the photo of
the adviser, text alerting the user about the connection to the
adviser, the rate to talk to the adviser, etc. Thus, the sign-in
appears to be in the environment of the adviser. The system
then authenticates (813) the user using the username and
password received in the sign-in page.

[0160] If the user is not a member (805), the system
displays (807) a registration page. The registration page may
include information already collected about the user (e.g.,
during the interaction before the registration) for confirma-
tion purpose. The registration page includes entries to
receive username and password of the user. In one embodi-
ment, the registration page may optionally further include
the photo of the adviser, text alerting the user about the
connection to the adviser, the rate to talk to the adviser, etc.
Thus, the registration appears to be in the environment of the
adviser. The system then creates (809) an account for the
user using the information received from the registration

page.

[0161] Inone embodiment, after the user is authenticated,
information is created to indicate that the user is authenti-
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cated for a valid session (e.g., using a cookie, a parameter in
URL or in an applet) until the session expires or the user
signs off.

[0162] FIG. 12 shows an example to determine if a suf-
ficient source of payment of the call is available.

[0163] After the system starts (821) to determine if a
sufficient source of payment for the call is available, the
system determines (823) whether the call is charged by per
interval (e.g., per minute). If the call is charged by per
interval, the system determines (825) the minimum charge
for the call (e.g., for one minute). If the call is not charged
by per interval, the system determines (827) the price for a
call package (e.g., $100 for 1 hour, as specified by the
adviser).

[0164] The system then determines whether there is
enough money in the account of the user (829) and/or
whether there is an active credit card of the user is on file
(839 and 831).

[0165] If the account of the user has enough money for the
call and/or an active credit card of the user is not on file, the
system optionally requests (841) for the credit card infor-
mation and the associated billing address for security reason.

[0166] If the account of the user does not have enough
money for the call, the system will pre-authorize (837) an
amount according the requirement of the call for deposit
purpose. If an active credit card of the user is on file, the
system optionally presents (833) an option to update the
credit card information. If no active credit card of the user
is on file, the system requests (835) credit card information
and billing address for pre-authorization.

[0167] In one embodiment, when information identifying
the user is available (e.g., through a “cookie” implemented
in the web browser or parameters encoded in the URL, or
parameters stored in the variables of an applet running in the
web browser, etc.), the system uses the information about the
user to help the user. For example, from the member
information database, the system may retrieve the phone
numbers of the user. If there are multiple phone numbers for
the user, a combo box is displayed for the user to select one
from the known phone numbers of the user (or to type in a
different one). If there is only one known phone number of
the user, the system may display the known phone number
of the user in an entry box as the default value.

[0168] If a user as identified by the information (e.g.,
cookie) is different from the current user, the current user
can choose to edit the information and/or sign in as a
different user.

[0169] In one embodiment, a user can enter the input
information to set up a call, such as the call window and/or
the callback phone number before the user is authenticated.
When the user is subsequently authenticated (e.g., through
signing in as an existing member or registering as a new
member), the information provided by the user before the
authentication process is used to update the account infor-
mation (if changed).

[0170] FIG. 13 illustrates a method to display a call button
according to one embodiment of the present invention.

[0171] Inone embodiment, the appearance of a call button
is displayed according to the current availability status of the
adviser to take the call.
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[0172] For example, in FIG. 13, when the system receives
(851) a request to display a call button of an adviser, the
system determines (853) the current status of the adviser (at
the time of the request). After the system determines (855)
an appearance of the call button of the adviser to indicate the
status of the adviser, the system presents (857) the call
button of the adviser with the appearance to indicate the
status of the adviser.

[0173] In one embodiment, the system further determines
(859) (e.g., periodically) the current status of the adviser to
update (861) the appearance of the button according the
currently status of the adviser.

[0174] For example, the call button to be inserted in the
blog of the callee can include an image at a URL on a server
computer. When being requested the URL causes the server
computer to determine a response based on the parameters
encoded in the URL. For example, the URL can be pointing
to a CGI (Common Gateway Interface) program which
provides or generates the image according to the current
status of the adviser. The URL may include a parameter to
identify the adviser and/or the advertisement.

[0175] For example, when the current status of the adviser
is “Taking Calls Now”, the call button may show a telephone
with text “Call Now””; when the current status of the adviser
is “Taking Calls Shortly”, the call button may show an
off-hook telephone with text “Arrange a Call”; when the
current status of the adviser is “Not Taking Calls for a
While”, the call button may show a telephone and a calendar
with text “Appointment”.

