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(57) ABSTRACT 

A method and apparatus utilized in operating a feedback 
forum in an online auction environment is described. Instead 

of allowing users of the system to enter free-form comments 

for and about other users, a number of prede?ned feedback 
comments are provided that relate to an auction transaction. 

Users leaving feedback for other users are permitted to 

select a comment they desire to leave for or about another 

user relative to a transaction. The prede?ned feedback 

comments selected by the users are associated With the users 

Whom the comment is about, and at some time thereafter, the 
prede?ned feedback comment is displayed for vieWing by 
other users of the system. 

400 

" RETWERE ————————— ' T l 

I BAsEo l 
‘ AUC‘HON ‘ 
l FACILITY I 
' l 

' F l l l 1 2 
I 408 41 | 
I PAGE P|cTuRE LlSTlNG V CGI r/ SEARCH 1 
l SERVER SERVER SERVER SERVERs SERvERs I 
l > I 

L4 A l i_---—— 404 406 I I 
‘ l 
l CREDIT 41E EMAIL I 
| CARD SERVERs I 
| DATABASE “ I 

I SERVERV] DATABASE SEARCH J16 | 
l 424 418 ENGINE INDEXTER | 
! SERVER SERVER ‘ 
l l 
I DATABASE 4 CW4 I 
I I 
l ' DATABASE Vang I 

I I 
I l 
I l 
I l 



Patent Application Publication Jun. 20, 2002 Sheet 1 of 13 US 2002/0078152 A1 

Overall pro?le makeup 

52 positives. 52 are from unique 
users and count toward the ?nal 

rating. 
Member since Wednesday, Aug 

25, 1999 

0 neutrals. 0 are from users n_o 

logger registered. Positive 2 

0 negatives. 0 are from unique Neutral 0 
users and count toward the ?nal Negative 0 

rating. Tom‘ 2 

Bicl Rctractiqns. 0 

Auctions b 

ehiy' Card _(a/.nol.com 
(51) 
{Lyme 

Summary of Most Recent Comments 

Past7days Past month Past6mo. 

l7 36 

0 0 

(l U 

17 36 

O O 

a;aol.com 

You can leave feedback for this user. Visit the Feedbaclrfgruli for more info on feedback pro?les. 

If you ammaglcorn (52) {7 m8 , you can respond to comment_s in this Feedback Pro?le. 

[ items 1-25 ofSZ total 

l = 1 = [2.1 t1] (nszttttagtzl Usenmipsit (Q) {1? Date: Jul-l 1-00 13:53:24 PDT item: §7Ql_2;'>_(_)_3__fl;v 

Praise: High quality item , shipped promply, [recommend ?yupdown highly AAA+++ J 

' user; Moog (12) it; Date: iurm-oo 23:02:35 PDT 

Praise: Good communication, fast service, excellent product. Very satis?edl! 

item: 366 l 5215 

User: -@edge.net (8) Date: Jul-O4-0O 19:39:16 PDT 
Praise: Fast shipment, Great doing business with! 

Item: 35825955 

Userz-Qaolconj (1]) r2? Datezlun-30-0O l0z40z48 PDT 
Praise: Great sellerwDelivered as advertised.....A+++ 

item: 318 I 90404 

Figure 1 (Prior Art) 
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Leave Feedback about an eBay User 

Your User ID; ' You are responsible for 
M your own words. 

Your Password: l 310 Your comments will be attributed 
with your name and the date. 
eBay cannot take responsibility 
for the comments you post here, 

Forgot your password? 

I 16. and you should be careful about 
_ making comments that could be 

User ID of person who you are commenting on libdous or slandcmui To be 
safe, make only factual, 

‘ no emotionless comments. Contact 
your attorney if you have any 

[tern number (please include since all feedback must be transactional) doubts You win not [)2 ab|e to 
retract or edit Feedback you 
left. eBay does not remove 
Feedback unless there is an 
exceptional circumstance. Think 
before you leave Feedback. 

is your comment positive, negative, or neutral? 
F positive r negative r neutral gas; 

Please try to resolve any disputes 
with the other party before 
publicly declaring a complaint. 

l 230 
Your comment (max. 80 characters) 

WARNING: Once placed, comments cannot be retracted. See the Feedback Forum for 
an explanation about how your comments affect a users's Feedback Rating. 

Figure 2 (Prior Art) 
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METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR PROVIDING 
PREDEFINED FEEDBACK 

COPYRIGHT NOTICE 

[0001] Contained herein is material that is subject to 
copyright protection. The copyright oWner has no objection 
to the facsimile reproduction of the patent disclosure by any 
person as it appears in the Patent and Trademark Office 
patent ?les or records, but otherWise reserves all rights to the 
copyright Whatsoever. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0002] 1. Field of the Invention 

[0003] The invention relates generally to the art of con 
ducting e-commerce transactions over a netWork. More 
particularly, the invention relates to a method of providing 
feedback betWeen users of an e-commerce site utiliZing 
prede?ned sets of comments. 

