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IN THE UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT .

FOR THE EASTERN DISTRICT OF PENNSYLVANIA

CROSS ATLANTIC CAPITAL _ : :
PARTNERS, INC. . : CIVIL ACT
100 Matsonford Road : @ % @? @)
Building 5, Suite 555 : NO.: 07-CV-
Radnor, PA 19087, :

&

=3

Plaintiff, A : . JURY TRIAL DEMANDED
Vs,

FACEBOOK, INC.

156 University Avenue

Palo Alto, CA 94301-1605,
AND

THEFACEBOOK, LLC

156 University Avenue

Palo Alto, CA 94301-1605,

Defendants.

COMPLAINT
Plaintiff, Cross Atlantic Capital Partners, Inc., by and through its undersigned
counsel, complaining of the defendants, Facebook, Inc. and Thefacebook, LLC, avers as

follows:

JURISDICTION AND VENUE

1. This action is a claim for patent infringement arising under the Patent Laws
of the United States, Title 35, United States-Code §§ 1 et segq.
2. This Court has subject matter jurisdiction based upon Title 28, U S.C.

§§ 1331 & 1338(a).
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3. Venue is proper in this judicial district pursuant to Title 28, U.S.C.
§§ 1391(b) & (c), as well as 28 U.S.C. § 1400(b) in that acts of patent infringement are
occurring within this judicial district, and the defendants are subject to jurisdiction in this
judicial district.

THE PARTIES

4. At all times relevant hereto, plaintiff Cross Atlantic Capital Partners, Inc.
(“XACP”) is a corporation organized and existing pursuant to the laws of the State of
Delaware and haé a principal place of business ét 100 Matsonford Road, Building 5, Suite
555, Radnor, PA 19087.

5. On information and belief, defendant Facebook, Inc. is a corporation
organized and existing pursuant to the laws ’of the State of Delaware and has a principal
place of business at 156 University Avenue, Palo Alto, CA 94301-1605. Facebook, Inc.
was formally named Thefacebook, Inc., and it is interchangeably referred to herein as
Facebook, Inc.

6. On information and belief, defendant Thefacebook, LLC is a limited
liability corporation organized and existing pursuant to the laws of the State of Florida
and has a principal p]aoe of business at 156 University Avenue, Palo Alto, CA 94301-
1605. Its éole member is Facebook, Inc.

7. Defendants are in the business of, inter alia, owning, making, operating,
maintaining, marketing, selling advc—;rtising for, and generating income and profits from

22 o

an Internct website called “Facebook™ with a domain address of “facebook.com?
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(formally “thefacebook.com™) that facilitates the creation of online communities by its
registered users (hereafter, “the Facebook® web site™),

8. At all times relevant hereto, defendants acted through their respective
agents, representatives, employees and servants, all of whom aded within the course and
scope of their duties and responsibilities.

FACTS

9. Plaintiff XACP is the assignee of complete interest in United States Patent
No. 6,519,629 B2 (“’629 Patent”), entitled System for Creating a Community for Users
with Common Interests to Interact In. A copy of the ‘629 Patent is attached hereto as
Exhibit “A.”

10. Oh February 25, 2000, Jamey Harvey, Andrew Fegley, Matt Hulan, and
Robert Delce}baulll_ (collectively, “the inventors™), filed United States Patent Application
Serial No. 09/513,844, which was a continuation-in-part of application No. 09/264,988,

filed on September 15, 1998.

11.  Onor about November 13, 2001, the inventors assigned their complete
interest in the aforementioned patent application and any patent that issued therefrom to

1Kimbo, Inc.

12.  OnFebruary 11, 2003, the United States Patent and Trademark Office
issued the ‘629-Patent in the name of the inventors and iKimbo, Inc., as assignee.

13.  The ‘629 Patent discloses and claims, inter alia, novel systems and methods

for creating a community for users with common interests to interact in.

3
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14.  On or about August 31, 2004, iKimbo, Inc. assigned its complete interest in
the ‘629 Patent to Cross Atlantic Technology Fund, L.P. and The Co-Investment 2000
Fund, L.P., which subsequently assigned their complete interest in the ‘629 Patent to
plaintiff XACP.

15.  Initial development of the F acebook® website began no earlier than
December 2003.

16.  On or about January 11, 2004, the domain name, “TheFaceBook.com,” was
registered.

17.  On Februai'y 4, 2004, the Facebook® website went live.

18.  On information and belief, defendant Facebook, Inc. has been using and
: ‘mafketing, through the Facebook® websﬁe, systems and methods for creating online
communities covered by one or more claims of the ‘629 Patent since the defendant’s
formation, which was not later than July 29, 2004 |

19. On information and belief, defendant Thefacebook, LLC has been using
and marketing, through the Facebook® website, systems and methods for creating online . .
communities covered by one or more claims of the ‘629 Patent since the defendant’s -
formation, which was not later than June 19, 2006.

20.  Defendants Facebook, Inc. and Thefacebook, LI.C have targeted and
continue (o directly target the Facebook® website to, and knowingly interact with,

residents of Pennsylvariia, including, but not limited to, students at the approximately
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125 colleges and universities and the hundreds of high schools in this judicial district, as
well as elsewheré in Pennsylvania.

21. Defendants‘Facebook, Inc. and Thefacebook, LLC have entered and
continue to enter into commercial agreements, collaborations, joint ventures and/or
partnerships relating to the use and operation of the Facebook® website with residents of
Pennsylvania, including, but not limited to, Comcast Interactive Media, LLC, which is

pri_noipaﬂy located at 1500 Market Street, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 19102.

COUNT I
PATENT INFRINGEMENT

22.  Plaintiff incorporates Ey reference paragraphs 1 through 21 of this
Complaint as if fully set forth herein.

23.  Acts which constitute direct infringement,,inducement of infringement and
contributory infringement by defendants of some or all of the claims of the ‘629 Patent
are taking place in the United States, including, but not limited to, within this judicial :
district.

24.  Throughout the United States and this‘ judicial district, defendants
Facebook, Inc. and Thefacebook, LLC are in the business of, inter alia, owning, making,
operating, maintaining, marketing, selling advertising for, and generating income and
profits from the Facebook® w’ebsite which facilitates the creation of online communities
by its 1‘e.gistere‘d users thll*ough the use of systems and methods covered by one or more

claims of the ‘629 Patent.
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25.  Throughout the United States and this judicial district, defendants
Facebook, Inc. and Thefacebook, LLC, through the Facebook® website, have induced
and continue to actively induce others to infringe one or more claims of the ‘629 Patent.

26.  Throughout the United States and this judicial district, defendants
Facebook, Inc. and Thefacebook, LLC, thr\ough the Facebook® website, have and
continue to aid and abet others to infringe one or more claims of the ‘629 Patent.

27.  As oftheir formation, but not later than February 11, 2003, defendants have
had knowledge bf the existence of the ‘629 Patent.

28.  The infringement by defendants Facebook, Inc. and Thefacebook, LLC of

one or more claims of the ‘629 Patent has deprived plaintiff XACP of revenues which it

otherwise would have made or cause.d to be made, and has in other respects, ipjured
XACP and will cause XACP added injui'y and loss of revenues unless enjoined by this
Court.

29.  Notice of the existence of the ‘629 Patent having been provided to
defendants, the past conduct of the defendants having been wanton and willful and,
therefore, constitutes willful and deliberate infringement of the claims of the ‘629 Paﬁent
warranting the assessment of treble damages pursuant to 35 U.S.C. § 284.

30.  The defendants’ infringement of the claims of the ‘629 Patent will continue
unless enjoined by this Court.

WHEREFORE, -plaintiff Cross Atlantic Capital Partners, Inc. prays for judgment

against defendants Facebook, Inc. and Thefacebook, LLC and requests that this Court:

6
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A.  Enter a finding and a judgment in favor of XACP and against Facebook,
Inc. and Thefacebook, LLC for patent infringement in an amount to bé ascertained and in
an amount adequaté to 601npensate XACP for Facebook, Inc.’s and Thefacebook, LLC’s
infringement including, but not limited . to, Facebook, Inc.’s and Thefacebook, LLC’s
profits, but in no event less than a reasonable royalty for the use made of the invention by
Facebook, Inc. and Thefacebook, LLC, such amount being increased three times, together
with prejudgment and post-judgment interest and cbsts as fixed by the Court, as provided
by 35 U.S.C. § 284;

B. Enter a preliminary and permanent injunction against fﬁrther and continued
infringement of the claims of the ‘629 Patent by Facebook, Inc. and Thefacebook, LLC,
as provided by 35 U.S.C. § 283;

C. Declare that this case is exceptional and award XACP its reasonable

attorney fees as the prevailing party, as provided by 35 U.S.C. § 285; and
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D. Grant XACP such other and further relief as the Court may deem just and

appropriate.

Dated: July 3, 2007

i
X
L

Respectfully submitted, e
ft‘@”‘wb‘

F r ederlck A. T’e'éyce Esqulre (PA ID# 47298)
MCSHEA\TECCE, P.C.

The Bell Atlantic Tower - 28" Floor

1717 Arch Street :

Philadelphia, PA 19103

(215) 599-0800

(215) 599-0888 (Fax)
ftecce(@mcshea-tecce.com

Counsel for plaintiff
Cross Atlantic Capital Partners, Inc.

and

Thomas J. Duffy, Esquire (PA 1D # 34729)
Patrick J. Keenan, Esquire (PA ID # 53775)
Duffy & Keenan

The Curtis Center, Suite 1150
Independence Square West

Philadelphia, PA 19106

(215) 238-8700

© (215) 238-8710 (fax)

pik@duffykeenan.com
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1
SYSTEM FOR CREATING A COMMUNITY

FOR USERS WITH COMMON INTERESTS
TO INTERACT IN

This application is a divisional application of application
Ser. No. 09/513,844, slill pending filed Feb. 25, 2000 which
is a Continuation-in-Part of application Ser. No. 09/264,988
still pending filed Sep. 15, 1998, Ibe entire content of which
is hereby incorporated by reference.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

This invention relates generally to software and informa-
tion distribution and control. More particularly, this inven-
tion relates to the use of various communications protocols
in order to distribule and enable community applications and
information through a public or private network lo enable
users to interact and communicate with like-minded com-
munities.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

The recent explosion of the Iniernet is due to many
factors. One primary factor is the availability of practically
unlimited information. Users can access data about
companies, news events, sports, organizations and almost
anything else under the sun. Another benefit of the Internet
is its inherent ability to permit communication among users.
Various standard protocols allow for information and
resource exchange through email, chat rooms, as well as
Usenet and other bulletin boards. A third major reason for
{he Internet’s growth is the large number of free or low cost
software applications which can be accessed through an
Internet connection. There is a vast amount of software
available on Internet servers which can be downloaded to
the user’s local computer and executed later. In addition,
through on-line stores and other electronic commerce
applications, it is possible for Iaternet users io purchase
software and pay for it without ever placing a call or
otherwise communicating with the software vendor.

In most cases, including interaction through the Internet,
it is generally required that each user have an executable
copy of a client software program locally at his or her
computer. This may be accomplished by downloading the
conventional computer executable code from a server prior
to interaction. Additionally, it is possible lo download code,
such as Java code, through a user’s browser application.
Once each user has a local copy of he software, (here are
various methods through which users can “meel” olher users
and interact.

Users can enter public or private chal rooms where users
wilh similar interesls may be localed. For example, in the
contex! of a gaming environment, once all specific users are
idenlified, interaction may be commenced via a garoe server
which conlrols (he interaction of play between and among
the users. The server communicates with cach of the player’s
local computers Lhrough an Inlernel connection. It is the
server’s responsibility to, for example, ensure that rules are
complied with and that actions and reactions initiated by one
player are communicated to other players. In the context of
a community chat room, such as, for example, a chat room
devoled to sailing, the server may be responsible for
enabling users lo communicale. News groups may allow a
user lo view and interact with poslings governed by (he
server. In the context of a photo album application, a server
may govern posting and viewing of applicable pictures.

