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(57) ABSTRACT 

The invention includes methods and apparatus for offering a 
free play mode of electronic game device operation to 
players. In an embodiment, the method includes determining 
Whether to offer the player a choice to sWitch the electronic 
gaming device from a regular mode of operation to a free 
play mode of operation, Wherein the free play mode of 
operation maintains a credit balance for the player. The 
method also includes presenting the offer to the player based 
on the determination, and receiving an election from the 
player to sWitch the electronic game device from the regular 
mode of operation to the free play mode of operation. In an 
advantageous embodiment, the method may also include 
providing an indication that the electronic game device is 
operating in the free play mode of operation. Such an 
indication may include at least one of the following: an 
audio message, a video message, Written instructions, a 
message that the player is not eligible to Win predetermined 
prizes, a message that the player can Win only reduced 
prizes, a message that the player cannot Win any prizes, a 
message that one or more prize has been modi?ed, reduced 
or eliminated, a message that the odds of at least one 
outcome have been modi?ed, and a message that at least one 
feature of the electronic game device has been enabled, 
disabled or altered. 
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METHODS AND APPARATUS FOR FREE PLAY 
MODE OPERATION OF GAMING DEVICES 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

[0001] The present invention relates to electronic game 
devices (GDs), such as slot machines, video poker machines 
and pachinko machines, Which may be used by players to 
play Wagering games. More speci?cally, the present inven 
tion relates to methods and apparatus for providing a free 
play mode of operation to players utiliZing such GDs. 

[0002] Advantages and features of the invention Will 
become apparent upon reading the contents of this docu 
ment, and the nature of the invention may be more clearly 
understood by reference to the folloWing detailed descrip 
tion of the invention, the appended claims and to the 
draWings attached hereto. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0003] FIG. 1A is a plan vieW of an embodiment of an 
example of an Electronic Game Device (GD) of a type 
adapted for use With the present invention; 

[0004] FIG. 1B is a simpli?ed block diagram of an 
embodiment of a GD similar to that depicted in FIG. 1A; 

[0005] FIG. 1C illustrates an example of a payout data 
base that may be associated With a GD that is con?gured to 
provide a regular mode and a free play mode of operation 
according to an embodiment of the invention; 

[0006] FIG. 2 is a block diagram of an embodiment of an 
Electronic Game Server (GS) in accordance With the inven 
tion, Wherein the GS may be con?gured to communicate 
With a plurality of GDs; 

[0007] FIG. 3 is a ?owchart illustrating the operation of a 
GD in accordance With an embodiment of the invention; 

[0008] FIG. 4 is a ?owchart illustrating the operation of a 
GD in accordance With another embodiment of the inven 
tion; and 

[0009] FIGS. 5A and 5B illustrate a tabular representation 
of an example of a free play mode active sessions database 
in accordance With an embodiment of the invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
INVENTION 

[0010] Applicants have recogniZed that it Would be advan 
tageous for players to be able to utiliZe Electronic Game 
Devices (GDs) in a neW “free play” or “no bet” mode, in 
contrast to a “regular mode” of GD operation Wherein a 
player is required to place a bet (put a monetary amount at 
risk) of at least one credit in order to determine an outcome 
on the GD. In regular mode, a player’s credit balance may 
decrease or decline due to the occurrence of losing out 
comes. In contrast, the free play mode of operation permits 
a player to operate and generate outcomes on the GD 
Without having to place bets (i.e. the player may play the GD 
for free). The free play mode of GD operation may be used, 
for example, When a player decides to use a GD on a casino 
?oor corresponding to a particular Wagering game that is 
neW to that player, so the player can learn hoW to play. In 
addition, or alternately, a player may utiliZe free play mode 
When he believes that a particular GD is on a “cold streak”, 
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and thus that player may activate the free play mode on the 
slot machine for a certain period of time to ride out the 
perceived “cold streak” instead of placing further bets. Such 
operation may in?uence the player to continue play on that 
GD, and to eventually return to regular mode play, rather 
than cash out and possibly leave the casino. 

[0011] In various embodiments, modi?ed rules apply 
When a GD is operating in the free play mode, as compared 
to the rules that apply during regular GD play. For example, 
during free play mode, the player may spin the reels of the 
slot machine and generate outcomes Without placing any 
bets, thereby preventing his credit balance on that GD from 
declining because of losing outcomes. Since the player is not 
required to place bets on spins in free play mode, priZes on 
the GD may be reduced or eliminated. The player may 
continue to spin the reels of the slot machine in free play 
mode for as long as he likes, or until a termination condition 
occurs (e.g., the player may be restricted to a maximum of 
50 spins in free play mode, and/or free play mode may only 
be permitted during off-peak times, Which may either be 
determined dynamically based on actual usage of the avail 
able GDs, or may be based on a set of predetermined rules). 
During free play mode, the player’s credit balance on the 
slot machine Will be maintained at a value that is greater than 
or equal to the value present at the start of free play mode. 
In various embodiments, the GD sWitches back to a regular 
mode of operation at the end of free play mode, Where the 
normal rules of slot machine play apply (i.e., the player is 
required to place a bet in order to spin the reels of the GD, 
credits are automatically deducted from, or added to, the 
credit balance for each spin, and thus the player can lose 
money as Well as Win jackpots). It should be understood that 
the terms “free play mode” and “no-bet mode” are synony 
mous When used herein. 

[0012] For example, in some embodiments a player may 
initiate a gaming session on a GD that offers a ?ve-reel slot 
machine by inserting a $20 bill into a payment device. After 
10 minutes of gaming on that GD, the player may have 54 
credits remaining. HoWever, the player may perceive that the 
slot machine has entered, or is about to enter a “cold streak”. 
The player then decides to press a “Bet 0 Credits” button on 
the slot machine to sWitch his bet siZe to Zero credits and to 
activate the “free-play” or “no-bet” mode of operation. 
When the player spins the reels of the slot machine in free 
play mode, there is no need to Worry about losing outcomes 
because no bets are placed, so his credit balance Will stay 
equal to 54 credits. HoWever, in this embodiment, the player 
also doesn’t receive any priZes for Winning outcomes, With 
the lone exception of a $10,000 jackpot priZe (i.e., if the 
reels line up With Bar-Bar-Bar on any payline, the player 
Wins the $10,000 jackpot regardless of Whether the GD is in 
the regular mode or the free play mode of operation). 
Continuing With this example, the player operates the GD in 
free play mode for about 6 minutes until three Winning 
outcomes in a roW occur, and noW thinks that the machine 
has “Warmed up” again. The player noW Wishes to exit the 
free play mode, so he presses a “Bet 1 Credit” button on the 
GD to increase his bet siZe and sWitch back to the regular 
mode of operation of the slot machine. At this point, the 
player’s credit balance, Which had been maintained at 54 
credits since the start of free play mode, Will again be 
alloWed to vary according to the normal rules of slot 
machine play that apply in the regular mode of operation. 
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[0013] It should be understood that, although a slot 
machine type of GD Was discussed in the example above, 
the present methods are also applicable to other GDs that 
offer different types of Wagering games, including but not 
limited to, video poker machines, video blackjack machines, 
keno terminals, a pachinko machine, a GD offering a table 
top game, a personal computer, a telephone or cell phone, a 
portable handheld gaming device (e.g., a personal digital 
assistant (PDA), a Wireless intra-property handheld Wager 
ing device, a Nintendo® GameBoy®, and the like), a skill 
crane, a skee-ball machine, and/or hardWare positioned 
adj acent to or in association With a table game (for example, 
blackjack or craps) that is con?gured to accept player 
identi?cation and/or bet input. It is noted that applying the 
methods disclosed herein to interactive games, such as video 
poker or video blackjack, may be bene?cial because free 
play mode permits players to learn or to practice hoW to play 
GDs that offer such Wagering games. In addition, it is 
contemplated that free play mode on a GD may be provided 
as an additional feature (such as a bonus feature, or aWard) 
for players Who meet certain criteria, and/or as a method of 
permitting certain classes of players to learn hoW to use, or 
to develop expertise in the use of, a particular type of GD. 