[0004] 2. Background of the Invention 

[0005] The emergence of electronic commerce has revo 
lutioniZed the manner in Which goods and services may be 
bought and sold. In particular, the development of online 
auctions conducted over the Internet have enabled individu 
als to sell items With relatively little effort or expense While 
at the same time reaching a much larger potential pool of 
buyers than using more traditional means such as classi?ed 
advertising and garage sales. 

[0006] In a typical online auction, a seller submits an offer 
to sell an item, the item becomes available for bidding for a 
predetermined period of time. Buyers are able to vieW a 
description and often an image of the item, and submit bids. 
The potential buyer Who tenders the highest bid “Wins” the 
auction provided his bid is in excess of any minimum price 
required by the seller, and a contractual obligation is created 
in Which the buyer and seller are required to complete the 
transaction. 

[0007] It is the completion of the transaction, i.e., the 
exchange of the seller’s item for the buyer’s payment that is 
the potentially most perilous part of the transaction. More 
often than not, a buyer and seller are located far apart from 
each other, often in separate states or countries (from herein 
state or states unless otherWise stated shall refer to both 
states of the United States, as Well as other countries or 
nations). Accordingly, the promised item and payment must 
be shipped via the post or some other package delivery 
service. A seller may request payment prior to shipping the 
item or the seller may require cash on delivery (COD). In 
either case, the buyer Will not have the opportunity to verify 
the item Was as the seller represented it, until after payment. 
The item shipped may end up being broken or in Worse 
condition than represented; or if the seller is particularly 
unscrupulous, a dummy item may be shipped in place of the 
promised item. On the reverse, Where a buyer pays With a 
check, he may stop payment on the check shortly after 
receiving the item, defrauding the seller of his item. Given 
the geographic distance betWeen the typical buyer and seller 
and the relatively small values of the items being bought and 
sold, it is seldom practical for the aggrieved buyer or seller 
to seek recourse in the courts. 

[0008] In order to combat the problem of dishonest and/or 
unscrupulous users, online auction services such as eBay, 
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Inc. of San Jose, Calif., have instituted mechanisms to 
combat fraudulent and dishonest practices among buyers 
and sellers. For instance, eBay requires each user to register 
With the service before offering an item for auction or 
bidding on an item. In order to complete registration, the 
user must provide either a veri?able e-mail address (i.e., one 
that cannot be easily set up using a pseudonym) or a credit 
card number. If eBay determines that a registered user is 
utiliZing improper buying or selling practices, it can ban the 
user from using the auction facility in the future. 

[0009] Another practice used by some auction services is 
to provide the buyer and seller With a feedback forum in 
Which either user can leave comments about the other that 
may be of use to other users in the future in deciding Whether 
to bid or sell from a particular user. Comments are typically 
positive, but a feW negative comments can act to indicate a 
user that is not completely honest and Who should be dealt 
With cautiously. 

[0010] A representative example of a list of comments 
made about a user is provided in prior art FIG. 1 (the e-mail 
addresses of the users have been masked). A score that is 
indicative of the user’s trustWorthiness With regard to online 
auction transactions is determined based upon the number of 
positive, neutral and negative comment the user has 
received. Comments about registered user may be entered 
into the system through a feedback forum or through a 
feedback prompt provided to the successful bidder and the 
auctioneer upon the conclusion of a particular auction trans 
action. 

[0011] Prior art FIG. 2 provides an example of a feedback 
screen that may be displayed to a user Who desires to leave 
a comment about another user. The commenting user enters 
his or her ID into box 205, and his passWord into box 210. 
The ID of the user being commented on (or targeted user) is 
entered into box 215 and the transaction to Which the 
comment is related is entered into box 220. The commenting 
user chooses the appropriate radio button as shoWn at 225 to 
indicate Whether the comment is positive, neutral or nega 
tive. Afree-form text comment is left in box 230 that can be 
up to 80 characters long. Finally, the comment is sent to the 
auction service for posting by clicking the “leave comment” 
box 235. 

[0012] Once a comment is posted about a targeted user, 
that user may leave a responding comment to Which the 
commenting user may respond. Since both the buyer and the 
seller may leave a comment With regard to a transaction, and 
respond to each other’s comments and subsequently respond 
to each other responses, a total of up to six comments may 
be left for any single transaction. 

