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SEARCH AND CHAT INTEGRATION SYSTEM

FIELD
In general, embodiments of the invention relate to systems, methods, and
computer program products for improving customer service. More specifically,
embodiments of the invention relate to receiving a search query from a customer and,
based at least partially thercon, opening a chat session between the customer and a

customer service associate.

BACKGROUND

One of the major frustrations customers have with businesses is the difficulty, or
even inability, to directly engage its customer service representatives when needed. For
example, many customers complain about the difficulty in trying to speak to an actual
customer service associate over the phone. Others complain that their letters to customer
service associates are returned too late or never returned at all. Still others complain
about unhelpful business websites and the difficulty in finding information relevant to
their problems on those sites. As a result of these and other experiences, customers may
become frustrated, patronize the business less, or even stop patronizing it altogether.

Accordingly, it would be desirable if a system, method, or computer program
product could be provided that would help address customers’ problems more
expeditiously. Preferably, the system, method, or computer program product would help
customer service associates directly engage customers early in the service experience, in
order to help prevent the customer from losing interest in the business and help prevent

the business from losing the customer.

BRIEF SUMMARY OF EMBODIMENTS OF THE INVENTION
Embodiments of the invention provide systems, methods, and computer program
products for providing improved customer service by presenting a customer with an
invitation to chat with a customer service associate who is skilled in a subject matter of
interest to the customer and is currently available to chat with the customer. For
example, in one embodiment, a system is provided having a communication interface

configured to receive a search query from a consumer, such as an Internet search query
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entered into a search field of a web page. The system further comprises a processor
operatively coupled to the communication interface and configured to compare
information about the search query to one or more rules stored in a memory to determine
whether a customer service associate skilled in an area related to the subject matter of the
search query is currently available to chat with the consumer over, for example, the
Internet.

For example, one embodiment of the invention provides a system comprising a
communication interface and a processor operatively coupled to the communication
interface. The communication interface is configured to receive a search query from a
user. The processor is configured to facilitate a chat session based on a comparison of
information about the search query to a rule. In one embodiment of the system, the
information about the search query comprises the search query itself. In one
embodiment, the chat session comprises substantially real-time electronic communication
between, for example, the user and a chat agent. In one embodiment, the rule relates at
least partially to whether the chat agent is skilled in a subject matter related to the search
query. In one embodiment, the rule relates at least partially to whether the chat agent is
currently available to chat. In one embodiment, the processor is further configured to
initiate a search using the search query. The search query may involve a request to
search at least a portion of the Internet.

In one embodiment, the system further includes a memory device operatively
coupled to the processor and comprising the rule stored therein. In such an embodiment,
the processor is configured to compare the information about the search query with the
rule, and to determine whether there exists a chat agent skilled in a subject matter related
to the user-initiated search query based at least partially on a comparison of the
information about the search query with the rule. In another embodiment, the processor
is configured to compare the information about the search query with the rule, and to
determine whether a chat agent skilled in a subject matter related to the user-initiated
search query is currently available to chat based at least partially on a comparison of the
information about the search query with the rule.

Embodiments of the invention further provide a system having a communication

interface configured to receive information about a user-initiated search query, and a

-2-



WO 2010/059524 PCT/US2009/064411

processor operatively coupled to the communication interface and configured to
determine whether there exists a chat agent skilled in a subject matter related to the user-
initiated search query. In one embodiment, the processor is further configured to
determine whether the chat agent skilled in a subject matter related to the user-initiated
search query is currently available to chat. In one embodiment, the processor is further
configured to use the communication interface to communicate information about
whether there exists a chat agent in a subject matter related to the user-initiated search
query to another device.

In one embodiment, the system includes a memory device operatively coupled to
the processor and comprising a chat agent skill set. In such an embodiment, the
processor is configured to compare the information about a user-initiated search query
with the chat agent skill set. The processor is then further configured to determine
whether there exists a chat agent skilled in a subject matter related to the user-initiated
search query based at least partially on a comparison of the information about a user-
initiated search query with the chat agent skill set. In one such embodiment, the memory
device provides a substantially real-time representation of at least a portion of the chat
agent skill set.

In one embodiment, the system includes a memory device operatively coupled to
the processor and comprising a chat agent availability. In such an embodiment, the
processor is configured to compare the information about a user-initiated search query
with the chat agent availability. The processor is then configured to determine whether a
chat agent skilled in a subject matter related to the user-initiated search query is available
to chat based at least partially on a comparison of the information about a user-initiated
search query with the chat agent availability. In one such embodiment, the memory
device provides a substantially real-time representation of at least a portion of the chat
agent availability.

In one embodiment, the system includes a memory device operatively coupled to
the processor and comprising a list of subject matters. In one such embodiment, the
processor is configured to determine a subject matter that the search query is related to
and compare the subject matter to the list of subject matters. The processor is then

configured to determine whether there exists a chat agent skilled in a subject matter
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related to the user-initiated search query based at least partially on a comparison of the
subject matter to the list of subject matters.

In one embodiment of the system, the processor is configured to initiate a chat
between a chat agent and the user if the processor determines that there exists a chat
agent skilled in a subject matter related to the user-initiated search query. The processor
may be configured to initiate the chat by communicating with a chat system configured to
send an invitation to the user to join the chat. The processor may be configured to initiate
the chat by sending a chat message to a user terminal. The processor may be configured
to initiate the chat by sending a chat vendor client to a user terminal, wherein the chat
vendor client is configured to contact a chat vendor.

In one embodiment of the system, the processor is configured to determine
whether there exists a chat agent skilled in a subject matter related to the user-initiated
search query by comparing the received information about the user-initiated search query
to a rule and communicating with a comparison system based on a comparison of the
received information about the user-initiated search query to the rule.

In some embodiments, the information about the user-initiated search query
comprises the user-initiated search query, and, in some embodiments, the information
about the user-initiated search query comprises information about the subject matter of
the user-initiated search query. In one embodiment, the communication device is
configured to receive the information about the user-initiated search query from a user
terminal. In one embodiment, the communication device is configured to receive the
information about the user-initiated search query from a search front end system.

In some embodiments of the system, the processor is further configured to initiate
a search using the information received about the user-initiated search query. In one
embodiment, the search comprises a search of materials on at least a portion of the
Internet. In one embodiment, the processor is further configured to use the
communication interface to communicate results of the search to a user terminal.

