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NETWORK 
SERVER 

(57) ABSTRACT 

An advertisement system and method are provided for 
inserting into an end user communication message a back 
ground reference to an advertisement. In some embodi 
ments, the background reference causes an advertisement 
image to be tiled, or watermarked, across an end user screen 
behind the text of an e-mail message or public posting. A 
message server inserts the background reference after 
receiving a message originally sent from an end user origi 
nator and before sending the message to be delivered to an 
end user recipient. When necessary, the message server will 
convert at least a portion of the message into a proper 
format, such as HTML, before inserting the background 
reference to an advertisement, which is preferably selected 
in accordance with end user recipient demographic infor 
mation and/or ad exposure statistics. The advertisement 
itself, often a graphical ?le, is preferably not transmitted 
with the message, but is typically stored at the message 
server or other location remote from the end user recipient. 
Preferably, the message server maintains and refer to records 
on each end user recipient to allow for selective enablement 
of background reference insertion and overwriting based 
upon end user preferences. According to various “non-web” 
example embodiments, the message server transmits an 
SMTP, POP3 or NNTP message with an HTML portion for 
a respective HTML-compatible client. In other “web-based” 
example embodiments, the message server transmits the 
entire message in HTML to be used as a stand-alone web 
page or as a portion of a larger page employing frames or 
tables. 
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From: "Sender" <sender@tkhr.c0m> 
To: "Recipient" <recipient@tkhr.com> 
Subject: Test 
Date: Tue, 2 Jun 1998 19:07:10 -0400 

This is the email message! 

FIG. 6 

<html> 
<br><br><br><br><br><br> 
<h1> Read Message </h1> 

From: "sender" &ltsender@tkhr.com&gt<br> 
T0: "recipient" &ltrecipient@tkhr.com&gt<br> 
Subject: Test<br> 
Date: Tue, 2 Jun 1998 19:07:10 -0400<br><br> 

This is the email message! <br> 
<br><br> 
</html> 

FIG. 7 
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<body background="http://www.exampledomain.c0m/tkhr_ad.jpg"> 
<hl> Read Message </h1> 

From: "sender" &ltsender@tkhr.com&gt<br> 
To: "recipient" &ltrecipient@tkhr.com&gt<br> 
Subject: Test<br> 
Date: Tue, 2 Jun 1998 19:07: 10 -0400<br><br> 

This is the email message!<br> 
<br><br> 
</html> 

FIG. 8 

Read Message 
In-Box 

From: "sender" <sendcr@?d1r.com> 
To. ‘recipient’ <recipient@tkhr.com> 
Subject: Test 
Date: Tue, 2 Jun 1998 19:07:10 —U40U 

This is the email message! 

FIG. 9 
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From: "Sender" <sender@tkhr.com> 
To: "Recipient" <recipient@tkhr.c0m> 
Subject: Test 
Date: Tue, 2 Jun 1998 19:07:10 0400 

This is the email message! 

begin 666 Cloudsbmp 

d 

FIG. 11 
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From "Sender" <sender@tkhr.c0m> 
To: "Recipient" <recipient@tkhr.com> 
Subject: Test 

Date: Tue, 2 Jun 1998 20:0930 -O400 F - 1 2 
MlME~Versionz 1.0 
Content- Type: muitipart/mixed; 

b0undary="- ---=_NextPart_00O_008B_0lBD8E64.C7COB150" 
This is a muiti-part message in MIME format. 

---- --=_NextPart_O0O_008B_O1BD8E64.C7COB15O 
Content- Type: text/plain; 

charset="is0- 8859- 1" 
Content- Transfer-Encoding: 7bit 

This is the email message! 

---- --=_NextPart_0O0_0O8B_O1BD8B64.C7COB150 
Content- Type: image/bmp; 

name="cl0uds.bmp" 
Content- Transfer- Encoding: base64 
Content-Disposition: attachment; 

?lename=" cloudsbmp" 
//cAi7////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////// 
////////////////9wB///////////////////////////////////////////////////////// 
///////////////////////////////3 AH////////////////////////////////////////// 
//////////////////////////////////////////////cA17////////////////////////// 
////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////9wB///////////// 
///////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////3 
AI-I////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////// 
//////////////cAd3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3 
d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3dwA= 
---- --=_NextPart_OOO_O08B_O1BD8E64.C7COB150- 
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F rom' "Sender" <sender@tkhr.com> 

T0: "Recipient" <recipient@tkhr.com> F I G I 1 3 
Subject: Test 
Date: Tue, 2 Jun 1998 202653 -0400 
MIME-Version: 1.0 
Content- Type: multipart/mixed; 

boundary="----=_NextPa1t_000_0O8B_01BD8E64.C7C0B150" 
This is a multi-part message in MIME format. 

