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(57) ABSTRACT 

An electronic mail computer program running as a client 
application permits a user to determine in a single user 

interface application WindoW, for example an “in-box,” the 
on-line status of those persons Who have sent e-mail mes 

sages to the user. Once such a sender has been identi?ed as 

being currently on-line and available for real-time messag 
ing, the user may use the same application WindoW to initiate 
real-time messaging With the sender. The client application 
cooperates With a messaging system server that manages and 
provides the on-line state of senders of electronic mail to the 
user’s client computer, including for example the following 
states: on-line, off-line, do-not-disturb, and accepting real 
time messaging. 
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compr‘ligvfijpis EMAIL ADDRESS csorbxlxTriicsT I ——-114 ' 

Sue . sue@salem.com on-Iine 

Big Guy bil|@hil|.com off-line 

Jean jean@tab|e.com on-line 

Catherine carol@roof.com do not disturb 

Green Dog john@cementicom accepting chat 

400 _— User Alias - user@client.com accepting chat 

Cowboy cowboy@cowboy.com on-Iine 

Sleepy sleepy@sleepy.com accepting chat 

402 _- Sender Alias sender@sender.com accepting chat 

FIG. 4 
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MESSAGING SYSTEM FOR INDICATING STATUS 
OF A SENDER OF ELECTRONIC MAIL AND 
METHOD AND COMPUTER PROGRAM 

PRODUCT THEREFOR 

BACKGROUND 

[0001] The present invention relates to electronic mail 
application systems in general and more particularly to an 
electronic mail (“e-mail”) application for indicating the 
status of the sender of an electronic mail message in a single, 
integrated incoming message status WindoW or in-boX. 

[0002] E-mail softWare client applications are in Wide 
spread use for sending and receiving e-mail messages, in 
particular, on the Internet. One limitation, hoWever, of such 
e-mail applications is that they are not designed for facili 
tating instantaneous tWo-Way communication or real-time 
messaging With another computer connected, for eXample, 
to the Internet. Instead, prior e-mail applications only pro 
vide a list of neW messages received in an in-boX for revieW 
by the client application. There is no mechanism built into 
prior e-mail applications for determining or tracking the 
on-line status of any of the senders of the neW messages or 
the real-time availability of the senders for entering real 
time messaging or communications With the user. Further, 
prior e-mail applications do not include a means for deter 
mining the membership of the senders of neW messages in 
any instant messaging systems or related standards, Whether 
proprietary or non-proprietary. The typical means that a user 
of an e-mail client application has for communicating With 
the sender involves a signi?cant lag time due to the need for 
a reply e-mail message to be sent using standard e-mail 
protocols such as those used on the Internet, and the delay 
that arises from Waiting for the recipient of the reply e-mail 
to check the recipient’s e-mail server using the recipient’s 
e-mail application. 

[0003] Instant messaging systems eXist for providing real 
time communication betWeen users operating different com 
puters connected over, for eXample, the Internet. These 
instant messaging systems provide real-time communication 
not possible With dedicated e-mail applications. Examples of 
currently-available instant messaging systems include 
America On-Line’s instant messaging system and the NET 
CLUBS system offered by Valent SoftWare. Although 
instant messaging systems permit real-time communication, 
eXisting systems must be operated by the user from a 
dedicated application or dedicated WindoW Within another 
application, Which must be separately launched or accessed 
in order to determine those other users that are members of 
the instant messaging system and/or that are available for 
real-time interactive communication such as by so-called 
“chat” communication or otherWise. Also, other users may 
be members of different instant messaging systems, in Which 
case the user Will need to check tWo or more instant 
messaging applications to determine Whether other users are 
available for chatting. Because a user Will typically only 
check a limited number of status WindoWs such as, for 
eXample, the in-boX of the user’s preferred e-mail applica 
tion, the user may miss or not be aWare that other users are 
available for real-time messaging. 