While interaction which is eslablished and implemented
in the above described manner is generally acceptable, there
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are various drawbacks. For example, prior to eslablishing
service, a user must locate the desired application on-line or,
alternatively, purchase it in the store. Once ihe application
has been downloaded or purchased, the user must mapually
complete the often detailed, frustrating and time consuming
process of installing the application on the user’s local
compuler. Following this, if the user wishes lo iniliale
network (i.e. Inlernet) interaction, he or she must establish
an Internet connection. Then the user must locate a suitable
interaction user. In order to do this, the user is typically
required to install a browser, find and “surf” to a web site
which allows the user to locate other suitable users and then
follow the steps on that site to find those users. These steps
may include installing additional software plugins or
applets, entering a chat room, and waiting for one or more
suitable users fo enter the same room. Alternatively, users
may locate each other through pre-arranged bulletin boards
or through email exchanges. Once the users have been
located, various methods exist for establishing a connection
between all users through a central or distribuled game or
communications server. Unfortunately, users with varying
interests often have a difficult time locating each other.
Additionally, many steps and a significant amount of time
are required prior to commencing the actual interaction.

Creating communities of people with similar inierests
may also suffer drawbacks and difficulties. It may be lime
consurming and difficult to create a community of interest for
users that permils interaction. Communities of interest may
be difficult to create, especially for neophyle computer users
with little experience in the field. If separate software,
applets, or plugins are needed to access the community, it
may be difficult to convince prospective community mem-
bers to find a copy of or go to the website location for
downloading the necessary software, download the
software, install and configure it, and use the software to
communicate with the community. Additionally, it may be
difficult to publicize the exislence of such a community to
otbers.

Finding such a community may require familiarity with a
computer and the Interpet. Individual creators of applica-
tions or interaclive communilies may lack the resources to
publicize these ilems. '

Further, cumrent interaction on the Internet may suffer
from the drawback of technical complexity for users to
operate. Communication and interaction may require knowl-
edge of Lhe location of bulletin boards or chat roorss, as well
as knowledge lo inslall and use communication applications.
The technical complexities and lack of knowledge may
create a significant barrier for adoption by new users.

In addition to user interaction, lhere are various other
applications which inherently require communicalion
among multiple individuals and which lend themselves well
lo establishing and maintaining thal communication through
the Intemet or another flexible communicalions network.
For example, commerce conducted over the Inlernet
(somelimes known as “Electronic Commerce” or
“E-commerce”), requires a user lo locale an appropriale
“on-line slore” and then, wilhin that slore, locale an appro-
priale product prior lo-purchasing il. Searching lhe .entire
Internet for a store and then searching within (hat store can
be a daunling lask for the neophyte or even an expericnced
Inlernel user who has not previously purchased a product
through an “on-line store”. Further, finding 2 slore that the
user lrusls may be difficult, as a user often searches the
internet on their own, wilhout a referral.

Nor do inleraclive applicalions allow adminisirators to
publish or subscribe to information and select customer
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functionalily applications, particularly information located
on apother application. Current methods of “cutting and
posting” information from one area to another often require
editing and reformatting the information. These efforts may
be time consuming and deter users from publishing such s
information.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

1t is therefore an object of the invention to overcome the
drawbacks of the prior art. 10

1t is a further object of the invention lo provide a method
and system which simplifies processes for inleraction among
individuals and/or entities which occur through a commu-
nications network.

1t is a still further object of the invenlion to provide a
system and method for multi-user interaclion and commu-
nication through a network which is directed to a specific
transaction, interaction and/or interest.

1t is another object of the invention to provide a sysiem 4
and method which enables creation and distribution of
application objects which direct a user Lo specific informa-
tion.

1t is another object of the invention to provide a system
and methodology for invoking an invitation application to 25
simplify the creation of and allow the widespread and rapid
distribution ofan electronic connection between a plurality
of users through an on-line community associated with a
user interest.

These and other objects are achieved through the present 30
invention which provides a system and method for infor-
mation and application distribution and delivery. The system
described herein may be referred to as an Information and
Application Distribution System (IADS) and may be pref-
erably embodied as a communication network which may be 35
used for a variety of purposes. ln one embodiment, the JADS
is employed to distribute, initiate and allow user interaction
and communication within communities of users with simi-
lar interests. An IADS of the present invention may employ
a communication application lo distribute and initiale invi- 40
tation applications having an executable component and a
message component. The IADS of the present invention may
include access lo onme or more cuslomized comrmunities
which are designed to allow users to inoleract within a
community with various community applications. The deliv- 45
ery methodology of the present invention may circumvent
many of the drawbacks encountered in matching or users of
applications through prior art techniques.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWING 50

FIG. 1 is a block diagram illustrative of the Information
and Application Distribution System (1ADS) of the present
invention. :

FIG. 2 is a flowchart illustraling sleps in creating a
communily according lo an embodiment of the invention, 33

FIG. 3 is a flowcharl illustrating sleps in distributing and
initiating a communily according to an embodiment of the
invenlion.

FIG. 4 is a graphic user interface for a community
according (o an embodiment of the invention.

F1G. 5 is a schemalic illustration of accessing subscription
objects according lo an embodiment of the invention.

FIG. 6 is a block diagram of an IADS according lo a

15

60

specific embodiment of the invention. 65

FIG. 7 is a fowcharl illusirating the major sleps in
distributing, inilialing and conlrolling a mulliple player

4

computer game application in a particular embodiment of
the present invention; .

FIGS. 8A1-8A4 and 8B are flowcharts illustrating the
process of game distribution via electronic mail and subse-
quent game play in a preferred embodiment of the present
invention.

FIG. 9 is a flowchart illustrating the detailed process of
game play in a preferred embodiment of the invention.

FIG. 10 is a flowchart illustrating the detailed process of
virtual value ticket account control according to a preferred
embodiment of the invention.

FIG. 1 is a flowchart illustrating the detailed process
involved in a product purchase using the IADS in a preferred
embodiment of the invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS

The present invention is described in relation to distribu-
tion of an invitation application and a client application via
a network and an email connection. Nonetheless, the char-
acteristics and paramelers pertaining to this distribution are
equally applicable to other types of distributions.

For purposes of explaining the present invention, a spe-
cific embodiment will be described. This embodiment is
examplary only, and is not intended to limit the scope of the
invention. A crealor accesses a central controller over a
network fo create a community using a commuaity creating
module. In this example, the title of the community is “The
William Henry Harrison Historical Preservation . Society.”
The community creating module permits the creator to
create a community, and designate applications and content
presented in the community by a user interface. The appli-
cations in the present example include a chat application
object for users to interact with each other in chat format, a
schedule application object for scheduling appointments for .
the events, a pledge application object for pledging a
donation, a photo album application object for viewing
photos related to William-Henry Harrison, and other appli-
cation objects. Content in the present example includes
information about upcoming fund raising events and meet-
ings for the society, information about current funds
collected, biographical information about William Henry
Harrison, and other information. Different applications may
provide different levels of interaction belween a user, other
users, and the central controller module. )

Upon crealing the communily, lhe crealor designales
other users to access the community. The application
accesses the creator’s locally stored communication address
book, such as e-mail address book, or retrieves a centrally
stored communication address book from the central
controller, and presenls the contents to the creator. The
creator selects the names and e-mail addresses of the indi-
viduals lo be invited to access the communily. The central
controller sends a transmission, such as an e-mail, to the
invited users based on the information provided by the

_creator. The transmission includes a message component

and an executable component. The message component
describes the community, ioviles the user lo join the
communily, and provides instructions. In the present
example, lhe message component greels the user, informs
the user that the community is named “The William Henry
Harrison Hislorical Preservation Sociely,” describes Lhe
communily, and invites the user to join.

Upon receipt of he (ransmission, a user execules the
execulable component according lo the inslructions, such as
in a known manner, e.g., double clicking on an appropriale
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icop in .a Windows™ epvironment or other manner of
execuling the executable component. A login dialog screen
is opened for the user. A user provides regisiration informa-
tion (e.g. full name, address, personal information, etc.) and
forwards the information to the central controller. The login
display screen provides the user with a user-id, and prompts
the user to supply a password. At this point the program may
or may not download additional content objects, application
objects, and client software componenis to allow the user to
interface with the Henry Harrison Historical Preservation
Society from outside the browser environment.

Using the user interface, the user can interact with the
communily through the central controller, other users, or
both, at appropriate times. Upon enlering a community, 2
user may access content objects, such as subscription
objects, application objects, or other content, which form the
community. A user automatically receives content objects
{hat are updated. Interaction includes using the various
application objects downloaded to the user, such as inter-
acling with apother user in the chat area. Where applicable,
the central controller module coordinates use of an applica-
tion object between a plurality of users.

FIG. 1 illustrates an IADS 100 according to an embodi-
ment of the present invention. IADS 100 comprises multiple
users 110 connected to Network 150 through multiple Con-
nector Providers (CPs) 105. Network 150 may be anmy
network that permits multiple users to connect and interact.
According to an embodiment of the invention, Network 150
may be a dedicated line to connect users, the Internet, an
intranet, or other type of network. CP 105 may be a provider
that connects a user to a network. According to an embodi-
ment of the invention, CP 105, may be an Internet service
provider, a dial-up access or other manner of connecting to
a network. In actual practice there may be significantly more
users connected to IADS 100 than shown. This would mean
that there would be additional users which are connected
through the same CPs shown or through other CPs.
Nevertheless, for purposes of illustration, the discussion will
presume four users 110 connected to Network 150 through
two CPs 105.

According to an embodiment of the iovention, clients 110
may be users with any computing device capable of access-
ing Network 150 through CP 105. Alternatively, some or all
of users 110 may access Network 150 through a direct

connection. FIG. 1 shows two compufers 110a and 1106

each having a connection lo Network 150 through an CP
105z and 105b. Compulers 110a and 1105 may be personal
compulers such as those localed in a users home, or may be
other devices which allow a user (o access and inleract with
others on Network 150. According to an embodiment of the
invention, both computers 110 may be connected to Nel-
work 150 through the same CP 105. Central controller
module 115 may also have a connection to Network 150 as
described above. Central controlier module 115 may com-
municate with one or more dala storage modules 160, the
latter being discussed in more detail below.

According to an embodiment of the invention, cach
computer 110 may be configured as a typical home based
compuler. Other configurations may also be used. Each
computer 110 may contain a communicalion application
module 155, a processor module 160 and a memory module
170. Communication application modules 155a and 155b
nced nol be the same specific software so long as commu-
nication between them is according to slandard prolocols so
(hal messages senl and received can be recognized. Com-
munication application module 155 may comprise an e-mail
application such as Microsoft Beyond Mail™, Netscape
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Mail™, Eudora Pro™, or the like, and must also comprise
an application which can establish a persistent connection to
network 150. Computer 110 may have at least one imput
device 120 for controlling the computer 110. Input device
120 may be a keyboard, joyslick, touchpad, scanner or any
similar device or combination of devices. Each of computers
110 may also include a display module 140, such as a CRT
display or other device. Addilionally, clients 110 may con-
{ain client application module 125, where client applications
comprise content, subscription objects, user interface, appli-
cation objects, and other content, which will be described in
greater detail below.

IADS 100 further includes central controller module 115,
Central controller module 115 may maintain a connection to
Network 150. Preferably, a connection may be a high speed,
large bandwidth connection, such as a T1 or T3 line,
although other connections may also be employed. Central
controller module 115 may function to permit clients 110 to
interact with each other in conmection wilh various
applications, messaging services and other services which
may be provided through IADS 100.

Central controller module 115 may preferably comprise
either a single server computer or multiple server computers
configured to appear to clients 110 as a single resource.
Central controller module 115 may communicate with a
number of data storage modules 160. Particular siorage
modules 160 are described in further detail below. Various
databases may be available in a data storage module 160 as
necessary depending upon the specific applications and
services made available through IADS 100. In practice, data
in a storage modules 160 may be merged into a single
database or into groups of databases as determined by a
system administrator. According to an embodiment of the
invention, data storage modules 160 may be located on one
or more data storage devices, where the data storage devices
are combined or separate from central controller module
115. Physically, the databases may or may not be co-located
on the same storage device.

Communication module 180 may enable central control-
ler module 115 to communicate with others. According to an
embodiment of the invention, communication module 180
may comprise an email transfer application such as
Sendmail, Postfix, or Q-Mail or the like. Communication
module 180 may further enable central controller module
115 to interact with users via user application objects, such
as inslant messaging. Further, communications module 180
may enable cenlral controller module 115 to interact with an
Internet browser, such as Neiscape Navigator™, Microsoft
Internel Explorer™, or the like.