Content- Type: multipart/alternative; 
boundary="----=_NextPart_OOl_0O8C_01BD8E64.C7C237F0" 

C ontent-Type: text/plain; 
charset="iso-8859- l " 

Content- Transfer-Encoding: quoted-printable 

This is the email message! 

---- --=__NextPart_O0l~0O8C_01BD8E64.C7C237F0 
Content- Type: teXt/html; 

charset="is0-8859-1" 
Content-Transfer- Encoding: quoted-printable 
<H'IMI_> 

<b0dy back gr0und="http f/wwwexampledomairi c0m/tkhr_ad. jp g"> 
From "sender" &ltsender@tkhr.com&gt<br> 
To: "recipient" &ltrecipient@tkhr.com&gt<br> 
Subject: Test<br> 
Date: Tue, 2 Jun 1998 19:07:10 -0400<br> 
This is the email message!<br> 
<IHTML> 

---- --=_NextPart__00l_008C_0l BD8E64.C7C23 7F0- 
---- --=_NextPart_O0O_O08B_Ol BD8E64.C7COB150 
C ontent-Type: image/bmp; 

name="clouds.bmp" 
C ontent- Transfer- Encoding: base64 
Content- Disposition' attachment; 

?lename=" cloudsbmp" 
//cAi7////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////// 
////////////////9wB///////////////////////////////////////////////////////// 
///////////////////////////////3AH////////////////////////////////////////// 
//////////////////////////////////////////////cAi7////////////////////////// 
////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////9wB///////////// 
///////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////3 
AH////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////////// 
//////////////cAd3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3d3 
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BACKGROUND ADVERTISING SYSTEM 

CROSS-REFERENCES TO RELATED 
APPLICATIONS 

[0001] This application is a continuation of US. applica 
tion Ser. No. 09/567,250, ?led May 9, 2000, Which is hereby 
incorporated herein by reference in its entirety, and Which is 
a continuation of Ser. No. 09/193,459, ?led Nov. 16, 1998, 
Which claimed the bene?t of US. application Ser. No. 
60/088,149, ?led Jun. 5, 1998. 

STATEMENT AS TO ANY INVENTION RIGHTS 
UNDER FEDERALLY SPONSORED RESEARCH 

[0002] Not applicable. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0003] The present invention relates generally to the ?eld 
of advertising systems, and more particularly to the ?eld of 
Internet advertising. 

[0004] The WorldWide netWork of computers connected 
through the Transmission Control Protocol/Internet Protocol 
(TCP/IP) communications standard, commonly knoWn as 
the Internet, has seen explosive groWth during the last 
several years. This groWth has been fueled in part by the 
introduction and Widespread use of so-called “Web” broWs 
ers, Which alloW for simple graphical user interface (GUI) 
access to netWork servers, Which support documents for 
matted as so-called Web pages. The World Wide Web 
(WWW), or “Web”, is a collection of servers on the Internet 
that utiliZe a Hypertext Transfer Protocol (HTTP), Which is 
an application protocol that provides users access to ?les 
(Which can be in different formats such as text, graphics, 
images, sound, video, etc.) using a Standard GeneraliZed 
Markup Language (SGML), Which is an information man 
agement standard for providing platform-independent and 
application-independent documents that retain formatting, 
indexing, and linking information. SGML provides a gram 
mar-like mechanism for users to de?ne the structure of their 
documents and the tags they Will use to denote the structure 
in individual documents. The page description language 
knoWn as Hypertext Markup Language (HTML) is an appli 
cation of SGML. HTML provides basic document format 
ting of text and images and alloWs the developer to specify 
hyperlinks, or “links,” to other servers and ?les. Use of an 
HTML-compliant client, such as a Web broWser, involves 
speci?cation of an address via a Uniform Resource Locator 
(URL). Upon such speci?cation, the client makes a TCP/IP 
request to the server identi?ed in the URL and receives a 
“Web page” (namely, a document formatted according to 
HTML) in return. 

