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DATABASE DRIVEN ONLINE DISTRIBUTED 
TOURNAMENT SYSTEM 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

[0001] The present invention relates generally to games, 
and more particularly to online electronic tournament 
games. 

BACKGROUND 

[0002] Competitive games are a popular form of recre 
ation. From the Olympics to the Super BoWl to backyard 
volleyball games, competitive games consume a large por 
tion of our free time. Whether Watching or participating, the 
allure is undeniable. In addition to the competitive sports, 
intellectual competitions such as chess or bridge tourna 
ments are also popular. 

[0003] These competitions remain popular because 
Whether a participant or spectator, one is involved. They 
require people to meet at a central location and speci?c time, 
providing a sense of community and camaraderie, as Well as 
a place to socialiZe. Atypical chess tournament, for example, 
might have ?fty players meeting at a central playing site. 

[0004] Such tournaments and competitions suffer from 
several draWbacks, hoWever, as participants may have to 
travel considerable distance to get to the playing site and 
may require expensive overnight accommodations When the 
tournament lasts more than one day. The start times for most 
tournaments must also be ?xed in advance. The chess 
players, for example, might meet at 9:00 AM for the start of 
the ?rst round. This forces all participants to adhere to the 
same schedule, an increasingly dif?cult proposition in 
today’s busy World. Furthermore, facilities used to host the 
tournament, such as hotel meeting rooms, banquet halls, and 
auditoriums, represent a signi?cant expense to the tourna 
ment organiZers. 

[0005] To ensure that the rules of the tournament are 
upheld, most competitions require proctors, arbiters, refer 
ees, and the like. Retaining such people can add signi?cant 
costs to competitions. There may also be a limited supply of 
individuals quali?ed to oversee the tournament. For 
example, if there are only tWo sanctioned backgammon 
tournament directors in a city, the backgammon tournament 
might have to be canceled if both are sick on the day of the 
competition. Such cancellations can be costly for those 
participants planning on traveling to the tournament, Who 
Would have to cancel ?ights and hotel registrations. 

[0006] Tournaments geared to a narroWer subset of tour 
nament players (niche tournaments) are often economically 
unfeasible because of the high costs associated With obtain 
ing playing facilities. While it may be possible to hold a 
martial arts tournament in a city, it may be hard to hold a 
tournament for a speci?c subset of the martial arts such as 
Aikido. The feW players that Would participate Would not 
justify the cost of the facilities. 

[0007] Electronic tournaments alloW participants to 
“meet” in cyberspace, competing at a virtual location acces 
sible to any player at any time. Because no travel is required, 
many of the disadvantages of physical tournaments are 
eliminated, While maintaining the sense of camaraderie. 

[0008] Online games and contests have existed almost 
since online netWorks Were created. The ?rst online services 
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available to a user With a personal computer and a modem 
Were bulletin board systems or BBSs. They started appear 
ing in the early 1980s and exploded in popularity along With 
the groWth of the personal computer. The most primitive of 
these systems alloWed users to share ?les and exchange 
email. The ability to conduct electronic games Was quickly 
added as enthusiasts joined the systems. BBSs Were usually 
operated by computer enthusiasts more as a hobby than as a 
commercial enterprise. In the late 1980s, corporations began 
creating online services that could handle thousands of users 
simultaneously. Online services such as Prodigy, Com 
puServe, and America Online brought a neW level of pro 
fessionalism and sophistication to the industry. Inelegant 
text-based user interfaces Were replaced With graphical front 
ends that no longer required users to memoriZe arcane 
commands or codes. Game play became more popular as the 
softWare became increasingly user-friendly. 

[0009] One of the companies providing games in this neW 
environment is NTN Communications. They offer a trivia 
game on America Online in Which players compete by 
ansWering a series of questions. There are ?ve possible 
ansWers, With 1000 points being aWarded for a correct 
ansWer. The player is given a limited amount of time to come 
up With an ansWer, and feWer points are aWarded for a 
correct ansWer as time passes. At the end of the contest, the 
top scores are displayed to all competitors. The game has a 
major draWback, hoWever, in that there are no priZes 
aWarded to players. The competitive drive is diminished 
When there is no priZe for Winning. It’s like playing a game 
of poker Without using money. 

[0010] To increase player interest, several companies have 
begun to offer online contests With cash priZes. Yoyodyne 
Entertainment provides an email-based trivia game that is 
available through the Internet and several online services. 
Players receive questions via email and must submit their 
ansWers before a deadline, Which is usually a day or tWo 
later. Points are aWarded for each correct ansWer and 
deducted for each incorrect ansWer. The Winner is the person 
With the highest score at the end of the contest. 

[0011] Interactive Imaginations also developed online 
contests for priZes. They created the Riddler site on the 
World Wide Web. Users are offered a selection of games, 
including trivia and puZZle games. Like the Yoyodyne site, 
priZe amounts are necessarily limited because there are no 
entry fees. 

[0012] One company has combined both entry fees and 
priZes to generate neW potential customers. Bert & Associ 
ates created an options trading game in Which contestants 
pay an entry fee in order to become eligible for the priZes. 
The game Was merely a peripheral element of their business, 
hoWever, meant only to attract customers to their brokerage 
business. 

[0013] Another limitation of the games run by Yoyodyne 
and Interactive Imaginations is that there is no continuity 
among the games. The results of one game have no impact 
on the results of another game. Each game is an independent 
event; they are not linked together into a more continuous 
game experience. After registering for one game, the process 
must be repeated for future games. Aplayer Who has become 
an expert in a trivia game is able to enter the same trivia 
games again and again, monopoliZing the top priZes. Game 
organiZers are unable to prevent this since there are no 
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effective controls on Who can register for a game. Games 
geared exclusively to experts are impossible as there is no 
effective Way to screen the quali?cations of participants. 

[0014] Rating systems, popular in chess and backgammon 
games, are impossible to implement Without a Way to track 
a player’s progress over a number of games. Handicap 
systems popular in golf games are similarly restricted in that 
player results must be tracked over a series of games, not just 
one game. 

[0015] Online games also lack effective reservation sys 
tems; players simply log on at the appropriate time and begin 
play. If game organiZers Want to restrict the number of 
players, they are forced to establish an arbitrary limit on the 
number of entrants. If such a limit is enforced, hoWever, 
players Will have no Way to knoW in advance Whether or not 
they Will be able to register at the time the tournament starts. 

[0016] Existing electronic games also lack the implemen 
tation of levels, a progression of increasing dif?culty 
throughout the competition. What is missing is the excite 
ment of elimination found in virtually every other competi 
tive environment. To date, all online contests have involved 
a single game session. In a trivia game, players ansWer a 
series of questions and receive a score based on the number 
of correct responses. The Winner is the player With the 
highest score. In a puZZle contest, the ?rst correct solution 
WlIlS. 

[0017] The World of professional sports demonstrates the 
desirability of levels. Professional basketball, for example, 
consists of a regular season folloWed by post-season play. A 
certain number of teams qualify for post-season play based 
on their regular season records. These teams then play each 
other in an elimination format until tWo teams remain to play 
in the ?nal series that determines the Winner. Advancement 
to the next round of post-season play depends on a team’s 
performance in the previous round. There is no doubt that 
the tournament structure adds a great deal of excitement not 
only to each of the post-season games, but also to the games 
at the end of the regular season as Well. 

[0018] Imagine a basketball season in Which the champion 
Was determined by the regular season record alone. The last 
games of the season Would be irrelevant if the current leader 
Were many games ahead of the nearest team. Spectator and 
player interest Would drop dramatically. Teams Whose scores 
Would place them in the middle of the pack could be out of 
contention With doZens of games remaining. There Would be 
little incentive to press for a Win in the remaining games. 
Key competitive match-ups might also be missed. TWo 
teams With top records that Were never scheduled to play 
each other Would vie for the title Without ever having played. 
Player curiosity as to Which team Was really the best Would 
not be satis?ed Without a head to head competition. 