As will be discussed in more delail below, data storage
module 160 may include files associated with various appli-
cations which are accessed by users stationed at clients 110.
Applications may include compuler games, shopping cart
applications for lhe purchase of goods and/or services, work
group applications such as word processing, database,
accounting, invenlory and graphic programs, and other
application objects. Many of which will be described in,
greater detail below. Other applications may also be stored.
The data storage module 160 may also includc an email
database module, which may contain listings of email
addresses that are localed, indexed and slored as described
below. As will be discussed in more detail below, according
to an embodiment of Lhe invention, various communilies,
clients, subscription objects, cxeculable components and
other ilems may be slored in dala storage module 160. Dala
slorage module 160 may include an informalion database
module which may conlain a variely of different types of
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information. Central controller module 115 may record
various user information in data storage module 160, such as
whal communities a user is a member is subscribed lo, whal
invitations a user has received, what invitations a user has
accepted, and other user information. Central controller
module 115 may record community information in data
storage module 160, such as community memberships,
statistics about community popularity and other community
information. Other information may also be stored.

Central coniroller module may be conmected to link
application module 130, community creating module 165,
and invitation module 175. According to an embodiment of
the invention, link application module 130 may assisl a user
in setting links within a community. The functions of link
application module 130 will be described below in greater
detail. According to an embodiment of the invention, com-
munity creating module 165 may assist a user in creating a
community, The functions of community creating module
165 will be described below in greater detail. According to
an embodiment of the invention, invitation module 175 may
assist a user in inviting other users to join a community. The
functions of invitation module 175 will be described below
in greater detail.

Creating a Community

FIG. 2 is a flow-chart which illustrates creating a com-
munity according to an embodiment of the invention. A
creating user, or creator, starts creating a commuanity at step
200. At step 202, a creator provides community identifica-
tion information, and community identification information
is screened to determine if the information is valid at step
204. If community identification information is not valid, a

"crealor is informed at step 206, and is returned to step 202.

If community identification information is valid, a creator
sets a category at siep 208. At step 210, a crealor determines
the look and feel of a cormmunity, and decides whether to
advanced look and feel at step 212. If yes, a creator sels
artwork and fonts at step 214, and sets text for the announce-
ments screen at step 216. If a creator decides not to select
advanced look and feel, the creator sets text for an
announcements screen at step 216. At step 218, a creator
determines whether to have a link in an announcements
screen . If yes, a creator uses a link application module to set
text for an announcements screen at step.220, and may set
a link deslination at step 222. Upon setling a link destination,
or if a creator elects not to set a link, a crealor sels up a
mailing lisl at step 224. At slep 226, a user scls a privacy
level for community. A user invites others to a community
al step 228, and launches a community al step 230. The
method of FIG. 2 will now be described in more detail.

A creator accesses community creating module 165
through central controller module 115 at step 200. Accord-
ing lo an embodiment of the invenlion, communily creating
module 165 may provide the framework through which
central controller module 115 interacts with a user lo create
a community, and relaled applications and functions.
According to another embodiment of the invention, com-
munity crealion may comprise a web-based creation. Other
configurations may also be used.

Al step 202, a crealor provides community identification
informalion to a central controller module 115. Community
idenlification informalion may comprise a community name,
description, search lags, keywords, and lopline key. By way
of example, a crealor may name a communily and provide
a brief description, such as naming the communily lhe
“Omaha Sailing Club” and may describe the community as

20

25

55

60

8

a group of sailors in the greater Omaha, Nebr. area who have
an interest in sailing and following sailing events. A creator
may further designate appropriate keyword(s), metatag(s),
search tag(s), and /or other classifications for a community,
such as “Omahasailing” as a keyword, and “Omaha,”
“sailing,” “Nebraska,” “boats,” “yachts,” and “water” as
search tags. Community identification information may fur-
ther comprise information about the creator, such as name,
address, personal information, and other creator informa-
tion. Community identification information may also com-
prise computer information, such as an electronic identifier
(e.g., cookie, computer identification number. etc.) and other
information about the computer. Other community identifi-
cation information may also be requested.

According to an embodiment of the invention, a creator
may input the requested information through input device
120. Information may be antomatically provided to ceniral
controller module 115. through the connection of user 110
with central controller module 115, such as the computer
identifier number. Other methods for providing information
to central controller module 115 may also be used, such as
inputting information into a telephone keypad or personal
digital assistant.

At step 204, central controller screens community iden-
tification information to determine if it is valid. If commu-
nity identification information is already in use, such as a
community name already in use, a creator may be informed
of this event at step 206, and may be returned to step 202 to
provide different communrity identification information.
According to an embodiment of the invention, a crealor may
be required to acknowledge the use of the ‘community
identification -information by another, such as by requiring
the creator to click on a dialog box to continue to step 202.

If community information is valid, a creator may desig-
nate a community category at step 208. The category may be
within a hierarchy of categories, where the creator is pre-
sented with various categories and subcategories with which
to associate the community. By way of example, a hierarchy
mway conlain various calegories, such as “Arts &
Humanities,” “Education,” “Government,” “Recrealion &
Sports,” or “Science,” and subcategories. For the category
“Recreation & Sports,” for example, various subcategories
may include “College Football,” “Professional Basketball,”
and “World Cup Soccer.” Under the category- of
“Education,” for example, various subcategories may
include “Engineering,” “High School,” and “Elementary
Education.” Subcalegories may be further divided into other
subcategories. Other calegories and subcalegories may be
used to identify a community. According lo an embodiment
of the invention, a crealor may calegorize a community
under more lhan one category or subcalegory. By way of
example, a communily enliticd “Omaha Sailing Club” may
be categorized under a “Recreation & Sports” calegory.
Other methods of categorization may also be used.

Additionally at slep 208, a crealor may designate com-
munity fields. Community fields may comprise a-calegory or
categories of interesl, language, location, age group, and
meta-tags of inlerest associaled with the community, and
may overlap with other community identificalion informa-
tion. According to an embodiment of the invention, com-
munity fields may designale English as the language of Lhe
community, sailing as lbe category of interesl, and Omaha,
Nebr. as lhe localion for the communily. Communily fields
will be described in more detail below.

Al step 210, a configuration edilor is presenled lo a
creator. A configuration edilor may allow a user lo build a
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community, designate content and application objects, sub-
scribe to subscription objects, and add other information
associated with the community.

According lo an embodiment of the invention,"

information, applications, functions and other aspects of a
community may be generally considered contenl objects,
where content objects may comprise portions of a commu-
pity which a user may access. Content objects may further
comprise application objects, subscription objects, or other
content of a community. Other types of content objects may
also be used. Application objects and subscription objects
will be described in greater detail below,

According lo an embodiment of the invention, a configu-
ration editor may present various standard community tem-
plates and application objects (or “functions”) to build a

[y
o

community, and various options or customizations for a

creator to create a community. According to an embodiment
of the invention, standard templates may comprise templates
for arranging functions and content. Standard application
objects may comprise a chat application object, a shopping
cart application object, an instant message application
object, a navigation application object, a search application
object, an address application object, a news group appli-
cation object, or other application objects. Standard appli-
cation objects may be available to all users. A chat appli-
cation object may comprise a scrolling chat window, where
users may interacl by typing messages lo each other. Accord-
ing to another embodiment of the invention, limited standard
application objects may be available to certain user. Limited
standard application objects may comprise a creation appli-
cation object, an exit application object, an invitation appli-
cation object, or other application objects. An exit applica-
tion may allow a user to exit a community. An invitation
application object may allow a user to invite others, such as
in the manner set forth in FIG. 3.

According to an embodirment of the invention, a commu-
nity may have an electronic store associated with the com-
munity. A creator may “stock” the electronic store with items
of interest io users of the community, such as subscribing to
vendor subscription objects. A shopping carl application
objecl may permit a user to select iterns from the electronic
store to purchase either immediately or at a later time. Other
application objects may also be used.

Options may include modifying standard applications,
designaling optional applications, creating umique
applications, creating specific content, organizing the pre-
sentation of a community user inlerface, designaling who
can access the cornmunity, and designating who is initially
sent the community, including the message component and
executable component. Other options may also be present by
a configuration editor. According lo an embodiment of the
invention, commuuity creatiog module 165 may enable a
creator (o creale a desired unigue application. According lo
an embodiment of the invention, a unique application cre-
aled by a crealor may be saved on community crealing
module 165 and may.be later presented to another crealor as
an oplional application. A unique application may be aliered
before being prescnled as an opliopal application or may be
presented as created. According to another embodiment of
the invention, application objecls may be created indepen-
dently by a user, or by a third party. Olher methods for
crealing a unique applicalion may also be used. Various
functions will be described in greater delail below.

According to an embodiment of the invention, a crealor
may subscribe lo available subscription objects. Subscrip-
tion objects may be various objecls, such as chal content, a
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product to purchase, a photograph file, or other item, which
has been published by another user. Publishing a subscrip-
tion object enables others to subscribe to the subscriplion
object. The subscription object may be accessed through a
community and an application object. By way of example,
a transcript of a chat session in a community related to

politics may be published by an administrator of a2 commu- . :

nity. A crealor (or administralor) of a second community
related to politics may subscribe to the subscription object
corresponding to the chat session, thereby enabling the users
of second community to access the contents of the chat
session. Other manners for subscribing may also be used.

Al step 212, a crealor determines whether to modify a
community {o achieve an advanced look and feel. If a creator
desires an advanced look and feel, a creator may be pre-
sented with various options to modify a community look and
feel at step 214. Options may include modifying various
fonts, sizes and colors of various content {e.g., title, text,
headers, elc.), modifying backgrounds, such as different
colors or desigas, designating attributes of tabs and buttons,
and other selections which determine tbe “look and feel” of
the community. According to an embodiment of the
invention, a creator may be presented with pull down menus
1o select various options. A creator may also import options,
such as artwork, pictures, video, audio, or other files to
modify ‘a community. By way of example, a crealor of a
commugity entitled “Omaha Sailing Club” may be presented
with two pull down menus providing options for the title. A
creator may select “Book Antiqua” as the font, and 14 point
as the size. Further, a creator may upload a picture of a sail
boat to serve as a background for the community and may
upload an audio file of sea gulls and waves to be heard when
a user first accesses the community. Other modifications
may also be made. '

Once a creator has set the advanced “look and feel” or if
a creator elecls not to set the advanced “look and feel,” a
crealor may set text for an announcements screen at step
216. According to an embodiment of the invention, & com-

_ munity may have an announcements screen which provides
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an introduction to the community, and may be accessed by
a user selecting the announcements tab. A creator may select
what lext will be displayed on the announcements screen, as
well as the iext content on the announcements screen
associated with an announcements fab. Text may include
greeliogs, communily news, announcements, or other infor-
malion associaled wilth (he community. According lo an
embodiment of the invention, an announcements screen may
be the first display a user views when entering a community.
By way of example, the creator of the community entitled
“Omaba Sailing Club” may designale that text on the
announcements screen introduce a user lo the community
and provide a brief explanation about various functions and
content of the community. Other manners of selting lext on
an announcements screen may also be used.

Al step 218, a crealor determines whether to place a link
to apother communily in an announcements screen. If a
crealor elects to place one or more links in the announce-
ments screen, a crealor may be presented with link appli-
cation modulc 130, and may sel texL for a link or links at step
220. Setting text for a link may comprise a crealor enlering
texL lo describe the link. Al step 222, the creator may sel the
link destinalion. By way of example, another community
may be enlitled “ America’s Cup™ Walch” and may focus on
various mileslones and evenis leading up to and occurring in
the America’s Cup™ sailing races. A crealor may provide a
link in Lhe announcements screen Lo this communily, and sel
lext for the link, such as “America’s Cup™ Schedule of
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Events.” A user may then activate the link and be taken to
{he “America’s Cup™ Watch” community. Other manners
of providing links may also be used. For example, a com-
munity administrator may wish to originate a link to another
community in another screen, such as the screen displaying
the chat application object, instead of originating the link in
the announcements screen. A communily administratory
may wish to place links directly to a subscription object
within another community. A cornmunity administrator may
determine that another community has a particularly active
chat room that may be of interest. The administrator may
create a link directly to that chat room, rather than the
entrance of the community. Finally, an adminisiralor may
also wish to create links originating from or pointing
towards World Wide Web pages, or may incorporate some or
all of a World Wide Web page directly into the community
application.