[0005] Electronic mail (E-mail) is another important part 
of online activity. Conventional e-mail is the exchange of 
text messages and computer ?les over a communications 
netWork, such as a local area netWork or the Internet, usually 
betWeen computers or terminals. Routing of e-mail on the 
Internet is typically accomplished through the use of a 
protocol for sending messages called the simple mail trans 
fer protocol (SMTP). Multipurpose Internet mail extensions 
(MIME) extend SMTP to permit data, such as video, sound, 
and binary ?les, to be transmitted by Internet e-mail Without 
having to be translated by the e-mail client into ASCII 
format. This is accomplished by the use of MIME types, 
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Which describe the contents of a document. A MIME 
compliant client application sending a ?le, such as one of 
various conventional e-mail programs, assigns a MIME type 
to the ?le. The receiving application, Which must also be 
MIME-compliant, refers to a standardiZed list of documents 
that are organiZed into MIME types and subtypes to interpret 
the content of the ?le. MIME is part of HTTP, and both Web 
broWsers and HTTP servers use MIME to interpret e-mail 
?les they send and receive. Post Of?ce Protocol 3 (POP3) is 
a recent version of a standard protocol for receiving e-mail. 
POP3 is a client-server protocol in Which e-mail is received 
and held in a mailbox for a user by a netWork server. 
Periodically, the end user checks the mailbox on the netWork 
server and doWnloads any e-mail. An alternative protocol is 
Interactive Mail Access Protocol (IMAP), according to 
Which a user vieWs e-mail at the server as though it Was on 

the user’s computer, and an e-mail message deleted locally 
is still on the server. Thus, POP3 can be thought of as a 
“store-and-forWard” service, While IMAP can be thought of 
as a remote ?le server. Therefore, an e-mail message is 
typically sent With SMTP, and after a netWork server 
receives the e-mail message on the end user recipient’s 
behalf, the e-mail message is typically read by the end user 
using POP3 or IMAP. 

[0006] In addition to older basic e-mail systems, including 
basic ASCII e-mail clients using SMTP and POP3, some 
enhanced e-mail clients, such as Eudora Pro Email v. 4.0, 
display HTML portions of messages according to HTML 
formatting contained in the e-mail message bodies. Also, 
Web-based e-mail systems, such as are currently offered by 
HotmailTM and YahooTM, are accessible through Web broWs 
ers. In those systems, e-mail messages are formatted into 
Web pages, or portions thereof, for formatted vieWing con 
trol through Web broWsers. Thus, plain text e-mail messages 
received by those Web based e-mail systems are converted 
into Web pages for vieWing by Web broWsers. 

[0007] Shared public message netWorks include Usenet 
NeWsgroups, Internet Relay Chat, Fidonet, RIME, ELINK, 
and a host of others. Public message netWorks also include 
public message areas in proprietary online systems. Most are 
normally set up according to separate general interest cat 
egories (e.g., "conferences,”“forums,” or “neWsgroups”), 
subjects Within those categories (e.g., “subj ects,”“topics,” or 
“threads”), and ?nally individual messages or postings 
Within each subject, typically arranged chronologically, as 
Well as according to earlier messages to Which they respond. 
Also included in this category of public messaging are 
instant messaging programs, Which alloW users to commu 
nicate publically With other users in real time. These con 
ferences typically are carried by many online systems 
regionally, around the country, or even around the World. 
NeWsgroups also have an Internet protocol Which governs 
their transmission called netWork neWs transfer protocol 
(NNTP). As With e-mail clients, public messages are also 
accessible through Web broWsers, enhanced public messag 
ing clients capable of displaying HTML formatting, and 
basic ASCII clients. 

[0008] The recent groWth of information applications on 
international public packet-sWitched computer netWorks, 
such as the Internet, suggests that public computer netWorks 
have the potential to establish a neW kind of open market 
place for goods and services. As Web pages, discussion 
forums and e-mail communications are used more nationally 
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and internationally, it is highly desired that manufacturers 
and merchants be able to non-offensively advertise their 
goods and services to users during their regular course of 
Internet activity. With only limited success, such advertising 
has been done through the use of images as Well as teXt 
transferred over the Internet. Advertisements transferred 
over the Internet often, but not alWays, make use of trade 
marks. A“trademark” is a Word, design, color, sound, smell, 
etc., or any combination thereof, used by a manufacturer or 
merchant to identify their goods and/or services and distin 
guish them from others. In general, advertisements include 
most types of communications promoting goods and/or 
services of organiZations or individuals, as Well as promot 
ing the organiZations or individuals themselves. Entities 
With access to potential vieWers of advertisements often 
charge a fee to other entities interested in advertising them 
selves and/or their goods and/or services. 