[0019] All professional sports use an elimination process 
to make the game more exciting for participants as Well as 
spectators. Professional football, baseball, basketball, and 
hockey all have regular seasons folloWed by post-season 
play in Which teams are eliminated from contention. Instead 
of having a regular season, professional tennis offers a series 
of games in Which the ?eld narroWs through a process of 
elimination until ultimately one competitor remains and is 
declared the Winner. Professional golf tournaments have a 
cut in Which the ?eld is dramatically cut back before the ?nal 
round of competition begins. 
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[0020] It should be apparent from the foregoing that there 
is a need for an electronic gaming system in Which players 
from different locations can participate in and Win aWards. 
The system should not just support stand-alone games, but 
should also support the coordination of multiple games in 
Which information from one game impacts future games. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0021] An object of the present invention is to provide 
methods and devices for effectively operating multiple data 
base-driven distributed electronic game tournaments for 
remotely located players. It provides numerous advantages 
over existing tournament systems; such as simplifying the 
collection of entry fees and the payment of priZes, as Well as 
alloWing for rating and handicap systems. 

[0022] In the invented system, players pay entry fees for 
the right to compete for substantial priZes in electronic 
tournaments. Unlike existing tournament systems, the 
present invention alloWs for the coordination of multiple 
tournaments, making each tournament part of a Whole rather 
than a stand-alone individual event. 

[0023] In one preferred embodiment, a central controller 
manages the tournament system, coordinating both the play 
ers and game softWare With Which the players compete. The 
system uniquely identi?es each player as they log on, 
authenticating the associated input/output device that is 
connected to the central controller. This unique identi?er 
alloWs other players to knoW Whom they are competing 
against. Each player typically pays the system an entry fee 
before participating in a particular tournament, With pay 
ment delivered through the associated input/output device. 
The tournament begins and ends Within a ?xed time WindoW, 
typically measured in hours or minutes. 

[0024] After each tournament is over, the system evaluates 
player performance, aWarding priZes to those players 
achieving pre-established performance levels. 
[0025] Due to the complexity of coordinating multiple 
tournaments, one preferred embodiment includes the use of 
a database. In this embodiment the central controller 
accesses the database to store player information that is 
generated as the player participates in the tournament. Such 
information is available for use in a subsequent tournament, 
Which is administered by the controller and in Which the 
player participates. 
[0026] In another preferred embodiment With the central 
controller, each tournament game is broken doWn into a 
series of game sessions in Which players must qualify in one 
game session in order to be eligible to play in the next. This 
elimination format signi?cantly increases tension and 
enhances excitement in the games, since only the best 
players are left ?ghting for the top priZes in the ?nal game 
session. In such an embodiment, each subsequent game 
session has at least one feWer player than a previous game 
session. 

[0027] Other aspects and advantages of the present inven 
tion Will become apparent from the folloWing detailed 
description, Which, When taken in conjunction With the 
accompanying draWings, illustrates by Way of example the 
principles of the invention. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0028] FIG. 1 shoWs a distributed electronic tournament 
system in the present invention. 
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[0029] FIG. 2 shows one preferred embodiment imple 
menting the present invention. 

[0030] FIG. 3 shoWs one preferred set of steps to uniquely 
identify a player in the present invention. 

[0031] FIG. 4 shoWs one preferred set of steps to respond 
to payment of an entry fee in the present invention. 

[0032] FIG. 5 shoWs one preferred set of steps to access 
player information collected from prior tournaments. 

[0033] FIG. 6 shoWs one preferred set of steps to aWard a 
player a priZe in the present invention. 

[0034] FIG. 7 shoWs one preferred set of steps for a player 
to play in a speci?c game session With a ?xed start time in 
the present invention. 

[0035] FIG. 8 shoWs one preferred set of payment steps in 
the present invention. 

[0036] FIG. 9 shoWs a screen With a plurality of WindoWs 
in the present invention. 

[0037] The numerals in FIGS. 1-9 are assigned to similar 
elements in all the ?gures. Embodiments of the invention are 
discussed beloW With reference to FIGS. 1-9. Those skilled 
in the art Will readily appreciate that the detailed description 
given herein With respect to these ?gures is for explanatory 
purposes, as the invention extends beyond these limited 
embodiments. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
INVENTION 

[0038] FIG. 1 shoWs a distributed electronic tournament 
system 100 With a central controller 102 connected to a 
number of input/output (I/O) devices, 104 and 106, in the 
present invention. The input/output device may be a video 
gaming console, a personal computer, handheld electronic 
device, and the like. The central controller may be a Work 
station, a minicomputer, or other type of computation 
device, typically in the form of a server computer connected 
to a public or private netWork. The I/O devices are remotely 
located from the central controller to alloW participation in 
a tournament to be distributed. The I/O devices preferably 
are connected to the central controller, at least When the I/O 
devices are involved in games. Such connection may be 
through a Wireless telecommunication netWork or through a 
ground-based netWork 108, such as the Internet. While 
online, the I/O device typically communicates With the 
netWork via a public or private sWitched netWork such as the 
circuit sWitched public telephone netWork. The central con 
troller has softWare Which it uses to manage the tournament. 
In one preferred embodiment, the I/O devices are personal 
computers connected to an online service such as America 
Online. The central controller is a Workstation computer on 
America Online that coordinates the tournament activities. 

[0039] The tournament databases are preferably relational, 
in Which ?elds from one database are linked to ?elds of at 
least one other database. These databases are controlled by 
a database management system (DBMS) Which organiZes, 
stores, and retrieves the tournament’s data/information. The 
DBMS communicates With the operating system to read data 
from the storage device. The database is associated With or 
resides at the central controller. 
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[0040] The operating system softWare runs the central 
controller hardWare and controls and coordinates all of the 
tournament softWare applications. These softWare applica 
tions include programs for running the tournament games, 
registering players, accepting entry fees, and coordinating 
priZe payment. Tournament games might be commercially 
available softWare programs such as Microsoft Golf, or 
proprietary game softWare designed exclusively for online 
tournament play. 

[0041] The above hardWare and softWare are con?gured to 
implement the tournaments in the present invention. Each 
tournament has a game format, one or more game sessions, 
and challenges as Will be described in more detail later. The 
game format is the broad category that describes the type of 
game being played. 

[0042] Typically, the database system is managed by the 
central controller and communicates With the game softWare 
used to conduct the actual tournament. The game softWare 
handles operational issues such as displaying the game 
format on the I/O device screen, calculating scores, control 
ling player access to tournaments, etc. 

[0043] FIG. 2 shoWs one preferred embodiment 200 
implementing the present invention. Although the control of 
the operations of the I/O devices and the central controller 
are typically incorporated into softWare code, such opera 
tions can also be embodied in hardWare circuits to imple 
ment the invention. The preferred embodiment 200 includes: 
(1) process steps 202 for uniquely identifying a player, Who 
communicates With the central controller via an associated 
input/output device; (2) process steps 204 responsive to 
payment of an entry fee by a player for alloWing the player 
to participate in a particular tournament via an associated 
input/output device; (3) process steps 206 for accessing a 
tournament database to store player information that is 
generated as the player participates in the tournament, such 
information being available for use in a subsequent tourna 
ment, Which is administered by said controller and in Which 
the player participates; and (4) process steps 208 for aWard 
ing a player a priZe for achieving a pre-established perfor 
mance level. 

[0044] These process steps are typically implemented by 
the central computer controller in order to make tournament 
operations faster and more cost ef?cient. A number of 
different preferred embodiments of the above steps Will be 
described to provide a general vieW of methods to imple 
ment each set of process steps. The different Ways serve only 
as examples. After the general overvieW, more detailed 
descriptions and examples folloW. 