Once a creator has set links in the announcements screen,
or elected not fo set links, a creator may set up one or more
majling lisis at step 224. According to an embodiment of the
_ invention, a community may have one or more groups
associaled with the community. Groups may comprise
officers, people within a certain geographic location, or other
types of groups. Mailing lists may enable a user to send a
message to certain users in a2 community. By way of
example, the creator of the “Omaha Sailing Club” commu-
nity may create a mailing list for club officers, a mailing list
for members of different marinas, a mailing list for users
with an interest in catamarans, and a mailing list for users
with an interest in single hull sail boats. Other types of
mailing lists may also be used.

30

At step 226, a creator designates the privacy level of a

community. According 1o an embodiment of the invention,
a privacy.level may indicate whal users may access the
community. Various privacy levels may determine what

. users may access a communily. Some privacy levels may
require a specific invitation, such as from a designated user
(e.g., administrator) or a member of the community. Other
privacy levels may allow users lo apply without an
invitation, where a specified user approves the membership.
Another level of privacy may allow any user lo join.
According to an embodiment of the invention, privacy levels
may delermine whether a community is listed within a
hierarchy of communities, and whether the content of the
communities are published. Communities with high privacy
levels may not be listed within a hierarchy or a user
interface, while communities with lower privacy levels may
be lisled. By way of example, the crealor of the “Omaha
Sailing Club” community may select a privacy level thal
allows any user to enler the community wilhout an
invitation, bul requires a community administrator to
approve the membership wilthin the community. Olher man-
ners of determining privacy for a community may also be
used.

‘When designating privacy levels, a creator may designate
specific users Lo perform cerlain functions wilhin a commu-
nity. A creator may delegale functions lo other users (or
“administrators™) and/or may empower other users to per-
form functions. Such functions may include inviling
individuals, stocking a community slore, approving an indi-
vidual lo join a communily, punishing users for inappropri-
ate conduct in a community, moniloring functions o ensure
compliance with community standards, publishing or sub-
scribing to subscription objecls, or olher functions related to
a community.

According (o an example, a communily lilled “The XYZ
Softball Team” may be created, where information about the

@
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XYZ Softball team, including a schedule of games, player
slalistics, and other information, is presented. A creator may
determine that only members of the XYZ softball team
should be able to access the community. A crealor may
provide to central coniroller module 115 a list of team
members, along with appropriate information. Central con-
troller module 115 may compare information provided by a
user lo the informalion provided by a crealor, thereby
governing access o the community. '

According to an embodiment of the invention, a creator
may designate certain users to allow others to access the
community. According to the example of a community titled
“The XYZ Softball Team,” there may be a coach and two
assistant coaches for the team. The coach of the team may
creale the community and a designate that each team mem-
ber may be able to access the community. Further, the
creator may designate that the two assistant coaches may
allow other users to access the community. According to an
embodiment of the invention, users designated to allow
other, non-designated users to access a community may
receive a client application with a “tag” encoded within, The
tag may indicate the chain of communications, e.g., how the
client application was sent from one user to another. Accord-
ing to an embodiment of the invention, a user may not join
a community unless that user received the client application
from a user designated fo allow other users to access the
commuuity. Thus, according to the example of the “The
XYZ Softball Team” community, assistant managers may
receive a client application with a tag. Amy user who

receives an invitation directly from one of the assistant

managers may access the community. If the client applica-
tion is not received directly from one of the assistant
managers, a user may be prohibited from accessing the
community. According to another embodiment of the
invention, central controller module 115 may maintain
records regarding what users may invite other users into a
community. Members of the “XYZ Softball Team” commu-
nity other than the coach or assistant managers would not be
able lo invite other users lo become community members.
Other methodologies for designating who can access a
communily may also be used. )

According to an embodiment of the invention, a creator
may delermine whether users can interact within a commu-
nity in total anonymity, in various stages of .anonymity, or
without any anonymity. A user may provide certain infor-
mation lo allow for identification. A user may enter a user
name for a community, and may creale a profile, where the
profile comprises information about the user thal may be
accessed by other users. Users may elect not lo provide
certain information in a profile. By way of example, a
crealor may indicale that all members of a community must
disclose the uscr’s actual name and address in a profile.
Other manners of determining user privacy may also be
used.

Al step 228, a crealor may invile people fo join a

_community. According lo an embodiment of the iovention,

a crealor may generate an invitation message to other users,
inviting them to join the community. A creator may further
provide a communications address, such as an e-mail.
address, to allow an invitation and a executable application
{o Jaunch the community lo be senl to one or more users.
According lo an embodimenl of the invention, the commu-
nily client application operaling on the crealor’s computer
may access the creator’s locally slored communicalions
address book (e.g., e-mail address book), or (he central
conlroller module 115 may access lhe crealor’s cenlrally
slored address book. A lisl of communications addresses
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may be presented to the creator, thereby enabling the creator
1o select users to invite without being required to input each
communications address for each user. Other manners of
inviting users may also be used. At step 230, a creator may
launch a community. Other manners of creating communi-
ties may also be used.

Inviting Other Users,

FIG. 3 is a flow-chart which illustrates inviting other users
io participate in and/or join a community according to an
embodiment of the invention. At step 250, a user activaies an
invite function. Al step 252, a user’s communication address
book is accessed and a list of communication addresses is
presented. A user selects communication addresses and
creales a personal invilation at step 254, and sends commu-
nication addresses and personal invitalions fo central con-
troller module 115 at step 256. At step 257, the contents and
configuration of an invitation application are determined,
and at step 258, central controfler module 115 creates an
invitation application. At step 260, central controller module
115 sends an invitation application to the communication
addresses. An invited user receives the invitation application
and launches it at step 262, The executable component
prompts an invited user to provide acceptance information at
step 264. At step 266, the acceptance information is sent to
central controller module 115. Central controller module 115
approves the acceptance and transmits a community client
application at step 268, and launches the community client

.application at step 270. The method of FIG. 3 will now be

described in more detail.

A user may access invitation application module 175
through central controller module 115 at step 250. Accord-
ing to an embodiment of the invention, invitation application
module 175 may provide the framework through which
central controller module 115 interacts with a user to invite
other users to join and/or interact with 2 community, and
related applications and functions. According to an embodi-
ment of the invention, as described in FIG. 4, a user may
access invitation applicalion module 175 by activating invite
function button 3035 located on graphic user interface 300.
An example of an embodiment of graphic user interface 300
is described in greater detail below. Other configurations
may also be used.

At step 252, a user’s communication address book (e.g.,
e-mail address book, IRC chat address book, elc.) is
accessed, such as through a clienl application using client
110. A client application may present a lisl of communica-
tion addresses to user, by retrieving communicalions
addresses localed within a user’s communication address
book. A user may select communication addresses from the
list presented, thereby enabling the user lo select other users
to invite without being required lo input a communications
address for each user.

According to an embodiment of the invenlion, a user may
desire lo invite an individual who is nol in a user’s com-
munication address book. A client application may present a
user wilh the oplion lo manually input a communication
address such as, for example only, presenling a dialog box
for a user to cnler an e-mail address. Other manners of
selecting communicalion addresses may also be used.

A user may generale a personal invitalion as communi-
cation addresses are selected. According lo an embodiment
of ‘the invenlion, a user may gencrale a different personal
message for each communication address. An individualized
personal message may address the inviled user by pame,
such as referencing an invited user by name, describing

55
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aspects of the community of specific interest to an invited
user, and other personalized comments. According to an
embodiment of the invention, a user may generate ope
general personalized message to be seni to all selected
communication addresses, where the one general personal-
ized message is sent to all inviled users, but is created by the
user inviting the others. Such a general message may
describe various aspects of a community, including general
portions of interest to the invited users. Other manners of
generaling personal invitalions may also be used.

Al step 256, a user sends one or more selecied commu-
nication addresses and personal invitations fo central con-
troller module 115 through communicalion address module
135. Communication addresses and personal invitations may
be sent to central controller throngh any known manner. By
way of example only, communication addresses and per-
sonal iovitation may be thorough a communications
application, such as an e-mail transmission, an “instant
message” transmission, or other manpper of transmission.
Other manners of sending may also be used.

Al step 257 central controller module 115 may determine
what an invited user needs to join a community. Central
controller module 115 may determine what an invited user
peeds based if the invited user has previously registered with
another community. Central controller module 115 may
check records, such as records located on data slorage
modules 160.

At step 258, central controller module 115 creates an
invitation application. According 1o an embodiment of the
invention, message component may comprise a personal
invitation and an instruction invitation. Central controller
module 115 may create an instruction invitation to combine
with a personal invitation provided by a user. An instruction
invitation may provide instructions to an invited user regard-
ing how to execule an executable component, how to
interact within a community, what bebavior is acceptable
within the community, where to find help to interact with the
community, and other instructions that may be of use Lo an
invited user. Central controller module 115 may combine a
personal invitation, such as a personal invilation provided by
a user, with an instruction invitation to form a message
component. Other manners of generating a message com-
ponent may also be used.

According to an embodiment of the invention, if an
invited user bas nol registered previously, central controller
module 115 may combine an executable component with a
message component. An execulable component may be
resident on central controller module 115, such as, for
example, a self-extraclable zip archive. An executable com-
ponent may provide assistance in registering a user to join a
commmunijty and for downloading appropriate information
needed to access a communily. Executable components will
be described in more detail below. An executable component
may be combined directly with a message component, or
may be modified for an invited user before being combined
with a message componenl. According to an ernbodiment of
the invention, central conlroller module 115 may generate a
new cxeculable component to combine with each message
component, such as if a unique message component is being
senl. An cxeculable component may be personalized for an
inviled user, such as personalized based on the communily
io be invited to, personal preferences, , or other characler-
istics. Other manners for using execulable components and
creating an invitation application may also be used.

Furlher, an execulable component may conlain all appli-
cations necessary to view and inleract in a community.
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These applications will be described in greater detail below.
An executable componen! may assist an invited user in
accepting and registering for a community and obtaining the
proper information and/or files to access and interact with a
community. When an executable component is launched, it
may read a user’s identification number, such as from the
name of the zip archive, and may connecl lo the server to
begin sctup and download of a client application for a
community. A user ID may be used to retrieve a user’s
communication address off of central coniroller module 115,
as well as retrieve other user-specific information, such as
which community a user has been invited into.

According to an embodiment of the invention, an invited
user may already be registered with another community and

have previously received an executable component. Central

controller module 115 may generaie a message component,
as set forth above, for the new community to which the
invited users is fo be invited. Central controller module 115
may also generale an acceplance component to combine
with a message component to form an invitation application.
An acceplance component may prompt an invited user to
accept an invitation and provide further information. By way
of example only, an acceptance component may prompt a

user to accept an invitation, provide a user identification for .

the community and provide a password for the community.
Other manners of providing acceptance components may
also be used..

At step 260, central controller module 115 sends an
invitation application to an invited user. According to an

embodiment of the invention, an invitation application com-

prises a personal invitation, an instruction invitation, and an
executable component. According to another embodiment of
the invention, an invitation application comprises a message
component and an acceptance component. An invitation
application may be sent to an invited user via a transmission
using an appropriale communication address, such as an
e-mail address. Other manners of transmitting an invitation
application may also be used.

At step 262, an invited user receives'an invitation appli-
cation and launches an executable component of the invi-
tation application. According to an embodiment of the
invention, aninvited user may receive an invitation appli-
cation and may access a message component of the invita-
tion application. A user may launch an executable compo-
nent accorditg to known launching methods (e.g., double
clicking on an execulable icom, etc.). According to an
embodiment of the invention, an inviled user may launch an
acceptance component of the invitation application. Other
manners for receiving and launching an executable compo-
nent may also be used.

Al step 264, executable component prompts a user to
provide acceptance information. An executable component
may present a user with a login dialog on-screen. According
to an embodiment of the invention, a dialog design may be
simple with 2 minimum of fields to avoid confusing an
invited user. A user may be given he optlion to change user

name and default email (for example, the address thal the’

executable component was sent). Auser may be prompted to
provide other. user information, as well as enter a password
and confirm it." According to an embodiment of the
invention, an acceplance component may prompl a user Lo
provide appropriate acceptance information. According lo
an embodiment of the invention, a user may press a bulton
to cancel an install if the user is not inclined to download a
client application for a2 communily. Cenlral conlroller mod-
ule 115 may record inviled users who declined an invilalion
{o a communily, such as recording in dala slorage module
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160. Records may include the name and e-mail address of an
invited user and who initiated the invitation.