[0013] Each comment is typically associated With the user 
making the comment and the user for Whom the comment is 
intended, as Well as the transaction to Which the comment 
relates. Each comment must be stored in the auction ser 
vice’s storage devices. It can be appreciated that Where a 
large number of auctions are regularly being concluded, the 
amount of storage space required to store all feedback 
comments is very large. For example, if the maximum of six 
80-character comments are left for each transaction, 
approximately 0.5 kilobytes of storage space is necessary to 
store the comments. If it is considered that a service like 
eBay concludes tens of millions of auctions each year and 
that comments about particular users are stored for years, the 
amount of storage space is signi?cant. 
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[0014] A feedback system as described above also pre 
sents several other problems: (1) there is no ef?cient and 
convenient manner of translating comments into other lan 
guages, and (2) in certain jurisdictions, the auction service 
may face liability for publishing slanderous comments or 
comments With inappropriate content. In current feedback 
systems, a commenting user may leave a comment in any 
language he desires. For instance, a German user may 
purchase an item from a US. user and at the conclusion of 
the transaction, leave a comment about the US. user in 
German. This comment Will have little meaning to other 
US. users Who vieW the comments about the US. user 
unless they read German. Essentially in this situation, the 
feedback system, at least partially, fails in its purpose of 
providing useful information to auction users about other 
users. 

[0015] Given the sheer volume of comments left each day 
on a large system like eBay, it is impractical to screen every 
comment for slanderous or libelous language before posting 
the comment on the system for other users to read. Accord 
ingly, users may leave inappropriate comments for other 
users, Which may cause the auction service Which published 
the comment to incur civil and/or criminal liability for the 
comment under the laWs of certain states. For instance, the 
slander and libel laWs of Great Britain are stricter than those 
in the United States, and in certain Muslim states, publishing 
comments containing language of an inappropriate nature 
may be vieWed as illegal. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0016] A method and apparatus utiliZed in operating a 
feedback forum Wherein prede?ned feedback comments are 
provided to users of an e-commerce system are described. 
First, the feedback system receives a request from a ?rst user 
to leave feedback concerning a second user. The feedback 
system generates a set of prede?ned feedback comments that 
are to be displayed to the ?rst user, and each comment is 
associated With an identi?er. Upon receipt of a response 
form the ?rst user, the system identi?es the selected pre 
de?ned comment about the second user, and the system 
stores the indicator in a data structure that is associated With 
the second user. 

[0017] Other features of the present invention Will be 
apparent from the accompanying draWings and from the 
detailed description that folloWs. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE SEVERAL 
VIEWS OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0018] The present invention is illustrated by Way of 
example, and not by Way of limitation, in the ?gures of the 
accompanying draWings and in Which like reference numer 
als refer to similar elements and in Which: 

[0019] FIG. 1 is a prior art illustration of a Web page 
listing of comments about a user of an Internet-based 
auction service. 

[0020] FIG. 2 is a prior art illustration of an online 
feedback form that is utiliZed by one user to leave a 
comment about another user. 

[0021] FIG. 3 is an illustration of an exemplary computer 
system on Which three embodiments of the invention may be 
practiced. 
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[0022] FIG. 4 is an illustration of an Internet Auction 
Facility through Which embodiments of the invention may 
be practiced. 

[0023] FIG. 5 is an illustration of an exemplary database 
structure for an auction facility of FIG. 4. 

[0024] FIGS. 6A and 6B are a ?oWcharts listing an 
exemplary methodology for operating a feedback forum. 

[0025] FIGS. 7A and 7B are illustrations of a feedback 
form that may be used by the Winner of an Internet auction 
to leave feedback for the seller. 

[0026] FIGS. 8A and 8B are illustrations of a feedback 
form that may be used by the seller to leave feedback for the 
Winner of an Internet auction. 

[0027] FIG. 9 is an illustration of a feedback form that 
may be used by a seller in an Internet auction to respond to 
a comment left about him by the Winner of the auction. 

[0028] FIG. 10 is a ?oWchart illustrating an alternative 
methodology of operating a feedback forum that incorpo 
rates both freeform and prede?ned feedback comments. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
INVENTION 

[0029] A method and apparatus are described to facilitate 
the operation of a feedback forum in an e-commerce envi 
ronment Wherein comments are selected by a user from a 
prede?ned set presented to the user, for example, as a menu. 
Compared With prior art feedback forums, embodiments of 
the invention facilitate the ef?cient use of storage space by 
storing the prede?ned comments a minimum number of 
times and providing indicators or pointers Within the stored 
user’s database records the comments made about the user. 
In another embodiment, the prede?ned comment may be 
translated into any number of different languages, and 
depending on an indication of a default or preferred lan 
guage of a user vieWing his comments or those of another 
user, the comments may be provided in the default or 
preferred language. Finally, since the comments are pre 
de?ned, they can be Written to avoid liability under the 
slander or other laWs of various states. 