[0176] In one embodiment, different types of availability
status of a callee (adviser) includes: on call, off call, busy,
get in line, schedule an appointment, join conference, etc. It
is understood that different systems may implement more or
less types of availability status of a callee. Further, the call
button may include other current status information about
the callee, such as price, how many people are in line to call
the callee, the schedule of the callee, and/or others.

[0177] Inone embodiment, the call button is implemented
using an applet running in the browser of the user. The applet
displays the call button according to the current status of the
adviser and checks the status of the adviser periodically to
update the appearance of the button. In one embodiment,
when an estimated time until which the adviser can take the
call is available (e.g., received in the system from the adviser
when the system attempts to contact the adviser, or provided
by the adviser when the adviser is talking to a different user,
etc.), the call button also shows an indication of such an
estimated time to help the user in selecting a time window.

[0178] Alternatively, the call button may be implemented
in custom applications (e.g., as plug-in to web browsers,
email clients, etc., or as stand-along applications). The call
button may communicate with the server using a special
purpose protocol.

[0179] In one embodiment, a web/email (document)
authoring tool is designed to automatically detect the phone
number of the callee in a web page/email/document. The
authoring tool can be set up to replace the phone number of
the callee with the corresponding call button assigned to the
callee and/or the phone number (e.g., ether phone number)
that is assigned to the callee. For example, the authoring tool
can detect the occurrence of the phone number of the callee
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in the document and prompt the user of the authoring tool to
replace the phone number of the callee with the call button
and/or the phone number assigned by the system. If the user
accepts the suggestion, the authoring tool automatically
replace the phone number of the callee with the call button
and/or the phone number assigned by the system.

[0180] FIG. 14 illustrates a method to monitor and control
a connection according to one embodiment of the present
invention.

[0181] In FIG. 14, after the system connects (871) a user
to an adviser, the system determines (875) whether the
current call is within a time window of a previously pur-
chased call package (e.g., a year or 4 hours).

[0182] Inone embodiment, a call is considered a continu-
ation of the previously purchased call package if the current
call is within the time window. Thus, if the call of a
previously purchased call package is interrupted, the user
can continue the call within the time window without having
to purchase another package.

[0183] Based on whether or not the current call is the
continuation of a previous call (877), the system determines
(879) the time limit according to the previously purchased
call package, or determines (881) the purchased minutes of
the call package for the current call. The system then
monitors (883) the call until the time limit for the current call
is reached. When the time limit for the call is reached, the
system alerts (885) the user and the adviser about the end of
the time limit.

[0184] In one embodiment, the continuation policy speci-
fied by the adviser is retrieved (887) to process the call at the
end of the time limit.

[0185] If the continuation policy (889) is “purchase a
further package”, the system prompts (891) the user to
purchase the next package to remain connected. For
example, the user may be offered to continue the call at the
price of $50 for another 30 minutes.

[0186] If the continuation policy (889) is “continue at a
per minute price”, the system prompts (895) the user to
accept the continuation at the per minute price.

[0187] If the continuation policy (889) is “no longer
charge”, the system maintain (897) the connection for the
user and the adviser until at least one of the user and the
adviser hangs up.

[0188] If the continuation policy (889) is “end call”, the
system disconnects (893) the user and the adviser after
altering the user and the adviser.

[0189] In one embodiment, the system stores a replication
of the policy of the package the user purchased with the
records of the purchased call (e.g., the policy at the time the
call button is selected for the call package, or at the time the
user is first connected to the adviser for the call package, or
at the time the user explicitly confirms the purchase of the
call package, etc.). Thus, the adviser is free to change the
listing for the future callers even before the users finish the
purchased call packages without retroactively affecting the
purchased calls.

[0190] Some of the above examples are in the context of
telephonic conversations. From this description, it will be
understood that the techniques for connecting people for real
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time communications can also be applied to other types of
communications, such as video and other multimedia chan-
nels, chat, instant messaging, document sharing, or screen-
sharing, common “whiteboarding,” interactive TV or inter-
net TV, etc. Each of different multimedia channels can have
different prices or be inclusive in one price (e.g., the use of
part or all of the different channels can be included in the
same price).

[0191] The real time communication may be on a one-to-
one basis (e.g., one caller connected to one callee). The real
time communication can also be in the form of one-to-many.
For example, the seller may be hosting a conference in
which multiple callers may attend. For example, 100 people
can be in the same call or the same video session provided
by the same seller.

[0192] Further, in one embodiment, the real time commu-
nication may include access to recorded sessions (e.g.,
recorded audio content and/or recorded video content).

[0193] Thus, the system on the whole may be used as a
filter for sellers (callees), only letting in calls from people
who are serious-they’re serious because they have entered
their credit card and are willing to pay. Celebrities can use
the system. For example, people want to talk to the Oakland
A’s from the 70’s, who are sitting on their porches these
days. For example, Hollywood executives can use the sys-
tem to hear pitches from scriptwriters who are willing to pay
$1000 for the chance to pitch their script.

