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second portion of the interface, and then reviewed in depth 
in yet a third portion of the interface. [The query and review 
ing operations by the user can all take place therefore, within 
a single screen, providing the user with a simpli?ed but pow 
erful tool for perusing subject matter of interest from a large 
collection of message postings. Collections of messages can 
be pre-compiled and downloaded to the user in advance, 
based on predictive logic, resulting in faster perceived 
response times from the user’s viewpoint. In a preferred 
embodiment, the present interface is used in connection with 
a ?nancial information based message board system, where 
it is used by members of an online electronic community to 
capture and share individual user rationales and logic for 
purchasing or selling ?nancial instruments such as 
securities, options, etc] 
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USER INTERFACE FOR INTERACTING 
WITH ONLINE MESSAGE BOARD 

Matter enclosed in heavy brackets [ ] appears in the 
original patent but forms no part of this reissue speci?ca 
tion; matter printed in italics indicates the additions 
made by reissue. 

CROSS REFERENCE TO MICROFICHE 
APPENDIX 

Appendix A, which forms part of this disclosure and is 
incorporated by reference herein, is a micro?che appendix 
consisting of 2 sheets of micro?che having a total of 171 
frames. 

Micro?che Appendix A is a list of computer programs and 
related data in an embodiment of the present invention, 
which is described more completely below. 

FIELD OF INVENTION 

The present invention relates to an intelligent data 
collection/presentation interface for use with an online elec 
tronic message board. The invention is especially suited for 
searching, reviewing and analyzing various forms of discus 
sion group content posted on the internet and other online 
networks. 

COPYRIGHT NOTICE 

A portion of the disclosure of this patent document con 
tains material that is subject to copyright protection. The 
copyright owner has no objection to the xerographic repro 
duction by anyone of the patent document or the patent dis 
closure in exactly the form it appears in the Patent and 
Trademark O?ice patent ?le or records, but otherwise 
reserves all copyright rights whatsoever. 

BACKGROUND OF INVENTION 

Online bulletin board systems (BBS) and discussion 
group boards are well-known in the art. Surprisingly, 
however, over the past 15 years or so they have failed to 
evolve signi?cantly in sophistication and/or ease of use. In 
fact, compared to the developments made in applications 
software, user interfaces, internet browsers, etc., online mes 
sage boards are still remarkably primitive. 
At this time, some popular stock discussion boards known 

to applicants are located on the internet at web sites main 
tained by Dejanews, Yahool, Motley Fool, Silicon Investor, 
Raging Bull and Remarq. 
Of these, the fool.com board website maintained by an 

organization known as “The Motley Fool” is probably the 
most technologically sophisticated and user-friendly. 
However, this message board, as with each of the boards 
above, is constricted by the fact that it relies on HTML 
coding, which, while easy to implement on the provider side, 
is relatively static, and not extremely functional from the 
user’s perspective. HTML is also easily handled by conven 
tional user web browsers as well, and this is another reason 
why it is in widespread use. 
A conventional prior art message board is illustrated in 

FIGS. 1A and 1B. As seen here, an interface 100 for an 
internet service provider permits the user to visualize a dis 
play area 110 which includes a number of posted messages 
115 for a particular subject, which, in this case, involves 
company A. These posted messages are generated by users 
having access to the website maintained by the service 
provider, and can include information, commentary, etc., on 
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2 
any one of a variety of different subjects pertaining to com 
pany A, such as, for example, discussions of recent stock 
movements, products offered, press releases, etc. The users 
(subscribers) of the service provider compose these mes 
sages at their local computer systems, and then send (post) 
the same to a server at the website, where they are screened 
(usually for improper content), indexed (to identify topic, 
author, date, etc.) and stored for later retrieval by other users. 
Each message, therefore, is posted by a user-author within 
the logical area for Company A according to topic, and date, 
and such information is usually displayed in a region 115 of 
display area 110. A list of such messages, therefore, appears 
to the user when he/ she visits the message board, and selects 
the logical area reserved for Company A. This list for Com 
pany A can be organized by topic, author, date, etc. by click 
ing an activation button associated with each of the labels 
“Topic,” “Author” and/or “Date.” An additional set of con 
trol buttons 125 can be used by the user to perform such 
functions as “Request”ii.e., to retrieve the message high 
lighted by the cursor (the entry marked in shaded form), 
“Create”iwhich allows the user to compose a new message 
for the topic in question, and “Find” which allows the user to 
search the list of messages in the topic area for selected 
content. As seen further in FIG. 1b, when the user Requests a 
particular message, display area 110 is replaced by a differ 
ent display area 130, which shows the user the message entry 
in question. At this point, the user can read the content of the 
message as provided in area 135, and can then respond to the 
same by activating a “Reply” button 140. This has the effect, 
of course, of posting yet another message under the topic in 
question, identi?ed with an author name corresponding to 
the user. 

This message board system, while commonly used in the 
industry, is not extremely functional or user friendly. First, 
from a high level perspective, when ?rst visiting the message 
board, the user is presented with a ?rst screen as seen in FIG. 
1C which forces them to select from a broad area of subjects 
broken down as Company A, Company B, Company C, etc. 
This means that a decision must be made by the user early on 
to narrow the focus of his/her query, and this restricts their 
later retrieval of relevant material that may be of interest to 
them. Accordingly, it is not extremely accurate or ?exible, 
since the user must return to this ?rst search staging area 
anytime they want to change subjects. 

