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(57) ABSTRACT 

The present invention comprises a method, apparatus and 
business system for allowing on-line communications With 
members of a group of recipients for Whom the invention has 
been implemented. A group may, for example, comprise 
members of a particular business or profession. For example, 
a group may consist of doctors admitted to practice medicine 
in the United States. Individual members of the group may or 
may not have existing internet presences. The invention 
alloWs online users to communicate With each member of a 
given group regardless of Whether or not the member has an 
existing internet presence. In one or more embodiments, the 
invention does so by setting up a database of contact infor 
mation for members of the group, creating an internet pres 
ence for each member of such group, creating an on-line user 
interface alloWing a user to access the member’s created 
internet presence, and providing means of communications 
between the created internet presence and the member recipi 
ent. 
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METHOD, APPARATUS AND BUSINESS 
SYSTEM FOR ONLINE COMMUNICATION 
WITH ONLINE AND OFFLINE RECIPIENTS 

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED 
APPLICATIONS 

[0001] This patent application is a continuation of pending 
US. patent application Ser. No. 11/623,132 entitled 
“Method, apparatus and business system for online commu 
nications With online and o?Iine recipients,” ?led Jan. 15, 
2007, Which is a continuation of pending US. patent appli 
cation Ser. No. 10/747,881 entitled “Method, apparatus and 
business system for online communications With online and 
o?Iine recipients,” ?led Dec. 29, 2003, noW abandoned, 
Which is a continuation of US. patent application Ser. No. 
09/447,755 entitled “Method, apparatus and business system 
for online communications With online and o?Iine recipi 
ents,” ?led Nov. 23, 1999, issued Dec. 30, 2003 as US. Pat. 
No. 6,671,714. 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

[0002] The present invention relates to the ?eld of online 
communications, and more particularly to a method, appara 
tus, and business system for online communications With 
diverse online and o?Iine recipients. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0003] The internet is rapidly becoming a preferred means 
of communication for professionals, businesses and consum 
ers. Communications conducted via the internet include 
sending and receiving e-mail messages and disseminating 
information via Web sites. But even for the most “Wired” 
businesses and professions, internet usage is less than 100%. 
Accordingly, heretofore there has alWays existed a degree of 
uncertainty as to Whether an internet user Who Wishes to 
communicate With a given business or professional (such as, 
for example, a doctor or a dentist) via the internet Will be able 
to do so because the intended recipient may or may not have 
an existing internet presence that can receive the user’s online 
communication. 
[0004] Even if the intended recipient has an appropriate 
internet presence, a second element of uncertainty exists With 
respect to locating the proper e-mail address or Website URL 
for the intended recipient. Although a number of online 
search and directory services exist that are intended to help a 
user locate the Website or e-mail address of a business or 

person With Which the user desires to communicate, use of 
such directories is tedious and often unsuccessful. 
[0005] The present invention overcomes the limitations of 
the prior art by providing a method, apparatus and business 
system that alloW a user to quickly communicate online With 
a member of a particular business, professional or other group 
regardless of Whether the member has an internet presence 
(e. g. e-mail address or Website) and Without the user needing 
to knoW or ?nd the internet address for the recipient. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0006] The present invention comprises a method, appara 
tus and business system for alloWing on-line communications 
With members of a group of recipients for Whom the invention 
has been implemented. A group may, for example, comprise 
members of a particular business or profession. For example, 
a group may consist of doctors admitted to practice in the 
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United States. Individual members of the group may or may 
not have existing internet presences (as used herein, the term 
“intemet presence” refers to an internet e-mail address and/ or 
Website, or other means for receiving or sending communi 
cations via the internet). The invention alloWs online users to 
communicate With each member of a given group regardless 
of Whether or not the member has an existing internet pres 
ence. In one or more embodiments, the invention does so by 
setting up a database of contact information for members of 
the group, creating an internet presence for each member of 
such group, creating an on-line user interface alloWing a user 
to access the member’s created internet presence, and provid 
ing means of communications betWeen the created internet 
presence and the member recipient. The invention alloWs a 
user to communicate With an intended recipient Who is a 
member of a group for Which an embodiment of the invention 
has been implemented using the created internet presence, 
regardless of Whether or not the recipient has a pre-existing 
internet presence. In one or more embodiments, if the recipi 
ent has a pre-existing internet presence, online communica 
tions from a user are transparently forWarded from the created 
internet presence to the recipient’s existing internet presence. 
In one or more embodiments, a “reply to” address is created 
for a sender/user and added to e-mail messages sent by the 
user so that any reply message from the recipient Will be 
returned to the sender via the sender’s created address. In one 
or more embodiments, When a sender’s e-mail message is 
replied to by the recipient, the reply message’s “reply-to” 
address is replaced With a created e-mail address for the 
recipient, so that the reply appears to have been sent from the 
recipient’s created e-mail address even if it has been sent from 
a different e-mail address. In one or more embodiments, if an 
intended recipient has no preexisting internet presence, 
online communications from a user are converted into one or 