[0194] In one embodiment, these call buttons and the
Ether phone numbers go to where the action is happening.
In at least one embodiment of the present invention, it is
recognized that not all service commerce will happen
through marketplaces, such as keen.com or a search engine.
People who want to talk to the Oakland A’s players are more
likely the visitor of the web site www.oaklandathletic-
s.com—and that’s where the call buttons can be very effec-
tive. And the Ether phone numbers can be in magazines,
underneath photographs, in newspapers, on business cards,
etc.

[0195] In one embodiment, the current status of the callee
(e.g., availability, schedule, etc.) and guidance and instruc-
tions for the phone connection are provided through the
appearance of the call button and the content of the call
graphic. Alternatively or in combination, the status infor-
mation, guidance and instructions can also be presented
based using an interactive voice response (IVR) system.

[0196] For example, a talk radio station may have a guest
on every day at a noon talk show. After the one-hour show,
the radio announcer may say, “The time is up on our show.
We’ve enjoyed talking with Dr. Webber and answering your
calls. If you’d like to talk further with Dr. Webber, go to our
website at WKBR.com and set up a conversation with him.
Or, just dial the number 1-800-TALK-KBR and get in line.
It’s just $29 per 10-minute conversation.”

[0197] Inthis example scenario, the phone number 1-800-
TALK-KBR is assigned to Dr. Webber, which can be used to
achieve many of the same goals as the call button assigned
to Dr. Webber. While the button can visually communicate
to the user the current (e.g., real-time) availability of the
callee, the price, how many people are in line already, the
schedule of the callee, etc., telephony prompts on a inter-
active voice response (IVR) system can also be used to
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provide such information after the caller dials the phone
number that is assigned to the callee.

[0198] For example, in one embodiment, after a caller
dials the phone number 1-800-TALK-KBR, the call is
connected to a server, which determines that the call is for
Dr. Webber since the phone number 1-800-TALK-KBR is
assigned to (associated with) Dr. Webber. The server can
then determine the current status of Dr. Webber, including
the availability status, the price for the package, etc., and
provide the information to the caller through the IVR
system. In one embodiment, the server prompts options
according to the current availability status of Dr. Webber.
For example, the server may offer an immediate connection
when Dr. Webber is available for immediate talk, or an
opportunity to input a callback time window and/or callback
phone number when Dr. Webber is expected to be available
in a short period of time, or an opportunity to schedule an
appointment with Dr. Webber when Dr. Webber is not
expected to be available in a short period of time, etc. The
server may use the IVR system to inform the caller the
current status of the connection process and to provide
instructions to the caller to take actions, such as providing a
callback time window, providing an appointment time, pro-
viding an indication to accept the price of the call package,
etc.

[0199] Inone embodiment, the status information, instruc-
tion and guidance are provided using a combination of
graphical presentations (e.g., over a graphical user interface
terminal) and voice prompts (e.g., through an IVR system).

[0200] In one embodiment, the callee (seller) charges the
caller(s) for the real time communication. The system pro-
vides the service to arrange and connect the call. The system
can collect the payment from the caller(s), deduct a portion
of'the payment as fees to provide the service, and deliver the
remaining payment to the callee (seller).

[0201] Alternatively, the callers may be not required to
pay for the call; and the callee (e.g., advertisers) may pay the
system for the service. In this case, the system may not
provide the filtering functionality based on the willingness
of the callers to pay. However, the callees (e.g., the adver-
tisers) can still enjoy other benefits from the service pro-
vided by the system, such as call scheduling (no night calls),
call queuing, toll-free number, local phone number, click-
to-call, etc.

[0202] In one embodiment, the call buttons and the phone
numbers assigned to the callees can also be published in
advertisements in marketplaces, online or offline, on behalf
of'the callees; the callees bid for changes of the publicity and
pay the bid amount on a per call basis for calls generated by
the advertisements. When the callees generate the phone
lead from their own media channel, the callees are only
charged for a flat fee for the service of making the connec-
tion. Thus, in one embodiment, the system tracks the media
channels that lead the caller to make the call.

[0203] FIG. 15 shows a diagram of a system to assist and
track connections according to one embodiment of the
present invention.

[0204] InFIG. 15, a database (921) may contain the phone
numbers of target phone A (931), target phone B (933), . ..
, target phone X (939), etc., of callees. Typically, the target
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phones belong to the institutions, businesses, individuals,
etc, which seek for the services of embodiments of the
present invention.

