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(57) Un abonne¢ a un service de bavardage re¢oit au moins
un message du fournisseur du service en question sur les
produits et/ou les services offerts. Le message prend
typiquement la forme d’un menu dans lequel 1’abonne
doit faire un choix. Apres la transmission du message, le
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(57) A subscriber to a chat service 1s provided with at
least one announcement by the chat service provider
about product and/or service offerings available to the
subscriber from the chat service provider. The
announcement typically takes the form of a menu of
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fournisseur attend la réponse de 1’abonné. S1 celui-ci
accepte l'offre, le fournisseur prend les mesures
necessaires pour offrir le produit ou le service choisi. Le
message peut Etre transmis a 1'abonneé avant
I’¢tablissement de la connexion de son appel pour
faciliter son introduction dans une s€ance de bavardage.
Le message peut €galement ou en plus €tre transmis
apres que 1’abonné est entre dans la s€ance de bavardage,
mais avant (ou apres) qu’il ait demande€ a utiliser une
fonction €voluce du service de bavardage, telle quune
conversation privee ou l’acces a des informations.
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choices, thereby prompting the subscriber to respond.
Following the announcement, the chat service provider
listens for the subscriber’s response. If the subscriber
elects to accept the offer, then the chat service provider
undertakes the necessary action to provide the offered
product and/or service. The announcement may be made
to the subscriber prior to bridging of the subscriber’s call
to facilitate entry of the subscriber into a chat session.
Alternatively, or 1n addition, the announcement may be
made after the subscriber has entered the chat session,
but before (or after) the subscriber has requested an
enhanced chat service feature, such as a private
conversation or information access.



10

15

2192612

METHOD FOR PROVIDING INFORMATION DURING A CHAT SESSION

Abstract Of The Disclosure

A subscriber to a chat service is provided with at least one announcement by the
chat service provider about product and/or service offerings available to the subscriber
from the chat service provider. The announcement typically takes the form of a menu of
choices, thereby prompting the subscriber to respond. Following the announcement, the
chat service provider listens for the subscriber's response. If the subscriber elects to
accept the offer, then the chat service provider undertakes the necessary action to provide
the offered product and/or service. The announcement may be made to the subscriber
prior to bridging of the subscriber's call to facilitate entry of the subscriber into a chat
session. Alternatively, or in addition, the announcement may be made after the
subscriber has entered the chat session, but before (or after) the subscriber has requested

an enhanced chat service feature, such as a private conversation or information access.
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METHOD FOR PROVIDING INFORMATION DURING A CHAT SESSION

Technical Field

This invention relates to a technique for providing information to a caller to a chat

session.

Background Art

Many on-line computer services offer their subscribers the opportunity to meet
anonymously and converse by sharing text files with each other. A subscriber logged
into an on-line computer service can choose from a variety of "chat rooms"(i.e., groups of
other computer users) that are sharing text files about a particular subject of interest.
Upon entering a particular chat room, the subscriber may choose to have a private or
"side bar" conversation with one or more other subscribers within the same chat room.
Each side bar conversation is private from the standpoint that the conversation is separate
from the ongoing conversation within the chat room itself. In other words, each private
conversation between two or more subscribers is essentially a new chat room.

The concept of allowing two or more individuals at separate locations to
anonymously communicate with each other is now being oftered by telephone service
providers. To communicate anonymously with other callers, a telephone subscriber dials
a telephone number associated with a telephone bridge maintained by a chat service
provider, e.g., a Local Exchange Carrier (LEC) or an Inter-Exchange Carrier (IXC), such
as AT&T. The telephone bridge couples or bridges an incoming call from a subscriber to
other subscribers who have dialed the same number. In this way, the subscribers who
have dialed a particular bridge number can enter a "chat session” and converse with each
other. Certain types of telephone bridges, such as those maintained by AT&T, have the
capability of allowing two or more subscribers who have dialed the bridge, to have their

calls privately bridged to the exclusion of others connected to the same bridge. This type
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of "private" bridging is comparable to the situation when two subscribers to an on-line
computer service enter a private conversation after entering a chat room.