[0045] The process steps 202, as shoWn in FIG. 3, for 
uniquely identifying a player preferably include the steps of 
a player establishing 300 an online connection betWeen the 
I/O device and the central controller. The player enters 302 
a unique identi?er through the associated I/O device. The 
identi?er is assigned by the central controller or chosen by 
the player. The identi?er can be his name, social security 
number, account number, passWord of his choosing, etc. It is 
important to note that although the player may be uniquely 
identi?ed to the central controller, he may at the same time 
remain anonymous With respect to the other competitors in 
the tournament. The unique identi?er is then communicated 
304 to the central controller via the communication netWork. 
The central controller accesses 306 a database and searches 
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308 the records to determine Whether or not the identi?er 
already exists. If the record already exists, the player is 
identi?ed 310; When the record does not already exist the 
registration process 312 begins in Which the player enters 
314 information such as name, age, address, payment pref 
erences, etc. The central controller generates 316 a unique 
identi?er for the player and stores 318 it in the database. 

[0046] In one preferred embodiment, a player must pay an 
entry fee to the central controller through the associated I/O 
device before he is alloWed to participate in a tournament. 
The process steps 204, as shoWn in FIG. 4, responsive to the 
payment of an entry fee to a tournament typically include the 
steps of the central controller requesting the player to enter 
350 payment information into the I/O device. Details of 
payment methodologies are described beloW in more detail. 
The payment information is communicated 352 to the cen 
tral controller via the communication netWork. The central 
controller receives and updates 354 the player’s record in the 
database to re?ect that payment has been made and also 
updates 356 the player’s database record to re?ect that the 
player is eligible to participate in the tournament. In another 
preferred embodiment, the controller does not have to 
request information, and no payment information is com 
municated to the controller. This may be because the player 
has played before, and the controller is aWare of the player’s 
preferences as described beloW. 

[0047] After determining that the player is eligible to play, 
the controller sends an acknowledgment message to the 
associated I/O device. When the tournament starts, the 
player is able to begin play. 

[0048] FIG. 5 describes the process steps 206 for access 
ing a tournament database to store player information. The 
central controller accesses 400 the tournament database and 
then stores into the database 402 the player’s information 
generated by the player as the tournament progresses. 

[0049] Player information stored in the database includes 
entry fee data, handicap and rating information, player 
performance data and player preferences. Storing entry fee 
data, such as a credit card number or bank account number, 
streamlines the payment process for subsequent tourna 
ments. When paying for a tournament, the player simply 
provides his unique identi?er to the central controller, Which 
pulls his credit card number from the database and credits 
his card for the appropriate entry fee amount. Because many 
online environments have yet to implement effective trans 
action security protocols, reducing the number of times a 
credit card number is transmitted enhances security. 

[0050] Player performance data can also be carried for 
Ward from one tournament to the next. In addition to Wins 
and losses, performance data can include accuracy rates, 
time required to ansWer, etc. If a player competes in ?ve 
trivia tournaments, for example, his average accuracy rate is 
stored in a database. Such information is crucial in estab 
lishing handicap systems, Which level the playing ?eld by 
penaliZing the better players and aiding the Weaker players. 
A golf handicap, for example, alloWs a skilled player to 
compete With a relatively inexperienced player. Performance 
data can also be used to generate player ratings, similar to 
the E10 rating system used by the United States Chess 
Federation. Ratings are numeric values that represent the 
skill of the player. The central controller retrieves perfor 
mance data from a database and applies an algorithm to 
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determine the rating. Aplayer’s rating rises and falls depend 
ing on the results of his play. Ratings alloW tournaments to 
be easily segmented by skill level. 

[0051] Storing performance data alloWs the central con 
troller to restrict eligibility to future tournaments. Certain 
tournaments, for example, may be available only to players 
having obtained a given level of performance in a number of 
quali?cation tournaments. 

[0052] A database of performance data also alloWs inter 
tournament priZe pools in Which a player is eligible for a 
priZe based not on the results in a single tournament, but on 
a combination of tournaments. For example, in addition to a 
normal Weekly priZe, there may be a grand priZe aWarded to 
the player Winning the greatest number of Weekly priZes 
over a year period. 

[0053] Continuity betWeen tournaments is improved by 
storing player preferences. Once a player’s preference for 
method of priZe payment is established, for example, the 
central controller no longer needs to ask hoW the player 
Wants to be paid. By storing player preferences for tourna 
ment formats, the central controller can send tournament 
details to a player When any tournaments of this type are 
scheduled in the future. Tournaments are also more fun for 
players When data are stored as to favorite opponents, 
alloWing the central controller to better allocate players 
among tournament sections. 

[0054] After player information is stored in the database, 
it is available for use in a subsequent tournament (admin 
istered by the central controller) in Which the player par 
ticipates. 
[0055] The process steps 208, as shoWn in FIG. 6, for 
aWarding a player a priZe include the steps of the central 
controller accessing 450 the tournament database to retrieve 
the pre-established performance levels for the aWarding of 
priZes. The central controller revieWs 452 the performance 
of each player relative to the established performance 
requirements for the aWarding of priZes. Preferably, the 
central controller updates 454 the Winning player’s database 
records to re?ect that aWards have been allocated to them. 
The central controller Would then arrange for distribution 
456 of the priZe or priZes. This distribution process can be 
conducted through online or off-line methods. 

[0056] Typically, the pre-established performance level is 
a relative ranking among players, such as the top ?ve scores 
of the tournament. Performance criteria can also be ?xed, 
hoWever, With priZes paid to any player exceeding a certain 
score. Atrivia tournament, for example, can aWard a priZe to 
any player correctly ansWering at least tWenty questions. 
Fastest time to completion is another Way to establish 
performance levels. 

[0057] PriZes aWarded might be $100 for the player get 
ting the top score, $50 for the player With the second highest 
score, and $25 for the third highest score. Alternatively, top 
scores could receive free entry fees to future tournaments, or 
points Which may be accumulated and converted later into 
priZes. Although priZes are typically monetary in nature, 
priZes such as recognition may be equally appropriate. The 
recognition of being able to advance from one game session 
to the next game session can also be considered a priZe. 

[0058] Another preferred embodiment includes the step of 
determining Whether a player has quali?ed for advancement 
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to the next game session. This includes the step of the central 
controller reviewing the player’s score after the just-con 
cluded game session. This score is compared to the scores 
obtained by all of the other players in the same session. 
Based on these scores, the central controller produces a list 
of those participants qualifying for the subsequent session. 
There are a number of preferred embodiments for the 
qualifying criteria, including, for example, a minimum 
required score, a minimum average score over the last 
several game sessions, or the maximum score Within a 
sub-group of players in the game session. Only those on the 
quali?ed list Would be alloWed to continue to play in the 
subsequent game session. 

[0059] The central controller generates a list of players 
quali?ed for the subsequent game session. In one preferred 
embodiment, the number of players on the quali?cation list 
is at least one feWer than the number playing in the previous 
game session. Note that in the present invention, a game 
session includes one or more games With a group of players 
playing the games Within an established time frame. In a 
trivia tournament of four game sessions, the ?rst session 
may be composed of ten groups of ?fty players each for a 
total of ?ve hundred players. The second game session may 
comprise ?ve groups of sixty players each for a total of three 
hundred players. Although the siZe of the playing group has 
increased from ?fty to sixty, the overall number of players 
in the game session has dropped from ?ve hundred to three 
hundred. In this embodiment, it is at the point of elimination 
that the boundary of game sessions is de?ned. 

[0060] In one preferred embodiment, the central controller 
also prevents those players not quali?ed to play from 
participating in a tournament. The central controller gener 
ates a game session passWord Which is distributed only to 
quali?ed players. Without the correct passWord, non-quali 
?ed players are unable to compete. In one preferred embodi 
ment, players must enter an electronic “chat room” (of the 
type commonly found on most commercial online systems) 
in order to obtain the game questions. Access to this room 
is passWord protected so that only authoriZed players are 
alloWed access to the questions. The central controller might 
also enforce quali?cation rules by terminating a player’s 
online connection, or by merely preventing a non-quali?ed 
player from Winning any priZe. 

