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MERCHANT POWERED CLICK-TO-CALL 
METHOD 

CLAIM OF PRIORITY 

0001. This application is a continuation of U.S. patent 
application Ser. No. 1 1/262,358 filed on Oct. 28, 2005 
entitled MERCHANT POWERED CLICK-TO-CALL 
METHOD, which application is incorporated herein by ref 
erence in its entirety. 

BACKGROUND 

0002 1. Field of the Present System 
0003. The present system is directed to methods for 
improving online advertising with voice over IP connectivity 
and event tracking. 
0004 2. Description of the Related Art 
0005. The World WideWeb has made it easy for consum 
ers and merchants to find each other. Consumers utilize 
search engines and keyword searches to identify merchants of 
desired goods and services, and then websites and other on 
line research tools allow consumers to sift through the results 
to find what they are looking for. For merchants, sponsored 
searches and pay for placement advertising allow merchants 
to get their products and services in front of target consumers, 
i.e., consumers who have already indicated an interest in 
those products or services. 
0006. In the pay for placement model, merchants may 
Subscribe with an enterprise service provider, such as MSNR, 
Yahoo.(R) and AOL(R) service providers, for presentation of 
their advertisements in response to a given search query. In 
particular, a merchant may set up the Subscription by speci 
fying keywords relating to their goods/services, so that when 
a consumer performs a search including these keywords, the 
merchant's advertisement is presented along with the rest of 
the search results. The merchant is typically billed in a pay 
per-click (PPC) model, where the merchant is charged each 
time a consumer selects the merchant's advertisement by 
clicking on it and being transferred to the merchant's site (or 
otherwise provided with information of the merchant's 
choosing). The number of times that an advertisement is 
clicked on, divided by the number of times that the advertise 
mentappears, is referred to as the click through rate (CTR) for 
the advertisement. 
0007 Merchants have become sophisticated in their 
advertising techniques. Many merchants employ Software 
tools and operational resources in an attempt to accurately 
and regularly track the CTR and success rate of their adver 
tisements. Merchants are constantly seeking new and 
improved methods for obtaining information about their 
advertising campaigns and target audience in an attempt to 
maximize their advertising exposure to their target audience, 
and the return on their advertising dollars. 
0008. Despite the ubiquity of the Internet as an advertising 

tool, many consumers still prefer to speak to a live person at 
the merchant's place of business, to find out additional infor 
mation and complete a sale. While traditional public switched 
telephone networks (PSTN) are still the preferred mode of 
telephone communication, Voice over IP (VoIP) is gaining in 
popularity. VoIP operates by delivering voice information 
over the Internet using the Internet Protocol (IP), which sends 
Voice information in digital form in discrete packets rather 
than in the traditional circuit-committed protocols of the 
PSTN. 
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0009. On-line advertising has expanded to take advantage 
of VoIP. For example, in the click-to-call (C2C) model, a user 
can locate an advertiser, either through unsponsored search 
results or via the sponsored PPC model, and then click on a 
provided telephone number to connect to the merchant using 
IP telephony. As the majority of merchants receive telephone 
calls using traditional PSTN telephones, the C2C model gen 
erally results in telephone charges to the consumer. Often, a 
consumer will decide not to call a merchant because the 
consumer does not want to incur the telephone charges. By 
not receiving these calls, at least a portion of which would 
have resulted in Sales, the merchant is losing potential rev 
CUC. 

0010. To entice more consumers to call, a merchant can 
purchase a toll free phone number from a telecommunica 
tions service provider and thus pay for incoming calls on 
behalf of customers. Toll free phone numbers are expensive 
however, and their costs difficult to contain. If more custom 
ers call the toll free number or if calls last longer than 
expected, merchants may be left with significant unantici 
pated costs to cover. 
0011 Additionally, a merchant who purchases a toll free 
number still has to make Sure that interested customers can 
find it. Many customers use published business directories, 
often referred to as Yellow Pages, to find businesses. Many 
merchants pay the directory publishers for regular or 
enhanced listings in these directories in the hope of attracting 
more customers. Directory listings are expensive however, 
and cannot be easily adjusted over periods of time. Further 
more, it is difficult for a merchant to know whether paying for 
directory listings is a productive marketing investment, since 
they cannot easily track which customers were attracted to the 
business from a directory listing versus other forms of adver 
tising. 

