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METHOD AND SYSTEM OF ENHANCED 
MESSAGING 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0001] 1. Field of the Invention 
[0002] The invention is directed to computer messaging 
systems, more particularly, to a method and system of 
enhancing user interaction With such systems. 
[0003] 2. Description of RelatedArt 
[0004] Networked computers can provide numerous help 
ful applications including alloWing people in different loca 
tions to communicate With each other. The Internet, a global 
computer network, has become a popular means of commu 
nicating from across the room to across the World. The type of 
communication ranges from simple one on one text instant 
messaging, to multiple member chat rooms. Some applica 
tions also include video and sound capabilities. 
[0005] Early text messaging or instant messaging applica 
tions Were limited to sending and receiving text. For various 
reasons, including incorporating a “mood” to typed text, 
people started using emoticons. Emoticons are draWings 
made from keyboard characters. For example placing a smi 
ley face “:)” after some text Would indicate a happy or playful 
tone to the text. 

[0006] As innovations in Internet technology advanced, 
additional features Were added to messaging applications 
such as changing background colors, text colors and font 
types. One popular feature added to instant messaging appli 
cations Were enhanced emoticons. Using enhanced emoti 
cons, messaging users could send and receive smiley face 
pictures or icons instead of just text. These pictures can be 
animated and add entertainment value to a messaging pro 
gram. 
[0007] In the spirit of emoticons some messaging programs 
alloWed users to send images of talking heads to each other. 
The heads Would be animated and Would play a sound clip. 
Talking heads became a Way to advertise products such as a 
movie by using the image of characters in the movie. 
[0008] A de?ciency of talking heads and all computer 
images and icons is that While the image and the voice clip 
may help to sell a product, the icons and images do not have 
content speci?c information that could link an Internet user to 
a variety of different types of media related to the image or 
icon. Currently, in WindoWsTM applications, “right clicking” 
on an image of movie A Will bring up a context menu includ 
ing menu items that can be selected to manipulate the image. 
“Right clicking” on an image of movie B Will bring up a 
context menu With the same items. Accordingly, a need exists 
for an improved method and system for netWork communi 
cations. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0009] The invention as described and claimed herein sat 
is?es this and other needs, Which Will be apparent from the 
teachings herein. An embodiment of the invention includes 
methods and apparatus for providing rich media for enhanc 
ing user interaction With a messaging program. The messag 
ing program provides access to a selection, for example, 
through a toolbar, of user selectable rich media through a 
messaging program interface, for example, through a com 
puter application WindoW and/or a graphical user interface 
(GUI). The rich media comprises user perceptible content 
such as, for example, an audio video ?le, (i.e., digital data 
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containing sound and/or images or other user perceptible 
information) and content speci?c information. Created mes 
sages that include rich media can be communicated to an 
intended recipient Which may be, for example another user of 
the messaging program. The rich media is received by the 
intended recipient for perception and, in addition, the 
intended recipient has access to the rich media. In an alternate 
embodiment rich media is assigned an identi?cation tag. 
Messages that are sent betWeen users of the messaging pro 
gram include the identi?cation tag of a particular rich media 
instead of the media itself. The rich media can be obtained by 
a user, for example, from a server or other storage device, 
using the identi?cation tag. 
[0010] One example of rich media is an enhanced icon. 
Enhanced icons are small images that preferably can be ani 
mated and that include motion and sound. Enhanced icons 
can be implemented, by Way of non-limiting example, as ?ash 
vector animation ?les (SWF) embedded With a sound ?le 
such as an MP3 ?le. Since enhanced icons can be animated 
images, they can represent anything from scenes of nature to 
characters in a movie. In addition, through the use of the 
embedded sound ?le the scenes of nature can be set to, for 
example, classical music and/or a character in the scene can 
be made to “speak.” For example, an animated movie char 
acter could “speak” a line from the movie. Once a user 
receives an enhanced icon they may save the enhanced icon 
and send the enhanced icon to other users of the messaging 
program Who in turn can save the enhanced icon and send it to 
other users. In this Way enhanced icons can spread in a viral 
manner to many users of the messaging program, making 
them an ideal marketing vehicle. 