[0014] It has been recogniZed that organizations, such as 
casinos, Who have or are planning large-scale deployments 
of netWorked GDs may implement the idea of a single 
logical Electronic Game Server (GS) that transmits gaming 
computations and instructions by utiliZing multiple physical 
Electronic Game Servers. In addition, a multi-layer archi 
tecture (such as Model-VieW-Controller) may be used that 
may result in more than one logical grouping of functions in 
the GS implementation. In these implementations, a single 
request for game play, either in a regular mode or a free play 
mode, from a GD of a plurality of GDs can be satis?ed by 
a large number of possible combinations of physical devices. 
A “gaming request”, Which is a solicitation by a GD for data 
that Will be used to formulate at least a portion of a gaming 
outcome, may be made substantially simultaneously by a 
plurality of GDs in a thin client system. For example, a GD 
may make a gaming request for ?ve cards, for three icons 
representing a combination for display for a three-reel slot 
machine, for the generation of random numbers, and/or for 
a mapping of random numbers to game parameters such as 
cards, dice, reel icons and the like. The requested functions 
may be handled by a GS or other device Which may be a 
component of a gaming system (such as a gaming netWork 
that includes one or more casino or gaming servers and one 

or more GDs) and then provided to the GD. The treatment 
that is applied to a players’ credit balance Will depend upon 
the mode that the player is using (i.e. either regular mode 
operation or free play mode operation) on any particular GD. 

[0015] A need therefore exists for methods and apparatus 
to permit players to initiate and utiliZe a free play mode of 
operation of GDs. Methods, apparatus and systems consis 
tent With the present invention avoid the shortcomings of 
prior art systems by making it simple and easy for players to 
obtain free play mode operation of a GD. The methods, 
apparatus and systems also may include components con 
?gured to collect free play mode data, for example, and such 
data may be analyZed to determine Whether changes should 
be made, for example, in the manner in Which free play 
mode offers are made to certain players. In some embodi 
ments, regulators and/or casino personnel, for example, may 
be able to access free play mode data for various purposes, 
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such as checking to ensure that free play mode is being 
implemented in a manner that consistent and that is fair to 
all players. 

[0016] Before describing the details associated With the 
free play mode of operation of a GD, presented beloW are 
descriptions of illustrative apparatus and related compo 
nents. 

1. Electronic Gaming Device (GD) Components 

[0017] FIG. 1A is a plan vieW of an embodiment 10 ofan 
electronic gaming device (GD). In this example, the GD 10 
comprises a three-reel slot machine that includes a display 
area 12 in Which an outcome for a game of the slot machine 
is displayed to the player. The display area 12 may be, for 
example, a video display that displays simulations of reels. 
The display area 12 may be, in another example, a trans 
parent WindoW behind Which is located mechanical reels. A 
payline 14 appears Within the display area 12, and the 
payline is used to determine the outcome of a game. In 
particular, a particular set of symbols displayed along a 
payline of a reeled slot machine may be determinative of a 
Winning or losing combination. As shoWn in FIG. 1A, tWo 
bells and an orange are displayed along the payline 14 and 
a message appears in display area 22 indicating that the 
player has Won a super bonus of ten credits. In some GD 
embodiments, multiple paylines (not shoWn) may be pro 
vided that may be horiZontal (such as payline 14), vertical, 
and/or diagonal. 

[0018] Slot machine 10 further comprises a handle 16. A 
player may initiate the movement of the reels in display area 
12 to generate a game outcome by pulling on the handle 16. 
Alternatively, a player may initiate the movement of the 
reels in display area 12 by actuating the “START” button 18. 
When a player enters the regular mode of operation of the 
GD, he may place a bet by using the “BET 3 COINS; MAX 
BET” button 13, or the “BET 2 COINS” button 15, or the 
“BET l COIN” button 17” before utiliZing the handle 16 or 
START button 18 to initiate play (In some embodiments, the 
GD may include additional and/ or alternate types of buttons, 
for example, an “INCREASE BET” button and/or a 
“DECREASE BET” button operable to either increase or 
reduce the siZe of the bet). The player can also initiate a free 
play mode of operation of the GD by pushing a “BET 0 
COINS; FREE PLAY” button 19. Any or all of handle 16, 
START button 18, BET 3 COINS; MAX BET button 13, 
BET 2 COINS button 15, BET l COIN button 17, and the 
BET 0 COINS; FREE PLAY button 19 are exemplary 
embodiments of an input device of the GD. 

[0019] In this exemplary implementation, the slot machine 
10 also comprises a player tracking device 20 that includes 
a player tracking card reader and a display (e.g., an LED 
display) for outputting information related to the player 
identi?er (e.g., player’s name and number of comp points 
associated With that player’s account). The player tracking 
device 20 may be con?gured to read, for example, a mag 
netic stripe found on the reverse side of a player gaming card 
provided by a casino, and to Write information thereto. In 
another example, the player tracking device 20 may be 
con?gured to communicate With a smart card that may 
include storage means for storing player data and the like. 

[0020] An additional component of slot machine 10 is 
another display area 22 that may be used to display infor 
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mation to a player. The display area 22 may be utilized, for 
example, to display text or graphics informing a player that 
he is in a free play mode of operation, to display a free play 
mode payout table that may shoW reduced payouts in 
comparison to payouts offered for regular mode play, to 
display a message to the player that he has quali?ed for a 
bonus, and/or to convey other information to the player. As 
shoWn in FIG. 1A, the player has entered free play mode, 
either by pressing the BET 0 COINS: FREE PLAY button 19 
or otherWise (other methods for obtaining free play mode 
Will be explained further beloW), so the display area 22 is 
shoWing a message: “FREE PLAY MODEiNO PRIZES 
AWARDED”. In some embodiments, the free play mode of 
operation may not aWard any prizes (as illustrated in FIG. 
1A), may include a limited or reduced payout table, and/or 
may offer only a limited number of prizes or jackpots. Such 
embodiments Will be explained in detail beloW. 

[0021] A payment system 30 includes a bill acceptor and 
credit card reader 34, and a coin acceptor 36. Other payment 
systems, such as ticket or coupon acceptors, and/or a smart 
card reader, could also be utiliZed. In some embodiments, 
the player may use a ticket or coupon acceptor to request 
and/or to initiate free play mode. A player may also utiliZe 
the payment system 30 to provide a Wager for playing a 
game, and/or to obtain credits for regular mode play in 
exchange for proof that the player has performed a value 
added activity. Examples of value added activities Which 
may qualify the player to receive additional credits added to 
his credit balance on a GD, could include signing up for a 
magaZine subscription, signing up for a neW credit card, 
ansWering survey questions, and/or agreeing to attend a 
time-share seminar. 

[0022] The slot machine 10 further comprises a credit 
meter balance 35 that re?ects the amount of electronic 
credits currently available to a player. The player may use 
the electronic credits as Wagers for games played on the 
gaming device. In some embodiments, a feature of the free 
play mode of GD operation may be that the electronic credits 
are prevented from decreasing, but may be permitted to 
increase by only certain predetermined amounts. In other 
embodiments, the electronic credits may not be permitted to 
decrease or increase, or may be permitted to increase only if 
certain jackpot conditions are met. The electronic credits 
may also be “cashed out” as coins, bills, tokens, a cashless 
gaming receipt, and/ or value transferred to another ?nancial 
account associated With the player. 

[0023] The slot machine 10 includes yet another display 
area 40, Which displays a regular mode payout schedule for 
the slot machine 10. The payout schedule displays payouts 
that correspond to various outcomes obtainable during the 
regular mode of operation of the slot machine 10. In one or 
more embodiments, if an outcome is displayed in display 
area 12 that, as indicated in display area 40, corresponds to 
a payout, the credit meter balance 35 may be increased by 
an amount of electronic credits corresponding to the payout. 
In some embodiments, a free play mode payout schedule 
(not shoWn) may also be displayed in the display area 40 or 
elseWhere, Which indicates a reduced and/or a limited payout 
schedule for play during free play or no-bet mode of 
operation. 

[0024] Finally, the slot machine 10 comprises a coin tray 
50 into Which payment to the player may be rendered by 
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dispensing coins. Such coins may be dispensed based on, for 
example, a player’s indication that the player Would like to 
cash out his credit meter balance and/or a payout obtained by 
a player as a result of playing a game on the slot machine 10. 
The coin tray 50 is an exemplary embodiment of a bene?t 
output device (described beloW With reference to FIG. 1B). 