more forms of o?Iine communications, according to infor 
mation contained in the contact database. For example, in one 
or more embodiments, e-mail messages from a user sent via 
the created internet presence of an of?ine recipient are con 
verted to fax messages, voice-mail messages, or other off-line 
forms of communications (as used herein, the term “online” 
refers to communications via the internet, Whereas the term 
“of?ine” refers to non-internet communications), as appro 
priate. In one or more embodiments, means are provided for 
receiving reply messages from an of?ine recipient via of?ine 
means, converting such messages to online messages, and 
delivering them to the original user With the appearance of 
having originated from the created internet presence of the 
original recipient. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0007] FIG. 1 is a schematic diagram illustrating functional 
components of an embodiment of the invention. 
[0008] FIG. 2 shoWs an example of a user interface that may 
be used With one or more embodiments of the invention. 
[0009] FIG. 3 shoWs the user interface of FIG. 2 With infor 
mation that has been entered by a user. 
[0010] FIG. 4 shoWs the user interface of FIG. 3 after a 
dialog box has appeared. 
[0011] FIG. 5 is a How chart shoWing method steps used in 
an embodiment of the invention. 
[0012] FIG. 6 is a How chart shoWing method steps used in 
an embodiment of the invention. 
[0013] FIG. 7 is a How chart shoWing method steps used in 
an embodiment of the invention. 
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[0014] FIGS. 8A and 8B are How charts showing method 
steps used in an embodiment of the invention. 
[0015] FIG. 9 shows an example of a member Webpage that 
may be used With one or more embodiments of the invention. 
[0016] FIG. 10 is a block diagram ofa computer system that 
may be used With one or more embodiments of the invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 

[0017] The present invention comprises a method, appara 
tus and business system for conducting online communica 
tions With online and o?line recipients. In the following 
description, numerous speci?c details are set forth to provide 
a thorough description of the invention. HoWever, it Will be 
apparent to one skilled in the art that the invention may be 
practiced Without these speci?c de ails. In other instances, 
Well-knoWn features have not been described in detail so as 
not to obscure the invention. 
[0018] The present invention alloWs a user (also sometimes 
referred herein as a “sender”) to communicate via the internet 
With a recipient Who is a member of a group for Which the 
invention has been implemented. For example, the group may 
be all doctors admitted to the practice of medicine in the 
United States, and the user may be a patient Who Would like to 
communicate via e-mail With his or her doctor. The patient 
does not need to knoW the e-mail address or Website URL of 
the intended recipient, and the intended recipient may or may 
not have an existing e-mail address and/ or Web site URL. 
[0019] In the folloWing discussion, the invention Will at 
times be described With respect to a patient Wishing to com 
municate With a doctor. HoWever, it Will be apparent to those 
skilled in the art that the invention is not limited to patients 
communicating With doctors, but may be used for facilitating 
online communications With members of any group for Which 
the invention has been implemented. 
[0020] FIG. 1 is a schematic diagram shoWing components 
used in an embodiment of the invention. In the embodiment of 
FIG. 1, a user Who Wants to communicate With a recipient 
uses the user’s computer 100 and an internet connection 105 
to communicate With an interface server computer 1 10. In one 
or more embodiments, the user utiliZes a Web broWser such as 
Netscape Navigator or Microsoft Internet Explorer running in 
user computer 100 to access a Website hosted by interface 
server 110 (interface server 110 may be implemented as a 
dedicated server computer, a virtual server hosted by an inter 
net service provider (“ISP”), as a system of multiple inter 
connected computers, or may be implemented in any other 
appropriate manner). Interface server 110 provides an inter 
face to user computer 100 (for example in the form of one or 
more Web pages) that alloWs the user to select the intended 
recipient and specify the form of communication the user 
Would like to use (eg sending an e-mail message or visiting 
the recipient’s Web site). 
[0021] Interface server 110 is connected to a contact data 
base 115 that contains contact information for one or more 
groups of recipients. Data base 115 may be directly connected 
to interface server 110, or may be connected to interface 
server 110 by the internet or by any other netWork or other 
telecommunications means. Data base 115 may comprise a 
data base server system, data base ?les accessible by a data 
base manager program, or any other form of data base system 
that can store and retrieve contact information. In one or more 

embodiments, contact data base 115 comprises a plurality of 
data sources that can be searched by interface server 110 for 
contact information. For example, contact data base 115 may 
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comprise one or more online directory servers, such as, for 
example, WWW.41 1 .com or WWW.sWitchboard.com, that can 
be searched by interface server 110. Furthermore, contact 
data base 115 need not comprise a separate system but may be 
integrated into interface server 110. 

[0022] In addition to user computer 100, interface server 
110 and contact data base 115, the embodiment of FIG. 1 also 
includes various means by Which a recipient may receive 
communications from a user (the terms “user” and “sender” 
are used interchangeably herein). In the embodiment of FIG. 
1, these means include a recipient computer or other internet 
access device 125, a recipient fax machine 135, and a recipi 
ent telephone 140. Internet access device 125 may be used 
When a recipient has an appropriate existing online presence. 
Fax machine 135 and telephone 140 may be used When a 
recipient does not have an appropriate existing online pres 
ence. It Will be noted that these recipient communications 
devices are examples only and any other kind of communi 
cations devices may also be used. An “appropriate existing 
online presence” is an existing e-mail address or Website 
knoWn and accessible to the interface server 110. The 
embodiment of FIG. 1 also includes communications means 
such as an internet connection 120 and a telecommunications 
connection 130 by Which interface server 110 can send com 
munications to the recipients’ communications devices 125, 
135 and 140. 