[0205] The call button and/or phone numbers assigned to
the callees are distributed in various media channels, such as
media channel A (901) (e.g., web server), media channel B
(902) (e.g., WAP server), media channel C (903) (e.g., short
messaging service center), media channel D (904) (e.g.,
custom server), media channel E (907) (e.g., cable televi-
sion), media channel E (908) (e.g., news press), media
channel G (909) (e.g., radio station), etc.

[0206] In one embodiment of the present invention, the
call buttons and/or the assigned phone numbers, which can
be considered as the encoded phone numbers of the callees,
are presented in the environment specific to the callees, not
in the marketplaces that are specially designed to advertise
the callees. Thus, the callees generate the phone leads on
their own media distributions, such as their web site or blog
site.

[0207] Alternatively, or in combination, the call buttons
and/or the assigned phone numbers can also be presented in
marketplaces, such as in listings/directories of services,
advertisements in search results, etc.

[0208] In one embodiment of the present invention, the
phone numbers of the target phones are not directly publi-
cized over the media channels. Instead, encoded target
phone numbers (923) are used. Using the encoded target
phone numbers (923), a user cannot reach target phones
directly. Using the encoded target phone numbers (923), a
user reaches a server of the system first, which allows the
system to provide various services before actually connect-
ing the user to the callee, such as filtering, payment pro-
cessing, etc.

[0209] The encoded target phone numbers (923) allow the
association of additional information with the target phone
numbers, such as the media channels used, special promo-
tions, etc.

[0210] The encoded target phone numbers and/or the call
buttons are delivered with content information (e.g., web
page, WAP page, short message, television programs, news
articles, advertisement, blog, etc.) to user devices, such as
user device A (911) (e.g., cellular phone), user device B
(912) (e.g., personal digital assistant (PDA)), user device C
(913) (e.g., computer), user device D (916) (e.g., receiver),
user device E (918) (e.g., newspaper).

[0211] In one embodiment, a user device can include a
USB phone, a Bluetooth wireless phone, or one or more
speakers or headphones with one or microphones for the
implementation of a software based phone.

[0212] In one embodiment, the user devices/phones sup-
port one or more real time communication capabilities, such
as VoIP using Session Initiation Protocol (SIP) which may
support video and instant-messaging applications, IP phone,
regular phone over VoIP service, Bluetooth wireless phone,
USB phone, software based phone, and other forms of IP
telephony.

[0213] In one embodiment, the user device can include a
television set to receive the advertisement. Further, the
television set may have the capability to accept user input so
that the television content may be changed according to the
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user input (e.g., interactive television, web television, inter-
net television, etc.), or be coupled with a set top box which
has such capability. The user input may be provided to the
content provider through the same communication channel
in which the television content/programs are delivered (e.g.,
a cable system of a cable television system), or a separate
channel (e.g., a phone line, an Internet connection, etc.). The
user input may include a request to make a connection to an
advertiser featured in an advertisement presented in a tele-
vision program, such as a request for a telephonic connec-
tion to the advertiser.

[0214] In one embodiment, the user devices are mobile
devices, such as PDA, cellular phone, etc. The user devices
obtain content information, including advertisements,
through wireless communication connections, such as cel-
Iular communication links, wireless access points for wire-
less local area network, etc.

[0215] In one embodiment, a user device (e.g., a cellular
phone, a computer, a PDA) can receive content information
from multiple types of media channels (e.g., a web server, a
WARP server, an SMSC, etc.).

[0216] In one embodiment, a user device is capable of
dialing a phone call (e.g., automatically according to the
encoded phone number embedded in the content information
when a user selects the number). Alternatively, a user may
manually dial a phone call using a separate phone, such as
user phone S (917) or user phone T (919).

[0217] In one embodiment, a user device (e.g., 911, 912,
193) is capable of rendering the call button and sending a
message to the communication server(s) (929) when the call
button is activated. The call button includes an identifier of
the callee so that when the call button is activated the user
devices communicates the identifier of the callee to the
server(s) (929).

[0218] In one embodiment, the user device (e.g., 911) is
further capable of automatically identifying a phone number
of the caller, or a VoIP identifier of the caller, as a callback
number. Alternatively, the user device (e.g., 911, 912, 913)
is capable of communicating with the server(s) (929) to
present user interfaces to receive the callback number and
other parameters, such as the callback time window.

[0219] In one embodiment of the present invention, dial-
ing at least a portion of an encoded target phone number
connects the phone call to a phone decoder and router (925)
first. According to the encoded target phone number dialed,
the phone decoder and router (925) determines the corre-
sponding target phone number using the database (921) and
connects the phone call to the corresponding target phone
(e.g., one of target phones 931-939) through the telephone
network (927).