[0025] FIG. 1B is a block diagram 60 of an embodiment 
of a GD or player terminal Which may be similar to that of 
FIG. 1A. The GD 60 may be implemented as a system 
controller, a dedicated hardWare circuit, an appropriately 
programmed general-purpose computer, or any other 
equivalent electronic, mechanical or electromechanical 
device. The GD 60 may comprise a game of skill or a game 
of chance, for example, a reeled slot machine (Whether 
mechanical or video), a video poker terminal, a video 
blackjack terminal, a video keno terminal, a video lottery 
terminal, a pachinko machine, or any apparatus that provides 
an electronic version of any tabletop game. In various 
embodiments, an GD may comprise, for example, a personal 
computer (e.g., Which communicates With an online casino 
Web site), a telephone (e.g., to communicate With an auto 
mated sports book that provides gaming services), or a 
portable handheld gaming device (e.g., a personal digital 
assistant (PDA), Nintendo GameBoyTM, or SONY brand 
PSPTM). In some embodiments, a user device such as a PDA 
or cell phone may be used in place of, or in addition to, some 
or all of the GD 60 components depicted in FIG. 1B. 

[0026] The GD 60 of FIG. 1B includes a processor 62, 
such as one or more Intel® Pentium® processors, or similar 

processors manufactured by other companies such as 
Advanced Micro Devices, Incorporated. The processor 62 is 
in communication With a memory 80 and a communication 
port 64 (e.g., for communicating With one or more other 
devices, such as With a peripheral device). The memory 80 
may comprise an appropriate combination of magnetic, 
optical and/ or semiconductor memory, and may include, for 
example, Random Access Memory (RAM), Read-Only 
Memory (ROM), a compact disc and/or a hard disk. The 
memory 80 may comprise or include any type of computer 
readable medium. The processor 62 and the memory 80 may 
each be, for example: (i) located entirely Within a single 
computer or other device; or (ii) connected to each other by 
a remote communication medium, such as a serial port 
cable, telephone line or radio frequency transceiver. In one 
embodiment, the GD 60 may comprise one or more devices 
that are connected to a remote server computer, such as a 

GS, Which may be a casino server, for maintaining databases 
or data in another memory scheme. 

[0027] The memory 80 stores a program 82 for controlling 
the processor 62. The processor 62 performs instructions of 
the program 82, and thereby operates in accordance With 
embodiments of the present invention, and particularly in 
accordance With the methods described in detail herein. For 
example, in some embodiments, the program 82 also 
includes instructions operable to determine a reduced 
aWards amount associated With the free play mode of 
operation. The program 82, as Well as any other program for 
controlling a processor described herein, may be stored in a 
compressed, uncompiled and/or encrypted format. The pro 
gram 82 furthermore includes program elements that may be 
necessary, such as an operating system, a database manage 
ment system and “device drivers” for alloWing the processor 
62 to interface With one or more computer peripheral 
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devices. Appropriate program elements are known to those 
skilled in the art, and need not be described in detail herein. 

[0028] According to an embodiment, the instructions of 
the program 82 may be read into a main memory from 
another computer-readable medium, such from a ROM to 
RAM. Execution of sequences of the instructions in program 
82 may cause processor 62 to perform one or more process 
steps described herein. In alternate embodiments, hard 
Wired circuitry may be used in place of, or in combination 
With, software instructions for implementation of some or all 
of the processes of the present invention. Thus, embodi 
ments described herein are not limited to any speci?c 
combination of hardWare and software. 

[0029] The memory 80 may also store one or more data 
bases 84, or portions thereof. For example, the database 84 
of memory 80 may be one or more of a probability database, 
a payout database, and/or a free play mode database. Thus, 
the memory 80 of the GD 60 may be con?gured to provide 
at least some of the data required for a player to play a game 
of chance, and the GD may then obtain any other required 
softWare, data, and/or instructions from one or more other 
devices. 

[0030] The ?elds of a probability database may specify, 
for example: (i) a random number (or range of random 
numbers) that may be generated by a random number 
generator; and (ii) an outcome that indicates the one or more 
indicia comprising the outcome that corresponds to the 
random number of a particular record. A GD 60 may utiliZe 
a probability database to determine, for example, What 
outcome corresponds to a random number generated by a 
random number generator and to display the determined 
outcome. For example, the outcomes may comprise the three 
symbols to be displayed along the payline of a three-reel slot 
machine. Other arrangements of probability databases are 
possible. For example, the book “Winning At Slot 
Machines” by Jim Regan (Carol Publishing Group Edition, 
19264) illustrates examples of payout and probability tables 
and hoW they may be derived. The entirety of this book is 
incorporated by reference herein for all purposes. 

[0031] The ?elds of a payout database may specify, for 
example: (i) an outcome, Which indicates the one or more 
indicia comprising a given outcome; and (ii) a payout that 
corresponds to each respective outcome. If GD 60 comprises 
an electronic version of a three-reel slot machine, for 
example, the outcomes may mirror those obtained on a 
three-reel slot machine so that, after determining the out 
come for displaying on the GD display, the GD may access 
a payout database to determine Whether that outcome is one 
of the outcomes stored as corresponding to a payout. If it is, 
the GD may provide the corresponding payout to the player 
via a bene?t output device described herein. Other arrange 
ments of payout databases are possible. For example, the 
book “Winning At Slot Machines” by Jim Regan (Carol 
Publishing Group Edition, 19264), previously incorporated 
by reference, illustrates many examples of payout and 
probability tables and hoW they may be derived. In some 
embodiments, an alternate free play mode or no-bet mode 
payout database may be used to specify, for example: (i) one 
or more outcomes that includes a de?nition of Which indicia 

comprise any/each of the predetermined outcomes; and (ii) 
a reduced payout or priZe aWard that corresponds to each 
respective outcome in free play mode (Which Will be 
explained in detail beloW With reference to FIG. 1C). 
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[0032] The processor 62 is also operable to communicate 
With a random number generator 66, Which may be a 
component of the GD 60 in some con?gurations or of an GS 
in some embodiments. The random number generator 66 (as 
Well as any other random number generator described 
herein), in accordance With at least one embodiment, may 
generate data representing random or pseudo-random values 
(referred to as “random numbers” herein). The random 
number generator may generate a random number every 
predetermined unit of time (e.g., every second) or in 
response to an initiation of a game on the gaming device. 
The generated random numbers may be used as they are 
generated and/or stored for future use. 

[0033] A random number generator, as used herein, may 
be embodied as a processor separate from but Working in 
cooperation With processor 62. Alternatively, a random 
number generator may be embodied as an algorithm, pro 
gram component, or softWare stored in the memory of a GD 
or on another device, such as on an GS, and used to generate 
a random number. Alternately, a GD oWner or operator may 
obtain sets of random numbers that have been generated by 
another entity using knoWn methods. 

[0034] The processor 62 is also operable to communicate 
With a bene?t output device 68, Which may be a component 
of GD 60. The bene?t output device 68 may comprise one 
or more devices for outputting a bene?t to a player of the 
gaming device 60. For example, in one embodiment the GD 
60 may provide coins and/or tokens and/ or chips as a bene?t. 
The GD 60 may also or alternately provide a receipt or other 
document on Which there is printed an indication of a 
bene?t, such as a cashless gaming receipt that has printed 
thereon a monetary value redeemable for cash. In such an 
embodiment the bene?t output device 68 may comprise a 
printing and document dispensing mechanism, to provide, 
for example, a ticket, coupon, or a cashless gaming voucher 
having a monetary value. In yet another example, the GD 60 
may provide electronic credits as a bene?t that may be 
subsequently converted to coins and/or tokens. In yet 
another example, the GD 60 may credit a monetary amount 
to a ?nancial account associated With a player, such as a 

credit card account, a debit account, a charge account, a 
checking account, and/or a casino account. In such an 
embodiment, the bene?t output device 68 may include a 
credit meter balance and/or a processor that manages the 
amount of electronic credits that is indicated on a display of 
a credit meter balance. In such an embodiment the bene?t 
output device 68 may comprise a device for communicating 
With a server on Which the ?nancial account is maintained. 

In some embodiments, the bene?t output device 68 may 
output a coupon or voucher that may be used to obtain a 
product or service. 

[0035] Note that, in one or more embodiments, the GD 60 
may include more than one bene?t output device 68 even 
though only one bene?t output device is illustrated in FIG. 
1B. For example, GD 60 may include both a hopper and 
hopper controller combination and a credit meter balance 
(See FIG. 1A). Such a GD may be operable to provide more 
than one type of bene?t to a player. 

[0036] The processor 62 is also operable to communicate 
With a display device 70, Which may be a component of GD 
60. The display device 70 may comprise, for example, one 
or more display screens or areas for outputting information 



US 2006/0258422 A1 

related to game play on the gaming device, such as a cathode 
ray tube (CRT) monitor, liquid crystal display (LCD) screen, 
or light emitting diode (LED) screen. In addition, the GD 60 
may include more than one display device 70, for example, 
an LCD display for displaying electronic reels and a vieWing 
WindoW behind Which are located mechanical reels so that 
the player can vieW rotation of the mechanical reels during 
game play. The display device 70 may also be operable to 
display one or more messages to a player, for example, an 
indication and/or a Warning that the player is operating the 
GD in free play mode so that a reduced payout schedule is 
in effect. 