[0009] On the Internet, as in more traditional venues of 
advertising, such as billboards, TV commercials, products, 
etc., most advertisements (ads) include promotional material 
intended to be used to interest consumers With particular 
goods or services. Currently, one primary Way to advertise 
on the Internet is through ad banners, Which often contain 
static or animated images, With or Without trademarks, and 
normally advantageously function as hyperlinks to adver 
tisement oWner Web pages. Unfortunately, banner ads often 
disappear With scrolling by the user and take up precious 
screen space. Furthermore, because of typically large 
graphical content, banner advertisements are often sloW in 
downloading. As a result, users often move doWn a Web page 
or to another Web page and do not Wait for advertisements 
to complete the doWnloading process if teXt or other content 
is displayed before, or simultaneously With, the advertise 
ments, thereby clearly diminishing the impact of the adver 
tisements. If teXt or other content is displayed only after an 
advertisement is completely doWnloaded, users may become 
very frustrated With the oWner of the advertisement if the 
Wait time is prolonged. Interstitial displays, such as splash 
screens Which appear in betWeen Web page requests and 
before a Web page is actually delivered, also provide adver 
tisement opportunities, but they are often extremely brief, 
thereby greatly lessening their effect. 

[0010] Others have addressed the problem of getting 
advertisements to an end user through the use of screensav 

ers, such as a product commercialiZed by PointCast, Inc., 
Sunnyvale, Calif., as described in US. Pat. No. 5,740,549 to 
Reilly, et al. Although the screensaver program approach 
does appear to be capable of communicating advertisements 
to some users, there are clearly disadvantages to displaying 
these advertisements in an area outside of the normal user 
Work area during times of inactivity When a user may 
typically not be looking at the display. In addition, the eXtra 
steps required to install and update such softWare can be too 
complicated or cumbersome for some users. Advertisers also 
have used broadcast e-mails and public postings to send 
advertisement messages from themselves containing plain 
teXt, as Well as HTML formatting for more effective display. 
In general, e-mail messages and public postings containing 
hyperlinks pointing to additional information are also 
knoWn, such as described in US. Pat. No. 5,790,793. 
Unfortunately, users often immediately delete unsolicited 
e-mail messages, as Well as those sent from unknoWn 
senders. 
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[0011] Outside the Internet, top of mind aWareness 
(TOMA) advertising acquaints the public With advertisers’ 
brand-names, logos, trademarks, etc., through selective in?l 
tration and saturation in the market. The purpose of such 
advertising is not to compel immediate purchase, but to 
enhance public aWareness of the availability of the product 
from a particular manufacturer or merchant, so that When 
shoppers are at the retail markets to make purchases, they 
Will recogniZe brands and immediately have higher per 
ceived values of those products in relation to like products 
by other manufacturers or merchants. The key to a TOMA 
campaign is repetition since the more times that an indi 
vidual is eXposed to a particular brand-name, logo, trade 
mark, etc., the more likely that individual Will buy a par 
ticular product When making a buying decision in the future. 
Unfortunately, on the Internet, TOMA advertising is rarely 
accomplished successfully since, as discussed above, most 
conventional Internet advertising methods often result in 
very limited eXposure to users. This conclusion is evidenced 
by the attention brokerage system described in US. Pat. No. 
5,794,210, Which actually teaches a method of compensat 
ing users for paying attention to advertisements on the 
Internet. 

[0012] There is, therefore, a need for an advertising sys 
tem for addressing these and other needs and problems. 

BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0013] An advertisement system and method are provided 
for inserting into an end user communication message a 
background reference to an advertisement. In some pre 
ferred embodiments of the present invention, the back 
ground reference causes an advertisement image to be tiled, 
or Watermarked, across an end user screen behind the teXt of 
an e-mail message or public posting. A message server 
inserts the background reference after receiving a message 
originally sent from an end user originator and before 
sending the message to be delivered to an end user recipient. 
When necessary, the message server Will convert at least a 
portion of the message into a proper format, such as HTML, 
before inserting the background reference to an advertise 
ment, Which is preferably selected in accordance With end 
user recipient demographic information and/or ad eXposure 
statistics. The advertisement itself, often a graphical ?le, is 
preferably not transmitted With the message in some pre 
ferred embodiments of the invention, but is typically stored 
at the message server or other location remote from the end 
user recipient. In some embodiments, the message server 
Will also maintain and refer to records on each end user 
recipient to alloW for selective enablement of background 
reference insertion and overWriting based upon end user 
preferences. According to various “non-Web” eXample 
embodiments, the message server receives an SMTP or 
NNTP message and transmits an SMTP, POP3 or NNTP 
message With an HTML portion for a respective HTML 
compatible client. In other “Web-based” embodiments, the 
message server transmits the entire message in HTML to be 
used as a stand-alone Web page or as a portion of a larger 
page employing frames or tables. 