SUMMARY 

0012. The present system, roughly described, relates to 
enhancing the predictability, scalability and cost effective 
ness of online advertising with voice over IP connectivity and 
event tracking technologies. 
0013. In embodiments, a service provider maintains a list 
of merchants who want customers leads referred to them in 
the form of phone calls. The service provider displays adver 
tisements on behalf of merchants with the intent of encour 
aging customers to call participating businesses. These adver 
tisements may be displayed in online search results, in text 
links or banner ads on websites, or in text or graphical adver 
tising displayed in a communications client such as an instant 
messaging or email application. 
0014 Each of the advertisements displayed contains a 
clickable button or link that allows a user to instantly initiate 
a voice over IP call to the advertised merchant. The service 
providerpays for the call, and while the caller or the merchant 
may use their traditional PSTN phone lines, neither will incur 
telecommunications charges. 
0015 The service provider may be an enterprise service 
provider, such as MSNR, Yahoo.(R), AOL(R), or other online 
service providers. Alternatively or additionally, the service 
provider may be a partner to enterprise service providers, 
including search engines and online directories such as 411. 
com, whitepages.com and yellowpages.com. 
0016 Upon a merchant initially signing up with the ser 
vice provider for the free click-to-call service, the merchant is 
added to a white list that is stored on a secure database and 
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updated in real time. The white list stores a unique identifier 
which may be mapped within the database to the merchant's 
name and telephone number. After a merchant Subscribes to 
the service, potential customers may access the merchant's 
advertisement from a web page provided over a network Such 
as the Internet, or from a communications client such as an 
instant messaging or email application. 
0017. The service provider determines where and how 
often merchant advertisements are displayed and may adjust 
advertisement display schedules based on end user behavior 
(e.g. frequency with which previous advertisements were 
clicked) and/or based on the expected cost of completing 
calls. Thus, merchants that are willing to pay high advertising 
rates and that close sales with relatively short phone calls may 
have their ads displayed prominently and frequently. Mer 
chants who pay less or have lengthy phone conversations with 
their customers may receive less prominent or frequent adver 
tisement. 
0018 When a potential customer clicks on the merchant 
advertisement, the unique identifier for the selected merchant 
is passed to the white list. The white list retrieves an approved 
telephone number associated with the unique merchant iden 
tifier, which telephone number is then used to establish a 
telephone session between the potential customer and the 
merchant. 
0019. The service provider may additionally store demo 
graphic information relating to call. In embodiments, the call 
information includes the place from which the potential cus 
tomer placed the telephone call, the time the telephone call 
was placed, and/or the duration of the telephone call. Both the 
service provider and the merchant may use this information to 
determine the effectiveness of their advertisements and 
allows merchants to focus their advertisements and sales 
efforts where they will provide the greatest returns. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

0020 FIG. 1 is a flow chart of an embodiment for mer 
chants to subscribe to the free click-to-call service of the 
present system. 
0021 FIG. 2 is a flow chart of an embodiment of the 
operation of the free click-to-call service of the present sys 
tem. 

0022 FIG.3 is a block diagram of a system implementing 
one embodiment of the free click-to-call service of the 
present system. 
0023 FIG. 4 is an illustrative window presented on a 
graphical user interface showing a page for potential custom 
ers to contact merchants using the free click-to-call service of 
the present system. 
0024 FIG. 5 is a block diagram of computer hardware 
Suitable for implementing embodiments of the present sys 
tem. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

0025 Embodiments of the present system will now be 
described with reference to FIGS. 1-5 which in general relate 
to a method for increasing merchant revenues through on-line 
advertising and VoIP connectivity. Current VoIP scenarios 
require an end user or a merchant to pay for all VoIP calls that 
are terminated via PSTN. Embodiments of the present system 
relate to a business model and associated technology to 
encourage VoIP usage, drive revenue, and increase the value 
of advertising on a network. A network maintains a list of 
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merchants who have offered to pay for customer VoIP calls to 
their establishment. In an embodiment, when a user search 
reveals terms that suggest a user may be interested in one of 
these merchants, the merchant's advertisement is Surfaced 
and demarcated in a distinguishing manner to alert the user 
that a VoIP call to this merchant is free. The network main 
tains a real time connection with this merchant list and ren 
ders an advertisement in a distinguishing way in real time. 
When the user places the call, the network provider pays for 
the call and is reimbursed by the merchant. 
0026. Embodiments of the present system may be imple 
mented by the steps shown in FIGS. 1 and 2, and overa system 
shown in FIG. 3. FIGS. 1 and 2 are divided to show which 
steps are performed by which parties, namely, the potential 
customers, the merchants, and a service provider 200. Service 
provider 200 may be an enterprise service provider, such as 
MSNR, Yahoo.(R), AOL(R), or other online service providers. It 
is understood that at least some of the steps shown in FIGS. 1 
and 2 may be performed by parties other than as shown. 
0027. As shown in step 100 in FIG. 2, a merchant initially 
signs up with the service provider 200 for the free click-to 
call service according to the present system. In embodiments, 
upon the merchant subscribing to the free click-to-call service 
provided by the service provider, the service provider will pay 
for VoIP telephone calls made by a caller to the merchant, and 
initiated from an advertisement displayed by the service pro 
vider. A merchant may subscribe to the free click-to-call 
service as part of the pay-per-click Subscription described in 
the Background section. As one example, a merchant can pay 
the service provider one price for any VoIP calls placed, as 
well as for the ranking of the merchant's advertisement on a 
web page. In further embodiment, merchants might pay the 
service provider only for the display of their advertisements 
or to see call reporting data that help merchants track adver 
tising campaigns or optimize staffing to better accommodate 
demand patterns, with the service provider covering all costs 
of the calls. 