Embodiments of the invention further provide a customer service system having a
server configured to provide a web page having a search field, said search field allowing
a user to enter a search query. The system further includes a processing device

configured to provide the user with an invitation to chat with a particular customer
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service associate based on the search query entered into the search field. For example, in
one embodiment, the processing device is configured to receive the search query,
determine the subject matter of the search query, and determine whether a customer
service associate specializing in the subject matter of the search query is currently
available to chat with the user.

Embodiments of the invention further provide a system for directing a user to a
chat session with a chat agent, the system including a device configured to receive a
search query from the user, return a search result to the user based at least partially on the
search query, compare the search query to a rule, and present the user with a path to the
chat session based at least partially on a comparison of the search query to the rule. In
some embodiments, the rule relates at least partially to whether there exists a chat agent
skilled in a subject matter related to the search query. In some embodiments, the rule
relates at least partially to whether the chat agent is available to chat.

Embodiments of the invention further provide a method of directing a user to a
chat session. In one embodiment, the method includes: (1) receiving a search query from
a user via a computer apparatus; (2) comparing the search query to information stored in
a memory of a computer apparatus; and (3) using a computer apparatus to present to the
user a path to a chat session based at least partially on a comparison of the search query
to the information stored in the memory. In some embodiments, the method further
involves returning a search result to the user using a computer apparatus, said search
result comprising information related to the search query. In some embodiments, the
method further involves performing a search using a computer apparatus, said search
comprising a search for information related to the search query. In some embodiments,
the chat session comprises substantially real-time communication between the user and a
chat agent.

In some embodiments of the method, comparing the search query to information
stored in a memory of a computer apparatus involves: (1) comparing information about
the search query to information about a chat agent skill set; and (2) determining whether
there exists a chat agent skilled in a subject matter related to the search query based at
least partially on a comparison of the information about the search query with the

information about the chat agent skill set. In some embodiments of the method,
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comparing the search query to information stored in a memory of a computer apparatus
involves: (1) comparing information about the search query to substantially real-time
information about chat agent availability; and (2) determining whether there a chat agent
is currently available to chat with the user based at least partially on a comparison of
information about the search query to the substantially real-time information about chat
agent availability.

Embodiments of the invention further provide a computer program product for
providing customer service, where the computer program product includes a computer-
readable storage medium having computer-readable program code portions stored
therein. In one embodiment, the computer-readable program code portions include: (1) a
search portion configured for receiving a search query from a customer and returning a
search result to the customer based at least partially on the search query; (2) a chat
portion configured for facilitating a chat session, the chat session comprising
substantially real-time electronic communication between the customer and a customer
service associate; and (3) a comparison portion configured for comparing the search
query to a rule and presenting the customer with a path to the chat session based at least
partially on a comparison between the search query and the rule. In some embodiments,
the rule is based at least partially on whether a subject matter of the search query at least
partially relates to a skill set of a customer service associate. In some embodiments the

rule is further based at least partially on customer service associate availability.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Having thus described embodiments of the invention in general terms, reference
will now be made to the accompanying drawings, which are not necessarily drawn to
scale, and wherein:

Figure 1 is a flow diagram illustrating the general process flow of a Search and
Chat Integration System, in accordance with an embodiment of the present invention;

Figure 2 is a block diagram illustrating high-level components of a Search and
Chat Integration System, in accordance with an embodiment of the present invention;

Figure 3 is a block diagram illustrating the components of a Search and Chat

Integration System, in accordance with an embodiment of the present invention;
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Figure 4 is a flow diagram illustrating the general process flow of a Search and
Chat Integration System, in accordance with an embodiment of the present invention; and

Figure 5 illustrates an exemplary graphical user interface displayed on a user
terminal in the Search and Chat Integration System, in accordance with an embodiment

of the present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF EMBODIMENTS OF THE INVENTION

Embodiments of the present invention now will be described more fully
hereinafter with reference to the accompanying drawings, in which some, but not all,
embodiments of the invention are shown. Indeed, the invention may be embodied in
many different forms and should not be construed as limited to the embodiments set forth
herein; rather, these embodiments are provided so that this disclosure will satisfy
applicable legal requirements. Where possible, any terms expressed in the singular form
herein are meant to also include the plural form, and vice versa. Also, as used herein, the
term “a” shall mean “one or more,” even though the phrase “one or more” is also used
herein. Like numbers refer to like elements throughout.

Although some of the embodiments of the invention described herein are
generally described as involving a “bank,” one of ordinary skill in the art will appreciate
that other embodiments of the invention may involve other businesses or financial
institutions that take the place of or work in conjunction with the bank to perform one or
more of the processes or steps described herein as being performed by a bank.

As will be appreciated by one of skill in the art, the present invention may be
embodied as a method, system, computer program product, or a combination of the
foregoing. Accordingly, embodiments of the present invention may take the form of an
entirely software embodiment (including firmware, resident software, micro-code, etc.),
or an embodiment combining software and hardware aspects that may generally be
referred to herein as a “system.” Furthermore, embodiments of the present invention may
take the form of a computer program product comprising a computer-readable storage
medium having computer-readable program code/computer-readable instructions
embodied in the medium.

Any suitable computer-readable medium may be utilized. The computer-

readable medium may be, for example but not limited to, an electronic, magnetic, optical,
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electromagnetic, infrared, or semiconductor system, apparatus, or device. For example,
in one embodiment, the computer-readable medium includes a tangible medium such as a
portable computer diskette, a hard disk, a random access memory (RAM), a read-only
memory (ROM), an erasable programmable read-only memory (EPROM or Flash
memory), a compact disc read-only memory (CD-ROM), and/or other tangible optical or
magnetic storage device. Note that the computer-readable medium could even be paper
or another suitable medium upon which the program is printed, as the program can be
electronically captured, via, for instance, optical scanning of the paper or other medium,
then compiled, interpreted, or otherwise processed in a suitable manner, if necessary, and
then stored in computer memory.

Computer program code/computer-readable instructions for carrying out
operations of the present invention may be written in an object oriented, scripted or
unscripted programming language such as Java, Perl, Smalltalk, C++ or the like.
However, the computer program code/computer-readable instructions for carrying out
operations of the invention may also be written in conventional procedural programming
languages, such as the “C” programming language or similar programming languages.

Embodiments of the present invention are described below with reference to
flowchart illustrations and/or block diagrams of methods, apparatus (systems) and
computer program products according to embodiments of the invention. It will be
understood that each block of the flowchart illustrations and/or block diagrams, and
combinations of blocks in the flowchart illustrations and/or block diagrams, can be
implemented by computer program instructions. These computer program instructions
may be provided to a processor of a general purpose computer, special purpose computer,
or other programmable data processing apparatus to produce a particular machine, such
that the instructions, which execute via the processor of the computer or other
programmeable data processing apparatus, create means for implementing the
functions/acts specified in the flowchart and/or block diagram block or blocks.