[0030] In the folloWing description, for the purposes of 
explanation, numerous speci?c details are set forth in order 
to provide a thorough understanding of the present inven 
tion. It Will be apparent, hoWever, to one skilled in the art 
that the present invention may be practiced Without some of 
these speci?c details. In other instances, Well-knoWn struc 
tures and devices are shoWn in block diagram form. 

[0031] The present invention includes various operations 
Which Will be described beloW. The operations of the present 
invention may be performed by hardWare components or 
may be embodied in machine-executable instructions, Which 
may be used to cause a general-purpose or special-purpose 
processor programmed With the instructions to perform the 
operations. Alternatively, the operations may be performed 
by a combination of hardWare and softWare. 

[0032] The present invention may be provided as a com 
puter program product that may include a machine-readable 
medium having stored thereon instructions, Which may be 
used to program a computer (or other electronic devices) to 
perform a process according to the present invention. The 
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machine-readable medium may include, but is not limited to, 
?oppy diskettes, optical disks, CD-ROMs, and magneto 
optical disks, ROMs, RAMs, EPROMs, EEPROMs, magnet 
or optical cards, ?ash memory, or other type of media/ 
machine-readable medium suitable for storing electronic 
instructions. Moreover, the present invention may also be 
doWnloaded as a computer program product, Wherein the 
program may be transferred from a remote computer to a 
requesting computer by Way of data signals embodied in a 
carrier Wave or other propagation medium via a communi 
cation link (e.g., a modem or netWork connection). 

Exemplary Computer System 

[0033] FIG. 3 is an example of a typical computer system 
upon Which embodiments of the present invention may be 
practiced. In the various embodiments, computer system 300 
may be utiliZed as a server on Which information including 
feedback comments about the various users of an e-com 

merce system is stored. Furthermore, computer system 300 
may be used by a user to participate in an Internet auction 
including reading and leaving feedback comments. 

[0034] Computer system 300 comprises a bus or other 
communication means 301 for communicating information, 
and a processing means such as processor 302 coupled With 
bus 301 for processing information. Computer system 300 
further comprises a random access memory (RAM), ?ash 
memory, or other dynamic storage device 304 (referred to as 
main memory), coupled to bus 301 for storing information 
and instructions to be executed by processor 302. Main 
memory 304 also may be used for storing temporary vari 
ables or other intermediate information during execution of 
instructions by processor 302. Computer system 300 may 
also comprise a read-only memory (ROM) and/or other 
static storage device 306 coupled to bus 301 for storing static 
information and instructions for processor 302. A data 
storage device 307 such as a magnetic disk or optical disk 
and its corresponding drive may also be coupled to computer 
system 300 for storing information and instructions. In some 
architectures, a single memory device may perform the 
functions of tWo or more of the ROM 306, the main memory 
304, and the mass storage device 307. In other architectures 
such as might be implemented With a server, the system 300 
might have multiple mass storage devices 307. 

[0035] Computer system 300 can also be coupled via bus 
301 to a display device 321 such as a cathode ray tube (CRT) 
or Liquid Crystal Display (LCD), for displaying information 
to an end user. Typically, an alphanumeric input device 322, 
including alphanumeric and other keys, may be coupled to 
bus 301 for communicating information and/or command 
selections to processor 302. Another type of user input 
device that may be included in the computer system 300 is 
a cursor control 323, such as a mouse, a trackball, a pen in 
conjunction With a touch sensitive screen, or cursor direction 
keys for communicating direction information and com 
mand selections to processor 302 and for controlling cursor 
movement on display 321. 

[0036] A communication device 325 may also be coupled 
to bus 301. The communication device 325 may include a 
modem, a netWork interface card or other Well-knoWn 
interface devices, such as those used for coupling to Ether 
net, token ring, or other types of physical attachment for 
purposes of providing a communication link to support a 
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local or Wide-area netWork. In this manner, the computer 
system 300 may be coupled to a number of clients and/or 
servers via a conventional netWork infrastructure, such as 
the Internet. 

[0037] It is appreciated that a lesser or more equipped 
computer system than the example described above may be 
desirable for certain implementations. Therefore, the con 
?guration of computer system 300 Will vary from imple 
mentation to implementation depending upon numerous 
factors, such as price constraints, performance requirements, 
technological improvements, and/or other circumstances. 

[0038] It should be noted that While the operations 
described herein may be performed under the control of a 
programmed processor such as processor 302, in alternative 
embodiments, the operations may be fully or partially imple 
mented by any programmable or hard-coded logic, such as 
Field Programmable Gate Arrays (FPGAs), TTL logic, or 
Application Speci?c Integrated Circuits (ASICs). Addition 
ally, the method of the present invention may be performed 
by any combination of programmed general-purpose com 
puter components and/or custom hardWare components. 
Therefore, nothing disclosed herein should be construed as 
limiting the present invention to a particular embodiment 
Wherein the recited steps are performed by a speci?c com 
bination of hardWare components. 