0028. Upon subscription to the free click-to-call service, 
each subscribing merchant is added to a “white list” in step 
102, which list is stored on a secure database 202 within 
service provider 200. As explained hereinafter, the white list 
may be stored on databases outside of the service provider in 
alternative embodiments. For each subscribing merchant, the 
white list may store a unique identifier which may be mapped 
within the database to the merchant's name, telephone num 
ber, and, in embodiments, other identifying merchant infor 
mation. The white list may be kept current and updated in real 
time to ensure that when a merchant's advertisement is placed 
and validated from the white list as explained hereinafter, it 
contains the most current information relating to the mer 
chant and the merchant's subscription to the free click-to-call 
service. 

0029. As shown in step 104 in FIG. 2, after a merchant 
Subscribes to the service, potential customers may access a 
web page 204 with the merchant's advertisement over a net 
work such as the Internet 206. As used here, the term “cus 
tomer may also include potential customers or others who 
use the click-to-call service to contact a merchant. As is 
known in the art, customers may access web page 204 via a 
computing device 208 which may for example be a desktop 
computer, a laptop computer, a tablet computer, a hand-held 
computer, agaming device. Such as an XBoxR gaming device 
from Microsoft Corporation, of Redmond, Wash., a mobile 
telephone and a personal digital assistant. Computing device 
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208 may include a client 210 such as for example a web 
browser. It is understood that client 210 may be additional 
clients including for example a short message service (SMS) 
client, and instant messaging client, and/or a client Supporting 
VoIP protocols. 
0030 Web page 204 may be any page from the World 
WideWeb on which a merchant advertisement may be placed. 
In one embodiment, web page 204 may be search results from 
a search generated from a search engine. Such pages may 
include unsponsored search results ranked according to rel 
evancy to a search query and/or sponsored search results 
ranked according to the merchants’ pay-per-click bid. One 
example of Such a search results page is shown in FIG. 4 
described hereinafter. Web page 204 may alternatively be any 
page including a downloaded application program Such as for 
example MSN toolbar. Such toolbars may include merchants 
advertisements. The merchant's advertisement may alterna 
tively appear on a web page from a partner of the service 
provider. For example, an enterprise service provider may 
partner with an online telephone directory service provider, 
Such as for example 411.com, whitepages.com, oryellowpag 
es.com. In providing search results for a given listing, Such 
partner Service providers may also include merchants adver 
tisements. Web page 204 may also be a merchant's website 
which includes an advertisement having the free click-to-call 
service described hereinafter. 

0031. In embodiments, web page 204 may be generated 
from a web server 212 which is part of service provider 200. 
However, it is understood that web page 204 may be included 
on a web server which is outside of and independent from 
service provider 200. Whether part of web server 212, or 
merely in communication with web server 212, the merchant 
information displayed on web page 204 is first validated from 
the white list on database 202 before being rendered on page 
204 (step 106). That is, the unique identifier used for each 
merchant displayed on a page 204 is compared against the 
unique identifiers stored on the white list to determine which, 
if any, of the merchants to be rendered on web page 204 
subscribe to the free click-to-call service. 

0032 Those which subscribe to the service may be ren 
dered on web page 204 with graphical indicators indicating 
the free click-to-call feature (step 108). For example, refer 
ring to FIG. 4, there is shown a sample search results on a web 
page 204 from a search for Japanese restaurants in the Seattle, 
Wash. area. It is of course understood that FIG. 4 is by way of 
example only and by no means is the present system limited 
to particular searches or particular geographical areas. How 
ever, in the example of FIG. 4, the search results include 
advertising listings 280 and larger space advertisement 282. 
As shown in FIG.4, the free click-to-call service for subscrib 
ers may be indicated by any of a variety of graphical indica 
tOrS. 