[0023] FIG. 5 is a How chart shoWing method steps used for 
sending a communication from a user/ sender to a recipient 
using an embodiment of the invention. As shoWn in FIG. 5, 
the process starts When a sender Wishing to communicate 
With a member of a group for Which the invention has been 
implemented accesses the interface server’s Web site at step 
500. The sender may access the interface server’s Web site, for 
example, by using the sender’s computer, internet connection 
and broWser softWare and specifying the interface server’s 
URL. For example, in one embodiment of the invention in 
Which the group for Which the invention has been imple 
mented is doctors licensed to practice medicine in the United 
States, the sender may access the interface server’s Website by 
specifying the URL “WWW.everymd.com.” In the discussion 
beloW, the interface server’s URL is sometimes referred to as 
“WWW.interfaceserver.com”. HoWever, any other URL may 
be used. It Will be noted that the sender may abort the process 
of FIG. 5 at any time by going to a different URL, exiting the 
user’s broWser softWare, or otherWise terminating the send 
er’s connection With the interface server. 

[0024] Upon receiving a request from the sender to access 
the interface server’s Website, the interface server provides a 
user interface to the sender at step 505. The interface may, for 
example, be provided in the form of a Webpage that utiliZes 
hypertext markup language (HTML). 
[0025] After receiving the user interface (for example in the 
form of HTML code) from the interface server, the sender 
enters information into appropriate ?elds as indicated in the 
user interface. For example, in the embodiment of FIG. 5, the 
sender enters identifying information for the sender at step 
506 and identifying information for the recipient at step 507. 
For example, the sender may enter the sender’s name, tele 
phone number, and e-mail address at step 506 and the last 
name, city and state of the desired recipient at step 507. If 
knoWn, the sender may also provide additional information, 
such as the recipient’s street address or street name. In one or 

more embodiments, if the sender has previously visited the 
interface server’s Website, some or all of the sender’s previ 
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ously entered sender and recipient identifying information 
may be retrieved using “cookies” previously set by the inter 
face server. 

[0026] After entering the recipient identifying information 
at step 507, the sender selects the desired action from choices 
provided by the user interface at step 509. In one or more 
embodiments, the choices provided by the user interface 
include visiting the recipient’s Website (for example to obtain 
additional information about the recipient) and sending the 
recipient an e-mail message. If the sender’s desired action is 
to send an e-mail message, the selection step 509 includes the 
sender entering the desired e-mail message. 
[0027] FIG. 2 shoWs an example of a user interface 200 that 
may be used in one or more embodiments of the invention. 
The user interface of FIG. 2 is for an embodiment of the 
invention that has been implemented for a group that com 
prises doctors admitted to practice medicine in the United 
States. In this example, the URL of the interface server is 
“EVERYMDCOM.” In the embodiment of FIG. 2, user inter 
face 200 includes a sender information entry area 210, a 
recipient information entry area 205, an e-mail message text 
entry area 215, and control buttons 220, 225, and 230. To use 
interface 200 of FIG. 2, a user enters the user’s name, address, 
phone number and e-mail address in the appropriate text 
?elds in sender information area 210. The sender also enters 
the name, city, state, and street location, if knoWn, of the 
intended recipient (Who, in the example of FIG. 2, is a doctor) 
in the appropriate ?elds of recipient information area 205. If 
the user Wants to send an e-mail message to the recipient, the 
user may also enter e-mail message text into e-mail message 
text entry area 215. The user may clear any text entered into 
text entry area 215 by clicking on “Clear” control button 220. 
[0028] FIG. 3 shoWs an example of user interface 200 after 
information has been entered by a user into entry areas 210, 
205 and 215. After the information is entered by the sender, 
the sender may select the sender’s desired action. The user 
may click on “Visit Website” control button 230 to visit the 
recipient’s Website, or on “Send” control button 225 to send 
the e-mail message entered in e-mail message entry area 215 
to the recipient. 
[0029] Returning to FIG. 5, at step 511, the interface server 
queries the contact data base using the recipient identifying 
information provided by the user to determine Whether the 
intended recipient is found in the contact data base. In one or 
more embodiments, the data base Will return exact matches 
and close matches. In one or more embodiments, the data base 
Will alWays return at least one closest match. 
[0030] At step 515, the interface server provides a list of the 
possible recipients retrieved from the data base to the user. An 
example of such a list is shoWn in FIG. 4 as pop-up box 400. 
At step 516, the user examines the list and determines 
Whether or not the desired recipient is listed. If the intended 
recipient is not listed, the sender indicates that the recipient is 
not listed at step 518 (for example by clicking on “Not Listed” 
button 415 of FIG. 4), and the interface server displays a 
message to the sender acknoWledging that the recipient Was 
not found. In one or more embodiments, the interface server 
may display a message requesting additional information 
about the intended recipient and offering to attempt to locate 
the intended recipient Within 24 hours or some otherperiod of 
time. 
[0031] If the intended recipient is on the list, the sender 
selects the intended recipient (for example by moving a cur 
sor over the name of the intended recipient and clicking a 
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button on a cursor control device such as a mouse, or by 
clicking on one of selection buttons 405 and 410 of FIG. 4) at 
step 517. At step 520 the interface server retrieves contact 
information for the selected recipient from the contact data 
base. For example, the contact information may include an 
indication of Whether or not the recipient has an existing 
Website or e-mail address, and, if so, identify the URL of the 
existing Website or the existing e-mail address. The contact 
information data base may also include additional informa 
tion, such as a count of the number of times that a particular 
recipient has been contacted via the facilities provided by the 
interface server, Whether the recipient has replied, Whether 
the recipient has indicated a preferred mode to be contacted, 
etc. 