Invariably, many telephone subscribers who routinely request their calls be
privately bridged during a chat session later engage in one or more private telephone
conversations outside the chat service. Unless such subscribers live within the same local
telephone calling area, then such callers may incur a toll charge for such calls. For an
inter-exchange carrier that offers chat services, a marketing opportunity exists to capture
the additional business that may be generated by chat service subscribers who engage in
such private conversations. One way a carrier could gain share of such caller traffic
would be to offer discounts to those subscribing to the chat service. However, in the
absence of any knowledge of discounts, the subscriber may place his or her calls over a
different carrier.

Thus, there is a need for a technique for alerting a chat service subscriber of

service offerings by the provider of the chat service.

Brief Summary of the Invention

Briefly, a method is provided for alerting a caller to a chat service about product
and/or service offerings by the provider of the chat service. Initially, a caller seeking
access to a chat service dials the telephone number associated with the service. After
connection to the chat service, the chat service provider may announce a brief menu of
product and/or service offerings. For example, the menu could include information about
a special long distance service plan especially tailored to chat service callers. In addition,
the menu could also include a discount for the chat service itself. After announcing the
menu, the chat service provider then "listens" for either a voice response or Dual-Tone
Multi-Frequency (DTMF) (touch tone) signals entered by the caller through appropriate
buttons on the caller’s telephone. The response is then recognized and thereafter
translated into subscriber selection data representing the caller's desire (or lack thereof) to

enroll or otherwise receive the offering.
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Alternatively, the caller-entered commands may trigger an announcement about
additional offerings, possibly in the form of additional menus. Such additional
announcements will prompt the caller to enter additional responses, including the caller’s
enrollment in the announced service offering. The caller ultimately exits the menu, either
by affirmatively making a particular data entry, or by doing nothing and waiting a
prescribed interval. After exiting the menu, the caller is connected to the chat service.

The chat service provider may choose not to make an announcement about
selected product and/or service offerings prior to bridging the incoming call to admit the
caller to the chat session. Rather, the chat service provider could make such an
announcement after the caller has joined the chat session, but before providing the caller
the opportunity to receive an enhanced chat service feature requested by the caller. For
example, after the caller has been admitted to a chat session, the caller may request that
his or her call be privately bridged to a select subset of callers participating in the ongoing
chat session. Alternatively, the caller may request access to certain information offered
by the chat service. After receiving a request for such an enhanced feature, the chat
service provider may choose to announce selected product and/or service offerings.
Following such an announcement, the chat service provider would then listen for the
caller's response and react as discussed previously. Thereafter, the caller receives the
requested enhanced chat service feature (e.g., bridging to a private conversation)
consistent with the product and/or service offering selected by the caller. Rather than
announce selected product and/or service offerings prior to providing the caller with the
enhanced chat service feature requested by the caller, the chat service provider could

announce its selected offering after the caller received the enhanced chat service feature.

Brief Summary of the Drawing

Figure 1 shows a block diagram of a chat service platform, in conjunction with a

telephone network, for practicing the present invention.

Detailed Description
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Figure 1 shows a telephone network 10 maintained by a provider of telephone
service, such as a Local Exchange Carrier (LEC) or an Inter-Exchange Carner (1XC),
such as AT&T. (Indeed, the network 10 could comprise portions of networks maintained
by the LEC and IXC). The telephone network 10 comprises one or more telephone
switches (not shown) and other equipment for connecting one of a set of subscribers 12,
14, and 16 to another subscriber. A subscriber 12 wishing to communicate directly with
another subscriber 14 will first go "off-hook." In other words, the subscriber 12 will lift
the receiver of his or her telephone set to receive a dial tone from the network 10. The
subscriber 12 then dials the number of the subscriber 14. Upon receipt of the dialed
number, the network 10 establishes a connection between the two subscribers.

In some instances, the telephone subscriber 12 may wish to communicate with
several subscribers randomly during a chat session in a manner similar to the manner that
computer users communicate with each other in "chat rooms" provided via an on-line
service. To accommodate the desire for telephone subscribers to communicate with each

other via chat sessions, the operator of the telephone network 10, or an independent
entity, may provide a telephone-based chat service via a call platform 17 designed for this
purpose. The call platform 17 includes a call processor 18, in the form of a well-known
telephone bridge, that is coupled to the telephone network 10 via a trunk 19. The call
processor 18 has the capability of bridging two or more calls together, thus allowing the
subscribers 12, 14 and 16 to all communicate with each other during a chat session.