0033 For example, in listing 280a and in the larger space 
advertisement 282, the free click-to-call service is indicated 
by highlighting or shading the VoIP telephone number next to 
the advertisement. The free click-to-call feature may alterna 
tively or additionally be indicated by a highlighted, shaded 
and/or dedicated icon next to an advertising merchant or the 
advertising merchant's VoIP telephone number as in adver 
tising listing 280b. Additionally or alternatively, the free 
click-to-call feature may be indicated by the words “free call 
or other verbal phrase as shown in advertising listing 280c. It 
is understood that a single web page 204 may indicate Sub 
scribing merchants with any one of the above-described 
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graphical indicators, or a combination of the above-described 
graphical indicators. Those of skill in the art would appreciate 
other ways of visually indicating to potential callers the free 
click-to-call feature according to the present system. 
0034. In embodiments, only those subscribers subscribing 
to the free click-to-call service would include the free click 
to-call indicator. Thus, for example, as shown in FIG. 4, the 
advertiser at listing 280d does not subscribe to the service and 
does not include the free click-to-call graphical indicator. 
However, as explained hereinafter, a service provider may 
elect to provide the free click-to-call feature to all advertisers 
returned in a search results page or otherwise provided on a 
web page 204 regardless of whether the advertisers specifi 
cally pay for that feature. In such embodiments, the service 
provider may generate revenue from the merchants by pro 
viding demographic information regarding VoIP telephone 
calls made, as described hereinafter. As shown in FIG. 4, the 
free click-to-call service may be associated with both toll-free 
numbers, such as for example larger space advertisement 282, 
as well as toll numbers such as shown in advertising listings 
280. 

0035. After subscribers to the free click-to-call service are 
validated by the white list in step 106, the web page is ren 
dered in step 108 and may be perused by a potential purchaser 
in step 110. Potential purchasers who wish to establish a 
telephone session with a merchant utilizing the free click-to 
call feature may click on an advertisement, telephone num 
ber, and/or icon including the free click-to-call indicator in 
step 112. 
0036. After a potential customer clicks on the merchant 
listing, telephone number, or icon in step 112, the unique 
identifier for the selected merchant is passed to the white list 
in step 114. The white list retrieves an approved telephone 
number associated with the unique merchant identifier, which 
telephone number is then used to establish a telephone ses 
sion between the potential customerand the merchant in steps 
116 and 118 as explained in greater detail hereinafter. 
0037. In embodiments, for security reasons, clicking on 
the telephone number on web page 204 does not itself directly 
initiate the VoIP telephone session. Otherwise, it may be 
possible for users to hijack the listed telephone link to place a 
VoIP telephone call using the displayed link to a recipient 
other than the displayed merchant. Thus, in embodiments, 
clicking on a link does not initiate the VoIP call, but instead 
causes the approved telephone number to be retrieved from 
the white list for that merchant, and the VoIP call thereafter 
affected by the campaign manager. However, it is understood 
that clicking on the number in web page 204 may directly 
initiate the VoIP telephone call to the merchant in alternative 
embodiments. 

0038. In step 116 mentioned above, the database 202 
pushes the approved telephone number in a known file format 
to a campaign manager 214 within the service provider 200. 
Campaign manager 214 may be a known hardware and/or 
software device for affecting and controlling VoIP telephone 
calls by standard session initiation protocols (“SIP). As is 
known in the art, SIP is a standard protocol for initiating 
interactive user sessions involving multimedia elements such 
as VOIP. 

0039. In one embodiment, as indicated above, a VoIP cli 
ent may be downloaded to the computing device 208 of the 
potential customer. In Such embodiments, the campaign man 
ager 214 may include a software dialer of known design for 
initiating a VoIP telephone call from the caller over a VoIP 
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connection 216, which call may then be routed over a node to 
a PSTN telephone company partner 218 over a connection 
220. Thereafter, the telephone company partner may com 
plete the PSTN telephone call to a merchant telephone 222 
over a PSTN connection 224 in step 118. 
0040. In an alternative embodiment where the potential 
customer does not have a VoIP client on his/her computing 
device 212, the campaign manager may present a web page or 
otherwise allow the potential customer to contact the mer 
chant over a PSTN telephone call. For example, the campaign 
manager may prompt the telephone company partner to 
establish a PSTN connection 226 with the potential custom 
er's telephone 228. The telephone company partner may then 
establish the PSTN connection 224 with the merchant's tele 
phone 222 allowing the potential customer and merchant to 
speak to each other. 
0041. In the embodiment of FIG. 3, the merchant includes 
a PSTN telephone for receiving telephone calls from potential 
customers. Those of skill in the art will appreciate that the 
merchant may additionally or alternatively include VoIP 
capabilities within computing device 208 for receiving tele 
phone calls. In such embodiments, the PSTN connection 224 
to the merchant's telephone 222 may be replaced by a VoIP 
connection to the merchant's computing device 208. Those of 
skill in the art will appreciate other methods and protocols by 
which campaign manager 214 may initiate and control tele 
phone calls between potential customers and merchants. 
0042. It is a further aspect of the present system that call 
signaling for VoIP calls may be sent over different pathways 
than the actual media stream (content) of the VoIP calls. Often 
calls are initiated from behind firewalls or secure networks, 
which block outgoing VoIP calls. By separating the call sig 
nals from the media stream it is often easier for these calls to 
pass through secure networks. 
0043. As discussed above, computing device 208 may be a 
variety of devices including a mobile telephone. In embodi 
ments where computing device 208 is a mobile telephone, the 
present system provides the ability to initiate VoIP telephone 
calls through the mobile telephone using the free click-to-call 
service described above. In such embodiments, the cost of the 
call may be covered by the merchant, and may not count 
toward the user's minutes on their mobile telephone plan. As 
discussed in the previous paragraph, call signaling and media 
signals may be separate. Thus, a telephone call may be initi 
ated using VoIP protocols as described above, and then the 
media signal may go over the mobile phone PSTN. 
0044) The above described steps 116,118 may be invisible 