[0004] It Would be desirable for a user to be able to quickly 
and conveniently determine in a single status WindoW, such 
as an in-boX, the availability of all other users Which have 
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electronically contacted the user, for eXample, by sending an 
e-mail, and that are currently available for real-time mes 
saging. Under eXisting approaches, a user must learn tWo or 
more different applications With varying user interfaces in 
order to track the on-line messaging status of other users. 
Another limitation of eXisting approaches is that a user often 
may not be able to recogniZe that a particular sender of an 
e-mail message is also a member of an instant messaging 
system to Which the user also belongs. This can occur, for 
eXample, because the sender of an e-mail message may use 
a different name or alias for interacting on an instant 

messaging system. Instead of using multiple applications to 
manage communications With other users, it Would be 
desirable to use a single application by Which a user could 
quickly and conveniently reply to a sender of an e-mail using 
standard e-mail protocols or entering into a real-time mes 
saging session With the sender. 

[0005] Accordingly, there is a need for an electronic mail 
application that integrates in a single interface WindoW the 
updating of status information regarding senders of e-mail 
messages received by the user and that displays the status for 
each sender of an incoming message based on the current 
availability of the sender for real-time messaging. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0006] FIG. 1 illustrates a messaging system, for indicat 
ing the status of a sender of an e-mail message, according to 
the present invention; 

[0007] FIG. 2 is a block diagram illustrating a client 
computer of the messaging system of FIG. 1; 

[0008] FIG. 3 illustrates an application WindoW user inter 
face for an e-mail client application running on the client 
computer of FIG. 2; 

[0009] FIG. 4 illustrates the contents of a messaging 
system contacts ?le stored on a messaging system server of 
the messaging system of FIG. 1; 

[0010] FIG. 5 illustrates the contents of a visible contacts 
?le stored on the client computer of FIG. 2; 

[0011] FIG. 6 illustrates the contents of an approved 
contacts ?le stored on a sender computer of the messaging 
system of FIG. 1; 

[0012] FIG. 7 is a How diagram representing a method 
according to the present invention of operating an e-mail 
application running on the client computer of FIG. 2; and 

[0013] FIG. 8 illustrates a speci?c eXample of an imple 
mentation of the messaging system according to the present 
invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

[0014] The present invention generally provides an e-mail 
softWare application and method of operation therefor that 
permits an end user of the application to determine in a 
single user interface application WindoW, for eXample an 
“in-box”, the on-line status of those persons (such persons 
are generally referred to herein as “senders”) Who have sent 
e-mail messages (also referred to herein as simply 
“e-mails”) to the user. Once such a sender has been identi 
?ed as being currently on-line and available for real-time 
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messaging, the user may use the same application WindoW 
to initiate real-time messaging With the sender. 

[0015] The e-mail application is a computer program that 
runs on a client computer that is part of a messaging system 
including a messaging system server, Which manages status 
information for senders that are part of the messaging 
system. The status of a sender generally refers to the state or 
relationship (for example, Whether currently on-line or off 
line) of the sender relative to the sender’s computer. The 
client computer is in regular, periodic communication With 
the messaging system server. Further, the computers used by 
senders to send e-mail messages to the client computer are 
also typically in regular, periodic communication With the 
messaging system server. The foregoing communications 
enable the messaging system server to determine and pro 
vide appropriate status information for each sender of an 
e-mail to the e-mail application. 

[0016] The above features and other inventive features of 
the present invention are described beloW With reference to 
speci?c embodiments as illustrated in the ?gures listed 
above. More speci?cally, as shoWn in FIG. 1, according to 
the present invention, a messaging system 100 is provided to 
enable the determination and indication of the status of a 
sender of an e-mail message. Messaging system 100 com 
prises messaging system server 102, client computer 104, 
sender computer 106, and electronic mail server 108. The 
user of client computer 104 is sometimes referred to herein 
as the “client user”. E-mail application 105 is stored on and 
runs on client computer 104. 