[0011] In addition, in the described embodiments computer 
code is provided to alloW communication betWeen the rich 
media and the messaging program so that the rich media and 
the messaging program can interoperate. An example of hoW 
the computer code alloWs the rich media and the messaging 
program to interoperate is by giving the messaging program 
the ability to control the rich media that is playing at any given 
time. For example, if a ?rst rich media item is playing While 
a user sends or receives a second rich media item, the com 
puter code alloWs the messaging program to stop the playing 
of the ?rst rich media item and start playing the second rich 
media item. In addition, When a mouse pointer is placed over 
a particular item of rich media, the computer code can alloW 
the messaging program to display a caption spoken by the rich 
media and/ or display a description of the sounds played by the 
rich media. The caption and/or the description may be 
included in the content speci?c information Which can be part 
of the rich media. 

[0012] The computer code also Works With the messaging 
program to display a context menu When a rich media item is 
appropriately selected, for example, by left or right clicking 
on the rich media item. Through the computer code the mes 
saging program can populate the context menu using one or 
more items of the content speci?c information that is part of 
the rich media. The content speci?c information may include 
a description of the rich media and/or a transcription of the 
Words spoken by the rich media, context menu items includ 
ing universal resource identi?ers (URI) Which link to related 
content on the Internet and information related to other mes 
saging content. An exemplary URI is a universal resource 
locator (URL). Content speci?c information alloWs different 
rich media to include different information. For example, rich 
media items related to movies can include content speci?c 
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information that are links to movie trailers while rich media 
items that are related to music may include content speci?c 
information that are links to music clips from a group’s latest 
album. 
[0013] A messaging program user may be a user ofa mes 
saging service that is operated by an Internet content provider. 
As part of the messaging service a user may log in to a 
messaging service once the user initiates the messaging pro 
gram. This may be done by offering the user a log in interface 
or the log in process may be automatic. The messaging ser 
vice can track the user’s preferences and rich media selections 
and save the selections and preferences so that the user pref 
erences and rich media selections are available to the user 
regardless of the computer from which the user accesses the 
messaging service. In addition, the messaging service can 
track user statistics related to the usage of the rich media for 
various purposes including, by way of non-limiting example, 
advertising, marketing, research and/ or customer service pur 
poses. The messaging service can also allow a content pro 
vider to automatically update a user’s rich media selection by 
adding new or recommended rich media or by removing 
expired rich media. The messaging program also allows a 
user of the messaging program to modify their rich media 
selection. For example, the user may add, remove and/or 
reorder their rich media selection. 
[0014] Other objects and features of the invention will 
become apparent from the following detailed description, 
considered in conjunction with the accompanying drawing 
?gures. It is understood, however, that the drawings are 
designed solely for the purpose of illustration and not as a 
de?nition of the limits of the invention, for which reference 
should be made to the appended claims. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWING 
FIGURES 

[0015] In the drawing ?gures, which are not to scale, and 
which are merely illustrative, and wherein like reference 
numerals depict like elements throughout the several views: 
[0016] FIG. 1 is a schematic illustrating an exemplary sys 
tem implemented according to an embodiment of the inven 
tion; 
[0017] FIG. 2 is a schematic illustrating an exemplary com 
puter implemented according to an embodiment of the inven 
tion; 
[0018] FIG. 3 is a schematic illustrating an exemplary 
server implemented according to an embodiment of the 
invention; 
[0019] FIG. 4 is an exemplary diagram ofan instant mes 
sage (IM) graphical user interface (GUI) implemented 
according to an embodiment of the invention; 
[0020] FIG. 5 is an exemplary context menu implemented 
according to an embodiment of the invention; 
[0021] FIG. 6 is an exemplary IM GUI displaying an 
enhanced icon while enhanced icons are muted according to 
an embodiment of the invention; 
[0022] FIG. 7 is an exemplary IM GUI displaying an 
enhanced icon with enhanced icons disabled according to an 
embodiment of the invention; 
[0023] FIG. 8 is an exemplary enhanced icon dialog imple 
mented according to an embodiment of the invention; 
[0024] FIG. 9 is a ?owchart illustrating an exemplary server 
side method of the invention; 
[0025] FIG. 10 is a ?owchart illustrating an exemplary user 
side method of the invention; 
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[0026] FIG. 11 is a ?owchart illustrating an exemplary 
enhanced icon display method of the invention; 
[0027] FIG. 12 is a ?owchart illustrating an exemplary 
context menu method of the invention; 
[0028] FIG. 13 is a ?owchart illustrating an exemplary 
enhanced icon dialog method of the invention; 
[0029] FIG. 14 is an alternative embodiment of an exem 
plary IM GUI, further displaying a context menu for an 
enhanced icon in an enhanced icon toolbar; 
[0030] FIG. 15 is a ?owchart illustrating an exemplary 
enhanced icon menu of the invention; and 
[0031] FIG. 16 is a ?owchart illustrating an exemplary 
enhanced icon menu method of the invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF EXEMPLARY 
EMBODIMENTS 