Second, assuming that the user is at the second stage of 
the prior art search interface shown in display area 110, and 
wants to examine a particular message, display area 110 
vanishes from his/her view, so they are unable to jump to any 
other arbitrary selected message located within the topic 
area. Instead, the user is con?ned to moving through the 
messages (using interface 130, which is essentially yet a 
third stage of the interface) sequentially, typically using the 
“Prior” and “Next” buttons shown in area 140, which have 
the effect of moving backwards/forwards respectively 
through the list of messages for the topic. Since the display 
list of all the posted messages from the second stage is now 
out of sight, the user can experience signi?cant frustration in 
trying to ?nd another message that may have caught his/her 
attention during the time they were examining display area 
110. The alternative, of course, is to close area 130 and 
return to the display area 110, and this option does allow the 
user to see the list again. This alternative is not attractive, 
however, since it requires additional keystrokes, and has the 
effect of now closing area 130 so it is no longer visible by the 
user. 

In short, there is no easy way in the art to browse through 
messages on a bulletin board in random access fashion, or to 
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see both a message list and content for a particular message 
at the same time. Also, the user must constantly transcend 
different stages of visual interfaces to move about during the 
search process, because such stages do not exist in any 
integrated, harmoniZed fashion. 

Third, While the user is at the second stage of the search 
process, he/ she is limited to seeing the messages in display 
area 110 as they are stored at the Website; in other Words, 
indexed by Topic, Author, Date, etc., but With no additional 
screening/?ltering capability. This means that the user is 
sometimes (depending on popular the topic is) forced to 
broWse through hundreds of messages (postings) to ?nd an 
item of interest. While the prior art does alloW some search 
ing capability Within this second stage, it is relatively primi 
tive in that it cannot transcend the logical area bound by 
messages for Company A; in other Words, it is not possible 
to search across all subjects for a keyWord of interest. Again, 
this means that the user is not receiving complete 
information, and this detracts from the appeal of such sys 
tem. Also, the search constructs possible With the prior sys 
tem are very limited, and do not alloW for advance ?ltering 
techniques, so that, for example, the user can use multiple 
?lters to ?nd content. For instance, locating postings by a 
speci?c author having speci?c keywords is not possible at 
this time. Moreover, Within this second stage, the user must 
formulate and de?ne his/her oWn search queries for each 
neW query, and then pass this request to the service provider, 
Where it is processed to return relevant hits to the user. This 
can take time, of course, and because this portion of the 
interface has no “memory”iin the sense of remembering 
the user’s predilections and search interests/constructs ithe 
user is required to Waste time each time he/she visits this 
stage to re-formulate the search query to retrieve messages 
of interest. It Would be far more advantageous, for example, 
if the interface could learn, remember, and automate com 
mon query and ?ltering criteria from the user. 

These and other noticeable limitations reduce the utility 
and utiliZation of message boards, and this in turn results in a 
number of adverse consequences for service providers, 
including feWer subscribers, reduced revenue, etc. These 
limitations, are due, in large part, to limitations in HTML, 
Which do not provide for easy creation and manipulation of 
active display areas for the user. While other implementa 
tions of message boards might provide additional functional 
ity beyond that described for the example above, applicants 
are nonetheless unaWare of any message boards that provide 
?exible but comprehensive user selection of content. 

Furthermore, While more advanced and useful interfaces 
exist for other applications, they have not been successfully 
adapted to date in connection With a message board system. 
For example, a conventional commercial neWs reader by 
Netscape is illustrated generally in FIG. 1D. This program 
has the advantage of a ?exible interface for revieWing neWs 
stories, but does not provide any intelligent support for mul 
tiple levels of bulletin board message organiZation, message 
querying, etc. In other Words, the content sources (on the left 
side of the screen) are simply neWsgroups, Which represent 
data that is in raW, unorganiZed and non-descriptive form as 
posted by various individuals Within such neWsgroups. The 
user is left to guess and Wonder about the nature and scope of 
the various selections (newsgroups), and/or What subject 
matter, classes, sub-classes, etc., are Within such selections. 
As the message items are created by individuals, it is often 
the case that these message items are not placed Within an 
appropriate category (neWsgroup), because the user does not 
have the time, interest or inclination to make certain that 
his/her message is placed in the right area for others to see it. 
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Thus, the raW data examined by such interface is not intelli 
gently created ab initio, and this means that it is not classi 
?ed or managed (i.e. by subject matter/class, or in accor 
dance With groupings that might be more germane to a 
particular community of users). This lack of organization in 
the content, of course, handicaps the functionality of the 
interface as Well. Consequently, While this interface has 
some apparent advantages that could be imparted to bulletin 
board systems, it does not provide an optimal solution to the 
overall problem of identifying relevant content for a group of 
users, and then providing a tool for easily locating and 
broWsing through such content. 

Unlike most other application programs, most prior art 
online message boards have no ?exible front end; thus, it is 
extremely di?icult to identify, cull out and revieW large col 
lections of unorganiZed messages. Moreover, the content 
presented at such sites, and the Ways for presenting such 
content to subscribers, is left entirely to the discretion of the 
service provider. There is no effort made to intelligently 
monitor the needs, interests, etc., of the subscribers, and/or 
to ?nd/tailor content (and/or its expression) based on such 
observations. Accordingly, such online message board sys 
tems do not truly or accurately re?ect the needs, interests, 
etc., of its users, Which reduces their appeal and attractive 
ness to users. This in turn means reduced advertising rev 
enues and/or subscriber fees. 