Exemplary Internet Auction Facility 

[0039] FIG. 4 is a block diagram illustrating an exemplary 
netWork-based transaction facility in the form of an Internet 
based auction facility 400 on Which embodiments of the 
invention may be practiced. While exemplary embodiments 
of the invention are described Within the context of an 
auction facility, it Will be appreciated by those skilled in the 
art that the invention Will ?nd application in many different 
types of e-commerce facilities. 

[0040] The auction facility 400 includes one or more of a 
number of types of front-end servers, namely page servers 
402 that deliver Web pages (e.g., markup language docu 
ments), picture servers 404 that dynamically deliver images 
to be displayed Within Web pages, listing servers 406, CGI 
(Common GateWay Interface) or ISAPI servers 408 that 
provide an intelligent interface to the back-end of facility 
400, and search servers 410 that handle search requests to 
the facility 400. E-mail servers 412 provide, inter alia, 
automated e-mail communications to users of the facility 
400. 

[0041] The back-end servers include a database engine 
server 414, a search index server 416, and a credit card 
database server 418, each of Which maintains and facilitates 
access to a respective database 420, 422, 424. 

[0042] The Internet-based auction facility 400 may be 
accessed by a client program 428 such as a broWser (e.g., the 
Internet Explorer distributed by Microsoft Corp. of Red 
mond, Wash.) that executes on a client machine 426 and 
accesses the facility 400 via a netWork such as, for example, 
the Internet 430. Other examples of netWorks that a client 
may utiliZe to access the auction facility 400 include a Wide 
area netWork (WAN), a local area netWork (LAN), a Wireless 
netWork (e.g., a cellular netWork), or the Plain Old Tele 
phone Service (POTS) netWork. 
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Exemplary Internet Auction Database 

[0043] FIG. 5 is a database diagram illustrating an eXem 
plary database 520 maintained by and accessed via the 
database engine server 514, Which at least partially imple 
ments and supports the auction facility 400. The database 
520 may, in one embodiment, be implemented as a relational 
database, and includes a number of tables having entries or 
records that are linked by indices and keys. In an alternative 
embodiment, the database 514 may be implemented as a 
collection of objects in an object-oriented database. 

[0044] Central to the database 520 is a user table 500, 
Which contains a record for each user of the auction facility 
400. Auser may operate as a seller, buyer, or both Within the 
auction facility 500. The database 520 also includes item 
tables 502 that may be linked to the user table 500. Spe 
ci?cally, the item tables 502 include a seller items table 504 
and a bidder items table 506. Auser record in the user table 
500 may be linked to multiple items that are being, or have 
been, auctioned via the facility 400. Alink indicates Whether 
the user is a seller or a bidder (i.e., buyer) With respect to 
items for Which records eXist Within the item tables 502. 

[0045] The database 414 also includes a note table 508 
populated With note records that may be linked to one or 
more item records Within the item tables 502 and/or to one 
or more user records Within the user table 500. Each note 

record Within the note table 508 may include, inter alia, a 
description, history or other information pertaining to an 
item being auctioned via the auction facility 400 or to a user 
of the auction facility 400. 

[0046] Also linked With the user table is one or more 
feedback tables 512 Which contain information about com 
ments made by and about each user of the auction facility 
400. It is Within this set of tables that indicators that are 
linked to the prede?ned comments about a particular user 
are stored. Additionally, each indicator may be cross-refer 
enced With regard to the transaction number to Which the 
comment relates, as Well as the user Who made the comment. 

[0047] A number of other tables may be linked to the user 
table 500 including, but not limited to, a user past aliases 
table 510, a bids table 516, an accounts table 518, an account 
balances table 520, and a transaction record table 522. 

An Exemplary Feedback Forum Methodology 

[0048] FIGS. 6A and 6B are How diagrams illustrating an 
eXemplary methodology 600 for a feedback forum in Which 
comments may be left for users of an e-commerce system 
such as the Internet auction facility 400 described supra. It 
is to be noted that embodiments of the invention are not 
limited to application in online auction environments alone, 
but may be implemented in any e-commerce system in 
Which users of the system interact. 

[0049] In block 610 of FIG. 6A, the Internet auction 
facility 400 receives a request from a user to leave feedback 
for another user. If the user has just concluded an auction for 
an item and is either the successful bidder or the seller, he 
is prompted When vieWing the items auction Web page to 
leave feedback for the other user(s) involved in the auction. 
If the user chooses the prompt, typically displayed as an 
icon, the Internet auction facility 400 Will send the user a 
markup language feedback forum page for display on the 
user’s computer as indicated in block 610. Alternatively, a 
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user may enter proceed from any one of the Internet auction 
facility 400 Web pages he is currently vieWing into the 
feedback forum by clicking the appropriate icon or hypertext 
link. 