[0032] There will now be shown and described in connec 
tion with the attached drawing ?gures several exemplary 
embodiments of a system and method of enhanced messag 
mg. 
[0033] With reference to FIG. 1, there is shown an exem 
plary block diagram of a system 100 implemented in accor 
dance with an embodiment of the invention. System 100 
includes a network 105, and four locations: home 110, work 
115, content provider location one 120 and content provider 
location two 125, each coupled to the network 105. In an 
embodiment of the invention the network 105 is the Internet, 
but in alternate embodiments, the system may also be used 
over any network of computers including local internets, 
intranets, local area networks (LANs), wide area networks 
(WANs), etc. or with any combination of networks. 
[0034] The enhanced messaging system can be used by a 
?rst user 130 located at home 110 and a second user 135 
located at work 115 to communicate with each other. While 
the example illustrated in FIG. 1 shows two users 130, 135 
communicating between two separate locations 110, 115, the 
invention is not limited to the illustrated example. For 
example an alternative embodiment includes two users 
located at work 125 communicating with a third user located 
at home 110, or any other number of persons or locations, the 
concepts, methods and systems described herein being scal 
able. 
[0035] The enhanced messaging system can be provided 
and supported by an Internet content provider, which can have 
one or more locations such as content provider location one 
120 and content provider location two 125. FIG. 1 illustrates 
two locations, but a content provider is not limited in the 
number of locations it can utiliZe. Content provider location 
one 120 includes server one 140, which can be a messaging 

service server; server two 145, which can be a staging server; 
and server three 150, which can be a production server. Con 
tent provider location two 125 includes server four 155, 
which can be an additional production server. While a content 

provider may have separate servers that perform separate 
functions, alternatively one or more servers may perform one 
or more functions each. In addition, the content provider can 
place the servers 140, 145, 150, 155 in any location 120, 125 
in any manner known, or to become known in the art. Further 
properties of the servers are described later with reference to 
FIG. 3. 
[0036] User one 130 ofFIG. 1 includes a user and a network 
communication medium. The communication medium may 
be a computing device. FIG. 2 illustrates an exemplary com 
puting device computer 130'. Computer 130' comprises a 
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display 254, an input device 256, a cursor control 258, ROM 
262, main memory 260, a processor 266, and a communica 
tion interface 268, coupled together by bus 364. The com 
puter 130' communicates With the netWork via the communi 
cation interface 268, Which may be implemented as, by Way 
of non-limiting example, a Network Interface card (NIC). 
The main memory 260 may be implemented as, by Way of 
non-limiting example, Random Access Memory (RAM) and/ 
or other dynamic memory storage device. Various input and 
output devices are provided as part of computer 130', includ 
ing, by Way of non-limiting example, a display 254, for 
example, cathode ray tube (CRT), liquid crystal display 
(LCD), etc., an input device 256 such as a keyboard, and a 
cursor control device 258 such as a mouse, or trackball, for 
example. 
[0037] The computer 130' also includes a data storage 
device 252, Which is coupled to the bus 264. The data storage 
device 252 may be implemented as, by Way of non-limiting 
example, a magnetic disk drive and magnetic disk, a CD 
ROM drive and CD-ROM, or other equivalent devices and 
data storage mediums. The storage device 252 comprises 
computer code de?ning an operating system 270, a broWser 
program 272 and a user side module 274, Which are described 
beloW in further detail. User side module 274 includes media 
and netWork communication medium coupling module (cou 
pling module) 205, rich media tracking module 216, environ 
ments 217 and rich media 210. Rich media 210 comprises 
user perceptible content and content speci?c information. 
While depicted as a computer, the computing device may be 
any device that can utiliZe a messaging program, such as, by 
Way of non-limiting example, a notebook computer, personal 
digital assistant (PDA), cell phone and the like. 
[0038] In accordance With an embodiment of the invention 
and in the descriptions of exemplary methods and apparatus 
of the invention, the user side module 274 may be imple 
mented as a messaging program 274. The messaging program 
274 can be a multi-function application the can provide many 
features including an instant messaging function, a chat room 
function, an email function, a calendar, neWs and stock 
reports. The plurality of functions canbe presented to the user 
through a plurality of overlapping application WindoWs that 
can be accessed through an array of messaging program tabs, 
each tab representing a different function. In alternate 
embodiments, the messaging program 274 can facilitate the 
transmission of any type of netWork message, including and 
not limited to instant messages, chat room messages, mes sage 
board entries and/or email messages, for example. The mes 
saging program 274 can be used as part of a messaging 
service supported by a content provider. 
[0039] Rich media 210 is comprised of user perceptible 
content 212 and content speci?c information 214. In accor 
dance With an embodiment of the invention, and in the 
description of exemplary methods and apparatus of the inven 
tion, rich media 210 may be implemented as an enhanced icon 
210. Enhanced icons 210 include userperceptible content 212 
that can be implemented as, by Way of non-limiting example, 
audio clips represented by an image that can be animated. The 
user perceptible content 212 can be associated With products 
or services. For example the image can be a representation of 
a character from a movie, and the character can be made to 
“speak” a line from the movie. Users of the messaging pro 
gram 274 are given an enhanced icon interface, such as for 
example a toolbar or menu, that can be ?lled With a list of 
favorite enhanced icons. By selecting from the enhanced icon 
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toolbar a messaging service user can include enhanced icons 
in the messages they send to other messaging program users 
thereby enhancing their conversations. For example, the 
availability of rich media items incorporating popular movie 
characters “speaking” Well knoWn phrases can attract net 
Work messaging users to a particular content provider’s ser 
vrce. 