to the caller. Once a call is placed to a merchant in steps 116, 
118, a purchaser may simply here the phone ringing in step 
120, and a merchant may answer the call in step 122. There 
after, the call session between the potential purchaser and 
merchant takes place. If successful, the purchase is completed 
and the call is terminated in step 124. 
0045. In embodiments of the present system, the cam 
paign manager 214 further monitors information regarding 
the telephone call and passes that information to a merchant 
database 230 in a step 126. The merchant call information 
includes the place from which the potential customer placed 
the telephone call, the time the telephone call was placed, 
and/or the duration of the telephone call. Other merchant call 
information may be stored in merchant database 230. For 
example, in alternative embodiments, personal information 
of the caller may be known to the service provider and this 
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information may also be stored in the merchant database 
along with the merchant call information. 
0046. In a further aspect to the present system, a merchant 
may access the merchant call information stored in merchant 
database 230 to gain valuable insight into the effectiveness of 
their advertisements. For example, a merchant can access the 
merchant call information in a step 128 via a network con 
nection 206 and a web server 232 communicating the mer 
chant database 230 on service provider 200. Web server 232 
may be the same as or different than web server 212 which 
provides white list information. However, the merchant 
would access the merchant call information from merchant 
database 230 via a secure connection which in embodiments 
will be authenticated by the result of the merchant setting up 
a log-on name and password with their Subscription. 
0047. The demographics a merchant may receive for the 
merchant database 230 include the number of telephone calls 
placed to the merchant over a given period of time. This 
information may allow the merchant to evaluate how effective 
the merchant's advertisement is in getting people to call the 
merchant's establishment. The merchant database 230 may 
also include where telephone calls are coming from. This 
information may allow the merchant to focus their efforts on 
that area or to expand their service to include that area. The 
merchant database 230 may further provide the merchant 
with information relating to when calls are made. This infor 
mation may allow a merchant to determine whether large 
numbers of unanswered calls are being made before or after 
the merchant’s business hours. Moreover, if it is determined 
that the merchant receives a higher frequency of calls at given 
times, the merchant can increase their sales force during those 
times to better respond to the increased call rate at those times. 
The merchant database 230 may additionally provide the 
merchant with information regarding how long the telephone 
calls last. This will allow the merchant to determine whether 
hold times are longer at certain times, or whether calls take a 
longer period of time during certain times. 
0048. In this way, the free click-to-call system utilizing the 
merchant database of merchant call information can provide 
merchants with more information as to the effectiveness of 
their advertisements and allows merchants to focus their 
advertisements and sales efforts where they will provide the 
greatest returns. 
0049 Campaign manager 214 may include software for 
preventing click fraud. Click fraud may occur where com 
petitors try and increase the cost to a merchant by making 
repeated VoIP calls to the merchant. Campaign manager 214 
may address this problem by limiting calls from a single 
caller. Or, campaign manager 214 may only charge merchants 
where calls to the merchant last longer than a preset time 
period, such as for example 5 seconds. This would also allow 
merchants to avoid having to pay for aborted telephone calls 
made to the merchant by mistake. 
0050. While various subscription scenarios are contem 
plated, a merchant in general pays the service provider for the 
demographic information received for the merchant database, 
as well as for the cost of the telephone calls covered by the 
service provider. In one subscription model, the merchant 
may pay a single price for both of these services. Alterna 
tively, these services may be paid for separately so that the 
merchant pays for the demographic information and may for 
example pay per call made via a service provider. In a further 
subscription model, as briefly discussed above, the subscriber 
may provide free click-to-call service to all merchants, and 
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simply have the merchants pay for the demographic informa 
tion. In this model, all merchants appearing on web page 204 
would have free click-to-call graphics and a step 106 of vali 
dating merchants may be omitted. Other payment scenarios 
for different subscriptions are contemplated. 
0051. In a further aspect of the present system, in addition 
to merchants receiving demographic information, competi 
tors of the merchant who do not subscribe to the free click 
to-call service, but still want demographic information, may 
receive it. Competitors may receive aggregate information 
about VoIP telephone call patterns. For example, a competitor 
may receive information relating to the aggregate number of 
calls made to an area or from an area in a given period of time. 
The competitor may receive average call duration and/or 
average call frequency over the course of a day/week/month, 
etc. Competitors may receive additional aggregate call infor 
mation in alternative embodiments. 