[0220] Note the telephone network (927) may be circuit
switched, package switched, or partially circuit switched and
partially package switched. For example, the telephone
network may partially use the Internet to carry the phone call
(e.g., through VoIP). For example, the connection between
the user phone/device and the phone decoder and router
(925) may be carried using VoIP; and the connection
between the phone decoder and router (925) may be carried
using a land-line based, circuit switched telephone network.

[0221] In one embodiment of the present invention, the
information associated with the encoded target phone num-
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ber, such as the media channel used to provide the encoded
target phone number to the users, is also decoded/retrieved
using the database (921). Thus, the information associated
with the encoded target phone number can be tracked/stored.

[0222] In one embodiment, the phone decoder and router
(925) also determines the phone number of the user through
Automatic Number Identification (ANI). ANI is a phone
system feature that provides the billing number of the person
making the phone call.

[0223] The information about the caller, target phone
number, the media channel used for delivering the contact
information to the user can be used to bill the caller and/or
the target phone number, and provide credit/compensation
for the corresponding media channel.

[0224] For example, the connection to target phone num-
bers can be paid for on a pay per call basis. Monitoring and
tracking the calls can be used for billing the callee and/or the
caller.

[0225] In one embodiment of the present invention, the
additional information associated with the encoded target
phone number is used to tracking phone calls for conditional
promotions, electronic coupons, etc. Alternatively, the addi-
tional information for conditional promotions, electronic
coupons, etc. are retrieved from the database of the listings
at the time the corresponding call button is activated or
presented, or at the time the encoded phone number is called.

[0226] The information about the media channels that are
responsible for leading the users to the phone calls to the
target phones can also be useful for the advisers. The
advisers may wish to know which media channel is more
effective in reaching users.

[0227] In one embodiment of the present invention, an
encoded target phone number has the same number of digits
as a standard phone number (e.g., a typical telephone
number assigned by a telephone company). Thus, dialing the
encoded target phone number is as easy as dialing the target
phone number; and dialing the target phone number reaches
the phone decoder and router (925). In such an arrangement,
a large number of encoded phone numbers are generally
required to differentiate the different target phones and
different media channels.

[0228] In one embodiment of the present invention, an
encoded target phone number has more digits than a stan-
dard phone number (e.g., having an extension to the standard
phone number). A first portion of the encoded target phone
number has the same number of digits as a standard phone
number to reach the phone decoder and router (925) through
the telephone network (927); and a second portion of the
encoded target phone number (e.g., the extension) is to be
decoded by the phone decoder and router (925). For
example, the Dual Tone Multi-Frequency (DTMF) decoder
can be installed in the phone decoder and router (925) to
detect the second portion of the encoded target phone
number dialed at the user phone. The detected phone number
can then be used to recover the target phone number.

[0229] In one embodiment of the present invention, a
single telephone number is used to reach the phone decoder
and router (925) for different target phone numbers; and the
portion of the encoded target phone number that is used to
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reach the phone decoder and router (925) is not used in
determining the information associated with the encoded
target phone number.

[0230] Alternatively, multiple telephone numbers can be
used to reach the phone decoder and router (925); and the
entire encoded target phone number can be used to deter-
mine the information associated with the encoded target
phone number.

[0231] In one embodiment of the present invention, the
encoded target phone numbers can have different numbers
of digits. The callees may be arranged to bid for shorter
encoded target phone numbers.

[0232] In one embodiment, a look-up table approach is
used to encode the information. For example, the database
(921) keeps track of the information about the media chan-
nel and the target phone number (and other information, if
any) for the encoded target phone number so that the
encoded target phone number can be used as a key to retrieve
the corresponding information. Thus, it is not necessary to
have a predetermined structure to encode the information
about the media channels and the target phone number.

[0233] Alternatively, algorithms can be used to generate
and encode target phone number and associated information.
For example, a predetermined algorithm may be used to
encode different information in the target phone number. For
example, the target phone number may include a number of
field separated by “*” or “#”. Each of the field can be
decoded separately (e.g., from a separate look up table or a
mapping algorithm) to determine the target phone number,
identity of the media channel, etc.

[0234] For example, a set of parameters can be mapped
from a string of characters to a string of numerical digits as
a part of the encoded target phone number; and the string of
numbers can be mapped back into the string of characters at
the phone decoder and router (925). When such a mapping
scheme is used, a look up table is not necessary. For
example, an encoded target phone number may include a
first portion that is the phone number of the phone decoder
and router (925), a second portion that is the target phone
number appended with other parameters. To prevent reveal-
ing the target phone number and the parameters, an encryp-
tion/scrambling scheme can be used to encode the second
portion, which is decoded at the phone decoder and router
(925).