[0017] A messaging system contacts ?le 114 is stored on 
messaging system server 102 and contains a list of the 
members of the real-time messaging system managed by 
server 102, including an alias selected by each member, as 
discussed further beloW. Visible contacts ?le 110 and hidden 
contacts ?le 112 are stored on client computer 104. Hidden 
contacts ?le 112 contains a list of messaging system mem 
bers received from server 102 including the status informa 
tion for each listed member as provided by server 102. 
Hidden contacts ?le 112 corresponds to that portion of the 
members of messaging system 100 that have given the user 
of client computer 104 permission to receive their on-line 
status information, as discussed further beloW. Accordingly, 
hidden contacts ?le 112 Will in general include only a 
portion of all such members. The contents of hidden contacts 
?le 112 are not visible to the client user during the operation 
of e-mail application 105. 

[0018] Visible contacts ?le 110 contains a list of aliases for 
those members of messaging system 100 that have been 
selected by the client user as being approved contacts 
eligible to receive status information about the client user. 
The alias is that name by Which each such member has 
selected to be knoWn by other members. Visible contacts ?le 
110 does not contain personally-identi?able information 
associated With each member, for eXample, as contained in 
hidden contacts ?le 112. Instead, only a list of aliases is 
actually visible to the client user. This maintains the privacy 
of each member’s on-line status and other personal infor 
mation such as, for eXample, a member’s e-mail address. 

[0019] Approved contacts ?le 116 is stored on sender 
computer 106 and contains a list of aliases for members for 
Which the sender using sender computer 106 has given 
permission to obtain on-line status information about the 
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sender. Approved contacts ?le 116 is periodically sent to 
server 102 and is used along With similar alias information 
sent by other senders for determining the list of members to 
be sent to client computer 104 and stored as hidden contacts 
?le 112. Approved contacts ?le 116 is visible to the sender, 
but other information regarding such members is not acces 
sible by the sender. 

[0020] Servers 102 and 108 and computers 104 and 106 
are interconnected by standard communications protocols, 
for eXample by conventional Internet-based protocols. More 
speci?cally, arroWs 118 correspond to communication 
betWeen client computer 104 and server 102 for requesting 
and providing member information for hidden contacts ?le 
112. ArroWs 120 correspond to communication betWeen 
sender computer 106 and server 102 regarding providing 
updates of approved contacts ?le 116 and information 
regarding the current on-line status of the sender. 

[0021] ArroWs 124 and arroWs 126 correspond to com 
munication for the sending of a standard e-mail to the sender 
through server 108. ArroWs 122 correspond to real-time 
messaging directly betWeen client computer 104 and sender 
computer 106 as initiated according to the present invention. 

[0022] Files similar to visible contacts ?le 110 and the 
approved contacts ?les 116 are stored on client computers 
(not shoWn) for all other members of the messaging system 
and are regularly communicated to messaging system server 
102, Which uses this information to determine What on-line 
status information is approved for sending to client com 
puter 104 as part of a regular update to hidden contacts ?le 
112. This communication is driven by the client application 
softWare running on each other member’s computer. Such 
softWare is made compatible With the real-time messaging 
system standards for the speci?c messaging system running 
on server 102. 

[0023] Messaging system 100 permits the client user to 
respond to an e-mail from the sender in tWo basic scenarios: 
the sending of a standard reply e-mail or the initiation of 
real-time messaging. In the ?rst scenario, a sender has 
previously used sender computer 106 to send an e-mail 
message to the user of client computer 104, for eXample, 
using standard Internet e-mail protocols. The client user 
sends a standard e-mail reply, Which is communicated to 
electronic mail server 108. The sender must generally take 
some action to speci?cally check for this reply using the 
sender’s email client application, Which is resident on sender 
computer 106. 

[0024] In the second scenario, and according to the present 
invention, the client user may directly initiate real-time 
messaging With the sender, if the sender is currently on-line. 
Such real-time messaging avoids the delay or lag time 
inherent in the standard e-mail reply scenario described 
above. “Real-time messaging” as used herein generally 
includes all types of substantially real-time tWo-Way com 
munication betWeen the client computer and the sender 
computer. HoWever, it is possible that such real-time mes 
saging may exhibit sporadic delays due to communication or 
heavy loads on a server or client computer in the commu 
nications path. It should be noted that real-time messaging 
involves direct communication betWeen client computer 104 
and sender computer 106, such as for eXample peer-to-peer 
communication. This is in contrast to standard e-mail com 
munication Which necessarily involves e-mail server 108. 
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This direct communication generally permits interactive 
conversation by users through exchanged text or other forms 
of messages. 