[0050] FIGS. 7A and 7B are illustrations of eXemplary 
feedback forms that may be displayed to the user from Which 
the user may choose a comment. It is understood, hoWever, 
that many types of alternative feedback forms are contem 
plated as Would be obvious to one skilled in the art With the 
bene?t of this disclosure. 

[0051] FIG. 7A is a form that may be displayed to a 
successful bidder. Typically, if the feedback forum is entered 
from an auction page for a particular item and the successful 
bidder is already knoWn to the auction facility, the feedback 
form Will be returned With most of the particulars of the 
auction ?lled in. If the bidder enters the feedback forum 
from another link, he may have to ?ll in the information in 
the form including his ID and passWord, the targeted user’s 
ID, and the transaction number to Which the comment 
relates. The form may list the seller of the item as shoWn in 
blocks 710 and 723. It may list the item Which Was the 
subject of the auction as shoWn in 720, as Well as listing the 
transaction number of the auction as shoWn in block 721. 
The successful bidder Would be prompted to enter his user 
passWord and user ID (if not already ?lled in) in blocks 713 
and 711 respectively. The form Will include a list of pre 
de?ned comments from Which the bidder may pick one 
comment about the seller (in other embodiments more than 
one comment may be selected). The comments are contained 
Within three drop-doWn boXes 730-732, one boX containing 
positive comments, one boX for neutral comments, and 
another for negative comments. In other embodiments, the 
prede?ned comments may be listed in any conceivable 
manner such as, but not limited to, check boXes, single 
drop-doWn boXes for all comment types, lists With radio 
buttons, and list boXes With scroll bars. Once the bidder has 
selected a comment and entered in his passWord, he may 
send the comment to the auction facility for posting by 
selecting the “Submit Comment” button 840. 

[0052] Drop-doWn boXes 830-832 in their eXpanded form 
are illustrated in FIG. 8B. A variety of comments are 
contained Within each boX. To maintain a level of variety, the 
auction facility 400 may, on a periodic basis, change the 
content of the comments available to a user. In some 

embodiments as shoWn in blocks 841 and 843, the com 
ments may have ?elds that ?ll in the appropriate name of a 
user and/or item When displayed. Ideally, the prede?ned 
comments are Written and selected by the auction facility 
administrators to: (1) minimiZe potential liability to the 
auction facility for slander against the target user, and (2) 
minimiZe potential criminal and civil liability for publishing 
language considered inappropriate by the state in Which it is 
vieWed. 

[0053] FIG. 8A is a form that may be displayed to a seller 
Who has just concluded an auction. Typically, if the feedback 
forum is entered from an auction page for a particular item 
and the seller is already knoWn to the auction facility, the 
feedback form Will be returned With most of the particulars 
of the auction ?lled in. If the seller enters the feedback forum 
from another link, he may have to ?ll in the information in 
the form including his ID and passWord, the targeted user’s 
ID, and the transaction number to Which the comment 
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relates. The form may list the successful bidder for the item 
as shown in blocks 850 and 863. It may list the item Which 
Was the subject of the auction as shoWn in 860, as Well as 
listing the transaction number of the auction as shoWn in 
block 861. The successful bidder Would be prompted to 
enter his user passWord and user ID (if not already ?lled in) 
in blocks 851 and 853 respectively. The form may include a 
list of prede?ned comments from Which the seller may pick 
one comment about the successful bidder (in other embodi 
ments more than one comment may be selected). The 
comments are contained Within three drop-doWn boxes 
870-872, one box containing positive comments, one box for 
neutral comments, and another for negative comments. A 
variety of comment s may be contained Within each of the 
boxes as shoWn in FIG. 8B and the comments may include 
?elds that substitute the name of the item or user When being 
displayed. In other embodiments, the prede?ned comments 
may be listed in any conceivable manner such as, but not 
limited to, check boxes, single drop-doWn boxes for all 
comment types, lists With radio buttons, and list boxes With 
scroll bars. Once the seller has selected a comment and 
entered in his passWord, he may send the comment to the 
auction facility for posting by selecting the “Submit Com 
ment” button 880. 

[0054] In one embodiment of the invention, the forms of 
FIGS. 7A and 8A including the prede?ned comments are 
displayed in a user’s preferred language or a default lan 
guage associated With a user. The display language may be 
determined based on a registered user’s listed language 
preference, or it may be based on the language of the state 
associated With the site through Which the user is registered. 
Because the comments are prede?ned, identical versions of 
the comments may be provided in a variety of language 
choices. 