[0032] In the embodiment of FIG. 5, after step 520, a deter 
mination is made at step 525 as to Whether the sender’s 
desired action is to send an e-mail message or to visit the 
recipient’s Website. 
[0033] If the action selected by the sender is to visit the 
recipient’s Webpage, the method continues at step 530. At 
step 530, the sender’s broWser is linked to the recipient’s 
Website and the recipient’s home page displayed on the send 
er’s broWser, as is Well knoWn in the art. The recipient’s 
Website may be an existing Web site of the recipient, or may be 
a Website that has been created for the recipient, for example 
using the method described beloW With respect to FIG. 6. In 
one or more embodiments of the invention, if the Website that 
is displayed is a pre-existing Website (as opposed to a created 
Website) the recipients Website is displayed in a frame, With 
another frame containing navigational controls alloWing the 
sender to easily return to the interface server’s Website. At 
step 535, the interface server sends the recipient an e-mail 
informing the recipient that a sender has visited the recipi 
ent’s Website. The e-mail may be sent, for example, using the 
methods for sending e-mail of the invention. Where the 
recipient’s Website that has been visited is a created Website, 
the e-mail may also contain instructions informing the recipi 
ent of hoW the recipient may access, and/or edit, and/or oth 
erWise modify or provide additional information for the 
recipient’s created Website. The e-mail message in one or 
more embodiments may also contain information describing 
services provided by the interface server. 
[0034] If the sender’s action selected at step 509 is to send 
an e-mail message, after step 525, the embodiment of FIG. 5 
continues from step 525 to step 540. At step 540, the interface 
server inspects the contact data for the intended recipient 
received at step 520 to determine Whether the recipient has an 
active e-mail address. An “active” e-mail address is an 
address that is knoWn to have been actually used by the 
recipient. An “active” e-mail address is distinguished herein 
from an e-mail address that has been created by for the recipi 
ent but that has not yet been accessed by the recipient. As 
described in greater detail beloW, in one or more embodi 
ments of the invention, an e-mail box is created for each 
member of the group for Which the invention is being imple 
mented. If the member is knoWn to be using a different e-mail 
address, the created e-mail box may be linked to the existing 
e-mail box such that e-mail messages sent to the created 
e-mail box are automatically forWarded to the existing e-mail 
box. An e-mail box is considered to be inactive if it has been 
created for a recipient, but has not yet been accessed by the 
recipient. 
[0035] If it is determined at step 540 that the recipient has 
an active e-mail address, the sender’s e-mail message is deliv 
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ered to that e-mail box at step 560, and a message informing 
the sender that the e-mail message has been delivered to the 
recipient is delivered at step 565. The message delivered to 
the sender may include a statement that although the sender’s 
message has been delivered to the recipient’s e-mail address, 
there is no guarantee that the recipient Will actually read the 
message. 
[0036] FIGS. 8A and 8B are block diagrams, respectively, 
of processes used in one or more embodiments of the inven 
tion to deliver an e-mail message from a sender to a recipient 
Who has an existing e-mail address, and for delivering a reply 
from the recipient to the sender. 
[0037] The process of FIG. 8A may be used, for example, at 
step 560 of the embodiment of FIG. 5. The process starts after 
the sender has composed an e-mail message and has selected 
the desired recipient. The process may also be used, for 
example, With e-mail messages that have been sent to a mail 
box that has been created for a recipient using normal e-mail 
channels (as opposed to a message that has been created and 
sent using the user interface provided by the interface server 
of the invention). 
[0038] At step 800, an e-mail address using the naming 
convention of the interface server is created for the sender. For 
example, if the sender’s name is “Joe Smith” and the interface 
server’s domain name is “interfaceserver.com”, the address 
“j smith@interfaceserver.com” may be created for the sender. 
More generally, e-mail addresses created for the sender may 
be of the form “[sendemame]@interfaceservercom.” 
[0039] As is Well knoWn to those skilled in the art, e-mail 
messages may include information about the sender, includ 
ing the sender’s “reply to” and/or “from” e-mail address. The 
inclusion of the sender’s “reply to” e-mail address alloWs the 
recipient to easily “reply to” the sender’s e-mail message by 
entering a “reply” command typically provided by e-mail 
client programs. 