[0025] FIG. 2 is a block diagram illustrating client com 
puter 104, Which includes the conventional components of a 
local memory storage device 202, central processing unit 
200, and user display device 204. Local memory storage 
device 202 is used, for example, to store visible contacts ?le 
110, hidden contacts ?le 112, and e-mail application 105. 
User display device 204 is, for example, a monitor and 
displays the screen interfaces, such as for example the 
application WindoWs, generated by e-mail client application 
105 running on client computer 104. 

[0026] FIG. 3 illustrates an application WindoW 300 dis 
played on user display device 204 as part of the user 
interface for e-mail client application 105 running on client 
computer 104. WindoW 300 includes an incoming message 
WindoW 302, Which is for example similar in basic structure, 
except as described beloW, to a conventional “in-box” for 
existing e-mail applications. Application WindoW 300 
includes a pull-doWn menu button 304 for accessing other 
functions of the program. 

[0027] A list of incoming messages 306 is displayed in 
WindoW 302 as sent by one or more senders from other 
computers such as sender computer 106. Information is 
listed for each e-mail including the date received, the name 
of the sender (Which for example is the sender’s e-mail 
address), and the subject matter of the e-mail. WindoW 302 
also includes sender status column 308 to indicate the 
on-line status of each sender of an e-mail using status 
indicators 310, selected for example from the folloWing 
states: 

STATUS 
INDICATOR STATE 

ON on-line (sender is logged into the messaging 
system) 

OFF off-line (sender is not logged into the 
messaging system) 

AC accepting chat (sender Welcomes real-time 
messaging initiation by the client user) 

DND do not disturb (sender does not Want to 
engage in real-time messaging) 

NI no information available for this sender 

(sender is not a member of the messaging 
system) 

[0028] If the state of the sender corresponds to “ON” or 
“AC”, then the client user is able to initiate a real-time 
messaging request to the sender. The state of “ON” indicates 
that the client user has logged into the messaging system. 
The state of “AC” indicates that the client user has logged 
into the messaging system and further has af?rmatively 
taken action on sender computer 106 to indicate a desire, 
Which is communicated from sender computer 106 to mes 
saging system server 102, to receive requests for real-time 
messaging from the client user and other members of the 
messaging system. If the state is “OFF”, then the sender is 
not currently on-line to the messaging system. If the state is 
“DND”, then the client user is not able to initiate real-time 
messaging. If the state is “NI”, then the sender is not a 
member of the messaging system, and messaging system 
server 102 Will not have status information for this sender. 
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[0029] Incoming message WindoW 302 includes an action 
initiator 312, such as a reply button or icon, for sending a 
reply e-mail to the sender and an action initiator 314, such 
as a chat button or icon, for engaging the sender in real-time 
messaging. Action initiators 312 and 314 may also be 
implemented as pull-doWn menu options or by other stan 
dard user selection approaches. 

[0030] Messaging system server 102 (See FIG. 1) handles 
information collection and on-line status tracking for all 
members of messaging system 100. Each member may be 
tracked by server 102 using a conventional approach as used 
in a real-time messaging system. Generally, each member 
Will use an application running on the member’s computer 
that is compatible With the messaging system. It is not 
necessary that each member’s application be identical to that 
of other members or incorporate on-line status indicators as 
discussed above. It is suf?cient that the application have the 
general capability to engage in real-time messaging using a 
standard consistent With the e-mail application running on 
client computer 104 and that the application send the 
required member information to server 102 consistent With 
the standards for such information of the particular messag 
ing system being used. 