These computer program instructions may also be stored in a computer-readable
memory that can direct a computer or other programmable data processing apparatus to

function in a particular manner, such that the instructions stored in the computer readable
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memory produce an article of manufacture including instruction means which implement
the function/act specified in the flowchart and/or block diagram block or blocks.

The computer program instructions may also be loaded onto a computer or other
programmable data processing apparatus to cause a series of operational steps to be
performed on the computer or other programmable apparatus to produce a computer-
implemented process such that the instructions which execute on the computer or other
programmable apparatus provide steps for implementing the functions/acts specified in
the flowchart and/or block diagram block or blocks. Alternatively, computer program
implemented steps or acts may be combined with operator or human implemented steps
or acts in order to carry out an embodiment of the invention.

Figure 1 provides an exemplary flow diagram illustrating the general process flow
100 of a Search and Chat Integration System, in accordance with an embodiment of the
present invention. As represented by block 110, a user first enters a search query into a
Search and Chat Integration System, which then, as represented by block 120, returns a
search result to the user based at least partially on the search query. As represented by
blocks 130 and 140, the Search and Chat Integration System is also configured to
compare the search query to a rule and present to the user a path to a chat session based at
least partially on the comparison between the search query and the rule.

The order of the processes described in blocks 120, 130, and 140 in Figure 1 is
merely exemplary and may vary. For example, the Search and Chat Integration System
may compare the search query to a rule before, after, or substantially simultaneous with
returning a search result to the user. As another example, the Search and Chat Integration
System may present to the user a path to a chat session before, after, or substantially
simultaneous with returning a search result to the user. Likewise, the above use of the
singular form for search query, rule, and search result is for simplicity only and is not
meant to be limiting there or anywhere else herein. Indeed, the various embodiments of
the Search and Chat Integration System described herein are capable of receiving one or
more search queries, returning one or more search results, and comparing one or more
search queries to one or more rules.

Figure 2 provides a Search and Chat Integration System 200, including a User
Interface System 210, Search System 220, Comparison System 230, and Chat System
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240. User Interface System 210 is operatively coupled to Search System 220 and Chat
System 240. Search System 220 is operatively coupled to User Interface System 210 and
Comparison System 230. Comparison System 230 is operatively coupled to Search
System 220. Chat System 240 is operatively coupled to User Interface System 210.

User Interface System 210 is configured to send a search query, receive a search
result based at least partially on a search query, receive a chat message, send a chat
message, receive an instruction to display a path to a chat session, and facilitate opening a
chat session. Search System 220 is configured to receive a search query, send
information about a search query, receive an instruction to send a chat message, send a
chat message, and send a search result based at least partially on a search query.
Comparison System 230 is configured to receive information about a search query and
send an instruction to send a chat message. Chat System 240 is configured to receive a
chat message, send an instruction to display a path to a chat session, and facilitate
opening a chat session between a user and a chat agent.

In one embodiment of the invention, Search and Chat Integration System 200 is
configured to perform the processes illustrated in Figure 1. Accordingly, the user enters a
search query into User Interface System 210, which is then sent to Search System 220.
Search System 220 receives the search query, performs a search, and returns a search
result to User Interface System 210 based at least partially on the search query. The User
Interface System 210 then presents the search result to user. Search System 220 also
sends information about the search query to Comparison System 230, where the
information is compared to a rule. Based at least partially on the comparison of the
information about the search query to the rule, Comparison System 230 sends an
instruction to Search System 220 to send a chat message to User Interface System 210.
After receiving the chat message, User Interface System 210 forwards the chat message
to Chat System 240. After receiving the chat message, Chat System 240 sends back to
User Interface System 210 an instruction to present the user with a path to a chat session.
Once the path is presented to the user by the User Interface System 210, the user follows
the path and a chat session between User Interface System 210 and Chat System 240 is

opened.
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The order of the processes described in Figure 2 is merely exemplary and may
vary. For example, Search System 220 may return a search result to User Interface
System 210 before, after, or substantially simultaneous with Search System 220 sending a
chat message to User Interface System 210. As another example, Chat System 240 may
send to User Interface System 210 an instruction to display a path to a chat session
before, after, or substantially simultaneous with Search System 220 sending a search
result to User Interface System 210.

Additionally, although Figure 2 describes one particular way of sending a chat
message from Search System 220 to Chat System 240 via User Interface System 210,
other embodiments of the invention may involve a different system and method for
sending a chat message to the Chat System 240. For example, Search System 220 may
send a chat message directly to Chat System 240, which then sends to User Interface
System 210 via Search System 220 an instruction to display a path to a chat session.
Alternatively, Search Entity 220 may send a chat message directly to Chat Entity 240,
which then sends an instruction to display a path to a chat session directly to User
Interface System 210. In still another exemplary embodiment, Comparison System 230
sends a chat message directly to Chat System 240, which then sends to User Interface
System 210, directly or via Search System 220, an instruction to display a path to a chat
session.

Although Figure 2 depicts the User Interface System 210, Search System 220,
Comparison System 230, and Chat System 240 as separate systems, the systems may or
may not be performed by different hardware, software, or entities. For example, in one
embodiment, some or all of these systems may be combined into a single system using
the same software and/or hardware, i.e. Search System 220 and Comparison System 230
may be portions of a single Search and Comparison System configured to receive a
search query, send a search result based at least partially on the search query, compare
the search query to a rule, and send a chat message based at least partially on the
comparison of the search query to the rule. In other embodiments, each system has its
own hardware and/or software and does not share its hardware and/or software with the
other systems. In some embodiments, some or all of the systems in the Search and Chat

Integration System 200 may be separated into two or more distinct entities, i.e. Chat
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System 240 may be separated into a Chat Message System configured to communicate
with User Interface System 210, and a Chat Session System configured to open a chat
session between itself and User Interface System 210, where each system uses different
hardware and/or software to perform their respective functions.

In addition, the system illustrated in Figure 2 may be controlled, operated,
maintained, etc. (hereinafter “maintained’) by the same or separate parties. For example,
a user may maintain the User Interface System 210, a bank or its agent may maintain the
Search System 220 and the Comparison System 230, and a third party vendor may
maintain the Chat System 240. As another example, a bank may maintain the entire
Search and Chat Integration System 200, including User Interface System 210, Search
System 220, Comparison System 230, and Chat System 240.