To communicate with each other in this fashion, each of the subscribers 12, 14
and 16 would first go off hook and then dial a number associated with the chat service.
In accordance with the dialed number, the network 10 connects the subscribers 12, 14 and
16 to the call processor 18 which then bridges the subscribers' calls together. In practice,
the call processor 18 possesses the ability to separately bridge individual calls. In this
way, the call platform 17 can offer several chat sessions that may be differentiated by
different topics.

In addition to bridging incoming subscriber calls, the call processor 18 also

receives certain information from the network 10, such as the telephone number
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associated with each subscriber. Well-known techniques exist for Automatic Number

Identification (ANI) of a telephone subscriber, thereby identifying the subscriber for

billing purposes.
In accordance with the invention, the provider of the chat service (1.., the entity
5  maintaining the platform 17) may wish to advise subscribers to the chat service of certain
product and/or service offerings. To that end, the call plattorm 17 includes an offer host
20, in the form of a Voice Response Unit, for making various voice announcements,
typically in the form of one or more successive memis, each prompting a particular
subscriber response. For example, if the entity maintaining the platform 17 is a provider

10  of long distance service, such as AT&T, that entity may provide a voice announcement
advising chat service subscribers of special long distance discounts that may be available.
The voice message may announce certain discounts to the chat service itself.

In some instances, it may be desirable for the call processor 18 to signal the offer
host 20 to make the voice announcements after receipt of an incoming call but before the

15  call is bridged. In other words, the offer host 20 makes the announcements to the
subscriber prior to the subscriber actually joining the chat service. If the announcement
provided by the offer host 20 requires no action by the subscriber, then, the subscriber
automatically joins the chat session after a prescribed interval. Usually, the ofter host 20
makes a series of voice announcements in succession, each announcement comprising a

20  menu that prompts the subscriber to enter a particular response. For example, the initial
voice announcement made by the offer host 20 may describe several difterent long
distance discount plans. At the end of the initial announcement, the subscriber is
promoted to select a particular plan by either speaking a particular word or by pressing a
particular key on the telephone set to send a particular DTMF frequency.

25 Following an initial announcement that calls for a response from the subscriber,
the call processor 18 "listens" for that response. The response from the subscriber 1S
translated into an appropriate format for subsequent processing. For example, if the
announcement initially offered the subscriber the opportunity to enroll in a particular long
distance service plan, the subscriber response selecting that plan would be processed to

30 enroll the subscriber as requested. Thereafter, the subscriber's long distance billing would
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be adjusted 1n accordance with the selected discount plan. Additionally, there could be
a prompt to the subscriber to select a particular IXC, such as AT&T, if the subscriber
has not already selected that carrier.

As discussed, the ofter host 20 may announce a sequence of menus, each
soliciting a particular response. Whether or not the offer host 20 announces a
particular menu will typically depend on the subscriber’s response following the
previous menu. For example, the initial announcement made by the offer host 20 may
comprise a menu offering the subscriber a choice among several long distance plans,
each having several options. If the subscriber chooses not to enroll in any plan, then
the offer host 20 will not make announcements regarding the features of a particular
plan. Once the offer host 20 has made its last announcement (and the subscriber
response or lack thereof has been registered), the subscriber’s call is bridged so the
subscriber may join the chat session.

While the chat session is underway, the subscriber may wish to obtain certain
special features afforded by the call platform 17. For example, a subscriber may wish
to engage 1n a private or "side bar" conversation with another chat session participant
separate from the conversation occurring in the session. Alternatively, the subscriber
may wish to receive information provided by the chat service. To provide the chat
service subscribers with such features, the call platform 17 includes a special voice
function fulfillment unit, in the form of a processor, coupled to the offer host 20 and
to the call processor 18. The fulfillment unit 22 responds to command from the call
processor 18 generated in response to voice/DTMF commands from the subscriber
indicative of a desired feature. For example, if a subscriber wishes a private
conversation, the subscriber will enter the appropriate command to the call processor
18 which, 1n turn, recognizes the command. Thereafter, the call processor generates
commands that are transmitted through the offer host 20 to the fulfillment unit 22.
The fulfillment unit 22 responds to the commands from the call processor to initiate
the requested service.