[0061] The folloWing illustrates a number of more detailed 
examples of the tournament system. Some of these examples 
also shoW different preferred embodiments of the system. 

[0062] In terms of game formats, examples include strat 
egy games (chess, checkers, bridge, etc.) and puZZles (cross 
Word, jigsaW, etc.). Each tournament has one or more game 
sessions Which are sub-units of the tournament. After 
completion of the ?rst game session, one or more players 
may be eliminated from the tournament. Each game session 
is further broken doWn into one or more challenges, Which 
are the puZZles, trivia questions, or games in Which the 
players compete. A trivia tournament, for example, may 
have three game sessions scheduled for start times of 1:00 
PM, 2:00 PM, and 3:00 PM. Each game session may have 
tWenty challenges—in this case multiple-choice questions. 
After a player completed the tWenty questions of the ?rst 
game session, the central controller Would determine 
Whether or not the player had quali?ed to advance to the next 
round at 2:00 PM. After the tWenty questions of the 3:00 PM 
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game session a Winner Would be determined and priZes 
Would be aWarded. In another example, a golf tournament 
may be held in Which there is one game session and nine 
challenges—in this case nine holes of electronic golf. The 
player’s score for the tournament is simply the total number 
of strokes taken to complete the nine holes. 

[0063] Each game session takes place Within a ?xed time 
WindoW, and thus has an established start and stop time. The 
?rst game session of the puZZle tournament, for example, 
may start at 1:00 PM and end at 3:00 PM. For some game 
formats, hoWever, all players do not have to start and stop at 
the same time. Some players may start later than others, and 
some players may ?nish earlier than others. As the tourna 
ment progresses, more and more players are eliminated. 
Although the ?nal game session typically determines the 
Winners for the tournament, merely advancing from one 
game session to the next may qualify the player for a priZe 
or recognition. Typically, game sessions become progres 
sively harder as the tournament continues. 

[0064] Although the above preferred embodiments have 
described tournaments based on games of skill, the same 
tournament structure is equally applicable to games of 
chance or to games that involve a combination of skill and 
chance. Computer golf games, for example, require a great 
deal of skill in the form of hand/eye coordination, but may 
also contain elements of chance, such as a randomly gen 
erated Wind speed. 

[0065] In one preferred embodiment, the number of play 
ers for each game session has no upper limit and is con 
strained only by the availability of I/O devices. In another 
preferred embodiment, the number of players is restricted by 
an established ceiling, restricting tournament registrations to 
a ?xed maximum. Each tournament thus has a number of 
open positions Which are gradually ?lled as players register. 
Although these positions are typically available on a ?rst 
come ?rst-served basis, positions can be set aside for a select 
group of premium players Who may be designated as such by 
the central controller. These positions are held open until a 
?xed time before the start of the game session. At that preset 
time, the reserved positions are made available to all players, 
including those not Within the selected group. In a tourna 
ment limited to one hundred players, for example, ?ve 
positions may be held for premium players. After the ninety 
?ve open positions are ?lled, only registrations from pre 
mium players are accepted. If no premium players take these 
positions, they may be made available to all players tWenty 
minutes before the start of the ?rst game session. 

[0066] Tournaments can also accommodate team play. 
The unique identi?er for a player then becomes associated 
With an identi?er for a team so that the central controller can 
incorporate the player into a team. Scores of the individual 
members of a team may be averaged to generate a team 
score, or perhaps the top score from each team represents the 
team score. In addition to a player’s database record indi 
cating the names of any teams that he is on, there might also 
be a database record for each team listing the players that are 
members. 

[0067] There are, of course, many different game formats 
that lend themselves to electronic online tournament com 
petition. The folloWing eight general categories provide a 
brief summary. 

[0068] Dexterity games are perhaps the most common 
games seen in an online environment. These games require 
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hand/eye coordination and are usually patterned after arcade 
video games or personal computer games. Examples include 
martial arts ?ghting games or ?ight simulators. Such games 
are often referred to as “tWitch” games since even the 

slightest mistake in coordination can prove fatal to a player’s 
chances. Another category of dexterity games is sports 
games. Computer golf, for example, is played on millions of 
personal computers. Players enter parameters such as the 
type of club used, the placement of their feet, the force With 
Which they hit the ball, the direction of the shot, etc. The 
computer calculates Where the ball should go and displays 
the neW ball position on the screen of the I/O device. In an 
online tournament, players might compete in a “closest to 
the pin” tournament. The above parameters Would be sent to 
the central controller Which calculates Where the ball landed 
The player Whose ball lands closest to the pin, for example, 
may Win a priZe or qualify to advance to a subsequent game 
session. 

[0069] The game of golf also lends itself to hole-in-one 
competitions. For his entry fee, each player gets ?ve virtual 
golf balls to hit. Starting from a given par three hole, any 
hole-in-one is aWarded With a priZe. To prevent players from 
eventually discovering the optimal mix of parameter inputs 
(foot placement, force of sWing, etc.), game characteristics 
such as pin placement, tee location, and sand trap location 
could be varied for every tournament. Course con?gurations 
Would be stored in the tournament database for every course. 

[0070] Another popular electronic game format involves 
answering questions With deterministic answers, such as 
trivia games. Players are presented With questions that have 
a de?nite ansWer. This type of game format is particularly 
Well suited to online tournaments since the amount of 
information exchanged betWeen the central controller and 
the I/ O devices is minimal due to the text-based nature of the 
game. A question might require the player to type in the 
correct ansWer, or select from a list of potential ansWers. 
Linked to the tournament database Would be a database 
devoted to storing questions and ansWers, from Which trivia 
tournaments Would extract questions. In addition to thou 
sands of questions and ansWers, this database Would contain 
?elds for the category of question (sports, movies, geogra 
phy, etc.), the date in Which the question entered the data 
base, the number of times the question had been used, the 
dif?culty of the question (predicted by the tournament 
organiZers), and a list of tournaments that had already used 
the question. This last database ?eld is especially important 
given the time and expense associated With creating ques 
tions and ansWers, since the re-use of some questions is 
almost inevitable. While tournament organiZers obviously 
do not Want to have players seeing questions for the second 
time, they also do not Want to throW out a question that only 
a small percentage of potential tournament participants have 
seen. Databases provide the best compromise since it is 
possible to track exactly Which tournaments (and thus What 
players) have seen a question. When questions are selected 
for a given tournament, the database Would be searched to 
see Whether any player in this tournament had participated 
in another tournament Which had already seen the question. 

[0071] Databases also make possible tournaments in 
Which teams of players each gets different questions. On a 
four player team, the ?rst team member may get the most 
dif?cult question While the fourth member of the team may 
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alWays get the easiest question. The database Would simply 
match the difficulty of the question With player team status. 

[0072] With doZens of tournaments occurring simulta 
neously, and players competing in multiple tournaments at 
the same time, another function of the tournament database 
is to track Which players are entered in What tournaments. 

[0073] Prediction games are also gaining popularity in 
online environments. These games involve the player pre 
dicting the outcome of a future event, such as the price 
performance of a stock over the next thirty days or the 
temperature of a group of cities the folloWing day at noon. 
Because player selections must be stored until the event in 
question has transpired, a database is an essential component 
of the tournament. The database is especially useful for 
prediction tournaments in Which the player chooses from a 
selection of target performance levels. Players in a Weather 
prediction tournament might choose ?ve cities from a selec 
tion of one hundred, and may also choose the hour at Which 
their temperature prediction is to be assessed for each 
chosen city. The database Would contain ?elds for possible 
cities, chosen cities, temperatures, and times. 

[0074] PuZZle games have been popular for many years. 
Examples include crossWord puZZles, jigsaW puZZles, 
Rubik’s Cube, etc. In one embodiment, the puZZle is posted 
on the World Wide Web at noon on Saturday. Players submit 
their ansWers to the game controller With the ?rst three 
correct responses receiving a priZe or advancing to a further 
game session. In a jigsaW puZZle competition, teams of 
players compete to put together an electronic jigsaW puZZle 
in the shortest time. A puZZle database tracks Which players 
are on Which teams, and prevents unauthoriZed players from 
participating in puZZles. 

