http://www.voip-news.com/feature/ifbyphone-click-called-service-120407/ 


Features

Ifbyphone Offers Simplified Click-to-be-Called Service

Phone-Me-Now link lets Web customers request calls from small businesses. 

Robert Poe on December 4, 2007

So you’ve spent a few thousand dollars on a slick new Web site. It makes your personalized fireplace cleaning service sound so great that customers can hardly wait for winter. Your new presence online is miles better than advertising in the yellow pages or on flyers hung on doorknobs by rubber bands. And if customers want to order a cleaning, all they have to do is click to call.

Unfortunately, having a fireplace hardly guarantees they'll also have a VoIP headset. If they don't, the only other way they can reach you is trusty old squint and dial — just like with the yellow pages. That sure doesn't sound like the efficiency boost the Internet was supposed to provide, does it? Well, there is one other approach you might try, one that might best be described as 'click to be called.'

The commercial name of such a service is Phone-Me-Now, offered by Ill.-based Ifbyphone Inc. A prospective customer just clicks on a link on your Web site and enters his or her phone number in an online form. Ifbyphone then calls both your company and the customer, and it connects the calls via traditional PSTN (public switched telephone network) circuits rather than the Internet in order to keep quality high.

What's particularly attractive to non-techies is that the link embedded in your site is a simple Web address, starting with "http://www.phone-me-now/" and ending with your business phone number. That means you needn't know even rudimentary HTML coding. You can easily put the URL not only on your Web site, but also in emails or even documents you send someone. Imagine a potential client's surprise to open a Word file and find that your sales proposal ends with: "If you would like me to call you about this, click here." The same number alone, without the "http.../" part, can go on your business cards, in print ads or on the side of your trucks.

Additionally, Ifbyphone can do all sorts of things with calls once they're connected. It can intelligently route them to mobile phones, desk phones or other lines using a variety of rules to determine when to do which. It can send them to automated-response systems with choices customized for the company: for example, "Press 5, or say 'Please hurry,' if smoke is pouring into your living room." It can accept callers' responses by touch tones, voice recognition or recording, and it can send those responses to the company by email. Ifbyphone also provides message broadcasting, which lets a company call customers with recorded reminders, such as the recommended dates of their next fireplace cleanings. Customers who receive the calls can press a key in response to a prompt in order to do things like schedule an appointment.

All of Ifbyphone's services use toll-free numbers and send calls to the company's regular phones. Because it can offer unique numbers for different purposes, such as Web or print ads, Ifbyphone can also provide monthly analytics of which media work best. The cost for various combinations of services ranges from free to $40 per month — the free one being a six-month promotion of Phone-Me-Now that Ifbyphone is offering to convince companies the service can really work. Calls cost from 3.5 cents to 10 cents per minute.

Ifbyphone CEO Irv Shapiro believes Phone-Me-Now will prove particularly attractive to companies that sell services rather than physical products. "Anyone who doesn't have something they put in a shopping cart is a very strong potential customer, because there's no way for them to sell directly off a Web site," he said.

Actually, it's conceivable — just barely — that one could sell fireplace cleaning through a Web site with no human-to-human interaction until the truck rolls up. But things will go a lot smoother if the company and the customer can talk. Of course, it remains to be seen whether clicking and then entering a phone number on a Web site will prove more attractive than pressing than dialing a number on the phone next to the computer. Better make the Web experience so compelling that by the time they’ve thought it through, the phone will be ringing.