0052. In many embodiments described above, interaction 
between potential customers and merchants is controlled 
through a single service provider 200, for example an enter 
prise service provider such as MSNR). In further embodi 
ments, one or more of the above-described processes may be 
split between two service providers, for example an enter 
prise service provider and a partner service provider. As dis 
cussed above, Such partners may include other search engine 
or directory services, such as for example 411.com, whitep 
ages.com and yellowpages.com. 
0053 For example, in an embodiment, the white list could 
be hosted by the service provider but made available and 
accessible to the partner service provider. Alternatively, the 
white list could be hosted by the service provider 200, but 
made available and accessible to the partner service provider. 
Alternatively, the white list may be hosted entirely on a part 
ner service provider website. Similarly, the merchant data 
base may be hosted on by the service provider, but made 
available and accessible to the partner service provider. Alter 
natively, the merchant database may be hosted entirely on a 
partner service provider website. In such an embodiment, the 
merchant call information may be obtained from the mer 
chants from the partner service providers (as indicated in step 
130 of FIG. 2). 
0054 FIG. 5 illustrates an example of a suitable general 
computing system environment 300 that may comprise any 
processing device shown herein on which the inventive sys 
tem may be implemented. The computing system environ 
ment 300 is only one example of a suitable computing envi 
ronment and is not intended to Suggest any limitation as to the 
scope of use or functionality of the inventive system. Neither 
should the computing system environment 300 be interpreted 
as having any dependency or requirement relating to any one 
or combination of components illustrated in the exemplary 
computing system environment 300. 
0055. The inventive system is operational with numerous 
other general purpose or special purpose computing systems, 
environments or configurations. Examples of well known 
computing systems, environments and/or configurations that 
may be suitable for use with the inventive system include, but 
are not limited to, personal computers, server computers, 
multiprocessor Systems, microprocessor-based systems, set 
top boxes, programmable consumer electronics, network 
PCs, minicomputers, mainframe computers, laptop and palm 
computers, hand held devices, distributed computing envi 
ronments that include any of the above systems or devices, 
and the like. 
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0056. With reference to FIG. 5, an exemplary system for 
implementing the inventive system includes a general pur 
pose computing device in the form of a computer 310. Com 
ponents of computer 310 may include, but are not limited to, 
a processing unit 320, a system memory 330, and a system 
bus 321 that couples various system components including 
the system memory to the processing unit 320. The system 
bus 321 may be any of several types of bus structures includ 
ing a memory bus or memory controller, a peripheral bus, and 
a local bus using any of a variety of bus architectures. By way 
of example, and not limitation, such architectures include 
Industry Standard Architecture (ISA) bus, Micro Channel 
Architecture (MCA) bus, Enhanced ISA (EISA) bus, Video 
Electronics Standards Association (VESA) local bus, and 
Peripheral Component Interconnect (PCI) bus also known as 
Mezzanine bus. 

0057 Computer 310 may include a variety of computer 
readable media. Computer readable media can be any avail 
able media that can be accessed by computer 310 and includes 
both volatile and nonvolatile media, removable and non-re 
movable media. By way of example, and not limitation, com 
puter readable media may comprise computer storage media 
and communication media. Computer storage media includes 
both volatile and nonvolatile, removable and non-removable 
media implemented in any method or technology for storage 
of information Such as computer readable instructions, data 
structures, program modules or other data. Computer storage 
media includes, but is not limited to, RAM, ROM, EEPROM, 
flash memory or other memory technology, CD-ROM, digital 
Versatile discs (DVD) or other optical disc storage, magnetic 
cassettes, magnetic tape, magnetic disc storage or other mag 
netic storage devices, or any other medium which can be used 
to store the desired information and which can be accessed by 
computer 310. Communication media typically embodies 
computer readable instructions, data structures, program 
modules or other data in a modulated data signal Such as a 
carrier wave or other transport mechanism and includes any 
information delivery media. The term “modulated data sig 
nal” means a signal that has one or more of its characteristics 
set or changed in Such a manner as to encode information in 
the signal. By way of example, and not limitation, communi 
cation media includes wired media Such as a wired network or 
direct-wired connection, and wireless media Such as acoustic, 
RF, infrared and other wireless media. Combinations of any 
of the above are also included within the scope of computer 
readable media. 

0058. The system memory 330 includes computer storage 
media in the form of volatile and/or nonvolatile memory such 
as ROM 331 and RAM 332. A basic input/output system 
(BIOS)333, containing the basic routines that help to transfer 
information between elements within computer 310, such as 
during start-up, is typically stored in ROM 331. RAM 332 
typically contains data and/or program modules that are 
immediately accessible to and/or presently being operated on 
by processing unit 320. By way of example, and not limita 
tion, FIG. 5 illustrates operating system 334, application pro 
grams 335, other program modules 336, and program data 
337. 