[0014] Since the advertisement is placed in the back 
ground When vieWed by a user, it is normally non-clickable, 
i.e., not a hyperlink to another HTML page. While this novel 
system of advertising is unusual since a typical user may 
initially desire, as With conventional banner advertisement, 
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to click on the background image to go to another Web page 
owned by the advertiser for more information or for ordering 
a product, the user Will often be exposed to the tiled 
advertisement longer, and many times subliminally, While 
reading the content of the message, and the user may also be 
initially surprised to see an advertisement in the background 
of an e-mail message Which may be from a knoWn origina 
tor, thus increasing the aWareness and exposure. Back 
ground images may also be very small in comparison to 
banner advertisements, thus doWnloading relatively quickly. 
While the scope of the present invention is also intended to 
include inserting a reference to any type of background 
image or graphic, including non-advertisements, the method 
of inserting a reference to an advertisement is considered 
particularly useful and bene?cial in vieW of the above 
unexpected advantages, among others. In addition, Internet 
service providers, Web site oWners, e-mail service providers, 
neWsgroup services and other end user communication 
providers are able to extract revenue for non-obtrusive 
advertising on 100% of the active screen area While still 
providing a Work area for users to perform desired functions. 
In addition, this display does not necessarily affect current 
advertisement banners being displayed. Other features and 
advantages of various preferred embodiments of the present 
invention Will become apparent to one With skill in the art 
upon examination of the folloWing draWings and detailed 
description. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE SEVERAL 
VIEWS OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0015] The accompanying draWings incorporated in and 
forming a part of the speci?cation illustrate several aspects 
of the present invention, and together With the description, 
serve to explain the principles of the invention. 

[0016] FIG. 1 is a block diagram illustrating physical 
components of one implementation of the present invention. 

[0017] FIG. 2 is a block diagram illustrating one type of 
end user Workstation in accordance With one preferred 
embodiment of the present invention. 

[0018] FIG. 3 is a block diagram illustrating one type of 
netWork server in accordance With one preferred embodi 
ment of the present invention. 

[0019] FIG. 4 is a ?oWchart shoWing general operation 
steps of the background reference system of the present 
invention in accordance With one preferred embodiment. 

[0020] FIG. 5 is a ?oWchart shoWing the operation of one 
implementation of a background reference insertion process 
of FIG. 4. 

[0021] FIG. 6 is an illustration of selected basic compo 
nents of an example end user e-mail communication mes 
sage as sent by an end user originator, in accordance With 
one preferred embodiment of the present invention. 

[0022] FIG. 7 is an illustration of the end user e-mail 
communication message of FIG. 6 converted completely 
into HTML for use in a Web-based e-mail implementation of 
one preferred embodiment of the present invention. 

[0023] FIG. 8 is an illustration of the message of FIG. 7 
With an inserted advertising background reference. 

[0024] FIG. 9 is an illustration of a screen display of the 
message of FIG. 8. 
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[0025] FIG. 10 is a ?oWchart shoWing the general opera 
tion of another preferred embodiment of the present inven 
tion in a non-Web-based, SMTP/POP3 implementation of a 
background reference system accommodating an e-mail 
message With an attachment. 

[0026] FIG. 11 is an illustration of selected basic compo 
nents of an example end user e-mail communication mes 
sage that is not in MIME format and that has an attachment, 
in accordance With the preferred embodiment of FIG. 10. 

[0027] FIG. 12 is an illustration of an example message 
similar to that of FIG. 11 converted into MIME format. 

[0028] FIG. 13 is an illustration of an example message 
similar to that of FIG. 12 converted into a multipart/ 
alterative part MIME format With an HTML part including 
a background reference. 

[0029] FIG. 14 is an object model diagram shoWing 
portions of one implementation of an advertising system in 
accordance With one preferred embodiment of the present 
invention. 

[0030] FIG. 15 is a ?oWchart shoWing a con?guration 
process of the advertising system implementation portion 
represented by FIG. 14. 

[0031] FIG. 16 is a ?oWchart shoWing selected e-mail 
processing steps of the advertising system implementation 
portion represented by FIG. 14. 