[0075] Strategy games are also Well represented in online 
tournaments, partly because there have been parallels in the 
off-line World for so many years in the form of tournament 
chess, backgammon, bridge, etc. Although the result is a 
discrete Win/lose/draW, the manner in Which the player 
attains the result is critical. There is no such thing as a 
“correct” ansWer. An online chess tournament might start 
With sixty-four players, dropping to half that number each 
game session as players are eliminated. 

[0076] Support for complex pairing/matching systems is 
one of the key bene?ts provided by tournament databases. 
After each game session of a SWiss-system (non-elimina 
tion) chess tournament, for example, players must be paired 
again With a different opponent. Information such as the 
number of previous Wins/losses, the color allocation, and the 
rating of the player all must be incorporated into the pairing 
in order to ensure the fairness of the competition. Databases 
also offer the ability to incorporate player preferences into 
the pairings, alloWing a player to list preferred opponents, or 
people With Whom he Would rather not play. 

[0077] Because some strategy tournaments such as chess 
take place over days or even Weeks, database systems are 
especially useful in maintaining order. These databases can 
communicate With an email system to provide a tournament 
coordination system in Which players are being constantly 
informed as to When and With Whom their next game is 
scheduled. 

[0078] Judgment games require human judgment to estab 
lish Who Will advance to the next game session or Win a 
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prize. Examples include essay Writing tournaments or art 
tournaments. Because these forms of competition have no 
“correct” ansWer, they obviously cannot be evaluated by 
computer and so require the participation of human judges. 
In an exemplary essay Writing tournament, players submit a 
short essay for scoring by a panel of three judges. The 
average of these three scores is then compared With the 
scores of other participants. The top ten percent of the 
scores, for example, could qualify to advance to the next 
game session in Which a neW, possibly more lengthy or 
detailed essay, Was submitted. Judgment tournaments are not 
restricted to text-based entries. In a skating tournament, 
participants could videotape their skating performance and 
send a digitiZed version to the central controller for judging 
in much the same Way that the Written essays Were submit 
ted. 

[0079] The database record for every tournament partici 
pant might contain all of their submissions to judgment 
tournaments. This Would prevent a player, for example, from 
submitting the same essay to more than one essay tourna 
ments since all essay submissions could be checked against 
past submissions. 

[0080] Databases of judges scores Would alloW tourna 
ment organiZers to check the comparability of their scores, 
determining Whether one judge Was consistently giving loW 
marks, or Whether some judges Were giving excessively high 
marks to a particular player. 

[0081] Tournaments can also be based on games of luck or 
chance in Which a player has no control over his progression 
through the tournament. One example is a slot machine 
tournament in Which advancement to the next game session 
depends on the slot machine payout over the current game 
session. Since the slot machine payout is determined ran 
domly, each participant in the tournament has the exactly 
same chance to Win. Adatabase of all slot machine outcomes 
Would of course be helpful in verifying the randomness of 
the algorithms used to create the outcomes. 

[0082] Lastly, tournaments in Which time to completion is 
the primary method of differentiating among players are also 
popular. One example is electronic car race simulations in 
Which the shortest lap times receive priZes or aWards. A 
tournament might consist of ten laps around a track, With the 
shortest time to completion declared the Winner. 

[0083] Many games, of course, exhibit characteristics 
from tWo or more of the above categories. Apoker tourna 
ment, for example, contains elements of both strategy (the 
Way you bet) and luck (the cards you draW). 

[0084] Tournaments may be held contemporaneously With 
a live event. A trivia tournament, for example, could be 
based on a popular television situation comedy With ques 
tions based on the actions of characters in the shoW. Ques 
tions could also be asked regarding the anticipated actions of 
the shoW’s characters, creating a prediction format for the 
tournament. 

[0085] In one preferred embodiment, there may be several 
different game formats represented in a tournament or game 
session. A tournament, for example, may start With three 
groups of players—one group ansWers trivia questions, the 
next solves a crossWord puZZle, While the last group plays 
electronic football. Quali?cation to advance to the next 
game session is based on a player’s performance relative to 
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the mean performance of their oWn group. Each player’s 
score is normaliZed by converting it into a number of 
standard deviations above or beloW the mean. Comparisons 
are then made among players competing in entirely different 
games. Any player scoring better than one standard devia 
tion above the mean of his group quali?es for advancement 
to the next round. In addition to the normaliZation process, 
standard deviations can be subjectively adjusted by some 
numeric constant in order to re?ect a perceived difference in 
the dif?culty of the different game formats. 

[0086] Another variation is to have competitors play the 
same game format, but With different game parameters. In a 
golf game, for example, the trajectory of the ball may be 
affected by Wind speed, humidity levels, slickness of the 
grass, etc. TWo competitors hitting a ball With the same club 
using the same force and the same foot placement might 
have their ball land in a different spot due to the different 
game parameters. The Wind for one player’s shot my be ?ve 
miles per hour out of the East, While the second player faced 
a Wind speed of tWenty miles per hour out of the South. 

[0087] In another preferred embodiment, the dif?culty 
level of a game session is adjusted as the game session is 
played. In a conventional trivia tournament, for example, the 
dif?culty of the questions is determined in advance. A 
tournament might have a series of ten questions that are 
prepared before the contest. ApriZe may be aWarded to the 
player With the best score. If there are a large number of 
participants, hoWever, there may be a number of perfect 
scores at the end of the contest. In order to increase the 
probability that there is only one Winner at the end, more 
dif?cult questions can be used. The problem With this 
strategy, hoWever, is that less skilled players Will feel 
frustration because of their poor performance. Ideally, ques 
tions Would become more dif?cult only if it seemed as 
though there Was a chance of multiple perfect scores. This 
Would alloW easy or moderate questions at the beginning of 
the game to make beginners feel more comfortable, While 
alloWing for more dif?cult questions to be included if more 
differentiation is required. Re?exive softWare provides just 
such a solution. A pool of game questions are assigned a 
dif?culty level in advance. The ?rst question of the contest 
is alWays fairly easy, but the dif?culty of subsequent ques 
tions is based on the accuracy rate achieved on prior 
questions. If players are doing Well, the questions get harder. 
Although these techniques are Well suited to trivia games, 
they are also applicable to almost any other game format. 

[0088] In one preferred embodiment, the time WindoW for 
a game session has a ?xed end time, Which means that all the 
games Within the game session must be completed by a 
certain time. The ?xed end time for the game session could 
be applied only to players in contention for priZes. In a 
crossWord puZZle tournament, for example, after the ?xed 
end time for the ?nal game session has been reached the 
Winners have already been determined. Players Who have 
not yet ?nished the puZZle can of course continue to Work on 
it beyond the ?xed end time, although they are out of 
contention for priZes. 

[0089] In another preferred embodiment, the time WindoW 
for a game session has a ?xed start time, Which means that 
all the games or questions Within the game session start at 
the same time. As an example, trivia games preferably 
should have a ?xed start time since a player Who starts later 
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Would have the advantage of knowing the questions posted 
to players Who had started earlier. This Would give the later 
player the ability to look up the ansWers in advance of 
ansWering them himself, resulting in an unfair advantage. 
Not all game formats require a ?xed start time. Dexterity 
game formats, for example, may involve a staggered start of 
players. In a closest to the pin golf tournament, a player 
beginning after another player has ?nished is at no particular 
advantage or disadvantage. 

[0090] One preferred embodiment noti?es a player of 
impending start or end times for tournaments. FIG. 7 shoWs 
an example of such a noti?cation process 550 for a tourna 
ment With a ?xed start time. In that example, the game 
session has a number of game formats. First, the player 
enters 552 the game format he prefers to play via the 
associated I/O device. The preference is communicated 554 
to the central controller, Which registers 556 the preference. 
When the game session is ?ve minutes from starting, the 
central controller sends a start message 558 to the I/ O device 
of the player through the communication netWork. This 
communication Would typically be electronic mail, although 
it could take other forms such as audible or visual alerts. 
Similar mechanisms may be used to alert the player that a 
game session is about to end. 