0059. The computer 310 may also include other remov 
able/non-removable, Volatile/nonvolatile computer storage 
media. By way of example only, FIG. 5 illustrates a hard disc 
drive 341 that reads from or writes to a non-removable, non 
volatile magnetic media and a magnetic disc drive 351 that 
reads from or writes to a removable, nonvolatile magnetic 
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disc 352. Computer 310 may further include an optical media 
reading device 355 to read and/or write to an optical media. 
0060. Other removable/non-removable, volatile/nonvola 

tile computer storage media that can be used in the exemplary 
operating environment include, but are not limited to, mag 
netic tape cassettes, flash memory cards, digital versatile 
discs, digital video tape, solid state RAM, solid state ROM, 
and the like. The hard disc drive 341 is typically connected to 
the system bus 321 through a non-removable memory inter 
face such as interface 340, magnetic disc drive 351 and opti 
cal media reading device 355 are typically connected to the 
system bus 321 by a removable memory interface, such as 
interface 350. 

0061 The drives and their associated computer storage 
media discussed above and illustrated in FIG. 5 provide stor 
age of computer readable instructions, data structures, pro 
gram modules and other data for the computer 310. In FIG. 5, 
for example, hard disc drive 341 is illustrated as storing 
operating system 344, application programs 345, other pro 
gram modules 346, and program data 347. These components 
can either be the same as or different from operating system 
334, application programs 335, other program modules 336, 
and program data 337. Operating system 344, application 
programs 345, other program modules 346, and program data 
347 are given different numbers here to illustrate that, at a 
minimum, they are different copies. A user may enter com 
mands and information into the computer 310 through input 
devices such as a keyboard 362 and a pointing device 361, 
commonly referred to as a mouse, trackball or touch pad. 
Other input devices (not shown) may include a microphone, 
joystick, game pad, satellite dish, Scanner, or the like. These 
and other input devices are often connected to the processing 
unit 320 through a user input interface 360 that is coupled to 
the system bus 321, but may be connected by other interface 
and bus structures, such as a parallel port, game port or a 
universal serial bus (USB). A monitor 391 or other type of 
display device is also connected to the system bus 321 via an 
interface, such as a video interface 390. In addition to the 
monitor, computers may also include other peripheral output 
devices such as speakers 397 and printer 396, which may be 
connected through an output peripheral interface 395. 
0062. The computer 310 may operate in a networked envi 
ronment using logical connections to one or more remote 
computers, such as a remote computer 380. The remote com 
puter 380 may be a personal computer, a server, a router, a 
network PC, a peer device or other common network node, 
and typically includes many or all of the elements described 
above relative to the computer 310, although only a memory 
storage device 381 has been illustrated in FIG. 5. The logical 
connections depicted in FIG. 5 include a local area network 
(LAN)371 and a wide area network (WAN)373, but may also 
include other networks. Such networking environments are 
commonplace in offices, enterprise-wide computer networks, 
intranets and the Internet. 

0063. When used in a LAN networking environment, the 
computer 310 is connected to the LAN 371 through a network 
interface or adapter 370. When used in a WAN networking 
environment, the computer 310 typically includes a modem 
372 or other means for establishing communications over the 
WAN373, such as the Internet. The modem 372, which may 
be internal or external, may be connected to the system bus 
321 via the user input interface 360, or other appropriate 
mechanism. In a networked environment, program modules 
depicted relative to the computer 310, or portions thereof, 
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may be stored in the remote memory storage device. By way 
of example, and not limitation, FIG. 5 illustrates remote 
application programs 385 as residing on memory device 381. 
It will be appreciated that the network connections shown are 
exemplary and other means of establishing a communications 
link between the computers may be used. 
0064. The foregoing detailed description of the inventive 
system has been presented for purposes of illustration and 
description. It is not intended to be exhaustive or to limit the 
inventive system to the precise form disclosed. Many modi 
fications and variations are possible in light of the above 
teaching. The described embodiments were chosen in order to 
best explain the principles of the inventive system and its 
practical application to thereby enable others skilled in the art 
to best utilize the inventive system in various embodiments 
and with various modifications as are Suited to the particular 
use contemplated. It is intended that the scope of the inventive 
system be defined by the claims appended hereto. 
We claim: 
1. A method for a merchant to advertise to customers via a 

service provider, comprising the steps of 
(a) providing a webpage including merchant information; 
(b) validating the merchant information against a stored list 

of merchant information; 
(c) receiving a unique identifier for the merchant; 
(d) mapping the unique identifier to a telephone number for 

the merchant; and 
(e) establishing a voice connection between a customerand 

the merchant using the telephone number by establish 
ing the telephone call over a first voice over IP pathway, 
and sending a media stream for the telephone call over a 
second voice over IP pathway different than the first IP 
pathway. 