[0031] FIG. 4 illustrates an example of the contents of 
messaging system contacts ?le 114 as stored on messaging 
system server 102 of messaging system 100. The contents of 
?le 114 includes the alias selected by each member (each of 
Which is sometimes referred to herein as a contact) for 
unique identi?cation of the member to other members of 
messaging system 100, the e-mail address of the member, 
and the contact status of the member as periodically deter 
mined by server 102 through routine communication With 
the member’s messaging system client application running 
on the member’s local computer. The status of each member 
corresponds to status indicators 310. As an example, server 
102 may update the user information for each member each 
time such member executes the member’s local client appli 
cation and otherWise periodically, for example about every 
5-15 minutes or as otherWise speci?ed by the client user or 
the administrator of messaging system server 102. 

[0032] FIG. 5 illustrates an example of the contents of 
visible contacts ?le 110. As mentioned above, ?le 110 is the 
list of other members of messaging system 100 that have 
been selected by the client user as being approved contacts 
eligible to receive status information about the client user. 
Entry 500 is the alias of the sender and indicates that the 
client user has granted permission to the sender to obtain 
status information about the client user (the sender’s and 
other members’ obtaining of status information about the 
client user is not speci?cally discussed herein, but could be 
accomplished similarly as described for the client user using 
client computer 104). 

[0033] FIG. 6 illustrates an example of the contents of 
approved contacts ?le 116, Which is the list of other mem 
bers of messaging system 100 that have been selected by the 
sender using sender computer 106 as being approved con 
tacts eligible to receive status information about the sender. 
Sender computer 106 communicates the contents of ?le 116 
to server 102. Client computer 104 communicates With 
server 102 to update hidden contacts ?le 112, Which is 
updated With information about all senders, including the 
user of sender computer 106 that have included the client 
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user as an approved contact eligible to receive sender status 
information. As an example, entry 600 is the alias selected 
by the client user and its being in ?le 116 indicates that the 
sender has provided permission for the client user to obtain 
the sender’s status information. Thus, status and other infor 
mation regarding the sender Will be incorporated in one or 
more updates made to hidden contacts ?le 112 by server 102 
such that a status indicator 310 corresponding to the state of 
the sender as recorded in contacts ?le 114 Will be displayed 
in incoming message WindoW 302. 

[0034] FIG. 7 is a How diagram representing a method 
according to the present invention of operating e-mail appli 
cation 105 on client computer 104. E-mail application 105 
can be implemented using one of many conventional com 
puter programming languages compatible With client com 
puter 104. In step 700, e-mail application 105 requests a 
contacts update from server 102. This request occurs peri 
odically as mentioned above, and also preferably occurs 
upon initial execution of the application. It should be noted 
that although step 700 is indicated as an initial step, it is not 
necessary that step 700 be the ?rst step performed When the 
application is launched. Rather, FIG. 7 represents a process 
How that is regularly repeated in many cycles, and that may 
be alternatively initiated at the time of launching the appli 
cation With other steps such as, for eXample, step 704. 

[0035] In step 702, messaging system server 102 deter 
mines the member information to be sent to client computer 
104. This information is stored in hidden contacts ?le 112. 
Server 102 generates the appropriate information to send by 
comparing messaging system contacts ?le 114 With 
approved contacts ?le 116 and all other such contacts ?les 
for other senders in order to determine Which senders have 
given the client user permission to learn their on-line status. 
The information so generated is periodically transmitted to 
client computer 104. Note that hidden contacts ?le 112 Will 
contain information for all senders of e-mail to client 
computer 104 even if such senders are not listed in visible 
contacts ?le 110. Thus, the client user may determine the 
status of senders even if they are not included in visible 
contacts ?le 110. It should be noted, hoWever, that such 
unlisted senders Will not be able to receive information from 
server 102 regarding the on-line status of the client user. An 
option that may be alternatively incorporated into e-mail 
application 105 is the automatic inclusion of the appropriate 
selected alias for every such sender, Which is not already 
listed in visible contacts ?le 110, upon receipt of an e-mail 
from such sender. 