[0040] Additionally, since the user perceptible content 212, 
such as for example, images, can be representations of mar 
keting partner media content, such as, for example, movie 
characters, TV characters, video game characters, music 
groups, toys, trademarks, logos, etc., the content provider can 
use enhanced icons 210 as an advertising platform and charge 
marketing partners, such as, for example, a movie studio, for 
using marketing partner speci?c enhanced icons on the con 
tent provider’s service. For example, the content provider can 
charge marketing partners a ?at fee for adding marketing 
partner speci?c enhanced icons to a messaging service and/or 
the content provider can charge a marketing partner accord 
ing to the number of times their enhanced icons have been 
used. 

[0041] By implementing certain technical speci?cations, 
the Work of creating neW enhanced icons 210 may be done by 
an outside contractor and/or a third party marketing partner. 
Some exemplary technical speci?cations comprise using a 
FlashTM vector animation ?le (SWF) With sound as an MP3 
?le, including an enhanced icon title and caption, optimiZing 
the enhanced icon to be displayed at 48x48 pixels, having a 
50K ?le siZe limit and a ten second animation and sound limit 
With no looping. In this embodiment the user perceptible 
content 212 and the content speci?c information 214 are part 
of the same SWF. Therefore each enhanced icon 210 is one 
?le that can be easily stored and accessed. In an alternate 
embodiment, the user perceptible content 212 and the content 
speci?c information 214 may be separate components from 
the SWF. The separate components may be associated With 
each other via XML that describes each of the components of 
an enhanced icon 210. In response to receiving XML describ 
ing an enhanced icon 210, the messaging program 274 can 
retrieve the separate components that make up the enhanced 
icon 210. Splitting an enhanced icon 210 into separate com 
ponents makes it easier to modify or upgrade an enhanced 
icon 210. For example modifying the audio and context menu 
items of an enhanced icon 210 for different languages, With 
out the necessity to change the image ?le. 
[0042] A resource administrator 312 may be used to moni 
tor neW content received from an outside contractor and/ or a 

marketing partner and manage existing content. The neW 
content is validated to make sure it meets the technical speci 
?cations, and is rejected if the speci?cation is not met. In 
alternate embodiments the resource administrator 3 12 may be 
able to alter a non-conforming enhanced icon so that it meets 
the technical speci?cations. The resource administrator 312 
may be implemented as a human operator or the resource 
administrator 312 may be a computer program that is 
executed through, for example, a Web interface. Marketing 
Partners can manage their content through the Web interface. 
The resource administrator 312 may be executed as part of a 
staging module 320 for messaging service content. 
[0043] The display of enhanced icon captions, Which are 
part of content speci?c information 214, can be different 
depending on the audio of the enhanced icon 210. If the 
enhanced icon 210 represents a person saying something, the 
caption can be in quotes and italiciZed, for example: “I love 


