[0037] The processor 62 may also be in communication 
With one or more other devices besides the display device 
70, for outputting information (e.g., to a player or another 
device). Such other one or more output devices may also be 
components of GD 60. Such other one or more output 
devices may include, for example, an audio speaker (e.g., to 
output a message to a player, in addition to or in lieu of such 
a message being output via a display device 70), an infra-red 
transmitter, a radio transmitter, an electric motor, a printer, 
a coupon or product dispenser, an infra-red port (e.g., for 
communicating With a second gaming device or a portable 
device of a player), a Braille computer monitor, and/or a coin 
or bill dispenser. Examples of common GD output devices 
include a cathode ray tube (CRT) monitor on a video poker 
machine, a bell on a gaming device (e.g., rings When a player 
Wins), an LED display of a player’s credit balance, and an 
LCD display of a personal digital assistant (PDA) for 
displaying keno numbers. 

[0038] The processor 62 is also in communication With an 
input device 72, Which is a device that is capable of 
receiving an input (e.g., from a player or another device) and 
Which may be a component of GD 60. An input device may 
communicate With or be part of another device (eg a server, 
another GD, etc.). Some examples of input devices include: 
a bar-code scanner, a magnetic stripe reader, a computer 
keyboard or keypad, a computer mouse, a button (e.g., 
mechanical, electromechanical, or “soft”, as in a portion of 
a touch-screen), a sWitch (eg a tWo position toggle sWitch 
that may be used to sWitch betWeen a regular mode and free 
play mode), a handle, a keypad, a touch-screen, a micro 
phone and associated voice recognition unit (Which may 
include voice recognition softWare), an infrared sensor, a 
voice recognition module, a biometric input device (ie a 
?ngerprint or retinal scanner), a coin or bill acceptor, a sonic 
ranger, a computer port, a video camera, a motion detector, 
a digital camera, a netWork card, a universal serial bus 
(USB) port, a GPS receiver, a radio frequency identi?cation 
(RFID) receiver, an RF receiver, a thermometer, a pressure 
sensor, an infrared port (e.g., for receiving communications 
from With a second gaming device or a another device such 
as a smart card or PDA of a player), a Weight or pressure 

sensor (such as a Weight scale), a motion sensor, and a global 
positioning system card, chip or sensor. Common GD input 
devices include a button or touch screen on an electronic 

video poker machine, a lever or handle connected to the GD, 
a magnetic stripe reader to read a player tracking card 
inserted into an GD, a touch screen for input of player 
selections during game play, and a coin and bill acceptor 
(see e.g., FIG. 1A). Input device 72 may comprise any of the 
above-described input devices or any combination thereof 
(i.e., input device 72 may comprise more than one input 
device). 

Nov. 16, 2006 

[0039] The input device 72 may include an apparatus for 
determining if a player perceives that the GD is in a “cold 
period” and that provides an indication to the processor 62 
Which may be interpreted as a trigger condition for offering 
free play mode to a player. Such an apparatus may include 
a counter that monitors, tracks and/or counts the number of 
non-Winning outcomes generated by the GD and then out 
puts a signal When the number of non-Winning outcomes 
exceeds a predetermined threshold number. In some 
embodiments, an apparatus is provided that is operable to 
determine if the player is feeling frustrated, and con?gured 
to provide an output signal to the processor as an input for 
determining a trigger condition that may be used to offer free 
play mode to a player. For example, the device may include 
a play activator coupled to the processor, and a sensor 
coupled to the play activator and the processor, Wherein the 
sensor is operable to generate a signal indicative of an 
amount of force that the player exerts on the play activator, 
and Wherein the processor is operable to receive the signal 
and determine if the amount of force exceeds a prede?ned 
threshold amount of force. In some embodiments, the input 
device 72 is operable to sWitch the GD back to the regular 
mode of operation from the free play mode of operation 
When a request is received from a player, and/or When a 
termination condition (described in detail beloW) occurs. In 
some embodiments, the input device 72 may be con?gured 
to communicate With a peripheral device, a smart card, a 
USB key device, a personal digital assistant, a handheld 
device, and a casino personnel device, and may be con?g 
ured to permit access to the database 84 to obtain at least a 
portion of free play mode data. 

[0040] In some embodiments, an GD 60 may comprise 
components capable of facilitating both input and output 
functions (i.e., input/output devices). For example, a touch 
sensitive display screen is an input/output device (e.g., the 
device outputs graphics and receives selections from play 
ers). In another example, a processor may communicate With 
a “ticket-in/ticket-out” device con?gured to dispense and 
receive cash-out tickets. Such a device may also assist in 
(e.g., provide data so as to facilitate) various accounting 
functions (e.g., ticket validation and redemption). 

[0041] Of course, as Would be understood by one of 
ordinary skill in the art, a GD 60 may comprise various 
combinations of any or all of the component devices 
described herein. For example, in one or more embodiments, 
the GD may include more than one display device, one or 
more other output devices, several input devices, and so on 
(e.g., tWo display screens, tWo audio speakers, a headset, a 
ticket-in/ticket-out device and several buttons). 

[0042] The processor 62 is also in communication With a 
payment system 76, Which may be a component of the GD 
60. The payment system 76 is a device capable of accepting 
payment from a player (e.g., a bet or initiation of a balance) 
and/or providing payment to a player (e.g., a payout). 
Payment is not limited to currency, but may also include 
other types of consideration, including products, services, 
and alternate currencies. Payment system 76 may be con 
sidered to be an example of an input device 72 in some 
embodiments. 

[0043] Exemplary methods of accepting payment by the 
payment system 76 include (i) receiving hard currency (i.e., 
coins or bills), and accordingly the payment system 76 may 
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comprise a coin or bill acceptor; (ii) receiving an alternate 
currency (e.g., a paper cashless gaming voucher, a coupon, 
a non-negotiable token), and accordingly the payment sys 
tem 76 may comprise a bar code reader or other sensing 
means; (iii) receiving a payment identi?er (e.g., a credit card 
number, a debit card number, a player tracking card number 
or other account identi?er) and debiting the account identi 
?ed by the payment identi?er; and (iv) determining that a 
player has performed a value-added activity. 

[0044] Processor 62 may also be in communication With a 
player tracking device 78, Which may be a component of GD 
60. Player tracking device 78 may, in some embodiments, be 
considered an example of an input device 72. Player tracking 
device 78 may, in one or more embodiments, comprise a 
reader device operable to read information from and/ or Write 
information to a card such as a smart card and/or a player 

tracking card, such that (i) players may be identi?ed, and (ii) 
various data associated With players may then be deter 
mined. For example, previous Wagering, coin-in and/or 
cash-out behaviors previously engaged in by the player, and 
the number of promotional credits available to that player 
may be determined based on information associated With the 
player identi?er. 

[0045] In one embodiment, the player tracking device 78 
may comprise (i) a card reader (e. g., a port into Which player 
tracking cards may be inserted), (ii) various input devices 
(e.g., a keypad, a touch-screen), (iii) various output devices 
(e.g., a small, full-color display screen), and/or (iv) combi 
nations thereof (e.g., a touch-sensitive display screen that 
accommodates both input and output functions). Various 
commercially available devices may be suitable for such an 
application, such as the NextGenTM interactive player track 
ing panel manufactured by IGT or the iVIEW display screen 
manufactured by Bally® Gaming and Systems. 

[0046] As knoWn in the art, “smart cards” may incorporate 
(i) a memory, and (ii) means for accessing such a memory. 
For example, in an embodiment, the memory may store data 
related to aspects of the present invention. Data may be 
Written to the smart card during game play in both regular 
and free play modes, and various data may be updated on a 
continuous, or periodic, or event-triggered basis. Accord 
ingly, in one or more embodiments one or more devices 

operable to carry out various processes of the present 
invention may have associated thereWith a smart card reader 
device, such that data may be read from the smart card 
pursuant to the execution of such processes. 