These limitations in prior art message boards have also 
inhibited true electronic “community” based mass sharing 
and learning of information content. In other Words, the 
apparent initial promise of the Internet to bring together 
thousands of users so that they can collectively share 
information, opinions, insights, lessons, etc., has not been 
effectively realiZed to date. In large part this is due to a 
combination of factors, including the fact that information 
content from users and other sources is not created initially 
or maintained by service providers in a manner that makes it 
e?iciently processable for user perusals. Even then, as noted 
above, retrieving this information in any intelligent fashion 
is stilted signi?cantly by limitations in the search/retrieval 
interface engines of current bulletin board systems used by 
service providers. In short, there is an abundance of data 
online that Would be of interest to broad classes of users, but 
no easy Way to extract meaningful information, because it 
must be manually revieWed in ine?icient Ways. Accordingly, 
the creation of true collective intelligence electronic com 
munities Would be considerably enhances by a system that 
gathers and stores information from the community mem 
bers automatically and intelligently, and then permits users 
in such community to be able to easily, ?exibly and control 
lably glean and share selected insight from the experience, 
opinions, actions and facts from other users. 

Tying all these factors together, it is apparent, too, that 
there is considerable need for an improved online service 
that integrates an intelligent data collection and indexing 
system With a more functional, easy to use front end inter 
face for analyZing such data. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention aims to provide a system and 
method for overcoming the aforementioned problems in the 
prior art. 
One object of the present invention, therefore, is to pro 

vide a system and method for implementing an online data 
service that includes intelligent data content gathering, stor 
age and retrieval, so that interests of subscribers of such data 
service are taken into consideration for purposes of building 
content, interfaces, or subject matter classi?cations used in 
such service; 
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A related object of the present invention is that such 
online data service be able to better provide a community of 
users With easier information extraction, so that users can 
?lter, consolidate and learn from their collective 
experiences, knowledge and opinions of other community 
members; 
A further object of the present invention is that such 

online data service be able to consider the previously de?ned 
interests of its members, or their status level Within such 
community, While interacting With such users, so that such 
users are afforded treatment commensurate With their needs 
and standing in such community; 

Yet another related object of the present invention is to 
provide an online data service Which intelligently stores 
message content, and dynamically builds additional content 
of interest to the users of the same in the form of content 
subject matter groupings, classes and sub-classes, so that 
content query clusters are easily accessible and revieWable at 
any time by users Without additional processing or time 
delays; 
A still further related object is to provide capability for 

such online data service to collect, revieW and analyZe post 
ing and query entries by users, so that information from the 
same can be polled, tabulated, indexed and presented in 
forms that are of interest to the users of such online data 

service; 
Another associated object of the present invention is to 

furnish an improved system and method for handling mes 
sage traf?c on an online bulletin board system; 
A related object of the present invention is to provide 

users With an integrated and uni?ed graphical interface for 
posting and retrieving messages from an online bulletin 
board system Which interface is ?exible and highly func 
tional; 

Still another related object of the present invention is to 
provide functionality in such graphical interface for permit 
ting a user to vieW the aforementioned content query 
clusters, as Well as other information tabulated by the online 
data service; 

Yet another related object is to permit a user of an online 
service to interact With search robots located on an internet 
server to help formulate, execute and remember search que 
ries of interest to such user. 

A preferred message management system of the present 
invention can be used With an online electronic message 
board, and generally includes: a content sorting routine that 
runs on a computer associated With the message board sys 
tem for sorting electronic messages and storing them such 
that they are searchable by users according to information 
categories. A second query handling routine also executing 
on this same computer is con?gured so that: (i) it can receive 
a user query initiated Within a user query interface operating 
on the user’s computer system, and (ii) it can locate a 
selected set of electronic messages in response to the user 
query; and (iii) it can transmit such selected set of electronic 
messages to the user query routine interface in a form suit 
able for perceiving by the user. The query handling routine is 
preferably implemented as a set of community and custom 
iZed search robots. Thus, for ease of searching, revieWing, 
etc., the message management system interacts With the user 
using only a single screen display portion of the user query 
interface. 
As noted above, the user query is based on prede?ned 

query parameters available to all of the users Within the user 
query interface, so that they correspond directly to the pre 
de?ned information categories, and everyone using the mes 
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6 
sage board can access such messages using community 
based robots. A user query can also be handled, hoWever, 
When it is instead based on customiZed query parameters for 
a particular user, so that a customiZed search robot on the 
message management system is invoked for locating the rel 
evant electronic messages. These latter types of electronic 
messages may or may not be made available to all users of 
the system, depending on the message board system provid 
er’s preference. 
A message posting routine receives and stores subscriber 

message data items. These subscriber message data items are 
preferably coded so that they can also be classi?ed and 
located based on prede?ned information categories. 

In another aspect of this invention, the query handling 
routine automatically doWnloads those messages corre 
sponding to information categories previously indicated as 
of most interest to the particular user. This can occur at the 
beginning of a session, or during idle periods, so that the 
user is given a faster response time for messages of interest 
to him/her. 