[0032] Reference Will noW be made in detail to the 
description of the invention as illustrated in the drawings. 
While the invention Will be described in connection With 
these draWings, there is no intent to limit it to the embodi 
ments disclosed therein. On the contrary, the intent is to 
cover all alternatives, modi?cations and equivalents 
included Within the spirit and scope of the invention as 
de?ned herein and by the appended claims. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
INVENTION 

[0033] Turning noW to the draWings, Wherein like refer 
ence numerals designate corresponding parts throughout the 
draWings, FIG. 1 is a block diagram illustrating physical 
components 10 of one implementation of the present inven 
tion, Which has ?exibility, expandability, and platform inde 
pendence. While system con?guration can take many forms 
in accordance With scope of the present invention, the 
diagram of FIG. 1 illustrates a plurality of end user Work 
stations 11, 12, 13 and 14 directly connected to netWorks 18 
and 19, acceptable examples of Which include, among 
others, local area netWorks (LAN s) and Intranets. Additional 
Workstations 20, 22 are remotely located and in communi 
cation With the netWork 18 through a remote access netWork 
24. NetWork servers 26, 28, and 30, one or more of Which 
are capable of functioning as a message server to perform 
the background reference insertion methods in accordance 
With the present invention, as discussed beloW, are shoWn 
connected to each other through an Internet 32, With con 
ventional routers and sWitches omitted for clarity, but under 
stood by those reasonably skilled in the art of the present 
invention. Such netWork servers are con?gured to support 
one or more conventional communication protocols, includ 

ing, but not limited to, SMTP, POP3, IMAP, NNTP, HTTP, 
etc. Of course, the elements of FIG. 1 are understood to be 
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representative of multitudes of similarly connected compo 
nents, and various types of conventional Workstations are 
understood to be connected to the Internet 32 through 
conventional schemes. 

[0034] In one application of the physical components 10, 
one end user organization oWns and maintains the compo 
nents directly connected to netWork 18, and another end user 
organization oWns and maintains the components directly 
connected to netWork 19. In that application, the netWork 
server 28 can be con?gured to insert background references 
into end user communications originated and received by 
any of the Workstations 11, 12, 13, 14, 20, 22. For example, 
if an end user at Workstation 20 sends an e-mail message to 
an end user at Workstation 12, such a message could be 
routed through netWork server 26, netWork server 28 for 
background reference insertion, and then netWork server 30. 
Though not necessary, such routing could be prompted by 
the end user at Workstation 12 maintaining an e-mail mail 
box on netWork server 28. In another of the many applica 
tions of the physical components 10 included in the scope of 
the present invention, netWork server 26 is maintained by an 
Online Service Provider (OSP) to provide OSP customers 
using Workstations 20, 22 access to the Internet 32, includ 
ing e-mail mailboxes and access to the Web and public 
messaging. In one example use of such an application, 
e-mail messages or public postings originated and/or 
received by an OSP customer Would include background 
references inserted by netWork server 26, including those 
from and/or to other customers of the OSP and others 
outside the OSP, as con?gured by the OSP. As With the 
former application, OSP customers may also maintain mail 
boxes on netWork server 28. Clearly, these applications are 
merely examples, and other applications of the physical 
components 10 are also contemplated such that any netWork 
server is capable of functioning as a message server to 
perform the background reference insertion method of the 
present invention, as discussed beloW, Without regard to 
Whether mailboxes or user accounts are maintained by the 
message server. 

[0035] Refer noW to FIG. 2, Which is a block diagram 
illustrating one type of end user Workstation 11, in accor 
dance With one preferred embodiment of the present inven 
tion. A local interface 38, such as a conventional computer 
bus, is shoWn connected to a variety of components, includ 
ing a storage unit 40, a processor 42, an input device 
interface 44 providing an interface to the local interface 38 
for a conventional keyboard 46 and mouse 48, a display 50 
for displaying information for being vieWed by a user, a 
modem/netWork interface 55 for providing connectivity to 
other computers and netWorks, and memory 95. One 
example, among others, of an acceptable storage device 40 
is a conventional hard drive, Which is used for non-volatile 
storage of programs and other data Which are loaded into 
memory 95 for operation of the Workstation 11 and used by 
processor 42 to control operation of the Workstation 11. Such 
programs (also referred to as applications, systems, soft 
Ware, etc.) typically include, among others, an operating 
system 96, a broWser client 52, an e-mail client 53, and a 
public posting client 54. Examples of acceptable operating 
systems 96 include, among others, Microsoft® WindoWs® 
and Unix. Examples of acceptable broWser clients 52 
include, among others, Microsoft® Internet Explorer and 
Netscape Navigator. One example, among others, of an 
acceptable e-mail client is Eudora Pro Email v4.0. One 
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example, among others, of an acceptable public posting 
client 54 is Microsoft® Outlook Express, Which also func 
tions as an acceptable e-mail client. Some Web broWser 
clients also function as non-Web-based neWsgroup and 
e-mail clients, thus also serving as enhanced readers of 
NNTP and POP3 information. Of course, the scope of the 
present invention is intended to include, but not be limited 
to, any client capable of displaying end user information 
With a de?nable background from any type of electronic 
feed, including but not limited to, Web pages, e-mail mes 
sages, public postings, etc. 