[0055] Referring to FIG. 6A, after the comment is 
received by the Auction facility 400, it is associated With the 
target user in block 615. Additionally, in alternative embodi 
ments the comment may also be associated With transaction 
record and/or the user making the comment. In a preferred 
embodiment, the comment is only stored in one or at most 
a feW locations Within mass storage of the Internet auction 
facility 400. In block 620, a pointer or indicator unique to the 
comment along With additional information relating to the 
user commenting and the transaction involved are stored 
Within the targeted users database record. 

[0056] After the comment has been stored With the tar 
geted user’s database record, it may be retrieved for vieW 
ing. Typically, any user of the auction facility can access a 
listing of comments made about a particular user through 
links provided throughout Web pages associated With the 
auction facility 400. When a request is made to see the 
comments about a targeted user, the comment indicators 
stored Within the targeted user’s database record are 
retrieved. The comments associated With the indicators are 
then retrieved from storage as shoWn in block 625 in the 
preferred or default language of the user requesting to vieW 
the comments. The comments are then transmitted to the 
user in a format similar to the format presented in prior art 
FIG. 1 for display. 

[0057] In the preferred embodiment, the targeted user may 
respond to a comment made about him. FIG. 6B is a How 
chart shoWing the methodology folloWed by an exemplary 
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feedback forum When a target user requests to respond to a 
comment about him. The forum receives the request to 
respond in block 635. In block 640, a response comment 
form such as the one illustrated in FIG. 8 is sent to the target 
user for display on his computer. If the targeted user is 
knoWn (i.e., he has signed in With the auction facility), the 
form, the comment to Which he is responding and the 
prede?ned response comment choices Will all be displayed 
in the user’s preferred language. Alternatively, the form and 
associated prede?ned comments may be displayed in the 
default language associated With the domain suf?x of the 
national site through Which he entered the auction facility 
(e.g., auctionfacilityjp.com Would indicate that the form 
should be displayed in Japanese). 

[0058] The representative response comment form as 
shoWn in FIG. 9 is similar to the forms of FIGS. 7A and 8A 
except for the choices of prede?ned comments available to 
the targeted user. In a preferred embodiment, the list of 
prede?ned response comments 910 relate directly to the 
nature of the comment 905 made about the targeted user. For 
instance, if the comment left about the targeted user Was that 
the item he sold Was packaged improperly, then the response 
comments might respond only to the manner in Which the 
item Was packaged. Once the targeted user has chosen a 
response comment, he may send it to the auction facility by 
clicking the “Submit Response” button. 

[0059] Upon receipt of the response comment choice as 
shoWn in block 645 of FIG. 6B, an indicator for the response 
comment is linked to the comment to Which it is a response 
and stored in the targeted user’s database record in 650. At 
the request of a user to vieW the comment Written about the 
targeted user, the response comment is retrieved from stor 
age based on its indicator along With the related comment 
and displayed to the user in the language associated With the 
user in block 655 and 660. Typically, the response comments 
Will be displayed next to or underneath the comment to 
Which it relates. 

[0060] In the preferred embodiment, the commenting user 
is given an opportunity to respond to the targeted user’s 
response to his initial comment. The methodology involved 
in such a response is similar to that discussed above in 
reference to FIG. 6B. 

An Alternative Feedback Forum Methodology 

[0061] In some instances, it may be desirable to retain the 
free-form comment methodology currently utiliZed in the 
prior art. Limiting a user’s comments to only prede?ned 
choices is someWhat restrictive and may not in many cases 
provide the degree of information content that a free-form 
comment might. For example, a free-form comment 
expressing rage and dissatisfaction, perhaps through the use 
of profanity or other strong Words, might act as a stronger 
deterrent to a prospective bidder from bidding on a product 
being auctioned by the user about Whom the comment Was 
left than a rather sanitiZed comment stating the condition of 
an item Was less than What it Was represented as. 

[0062] On the other hand, any advantages that may be 
associated With free-form comments may be outWeighed by 
the detrimental effects related to the content of the free-form 
comments. For example, the auction facility may be liable 
for slander to a user resident of certain jurisdictions having 
strict slander laWs. Additionally, in certain states such as 
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certain Islamic nations, the auction facility may be subject to 
civil and criminal penalties for publishing comments With 
content that is considered inappropriate in those states. 

[0063] The FIG. 10 is a How chart of a method of 
operating a feedback forum in Which a user is able to leave 
a free-form comment unless he or the target user of the 
comment are residents or are associated With states in Which 
publishing free-form comments may subject the auction 
facility to civil or criminal liability. In FIG. 10, the default 
behavior of the feedback forum is to alloW the user to leave 
a free-form comment, hoWever a feedback forum in Which 
the default behavior alloWs the user to leave prede?ned 
comments is also contemplated unless it is veri?ed the 
commenting user and the targeted user are from certain 
states. 