Referring now to Figures 3 and 4, an exemplary Search and Chat Integration
System 300 and flow diagram 400 are provided to provide a more detailed description of
one exemplary embodiment of the invention. The system and process described in Figure
3 and 4 are directed at integrating search applications with chat applications to improve
customer service. For example, a bank customer may enter the word “mortgage” into a
search field of the bank’s website that incorporates the Search and Chat Integration
System 300 and performs the steps in the flow diagram 400. In addition to processing the
search query and producing a list of relevant search results, the Search and Chat
Integration System 300 and the process described in the flow diagram 400 also invite the
customer to join a chat session with one of the bank’s mortgage specialists if one is
available. By integrating the search and chat features of its website, the bank presents its
customers with the opportunity to speak directly to a customer service associate much
earlier in the process.

It should be noted that the term “customer,” as described in many of the
embodiments herein, means a person or business that is a past, current, or potential
customer of a bank. However, in other embodiments of the present invention, the term
“customer,” as well as the term “user,” may include any person, association, machine,
apparatus, and/or any other thing capable of using a Search and Chat Integration System.

Likewise, the term “customer service associate,” as described in many of the

embodiments herein, means a customer service representative of a bank capable of
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participating in a chat session with a past, current, or potential customer of the bank.
However, in other embodiments of the present invention, the term “customer service
associate,” as well as the term “chat agent,” may include any person, association,

machine, apparatus, and/or any other thing capable of participating in a chat session.

Referring now specifically to Figure 3, a Search and Chat Integration System 300
is provided, which includes a Terminal 310, Search Front End 320, Analysis Vendor 330,
and Chat Vendor 340. The systems that make up the Search and Chat Integration System
300 may be communicatively coupled with one or more networks. The network(s)
linking the Terminal 310, Search Front End 320, Analysis Vendor 330, and/or Chat
Vendor 340 to one another may include a local area network (LAN), a wide area network
(WAN), and/or a Global Area Network (GAN), such as the Internet. The networks may
comprise wireless and/or wireline technology.

The Terminal 310 is operatively coupled to the Search Front End 320 and the
Chat Vendor 340, and may include, for example, a personal computer system, a mobile
phone, a personal digital assistant, a public kiosk, or other type of computing device. As
illustrated, the Terminal 310 comprises a Communication Interface 312, Processor 314,
Memory 315 having a Browser Application 316, and User Interface 318.

The Communication Interface 312, like all other communication interfaces
described herein, is comprised of hardware, and, in some instances, software, that enables
one portion of the Search and Chat Integration System 300, such as Terminal 310, to
transport, send, receive, or otherwise communicate information to and/or from the
communication interface of another portion of the Search and Chat Integration System
300. For example, the communication interface 312 may include a modem, server, or
other electronic device that communicatively couples the Terminal 310 to another
electronic device, such as the electronic devices that make up the Search Front End 320,
the Analysis Vendor 330, the Chat Vendor 340, and/or one or more networks linking the
Terminal 310 to these other portions of the Search and Chat Integration System 300.

The Processor 314, like all other processors described herein, includes circuitry
required for implementing audio, visual, and/or logic functions of the Terminal 310. For
example, the Processor 314 may be comprised of a digital signal processor device, a

microprocessor device, and various analog-to-digital converters, digital-to-analog
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converters, and other support circuits. Control and signal processing functions of the
Terminal 310 are allocated between these devices according to their respective
capabilities. The Processor 314 may include functionality to operate one or more
software programs based on computer-readable instructions thereof, which may be stored
in the Terminal’s Memory 315, such as the Browser Application 316.

The Browser Application 316 may be any computer-readable instructions
configured to allow the terminal to communicate with other devices over a network
using, for example, one or more network or system communication protocols. For
example, in one embodiment the Browser Application 316 comprises an Internet Web
browser used by the Terminal 310 for sending a search query, receiving and displaying a
search result, and facilitating a chat session.

The Memory 315 for storing the Browser Application 316 and other data, like the
other memory devices described herein, may include any computer-readable medium.
For example, the Memory 315 may include volatile memory, such as volatile Random
Access Memory (RAM) including a cache area for the temporary storage of data. The
Memory 315 may also include other non-volatile memory, which can be embedded
and/or may be removable. The non-volatile memory can additionally or alternatively
comprise an EEPROM, flash memory, or the like. The Memory 315 is communicatively
coupled to the Processor 314 and can store any of a number of pieces of information and
data used by the Terminal 310 to implement the functions of the Terminal 310.

The User Interface 318 is operatively coupled to the Processor 314 and generally
comprises one or more user output devices, such as a display and/or speaker, for
presenting information to a customer. The User Interface 318 further comprises one or
more user input devices, such as one or more keys or dials, a touch pad, touch screen,
mouse, microphone, camera, and/or the like, for receiving information from the customer.

Figure 3 also illustrates the Search Front End 320 in accordance with an
embodiment of the invention. In the illustrated embodiment, the Search Front End 320 is
operatively coupled to the Terminal 310 and the Analysis Vendor 330 via a network such
as the Internet. As illustrated, the Search Front End 320 comprises a Communication
Interface 322, Processor 324, and Memory 325. In one embodiment, the Communication

Interface 322 comprises a Web server.
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The Memory 325 generally comprises a Search Application 327. The Search
Application 327 comprises computer-readable instructions that generally instruct the
Processor 324 to initiate a search of a set of resources, such as the Web generally or a
particular institution’s website, using the search query provided by the Terminal 310.
The Search Application 327 may initiate the search by performing the search itself or by
requesting that an external entity conduct the search. The search may be performed by
actually searching all of the set of resources for the keywords from the search query or by
comparing the search query to an index generated from a web/website crawler. The
Memory 325 further includes a Search Result Datastore 328 for storing the search results
at least temporarily as the search results are being compiled by the Search Application
327 and communicated to the Terminal 310. For example, in one embodiment, in
response to the search query “mortgage” the Search Front End 320 is configured to return
to the Terminal 310 one or more links to web pages related to mortgages.