[0036] Referring back to FIG. 1, one example implemen 
tation and application of the present invention includes the 
netWork server 28 functioning as a message server for 
inserting advertisement background references into end user 
messages. Refer noW to FIG. 3, Which shoWs a block 
diagram representation of selected elements of one type of 
netWork server 28, Which is shoWn including hardWare 
elements similar to those of the example Workstation 11 
shoWn in FIG. 2. For example, a local interface 138, such as 
a conventional computer bus, is shoWn connected to a 
variety of components, including a storage unit 140, a 
processor 142, an input device interface 144 providing an 
interface to the local interface 138 for a conventional key 
board 146 and mouse 148, a display 150, a modem/netWork 
interface 160 for providing connectivity to other computers 
and netWorks, and memory 195. One example, among 
others, of an acceptable storage device 140 is a conventional 
hard drive, Which is used for non-volatile storage of softWare 
programs and other data Which are loaded into memory 195 
for operation of the netWork server 28 and used by processor 
142 to control operation of the netWork server 28. HoWever, 
the netWork server 28 executes softWare programs (also 
referred to as applications, systems, softWare, etc.) Which are 
different from those of the Workstations. For example, in 
accordance With one implementation, softWare executed by 
the netWork server 28 executes a Web server 152, e-mail 
server 153, public posting server 154, such as a neWsgroup 
server, and background reference system 155. In other 
implementations, netWork server 28 executes background 
reference system 155 in combination With one or more of the 
Web server 152, public posting server 154, e-mail server 
153, or other end user message server softWare. In addition, 
While one implementation of the present invention includes 
separate background reference system 155 Which commu 
nicates With one or more end user message server softWare 

programs, other implementations include integrated end user 
message softWare solutions Which directly incorporate the 
functionality of the background reference system 155. 

[0037] In addition, the background reference system 155 
of the present invention can be implemented in hardWare, 
softWare, ?rmWare, or a combination thereof. In one pre 
ferred embodiment, the background reference system 155 is 
implemented in softWare or ?rmWare that is stored in a 
memory and that is executed by a suitable instruction 
execution system. The background reference system 155, 
Which comprises an ordered listing of executable instruc 
tions for implementing logical functions, can be embodied 
in any computer-readable medium for use by or in connec 
tion With an instruction execution system, apparatus, or 
device, such as a computer-based system, processor-con 
taining system, or other system that can fetch the instruc 
tions from the instruction execution system, apparatus, or 
device and execute the instructions. Examples, among many 
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others, of acceptable software implementation environments 
include Java, Javascript, C++, etc. In the context of this 
document, a “computer-readable medium” can be any 
means that can contain, store, communicate, propagate, or 
transport the program for use by or in connection With the 
instruction execution system, apparatus, or device. The 
computer readable medium can be, for example but not 
limited to, an electronic, magnetic, optical, electromagnetic, 
infrared, or semiconductor system, apparatus, device, or 
propagation medium. More speci?c examples (a nonexhaus 
tive list) of the computer-readable medium Would include 
the folloWing: an electrical connection (electronic) having 
one or more Wires, a portable computer diskette (magnetic), 
a random access memory (RAM) (magnetic), a read-only 
memory (ROM) (magnetic), an erasable programmable 
read-only memory (EPROM or Flash memory) (magnetic), 
an optical ?ber (optical), and a portable compact disc 
read-only memory (CDROM) (optical). Note that the com 
puter-readable medium could even be paper or another 
suitable medium upon Which the program is printed, as the 
program can be electronically captured, via for instance 
optical scanning of the paper or other medium, then com 
piled, interpreted or otherWise processed in a suitable man 
ner if necessary, and then stored in a computer memory. 