2. A method as recited in claim 1, said step (e) of establish 
ing the telephone call over a first voice over IP pathway 
comprising the steps of sending calling signals for establish 
ing the telephone call over the first IP pathway, and transform 
ing voice from the voice over IP telephone call into voice 
signals. 

3. A method as recited in claim 1, said step (e) of establish 
ing the telephone call over a first voice over IP pathway 
comprising the step of passing the telephone number to a 
dialer to establish the telephone connection. 

4. A method as recited in claim 1, further comprising the 
step of storing in a memory a listing of the unique identifiers 
and associated telephone numbers for merchants who have 
subscribed to have the service provider provide voice connec 
tions between the merchants and customers. 

5. A method as recited in claim 1, further comprising the 
step of presenting an advertisement for the Subscribing mer 
chant to customers in response to searches by the customers 
for goods and/or services provided by the Subscribing mer 
chants. 

6. A method as recited in claim 1, the web page being 
identified from accessing an advertisement for the merchant 
from one of a toolbar, an online search directory and a web 
site operated by the merchant. 

7. A method as recited in claim 1, further comprising the 
step of validating the merchant prior to rendering the web 
page from a list of merchants Subscribing to the service. 

8. A method as recited in claim 1, further comprising the 
step of updating the merchants listed in the stored list of 
merchant information in real time. 
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9. A method of facilitating a telephone interaction between 
a customer and a merchant via a service provider, the cus 
tomer being presented with a telephone number for the mer 
chant over a web page, the method comprising the steps of 

(a) receiving a unique identifier for the merchant whose 
telephone number was selected from the web page by the 
customer, 

(b) mapping the unique identifier received in said step (a) to 
a telephone number for the merchant; 

(c) establishing a voice connection between the customer 
and the merchant using the telephone number mapped in 
said step (b) by establishing the telephone call over a first 
Voice over IP pathway, and sending a media stream for 
the telephone call over a second voice over IP pathway 
different than the first IP pathway. 

10. A method as recited in claim 9, said step (c) comprising 
the steps of i) sending calling signals for establishing the 
telephone call over a first voice over IP pathway, ii) trans 
forming voice from the voice over IP telephone call into voice 
signals, and iii) sending a media stream of the Voice signals 
for the telephone call over a second voice over IP pathway 
different than the first voice over IP pathway. 

11. A method as recited in claim 10, said step (c) compris 
ing the step of facilitating a public Switched telephone net 
work connection. 

12. A method as recited in claim 10, further comprising the 
step of selecting a web page using a mobile phone, the step of 
sending a media stream for the telephone call comprising the 
step of sending the media stream over a public Switched 
telephone network mobile telephone connection. 

13. A method as recited in claim 9, further comprising the 
step of arranging for the telephone interaction between the 
customer and the merchant to be free of charge to the cus 
tOmer. 

14. A method of facilitating a telephone interaction 
between a customer and a merchant via a service provider as 
recited in claim 9, further comprising the step of providing the 
merchant with demographic information relating to at least 
one of the customer and the telephone session. 

15. A method as recited in claim 14, said step of providing 
demographic information comprising the step of providing 
information relating to at least one of the number of calls 
from customers, the duration of the calls from customers, the 
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location of origin of calls from customers, and the time at 
which calls from customers are made. 

16. A method of facilitating a voice over IP telephone 
session between a merchant and customers via a service pro 
vider, the method comprising the steps of 

(a) offering a subscription to the merchant for a service 
allowing the customers to identify the merchant from a 
webpage and contact the merchant via a telephone con 
nection through the service provider; 

(b) maintaining a list of merchants that have Subscribed to 
the service, the list including an identifier for subscrib 
ing merchants and a telephone number for Subscribing 
merchants; 

(c) receiving an indication that a customer wishes to estab 
lish a telephone session with a merchant; 

(d) validating the merchant information against the list of 
merchants maintained in said step (b): 

(e) obtaining a unique identifier for the merchant; 
(f) mapping the unique identifier to a telephone number for 

the merchant; and 
(g) establishing a voice connection between a customer 

and the merchant using the telephone number by estab 
lishing the telephone call over a first voice over IP path 
way, and sending a media stream for the telephone call 
over a second voice over IP pathway different than the 
first IP pathway. 

17. A method as recited in claim 16, further comprising the 
step (h) of storing information relating to the telephone ses 
Sion. 

18. A method as recited in claim 17, further comprising the 
step () of providing the information stored in said step (h) to 
the merchant. 

19. A method as recited in claim 17, further comprising the 
step (k) of providing the information stored in said step (h) to 
a competitor of the merchant. 

20. A method as recited in claim 16, said step (g) of estab 
lishing the telephone call over a first voice over IP pathway 
comprising the steps of sending calling signals for establish 
ing the telephone call over the first IP pathway, and transform 
ing voice from the voice over IP telephone call into voice 
signals. 