[0036] In step 704, e-mail application 105 updates sender 
status column 308 of incoming message WindoW 302 for all 
incoming messages 306 currently listed in WindoW 302. 
Hidden contacts ?le 112 contains information for each 
sender including the e-mail address and contact status trans 
mitted by server 102 from contacts ?le 114. For each 
message 306, the e-mail address of the sender is compared 
to the e-mail addresses in hidden contacts ?le 112. For each 
corresponding match, the contact status information from 
?le 112 is used to determine the status indicator 310 that is 
displayed. If a sender’s e-mail address is not found in ?le 
112, then the status indicator 310 indicates that no informa 
tion is available regarding the status of such sender. The 
client application Will, for eXample, update status indicators 
310 about every 5 to 15 minutes. 
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[0037] In step 706, the e-mail address of the sender of each 
neWly-received e-mail is obtained by parsing the header of 
the e-mail. The address is then compared to hidden contacts 
?le 112. Also, as each neW e-mail message is received by 
e-mail application 105, the corresponding on-line sender 
status information for such e-mail is updated and indicated 
in incoming message WindoW 302 at the time the neW e-mail 
is included in the list of incoming messages 306. 

[0038] In step 708, if the sender’s e-mail address for such 
neW message is listed in ?le 112, then the client application 
provides an appropriate status indicator 310 corresponding 
to the state of such sender contained in ?le 112. If such 
sender’s e-mail address is not contained in ?le 112, then 
status indicator 310 indicates that no information is avail 
able. 

[0039] The client user may conveniently respond to any 
sender listed in WindoW 302 using a standard reply e-mail by 
selecting action initiator 312, for eXample, using a mouse 
pointing device. If status indicator 310 for such sender 
indicates a state in Which the sender is may accept real-time 
messaging, for eXample, the states of “ON” and “AC”, then 
the user can initiate real-time messaging With the sender by 
selecting action initiator 314, for eXample, using a mouse 
pointing device. 

[0040] In step 712, if the user chooses to send a standard 
reply e-mail, then the client application prepares and sends 
a reply using conventional Internet protocols. In step 714, if 
the user initiates real-time messaging, then the client appli 
cation initiates real-time messaging directly With sender 
computer 106. 

[0041] Regardless of Whether the user selects to send a 
reply e-mail or to initiate real-time messaging, as mentioned 
above, the client application Will continue to cycle through 
the process How illustrated in FIG. 7. Speci?cally, in step 
700, the client application Will continue to regularly request 
contacts updates from server 102. 

[0042] The types of information sent back and forth 
betWeen client computer 104 and messaging system server 
102 during the operation of the method above Will depend on 
the particular method of communication implemented. For 
eXample, client computer 104 may send a periodic request to 
messaging system server 102 for the receipt of changes that 
have occurred since the client computer’s last request. This 
request could also include a request for any neW messages 
intended for the client. Additional information that may be 
sent to the server may include any changes the client user 
has made to his or her status or to visible contacts ?le 110. 
HoWever, it is preferred that the client computer update the 
server at the time of any change in the client user’s status or 
to visible contacts ?le 110. With this preferred approach, the 
client user does not have to Wait until the neXt periodic 
request to the server in order for changes in status or visible 
contacts to become effective in the messaging system. 

[0043] The messaging system and method of operation as 
described above Will Work in general in conjunction With 
any generic real-time or instant messaging system, such as 
Valent SoftWare’s NETCLUBS system. Also, the e-mail 
client application computer program product according to 
the present invention may be distributed in many standard 
Ways including sending as stored on conventional media 
such as a CD-ROM, a ?oppy disk, or an optical disk or by 
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downloading from a memory storage device on a server set 
up for downloading the computer program to a customer’s 
computer over a conventional communications link. The 
e-mail application may be installed and stored on a custom 
er’s computer on a standard storage medium such as a ?xed 
hard drive or a removable hard drive. The computer program 
product of the present invention is intended to cover all such 
computer-readable storage media and devices. 

[0044] FIG. 8 illustrates an example of messaging system 
100 for a set of speci?cally-identi?ed members of messag 
ing system 100. As shoWn in FIG. 8, messaging system 100 
includes several members indicated as internal contacts 800. 
Each internal contact 800 is in regular communication With 
messaging system server 102, as indicated by arroWs 810. 
The user of client computer 104 and the user of sender 
computer 106 are also members of messaging system 100 
and thus included in the group of internal contacts 800. The 
client user of client computer 104 may respond to e-mail 
messages sent by any of internal contacts 800. 