[0038] Refer also to FIG. 4, Which is a ?oWchart shoWing 
general operation steps 300 of the background reference 
system 155 of the present invention, in accordance With one 
preferred embodiment. The background reference system 
155 receives an end user communication message in step 
304, such as, for example, through an SMTP or NNTP 
gateWay from the Internet 32 (FIG. 1), through a POP3 or 
IMAP mailbox, or through any other communication con 
nection method for intercepting or otherWise accessing an 
end user communication message sent toWard at least one 
end user recipient from an end user originator. The back 
ground reference system 155 determines if the received 
message is in a format, such as HTML as one example, that 
can accept a reference to a background, such as an adver 
tising image as one example. If the message is not in such 
a format, such as plain text as one example, the message is 
converted into an appropriate format to accept a background 
reference, as indicated in step 308. If the message is already 
in such a format, or after the message is converted into such 
a format in step 308, an appropriate background reference is 
added to the message, such as through a background refer 
ence insertion process 312, an example of one implemen 
tation of Which is shoWn in FIG. 5 and discussed beloW. 
Subsequently, as indicated in step 314, the end user message 
is made available for delivery to one or more end user 
recipients. In some embodiments and implementations of 
the present invention, this step includes sending and actually 
delivering the message to one more end users in user 
dependent formats. 
[0039] Refer noW to FIG. 5, Which shoWs the operation of 
one implementation of the background reference insertion 
process 312 of FIG. 4. The implementation of FIG. 5 is 
related to an advertisement system, but it should be under 
stood that the present invention includes inserting references 
to any type of background into end user messages. In 
addition, included in the scope of the present invention are 
practically all technologies through Which a background, 
tiled or not tiled on an end user recipient’s screen, is 
designated for an end user communication message, includ 
ing client-based solutions and future technologies for 
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accomplishing the described functions. Nonetheless, it 
should be clear that While the scope of the present invention 
is also intended to include inserting a reference to any type 
of background image, graphic, etc., including non-adver 
tisements, the method of inserting a reference to an adver 
tisement is considered particularly useful and bene?cial, as 
discussed above. 

[0040] According to the implementation of FIG. 5, it is 
?rst determined at step 404 Whether the message already 
includes a background reference. While some embodiments 
of the present invention include determining if any type of 
background reference is speci?ed, including a mere desig 
nation of a color, other embodiments include checking only 
for a designation of a separate image ?le as a background. 
In addition, some embodiments Will include making this 
determination only for messages previously determined in 
step 306 to already be in a format that can accept a 
background reference since such messages are more likely 
to already include a background reference. If the message 
already includes a background reference, step 406 deter 
mines if an approval con?guration speci?es Whether the 
background reference can be overWritten With a neW back 
ground reference. If the approval con?guration indicates that 
background references are not to be overWritten for a 
particular message, step 412 indicates that the background 
reference insertion process 312 terminates Without overWrit 
ing the existing background reference. An approval con?gu 
ration ?le is maintained in one embodiment of the present 
invention in order to enable end user recipients to con?gure 
the background reference system 155 (FIG. 3) on Whether 
or not to overWrite existing background references in mes 
sages received by them. In other embodiments, steps 404 
and/or 406 are omitted, Whereby there is automatic over 
Writing of all or no existing background references. Further 
more, the ordering of steps in the various ?oWcharts of the 
present invention are not intended to limit the scope of the 
present invention With respect to order of operation since 
other embodiments include varying the orders of the steps. 
As one example, in some embodiments, steps 404, 406 and 
412 are instead executed after a message is received and 
before format determination is made in step 306. In still 
other embodiments, a general approval determination is 
included before format determination in order to determine 
if a particular end user recipient has approved any back 
ground reference insertions, regardless of Whether any back 
ground references already exist. 
[0041] In accordance With the implementation shoWn in 
FIG. 5, When the background reference system 155 deter 
mines that an existing background reference may be over 
Written in step 406, or if it is determined that there is no 
background reference speci?ed in step 404, then further 
determinations are made as to Which advertisement should 
be referenced by a neW background reference to be inserted 
(or overWritten if already present) into the message. Based 
on a determination in step 408, advertisements may be 
selected by the background reference system 155 based on 
available demographic information for a particular end user 
recipient (step 414) and/or on advertiser and advertisement 
exposures (step 416). In a Web-based “free” e-mail imple 
mentation, acquisition of demographic information is 
required before the e-mail account is provided to a user. If 
demographic information is not available or is otherWise 
inconclusive for targeted advertisements, commitments to 
advertisers may drive the selection from a pool of available 