[0040] In the embodiment of FIG. 8A, at step 805, the 
sender’s existing e-mail address (obtained, for example, from 
a ?eld in the user interface provided by the interface server, or 
from “reply to” information extracted from the sender’s origi 
nal e-mail message) and the sender’s created address (that 
Was created at step 800) are stored in a contact information 
database (Which may or may not be the same as the contact 
data base that contains recipient contact information, such as 
contact data base 115 of FIG. 1). At step 810, the created 
e-mail address for the sender is added to the sender’s e-mail 
message as the “reply to” address for the email message. If the 
e-mail message includes a pre-existing “reply to” address for 
the sender, the existing address is replaced With the created 
address. For example, if the sender is sending a message from 
“jsmithl 23@aol.com” to “drjamesjones@interfaceserver. 
com”, the interface server Will replace the sender’s original 
“j smithl 23@aol.com” “reply to” e-mail address With the cre 
ated address, “j smith@interfaceserver.com”. When the 
recipient replies to the message by using a “reply to” com 
mand, the reply message Will then be sent to 
“j smith@interfaceserver.com” instead of directly to 
“jsmithl 23@aol.com.” That Way, messages betWeen sender 
and recipient all pass through the interface server, alloWing 
the interface server to modify the “reply to” e-mail addresses 
of each communication betWeen a sender and recipient such 
that all messages appear to have come from an e-mail account 
at the interface server. That helps the interface server build its 
brand identity and helps promote repeat visits to the interface 
server’s Website. 
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[0041] After the created e-mail address has been added as 
the “reply to” address to the sender’s e-mail message at step 
810, the e-mail is forWarded to the recipient’s existing (active) 
e-mail address at step 815. 
[0042] FIG. 8B shoWs a corresponding process that may be 
used in one of more embodiments for forWarding a reply 
message from the original recipient to the original sender. The 
process may also be used for forWarding any other e-mail 
messages received at the sender’s created e-mail address. 
[0043] The process starts at step 850 When a message is 
received by the interface server addressed to the e-mail 
address that has been created by the interface server for the 
sender (e. g. “[sendemame] @interfaceservercom”) . After the 
e-mail message is received, the source (sender) of the mes 
sage is identi?ed at step 855 from sender and “reply to” 
information contained in the e-mail message. At step 860 a 
determination is made as to Whether the source of the mes sage 
is a member of the group for Which the invention has been 
implemented, or is otherWise someone for Whom an e-mail 
address has been created at the interface server. Such a deter 
mination may be made, for example, by comparing the source 
information identi?ed at step 855 With information contained 
in the interface server’s contact data base. 
[0044] If it is determined at step 860 that the source of the 
e-mail message is someone for Whom an e-mail address has 
been created at the interface server, then at step 865 any 
“from” and “reply to” information in the e-mail message that 
speci?es a source e-mail address other than the created e-mail 
address is replaced With the created e-mail address at step 
865. For example, assume that the e-mail address 
“drjbroWn@internetserver.com” has been created at the inter 
face server for a Dr. John BroWn. Assume further that Dr. John 
BroWn already has a pre-existing address, “jbroWn45 l @aol. 
com”, and used that e-mail address to send the e-mail mes 
sage, and that “JbroWn45l@aol.com” is speci?ed as the 
“from” and “reply to” addresses in the received e-mail. 
According to step 865, all references to “JbroWn45l@aol. 
com” in the e-mail message are replaced With the created 
e-mail address “drjbroWn@internetserver.com”. Thereafter, 
the message is forWarded to the sender’s existing e-mail 
address at step 870. 

[0045] If it is determined at step 860 that the source of the 
reply message is not a member of the group, the message is 
forWarded to the recipient at step 870 Without any changes 
being made to the “from” and “reply to” e-mail addresses 
listed in the e-mail. 

[0046] Returning to FIG. 5, if it is determined at step 540 
that the recipient does not have an active e-mail address, a 
determination is made at step 545 (again using the informa 
tion retrieved from the contact data base) as to Whether a fax 
number is knoWn for the recipient. If a fax number is knoWn, 
the sender’s e-mail message is converted to a fax message and 
is transmitted to the recipients fax machine at step 545. In the 
embodiment of FIG. 5, a copy of the e-mail message is also 
sent to the e-mail box that has been created for the recipient at 
step 548, even though the created e-mail box may not be 
active (ie the e-mail box has not yet been accessed by the 
recipient). In one or more embodiments, in addition to con 
taining the sender’s e-mail message, the fax sent to the recipi 
ent at step 547 may include information describing the ser 
vices provided by the interface server and/or instructions 
informing the recipient hoW the recipient may access the 
recipient’s created e-mail box and/or created Website. The fax 
may also provide instructions to the recipient for responding 
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to the fax message. For example, in one or more embodi 
ments, the fax message may specify fax and voice telephone 
numbers that the recipient can use to send a reply message. In 
one or more embodiments, voice and/ or voice reply messages 
received at the speci?ed numbers are converted to e-mail 
messages and forWarded to the original sender’s existing 
email address. In one or more embodiments, the recipient’s 
created e-mail address is inserted as the “reply to” address of 
any such converted e-mail message. 
[0047] After the e-mail message has been sent to the recipi 
ent via fax at step 547, an e-mail message is sent to the sender 
at step 549 informing the sender that the sender’s e-mail 
message has been delivered to the recipient via fax. 
[0048] If no fax number for the recipient is found in the 
contact information obtained from the contact data base at 
step 545, the e-mail message is converted to a voice message 
at step 550 and delivered as a voice message to the recipient’s 
telephone number at step 554. The process for delivering such 
a voice message in one or more embodiments is illustrated in 
FIG. 7 and described beloW. A copy of the e-mail message is 
delivered to the recipient’s created e-mail box at step 556, and 
an e-mail message is sent to the sender at step 558 informing 
the sender that the e-mail message has been delivered to the 
recipient’s telephone as a voice mail message. In one or more 
embodiments, the message sent to the sender at step 558 may 
include a statement recommending the sender to folloW up 
With a direct telephone call to the recipient’s telephone num 
ber if the sender does not receive a response to the sender’s 
message Within a certain period of time. 
[0049] FIG. 7 is a block diagram shoWing steps of an auto 
mated process to deliver a sender’s e-mail message to the 
recipient as a voice message that may be used in one or more 
embodiments of the invention. The method of FIG. 7 may be 
used, for example, at steps 550 and 554 of the embodiment of 
FIG. 5. 
[0050] In the embodiment of FIG. 7, the text of the sender’s 
e-mail message is converted to a voice message at step 700 
using text-to-speech conversion techniques that are Well 
knoWn in the art. At step 705, the recipient’s telephone num 
ber is dialed, and a response is aWaited at step 710. In one or 
more embodiments, a response may consist of a busy signal, 
an indication that the telephone has been ansWered, or some 
other indication of the occurrence of an action at the recipi 
ent’s end of the telephone line. 
[0051] At step 715, a determination is made as to Whether 
the response received at step 710 comprises an indication that 
the recipient’s telephone has been ansWered. If the recipient’s 
telephone has not been ansWered, the process proceeds to step 
716, Where a determination is made as to Whether a speci?ed 
redial limit has been exceeded. For example, a redial limit of 
10 redial attempts may be used in one or more embodiments 
of the invention. If the redial limit has been exceeded, an 
e-mail message is sent to the sender at step 717 informing the 
sender that the sender’s e-mail message could not be deliv 
ered at the present time. In one or more embodiments, the 
e-mail message sent to the sender may include a statement 
that reneWed attempts to deliver the e-mail message Will be 
made at a subsequent time, for example during normal busi 
ness hours if the e-mail message Was originally sent by the 
sender outside of normal business hours. 
[0052] If at step 715 it is determined that the redial limit has 
not yet been exceeded, the process aWaits the expiration of a 
redial period at step 720 before redialing the recipient’s tele 
phone number at step 705. 
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[0053] If it is determined at step 715 that the recipient’s 
telephone has been ansWered, a determination is made at step 
725 as to Whether audio is being transmitted from the recipi 
ent’s telephone. Such audio may consist of, for example, of 
Words spoken by a person ansWering the telephone (e. g. “Dr. 
Rosen’s O?ice, hoW may I help you?”), or an audio message 
delivered by a voice mail system or telephone ansWering 
machine. 
[0054] If it is determined that audio is being transmitted at 
step 725, the end of the audio transmission (e. g. the telephone 
ansWering machine or person ?nishing the initial voice greet 
ing) is aWaited at step 730. Once the audio is completed, the 
process continues to step 735. If it is determined at step 725 
that no audio is being transmitted at step 725, the process 
proceeds directly from step 725 to step 735. 
[0055] At step 735, a voice message relating instructions to 
the recipient is transmitted to the recipient’s telephone. For 
example, in one or more embodiments, the instructions may 
consist of a statement indicating that a voice message is being 
delivered to the recipient and prompting the recipient to press 
one or more buttons on the recipient’s telephone (e. g. “Please 
press *12 if you Would like to receive the voice message”). 
The message may also include instructions informing the 
recipient hoW the recipient may retrieve the voice mail mes 
sage by calling a speci?ed telephone number and keying in 
speci?ed digits (in case the recipient’s telephone is being 
ansWered by a voice mail system or ansWering machine) 
and/or instructions on hoW the recipient may reply to the 
message via telephone, fax, or other means. 
[0056] At step 740, a determination is made as to Whether 
the message retrieve code speci?ed in the instructions played 
at step 735 has been transmitted by the recipient Within a 
prescribed time period. If the time period expires Without 
receiving the message retrieve code, the process continues to 
step 716. If the retrieve code is received at step 740, the voice 
mail message is delivered at step 745. 
[0057] FIG. 6 is a block diagram shoWing process steps for 
setting up a contact data base according to one or more 
embodiments of the invention. As shoWn in FIG. 6, the mem 
bers of the group for Which the invention is being imple 
mented and the contact data base is being created are de?ned 
at step 600. For example, the members in one embodiment are 
de?ned as doctors admitted to practice medicine in the United 
States. At step 605, the type of contact information desired for 
the group is identi?ed. For example, in one or more embodi 
ments, the desired contact information for a member includes 
telephone number, fax number, e-mail address, and Website 
URL. 