A tracking system of the present invention monitors and 
analyZes message content tra?ic from the subscribers and 
other sources. For example, this routine preferably examines 
user query parameters, retrieved messages, user postings, 
retrieved content from off site locations, etc., This analysis 
can be used to tabulate data pertaining to frequency of infor 
mation category usage, user author preferences, interface 
preferences, etc., and can be made available to the users of 
the message board. This information can also be used for 
automatically modifying the user interface on a periodic 
basis (to re?ect common usage patterns) to improve the look 
and feel of the same, for determining neW potential subject 
areas for content extraction, for adding/modifying neW 
groups and/ or classes for subscriber message data items, etc. 

A content building system of the present invention operat 
ing on the message board system facilitates building a data 
base of information items accessible by the online subscrib 
ers. In this system, a content extraction program locates and 
extracts selected information from one or more remote 

online netWork servers, based on search criteria speci?ed by 
an operator of the message board system. A sorting program 
sorts the selected information, as Well as subscriber 
messages, in accordance With a classi?cation scheme, Which 
is also speci?ed by the operator. This results in a plurality of 
data ?les of sorted information items, each of the sorted 
information items being coded to fall Within one or more 
categories of the classi?cation scheme. Thereafter, informa 
tion items can be located and revieWed by subscribers 
through subscriber queries performed in accordance With 
subscriber selected query parameters logically related to one 
or more categories of said classi?cation scheme. A database 
management program integrates and storing the selected 
information and subscriber messages in conventional fash 
1on. 

Another aspect of this invention is that the search criterion 
and classi?cation scheme are based in part on recommenda 
tions provided by the aforementioned message tracking 
system, or are automatically generated. A prioritization 
scheme for retrieving content is also preferably correlated 
With a frequency of occurrence of subject categories used in 
subscriber messages and/or subscriber queries, so that infor 
mation for subject categories occurring more frequently is 
retrieved at a higher priority than information for subject 
categories occurring less frequently. In this manner, the sys 
tem automatically builds content in proportion to subscriber 
popularity of such content, such that information for any 
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particular type of content is retrieved at a rate proportional to 
such subscriber popularity. 
A preferred embodiment of an electronic message board 

system for use by a community of users includes the afore 
mentioned routines of the message management system, 
tracking system, and content building systems. Such mes 
sage board system preferably monitors the interests of its 
users, so that content extraction decisions, content extraction 
scheduling decisions, message classi?cations, and interfaces 
are continuously modi?ed or tuned to re?ect feedback 
gleaned from studying such preferences. In another variation 
of the invention, user requests (queries, postings, etc.) are 
prioritized based on status levels of the users. 

The methods practiced by the aforementioned message 
management system, tracking system, content building sys 
tem and electronic message board system represent other 
useful aspects of the present inventions that can be employed 
advantageously in connection With a online message board, 
and are further described herein. 

Although the invention is described beloW in a preferred 
embodiment associated With an online bulletin board system 
dedicated primarily to business information for trading 
?nancial instruments, it Will be apparent to those skilled in 
the art that the present invention Would be bene?cially used 
in many other applications Where it is desirable to provide 
users With a fast, easy, and comprehensive system that mini 
mizes burden on a user searching for relevant data content. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIGS. lailc are visual depictions of the format of a typi 
cal prior art message board as it appears to an online user 
looking at the same With a conventional internet broWser. 

FIG. 1d is a screen capture of a commonly used prior art 
neWs reader. 

FIG. 2 is a block diagram illustrating various facets of the 
present invention, including a preferred embodiment of an 
online electronic message board system that extracts content 
from various online sources and interacts With a graphical 
user interface designed for querying such content on such 
system. 

FIG. 3a is a How chart illustrating the basic operation of 
the message board graphical user interface of the present 
invention. 

FIG. 3b is a visual depiction of the format of a preferred 
embodiment of a message board interface of the present 
invention as it appears to an online user looking at the same 
With a conventional internet broWser. 

FIG. 3c is a visual depiction of the control options pre 
sented to a user When selecting an optional customization 
feature for the interface shoWn in FIG. 3b. 

FIG. 3d is a visual depiction of the format of an optional 
message tabulating feature that can be used With the message 
board interface of the present invention. 

FIG. 4 is a simpli?ed diagram detailing the basic compo 
nents of a preferred embodiment of a content collection and 
posting system of the present invention as it Would be imple 
mented using certain softWare extraction/posting robots run 
ning on a server associated With an online data service pro 
vider. 

FIG. 5 is a simpli?ed diagram detailing the basic compo 
nents of a preferred embodiment of message indexing/ 
retrieval system of the present invention as it Would be 
implemented by a database management routine running on 
a server associated With an online data service provider. 

FIG. 5a illustrates examples of tabulation databases used 
With the present inventions. 
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8 
FIG. 6 is a How chart detailing the general operation of a 

preferred embodiment of a content search system of the 
present invention as it Would be implemented using certain 
community and custom search softWare robots running on a 
server associated With an online data service provider. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 

OvervieW of System Components and Functions 

FIG. 2 illustrates the main components of various facets 
of the present invention. A preferred embodiment of an 
online electronic message board system 200 includes a high 
speed, high capacity netWork server 220 used by an online 
service provider. Server 220 includes a number and variety 
of softWare routines for servicing the functional and opera 
tional requirements of the online service provider. 