As previously discussed, the call processor 18 may trigger the offer host 20 to

provide one or more announcements to a subscriber at the outset of the chat session (i.e.,

prior to bridging the subscriber’s call). Alternatively, the call processor 18 may trigger
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the offer host 20 once a subscriber has entered a command to receive a special feature via
the fulfillment unit 22, such as a private conversation. Rather than trigger the offer host
20 prior to providing the subscriber with the requested special feature, the offer host 20
could be triggered after providing the subscriber with the requested special feature. Thus,
for example, the offer host 20 could be triggered to provide various announcements after
a subscriber has ended a previously-requested private conversation during a chat session.
If desired, the offer host 20 could be triggered at the outset of the chat session, prior to
receipt of requested special service, and at the end of that service to provide either the
same or differing messages. The nature and sequence of the announcements ( the content
and sequences of the announced menus) would be determined by the circumstances
preceding the triggering of the offer host.

The foregoing describes a method for providing subscribers to a chat service with

announcements of product and/or service offerings available to the subscriber from the

provider of the chat service.

It 1s to be understood that the above-described embodiments are merely illustrative

of the principles of the invention. Various modifications and changes may be made
thereto by those skilled in the art which will embody the principles of the invention and
fall within the spirit and scope thereof.
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Claims:

1. A method for alerting each subscriber already within a chat session operated
by a telecommunications carrier about products and/or services available from the
telecommunications carrier, including a discount on a communications service offered
by the carrier, comprising the steps of:

providing at least one announcement to said each subscriber already within the
chat session about a product and/or service offering available from the
telecommunications carrier, including a discount on communications services offered
by the carrier to prompt said each subscriber to enter at least one response indicative
of a desire to obtain the offering;

listening for said each subscriber’s response to the announcement; and

providing said each subscriber with the offering in accordance with the

response.

2. The method according to claim 1 wherein a plurality of announcements are

made to said each subscriber 1n succession.

3. The method according to claim 2 wherein each of said announcements

prompts said each subscriber for a response.

4. The method according to claim 1 wherein the product and/or service

offering constitutes an offer of discounted long distance telephone service.

5. The method according to claim 1 wherein the product and/or service

offering constitutes an offer of a discounted fee for the chat session.

6. The method according to claim 1 wherein the step of listening for said each
subscriber’s response includes the step of listening for Dual-Tone Multi-Frequency

signals entered by said each subscriber.
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7. The method according to claim 1 wherein the step of listening for said each
subscriber’s response includes the step of listening for voice commands entered by said

each subscriber.

8. A method for alerting a subscriber within a chat session operated by a
telecommunication carrier about products and/or services available from the
telecommunication carrier, including a discount on a communication service offered by
the carrier, comprising the steps of:

receiving from a subscriber already participating within a chat session a request
for an enhanced feature available within the chat session;

providing, in response to said subscriber request, at least one announcement
about a product and/or service offering distinct from the requested enhanced feature,
the product and/or service offering being available from the telecommunication carrier,
and including a discount on a communication service offered by the carrier to prompt
said subscriber to enter at least one response indicative of a desire to obtain the
offering;

listening for said subscriber’s response to said announcement;

providing said each subscriber with the offering in accordance with the
response; and

providing the subscriber with the requested enhanced tfeature.

9. The method according to claim 8 wherein a plurality of announcements are

made to said each subscriber in succession.

10. The method according to claim 9 wherein each of said announcements

prompts said each subscriber for a response.

11. The method according to claim 8 wherein the product and/or service

offering constitutes an offer of discounted long distance telephone service.
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12. The method according to claim 8 wherein the product and/or service

offering constitutes an offer of a discounted fee for the chat session.

13. The method according to claim 8 wherein the step of listening for said
each subscriber’s response includes the step of listening for Dual-Tone

Multi-Frequency signals entered by said each subscriber.

14. The method according to claim 8 wherein the step of listening for said
each subscriber’s response includes the step of listening for voice commands entered

by said each subscriber.
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