[0058] At step 610, sources of publicly available informa 
tion for members of the group for Which the contact data base 
is being created are identi?ed. In addition to publicly avail 
able information, other sources of information may also be 
used. For example, if the group for Which the invention is 
being implemented is doctors admitted to practice in the 
United States, sources of information used may include state 
boards of health and/ or other government and/ or non-govem 
ment agencies that maintain records about medical practitio 
ners. 

[0059] At step 615, a ?rst member of the group is selected. 
At step 620, the sources of contact information identi?ed at 
step 610 are queried for information about the selected mem 
ber. At step 625 a determination is made as to Whether the 
desired contact information Was found. If more than one type 
of information is being sought, this determination is made, 
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and the succeeding steps are performed, for each type of 
contact information being sought. 
[0060] If it is determined at step 625 that the desired contact 
information has been found, that information is entered into 
the contact database at step 630. In one or more embodiments, 
the contact information that has been found may be desig 
nated as “existing” contact information. Thereafter, even 
though the desired contact information has been found, a new 
“point of contact” (as de?ned below), is created for the mem 
ber at step 635. A new point of contact is also created for the 
member if it is determined at step 625 that the desired contact 
information is not found at step 625. 

[0061] As used herein, a “point of contact” means a real or 
virtual location or mechanism that is set up for a member of a 
group for which the invention is implemented to allow the 
member to receive contacts of the type for which contact 
information is being sought. For example, if the type of con 
tact information that is being sought is an e-mail address, the 
point of contact may comprise an e-mail account (e. g. a POP 
mailbox) set up for the member. Similarly, if the type of 
contact information being sought is the URL of a website, the 
point of contact may comprise a website set up for the mem 
ber. For example, in an example embodiment of the invention 
in which the group for which the invention is being imple 
mented is doctors licensed to practice medicine in the United 
States, e-mail boxes using a consistent naming convention 
based on the interface server’s URL are created for all doctors 
in the group, regardless of whether or not a doctor has an 
existing, different e-mail address and without any assistance 
from or even knowledge of the doctor. In addition, in such an 
embodiment, websites may also be created for each doctor 
that contain non-private information about the doctor, such as 
the doctor’s address, credentials, publications, employment 
history, etc. An example of a website that may be created in 
one or more embodiments of the invention is shown in FIG. 9. 