According to an embodiment of the invention, a user may
designate user fields while registering. User fields may
comprise a user’s selection of language, a category or
categories of inlerest, age group, location, and other items to
designate interests of the user. According to an embodiment
of the invention, user fields may correspond to community
fields. Community fields will be discussed in greater detail
below. Other information may also be recorded.

An executable component forwards registralion informa-
tion lo ceniral controller module 115 al step 266. According
lo an embodiment of the invention, regisiration information
may be sent via a communication application, such as

" e-mail. According to an embodiment of the invention, an

acceptance component forwards acceptance informalion to
central controller module 115. Other manners for trapsmit-
ling registration information may also be used.

At step 268, central controller module 115 approves
acceptance and transmits 2 client application to the invited
user. According to an embodiment of the invention, accep-
tance may comprise recording that an invited user accepted
an invitation 1o join a community. An executable component
may assist central controller module 115 in downloading a
client applicalion upon confirmation that installation should
proceed. According to an embodiment of the invention, a
client application may be downloaded while an invited user

~watches a tutorial. When the download is complete, a user

may have a link that has been associated on the user’s
computer. At step 270, a user may launch a community, such
as aclivating a link to launch a client application for a
community. The link may designate information necessary
for the invited client to connect to central controller module
115 and initiate the user into the community. Other manners
of launching applications may also be used, for example the
community may launch automatically after the cenlral con-
troller module completes the download. A user may enter a
community and access content objects, such as subscription
objects, application objects, and other content, which form
the community. Further, upon entering lhe community, a
user may automatically receive updated content objects as
appropriate.

When a clieni application is launched to access a

.community, a user may be presented with a login screen. The

user may access a community by enlering the correct
password a community. Once the password is verified, a
graphic user interface 3000, as illustrated in FIG. 3, is
displayed. Graphic user interface 3000 may contain a lab
window 3005 with tab interface 3010. Tab interface 3010
may comprise a plurality of labs, such as announcements,
chat, and communications. A user may select a tab from lab
inlerface 3010 to access a particular funclion. A community
title 3015 may be displayed on graphic user interface 3000.

Tool Bar 3020 may allow a user to browse through the
hierarchical structure that organizes various communities.
Graphic user interface 3000 may display the current location
within a hierarchy, as well as the subcalegories below the
current location in the hierarchy. Graphic user interface 3000
may also display links to content and communities that are
available at other calegories and subcategories. Links may

- enable a user lo jump (o another community, calegory, or

65

subcalegory.

Community Funclions

Graphic user interface 3000 may present a user wilh
community related functions including communily
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information, chat, instant messaging, discussion groups,
classifieds, and mailing lists. The chat function allows users
to interactively participate in a text based discussion involv-
ing other members of the community, Instant messaging
allows a user to send a text message directly to a selected
user. Discussion groups allow community members to post

. and respond to messages related to topics of interest to the

community. Classifieds allow members of the community to
post advertisements for products and services they wish to
purchase or sell, and that are of interest to the community.
Mailing lists provide a convenient mechanism by which
community members may send email that reaches other
members of the community. _

Another set of functions are related to finding, creating
and building communities. A Create Fupction 3025 may
allow a user to create a new community, as set forth above
in FIG. 2. An Invite Function 3035 may-allow a user {0 invite
others to join a community. A Navigation Function 3030
may allow a user to browse through a hierarchical repre-
sentation of communities and content to find communities
they may wish to join or community content they want to
view. A Pal Function 3040 may allow ‘a user to maintain a
“Pals” list of people whom they wish to have available for
communication at all times. A Search: Function 3045 may
enable a user 1o search for communities, vendors, products
or users. An Exit Function 3055 may enable a user 1o exit a
community. A Cormnmunity Store 3050 Function may enable
a user to purchase items. Various functions will now be
described in greater detail below.

Pals

According to an embodiment of the invention, a user may
Select Pal Function 3040, which may comprise a scrollable:
window containing a list of users who have been selected as
the user’s pals. A user who invites ‘another user into a
community may be added lo the list by default. Other users
can be added to the pals list by highlighting a user withio a
chat room users list and adding to a pals list button.

i

§
Invite

A user may select Invite Function 3035, Iavite Function
3035 may allow a user to invile people from an address book
and pals list into a community. As illustrated above in FIG.
3, the client application reads a communication address
book and pals list and puls the names-and addresses into a
list. A user selecls various addresses, and may enter a
personalized message lo her friends. .

Navigation

Once the user has experienced a community, a user may
desire 1o see other communities. A user may selecl Naviga-
tion Function 3030, which may offer lop-line calegories such
as sports and leisure, business and ‘commerce, arts and
cntertainment, and so on. Browsing within a category may
reveal lower level sub-catcgories. According to an embodi-
menl of lhe invention, communilies may be listed within
calegories, and icons nexl (o the names of communities will
provide an indication of the relalive sizes and activity levels
of a communily, as well as an indication of how a user may

10
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join the communpity. Some communities will be open for all -

users lo join. Other communilies may be open on various
levels of exclusivily, as eslablished when a community is
crealed, and therefore may not appear on a navigation menu.

A user may use Navigalion Function 3030 to go lo a
desired communily. Appropriale contenl objects for a given
community may be downloaded and launched, putting the
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user in the community. A user may be faced with the same
interface as when the original community was launched.

Announcements

A user may select an anoouncements screen, which may
be a basic welcome mechanism to a community, where
messages relevant 16 the community at large may be posted.
An announcements tab may have links embedded into
displayed messages, where links point to other communities.

Create

A user may select a create tab that enables creation of a
community. A user may select Create Function 3025, such as
that set forth in FIG. 2 above, may allow a user to create and
design a community, select application objects and subscrip-
tion objects available in a community and designate other
features of a community.

Chat

A user may select a chat tab from tab interface 3010 of
graphic user interface 3000. According to an embodiment of
the invention, a user may be presented with a list of users
who are currently in the room, along with the text window
for the chat itself and a text-entry space. Attached to the
text-eniry space may be a send chat butlon. In addition,
butions for various functions may show user informalion,
send a message to someone in the room, ignore a person
(block receipt of their entries in the chatroom), add a person
to the user’s pals list, invite another user to a different
community in the user’s membership list, and invite users in
the room into a private chat session. Other manpers of chat

1may also be used.

Instant Message

A user may also select an instant message tab from tab
interface 3010, where a user may send a message that is
immediately transmitted to just the selected recipient.
According to an embodiment of the invention, a window is
displayed containing a dropdown list containing the name of
the selected recipient (such as from a chat room user list or
a Pals Iist), and an area for the user to enter in the text of the
message. The user can overlype the name of the recipient 1o
send the message 1o, or can drop down the list to select from
a list of recipients to whom they have recently senl instant
messages. A find button may also be provided that allows a
user to search for recipients.

According to an embodiment of the invention, if the
recipient is not currently online, the instanl message will be
displayed to ther the next time they enlerinlo a community.
If a recipient is online, an instant message will immediately
be displayed to them.

Mailing Lists

Mailing lists may allow a user or administrator to send
email lo a group of people in a community. An email sent (o
a list may be distributed to all currently subscribed members
of the Iisl. According to an embodiment of the invention, an
adminisirator list, an announce list, a support list, and a
discussion lisl may be provided. An administrator List may
be used by administralors within a communily to send
messages (o other administralors for the community. An
announce list may be used by administrators to send mes-
sages lo Lhe members of a communily. A supporl list may be
used by community members to send messages lo lhe
communily administrators. A discussion list may be used by
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community members to send messages (o other members of
the community. Other lists may also be provided. According
1o an embodiment of the invention, a user may subscribe
and/or unsubscribe to a given list.

Classifieds

Auser may select a Classified Ads tab from tab interface
3010 of graphic user interface 3000, where classified ads
may be a resource for members of a community to post and
answer ads for goods, services, and interests relating to the
community or.in general. According to an embodiment of
the invention, ads may be available according to different
levels. At a global level, all communities may have access to
an ad, or a nser may elect to have the visibility of an ad
limited to the current community., When an ad is created, ihe
visibility level may be set by default, such as to the level of
the community from which it was created, for only a
particular community, or for all communities. A user may
override and specify the privacy level when an ad is created.
A user may respond to an ad, such as by sending a message
via email to the user posting the ad. A user may also search
for ads using a search entry field and search button associ-
ated with classified ads.

Subscription Objects

Subscription objects, as set forth above, may be various
objects, such as chat content, a product to purchase, a
photograph file, or other item, which has been published by
apother user. Publishing a subscription object enables others
1o subscribe to the subscription object. The subscription
object may be accessed through a community and an appli-
cation object. A subscription object may be published (e.g.,
made available for others to access in a community) and
subscribed to (e.g., selected to be accessed in a community).
A user, upon entering a community, may access subscription
objects, as well as applications objects and other content
objects, which form the community. A use may automati-
cally receive updated content objects as appropriate.

FIG. 5 is a schematic diagram illustrating a system 4000
for controlling access to various subscription objects. Sys-
tem 4000 may comprise application objects 4020 associated
with application platform module 4040, where a user may
initiate, such as through graphic user interface 3000, one or
more application objects 4020. A user may initidle an
application object 4020, such a chat application object, an
instant message application object, a whileboard application
object, a shopping carl application objecl, an invilalion
application object, a creation application object, a photo
album application object or any other application object.
According o an embodiment of the invention, initiation
butlons 4020 may be displayed on graphic interface 3000.

Application platform module 4040 organizers initiation
buttons 4020. According to an embodiment of the invention,
application platform module 4040 may be located on a
user’s computer, such as client 110, and may organize the
presenlalion of application objecls presented through initia-
tion butions 4020. Application platform module 4040 may
further coordinale ipitiation and execulion of various appli-
cation objecls. By way of example, an applicalion platform
4040 located on client 110, may coordinale a user initiating
a photo album application object and a whileboard applica-
lion object, such as by coordinaling areas (e.g. “windows”)
wilhin a community for a user o interacl with the applica-
tion object.

Applicalion platform 4040 may be in communicalion
with session controller module 406{). According to an

30}
_According to another embodiment of the invention, gover-
_nor server module 4080 and application controller modules
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embodiment of the invention, session controller module
4060 may coordinate initiation and execution of various

_application objects by controlling the running of the appli-

cation objects. In coordinating initiation and execution of
application objects, session controller module 4060, in com-
munication with application platform 4040, may enable a
seamless operation lo be presented to a user, such thal the
user does not know one or more application objects are

.acting in concert. Session controller 4060 may allocate
‘memory fo various application objects, determine process-

ing requirements, regulate information to download for an
application object, or other manner of coordinating the
initiation and execution of am application object. Session

* coniroller 4060 may be located on the server side or on the

client side of a network. Other manners of coordinating may

‘also be used.

Session controller 4060 may communicale through a

-network (e.g Network 150) with governor server module
:4080. Governor server module 4080 may further commu-~
. nicate with application controller modules 4100. According
.10 an embodiment of the invention, governor server module
- 4080 may be located on one server, while each of application

. controller module A 4100g, application controller module B

"4100b, application cootroller module C 4100c, through
25
: separale servers. By way of example only, application
. controller module A 4100z may correspond to a chat appli-
. cation object and be located on one server, while application

application controller module N 4100n may be located on

i controller module B 4100b may correspond to an instant

message application object and be located on another server.

: 4100a~4100n, may be located on one server, or a combina-
: tion of servers. )

5.

Governor server 4080 communicates with application

: object modules 4100 to access various application objects.

Session controller 4060 may communicate to governor
server module 4080 that a particular application object (e.g.

. a chat application object) is to be accessed. Governor server

. module 4080 may access the appropriate application object

" module (e.g. application controller module A 4100a).
: According to an embodiment of the invention, Govemor
- server module 4080 may coordinate access, transmission
- and execution of one or more application objects by session

" controller 4060. Other manners for accessing applications

" objecls may also be used.