[0047] In one embodiment, GD 60 may be operable to 
facilitate doWnloadable games such that games available for 
play on GD 60 may be stored on a server device and 
doWnloaded to the GD 60. In one embodiment, softWare 
components of the GD 60 may be remotely modi?ed and/or 
updated by another device. For example, payout or prob 
ability tables for both the regular mode and free play mode 
of GD operation stored in the memory of the GD 60 may be 
altered, modi?ed or updated remotely, hot ?xes may be 
applied to softWare stored by the GD 60 and/ or neW versions 
of softWare may be doWnloaded to the GD 60. Similarly, the 
GD 60 may be programmed to retrieve any or all such 
updates from another device, as appropriate. Any of the 
above (e.g., doWnloading of a game, updating of softWare, 
modi?cation of a regular mode or free play mode payout or 
probability table) may occur, for example, based upon an 
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occurrence of an event (e.g., a scheduled event, or a trigger 
event), an indication being received from casino personnel 
or other personnel (e.g., a regulator), and/or upon a request 
from a player. In an embodiment, GD 60 may be a thin client 
device that is controlled by one or more other devices. 

[0048] In one or more embodiments, aspects of the present 
invention, such as initiating free play mode of GD operation 
or terminating such free play mode and returning to a regular 
mode of GD operation, may be practiced by replacing and/or 
augmenting one or more components (e.g., hardWare and/or 
softWare components) of an existing GD. Thus, in one or 
more embodiments, the invention may be applied as a 
retro?t or upgrade to existing GDs currently available for 
play Within various casinos. 

[0049] In a speci?c example, a gaming device may com 
prise various electronic components mounted to one or more 
printed circuit boards (PCBs). Such components may 
include various hardWare described herein, such as a com 
munications port and various controllers of peripheral 
devices (e.g., a display controller), as Well as a memory for 
storing programming instructions (softWare) and a processor 
for carrying out such instructions. One form of memory 
commonly found in GDs is electronically erasable program 
mable read-only memory or erasable programmable read 
only memory (EEPROM or EPROM). Thus, in one or more 
embodiments, an EEPROM storing softWare With instruc 
tions for carrying out aspects of the present invention (as 
Well as instructions for carrying out other functions tradi 
tionally performed by the GD) may replace an EEPROM 
previously installed in a GD, such that the gaming device 
may be con?gured to operate in accordance With various 
processes described herein. 

[0050] For example, a “Free Play Module” may be made 
available for purchase to various casino operators. The free 
play module, Which may comprise various hardWare and 
softWare (e.g., an EEPROM storing softWare instructions), 
may be installed in and/or retro?t to an existing device such 
as a GD (e.g., a video-reel slot machine, a video poker 
machine, etc.). In some embodiments, When the free play 
module is installed (and/or retro?tted), all requests for free 
play mode of operation from a player are honored and a free 
play mode payout table is used in place of the regular mode 
payout table. In addition, players of the GD may elect (i) to 
play a game offered by the GD in regular mode but to be 
offered the opportunity to sWitch to a free play mode of 
operation if one or more trigger events occur, or (ii) to play 
a game in free play mode Whenever the player requests it, 
but that does not provide the player With any priZe aWards 
or payouts When a Winning outcome is displayed in free play 
mode. In an embodiment, the player may be charged a 
nominal fee for choosing to play a GD in free play mode. 

[0051] In one example, a touch-sensitive display screen 
may be con?gured to output a prompt asking a player if she 
Wishes to select a free play mode of GD operation. Such a 
prompt may be output in accordance With various trigger 
conditions (e.g., coins, bills or tickets are inserted; a credit 
balance decreases a predetermined percentage or amount 
from an initial credit balance, a player presses a “NO-BET 
PLA ” button; a motion, Weight, infrared or other sensor 
detects the presence of a player or certain predetermined 
actions thereof; etc.). Accordingly, a player may activate free 
play mode (e.g., by pressing an appropriately labeled icon of 
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a touch-sensitive display screen), and upon receiving the 
player’s selection, the GD may be con?gured to operate in 
free play mode. 

[0052] In still further embodiments, rather than con?gure 
existing GDs to execute embodiments described herein by 
installing or connecting neW hardWare and/or softWare, 
softWare may be doWnloaded into an existing memory of 
one or more GDs. US. Pat. No. 6,805,634 to Wells et al. 
teaches methods for doWnloading data to gaming devices in 
such a manner. The entirety of US. Pat. No. 6,805,634 is 
incorporated by reference herein for all purposes. Thus, in 
some embodiments, an existing GD may be reprogrammed 
to accommodate neW functionality of the present invention 
Without the need, or by minimiZing the need, to remove and 
replace hardWare Within the GD. 

[0053] FIG. 1C shoWs a table 100 that represents an 
example of a payout database, Which may be stored in a 
memory of a GD, such as the memory 80 of the GD 60 of 
FIG. 1B. In some embodiments, the payout table 100 may 
be stored in the memory of another device, for example, a 
GS or casino server. 

[0054] Referring to FIG. 1C, the table 100 includes a 
column 102 that lists various outcomes that may be pro 
duced by, for example, the GD 10 of FIG. 1A. Also included 
in table 100 is a column 104, Which lists the value of the 
payout for the respective outcomes, if any, Which may occur 
during a free play mode of GD operation. Column 106 lists 
the respective payout values for the outcomes Which result 
from play in the regular mode of GD operation. In some 
embodiments, some payouts made during the free play mode 
may be conditional. For example, a coupon may be dis 
pensed to the player in free play mode that entitles the player 
to 50 spins in regular mode if the player signs up for a 
magaZine subscription. Further details and examples of such 
conditional aWards are explained in detail in another section 
of this speci?cation beloW. 

[0055] Referring to the entries in roW R100-1, the slot 
machine may be arranged to alWays pay the top jackpot, 
Whether in free play mode or regular play mode. As shoWn 
in the entries for roWs R100-2 and R100-3, in free play mode 
payout column 104, reduced prizes of $10 and $6 may be 
paid for the “BELL-BELL-BELL” and “3BAR-3BAR 
3BAR” Winning combinations, respectively. These free play 
mode payouts are ten percent of the regular mode payout 
values. As shoWn in roW R100-4, if the player achieves a 
Winning combination of “BAR-BAR-BAR” during free play 
mode, the GD Will dispense a coupon that may entitle the 
player to a nominal prize, for example, a souvenir Worth 
$2.00 in the casino gift shop. In some alternate embodi 
ments, in free play mode, all Winning entries except for 
“SEVEN-SEVEN-SEVEN” may payout nothing. In such 
embodiments, as Will be explained beloW, the GD may 
display a message to the player indicating the regular mode 
payout amount that he Would have Won, if he had been 
operating the GD in the regular mode. 

[0056] As shoWn in roW R100-5, the “BAR-CHERRY 
SEVEN” outcome is a losing outcome in both free play 
mode and in regular play mode. It should be understood that 
such a non-Winning outcome may represent only one of a 
large number of non-Winning outcomes that may be listed in 
the table 100. It should also be noted that there may be many 
additional Winning outcomes besides those that are speci? 
cally shoWn in FIG. 1C. 
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2. Electronic Game Server (GS) Components 

[0057] FIG. 2 illustrates an example of a system 200 that 
includes an embodiment of an Electronic Game Server (GS) 
250 con?gured to communicate, through a Load Balance 
Device 206 and communications netWork 208, With a plu 
rality of GDs 210. A second GS 270 is also shoWn in 
communication With the plurality of GDs 210 through the 
Load Balance Device 206 and communications netWork 
208. It should be understood, hoWever, that only one GS or 
more than tWo GS’ s could be used, and thus that the netWork 
con?guration depicted in FIG. 2 is provided for illustrative 
purposes only. In addition, although FIG. 2 indicates that 
there may be any number of GDs (GD-1, GD-2 to GD-N), 
in any particular system con?guration including the embodi 
ment shoWn having tWo GS’s, there Will exist a threshold 
maximum number of GDs 210 that could be handled to 
ensure that the system functions ef?ciently. 

[0058] The GS 250 includes a processor 252, such as one 
or more Intel® Pentium® processors. The processor 252 is 
in communication With a communication port 254 for com 
municating With one or more other devices, such as the Load 
Balance Device 206, and a memory 256. The memory 256 
may comprise an appropriate combination of magnetic, 
optical and/ or semiconductor memory, and may include, for 
example, Random Access Memory (RAM), Read-Only 
Memory (ROM), a compact disc and/or a hard disk. The 
processor 252 and the memory 256 may each be, for 
example: (i) located entirely Within a single computer or 
other device; or (ii) connected to each other by a remote 
communication medium, such as an Ethernet cable, tele 
phone line or radio frequency transceiver. In one embodi 
ment, the GS 250 may comprise one or more devices that are 
connected to a separate, remote server computer or comput 
ers for maintaining databases. 