[0062] The example website of FIG. 9 is a website that may 
be used in an embodiment of the invention in which the group 
for which the invention has been implemented is doctors 
admitted to practice medicine in the United States. The 
example website of FIG. 9 includes a simple home page 900 
that contains background information 910 about the doctor/ 
member (including, in the embodiment of FIG. 9, the mem 
ber’s created e-mail address), as well as rating information 
905, and control buttons 915, 920, 925 and 930. In the 
embodiment of FIG. 9, rating information 905 may be a 
numerical rating for a member derived from various criteria, 
including, for example, comments posted by users about the 
member. In the embodiment of FIG. 9, a user may post a 
comment by clicking on “Post Comment” control button 925. 
In one or more embodiments, when “Post Comment” control 
button is activated, a text entry window is displayed that 
allows the user to enter a comment or otherwise rate the 

member. The other control buttons of home page 900 of FIG. 
9 invoke other actions. “View map” control button 915 dis 
plays a map indicating the location of the member’s o?ice. 
“Return to EVERYMDCOM Homepage” control button 930 
returns the user to the interface server’s home page. “Send 
E-mail” control button 920 activates a user interface that 
allows the user to send an e-mail to the member whose home 
page is currently displayed. In one or more embodiments, if 
the member for whom the website is being created has an 
existing website, home page 900 may also contain a link 935 
to the member’s existing website. 

Mar. 11, 2010 

[0063] Returning to FIG. 6, after the new point of contact is 
created for a member at step 635, contact information for the 
newly created point of contact (e. g. e-mail address or website 
URL) is entered into the contact database at step 640. In one 
or more embodiments, the contact information for the created 
point of contact is stored together with an identi?er that 
identi?es the information as relating to a created, as opposed 
to a pre-existing, point of contact. 
[0064] At step 650, a determination is made as to whether 
there are any additional members of the group for which 
contact information has not yet been generated. If there are 
additional members, a next member of the group is selected at 
step 660, and the process returns to step 620. If there are no 
further members, the process ends at step 655. 
[0065] It should be noted that in one or more embodiments 
of the invention, every member of the group for which the 
invention is implemented is provided with a website URL and 
an e-mail address. In one or more embodiments of the inven 
tion, website URL’s and e-mail addresses are established 
using a parallel form. For example, in one or more embodi 
ments, e-mail addresses are created in the general form “[?rst 
initial] [second initial] [lastname]@interfaceserver.com”, 
and website URL’s are established in the general form “[?rst 
initial] [second initial] [lastname] .interfaceserver.com” (this 
form of URL, i.e. xxx.xxx.com, is sometimes referred to as a 
“third level domain name”). For example, for an embodiment 
in which the group for which the invention is implemented 
comprises doctors admitted to practice medicine in the US, 
and for which a URL for the interface server is “everymd. 
com”, the e-mail address for a doctor whose name is John H. 
Smith may be established as “jhsmith@everymd.com” and 
the corresponding website URL may be established as 
“jhsmith.everymd.com”. The e-mail address and URL are 
thus virtually identical. The only difference is that in the URL 
the “@” symbol of the e-mail address is replaced with a 
period (“.”). Establishing URL’s and e-mail addresses in this 
manner provides easy to remember URL/e-mail address 
pairs. In a more general embodiment, the URL’s are estab 
lished for members of the group in the form “www.subdo 
main.domain”, while e-mail addresses are established in the 
form “name@subdomain.domain”. 
[0066] FIG. 10 is a block diagram of a computer system that 
may be used with one or more embodiments of the invention. 
The computer system of FIG. 10 may be used, for example, as 
a user computer, interface server computer, or contact data 
base server in one or more embodiments of the invention. An 
embodiment of the invention can be implemented as com 
puter software in the form of computer readable code 
executed on one or more general purpose computers such as 
computer 1000 illustrated in FIG. 10, or in the form of byte 
code class ?les executable within a JavaTM runtime environ 
ment running on such a computer, or in the form of bytecodes 
running on a processor (or devices enabled to process byte 
codes) existing in a distributed environment (e. g., one or more 
processors on a network). A keyboard 1010 and mouse 1011 
are coupled to a system bus 1018. The keyboard and mouse 
are for introducing user input to the computer system and 
communicating that user input to processor 1013. Other suit 
able input devices may be used in addition to, or in place of, 
the mouse 1011 and keyboard 1010. U0 (input/output) unit 
1019 coupled to system bus 1018 represents such I/O ele 
ments as a printer, A/V (audio/video) I/O, etc. 
[0067] Computer 1000 includes a video memory 1014, 
main memory 1015 and mass storage 1012, all coupled to 
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system bus 1018 along With keyboard 1010, mouse 1011 and 
processor 1013. The mass storage 1012 may include both 
?xed and removable media, such as magnetic, optical or 
magnetic optical storage systems or any other available mass 
storage technology. Bus 1018 may contain, for example, 
thirty-tWo address lines for addressing video memory 1014 or 
main memory 1015. The system bus 1018 also includes, for 
example, a 64-bit data bus for transferring data betWeen and 
among the components, such as processor 1013, main 
memory 1015, video memory 1014 and mass storage 1012. 
Alternatively, multiplex data/address lines may be used 
instead of separate data and address lines. 