The Search Application 327 also comprises computer-readable instructions
configured to instruct the Processor 324 to forward information about the customer’s
search query to the Analysis Vendor 330 so that the Analysis Vendor 330 can use the
information to determine if the customer should be presented with a link to a chat session
with a customer service associate. In one embodiment, the information about the
customer’s search query that is sent from the Search Front End 320 to the Analysis
Vendor 330 is the customer’s search query itself. In other embodiments, however, the
information about the customer’s search query comprises other information related to the
customer’s search query, such as synonyms or common modifiers of the customer’s
search terms, in addition to or as an alternative to the customer’s search query. In this
regard, the Search Application 327 may be configured to compare the customer’s search
query to one or more rules stored in a Search Query Parameter Datastore 326 to
determine if other information should be sent to the Analysis Vendor 330 along with or
instead of the customer’s search query. For example, in one embodiment, where the
customer’s search query includes the keyword “refinance,” the Search Application 327 is
configured to instruct the Processor 324 to add the identifier “mortgage” to the search
query “refinance” and send both terms along to Analysis Vendor 330. In some

embodiments of the invention, the information about the search query includes
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information about the results of the search in addition to or as an alternative to the
customer’s actual search query.

Further, Figure 3 depicts the Analysis Vendor 330, which is operatively coupled
to the Search Front End 320, in accordance with an embodiment of the invention. As
illustrated, the Analysis Vendor 330 comprises a Communication Interface 332, a
Processor 334, and a Memory 335 comprising an Associate Skill Set Datastore 336 and
an Analysis Application 338. The Analysis Application 338 includes computer-readable
instructions for instructing the Processor 334 to compare information about the search
query to a rule associated with customer service associate skills and communicate the
result of that comparison to the Search Front End 320. In this regard, the Associate Skill
Set Datastore 336 includes a rule used by the Analysis Application 338 to identify in
which subject areas an associate may be available to chat with the customer and
determine which types of search query information indicates a demand for a chat in
which available subject matters. For example, in one embodiment, the Analysis
Application 338 is configured to instruct the Processor 334 to compare the search query
identifier “mortgage” to a list of existing customer service associates to determine
whether any of those associates are capable of answering questions relating to mortgages
in a chat session. If the Processor 334 determines from this comparison that an associate
suitable to chat with the customer is available, the Analysis Application 338 instructs the
Processor 334 to send an instruction to the Search Front End 320 to include a chat vendor
client in the Browser Application 316, including an instruction about a particular type of
customer service associate needed to chat with the customer. Although this example is
directed towards comparing information about the search query to customer service
associate skill sets, any other rule or rules related to a chat session may be used instead.

Figure 3 also illustrates a Chat Vendor 340, which is operatively coupled to the
Terminal 310, in accordance with an embodiment of the invention. As illustrated, the
Chat Vendor 340 comprises a Communication Interface 342, Processor 344, and Memory
345, where the Memory 345 includes a Chat Application 346 and an Associate
Availability Datastore 348. The Chat Application 346 includes computer-readable
instructions for comparing information about particular customer service associates to a

rule associated with those customer service associates’ availability and communicating
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the result of that comparison to Terminal 310. For example, in one embodiment, the Chat
Vendor 340 receives a call from a chat vendor client in the Browser Application 316 to
check the availability of any customer service associate capable of answering questions
relating to mortgages in a chat session. In such a situation, the Chat Application 346
instructs the Processor 344 to review the Associate Availability Datastore 348 to confirm
that one or more customer service associates skilled in answering questions about
mortgages are available. The Processor 344 then instructs the chat vendor client to
display a link to a chat session in Browser Application 316. Although this example is
directed towards checking the availability of particular customer service associates, any
other rule or rules related to a chat session may be used instead.

As mentioned above, Search and Chat Integration System 300 is, in one
embodiment of the present invention, configured to perform the general process flow 400
illustrated in Figure 4. Accordingly, as represented by block 405, a customer initiates the
process flow 400 by using the User Interface 318 to enter a search query into the
Terminal 310. For example, in one embodiment, the customer uses the Browser
Application 316 in conjunction with the User Interface 318 to access a website that
allows the customer to enter search terms and search strings into a search field. In one
embodiment, the website is the website of a particular institution, such as the website of a
bank or other financial institution, and/or the search is a search of only the particular
institution’s website. In still other embodiments, the website is the website of a more
general web searching institution and/or the search is a search of the web generally.

Thereafter, the Terminal 310 uses the Browser Application 316 in connection
with the Communication Interface 312 to send the search query to the Search Front End
320, as represented by block 410 in Figure 4. The Search Front End 320 performs a
search based at least partially on the search query and uses its Communication Interface
322 to return a search result to the Terminal 310, as represented by block 415. The
Terminal 310 then uses the Browser Application 316 and the User Interface 318, such as
a display device, to present the search results to the customer. As described herein, in
one embodiment, the search results comprise one or more web pages, online documents,
webcasts, or other resources available to the customer and related to the customer’s

search query.
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In addition to producing a search result, the Search Front End 320 also generates
information about the search query based on certain keywords or other parameters and
sends this information to the Analysis Vendor 330, as represented by block 420. As
described above, in one embodiment, the information generated by the Search Front End
320 includes synonyms or common modifiers of one or more of the search terms or
phrases in the customer’s search query. These synonyms or modifiers are, in one
embodiment, determined by the Search Application 327 comparing the customer’s search
query to information and rules in the Search Query Parameter Datastore 326.

The Analysis Vendor 330 then compares the information about the search query
to a rule in the Associate Skill Set Datastore 336, as represented by block 425. Although
it may relate to something clse, the rule, as shown by block 430 in Figure 4, relates to
whether any customer service associate has a skill set related to the subject matter of the
search query. In one embodiment, the Associate Skill Set Datastore 336 provides a
substantially real-time representation of the skill sets for each customer service associate.
Thus, when Analysis Vendor 330 compares the subject matter of the search query to the
information in Associate Skill Set Datastore 336, the results of the comparison are
substantially current.

If no customer service associate exists with the relevant skill set, the Analysis
Vendor 330 notifies the Search Front End 320 accordingly. In the embodiment illustrated
in Figure 4, the Analysis Vendor 330 instructs the Search Front End 320 not to send a
chat vendor client to Terminal 310, as represented by block 435. In another embodiment,
however, the Analysis Vendor 330 may be configured to not send anything at all to the
Search Front End 320 if no customer service associate exists with a skill set related to the
search query. In still another embodiment, if the Analysis Vendor 330 determines that no
customer service associate has a skill set related to the search query, a default customer
service associate involved in serving customers generally is selected.