Application controller modules 4100 may be in commu-
nication with subscription objects module 4120. According
to an embodiment of the invention, a community may
subscribe to one or more subscription objects, which may be
accessed through an appropriate application controller mod-

" ule 4100. A user may create a subscription object for use in
_a communily. The user may “publish” Lhe subscriplion

objecting by permitting uscrs of one or more communilies (o
access the subscription object. According to an embodiment
of the invention, an administralor may “drag and drop” a

~ subscriplion object into an appropriate file to enable other

communities 1o access the subscription. “Drag and drop”

: may comprse highlighting and dragging a subscriplion

60

G

Ly

object in a conventional manner (e.g., clicking and moving
wilh a mouse) lo a publishing area wilhin a community.
When the subscription object is dropped into the publishing
area, an adminisiralor may be prompied lo provide infor- -
malion about the subscriplion object, as well as designate
permission levels lo subscribe lo lhe subscription object.
Information may include a brief description of the contenls,

" categories that subscription objecl is related lo, who crealed
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the subscription object and other information related to the
subscription object. Permission levels may include desig-
nating what communities have permission to subscribe to a
subscription object. An administrator publishing a subscrip-
tion object may designate that only communities devoted to
related subject matter may subscribe to a subscription
objecl, thal a subscriber must pay lo access a subscription
object, or other designalions that limit subscribing lo a
subscription object. Other manners of providing information
about subscription objects may also be used.

By way of one example, a producer or seller of a product,
such as a book about sailing, may publish an subscription
object for the book, where the subscription object is located
in subscription object module 4120. Using an appropriate
application object, such as a shopping cart application
object, a user may interact with the subscription object, such
as by reviewing and buying the book. In publishing a
subscription object, a creator of the subscription object may

designate what users or communities are eligible to interact -

with the subscription object. By way of this example, the
crealor of the subscription object may designate that the
subscription be available 1o communities related to books
(e.g. books, clubs, book reviews, publishers, etc.) and to
boating (e.g. sailing, history of boalts, builders, etc.). The
creator of a community or a community administrator may
{hen elect to subscribe 1o a published subscription object.
According to this example, an administrator of the “Omaha
Sailing Club” community may subscribe to the subscription
object for the sailing book.

By using initiation buttons 4020, a user may view the
subscription object. As stated above, session controller mod-
ule 4060, in communication with application platform 4040,
may enable a seamless display of subscription objects. A
user may be unaware, due to this seamless display, that one
or more application objects are working in connection with
the subscription object. For example, the subscription
object, located in subscription object module 4120, may be
accessed by a shopping cart application object located in the

appropriale application object module 4100, Governor-

server module 4080 facilitates session controller module
4060 in accessing the shopping cart application. Session
controller module 4060 coordinates initiation and execution
of the shopping cart object, while application platform
module 4040 coordinales presentation of the shopping cart
application object and interaction with a user. Other manners
of accessing subscription objecls may also be used.

By way of another example, a community may be related
1o heart disease, and the users may comprise doctors within
a hospital. A particular bulletio board session in the com-
munity may discuss various aspects of certain characteristics
of heart disease, and roay further discuss a newly released
study on these characteristics. A community administralor
may delermine Lhal the conlents of the bulletin board session
may be of inlerest to other doclors. Using a “drag and drop”
feature, lhe administrator can publish the bulletin board
session conlents as a subscription object. The community
prompts the administrator to provide information about the
subscription object. The administralor may provide a brief
descriplion of the contents of the bulletin board session,
including the study that was discussed. The administrator
may also provide informalion about the number and identity
of participants in the bulletin board session. Further, the
administrator may delermine that.only communities related
lo heart disease may subscribe, and that other communities
musl pay a [ee lo subscribe lo Lhis parlicular subscription
objecl. Other manners of publishing a subscription objecl
may also be used.
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Field Malching

A user may select Search Function 3045 to search for
communities, users, vendors, and/or products. As described
above, a creator may designale one or more community
fields, and a user may designate a user field. According to an
embodiment of the invention, a vendor may designale a
vendor field. A vendor may have a product to sell to one or
more users and/or communities. A vendor may describe the
product by providing information for vendor fields. Vendor
fields may comprise a category or categories of interest,
language, location, age group, and meta-tags of interest
associated with the product. According to an embodiment of
the invention, vendor fields, community fields, and user
fields may have corresponding information. Central control-
ler module 115 may have a field matching function associ-
ated therein {o match users, communities, and vendors based
on the fields provided. A user may provide information in a
user field. According to an embodiment of the invention, a
user may designale user fields when creating a profile. User
fields may also be designaled by signing on to a mailing list.
Field matching may occur periodically, (e.g., hourly, daily,
weekly, etc.) and the results may be presented to a user.

" According to an embodiment of the invention, field match-

ing results may be presenied when a user enters a
community, such as when a user enters (e.g., logs into) a
community. Field matching results may be presented to the
user. By way of example, a user may enter the “Omaha
Sailing Club” community and be presented with vendor
fields and community fields. The vendor field may describe.
a book, in english, about sailing races around the world. The
community field may describe anther newly created sailing
community, where the membership is in Lincoln Nebr.
According to another embodiment of the invention, a com-
mounity may have a field matching area, where a user may
access the field matching function to learn about other
products and/or communities. A user may provide informa-
tion for a user field, and may activate the field matching
function. Other manners of field matching may also be used.

" According to an example of the present invention, a
community may be created for enabling users to interact in
a gaming environment: The following example provides a
specific embodiment for such a community using the present
invention. FIG. 6 illustrates components of central controller
module 115 and data storage module 160 in detail. It is
understood thal components outlined in FIG. 1 may also be..
used in this system as appropriate. Each of these components
and its function is now described.

The central controller module 115 may function as a game
server for a gaming community and controls the start of a
game, the game play and rules enforcement, monitors game
progress, and player scoring, and determines the end of the
game. Central controller module 115, following game play
may also award game points to players (e.g. users) at the
conclusion of the game. Additionally, central controller
module 115 may act as the interface for game play among
multiple players and may also obtain various types of
informalion from players and purchasers of games, game
clements (such as game cards used in conneclion wilh game
play) and associated game and products. Central controller
module 115 also provides certain information to players and
purchasers. Information provided may include, for example,
new games, adverlisements, promotions, updales, and/or
new user information for use in contacting the user. Infor-
mation received and provided is stored in dala storage.
module 160.

The cenlral processing unit module 330 may provide
overall conlrol over lhe operalions occurring on cenlral
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controller module 115. The cryptographic application mod-
ule 320 supports the authenticalion of communications
between a service provider (which may, for example, oper-
ate a multi-player game service and own or lease central
controller module 115), players andfor .purchasers and
advertisers/vendors. In this preferred specific embodiment,
two cryptographic applications are included: one for
playing, moniloring, and distributing communities and
games and another for e-commerce functions such as paying
for purchases, ordering products, etc. The community and
game encryption application may be industry standard
encryption (e.g., SSL, RSA, SET, etc.), and is used to
distribute communities, games, monilor games, and trade
virtual values. The operating system (OS) 315, read only
memory module 325, random access memory module 335,
clock module 340, and player monitor and user analysis
application modules 345, provide support to CPU module
330.

In a preferred embodiment, OS 315 is either Unix based
or Microsoft Windows NT™, Further, read only memory
module 325 may include a commercial BIOS for low level
system control. Player monitor and user apalysis application
modules 345 may provide control over community
interaction, game play and administration. For example,
these applications may serve to ensure only legal moves and
aclions (according to game rules) are made. Player monilor
and user apalysis application modules 345 may also serve Lo
control game scoring and award distribution, as well as
ascertain members of a community. While the above
embodiment describes a single computer acting as central
controller module 115, those skilled in the art will realize
that the functions can be used on a distributed set of
networked computers.

Prior to a discussion of the various databases which may
comprise data storage device modules 160, a background
regarding game play in general is provided. While the
present invention may be employed with various applica-
tions in general and various computer games particularly,
" 1ADS 100 may be particularly well suited for computer
games involving multiplayer play and which involve par-
ticular “game elements” as a parl of game play. For example,
a game may involve the use of “game cards.” Game cards
are icoms, a game playing capability, that represent elements
of a game, e.g., by allowing players certain abilities in the
game. A free set of game cards may initially be sent to a
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player, such as with an invilation lo a community. Addilional

cards can be purchased through Internct 100 using IADS
100. All cards are initially sent to the player with the free set
“unlocked.” In effecl, this is controlled by maintaining a
database (e.g. game dalabase module 355) which enables
particular cards or other game elements oo a player by player
basis. Cards can be traded between players via central
controller module 115, either through a community, or
independently. All elements of the game are present in the
executable included in the application object, bul the players
do not have permission to use some elements (e.g. cards) in
the game until they have been “purchased.”

Returning to data slorage module 160 and the descriplion
of its possible componcats, data slorage modules 160 slore,
updale and provide information stored in various dalabases
including, for example, player dalabase modules 350, game
database module 355, inquiry database module 360, mes-
sage database module 365, audit database module 370 and
olher database modules 375. Data slorage modules 160 may
include one or more hard disk drives including magnelic and
oplical slorage unils, as well as CD-ROM devices or flash
memory. Those skilled in the art will recognize that Lhe
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storage of the database contents could alternatively be
distributed over Network 150, such as the Internet, or over
another network. Player database module 350 may store
information pertaining to what games and game cards (or
other elements of game play) the player owns and can use,
and selected player demographics. Inquiry database module
360, confains a historical data set including information - .
relevant to player and/or purchaser requests as well as
various other types of information such as adverlising
preferences, purchasing history, the number and value of
virtual value tickets (discussed below), and rating and rank-
ing of players. The audit database module 370 may contain
information relevant to the purchases made by the player
such as payment history and status as well as fulfillment
history and status. Game database module 355 contains
historical information concerning the particilar games
played such as when the games were played, game results,
levels of play, etc. as well as associated player information.
Message database module 365 contains a simmary of
information, by player, concerning types of messages sent to
the player and received by the player and/or purchases and
any resulls of game play. The other database modules 375
may contain any other type of information associated with
the application including, for example, summary
information, usage of virtual awards, advertiser ig'lformation,
usage statistics and the like. } :

In order to provide multiple player game play through the
Network 150 under the control of central controller module
115, a number of steps take place after a community
information and subscription objects are received. Those
skilled in the art will recognize that control could alterna-
tively be accomplished through a peer-to-peer metwork or
through other commurications links. The steps associated
with the game distribution and play are illustrated by the
flowchart included as FIG. 7. Each of the steps in FIG. 7 is
described generally at this point with further detail following
below. First, at step 400, the process is initiated. In step 405,
the user in question is sent an email containing a message
component and an executable component in the form
described below. According to an embodiment of the
invention, an e-mail may include an executable component
with one or more application object file locations. Upon
receipt of this email, the user may open it to view ils
contents. The email preferably indicates (through the mes-
sage component) that the purpose of the email is to allow the
recipient lo join a communily and participate in multiple
player game play using IADS 100. 1f the user decides lo
participale in a game play community, the user must “acti-
vale” the executable component received. This may be
accomplished by “opening” the attachment or “launching”
the altachment under a specified application. Upon invoca-
tion of the execulable component, connection to central
controller module 115 may be established (step 410). The
connection may be eslablished through a connection pro-
vider (e.g. an inlernet service provider) using -any one of
many available prolocols through Network 150. According
lo an embodiment of the invention, the application object is
preferably composed in Simple Message Transfer Protocol
(SMTP) format or-another formal that permits: conversion
for email systems that do not recognize SMTP. Conversion
routines may be included wilhin the application object for
use by the larget email applications. .

Upon a user’s decision to enter a community lo play a
game, a clienl application, which may have a small distri-
bulion and play applicalion will be initialed. The distribulion
and play application may be in the form of an aulomalically
self loading program for loading a client application. This
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component invokes a connection to central controller mod-
nle 115 through Network 150, The user clicks oo the
application represented, for example, by a link to a com-
munity or by the executable file (.exe) for the application.
The user registers, providing registration and user informa- 5
{ion.According to an embodiment of the invention, a client

—. application with 2 distribution and play application may be
downloaded from central controller module 115 to a local
hard drive through the connection established by executable
component. The user may enter a chat room provided by the 10
client application and which updates itself from server
automatically. According to another embodiment of the
invention, a user may be presented a dialog box by the client
application. From there, the user can launch a game in a
community by initiating an application object, e.g. a JAVA 15
application object, a chat application object, eic. By way of
an example in a gaming environment, the distribution and
play application may be written in the C+-+language so that
JAVA applications can be easily launched. Loading a client
application with a distribution and play application will be 20
described in more detail below.