[0045] Not all senders of e-mails Will be included in the 
group of internal contacts 800. An external contact 802, 
Which is not in communication With server 102, may also 
send an e-mail to client computer 104 through e-mail server 
804. The client user may respond to external contact 802 
using standard reply e-mail sent through e-mail server 806. 
The client user Will not have on-line status information for 
external contact 802. 

[0046] The client user Will be able to obtain on-line status 
information for any of internal contacts 800 if such contacts 
have included the client user on their respective approved 
contacts ?le. The client user may initiate real-time messag 
ing as described above With internal contacts 800 as repre 
sented for one such contact by arroWs 812. 

[0047] By the foregoing, a novel and unobvious messag 
ing system and method for real-time messaging that permits 
a client user to determine in a single user interface applica 
tion WindoW the on-line status of senders Who have sent 
e-mail messages to the user has been disclosed by Way of 
preferred embodiments. 

[0048] Other Variations 

[0049] Although speci?c embodiments have been 
described above, numerous modi?cations and substitutions 
may be made Without departing from the spirit of the 
invention. For example, the above invention could be incor 
porated as an add-in computer program to an existing e-mail 
application lacking the features of the present invention as 
described herein. This could be done, for example, through 
an application program interface provided by the creator of 
the e-mail application. Accordingly, the invention has been 
described by Way of illustration rather than limitation. 

1. A computer program product for operating an elec 
tronic mail application on a ?rst computer, comprising: 

a computer-readable storage medium including computer 
readable program code for operation on the ?rst com 
puter and embodied in the storage medium, Wherein the 
operation of the computer-readable program code com 
prises: 

accepting an incoming electronic mail message sent by a 
sender using a second computer; 
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providing a user interface, Wherein the user interface 
comprises a message display including information 
regarding the incoming electronic mail message; and 

displaying a status of the sender in the display. 
2. The computer program product of claim 1 Wherein the 

storage medium is selected from the group consisting of a 
CD-ROM, a ?oppy disk, a ?xed hard drive, a removable 
hard drive, an optical disk, and a server storage device for 
doWnloading the computer program product to a customer 
computer over a communications link. 

3. The computer program product of claim 1 Wherein the 
electronic mail message comprises information regarding 
the subject of the electronic mail message. 

4. The computer program product of claim 1 Wherein: 

the incoming electronic mail message is one of a plurality 
of electronic mail messages listed in the display; and 

displaying the status comprises providing a status indica 
tor in the display for each of the plurality of electronic 
mail messages. 

5. The computer program product of claim 1 Wherein 
displaying the status comprises indicating at least one of the 
states selected from the group consisting of an on-line state, 
an off-line state, a do-not-disturb state, and an accepting 
real-time messaging state. 

6. The computer program product of claim 1 Wherein the 
operation of the computer-readable program code further 
comprises providing a messaging initiator in the display to 
initiate real-time messaging With the sender. 

7. The computer program product of claim 6 Wherein the 
operation of the computer-readable program code further 
comprises providing a reply initiator in the display for 
initiating the creation of a reply electronic mail message 
addressed to the sender. 

8. The computer program product of claim 1 Wherein 
displaying the status comprises: 

determining the electronic mail address of the sender; and 

comparing the electronic mail address of the sender With 
a list of messaging system contacts to determine the 
sender state of the status indicator. 

9. The computer program product of claim 8 Wherein the 
list of messaging contacts is maintained by a messaging 
system contacts server. 

10. The computer program product of claim 1 Wherein 
providing the user interface comprises providing a user 
interface for an electronic mail application running on the 
?rst computer and Wherein the message display is an incom 
ing message WindoW for electronic mail. 