[0235] In one embodiment, the phone decoder and router
(925) determines the target phone number from the encoded
target phone number dialed by the user and then dials the
target phone number for the user and joins the phone calls
so that the user can talk to the target phone.

[0236] In one embodiment, the communication server(s)
(929) determines the target phone number from the message
sent from the user devices when the call button is pressed.

[0237] In one embodiment of the present invention, users
dial the encoded target phone numbers manually. A user can
dial the encoded target phone number regardless the user
device used and the media channel used.

[0238] Alternatively, in one embodiment, user devices can
automatically dial the encoded target phone numbers. For
example, a cellular phone, a computer or a PDA can dial a
phone number using a Dual Tone Multi-Frequency (DTMF)
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generator. In one embodiment of the present invention, the
encoded target phone numbers are presented in the content
information in a format such that when the user selects the
phone number the user device (e.g., a cellular phone or a
computer) dials the encoded target phone number for the
user. The user selection may be in the form of an keyboard/
keypad input, a touch pad input, a track ball input, a mouse
input, a voice command, etc.

[0239] In one embodiment, the user device initiates the
phone call through a VoIP system when the user selects the
encoded target phone number. Alternatively, the system
initiates the VoIP connection to the user device after receiv-
ing the message from the user device requesting the phone
connection.

[0240] In one embodiment of the present invention, the
user device dials the phone number for the user without the
user manually press the sequence of the encoded target
phone numbers. This greatly simplifies the process of make
the phone call. Since a user device can dial a long sequence
of number easily, a large number of digits can be used to
encode the information without presenting any difficulties
for the users.

[0241] In one embodiment of the present invention, the
encoded target phone numbers are formatted so that the user
device dials a first portion of the encoded target phone
numbers to access the phone decoder and router (925),
pauses for a short period of time for the phone decoder and
router (925) to prepare for receiving the second portion of
the encoded target phone numbers, and then dials the second
portion of the encoded target phone numbers. Thus, the user
device provides a user-friendly way of dialing the encoded
target phone numbers; and, making the phone call can be as
easy as making a “click” to access a web page.

[0242] 1InFIG. 15, the user device initiates the phone call.
Alternatively, a phone router may be used to initiate phone
calls both to the user device (or a separate user phone) and
the target phone and then join the phone calls to connect the
user to the target phone. For example, when the user selects
the call button, the encoded target phone number is trans-
mitted to the communication server(s) (929), which can
instruct the phone decoder and router (925) to initiate the
phone calls.

[0243] The user phone number can be automatically deter-
mined through ANI, or through a user preference setting, or
through an entry submitted with the selection of the encoded
target phone number (e.g., the call button).

[0244] 1In one embodiment, the selection of the encoded
target phone number is transmitted to the corresponding
media channel, which forwards the request for making the
phone call to a server (e.g., a web server) connected to the
phone router. Alternatively, the content information can be
formatted so that the selection is sent directly to the server
that is connected to the phone router.

[0245] When the router starts the phone calls, the encoded
target phone number can also include alphabetic characters
(and/or other characters). The server and/or the phone router
can decode the encoded target phone number to recover/
retrieve the target phone number and other associated infor-
mation, such as the identity of the media channel that is
creditable for providing the encoded target phone number to
user.
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[0246] In one embodiment, the user devices/phones sup-
port one or more real time communication capabilities, such
as VoIP using Session Initiation Protocol (SIP) which may
support video and instant-messaging applications, IP phone,
regular phone over VoIP service, Bluetooth wireless phone,
USB phone, software based phone, and other forms of IP
telephony.

[0247] FIG. 16 shows a block diagram example of a data
processing system which may be used with the present
invention.

[0248] While FIG. 16 illustrates various components of a
computer system, it is not intended to represent any particu-
lar architecture or manner of interconnecting the compo-
nents. Other systems that have fewer or more components
may also be used with the present invention.

[0249] In FIG. 16, the communication device (951) is a
form of a data processing system. The system (951) includes
an inter-connect (952) (e.g., bus and system core logic),
which interconnects a microprocessor(s) (953) and memory
(958). The microprocessor (953) is coupled to cache
memory (954) in the example of FIG. 16.

[0250] The inter-connect (952) interconnects the micro-
processor(s) (953) and the memory (958) together and also
interconnects them to a display controller and display device
(957) and to peripheral devices such as input/output (I/O)
devices (955) through an input/output controller(s) (956).
Typical /O devices include mice, keyboards, modems,
network interfaces, printers, scanners, video cameras and
other devices which are well known in the art.