First, to keep the online service With current information 
of interest to the community of users of such service, a num 
ber of independent softWare content extraction/posting 
robots 230 perform raW data content extraction, on an 
as-needed basis, from content sources 225 using a set of 
program routines suitable for execution on server 220. Com 
munity search robots 231 and customized search robots 232 
help build prede?ned collections of message postings from 
such raW content, based in accordance With broad and nar 
roW guidelines as discussed in more detail beloW. These pre 
de?ned collections of message postings provide a signi?cant 
improvement over the prior art, Which, as mentioned above, 
merely uses raW content feeds for users. Instead of having to 
manually revieW and sort out Which neWsgroups may be of 
interest, the present system does all the Work for the user, 
and breaks the data doWn into clear, manageable categories 
that are easily understood, and more importantly, logically 
structured to mirror interests and organizational constructs 
Within the community of users. 

As used herein, the term “content” is intended in its 
broadest sense to encompass not only electronic text docu 
ments that can be rendered into human-readable form, but 
also images, pictures, audio recordings, and other data forms 
Which can be processed, sorted and stored in electronic form 
for later retrieval by a human operator. Further as used 
herein, the term “message” can refer to a type of content, as 
Well as explicit and implicit information carried in or as part 
of such content, Which information can be used for deriving 
the substance, meaning and/or appropriate classi?cation of 
such message. 

Generally speaking, the term “postings” refer to content/ 
messages generated by human users. Contributions from 
subscriber-user postings of messages are handled by posting 
logic routine 235. Finally, a database routine 240 executing 
on server 220 maintains a database of data items 242, and 
constructs indexes 241 of the same in accordance With rules, 
instructions and feedback from the service provider, and in 
cooperation With community search robots 231 and custom 
ized search robots 232. 

These routines form the essential parts of the softWare on 
server 220 as vieWed from the perspective of the present 
invention, but it is understood, of course, that other impor 
tant and necessary softWare components of server 220 have 
been omitted for purposes of clarifying the teachings of the 
present inventions. As used herein, a “robot” generally refers 
to an intelligent softWare based agent that can be pro 
grammed to automatically perform a series of tasks under 
very ?exible rules and conditions. 

Connected to server 220 across a data link 245 (such as a 

telephone line) is a user computer system (not shoWn) run 
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ning a conventional web browser (also not shown) for view 
ing and interacting with programs and data located at a web 
site maintained by server 220. The details of the user’s 
computer system and web browser are not material to the 
present invention, and are therefore not discussed at length 
here. The only important criterion is that such web browser 
and computer system have the capability of handling JavaTM 
based applets (or similarly capable code) which applets con 
tain software code associated with permitting the user to 
operate/interact with interaction window 250, community 
search robots 231, customiZed search robots 232, and post 
ing logic 235. In general, interaction window 250 is a highly 
?exible, integrated interactive window that facilitates mes 
sage search query formulations, message retrievals, message 
postings, etc., on the part of the user. In response to such 
message queries, search robots on server 220 return a num 
ber of “hits” or matching records 251. The manner in which 
interactive window 250 assists in these operations and coor 
dinates with posting logic 235 and search robot 230 is dis 
cussed in more detail below in connection with FIG. 3. 

Returning to the operation of the search robots in FIG. 2: 
search robots are well-known in the art, and a basic variation 
of these can be found in conventional online search engines 
operated by such online providers as Yahoo!, Excite, AOL, 
etc. These search robots can be easily modi?ed to perform 
various tasks associated with the present inventions. In 
particular, a ?rst kind of extraction robot 230 of the present 
invention periodically retrieve content (i.e., material that 
may be of general interest to the subscribers to the online 
service provider) from outside source such as UseNet and/or 
other online message board systems. The content is 
“extracted” from these sources according to set of rules, ?l 
ters or criteria speci?ed by the online provider, and/or 
gleaned from community based traf?c monitorings as noted 
below. This process can be highly automated so that, for 
example, a particular search robot can be instructed to search 
at a particular time of the day for information concerning a 
particular company at a particular third party internet server. 
The bene?ts of this approach include the fact that the mes 
sage board system 200 provides up-to date, comprehensive 
content on a variety of subjects. Furthermore, this content is 
intelligently classi?ed in accordance with the concepts com 
monly understood by the user and/ or the community, so that 
the need for manual, cumbersome review of individual mes 
sages throughout doZens of newgroups with non 
illuminating identi?ers (newsgroups tend to have cryptic, 
non-helpful names that do not distinguish between subject 
areas very well) is substantially eliminated. This results in 
greater enjoyment and less frustration for users during an 
interactive online session. 