[0068] In one embodiment of the invention, the processor 
1013 is a microprocessor manufactured by Sun Microsys 
tems, Inc., such as the SPARCTM microprocessor, or a micro 
processor manufactured by Motorola, such as the 680><0 pro 
ces sor, or a microprocessor manufactured by Intel, such as the 
80x86, or Pentium processor. HoWever, any other suitable 
microprocessor or microcomputer may be utiliZed. Main 
memory 1015 is comprised of dynamic random access 
memory (DRAM). Video memory 1014 is a dual-ported 
video random access memory. One port of the video memory 
1014 is coupled to video ampli?er 1016. The video ampli?er 
1016 is used to drive the cathode ray tube (CRT) raster moni 
tor 101.7. Video ampli?er 1016 is Well knoWn in the art and 
may be implemented by any suitable apparatus. This circuitry 
converts pixel data stored in video memory 1014 to a raster 
signal suitable for use by monitor 1017. Monitor 1017 is a 
type of monitor suitable for displaying graphic images. 
[0069] Computer 1000 may also include a communication 
interface 1020 coupled to bus 1018. Communication inter 
face 1020 provides a tWo-Way data communication coupling 
via a netWork link 1021 to a local netWork 1022. For example, 
if communication interface 1020 is an integrated services 
digital netWork (ISDN) card or a modem, communication 
interface 1020 provides a data communication connection to 
the corresponding type of telephone line, Which comprises 
part of netWork link 1021. If communication interface 1020 is 
a local area netWork (LAN) card, communication interface 
1020 provides a data communication connection via netWork 
link 1021 to a compatible LAN. Wireless links are also pos 
sible. In any such implementation, communication interface 
1020 sends and receives electrical, electromagnetic or optical 
signals Which carry digital data streams representing various 
types of information. 
[0070] NetWork link 1021 typically provides data commu 
nication through one or more netWorks to other data devices. 
For example, netWork link 1021 may provide a connection 
through local netWork 1022 to local server computer 1023 or 
to data equipment operated by an Internet Service Provider 
(ISP) 1024. ISP 1024 in turn provides data communication 
services through the World Wide packet data communication 
netWork referred to as the “Intemet” 1025. Local netWork 
1022 and Internet 1025 both use electrical, electromagnetic 
and/or optical signals to carry digital data streams. The sig 
nals through the various netWorks and the signals on netWork 
link 1021 and through communication interface 1020, Which 
carry the digital data to and from computer 1000, are exem 
plary forms of carrier Waves transporting the information. 
[0071] Computer 1000 can send messages and receive data, 
including program code and HTML code, through the net 
Work(s), netWork link 1021, and communication interface 
1020. In the Internet example, remote server computer 1026 
might transmit a requested code for an application program or 
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HTML code for a requested Webpage through Internet 1025, 
ISP 1024, local netWork 1022 and communication interface 
1020. In accord With the invention, one such doWnloaded 
Webpage is a user interface provided by the interface server in 
an embodiment of the invention. 

[0072] The received code may be executed by processor 
1013 as it is received, and/or stored in mass storage 1012, or 
other non-volatile storage for later execution. In this manner, 
computer 1000 may obtain application code in the form of a 
carrier Wave. 

[0073] Application code may be embodied in any form of 
computer program product. A computer program product 
comprises a medium con?gured to store or transport com 
puter readable code, or in Which computer readable code may 
be embedded. Some examples of computer program products 
are CD-ROM disks, ROM cards, ?oppy disks, magnetic 
tapes, computer hard drives, servers on a netWork, and carrier 
Waves. The computer systems described above are for pur 
poses of example only. An embodiment of the invention may 
be implemented in any type of computer system or program 
ming or processing environment. 
[0074] Thus, a method, apparatus and business system for 
providing on-line communications With diverse on-line and 
off-line recipients has been disclosed. Although the invention 
has been described using certain speci?c examples, it Will be 
apparent to those skilled in the art that the invention is not 
limited to these feW examples. For example, although the user 
interface provided by the interface server has been described 
as being provided to a user via an intemet Webpage, the 
interface may be provided in another form. For example, in 
one or more embodiments, the interface is provided in the 
form of a voice mail menu system accessed by a user using a 
telephone instead of a computer or other intemet access 
device. Further, although certain functions have been 
described herein as being provided by an interface server 
computer, those functions may be provided by one or more 
other devices. Other embodiments utiliZing the inventive fea 
tures of the present invention Will be apparent to those skilled 
in the art. 

1 . A method for providing e-mail communications betWeen 
a sender and a recipient comprising the steps of: 

creating a ?rst created e-mail address for a recipient; 
receiving a ?rst e-mail message from a sender comprising 

a ?rst existing e-mail address of said sender addressed to 
said ?rst created e-mail address; 

creating a second created e-mail address for said sender; 
creating a ?rst modi?ed e-mail message by replacing said 

?rst existing e-mail address in said ?rst e-mail message 
With said second created e-mail address; 

delivering said ?rst modi?ed e-mail message to said recipi 
ent. 

2. The method of claim 1 Wherein said step of delivering 
said ?rst modi?ed e-mail message to said recipient comprises 
sending said ?rst modi?ed e-mail message to a second exist 
ing e-mail address of said recipient. 

3. The method of claim 1 further comprising the step of: 
receiving a second e-mail message comprising said second 

existing e-mail address from said recipient addressed to 
said second created e-mail address. 

4. The method of claim 3 further comprising the step of: 
creating a second modi?ed e-mail message by replacing 

said second created e-mail address in said second e-mail 
message With said ?rst existing e-mail address. 
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5. The method of claim 3 further comprising the step of 
replacing said second existing e-mail address With said ?rst 
created e-mail address. 

6. The method of claim 5 further comprising the step of 
delivering said second modi?ed e-mail message to said 
sender. 
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7. The method of claim 6 Wherein said step of delivering 
said second modi?ed e-mail message to said recipient com 
prises sending said second modi?ed e-mail message to said 
?rst existing e-mail address. 

* * * * * 
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