On the other hand, if one or more customer service associates with a skill set
related to the search query do exist, the Analysis Vendor 330 notifies the Search Front
End 320 accordingly. In Figure 4, the Analysis Vendor 330 notifies the Search Front End
320 of the type of customer service associate selected and instructs the Search Front End

320 to send a chat vendor client to the Terminal 310, as represented by block 440. In
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another embodiment, however, the Analysis Vendor 330 may be configured to send a
chat vendor client directly to the Terminal 310 instead of sending an instruction to the
Search Front End 320. Further, although a chat vendor client configured to communicate
with the Chat Vendor 340 from the Terminal 310 is described herein, other methods for
communicating with the Chat Vendor 340 may be used. For example, after being
notified by the Analysis Vendor 330 of the existence of a customer service associate
having a skill set related to the customer’s search query, the Search Front End 320 may
instead send a chat message with that information directly to the Chat Vendor 340.

As represented by block 445, after being instructed by the Analysis Vendor 330,
the Search Front End 320 sends a chat vendor client to the Terminal 310. The chat
vendor client then instructs the Chat Vendor 340 to compare information about the
customer service associate identified by the Analysis Vendor 330 to a rule in the
Associate Availability Datastore 348, as represented by block 450. Although it may
relate to something else in other embodiments of the present invention, the rule, as shown
by block 455 in Figure 4, relates to whether the customer service associate having a skill
set related to the search query is available to chat with the customer. In one embodiment,
the Associate Availability Datastore 348 provides a substantially real-time representation
of when each customer service associate is available to chat. Thus, when Chat Vendor
340 compares information about the customer service associate identified by the Analysis
Vendor 330 to the information in Associate Availability Datastore 348, the results of the
comparison are substantially current.

If no customer service associate having the relevant skill set is currently available
to chat, the Chat Vendor 340 notifies the Terminal 310 accordingly. In Figure 4, the Chat
Vendor 340 instructs the chat vendor client not to display a link to a chat session in
Terminal 310, as represented by block 460. In other embodiments, however, the Chat
Vendor 340 may be configured to not send anything at all to the chat vendor client or
Terminal 310 in the event that those customer service associates having a skill set related
to the search query are not available to chat with the customer. In still other
embodiments, the Chat Vendor 340 has one or more backup rules that, for example,
instruct the Chat Vendor 340 to check the availability of the customer service associates

having skill sets most closely related to the skill set determined to be related to the
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customer’s search query, or to check the availability of a customer service associate with
more general skills.

On the other hand, if one or more customer service associates with a skill set
related to the search query are currently available to chat with the customer, the Chat
Vendor 340 notifies the Terminal 310 accordingly. In Figure 4, the Chat Vendor 340
instructs the chat vendor client to use the User Interface 318 to present the customer with
a link to a chat session, as represented by block 465. In one embodiment, the link is
presented to the customer on the search results page displayed by the Browser
Application 316 or in a pop-up or other browser window. In other embodiments, the
Chat Vendor 340 may be configured to place a link to a chat session directly in the page
displayed on the Terminal 310 instead of instructing the chat vendor client to do so.
Further, although the embodiment illustrated in Figure 4 includes a link, any method of
inviting the customer to open a chat session may be used. For example, in one
embodiment, a pop-up or new window is opened on the Terminal’s display that
automatically begins the chat communicating a greeting from the customer service
associate.

Once a link or other chat invitation is presented to the customer using the
Terminal 310, the customer may follow the link and open the chat session with a
customer service associate, as represented by block 470. In one embodiment, the chat
session is text based, while in other embodiments the chat session can include video
and/or audio of the customer and/or of the customer service associate. In one
embodiment, the chat session comprises substantially real-time electronic communication
between the customer and a customer service associate. In one embodiment, the Chat
Vendor 340 runs the chat session between the customer and the customer service
associate, while, in other embodiments, the Chat Vendor 340 merely facilitates opening
the chat session for another communicable device or entity to run the chat session.

In a further embodiment, Chat Vendor 340 is also configured to facilitate a chat
session between a customer service associate and one or more other customer service
associates. For example, once Chat Vendor 340 determines that a customer service
associate with the relevant skill set is available to chat, Chat Vendor 340 runs a chat

session between that customer service associate and another customer service associate to
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discuss a customer service strategy. Then after a customer service strategy is discussed,
Chat Vendor 340 runs a chat session between the customer service associatc with the
relevant skill set and the customer. In one embodiment, one or more chat sessions may
take place substantially simultaneously, including one between the customer and a
customer service associate with the relevant skill set and another between that customer
service associate and one or more other customer service associates.

Also, the order of the processes described in Figures 3 and 4 is merely exemplary
and may vary in other embodiments of the invention. For example, the Search Front End
320 may return a search result to the Terminal 310 before, after, or substantially
simultaneous with the Search Front End 320 sending a chat vendor client to the Terminal
310. As another example, the Chat Vendor 340 may send to the Terminal 310 an
instruction to display a link to a chat session before, after, or substantially simultaneous
with the Search Front End 320 sending a search result to the Terminal 310.

Additionally, although Figures 3 and 4 describe particular ways of using a chat
vendor client in the Terminal 310 to communicate and facilitate opening a chat session
with Chat Vendor 340, other methods may be implemented. For example, the Search
Front End 320 may send a chat message directly to the Chat Vendor 340, which then
sends to the Terminal 310 via the Search Front End 320 an instruction to display a link to
a chat session. Alternatively, the Search Front End 320 may send a chat message directly
to the Chat Vendor 340, which then sends an instruction to display a link to a chat session
directly to the Terminal 310.

Further, although Figure 3 depicts the Search and Chat Integration System 300 as
having a separate Terminal 310, Search Front End 320, Analysis Vendor 330, and Chat
Vendor 340, this is not required. For example, some or all of these entities may be
combined into a single entity, i.¢. the Search Front End 320 and the Analysis Vendor 330
may be combined into a single Search and Analysis Entity configured to receive a search
query, send a search result based at least partially on the search query, compare the
search query to a rule, and send a chat vendor client based at least partially on the
comparison of the search query to the rule. Likewise, some or all of the entities in the
Search and Chat Integration System 300 may be separated into two or more distinct
entities, i.c. the Chat Vendor 340 may be separated into a Chat Message Entity
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configured to communicate with Terminal 310, and a Chat Session Entity configured to
open a chat session between the itself and Terminal 310.

In addition, the entities illustrated in Figure 3 may be maintained by the same or
separate parties. For example, a customer may maintain the Terminal 310, a bank may
maintain the Search Front End 320, a third party vendor may maintain the Analysis
Vendor 330, and another third party vendor may maintain the Chat Vendor 340. As
another example, a bank may maintain the entire Search and Chat Integration System
300, including the Terminal 310, Search Front End 320, Analysis Vendor 330, and Chat
Vendor 340. Other variations in the systems and methods described herein will be
apparent to one of ordinary skill in the art in view of this disclosure.