[0059] The memory 256 stores a program 258 for con 
trolling the processor 252. The processor 252 performs 
instructions of the program 258, and thereby operates in 
accordance With at least some embodiments of the present 
invention, and particularly in accordance With the methods 
described in detail herein. The program 258 may be stored 
in a compressed, uncompiled and/or encrypted format. The 
program 258 furthermore includes program elements that 
may be necessary, such as an operating system, a database 
management system and “device drivers” for alloWing the 
processor 252 to interface With computer peripheral devices. 
Appropriate program elements are knoWn to those skilled in 
the art, and need not be described in detail herein. The 
program 258 may include computer program code that 
alloWs the GS 250 to employ the communication port 254 to 
communicate With one or more GDs 210. 

[0060] According to an embodiment, the instructions of 
the program 258 may be read into a main memory from 
another computer-readable medium, such as from a ROM to 
a RAM. Execution of sequences of the instructions in 
program 258 causes processor 252 to perform the process 
steps described herein. In alternate embodiments, hard 
Wired circuitry may be used in place of, or in combination 
With, softWare instructions for implementation of the pro 
cesses of the present invention. Thus, embodiments of the 
present invention are not limited to any speci?c combination 
of hardWare and softWare. For example, in an embodiment, 
a peripheral device may be provided for storing audit data 
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that can only be accessed by authorized personnel, such as 
by a regulator and/or by a designated casino employee. 

[0061] In an embodiment, the GS 250 functions to provide 
one or more parameters for doWnloadable games playable 
on one or more GDs 210. Accordingly, as shoWn in FIG. 2, 
the memory 256 may also store: (i) a player database 260, 
(ii) a gaming device database 262 that stores information 
related to one or more gaming devices With Which the 
controller 250 is operable to communicate, (iii) a game 
database 264 that stores information regarding one or more 
games playable on and/or doWnloadable to one or more 

gaming devices, (iv) a free play mode database that stores 
free play parameters that may, for example, govern free 
game play mode operation on one or more of the GDs in the 
network; (v) a scheduling and/ or con?guration database 266 
useful for determining Which games are to be made available 
on Which gaming devices, and/or (vi) an audit database 268. 
The player database 260 may include, for example, data 
corresponding to a player identi?er, player preferences, an 
indication of Wagers placed or number of games played by 
a player, an indication of duration of play by a player at the 
gaming device, and the like. The free play mode database 
may include, for example, a reduced payout schedule and 
rules governing the outcomes for various games the player 
may play in free game mode, Which Will be discussed in 
more detail beloW. The audit database 268 may include, for 
example, data concerning the identity of each GD in the 
system, identifying indicia of all other communicating hard 
Ware, a log of game outcome requests and responses, and a 
log of all Winning outcomes and payouts. Some of the 
information stored in the various databases may also be 
stored in a memory associated With or physically located at 
the GD. It should be understood that the memory 256 might 
also store additional databases. 

[0062] Similarly, in one embodiment the GS 250 may be 
operable to con?gure one or more GDs 210 remotely, update 
softWare stored on a GD and/or to doWnload softWare or 
softWare components to an GD. For example, GS 250 may 
be operable to apply a hot ?x to softWare stored on a GD 
210, modify a payout and/or probability table stored on a 
GD for both regular mode operation and free play mode 
operation, and/or transmit a neW version of softWare and/or 
a softWare component to a GD. GS 250 may be programmed 
to perform any or all of the above functions based on, for 
example, an occurrence of an event (e.g., a scheduled event), 
receiving an indication from a quali?ed casino employee 
and/or other person (e.g., a regulator) and/or receiving a 
request from a player. 

[0063] Although the databases 260 through 268 are 
described as being stored in a memory of GS 250, in other 
embodiments some or all of these databases may be partially 
or Wholly stored, in lieu of or in addition to being stored in 
a memory of controller 250, in a memory of one or more 
other devices. Such one or more other devices may com 

prise, for example, one or more peripheral devices, one or 
more GDs, a slot server (if different from the GS 250), 
another electronic gaming server (such as GS 270) or 
different type of application server, another device, or a 
combination thereof. Further, some or all of the data 
described as being stored in the memory 256 may be 
partially or Wholly stored (in addition to or in lieu of being 
stored in the memory 256) in a memory of one or more other 
devices. Such one or more other devices may comprise, for 

Nov. 16, 2006 

example, one or more peripheral devices, one or more 
gaming devices, a slot server (if different from GS 250), 
another type of electronic gaming server or application 
server, another device, or a combination thereof. 

[0064] For example, in an embodiment a particular GS 
such as GS 250 may be designated an “Audit Server” and 
function to obtain and store GD gaming requests (ie to 
generate outcomes for a particular type of gaming device, to 
enter free play mode, etc.), responses, outcomes and/or other 
data that concern a GD 210, or a group of GDs, or an entire 
system of GDs. In an embodiment, the Audit Server may be 
operable to obtain and store various data of a group of GDs, 
for example, that are all in one physical location, such as a 
gaming ?oor of a casino, or in a lounge area of a hotel or 
restaurant, or in an airport lounge. In some embodiments, 
one or more GS’ s may function to obtain and store audit data 
of GDs in disparate locations that may be oWned by different 
entities. It is also contemplated that one or more servers may 
function to automatically analyZe a portion or portions of the 
audit data, Which may include free play mode data, con 
cerning any particular GD or group of GDs (as described in 
more detail beloW). In addition, one or more of the GS’s of 
a system may be a secure computer that can only be accessed 
by a regulator, or authoriZed casino personnel, or other 
authoriZed person. Accordingly, to access any of the data 
bases of a secure GS, input of security codes, such as one or 
more passWords, may be required. It is also contemplated 
that additional security measures Would be implemented, 
such as ?reWall programs to prevent unauthorized persons 
from vieWing and/ or modifying the data gathered therein. In 
some embodiments, a GS may be a Web Server. 

[0065] Thus, in some embodiments, a system 200 for 
providing free play mode of operation may include a plu 
rality of electronic game devices 210, Wherein at least one 
of the GDs is con?gured to provide a free play mode of 
electronic game device operation. Such a netWork system 
may also include at least one server, such as the GS 250, 
con?gured to communicate With the plurality of GDs 210, 
and to receive free play mode data. The GS 250 may be 
con?gured to obtain and to store the free play mode data in 
a free play mode database 265, Wherein the free play mode 
data may include data identifying the GD that is operating or 
that has operated in a free play mode, data identifying all 
other communicating devices associated With that GD, data 
associated With at least one termination condition, data 
corresponding to the time and date of each offer for free play 
mode operation, player identi?cation data, and/ or any other 
types of data associated With free play mode operation. In 
some embodiments, a GS includes at least one memory and 
is con?gured to automatically analyZe the free play mode 
data and to generate output, Which may be a report and/or 
one or more instructions for taking at least one action, based 
on the analysis. Such instructions may cause termination of 
the free play mode of operation on a particular GD, and/or 
may cause a message to be transmitted to a casino repre 

sentative, for example. 

3. Free Play Mode Operation 

[0066] FIG. 3 is a ?owchart 300 illustrating an embodi 
ment of the operation of a GD that offers free play mode 
operation to players. The GD may be part of a gaming 
system, such as the netWork system 200 shoWn in FIG. 2, or 
may be a stand-alone GD. Thus, as discussed above, the GD 
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may be one of a plurality of GDs that may be in commu 
nication With other GDs, GS’s, and/or other devices, Which 
may be con?gured in a thin-client architecture. A player 
initiates game play at a particular GD by making a payment 
and obtaining a credit balance. 

[0067] Referring again to FIG. 3, in step 302, a GD 
receives payment (or some form of consideration) and 
establishes a credit balance for the player. The GD may 
include a payment system (for example, the payment system 
30 of FIG. 1A) in order to accept the payments from players. 
The player can then use the credit balance to place bets and 
initiate Wagering game play. The GD may be, for example, 
a video poker machine. In step 304, the GD operates in 
regular mode, requiring the player to make a bet before he 
is permitted to push a button to request ?ve cards to be dealt, 
Which dealing task may be handled by some other device 
(for example, the GD is a video ?ve card stud gaming 
machine and cannot itself generate the information). A 
request parameter is ?ve-card stud, Which entails requesting 
?ve random numbers, and the request may be handled, for 
example, by a GS. The ?ve random numbers are then 
mapped to cards, and this function may be handled by an GS 
that is different from, or the same as, the GS that generated 
the random numbers. The results are transmitted back to the 
requesting GD, Which then uses the information to display 
the cards on a video screen to the player. Some or all of the 
data concerning this operation may be stored as transaction 
data in a database. 