In practice, content extraction robots 230 are used initially 
by the service provider to construct an initial content base 
before the message board system is opened up for subscrib 
ers. This ensures that the users of such service will have a 
preexisting library of information to draw upon when the 
service is ?rst used. Before this point, however, the informa 
tion is broken down and sorted into a number of subject 
matter areas, which subject matter areas represent logical 
collections of content according to a (potentially different) 
set of service provider (or user) speci?c rules, ?lters, criteria, 
etc. These logical groupings are based both on perceived 
interests of the subscribers of the online service provider, 
and the requirements of database management routine 240. 
For example, a service provider may request that a search 
robot 230 extract content (in this case, posted messages, 
press releases, news reports, etc.) about companies in a par 
ticular industry from a particular discussion board and/or 
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10 
news site. After receiving content from such source, it can be 
stored in database 270. At the same time, or after this point, 
this information can be divided according to a sorting 
mechanism that includes such groupings as (1) stock trading 
related information (i.e., stock price, patterns, fundamentals, 
and the like); (2) product related information; (3) marketing 
related information; (4) sales/?nancial information; (5) 
author/ source; (6) date, etc. The information in these subject 
matter areas is then broken down further into class and sub 
classi?cations as desired, and then stored as additional indi 
ces 261 by database management routine 240. This process 
is dynamic, iterative, and continuous, so that a number of 
community/custom search robots may be simultaneously 
parsing database 270 to create, update or remove their asso 
ciated subject matter area/class/ subclass indices. In contrast 
to community search robots 231, whose efforts result in 
compilations/indices usable by the community as a whole, 
customiZed search robots 232 create logical collections of 
messages based on individual user ?ltering criteria. To 
ensure that the independent functionality provided by cus 
tomiZed search robots 232 does not overwhelm server 220, 
only a limited number of such robots are made available to 
subscribers. 

These implementations are but examples, of course, and 
the actual number of subject matter areas/classi?cations/ 
subclassi?cations, etc. will be a function of the subject mat 
ter in question, the needs/desires of the target subscriber 
base of the service provider, the capabilities and storage of 
server 220, and similar considerations. As discussed below, 
search robots 231 and 232 also have the capacity to be pro 
grammed with feedback information gleaned concerning the 
interests of users of the online service as they post entries 
through posting logic 235, and this feature permits them to 
further de?ne and automatically create content subject mat 
ter areas that are of interest to such users. 

Database management routine 240 is generally respon 
sible for coordinating data storage and retrieval operations. 
As data is received (in the form of outside content or user 
postings) it is stored in record form in one more data ?les 
270 in conventional fashion. In addition, however, logical 
indexes 261 are also created by database management rou 
tine 240, so that such records are easily accessible in accor 
dance with the aforementioned clustering/sorting mecha 
nisms. In general, the structure and operation of database 
management routine 240 is fairly conventional, and there 
fore any contemporary server database management soft 
ware package (i.e., such as DB2) can be used with the 
present invention if properly con?gured to interact with the 
various extraction and search robots and posting logic 235. 

Posting logic software routine 235 interacts with interac 
tion window 250 through data link 245, and operates prima 
rily to process messages/content added by users of the online 
data service. In other words, as users create messages/ 
content, they can “post” this information at the website 
maintained by server 220, so that other users can later 
retrieve and examine the same. 

Details of User Interaction Window 

FIG. 3a is a ?ow chart illustrating the basic operation of 
an interactive window interface 300 implemented as part of 
an application program that is downloaded from the remote 
server as one or more JavaTM applets, and which program 
thereafter is executed within a conventional internet browser 
program by a java virtual machine on the user’s computer 
system. In a preferred embodiment the present interface is 
used in connection with a message/bulletin board system 
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200 to permit individual and community based online shar 
ing of such information as: (1) motivations, opinions, 
reasonings, etc. for trading ?nancial instruments; (2) com 
pany and/ or commodity information; (3) equity and/or com 
modity pricing, pricing patterns, volume patterns, etc. As 
Will become apparent, this interface is logically constructed 
and presented to the user in a manner that exploits the con 
venient and intelligent organiZation of the message data as it 
Was created earlier, so that it can provide functionality that is 
far superior to the prior art interfaces described above. A 
preferred embodiment of such system, identi?ed as 
“ProphetTalk,” can be visited online at a Website maintained 
by the assignee at WWW.ProphetTalk.com. While the present 
embodiment is presented in the context of a ?nancial discus 
sion group message board system, the present invention can 
be used in connection With electronic communities inter 
ested in a variety of subject matter, and is not limited there 
fore in this respect. 

During an interactive online session at step 301 the user 
has already established connection With the online service 
provider, and has accessed the main Website page main 
tained by server 220 in conventional fashion using any Well 
knoWn Web broWser. At this point, the user is presented With 
a single message search/display screen, containing separate 
screen display areas for subject matter area query buttons, 
listings of messages, substance of such messages, subject 
matter area query menus, control buttons, and other conven 
tional WindoW manipulation tools (scrolling, siZing, etc.). 

At step 302, if there is no query ?lter already in place, the 
user is permitted to activate one of the subject matter area 
query buttons, so that a detailed subject matter area query 
menu is presented. For example, the user may be interested 
in looking at message entries posted under the broad subject 
matter area “Stocks.” Depressing this subject matter area 
query button causes the subject matter area query menu to 
display a number of classi?cations falling under such group 
subject matter, such as, in the case of a Stock subject matter 
area query, classi?cations corresponding to companies 
sorted alphabetically. At this step 303, therefore, the user can 
select messages falling under the classi?cation “Company 
A” for example. Alternatively, in lieu of looking under sub 
ject matter area “Stocks,” the user can instead activate a 
“Custom” subject matter area query button, and formulate a 
neW ?lter or search query based on such subject matter area 

?ltering. In any event, at step 304, in response to the user 
speci?ed search parameters, a request is sent to community 
search robot 231 (or customiZed search robot 232) at server 
220, Which in turn queries database management routine 240 
to retrieve entries meeting the user’s search/?lter criteria. 
Because these entries are already indexed according to pre 
de?ned subject matter area/class/ subclass indices 261, a 
group of the same matching the user’s query criteria are 
easily and rapidly located. These entries are then transmitted 
to the user’s computer system, and presented in abbreviated 
listing format (i.e., author, date, excerpt from entry, etc.) 
Within a group listing area of the interactive WindoW inter 
face at step 305. When the user selects one of the retrieved 
entries from the group of messages at step 306, the full text 
of the message is displayed in a separate message content 
detailed display area at step 307 Where it can be vieWed in its 
entirety Without losing vieW of the retrieved message group 
listing area. 