[0064] In block 1005, the auction facility receives a 
request from a user to leave a comment about a targeted user. 

In block 1010, the auction facility system determines 
Whether the commenting user and the targeted user are 
knoWn. For instance, if the commenting user is a seller, he 
may click on a leave a comment button from Within a 
transaction page for an item he has auctioned. In this case, 
the system Would knoW the names of the users and the 
particular transaction number related to the item. Assuming 
the names of the users are knoWn, the system determines 
Whether either user is from a select set of states With strict 
slander or content laWs in block 1015. If either user is from 
or associated With the select set of states, the user is sent a 
feedback form With prede?ned comment choices in block 
1020. A typical form Would be similar to the illustration of 
FIG. 7A. The feedback processing Would then folloW the 
processing as described supra With regard to FIGS. 6A and 
6B as indicated in block 1025. 

[0065] Referring back to block 1010, if the system is 
unable to verify the identities of either user as Would be the 
case if the commenting user entered the feedback forum 
from a link other than the link listed on a page related to a 
particular auction, the user is sent the standard free-form 
feedback form as shoWn in prior art FIG. 2. After the user 
?lls out the form by entering the free-form comment, his ID 
and passWord, the ID of the target of the comment, and the 
item transaction number, and sends the form to the auction 
facility, the auction facility system determines Whether 
either identi?ed user is from the select set of states in block 
1040. If either is, the user is sent a feedback form With 
prede?ned comment choices as illustrated in FIG. 7A. If 
neither is from the select set of states, the comments are 
posted to the target user’s database record for revieW by 
other users as indicated in block 1045. 

[0066] Referring back to block 1015, if the neither user is 
from the select set of states, the FIG. 2 free-form feedback 
form is sent to the user and is processed using prior art 
techniques as indicated in blocks 1050 and 1055. 

[0067] In the foregoing speci?cation, the invention has 
been described With reference to speci?c embodiments 
thereof. It Will, hoWever, be evident that various modi?ca 
tions and changes may be made thereto Without departing 
from the broader spirit and scope of the invention. For 
instance, in the embodiments of the invention described 
above, markup language documents are utiliZed in the 
display of comments and comment selection options to the 
client, it is to be noted that other types of interfaces visual 
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or audio are contemplated as Would be obvious to one skilled 
in the art. Furthermore, the embodiments have been 
described in terms of an auction facility, hoWever it is 
contemplated that the feedback forum might be utiliZed in 
other types of e-commerce forums Where information about 
users of the system Would be useful. The speci?cation and 
draWings are, accordingly, to be regarded in an illustrative 
rather than a restrictive sense. 

What is claimed is: 
1. A method of operating an online feedback forum 

comprising: 
receiving a request from a ?rst user to leave feedback 

about a second user; 

generating a set of prede?ned feedback comments to be 
displayed to the user, each prede?ned feedback com 
ment of the menu of prede?ned feedback comments 
associated With an indicator; 

identifying a prede?ned feedback comment from the set 
of prede?ned feedback comments as having been 
selected by the ?rst user; and 

storing an indicator associated With the prede?ned feed 
back comment in a data structure associated With the 
second user. 

2. The method of claim 1 further comprising, retrieving 
the prede?ned feedback comments from storage based upon 
the associated indicator responsive to a request received 
from a requestor. 

3. The method of claim 2 further comprising, communi 
cating the prede?ned feedback comments to the requestor. 

4. The method of claim 1, Wherein the request from the 
?rst user is received at a server machine via a communica 
tions netWork. 

5. The method of claim 1, Wherein the generating of the 
set of prede?ned feedback comments includes generating a 
markup language document to display the set of prede?ned 
feedback comments. 

6. The method of claim 5, Wherein the markup language 
documents is to display the set of prede?ned feedback 
comments as a menu. 

7. The method of claim 6, Wherein the menu comprises 
any one of a group of menus including a drop-doWn menu, 
a radio-button menu and a check-boX menu. 

8. The method of claim 1, Wherein said identifying of the 
prede?ned feedback comment includes receiving a commu 
nication from a client machine at a server machine respon 
sive to a selection of the prede?ned feedback comment 
utiliZing a markup language document. 

9. The method of claim 3, Wherein said communicating of 
the prede?ned feedback comment includes transmitting the 
prede?ned feedback comment from a server machine over a 
communications netWork to a client machine of the 
requestor. 

10. The method of claim 3, Wherein said communicating 
of the prede?ned feedback comment includes generating a 
markup language document including the prede?ned feed 
back comment at a server machine and transmitting the 
markup language document to the requestor via a commu 
nications netWork. 

11. The method of claim 2, including receiving a request 
from a requestor to vieW feedback associated With the 
second user, and Wherein said retrieving the prede?ned 