Referring now to Figure 5, an exemplary Browser Screen 500 is illustrated, in
accordance with an embodiment of the present invention. Browser Screen 500 may be an
Internet web page, an intranet web page, or some other user interface screen operatively
connected with a Search and Chat Integration System. Browser Screen 500 includes
Search Field 510, Search Results List 520, and Contact List 530. Search Field 510
further includes “Search” Button 512 and “Tips” Button 514. Search Results List 520
further includes Refine Search Results List 522, Top Searches List 524, and Search
Results Feedback 526. Contact List 530 further includes Contact Information 532 and
“Chat Link” Button 534.

Browser Screen 500 may be configured for use with any of the Search and Chat
Integration Systems described herein. For example, Browser Screen 500 may be a part of
Browser Application 316 in Search and Chat Integration System 300, as the means by
which the customer enters search queries, receives search results, and opens chat sessions
in accordance with process flow 400. For simplicity, the following describes how
Browser Screen 500 interacts with the Search and Chat Integration System 300, as it
implements process flow 400. This is not meant to suggest that Browser Screen 500
cannot be configured for use with other Search and Chat Integration Systems or
implement other processes.

In operation, the customer enters a search query into the Search Field 510 of the
Browser Screen 500 that is displayed to the customer using a display device of the User

Interface 318 of the Terminal 310. If the customer has difficulty determining what search
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query to enter or what form the search query should take, the Search Field 510 may
provide a “Tips” Button 514 that, when selected, will direct the customer to information
related to these and other search field issues. Once the customer is satisfied with his or
her search query, the customer selects the “Search” Button 512, as represented by block
405, which initiates the processes illustrated in Figure 4.

After the search query is entered, the Search and Chat Integration System 300
returns a Search Results List 520 to the Browser Screen 500, as represented by block 415.
This list may include, for example, links to other pages related to the search query. As
illustrated in Figure 5, the exemplary search query “checking” may return the following
exemplary links related to that search query: “Checking Accounts: Overview,”
“Checking Accounts: Frequently Asked Questions,” and “Checking Accounts: Request a
Check Card.” It will be understood by one of ordinary skill in the art that the type,
number, and content of results in the Search Results List 520 may vary and is not limited
to those particular examples described herein.

In other embodiments of the present invention, the Search Results List 520 may
include several other related features. For example, the Search Results List 520 may
include a Refine Search Results List tool 522, a Top Searches tool 524, and a Search
Results Feedback tool 526, as illustrated in Figure 5. In the illustrated embodiment, the
Refine Search Results List tool 522 is configured to provide the customer with a series of
expandable and collapsible links that shows the customer how information related to the
exemplary search query “checking” is organized within the website. The Top Searches
tool 524 is configured to present the customer with a list of the most frequently entered
search queries by other customers, which may help the customer to refine their search
query or identify another search of interest to the customer. The Search Results List 520
may also include a Search Results Feedback tool 526 to provide the customer with an
opportunity to express the features that the customer likes and dislikes about the Search
Results List 520 or any other feature in the Browser Screen 500. All of these features are
meant to enhance the customer service experience.

In addition to returning the Search Results List 520, in the embodiment illustrated
in Figure 5, the Search and Chat Integration System 300 is also configured to return a
Contact List 530 to the Browser Screen 500, as illustrated in Figure 5. The Contact List
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530 includes Contact Information 532 that provides the customer with information on
how to contact a customer service associate. As illustrated in Figure 5, the Contact
Information 532 may include a customer service phone number and information related
to when customer service associates may be reached.

The Search and Chat Integration System 300 is also configured to return a “Chat
Link” Button 534 to the Browser 500 if a customer service associate having a skill set
related to the search query is available to chat. For example, Figure 5 shows one
variation of a “Chat Link” Button 534, the presence of which indicates that a customer
service associate having a skill set related to the exemplary search query “checking” is
available to chat. If desired, the customer may select the “Chat Link™ Button 534 and
open a chat session (not pictured) with the customer service associate, as represented by
block 470 of Figure 4. On the other hand, if no customer service associate having a skill
set related to the search query is available to chat, as represented by blocks 435 and 460
of Figure 4, then the Search and Chat Integration System 300 will not return the “Chat
Link” Button 534 to Browser 500. However, in such a case, the customer would still
have the customer service information provided by the Contact Information 532 in the
Contact List 530.

While certain exemplary embodiments have been described and shown in the
accompanying drawings, it is to be understood that such embodiments are merely
illustrative of, and not restrictive on, the broad invention, and that this invention not be
limited to the specific constructions and arrangements shown and described, since various
other changes, combinations, omissions, modifications and substitutions, in addition to
those set forth in the above paragraphs, are possible. In view of this disclosure, those
skilled in the art will appreciate that various adaptations and modifications of the just
described embodiments can be configured without departing from the scope and spirit of
the invention. Therefore, it is to be understood that, within the scope of the appended

claims, the invention may be practiced other than as specifically described herein.
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WHAT IS CLAIMED IS:

1. A system comprising:

a communication interface configured to receive a search query from a user; and

a processor operatively coupled to the communication interface and configured to
facilitate a chat session based on a comparison of information about the search query to a

rule.

2. The system of claim 1, wherein the information about the search query

comprises the search query itself.

3. The system of claim 1, wherein the chat session comprises substantially

real-time electronic communication.

4. The system of claim 1, wherein the chat session comprises communication

between the user and a chat agent.

5. The system of claim 4, wherein the rule relates at least partially to whether

the chat agent is skilled in a subject matter related to the search query.

6. The system of claim 4, wherein the rule relates at least partially to whether

the chat agent is currently available to chat.

7. The system of claim 1, wherein the processor is further configured to

initiate a search using the search query.

8. The system of claim 1, wherein the search query comprises a request to

search at least a portion of the Internet.
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0. The system of claim 1, further comprising:

a memory device operatively coupled to the processor and comprising the rule
stored therein, wherein the processor is configured to compare the information about the
search query with the rule, and wherein the processor is configured to determine whether
there exists a chat agent skilled in a subject matter related to the user-initiated search
query based at least partially on a comparison of the information about the search query

with the rule.

10.  The system of claim 1, further comprising:

a memory device operatively coupled to the processor and comprising the rule
stored therein, wherein the processor is configured to compare the information about the
search query with the rule, and wherein the processor is configured to determine whether
a chat agent skilled in a subject matter related to the user-initiated search query is
currently available to chat based at least partially on a comparison of the information

about the search query with the rule.