The user can then continue to revieW retrieved messages 
from the retrieved group using conventional scrolling 
buttons, or even reply to one or more of the same at step 308. 
At such time, a message entry is sent from the user’s com 
puter system to server 220 Where it is posted by posting logic 
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235 to an appropriate subject matter area/class/subclass 
index 241 based on both the content and context of the mes 
sage entry. By this it is meant that every posting is analyZed 
by posting logic 235 to determine Where it should be 
classi?ed, and that such analysis can entail either: (1) alWays 
tagging the posting With the same subject matter area/class/ 
subclass identi?er as the entry it is responding to (When this 
is the case); (2) tagging the posting With an identi?er based 
on the subject matter area/ class/ subclass ?lter in place at the 
user interface at the time of the posting (When not replying to 
a posting); and/or (3) processing the text of the posting to 
determine Where it should be classi?ed. In any event, each 
posting is sorted and/or tagged With one or more additional 
parameter ?eld(s) specifying one or more categories Which 
such posting should fall under. In other Words, unlike the 
prior art, Which only indexes the text of messages usually for 
later search retrieval, the present invention also intelligently 
classi?es and stores messages by subject matter area/class/ 
subclass in advance based on understanding the context of 
the posting. For example, if a user responds With a reply 
posting to an original posting in a particular subject matter 
area, the present invention tags the reply posting With a 
parameter ?eld specifying that the reply posting should also 
be classi?ed in the same area as the original posting. Other 
potential classi?cations/subclassi?cations can be given to 
messages depending on logical inferences that can be draWn 
from their substance. For example, While a message might 
only mention a particular company name, it may be desir 
able to also classify such message by industry area as Well, 
since this latter information is usually discernible from the 
company name. Thus, such reply message Would include 
classi?cation parameters corresponding to tWo different 
subclassi?cations, including by company name and by 
industry, and could later be retrieved by either sub 
classi?cation selection. Finally, When posting replies, the 
user is given the option of sending the reply only Where it 
can be seen by other authorized members of the community 
(i.e., subscribers to the online service provider) or to other 
third party message board systems (i.e., locations from 
Which content is being extracted by extraction robots 230). 
In the latter case, extraction robots 230 can be given func 
tionality for both posting and extracting operations for a 
particular third party content provider. 

While the operation of the present interactive interface 
WindoW from a temporal perspective appears similar to that 
of prior art systems, the differences are actually quite dra 
matic. This is because, as illustrated better in FIG. 3b, all of 
the operations described With reference to FIG. 3a, occur 
simultaneously Within a single WindoW. In other Words, 
unlike prior art message board systems, the user of the 
present invention can select broad group/subject matter 
areas, and then search, list and revieW groups of message 
entries all Within a single, unchanging visual interface. The 
complete search/retrieval experience takes place in the con 
text of a simple, dynamic, and ?exible interface, and this 
results in improved ease of use, superior navigability, etc. 

FIG. 3b depicts the screen appearance of a preferred 
embodiment of a message board interface 300 of the present 
invention, as such Would appear to an online user using a 
conventional internet broWser. As suggested earlier, this 
message board interface 300 is implemented as part of a 
program based on a JavaTM applet that is doWnloaded into 
the user’s computing system by server 220. As used herein, 
the term “interface” refers generally to either/both the code 
for such applet and/ or the physical manifestations of images 
and input/output mechanisms provided by such code in con 
nection With the user’s computer system. 
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As mentioned above, the present interface provides sev 
eral advantages over prior art systems, because it is 
extremely ?exible and comprehensive While still very easy 
to use. For example, to ?nd material of interest, the user is 
not forced to Waste time navigating through numerous and 
confusing subject matter area reduction ?lters presented in 
serial fashion as is typical of the prior art. As mentioned 
above, the conventional prior art system requires the user to 
Work With at least three separate and disparate search levels. 
In contrast, in the present invention, subject matter area con 
trol buttons 312 alloW the user to identify an initial broad 
area of search for a group of logically related messages. This 
can include, for example, messages relating to various broad 
reasons and lessons discussed by other users of the online 
service provider (or as found in the third party content areas) 
identi?ed under the headers “Trading Reasons” and “Trad 
ing Lessons” respectively; messages relating to particular 
company stocks, identi?ed under the “Stocks” header; or 
even messages relating to speci?c customiZed areas of inter 
est to the user grouped under the header of “My Prefer 
ences.” Again, these are but examples of useful subject mat 
ter headings in the ?eld of ?nancial discussion groups, and 
speci?c identi?cations of subject matter Will vary according 
to the area of interest. 