[0091] Note that the game softWare described does not 
have to reside completely at the central controller. Part of the 
game softWare may reside in the central controller and part 
of it may reside Within the I/O device. This con?guration can 
be implemented in a client/server environment. In the case 
of an online tournament golf game, for example, if the 
client/server model is not used then the I/O device acts as a 
dumb terminal. All of the game softWare resides on the game 
controller (server machine), receiving input from the I/O 
device and sending back the results. The game parameters 
such as club selection and force of sWing are transmitted to 
the game controller Which calculates the neW position of the 
ball. A graphics screen depicting the neW ball placement is 
then doWnloaded to the I/O device. Because the doWnload 
ing of detailed graphics screens is such a bandWidth-inten 
sive function, the time of transmission is normally long. 
Players are forced to Wait for a period of time even With 
relatively fast modems. Although increasing modem speeds 
are beginning to alleviate these delays in the transmission of 
graphics, game softWare graphics usually increase in screen 
resolution (and hence bandWidth requirement) as neW ver 
sions are released, partially counteracting the hardWare 
improvements. 

[0092] SWitching to a client/server model for bandWidth 
intensive functions may be more appropriate. In the case of 
the golf game described above, much of the game softWare 
can be handled by the I/ O device. The 1/0 device Would send 
the game parameters up to the central controller Which 
Would calculate the coordinates of the neW ball position. 
These coordinates Would then be sent back doWn to the I/O 
device Where the game softWare Would generate the graphics 
display of the neW ball position. The time of data transmis 
sion is dramatically reduced since no bandWidth intensive 
functions (transmission of graphics) are required. 

[0093] There are many different Ways for a player to pay 
his entry fee. In one preferred embodiment, the process steps 
204 responsive to payment of an entry fee include the step 
of providing a number of payment options for the player 
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before he participates in a game session. Payments may be 
processed non-electronically, such as With cash or checks, or 
may be communicated electronically With the online trans 
mission of credit card number, digital cash, debit card 
number, or bank account information for electronic fund 
transfers. Players may also register any one of the above 
electronic payment methods With the central controller and 
then simply use a unique payment identi?cation number for 
future transactions. Aplayer, for example, could register his 
credit card number and a passWord With the central control 
ler. From that time forWard, the player Would only have to 
present his passWord for payment. The central controller 
Would look up the passWord to ?nd the player’s credit card 
number and Would bill the card for the tournament entry fee. 
This preferred embodiment has the added advantage of 
eliminating the need for secure transmission of the payment 
information. A hacker intercepting the player’s payment 
communication With the central controller Would get only 
the passWord, not the more valuable credit card number. The 
passWord has little value as any Winnings obtained from the 
use of another player’s account Would be credited to that 
player’s credit card and thus Would not bene?t the hacker. 

[0094] FIG. 8 shoWs another type 600 of payment option 
in Which the player approves automatic payments. The 
player ?rst chooses a preferred method of payment, such as 
by credit card. This preference is stored 602 at the central 
controller. The payment option is then activated 604 by any 
tournament activity by the player. If the player’s unique 
identi?er is used in tournament registration, his credit card 
is automatically charged for the appropriate amount. 

[0095] The entry fee can also be tied to the amount of time 
that the player participates in the tournament—the longer he 
plays, the larger the entry fee. In this preferred embodiment, 
the tournament system keeps track of the amount of time the 
player spends in the tournament, billing the player at the end 
of the tournament. This procedure may be applicable in a 
?ight simulator tournament in Which players score points for 
perfect landings. The more time the player spends at the 
simulation, the greater the number of opportunities to land. 

[0096] Much like a student Who must complete required 
pre-requisite courses before attending higher level classes, 
participation in some tournaments may require a con?rma 
tion of the player’s performance data. Entry into the Star 
Trek Master’s tournament, for example, might require pre 
vious participation in at least ?ve of seven Star Trek cat 
egory tournaments. When the player tries to register for the 
Master’s tournament, the central controller looks up the 
player’s unique identi?er to check past performance data. If 
the performance data do not meet the criteria of the tour 
nament, registration is denied. The player is given a list of 
the missing quali?cations, as Well as the starting times of 
future tournaments that Would satisfy those criteria. 

[0097] Prior tournament history can also be used to handi 
cap players. In registering for a golf tournament, for 
example, part of the registration process involves the central 
controller checking to see Whether the player has Won any 
prior tournaments, or Whether he has simply played in many 
tournaments. The player receives a handicap value from one 
to ten, depending on his level of experience. When the 
tournament starts, players With the most experience start 
from the tees farthest aWay from the pin, and face the 
strongest Winds. 
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[0098] A database system allows for creative applications 
of a common priZe pool, Which is a set of priZes not 
associated With a particular tournament. If there are ten trivia 
tournaments, for example, there could be a priZe for the 
longest string of consecutive correct ansWers. This could be 
the longest string Within a given tournament, or it could span 
tournaments so that a player ?nishing a tournament With a 
string of correct ansWers could continue this string in the 
next tournament he enters. The common priZe pool thus 
spans a number of individual tournaments. Other criteria 
that could be used include the greatest number of standard 
deviations above the mean, the greatest number of standard 
deviations above the loWest score, the best score by a senior 
citiZen, the most consecutive correct ansWers by a player 
under thirty years of age, etc. 

[0099] Databases also alloW for entry fees to be paid based 
on the actions taken Within the tournament. In a hole-in-one 
tournament, players could hit as many balls as they Want to, 
but Would be charged for each ball that they hit. In this 
respect, entry fees are no longer paid in advance, but after 
the tournament. The number of balls hit can be stored in a 
database so that the player can participate in multiple 
tournaments before paying. 

[0100] Tournament promotions can make extensive use of 
the information contained Within the tournament database. 
Electronic mail about future bridge tournaments, for 
example, can go out to any player participating in at least 
tWo bridge tournaments in the last year. Tournament data 
bases Would also be valuable to companies promoting goods 
and services. Star Trek videos, for example, could be mar 
keted to those players competing in at least three Star Trek 
tournaments per year. 

[0101] Player complaints about activity from prior tour 
naments are easily handled by the tournament database. If a 
player complains that he has not received payment for a 
tournament victory six months prior, the central controller 
Would pull up the database record for that tournament to see 
if the player Was indeed one of the Winners. If he Was, the 
central controller Would then access the player’s database 
record to discover Whether or not he had be paid. 

[0102] Normally, tournament priZes are established before 
the tournament begins. In one preferred embodiment, hoW 
ever, the priZes for a game session depend on the number of 
players participating in the game session—the more players 
participating, the larger the priZes. 

[0103] In another preferred embodiment, each I/O device 
includes secure memory (RAM, ROM, EPROM, EEPROM, 
and the like) for storing tournament data. This memory is 
contained Within a secure perimeter, Which may include 
physical, electronic, or a combination of physical and elec 
tronic features to resist tampering. For example, physical 
features could include encapsulation While electronic fea 
tures could include a silicon ?reWall. Combination features 
could include self-Zeroing, or otherWise volatile memory, or 
memory that electrically modi?es its contents upon detec 
tion of tampering. Such tampering might include physically 
stressing the device, attempting to change the clock rate by 
replacing the external poWer source With a battery outside 
alloWable current or voltage ranges, or attempting to change 
the clock rate by replacing external poWer sources With an 
AC poWer source operating outside an alloWable frequency 
range. Alternatively, the secure perimeter could be merely 
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tamper-evident. In that case, the device might be returned to 
the tournament organiZers before any large priZe could be 
claimed. As Will be appreciated by those skilled in the art, a 
great variety of tamper-resistant/tamper-evident techniques 
can be deployed, and Will not be enumerated in detail herein. 
Therefore, as a matter of convenience, terms such as 
“tamper resistant/tamper-evident” or “secure” shall be 
understood to refer to any of the aforementioned or other 
security measures throughout this discussion. 