[0068] Next, the player may request 306 to enter free play 
mode. But if the player has not requested free play mode, 
then in step 308 it is determined 308 if the player has made 
a request to cash out. If so, then the player is given a payout 
310 if he has a positive credit balance and the process ends. 
HoWever, if the player did not request a payout, then the GD 
continues to operate in regular mode 304. 

[0069] Player Indications for Free Play Mode 

[0070] Returning to step 306, the GD may output a prompt 
to a player asking him Whether he Would like to enter free 
play mode. For example, the GD displays a message to the 
player, “Would you like to enter free-play mode?”. Such an 
indication may be in response to an indication by a player. 
The player may provide this indication using an input 
device, With or Without a prompt from the GD. For example, 
a player may request free play mode (in response to a 
prompt, or in some embodiments Whenever the player 
desires) by pressing a button on a GD that is labeled 
“Activate Free Play Mode”, or a player may operate a touch 
screen on a GD to select “Start No-Bet Play”, or a player 
may toggle a sWitch on a GD, Where one sWitch option is 
“Regular Mode” and the other sWitch option is “Free Play 
Mode”, or a player may press the “Bet Zero Coins” button 
that may be located next to a “Bet One Coin” button and a 
“Bet TWo Coins Button” on a GD. In some embodiments, in 
order to request free play mode, the player may be required 
to press a “Decrease Bet SiZe” button on a slot machine and 
hold it doWn for 5 seconds, or may be required to press the 
“Decrease Bet SiZe” button on a GD multiple times to 
progressively decrease the bet siZe to Zero (eg from 3 
credits to 2 credits to 1 credit to 0 credits). In some 
embodiments, the prompt may be output to a player by using 
an interactive voice recognition unit (IVRU) that requires 
the player to audibly respond by speaking the Words “Yes, 
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please activate No Bet Mode” or the like. In some embodi 
ments, the player may insert a card or coupon into a reader 
device that entitles the player to a predetermined duration of 
free game play (for example, a coupon may be issued to a 
player that entitles the holder to “30 minutes of free play 
mode play on any IGT® machine”). 

[0071] In summary, an indication by a player that he 
Would like to enter the free play mode may include one or 
more of the folloWing: an indication that the player Would 
like to determine at least one outcome Without placing a bet; 
an indication that the player Would like to prevent his credit 
balance from declining; an indication that the player Would 
like to place the gaming machine in free play mode; an 
indication that the player Would like to place the gaming 
machine in “no bet” mode; and an indication that the player 
Would like to set his bet value to Zero. 

[0072] In some embodiments, rather than outputting a 
prompt directly to a player, an indication that a player 
quali?es for free play mode may be transmitted via a 
communication netWork to a casino representative. The 
casino representative may the present the offer for free play 
mode to the player and provide an indication that the player 
Would like to operate the GD in free play mode. For 
example, a casino hostess may carry a Wireless PDA that 
provides her With information regarding Which players 
qualify for free play mode and alloWs her to activate free 
play mode on GDs. Such an embodiment may be helpful for 
players Who are unfamiliar With free play mode, since a 
casino representative may be able to explain its operation to 
them and ansWer any questions they may have. 

[0073] In some embodiments, if a player has already 
provided an indication that he Would like to enter free play 
mode, the GD may issue an output message that requires 
veri?cation from the player to ensure that the player did not 
make the indication in error, and to ensure that the player 
understands the meaning of entering free play mode (e. g., a 
prompt may be issued that Warns: “Are you sure that you 
Want to enter free play mode? Note that you Won’t Win 
priZes in free play mode (except for the jackpot priZe). 
Please push the “No Bet Play” button again to con?rm.”) 
Such a prompt may include text, images, sounds, hyperlinks, 
animations, and video clips. The prompt may also or alter 
nately include a description or explanation of free play 
mode. Such a description may include details about hoW free 
play mode Works. For example, the GD may display a list of 
the rules of free play mode: “In free play mode, you can play 
for free (bet siZe=0) to ride out cold streaks on a GD. 
HoWever, priZes are reduced in free play mode. A Lemon 
Lemon-Lemon outcome in regular mode pays out 5 coins. 
HoWever, in free play mode, a Lemon-Lemon-Lemon out 
come doesn’t provide any payout . . . ”. In some embodi 

ments, the rules governing the free play mode of operation 
may be accessed by the player via a link provided in the 
prompt (similar to a hyperlink on the World Wide Web). 

[0074] In some embodiments, the GD may output a 
prompt to initiate free play mode in response to a trigger 
condition (Which Will be explained in detail beloW With 
regard to FIG. 4). For example, a trigger condition may be 
de?ned as a losing streak of 20 consecutive outcomes, and 
When such an event occurs then the GD may output a prompt 
for free play mode operation. In some embodiments, the GD 
may not output a prompt, and instead may simply make free 
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play mode available to a player (and the free play mode 
operation may become available Whenever an event, series 
of events, and/or a trigger condition occurs). For example, a 
player may be operating the GD in regular mode, Without the 
option of sWitching to free play mode (i.e., free play mode 
is disabled, or the player is locked out of free play mode). In 
response to a particular series of events (for example, 25 
consecutive losing outcomes), the option to enter free play 
mode may be enabled or unlocked. HoWever, no prompt 
may be output to the player. Instead, a subtle indication may 
be implemented (for example, a free play mode button next 
to the display on the GD illuminates to indicate that it is 
active and if pressed Would initiate free play mode operation 
on the GD). In some implementations, the free play mode 
feature may remain unlocked and available until the player 
chooses to utiliZe it, or become deactivated again When an 
event or events occur (e.g., if the credit balance increases 
above some threshold amount the free play mode may be 
deactivated, and/or if the credit balance falls beloW some 
predetermined amount free play mode may be activated 
again. In some embodiments, some other termination con 
dition may occur to deactivate free play mode, Which Will be 
discussed beloW). 

[0075] Game play in free play mode may be similar in 
some respects to game play in regular mode. For example, 
the player may spin reels, select cards, and vieW outcomes 
on the GD in a manner similar to that of existing GDs that 
only operate in regular mode. HoWever, as Will be explained 
in detail beloW, While in free play mode certain restrictions 
may apply regarding priZes for Winning outcomes, and the 
GD is forced to maintain the credit balance on the GD and 
cannot deduct credits from a player account or credit bal 
ance. 

[0076] Maintaining a Player’s Credit Balance 

[0077] As mentioned above, the GD may maintain a credit 
balance While in free play mode. Maintaining a credit 
balance may include keeping the credit balance at a constant 
value. For example, a player may enter free play mode With 
a credit balance of 54 credits, and no matter What outcomes 
are achieved by the player in free play mode (i.e., Wins or 
losses), the player’s credit balance Will remain equal to 54 
credits. In some embodiments, maintaining a credit balance 
may include preventing the credit balance from decreasing. 
In such embodiments, the player may Win priZes that 
increase his credit balance, but the player’s credit balance 
Will never decrease. For example, a player may enter free 
play mode With a credit balance of 54 credits. While in free 
play mode, he may then Win a prize of 3 credits, increasing 
his credit balance to 57 credits. The play may then proceed 
to obtain a series of losing outcomes. HoWever, since the 
player is in free play mode, his credit balance Will remain at 
57 credits, despite the losing outcomes. 

[0078] In some embodiments, maintaining a credit balance 
may include preventing the credit balance from falling 
beloW a threshold value. For example, While in free play 
mode, a GD may prevent a player’s credit balance from 
falling beloW 50 credits. The threshold value may be deter 
mined based on the value of the credit balance at the time the 
player enters free play mode. For example, a player may 
enter free play mode With a credit balance of 54 credits. 
While the player’s credit balance may increase to 60 credits 
because of a priZe and then fall back doWn to 57 credits 
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because of a loss, it Will never be alloWed to fall beloW 54 
credits (the threshold value). In some embodiments, the 
threshold value may be determined based on an offset from 
the player’s credit balance at the time the player enters free 
play mode. For example, a player may be prevented from 
losing more than 10 credits While in free play mode. 
Therefore, if a player enters free play mode With a credit 
balance of 54 credits, the threshold value may be set to 44 
credits. While the player’s credit balance may increase or 
decrease relative to its initial value of 54 credits, it Will never 
be alloWed to fall beloW the threshold value of 44 credits. In 
some embodiments, the threshold value may be determined 
based on a standard threshold value. For example, a GD in 
free play mode may prevent a player’s credit balance from 
falling beloW standard values of 50 credits, 100 credits, or 
150 credits. Therefore, if a player enters free play mode With 
a credit balance of 54 credits, the threshold value may be set 
to 50 credits. Similarly, if a player enters free play mode 
With a credit balance of 123 credits, the threshold value may 
be set to 100 credits. In some embodiments, the threshold 
value may be determined based on a threshold value speci 
?ed by the player. For example, upon entering free play 
mode, a player may be prompted to specify a threshold value 
above Which his credit balance should be maintained. For 
example, a player With a credit balance of 54 credits at the 
start of free play mode may specify a threshold value of 50 
credits. In some embodiments, the threshold value may be 
determined based on an indication from a casino represen 
tative or another computer system. For example, a casino 
representative may use a PDA to indicate to a GD that a 
player’s credit balance should be maintained at a value 
greater than or equal to 50 credits. 