11. Amessaging system for indicating a status of a sender 
of an electronic mail message, comprising: 

a client computer; and 

an electronic mail application, running on the client 
computer, for receiving the electronic mail message 
and comprising a user interface to display information 
regarding the electronic mail message, Wherein the user 
interface indicates the status of the sender. 

12. The messaging system of claim 11 Wherein the status 
comprises at least one state selected from the group con 
sisting of an on-line state, an off-line state, a do-not-disturb 
state, and an accepting real-time messaging state. 

13. The messaging system of claim 11 Wherein the user 
interface comprises an incoming message WindoW, the elec 
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tronic mail message is one of a plurality of electronic mail 
messages listed in the incoming message WindoW, and the 
incoming message WindoW comprises a messaging initiator 
to initiate real-time messaging With the sender. 

14. The messaging system of claim 13 Wherein the 
incoming message WindoW further comprises a reply initia 
tor to initiate the creation of a reply electronic mail message 
addressed to the sender. 

15. The messaging system of claim 11 further comprising 
a messaging system server in communication With the client 
computer. 

16. The messaging system of claim 15 Wherein: 

the electronic mail application determines the electronic 
mail address of the sender; 

the messaging system server maintains a list of messaging 
system contacts; and 

the electronic mail application compares the electronic 
mail address of the sender With at least a portion of the 
list of messaging system contacts to determine the 
status of the sender. 

17. The messaging system of claim 16 further comprising 
a hidden contacts ?le stored on the client computer Wherein 
the hidden contacts ?le is updated by repeated transmissions 
of at least a portion of the list of messaging system contacts 
to the client computer. 

18. The messaging system of claim 16 further comprising 
a sender computer, for use by the sender, in communication 
With the messaging system server. 

19. The messaging system of claim 18 Wherein the status 
of the sender is determined by the messaging system server 
and stored in the list of messaging system contacts. 

20. The messaging system of claim 19 further comprising 
an approved contacts ?le stored on the sender computer 
Wherein the messaging system server receives the approved 
contacts ?le to determine if the client computer is authoriZed 
to receive the state of the sender. 

21. A method of using an electronic mail application 
running on a client computer, comprising: 

providing an incoming messages WindoW; 

receiving an electronic mail message from a sender; 

displaying an indication of receipt of the electronic mail 
message in the incoming messages WindoW; 
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determining a state of the sender; and 

displaying a status indicator, corresponding to the state of 
the sender, in the incoming messages WindoW. 

22. The method of using the electronic mail application of 
claim 21 Wherein displaying the status indicator comprises 
indicating at least one of the states selected from the group 
consisting of an on-line state, an off-line state, a do-not 
disturb state, and an accepting real-time messaging state. 

23. The method of using the electronic mail application of 
claim 21 Wherein displaying the status indicator comprises 
displaying the status indicator at a location in the incoming 
messages WindoW corresponding to the location of the 
indication of receipt of the electronic mail message. 

24. The method of using the electronic mail application of 
claim 21 Wherein determining the state of the sender com 
prises comparing sender information obtained from the 
electronic mail message With a list of a plurality of contacts, 
Wherein each of the plurality of contacts is a member of a 
messaging system. 

25. The method of using the electronic mail application of 
claim 24 further comprising communicating With a messag 
ing system server to access the list of the plurality of 
contacts. 

26. The method of using the electronic mail application of 
claim 25 further comprising: storing at least a ?rst portion of 
the list of plurality of contacts on the client computer in a 
?rst contacts ?le; and 

updating the ?rst contacts ?le by receiving repeated 
transmissions from the messaging system server. 

27. The method of using the electronic mail application of 
claim 26 further comprising contacting the messaging sys 
tem server to update the ?rst contacts ?le, Wherein contact 
ing the messaging system is initiated by receipt of the 
electronic mail message. 

28. The method of using the electronic mail application of 
claim 26 Wherein the ?rst contacts ?le is hidden from a user 
of the client computer and further comprising storing at least 
a second portion of the list of plurality of contacts on the 
client computer in a second contacts ?le, Wherein the second 
contacts ?le is visible to the user and comprises a list of 
approved contacts authoriZed by the user. 