[0251] The inter-connect (952) may include one or more
buses connected to one another through various bridges,
controllers and/or adapters. In one embodiment the I/O
controller (956) includes a USB (Universal Serial Bus)
adapter for controlling USB peripherals, and/or an IEEE-
1394 bus adapter for controlling IEEE-1394 peripherals.

[0252] The memory (958) may include ROM (Read Only
Memory), and volatile RAM (Random Access Memory) and
non-volatile memory, such as hard drive, flash memory, etc.

[0253] Volatile RAM is typically implemented as dynamic
RAM (DRAM) which requires power continually in order to
refresh or maintain the data in the memory. Non-volatile
memory is typically a magnetic hard drive, a magnetic
optical drive, or an optical drive (e.g., a DVD RAM), or
other type of memory system which maintains data even
after power is removed from the system. The non-volatile
memory may also be a random access memory.

[0254] The non-volatile memory can be a local device
coupled directly to the rest of the components in the data
processing system. A non-volatile memory that is remote
from the system, such as a network storage device coupled
to the data processing system through a network interface
such as a modem or Ethernet interface, can also be used.

[0255] 1In one embodiment, a server data processing sys-
tem as illustrated in FIG. 16 is used as one of the commu-
nication server(s) (e.g., 929, 925, and/or 921 in FIG. 15).

[0256] Further, a user terminal as a client system can be a
data processing system similar to the system of FIG. 16. A
client system can be in the form of a PDA, a cellular phone,
a notebook computer or a personal desktop computer. For
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example, the /O devices of the user device may include a
USB phone, a Bluetooth wireless phone, or one or more
speakers or headphones with one or microphones for the
implementation of a software based phone.

[0257] Alternatively, the traditional communication cli-
ent(s) may be used in some embodiments of the present
invention.

[0258] From this description, it will be appreciated that
certain aspects of the invention are embodied in the user
devices, certain aspects of the invention are embodied in the
server systems, and certain aspects of the invention are
embodied in a system as a whole.

[0259] Embodiments of the present invention can be
implemented using hardware, programs of instruction, or
combinations of hardware and programs of instructions.

[0260] In general, routines executed to implement the
embodiments of the invention may be implemented as part
of an operating system or a specific application, component,
program, object, module or sequence of instructions referred
to as “computer programs. The computer programs typically
comprise one or more instructions set at various times in
various memory and storage devices in a computer, and that,
when read and executed by one or more processors in a
computer, cause the computer to perform operations neces-
sary to execute elements involving the various aspects of the
invention.

[0261] While some embodiments of the invention have
been described in the context of fully functioning computers
and computer systems, those skilled in the art will appreciate
that various embodiments of the invention are capable of
being distributed as a program product in a variety of forms
and are capable of being applied regardless of the particular
type of machine or computer-readable media used to actu-
ally effect the distribution.

[0262] Examples of computer-readable media include but
are not limited to recordable and non-recordable type media
such as volatile and non-volatile memory devices, read only
memory (ROM), random access memory (RAM), flash
memory devices, floppy and other removable disks, mag-
netic disk storage media, optical storage media (e.g., Com-
pact Disk Read-Only Memory (CD ROMS), Digital Versa-
tile Disks, (DVDs), etc.), among others. The instructions
may be embodied in digital and analog communication links
for electrical, optical, acoustical or other forms of propa-
gated signals, such as carrier waves, infrared signals, digital
signals, etc.

[0263] A machine readable medium can be used to store
software and data which when executed by a data processing
system causes the system to perform various methods of the
present invention. The executable software and data may be
stored in various places including for example ROM, vola-
tile RAM, non-volatile memory and/or cache. Portions of
this software and/or data may be stored in any one of these
storage devices.

[0264] In general, a machine readable medium includes
any mechanism that provides (i.e., stores and/or transmits)
information in a form accessible by a machine (e.g., a
computer, network device, personal digital assistant, manu-
facturing tool, any device with a set of one or more proces-
sors, etc.).
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[0265] Aspects of the present invention may be embodied,
at least in part, in software. That is, the techniques may be
carried out in a computer system or other data processing
system in response to its processor, such as a microproces-
sor, executing sequences of instructions contained in a
memory, such as ROM, volatile RAM, non-volatile memory,
cache or a remote storage device.

[0266] In various embodiments, hardwired circuitry may
be used in combination with software instructions to imple-
ment the present invention. Thus, the techniques are not
limited to any specific combination of hardware circuitry
and software nor to any particular source for the instructions
executed by the data processing system.

[0267] In this description, various functions and opera-
tions are described as being performed by or caused by
software code to simplify description. However, those
skilled in the art will recognize what is meant by such
expressions is that the functions result from execution of the
code by a processor, such as a microprocessor.