11. A system comprising:

a communication interface configured to receive information about a user-
initiated search query; and

a processor operatively coupled to the communication interface and configured to
determine whether there exists a chat agent skilled in a subject matter related to the user-

initiated search query.

12.  The system of claim 11, wherein the processor is further configured to
determine whether the chat agent skilled in a subject matter related to the user-initiated

search query is currently available to chat.
13. The system of claim 11, wherein the processor is further configured to use

the communication interface to communicate information about whether there exists a

chat agent in a subject matter related to the user-initiated search query to another device.
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14.  The system of claim 11, further comprising:

a memory device operatively coupled to the processor and comprising a chat
agent skill set, wherein the processor is configured to compare the information about a
user-initiated search query with the chat agent skill set, and wherein the processor is
configured to determine whether there exists a chat agent skilled in a subject matter
related to the user-initiated search query based at least partially on a comparison of the

information about a user-initiated search query with the chat agent skill set.

15.  The system of claim 14, wherein the memory device provides a

substantially real-time representation of at least a portion of the chat agent skill set.

16.  The system of claim 11, further comprising:

a memory device operatively coupled to the processor and comprising a chat
agent availability, wherein the processor is configured to compare the information about
a user-initiated search query with the chat agent availability, and wherein the processor is
configured to determine whether a chat agent skilled in a subject matter related to the
user-initiated search query is available to chat based at least partially on a comparison of

the information about a user-initiated search query with the chat agent availability.

17.  The system of claim 16, wherein the memory device provides a

substantially real-time representation of at least a portion of the chat agent availability.

18.  The system of claim 11, further comprising:

a memory device operatively coupled to the processor and comprising a list of
subject matters, wherein the processor is configured to determine a subject matter that the
search query is related to and compare the subject matter to the list of subject matters,
and wherein the processor is configured to determine whether there exists a chat agent
skilled in a subject matter related to the user-initiated search query based at least partially

on a comparison of the subject matter to the list of subject matters.
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19.  The system of claim 11, wherein the processor is configured to initiate a
chat between a chat agent and the user if the processor determines that there exists a chat

agent skilled in a subject matter related to the user-initiated search query.

20.  The system of claim 19, wherein the processor is configured to initiate the
chat by communicating with a chat system configured to send an invitation to the user to

join the chat.

21.  The system of claim 19, wherein the processor is configured to initiate the

chat by sending a chat message to a user terminal.

22.  The system of claim 19, wherein the processor is configured to initiate the
chat by sending a chat vendor client to a user terminal, and wherein the chat vendor client

is configured to contact a chat vendor.

23.  The system of claim 11, wherein the processor is configured to determine
whether there exists a chat agent skilled in a subject matter related to the user-initiated
search query by comparing the received information about the user-initiated search query
to a rule and communicating with a comparison system based on a comparison of the

received information about the user-initiated search query to the rule.

24.  The system of claim 11, wherein the information about the user-initiated

search query comprises the user-initiated search query.

26. The system of claim 11, wherein the information about the user-initiated

search query comprises information about the subject matter of the user-initiated search

query.

27.  The system of claim 11, wherein the communication device is configured

to receive the information about the user-initiated search query from a user terminal.
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28.  The system of claim 11, wherein the communication device is configured
to receive the information about the user-initiated search query from a search front end

system.

29.  The system of claim 11, wherein the processor is further configured to

initiate a search using the information received about the user-initiated search query.

30.  The system of claim 29, wherein the search comprises a search of

materials on at least a portion of the internet.

31.  The system of claim 29, wherein the processor is further configured to use

the communication interface to communicate results of the search to a user terminal.

32. A customer service system comprising:

a server configured to provide a web page having a search field, said search field
allowing a user to enter a search query;

a processing device configured to provide the user with an invitation to chat with
a particular customer service associate based on the search query entered into the search

field.

33.  The customer service system of claim 32, wherein the processing device is
configured to receive the search query, determine the subject matter of the search query,
and determine whether a customer service associate specializing in the subject matter of

the search query is currently available to chat with the user.

34. A system for directing a user to a chat session with a chat agent, the
system comprising:

a device configured to receive a search query from the user, return a search result
to the user based at least partially on the search query, compare the search query to a rule,
and present the user with a path to the chat session based at least partially on a

comparison of the search query to the rule.
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35.  The system of claim 34, wherein the rule relates at least partially to

whether there exists a chat agent skilled in a subject matter related to the search query.

36. The system of claim 34, wherein the rule relates at least partially to

whether the chat agent is available to chat.

37. A method of directing a user to a chat session, the method comprising:

receiving a search query from a user via a computer apparatus;

comparing the search query to information stored in a memory of a computer
apparatus; and

using a computer apparatus to present to the user a path to a chat session based at
least partially on a comparison of the search query to the information stored in the

memory.

38.  The method of claim 37, further comprising:
returning a search result to the user using a computer apparatus, said search result

comprising information related to the search query.
39.  The method of claim 37, further comprising:
performing a search using a computer apparatus, said search comprising a search

for information related to the search query.

40.  The method of claim 37, wherein the chat session comprises substantially

real-time communication between the user and a chat agent.
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41.  The method of claim 37, wherein comparing the search query to
information stored in a memory of a computer apparatus comprises:

comparing information about the search query to information about a chat agent
skill set; and

determining whether there exists a chat agent skilled in a subject matter related to
the search query based at least partially on a comparison of the information about the

search query with the information about the chat agent skill set.

42.  The method of claim 37, wherein comparing the search query to
information stored in a memory of a computer apparatus comprises:

comparing information about the search query to substantially real-time
information about chat agent availability; and

determining whether there a chat agent is currently available to chat with the user
based at least partially on a comparison of information about the search query to the

substantially real-time information about chat agent availability.

43. A computer program product for providing customer service, the computer
program product comprising a computer-readable storage medium having computer-
readable program code portions stored therein, the computer-readable program code
portions comprising:

a search portion configured for receiving a search query from a customer and
returning a search result to the customer based at least partially on the search query;

a chat portion configured for facilitating a chat session, the chat session
comprising substantially real-time electronic communication between the customer and a
customer service associate; and

a comparison portion configured for comparing the search query to a rule and
presenting the customer with a path to the chat session based at least partially on a

comparison between the search query and the rule.
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44.  The computer program product of claim 43, wherein the rule is based at
least partially on whether a subject matter of the search query at lcast partially relates to a

skill set of a customer service associate.

45.  The computer program product of claim 44, wherein the rule is further

based at least partially on customer service associate availability.
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