[0079] In some embodiments, maintaining a credit balance 
may include providing a refund of credits. This refund may 
be provided at the time a loss occurs or at some other 
convenient time. For example, a player may have 54 credits 
on a GD. In response to a loss on the GD, the player’s credit 
balance may be reduced to 53 credits. In order to maintain 
the player’s credit balance, the GD may then refund 1 credit 
to the player, bringing the player’s credit balance back to 54 
credits. In a second example, a refund may be added to a 
player’s credit balance When the player exits free play mode 
and returns to regular mode on a GD. For example, a player 
may enter free play mode on a GD With a balance of 54 
credits and then proceed to lose 35 credits (bringing his 
balance to 19 credits remaining) before exiting free play 
mode. Upon exiting free play mode, the player may receive 
a refund of 35 credits, bringing his total back to 54 credits. 
In some embodiments, a player may be permitted to have a 
negative credit balance on a GD When operating the GD in 
free play mode. 

[0080] In some embodiments, maintaining a credit balance 
may include preventing a credit balance from decreasing at 
a rate greater than a threshold rate. For example, While in 
free play mode, a GD may prevent a player’s credit balance 
from decreasing by more than 2 credits per minute. The 
threshold rate may be determined based on a standard value, 
or based on an indication by the player, an indication of a 
casino representative, a command from a device in commu 
nication With the GD, or instructions from another computer 
system. In some embodiments, a player’s credit balance may 
be permitted to decrease at a threshold rate during free play 
mode. In some embodiments, maintaining a credit balance 
may also include methods of limiting a player’s Winnings. 
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For example, maintaining a credit balance may include 
preventing the credit balance for increasing, preventing the 
credit balance from rising above a threshold value, deduct 
ing one or more credits from the credit balance at predeter 
mined times and/or rates, and preventing a credit balance 
from increasing at a rate greater than a threshold rate. It is 
contemplated that players Will probably be more interested 
in preventing losses during free play mode rather than in 
limiting their Winnings. Consequently, limiting Winnings in 
free play mode may provide an effective means of reducing 
costs for a casino. 

[0081] Various indications may be output to a player as 
part of the process of maintaining a credit balance on a GD. 
Indications that may be provided could include displaying a 
threshold value (e.g., the minimum maintained value of the 
credit balance, and the threshold value may be displayed on 
a LED display next to a player’s credit balance on a GD), 
displaying an indication When the GD prevents the credit 
balance from falling beloW a threshold value (For example, 
a message “Don’t Worry, you didn’t lose any money, you’re 
in free play mode” may be output each time the player 
obtains a losing outcome When in free play mode), and the 
like. Such indications may be output on any of the various 
devices described herein (Which may include sensory, audio, 
and visual, display devices). 

[0082] Free Play Mode AWards/Prizes 

[0083] In some embodiments, the GD may use a different 
pay table in the free play mode than that used in the regular 
mode. For example, a GD may use a “pay table A” in the 
regular mode of operation and a “pay table B” in free play 
mode. In addition, the odds of obtaining an outcome in free 
play mode may be the same as the odds of obtaining the 
outcome in regular mode (for example, the odds of a 
Lemon-Lemon-Cherry outcome on a slot machine may be 
1/360 in both the free play mode and in the regular mode of 
operation). Such an embodiment may be more appealing to 
players Who are already familiar With the odds of an out 
come in regular mode, or to player Who use free play mode 
to ride out cold streaks on a GD. In some embodiments, the 
odds of obtaining a particular outcome in free play mode 
may be different from the odds of obtaining the outcome in 
regular play mode. For example, the odds of Winning a 
jackpot prize in free play mode may be reduced to prevent 
a casino from losing money. 

[0084] The value of a prize provided for obtaining an 
outcome in free play mode may be zero (for example, a 
straight ?ush outcome on a video poker machine operating 
in free play mode may not provide any prize to a player, 
Whereas the outcome Would have paid out 50 coins in 
regular play mode). In one embodiment, all prizes may be 
reduced to zero in free play mode. Reducing prize values of 
one or more outcomes may be preferred by a casino that 
Wants to reduce the expected cost of offering free play mode 
to players. Players Will likely be Willing to accept limited 
prizes in free play mode because they don’t have to place 
any bets to operate the GD in free play mode. In some 
embodiments, the value of a prize for an outcome in free 
play mode may be: less than the value of a prize provided for 
obtaining the outcome in regular play mode, or the same as 
the value of a prize provided for obtaining the outcome in 
regular play mode, or greater than the value of a prize 
provided for obtaining the outcome in regular play mode. 
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[0085] The type of prize provided to a player in free play 
mode may be different from the type of prize provide to a 
player in regular mode. Prizes in free play mode may be 
products, services, alternate currencies, coupons, and other 
forms of consideration. Examples include: coupons for 
dinners (same value to player, different value to casino), a 
coupon or voucher for a further free play mode game play 
for use on a later date, a Wagering ticket or slots ticket that 
may be output by the GD that entitles the player to further 
free play mode operation (Which may specify use of the 
same GD or another GD, and Which may be specify use 
during that gaming session or at a later date), a prize 
provided at a different GD (for example, in order for a player 
to obtain a prize of $20 that he Won on a video poker GD, 
the player may have to visit a slot machine GD located 
elseWhere in the casino), a GD dispensing a cash aWard, 
such as a $20 prize, to the player (such an embodiment may 
be valuable to casinos that Wish to direct players to certain 
GDs, for example, as part of a promotion, or because certain 
GDs are more pro?table than others), and a prize provided 
at a remote location (for example, a player Who Wins a prize 
on a GD may be directed to obtain his prize by taking a 
cashless gaming voucher to a store associated With the 
casino, and to present the cashless gaming voucher to a clerk 
at the store and the clerk may provide the prize to the 
player). Providing a prize at a remote location may be 
valuable to casinos that Wish to direct players to visit certain 
stores in the hopes that players Will make purchases at the 
stores. In addition, a prize aWarded during free play mode 
may have the same face value as the same prize When 
aWarded in regular mode, but may come With additional 
conditions for redemption. For example, the GD could 
display an outcome that in regular mode Would yield a $200 
payout, but if the player is playing in free play mode, Would 
only alloW the player to receive the $200 payout if the player 
performs some “task”, for example, gambling a certain 
amount of money before the end of the month, or test driving 
a Mercedes car at a local dealership. Such conditional 
aWards or conditional prizes may be useful for casinos to 
recoup and/or offset some or all of the costs associated With 
permitting players to Win cash amounts or other prizes in 
free play mode, because the required tasks (such as to drive 
a Mercedes car) could be advertisements that are paid for by 
third parties desiring to present players With such tasks or 
advertisements to entice the players to consider and/or 
purchase their products or services. 

[0086] A prize Won by a player in free play mode may be 
delayed. In some embodiments, a player may obtain a 
Winning outcome on a GD in free play mode, but the prize 
may not be provided until some later point in time. For 
example, a player may obtain a Cherry-Cherry-Cherry out 
come that pays $50 When operating a GD in free play mode. 
HoWever, the $50 prize may not be provided to the player 
immediately. Instead, the player may need to Wait 20 min 
utes before the slot machine dispenses the $50 prize (the 
player may be required to continue gaming during this 
Waiting period). Such an embodiment may be valuable as a 
method of encouraging players operating the GD in free play 
mode to continue operating the GD in regular mode after 
free play mode terminates. In some embodiments, the prize 
may be provided to a player in response to a trigger 
condition (e.g., an expiration of a Waiting period, an event at 
the GD, etc). 




