At step 415, after the connection has been established,
central controller module 115 may request particular infor-
mation from the user prior to initiating any further activity.
The information request may include a request for personal 25
information or other information which may be useful in
marketing the application. Additionally, central controlier
module 115 may automatically capture particular informa-
tion relevant to the user without action by or even the
knowledge of the user. For example, central controller sp
module 115 may capture information relevant to the source
of the invitation application code (i.e. the initial source of the
email and the routing involved in eventual transmission to
this user.). i

The user responds to the information requests at step 420.
According to an embodiment of the invention, a client
application with a distribution and play application may be
downloaded while a user responds lo requests for informa-
tion. Depending upon the responses and predetermined
results based upon the responses, the user may or may not
be permitted to proceed (e.g., or join a community). In the
event that the user is denied the right to proceed central
controller module 115 may transmit a predetermined mes-
sage describing the reason(s) for denial. Alternatively, if the
user is permitted to proceed based upon his or her responses,
the user may be placed in a chat room at step 425, Preferably, 45
the first chat room is a “lobby” permitting the user to access -
various areas within a community, such as to move from
room to room until he or she locates players desiring lo play
the same game as user. According to another embodiment of
the invenlion, a user may be placed in an announcements s
screen of a community. The chat room is preferably invoked
through an application object oblained from the executable
component emailed lo the user at Computer 110 and
executed locally at Computer 110. The chat room applica-
lion objecl preferably resides al central controller module
115 so as lo permit other users who also have a local copy
of lhe chat applicalion objcct lo communicate between and
among cach other. For example, in this way, it is possible for
2 user al Computer 110a to communicale via a chal room
with a user al Compuler 110b. .

For example at step 430, users localed at computer 210a
and compuler 2105 may interacl with each other in Lbe chat
room in a communily and perhaps determine that they both
would like to play the cornpuler game which is included in
the invitalion application object which has been previously
emailed to both users or which may have been e-mailed from 6
one user to the other outside of the chat room. By selecling,
for example, a bution within the chat room, each of the users,
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under the control of central controller module 115 are set up
lo play the computer game against each other. This occurs at
step 435. According to another embodiment of the invention,
a bullon to set up game play may be located outside the chat
room, but within the community. Once the execution pro-
cedures have been completed, the users may participate in
coordinated game play at step 440 under the control of
central controller module 115. 1t is also possible that other
users may also have been located in the chat room and
selected for inclusion in the multiple player game. Once play
is completed at step 445, post application processing activi-
ties may proceed at step 450. Post application processing
may include, for example, awarding of prizes or tickets
and/or gathering of additional information. These activities
are discussed in greater detail below.

FIG. BA illustrates the detailed process for game play
according fo a preferred embodiment of the present inven-
tion. First, the user receives a copy of an invitation appli- -
cation from some other party as described previously (slep
500). At this point, the user may, at his or her option, decide
to authenticale the invitation application. Depending upon
the source of the application, the user may wish to ensure
that the original source of the invitation application is from
the service provider operating central controller module 115
(or some other legitimate source). In the event the user does
not desire to authenticate the invitation application, process-
ing continues at step 530, discussed below.

Otherwise, if the user does desire to authenticate the
invitation application, processing continues at step 511. At
step 511, the user may use a browser application (or some
aliernate means such as, for example FTP) to locate a
website or other server storing a verification application. In
one embodiment, the user enters the URL for the website
(which may be stored at central controller module 115 or
some other server). Once the connection with central con-
troller module 115 (or another authenticating server) is
established, the verification application is downloaded to
client 110 at step 512. The user then executes the verification
application Jocally and specifies the location of the invitation
application being verified (step 513). In an embodiment of
the invention, verification occurs using the MD-5 checksum
algorithm of RSA. As a result, a checksum is generated
based upon the coding of the application object. The check-
sum generated is {ransmitted 1o central controller module
115 (or other authenticating server) for comparison with
known checksums for various invitation applications and
versions thereof. At step 514, the website or authenticating
server transmits a verification status to client 110 indicative -
of ‘the verification results. If the checksums match, the
website or authenticating server will transmit a response
message indicating lhat the application object is valid.
Otherwise, the response indicates that the application object
may be invalid.

Al slep. 520, if the response is indicative of an invalid
invitation applicalion, the user is alerted of the same via a
message lo client 110 at step 525 and the process terminales,
Alternatively, if the invitation application is verified, the
user is alerted of successful verification through a message
at client 110 (step 518). In a preferred embodiment, the user
nex! launches the invitalion application (e.g. the execulable
componenl) which establishes a connection with central
controller module 115. Central controller module 115 imme-
dialely initiates the communily, or “lobby,” execulable and
the user is placed in the community chat room (530).
According to another embodiment, a user may be presented
a dialog box instead of being placed in a chat room. The
lobby serves as the entry point into the gaming environment.
Alternalively, il is possible for the verificalion invitation
applicalion io be designed to aulomalically invoke the
connection and launch the application upon successful veri-
ficalion.
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In either case, on the user’s first visit, the user is prompted
{o register, and does register with the service via central
controller at steps 535 and 540 so that information can be
gathered as necessary prior to game play. A registration form
(or other means for providing the requested information) is
completed by the user and may then be sent by client 110 to

—ecentral controller module. 115 al step 545. Information

completeness is checked at step 550. If the information
provided by the user is incomplete, follow-up questions may
be sent to the user at step 555. The user then provides
answers 1o follow-up questions 560, This process is repeated
until the user furnishes the minimum dala requirement
pre-selecled as a requirement for game play. Ooce the
requisite information is funished, the user is considered a
“yalid user” (e.g. lo have joined a community) and a
cryptographic key is transmitted to client 110 permitting
user to access the applications objects and the community.
The cryplographic key is used in connection with cryptog-
raphy applications 320 fo control access to application
objects and resources resident on central controller module
115.

The user next eniers the community at step 570. The
community includes a chat room and permits the user to
select, via various buttons, hyperlinks, pull down menus,
elc, other chat rooms application objects, and/or the
application/game in which the user wishes to participate. In
order to participate in a particular application/game, the user
should preferably maintain a local copy of the application/
game at client 110. In some cases, the user will receive the
application/game as part of an invitation application emailed
to him or her as discussed above. Alternatively, the user can
download the applicalion/game from a website or from
central controller module 115. According to an embodiment
of the invention, applications/games are downloaded while
the user completes the registration form. Conirol may be
established such that central controller module 115 prefer-
ably will not permit a user to select an application/game
which is determined not to be locally resident at user’s
client. This conirol may be established by, for example,
tracking downloads of applications to particular registered
users or verifying the presence of the application on the local
client immediately prior to application execution when
requested by the user.

Assuming the user has been authorized and is determined
to maintain a local copy of the application, client 110 may
be instructed by central controller module 115 to download
with a client application art and/or other supporting files
such as graphics, game engines, audio files, elc for the
sclected game/applicalion (step 575). Particular files, char-
acters and game elements may also be cached locally at
client 110 for rapid access during game play. '

The user then selecis playing partners at step 5115.
Parlners may be selected through the chat application with,
for example, pull down menus or simultancous player trans-
fer to a specific chal room intended for a parlicular game or
application. Partners may also be selecled in other arcas of
a communily. In the latler case, the players shift lo a game
space (specialized form of chal room) al slep 5120. The
game is lhen played by the players under the control of
central controller module 115 at step 5125. Upon completion
of the game, whether by player actions, time limitations or
olher predelermined crileria for game lermination, central
controller module 115 lerminaltes the game al step 5130. Al
step 5135, a score for a game is delermined.

Cerlain games are configured for “virtual value realloca-
tion” based upon the results of game play. A determinalion
is made at slep 5140 as to whelher the garne just played is
one such game. Prior o game play, a user may purchase a
certain amount of “virtual value” or “tickels” for game play.
Players may allernatively or additionally obtain virtual value
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from iovitation applications emailed to them. Upon game
completion, the amount of virtual value in a player’s account
may be decremented in retumn for game play. Additionally,
if a game is configured for “virtual value reallocation”, a
game winner may receive some of the virtual value present
in the loser’s account.

If virtual value reallocation is supported, then the right
branch of the decision box at step 5140 is followed. In this
case, lhe amount of reallocation is determined at step 5155.
This may be based upon a score differential or may be a fixed
number per game. In step 5160, each of the winners and
losers accounts are adjusied. In the evenl of more than two
players, various algorithms can be used to reallocate virtual
value among all accounts. If the left path at step 5140 is
followed (i.e. no virlual value reallocation), in one
embodiment, it is possible at step 5145 {o award some
amount of virtual value to selected players based upon gams
play. That value is updaled in the player’s account at step
5150. The virtual value processing ends at step 5165.

Following this, a user may return to the announcemenis
screen or another chat room of the community at step 5170,
The user can then decide to play the same game again, to
play another game or to not play any more games. This
decision is'made at step 5175. If the user decides to play
another game or the same game again, the user returns to
step 5115 where he or she selects partners and repeals the
process previously described above. If the user decides not
1o play any more games at step 5175, the user may determine
whether to send a game, and a community, to others at step
5180. If not, the user can return o the announcements screen
of a communily at step 5195 and exit at step 5200.
Alternatively, if the user desires, he or she can designale
email addresses (as well as possibly some additional data)
for potential new users at step 5185. The user can also
designate particular games and/or other applications which
may be of interest Lo the potential users. The email addresses
and other information are collected by. central controller at -
step 5190, which then may store the data in inquiry database
360 or some otber database. Following this, an invitation
application with the designated games (and/or other
applications) may be emailed to desigpated polential users
5205. Following this step, the user may return to the Lobby
at step 5195 and exits the process at step 5200.

FIG. 8B illustrates the process for game play in the event
{hal a user returns lo the service under the conlrol of central
coniroller module 115 for a play a second or subsequent lime
(i.e. the user has already established an account). The user
decides to play a game at step 5210. Next, the user logs on
lo central controller module 115 at step 5215. Central
controller module 115 next delermines if the user is an
accrediled user (e.g. is a member of a community) based
upon a previously sel up account at step 5225. If not, cenlral
conlroller module 115 lerminates the link at step 5230, or
may redirect the user to locations where he may set up an
account. Central controller may also issue a message to the
user indicating Lhe problem and/or what Lhe user muslt do lo
properly scl up an account. If the user is properly
authenlicated, central controller module 115 places the user
in the lobby at slep 5235. Al this time, central controller
module 115 may also delermine the status of lhe player’s
invitalion application and lhe associaled executable compo-
nenl and provide updales/upgrades as needed al slep 5240.

After this is completed, the user decides if he or she
wishes (o establish email/chat contact with others at step
5245. 1f so, the applicalion objecl under the control of
central controller module 115 aulomatically eslablishes con-
tacl with designated other users at step 5250 by localing
other individuals if they are present in system chat rooms.
Following this, conversation in chatroom is accomplished al
step 5255. Upon lerminalion of the chal, the user returns to



Case 2:07-cv-02768-JP

Document 31-2

Filed 09/24/2007  Page 41 of 43

US 6,519,629 B2

29

the announcements tab of the community at step 5260. The
user then decides whether to play a game al step 5265, If not,
the user can then exit at step 5270. Otherwise, if the user
desires to play a game, the user proceeds, at step 5265, to
step 5115 in FIG. [8A] to proceed with game set up and play
as described above.

FIG. 9 illustrates the specific steps involved in game play:
The user logs on to a community, if already not logged on,
lo initiate a game at step 600. The user enters, in the
community, tbe chat room associated with the particular
game or application and meets other potential players or
“application pariners” al step 605. The user then decides
whether or not to play a game at step 610. The user can exit
at step 620 or play a game at step 610. The user then plays
the game at step 620. At game completion or slop at step
625, a final score is computed for each player. If a player is
a winner, he or she may be awarded tickel(s) at siep 635
depending on the final score (which may be modified by a
special game routine depending on the-game). If the player
is not a winner, then the player may be returned to the chat
room at step 605.