[0104] Many preferred tournament embodiments are 
improved through the use of a secure perimeter. One 
example is a puZZle tournament in Which the time to solution 
is the critical component of the player’s score. One game 
session may require the player to solve ten short puZZles 
With the number of seconds required to solve the puZZles 
being the player’s score for that game session. If there is a 
delay in the communication of the player’s ansWers, perhaps 
due to latency problems in the online netWork, the player is 
penaliZed by factors outside of his control. If the times of 
puZZle completion are stored locally in the secure perimeter 
of the player’s I/O device, hoWever, the player may not be 
penaliZed. His times Would be sent to the central controller 
at the end of the game session and compared With the times 
registered by the game controller over the online connection. 
The player Would be credited With the times registered by 
the processor Within the secure perimeter of the I/O device. 
The secure tamper-resistant nature of the secure perimeter 
Would prevent players from altering their times to solution 
before they Were sent to the central controller. 

[0105] Payment information likeWise bene?ts from the 
use of a secure perimeter. An I/O device may store crypto 
graphic keys Within the secure perimeter to encrypt credit 
card information before it is communicated to the game 
controller. 

[0106] FIG. 9 shoWs another preferred embodiment, in 
Which each I/ O device includes a screen 650 having multiple 
WindoWs 652, 654 thereon, With one WindoW 652 displaying 
the tournament game session in Which the associated player 
is currently participating. The other WindoWs may be dis 
playing documents that the player is Working on, While he is 
playing in the tournament. In one preferred embodiment, the 
player may enter preferences that determine the siZe of the 
WindoW displaying the tournament game session. This enter 
ing process can be similar to the player entering his game 
format preference, as shoWn in FIG. 7. A player might opt 
to have the game session WindoW take up a small portion of 
the I/O device screen at the beginning of a tournament, but 
expand to a full siZed WindoW as the player advances to 
further game sessions of a given tournament. Thus, the 
tournament WindoW expands as the possibility of receiving 
priZes increases. 

[0107] In one preferred embodiment, the database 
includes the folloWing ?elds, and each ?eld includes the 
corresponding information: 

[0108] 1. Player Information/Demographics 

[0109] Name 

[0110] Address 

[0111] Age 

[0112] Sex 
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[0113] Preferences 

[0114] Billing Type 
[0115] Favorite tournament format 

[0116] Start/stop times 

[0117] Opponents 
[0118] Language 

[0119] 2. Billing Systems 

[0120] Credit card numbers of players 

[0121] Bank account numbers for electronic fund 
transfer (EFT) 

[0122] Digital cash accounts 

[0123] Total revenues 

[0124] Aging of accounts receivable 

[0125] Desired frequency of billing 

[0126] Billing dates 

[0127] Payment dates 

[0128] Mailing addresses for priZe payments by 
check 

[0129] 3. Tournament Information 

[0130] Format (trivia, strategy, prediction, etc.) 

[0131] Start date/time 

[0132] Stop date/time 

[0133] Duration of tournament 

[0134] Scheduled breaks 

[0135] Scheduled times for player noti?cation/Warn 
mg 

[0136] PriZes 

[0137] Players currently registered 
[0138] Players currently logged on 

[0139] Cash entry fees received 

[0140] Credit entry fees received 

[0141] Number of game sessions 

[0142] Player quali?cation requirements 
[0143] Requirements for advancement to subsequent 
game sessions 

[0144] 4. Player history 

[0145] List of tournaments played 

[0146] PriZes Won 

[0147] Average score 

[0148] 
[0149] 
[0150] 

[0151] 5. Question/Parameter/AnsWer Database 

[0152] Format (trivia, strategy, etc.) 

Number of times in ?nal round 

Average time to ansWer 

Entry fees paid 
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[0153] 
[0154] 
[0155] 
[0156] 
[0157] 
[0158] 
[0159] Parameter values (Wind speed, speed of 

greens, etc.) 

Creation date 

Difficulty 
Number of times it has been used 

Tournaments that it has been used in 

Scheduled deletion date 

Percentage of correct responses 

[0160] Results of prediction variables 

[0161] The above-described database ?elds are not meant 
to be a comprehensive description of a tournament database 
system. It Will be understood by those skilled in the art of 
tournaments that there are many other possible variations. 

[0162] Other preferred embodiments of the invention Will 
be apparent to those skilled in the art from a consideration 
of this speci?cation or practice of the invention disclosed 
herein. It is intended that the speci?cation and examples be 
considered as exemplary only, With the true scope and spirit 
of the invention being indicated by the folloWing claims. 

I claim: 
1. A distributed electronic tournament system in Which a 

plurality of remotely located players participate in a tour 
nament through input/output devices connected to a central 
controller Which manages the tournament, the system com 
prising: 

(a) means for uniquely identifying a player communicat 
ing With the central controller via an associated input/ 
output device; 

(b) means responsive to payment of an entry fee by the 
player for alloWing the player to participate in a tour 
nament occurring Within a ?Xed time WindoW via an 
associated input/output device; 

(c) means for accessing a database to store in the database 
player information that is generated as the player 
participates in the tournament, such information being 
available for use in a subsequent tournament, Which is 
administered by said controller and in Which the player 
participates; and 

(d) means for aWarding the player a priZe for achieving a 
pre-established performance level in the tournament. 

2. Adistributed electronic tournament system as recited in 
claim 1 Wherein: 

the system further comprises game softWare; and 

part of the game softWare resides in the central controller 
and part of the game softWare resides in the input/ 
output devices. 

3. Adistributed electronic tournament system as recited in 
claim 2 Wherein the part of the game softWare residing in the 
input/output device performs bandWidth-intensive func 
tions. 

4. Adistributed electronic tournament system as recited in 
claim 1 Wherein each input/output device includes secured 
memory storing tournament-related data. 

5. Adistributed electronic tournament system as recited in 
claim 4 Wherein the tournament-related data include signals 
representing time. 
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6. Adistributed electronic tournament system as recited in 
claim 1 Wherein the entry fee for the tournament is based on 
the amount of time the player participates in the tournament. 

7. Adistributed electronic tournament system as recited in 
claim 1 Wherein the attainment of the pre-established per 
formance level requires dexterity. 

8. Adistributed electronic tournament system as recited in 
claim 1 Wherein the attainment of the pre-established per 
formance level involves ansWering questions With determin 
istic ansWers. 

9. Adistributed electronic tournament system as recited in 
claim 1 Wherein the attainment of the pre-established per 
formance level involves prediction. 

10. A distributed electronic tournament system as recited 
in claim 1 the attainment of the pre-established performance 
level involves solving puZZles. 

11. A distributed electronic tournament system as recited 
in claim 1 Wherein the attainment of the pre-established 
performance level involves strategy. 

12. A distributed electronic tournament system as recited 
in claim 1 Wherein the attainment of the pre-established 
performance level involves chance. 

13. A distributed electronic tournament system as recited 
in claim 1 Wherein the pre-established performance level 
includes the amount of time required to achieve that level. 

14. A distributed electronic tournament system as recited 
in claim 1 Wherein solutions to problems posed in tourna 
ments are not deterministic and evaluating them requires 
judgment. 

15. A distributed electronic tournament system as recited 
in claim 1 Wherein the tournament time WindoW has a ?xed 
end time. 

16. A distributed electronic tournament system as recited 
in claim 15 Wherein the attainment of the pre-established 
performance level requires dexterity. 

17. A distributed electronic tournament system as recited 
in claim 15 further comprising means for notifying players 
Who are participating in the tournament that the tournament 
is about to end. 

18. A distributed electronic tournament system as recited 
in claim 1 Wherein the tournament time WindoW has a ?xed 
start time. 