[0268] Although some of the drawings illustrate a number
of operations in a particular order, operations which are not
order dependent may be reordered and other operations may
be combined or broken out. While some reordering or other
groupings are specifically mentioned, others will be appar-
ent to those of ordinary skill in the art and so do not present
an exhaustive list of alternatives. Moreover, it should be
recognized that the stages could be implemented in hard-
ware, firmware, software or any combination thereof.

[0269] In the foregoing specification, the invention has
been described with reference to specific exemplary embodi-
ments thereof. It will be evident that various modifications
may be made thereto without departing from the broader
spirit and scope of the invention as set forth in the following
claims. The specification and drawings are, accordingly, to
be regarded in an illustrative sense rather than a restrictive
sense.

What is claimed is:

1. A method, comprising:

presenting a listing, including a reference to establish a
connection for real time communications with a first
entity and a price for a first predetermined period of real
time communication with the first entity;

in response to a request from a second entity received via
the reference, determining contact information of the
first entity based on the reference used to received the
request; and

connecting the second entity and the first entity for a first
session of real time communications using the deter-
mined contact information according to the price.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the listing further
includes at least one option provided by the first entity to
continue beyond the first predetermined period of real time
communication; and wherein the method further comprises:

presenting the option to continue the first session beyond
the first predetermined period of real time communi-
cation.
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3. The method of claim 2, further comprising:
monitoring a duration of the first session;

wherein the option is presented when a predetermined
portion of the first predetermined period of real time
communication has elapsed.
4. The method of claim 3, wherein the first session is over
a telephonic connection; and the option is presented over a
network link before the first session ends.
5. The method of claim 3, wherein the first session is over
a telephonic connection; and the option is presented over the
telephonic connection.
6. The method of claim 2, wherein the option is at least
one of:

no longer charging a fee after the first predetermined
period of real time communication;

charging a second price for purchasing a second prede-
termined period of real time communication, following
the first predetermined period of real time communi-
cation; and

charging a third price on a per minute basis.
7. The method of claim 2, wherein the option is at least
one of:

no longer charging a fee after the first predetermined
period of real time communication;

charging a second price for purchasing a second prede-
termined period of real time communication, following
the first predetermined period of real time communi-
cation;

charging a third price on a per minute basis; and

ending a real time communication connection for the first
session when the first predetermined period of real time
communication is reached.

8. The method of claim 1, wherein the reference com-
prises a call button; and the second entity is prompted to
accept the price when the call button is selected.

9. The method of claim 1, further comprising:

receiving a request from the second entity for a real time
communication connection with the first entity after a
communication connection for the first session is ter-
minated; and

determining whether the request is a continuation of the

first session.

10. The method of claim 9, wherein the request is deter-
mined to be a continuation of the first session when the first
predetermined period of real time communication has not
elapsed and the request is received within a predetermined
period of time.

11. The method of claim 10, wherein the predetermined
period of time is specified by the first entity.

12. The method of claim 10, wherein the predetermined
period of time is determined according to the first predeter-
mined period of real time communication.

13. The method of claim 10, wherein the predetermined
period of time is from a starting time of the first session.

14. The method of claim 10, wherein the predetermined
period of time is from a time when the communication
connection for the first session is terminated.

15. The method of claim 10, wherein if the request is
determined to be a continuation of the first session, a
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communication connection is established to resume the first
session without additional fee.
16. The method of claim 10, further comprising:

providing guidance to the second entity according to a
result of said determining whether the request is a
continuation of the first session.

17. The method of claim 1, wherein the contact informa-
tion comprises a user identifier of the first entity in a VoIP
(Voice over Internet Protocol) system, or a telephone num-
ber of the first entity.

18. The method of claim 1, wherein the first session to
facilitate real time communications in at least voice conver-
sation, video conferencing, text chatting, instant messaging,
document sharing, screen sharing, or common whiteboard-
ing.

19. A machine readable media embodying instructions,
the instructions causing a machine to perform a method, the
method comprising:

presenting a listing, including a reference to establish a
connection for real time communications with a first
entity and a price for a first predetermined period of real
time communication with the first entity;
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in response to a request from a second entity received via
the reference, determining contact information of the
first entity based on the reference used to received the
request; and

connecting the second entity and the first entity for a first
session of real time communications using the deter-
mined contact information according to the price.

20. A data processing system, comprising:

means for presenting a listing, including a reference to
establish a connection for real time communications
with a first entity and a price for a first predetermined
period of real time communication with the first entity;

means for, in response to a request from a second entity
received via the reference, determining contact infor-
mation of the first entity based on the reference used to
received the request; and

means for, connecting the second entity and the first entity
for a first session of real time communications using the
determined contact information according to the price.
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