FIG. 10 is a flow chart illustrating the detailed process of
virtual value ticket account control. As discussed above,
based upon game play results, players may “win” virtual
value tickets that may be redeemed for prizes, merchandise,
services or additional game play. At step 700, the player’s
game scores are used to compute a virtual value, Various
algorithms may be used to correlate game score to virtual
value. For example, a player might receive a virtual value
which equals his game score (points) multiplied by some
multiple such as one-tenth. Next, at step 710, IADS 100
makes a determination as to whether the game just played is
configured for “virtual value reallocation”. As discussed
above, if the game is configured as such, player’s accounts
are adjusted based upon game play. In other words, one
player’s account may be decrermented (the loser) while
another player’s account may be incremented (the winner)
(step 715). In a preferred embodiment, the number of total
virtual value in the player’s collective accounts remains
constant. Value is merely shified from one account to
anolher based upon game play. Following account adjust-
ment at step 715 or in the event the game is not configured
for virtual value adjustments (l.e. game configured just to
award virtual value lo selected players or do nothing at the
end of game play), the process exits at step 720.

[y
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which products and/or cards o purchase. At steps 820, 825,
and 830 the user employs traditional e-commerce technal-
ogy to pay for and initiate the order fulfillment process. If
products are ordered from a lhird party vendor, central
controller module 115 may transmit a message (according to
an agreed protocol) lo the appropriate vendor detailing (he
order via Network 150. According to an embodiment of the
invention, a appropriate application object (e.g. a shopping
cart application object) may facilitate a user purchasing 2
product.

According to an embodiment of the invention, a store,
such as through Community Store Function 3050 on graphic
user interface 3000 (FIG. 4) may be accessed by a user. A
community administrator may view and select items to be
placed in the store, such as in the present embodiments,
cards, books, other games, game accessories, and/or other
products associated with a game. A user may review
products, such as cards, at step 810, and decide which cards
to purchase at step 815. Ordering cards, at step 820, and
paying for cards, at step 830, may be performed through the
con:émunity. Other manners of using a store may also be
used.

The preferred embodiment of this feature of IADS 100
provides access to central controller module 115 via a user
interface or otber order entry system which interfaces
through a community with vendors’ fulfillment system.
Virtual value (tickets) stored in a user’s account may be used
to make purchases resulting in a decrement of “virtual
value” in the user’s account. Cash payments may also be
made via a secure encryption payment system, such as RSA,
SSL, or SET. Those skilled will recognize that this payment
and fulfillment can alternatively be made via other payment
and fulfillment systems.

According to another embodiment of the invention, a
compulter usable medium having computer readable pro-

" gram code embodied therein for interaction in and creation

FIG. 11 is a flowchart illustrating the steps thal may be .

taken by IADS 100 in conneclion with a user response in the
case where a user desires to purchase a product. In step 800,
the user decides that he or she would like to purchase a
product using TADS 100. It will be noted that JADS 100, in
the contexl of game play, is particularly well suited for
vending “cards” which are elements of game play. In this
case, when a user purchases cards as described below,
cenlral controller module 115 “enables” the cards purchascd
wilh respect to the user as a result of the purchase. Thus,
informalion slored al dala storage modules 160 indicates
which “cards” or other game elements cach player is entitled
{o use.

Returning lo FIG. 11, al step 805, the user eslablishes a

" conneclion to a communily with central controller 805, This

can be accomplished through the use of an invilation appli-
cation objecl as described above or through browser access
lo an appropriale websile. At slep 810,the user reviews the
cards and/or producls available for purchase. According to
an embodiment of the invention, products may be selecled
by an administralor based on the relevance of the products
to the community. As described above, an administralor may
view various producls associated with games. Selected prod-
ucls may be placed in a store in a community. A user may
review the selected products. At slep 815, the user decides
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of may be provided. For example, the computer usable
medium may comprise a CD ROM, a floppy disk, a hard
disk, or any other computer usable medium. One or more of
the modules of a system may comprise computer readable
program code that is provided on the computer usable
medium such that when the computer usable medium is
installed on a computer system, those modules cause the
computer system to perform the functions described.

According to one embodiment central controller module
115, user interface module 125, link application module 130,
processor module 140, memory module 170, communica-.
tion application module 155, user interface module 25,
communily creating module 165, invitation module 175,
communication module 180 application platform 404, ses-
sion controller module 406, goverpor server module 408,
application controller modules 410, and subscription objects
module 412 may comprise compuler readable code thal,
when installed om a computer, perform the functions
described above. Also, only some of the modules may be
provided in compuler readable code.

According lo one specific crmbodiment of the present
invention, system 100 may comprise components of a soft-
ware system. Syslem 100 may operale on a network and may
be connecled 1o other syslems sharing a common dalabase.
Other hardware arrangements may also be provided. .

Other embodimenls uses and advantages of lhe present
invention will be apparent to {hose skilled in the art from
consideralion of the specificalion and practice of he inven-
tion disclosed herein. The specificalion and cxamples should
be considered exemplary only. The intended scope of the
invenlion is only limiled by the claims appended hereto.

We claim: ’

1. A method for crealing a community for users with
common interests o interacl in, the method comprising the
steps of:
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receiving a creation lransmission from a registered user,
the creation transmission indicating that the registered
user desires to create a community;

receiving community identification information from the

registered user;

receiving a selection of al least one application object

from the registered user;

creating a community based on the community identifi-

cation informalion and the at least one application
object;

receiving at least one communications address designated

by the registered user, the at least one communications
address corresponding to a user lo receive a crealed
community; and

transmitiing the created community based in part on the at

Jeast one communications address.

2. The method according to claim 1, wherein the step of
transmitting the created community further comprises trans-
mitting the created community and a user interface.

3. The method according to claim 1, wherein the at least
one communications address is an e-mail address.

4. The method according to claim 1, wherein the selected
at least one application object comprises at least one of:

a) chat application object;

b) an instant message application object;

c) a white board application object;

d) a shopping cart application object;

e) an invitation application object;

f) a creation application objecl;

g) 2 photo album application object;

b) a store application object;

i) a calendar application object;

j) a video conferencing application object;

k) a voice chat application object;

1) an e-mail list application object;

m) a bulletin board application object; and

n) a pals application object.

5. The method according 1o claim 1, further comprising
the step of receiving a selection to subscribe to at least one
subscription object, wherein the at least one subscription

- object is accessed through one of the at leas! one application

object. -

6. The melhod according lo claim 5, wherein the at least
one subscription object is published by at least one of:

a) at least one other communily;

b) at least one other user; and

©) al least one vendor.

7. The method according lo claim 5, wherein accessing
lhe at least one subscription object through the one of the at
least one application object maintains all of the original
features of the subscription object.

8. The method according to claim 1, wherein community
information further comprises community fields, whereby
he communitly presenis lo a user al leasl al least one of:

a) at least one other user having user fields;

b) at lcast one olher community having communily fields;

and ;

) al least one vendor product having vendor fields;

wherein the presentation is based in parl on a compari-
son of user fields, community fields and vendor
fields. :

9. A system for creating a2 community for users with
common interesls lo inleracl in comprising:

a receiver module for receiving:
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a) a creation transmission from a registered user, the
creation transmission indicating that the registered
user desires to create a community;

b) receiving community identification information
from the registered user;

c) receiving a selection of at least one application
object from the registered user; and

d) at least one communications address designated by
the registered user, the at least one communications
address corresponding to a user to receive a creafed
commuuity;

a creation module for creating a community based on the
community identification information and the at least
one community function; and

a transmitter for transmitting the created community
based in part on the at least ope communications
address.

10. The system according to claim 9, wherein transmitting
the created community comprises transmitting thé created
community and a user interface.

11. The system according to claim 9, wherein the at Jeast
one communications address is an e-mail address.

12. The system according to claim 9, wherein the selected
at least one application object comprises at least one of:

a) chat application object;

-b) an instant message application object;

c) a white board application objecl;

d) a shopping cart application object;

€) an invitation application object;

f) a creation application object;

g) a photo album application object;

h) a store application object;

i) a calendar application object;

j) a video conferencing application object;

k) a voice chat application object;

1) an e-mail list application object;

m) a bulletin board application object; and

n) a pals application object.

13. The system according lo claim 9, further comprising
a subscription module for subscribing to at least one sub-
scription object, wherein the at least one subscription objecl
is accessed through one of the at least one application object.

14. The method according to claim 13, wherein the al least
one subscription object is published by at least one of:

a) at leasl one other community;

b) at least one other user; and

c) at leasl one vendor.

15. The syslem according lo claim 13, wherein accessing
the at least one subscription object through the one of the at
least one application object maintains all of the original
features of the subscription objecl.

16. The syslem according to claim 9, wherein communily
information further comprises community fields, whereby
the community presenls o a user through lhe community al
least at leasl one of:

é) at least one other user having user fields;

b) at least one other communily baving communily ficlds;

and

c) al least one vendor producl having vendor fields;
wherein Lhe presentation is based in parl on a compari-

son of user fields, community fields and vendor
fields.

17. A mcthod for creating a community for users with
common inleresls (o inleract in, the method comprising Lhe
sleps of:
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transmitting a creation transmission, tbe creation trans-
mission indicating the desire to create a community;

transmitting community identification information;

transmitling at least one communications address corre~
sponding to a user to receive the created community;
and

selecting at least one application object for inclusion in

the community, whereby the community is crealed
based on the community identification information and
the al least one application object.

18. The melhod according o claim 17, wherein the
crealed community includes a user interface.

19. The method according to claim 17, wherein the at Jeast
one communications address is an e-mail address.

20. The method according to claim 17, wherein the
selected at Jeast one application object comprises al least one
of:

a) chat application object;

b) an instant message application object;

c) a while board application object;

d) a shopping cart application object;

€) an invitation application object;

f) a creation application object;

g) a pholo album application object;

h) a store application object;

i) a calendar application object;

j) a video conferencing application object;

k) a voice chat application object;

1) an e-mail list application object;

m) 2 bulletin board application object; and

n) a pals application object.

21. The method according to claim 17, further comprising
the step of subscribing 1o at least one subscnphon object for
inclusion in the commumty, wherein the at least one sub-
scription object is accessed through one of the at least one
application object.

22. The method according to claim 21, wherein the al least
one subscription object is published by at Jeast one of:

a) at least one olher community;

b) at least one other user; and

¢) at least one vendor. ' © -

23. The method according Lo claim 21, wherein accessing
tbe at least one subscription object through the one of the at
least one application object maintains all of the original
features of the subscription object.

24. The method according to claim 17, wherein commu-
nity information [urther comprises community felds,
whereby the community preseats (o a user al Jeast at least
one of:

a) at least one other user having user fields;

b) al leasl one other community having community fields;

and

©) at least one vendor product having vendor fields;

wherein the presentalion is based in part on a compari-
son of user fields, community felds and vendor
fields.

25. A system [for crealing a community for users wilh
common interests lo inleract in, lhe syslem comprising:

a transmitler module for transmitling:

a) a crealion lransmission, the creation Lransmission
indicating lbe desire to create a community;
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b) community identification information;

¢) at least one communications address correspondmg
to a user lo receive the created community; and

d) a selection of at least ome application object for

_ inclusion in the community, whereby the community
is created based on the community identification
information and the at least one application object;
and

a-display module for displaying prompts for the commu-
nity identification information, the at least one com-
munications address, and the selection of at least one
application object.

26. The system according to claim 25, wherein the created
community includes a user interface.

27.The system according to claim 25, wherein the at least
one communications address is an ¢-mail address.

28. The system according to claim 25, wherein the
selected at least one application object comprises at least one
of:

a) chat application object;

b) an instant message application object;

c) a white board application object;

d) a shopping cart application object;

€) an invitation application object;

f) a creation application object;

g) a photo album application object;

h) a store application object;

1) a calendar application object;

j) a video conferencing application object;

k) a voice chat application object;

1) an e-mail list application object;

m) a bulletin board application object; and

n) a pals application object.

29. The system according to claim 25, wherein the trans-
mitter module further transmits the seleclion of subscnbmg
{o at least one subscription object for inclusion in the
community, wherein the at least one subscription object is
accessed through one of the at least one application object.

30. The system according to claim 29, wherein the at least
one subscription object is published by at least one of:

a) at least one other community;

b) at least one other user; and

c) at least one vendor.

31. The system according to claim 29, wherein accessing
the at least one subscription object through the one of the at
least one application object maintains all of the original
features of the subscription object.

32. The system according to claim 25, wherein commu-
nity information further comprises community ficlds,
whereby the community presenls to a user at least at Jeast
onc of:

a) at least one other user having user fields;

b) at least one olher community having community ficlds;

and

¢) at least one vendor product having vendor ficlds;

wherein the presentation is based ig part on a compari-

son of user fields, community fields and vendor
fields.