19. A distributed electronic tournament system as recited 
in claim 18 Wherein the attainment of the pre-established 
performance level involves ansWering questions With deter 
ministic ansWers. 

20. A distributed electronic tournament system as recited 
in claim 18 further comprising means for notifying players 
Who have registered for the tournament that the tournament 
is about to start. 

21. A distributed electronic tournament system as recited 
in claim 1 Wherein the priZe for the tournament depends on 
the number of players participating in the tournament. 

22. A distributed electronic tournament system as recited 
in claim 1 Wherein the number of players in the tournament 
is restricted to be beloW a preset value. 

23. A distributed electronic tournament system as recited 
in claim 1 Wherein a pre-determined number of positions for 
players are reserved for a selected group of players until the 
starting time of the tournament is a preset time aWay, at 
Which time the reserved positions Will be made available to 
all players, including those not Within the selected group. 

24. A distributed electronic tournament system as recited 
in claim 1 Wherein the means responsive to payment of an 
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entry fee provides the option for the player to pay before the 
player participates in the tournament. 

25. A distributed electronic tournament system as recited 
in claim 24 Wherein the means responsive to payment of an 
entry fee provides the option for the player to enter a 
passWord, Which is linked to the player’s credit card number 
to automatically charge the entry fee to the credit card 
account. 

26. A distributed electronic tournament system as recited 
in claim 1 Wherein the means responsive to payment of an 
entry fee provides a plurality of payment options. 

27. A distributed electronic tournament system as recited 
in claim 26 Wherein the means responsive to payment of an 
entry fee: 

stores the payment option selected by the player in the 
tournament; and 

automatically activates that option after the player has 
been identi?ed in a subsequent tournament. 

28. A distributed electronic tournament system as recited 
in claim 1 Wherein there are a plurality of games in the 
tournament and the games are different. 

29. A distributed electronic tournament system as recited 
in claim 28 Wherein each game in the tournament is gov 
erned by a set of parameters, Whose values change as a 
function of time. 

30. A distributed electronic tournament system as recited 
in claim 1 Wherein: 

the tournament includes at least one game; and 

that game is based on a contemporaneous live event. 
31. A distributed electronic tournament system as recited 

in claim 1 Wherein: 

the tournament includes a plurality of games; and 

each player participates in a plurality of games. 
32. A distributed electronic tournament system as recited 

in claim 1 Wherein: 

there are a plurality of games in the tournament; 

a number of games have different game formats; 

different players are involved in games in different game 
formats; 

the outcomes of the games are statistically normaliZed to 
facilitate comparison among different game formats; 
and 

the players in games in different game formats compete 
against each other to Win common priZes. 

33. A distributed electronic tournament system as recited 
in claim 8 Wherein the system keeps track of the amount of 
time the player participates in the tournament. 

34. A distributed electronic tournament system as recited 
in claim 1 Wherein each player has to complete a qualifying 
event before the player can participate in the tournament. 

35. A distributed electronic tournament system as recited 
in claim 34 Wherein the system determines if a player is 
eligible to participate in a subsequent tournament based on 
the results of the player’s participation in the present tour 
nament. 

36. A distributed electronic tournament system as recited 
in claim 1 Wherein the dif?culty level of the tournament is 
adjusted as the tournament is played. 
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37. A distributed electronic tournament system as recited 
in claim 1 Wherein: 

the tournament includes games; and 

the games in the tournament are based on a recently 
concluded event. 

38. A distributed electronic tournament system as recited 
in claim 1 Wherein each input/output device comprises a 
screen having multiple WindoWs thereon, With one WindoW 
displaying the tournament in Which the associated player is 
currently participating. 

39. A distributed electronic tournament system as recited 
in claim 38 further comprising means for the player to enter 
preferences Which determine the siZe of the WindoW dis 
playing the tournament. 

40. A distributed electronic tournament system as recited 
in claim 1 Wherein the player information includes payment 
information. 

41. A distributed electronic tournament system as recited 
in claim 1 Wherein the player information includes the 
player’s performance information. 

42. A distributed electronic tournament system as recited 
in claim 1 Wherein the player information includes the 
player’s preferences. 

43. A distributed electronic elimination tournament sys 
tem in Which a plurality of remotely located players partici 
pate in a tournament having multiple game sessions through 
input/output devices connected to a central controller Which 
manages the tournament, the system comprising: 

(a) means for uniquely identifying a player communicat 
ing With the central controller via an associated input/ 
output device; 

(b) means responsive to payment of an entry fee by the 
player for alloWing the player to participate in a par 
ticular game session occurring Within a ?xed time 
WindoW via an associated input/output device; 

(c) means for determining Whether the player has been 
quali?ed to advance to a subsequent game session, in 
Which at least one player is eliminated from the previ 
ous game session; 

(d) means for aWarding the player a priZe for being 
quali?ed to advance to a subsequent game session; and 

(e) means for permitting each player quali?ed to a sub 
sequent game session to participate in that game ses 
sion. 

44. A distributed electronic elimination tournament sys 
tem as recited in claim 43 Wherein a database associated 
With the central controller manages the game sessions, said 
database containing information on individual players. 

45. A distributed electronic elimination tournament sys 
tem as recited in claim 43 Wherein: 

the system further comprises game softWare; and 

for each game session, part of the game softWare resides 
in the central controller and part of the game softWare 
resides in the input/output devices. 

46. A distributed electronic elimination tournament sys 
tem as recited in claim 43 Wherein each input/output device 
includes secured memory storing game-session-related data. 

47. A distributed electronic elimination tournament sys 
tem as recited in claim 46 Wherein the game-session-related 
data include signals representing time. 
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48. A distributed electronic elimination tournament sys 
tem as recited in claim 46 Wherein the game-session-related 
data include payment information. 

49. A distributed electronic elimination tournament sys 
tem as recited in claim 43 Wherein the game session time 
WindoW has a ?Xed end time. 

50. A distributed electronic elimination tournament sys 
tem as recited in claim 43 Wherein the game session time 
WindoW has a ?Xed start time. 

51. A distributed electronic elimination tournament sys 
tem as recited in claim 50 further comprising means for 
notifying players Who have registered for a game session 
that the game session is about to start. 

52. A distributed electronic elimination tournament sys 
tem as recited in claim 43 Wherein the number of players in 
a game session is restricted to be beloW a preset value. 

53. A distributed electronic elimination tournament sys 
tem as recited in claim 43 Wherein a pre-determined number 
of positions for players are reserved for a selected group of 
players until the starting time of the game session is a preset 
time aWay, at Which time the reserved positions Will be made 
available to all players, including those not Within the 
selected group. 

54. A distributed electronic elimination tournament sys 
tem as recited in claim 43 Where in the means for a player 
to pay an entry fee provides a plurality of payment options. 

55. A distributed electronic elimination tournament sys 
tem as recited in claim 54 Wherein the means for a player to 
pay an entry fee: 

stores the payment option selected by a player in a 
previous game session; and 

automatically activates that option after the player has 
been identi?ed. 

56. A distributed electronic elimination tournament sys 
tem as recited in claim 43 Wherein: 

a game session includes at least one game; and 

the game sessions are based on a contemporaneous live 
event. 

57. A distributed electronic elimination tournament sys 
tem as recited in claim 43 Wherein: 

there are a plurality of games in a game session; 

a number of games have different game formats; 

different players are involved in games having different 
game formats; 

the outcomes of the games are statistically normaliZed to 
facilitate comparison among different game formats; 
and 

the players in games in different game formats compete 
against each other to Win common priZes. 

58. A distributed electronic elimination tournament sys 
tem as recited in claim 43 Wherein each player has to 
complete a qualifying event before the player can participate 
in a game session. 

59. A distributed electronic elimination tournament sys 
tem as recited in claim 58 Wherein the system determines if 
a player is eligible to participate in a game session based on 
the results of the player’s past participation. 

60. A distributed electronic elimination tournament sys 
tem as recited in claim 43 Wherein the dif?culty level of a 
game session is adjusted as the game session is played. 