The user selects a message subject matter area, therefore, 
by depressing any one of the control buttons 312. At that 
time, the user is then presented in a ?rst display area 315 
With a more detailed subject matter area menu 316 consist 
ing of options for narroWing their query, in the form of indi 
vidual message query ?lter parameters 317, Which corre 
spond to classi?cations of messages that have been pre 
indexed under the particular subject matter area. For 
example, as illustrated in FIG. 3b, after clicking on the sub 
ject matter area button “Trading Reasons,” a number of more 
speci?c classi?cations are presented as message query ?lter 
parameters 317 to the user in expandable tree format. Thus, 
unlike the prior art, the user is not required to change screens 
to select a neW subject area (i.e., by moving back one level), 
and can move on to the next level of a more speci?c logical 

search of messages (i.e., classi?cations) Without changing 
screens. 

The menu 316 of parameters 317 is presented visually to 
the user in What is knoWn in conventional terms as a tree 
structured menu. Preferably, for ease of use, this tree menu 
has a shalloW depth (i.e., number of levels) and reasonable 
breadth (i.e., number of items per level) that is manageable, 
and Which permits a user to visualiZe all possible selections 
Without having to perform time consuming scrolling opera 
tions. Generation of tree-structured menus is Well-knoWn in 
the art, and so Will not be discussed at length here. The use of 
a tree-structured menu is especially advantageous Within the 
context of the present invention, nonetheless, since it permits 
a user to rapidly identify those ?ltering parameters corre 
sponding to reasons cited by community members as affect 
ing or motivating their behavior. These reasons are set up as 
subject matter area classi?cations, so that they are pre 
indexed by database routine 240 and easily located and 
retrieved from index 260. 

Again, in the present preferred embodiment, the query 
?lter parameters 317 presented here as classi?cations falling 
under the subject matter area header “Trading Reasons,” are 
factors commonly associated With actions or transactions 
(buying or selling) securities or options. These include such 
factors as technical charting indicators, speci?c events that 
may affect the stock price (a split announcement for 
example), rumors, tips from friends, etc. These factors 
(classi?cations) are broken into subclassi?cations as Well, 
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14 
Which are vieWable by clicking on the “+” symbol for such 
parameter 317. For instance, classi?cation “Charting” is bro 
ken doWn into 9 subclassi?cations identi?ed as “Basic 
Patterns,” “Candlesticks,” “Chart Pattern,” “Gaps,” Moving 
Averages, “Support/Resistance”Technical Indicators, 
”“Trendlines,” and “Triangles.” The user can query and ?nd 
all messages falling under the general classi?cation 
“Charting,” or, alternatively, can select one of the sub 
classi?cations instead. At an even more granular or con 

trolled level, the user can search messages falling into vari 
ous sub-classi?cations Within the sub-group “Basic 
Patterns,” such as those relating to “Head and Shoulders, 
”“Inverted Head & Shoulders,” “Rounded Bottom, 
“Rounded Top,” etc., all of Which are commonly understood 
technical analysis tools in the ?eld of ?nancial instrument 
trading. It should be apparent that such classi?cations, sub 
classi?cations, etc. are merely illustrative of the parameters 
that could be identi?ed in menu 316, and that the present 
invention is not limited to any speci?c set of the same. For 
example, in an interface geared toWards the automotive ?eld, 
classes may include national origins of vehicles (i.e., USA, 
SWeden, etc.). Sub-classes might include particular makes of 
vehicles (i.e., Chevrolet, Saab, etc.) Further sub-classes 
might include particular messages indexed for quality, 
Warranty, price, performance, luxury, reliability, and so on. 
The particular implementation of the menu, of course, can 
be tailored to the features/ functions associated With the mes 
sage board system in question, so that reasonable alloWance 
is made for variations in the content of such messages. 

It can be seen, immediately, that the bene?ts of intelli 
gently classifying the message data items from the very 
beginning (i.e., in a manner that re?ects common logical 
constructs used Within the particular community of users) 
means that the user can more easily locate information of 
interest from the interface as Well, if the latter is set up to 
utiliZe such classi?cations. In contrast, With the prior art 
system, the user might have to manually explore doZens of 
raW neWsgroups before hitting on a relevant message that 
contains information relating to charting techniques as noted 
above. If the user then adds such neWsgroup to his/her 
preferences, the chances of ?nding more content Within such 
group relating to charting techniques may, in fact, be very 
slim, because of the fact that people rarely take the time to 
make sure that subject matter is correctly classi?ed Within a 
particular neWsgroup. This is due, of course, to the fact that 
neWgroups themselves are not logically arranged in a man 
ner that makes this easy to do. Thus, if the user has con?g 
ured his/her interface in the same Way to include other neWs 
groups for the same reason, the problem is multiplied, and 
the experience is even more frustrating because of the lack of 
correlation betWeen the user’s preferences (i.e., a desire to 
see material pertaining to charting techniques) and the mate 
rial actually presented to him/her (a large number of mes 
sage on completely unrelated topics). While some prior art 
message systems attempt to organiZe the raW neWsgroup 
data, they do so only in minimal fashion; i.e., by grouping 
individual raW neWsgroups Within broader headings such as 
“Finance,” “Health,” etc. There is no attempt made to ana 
lyZe and/or intelligently classify the substance of the mes 
sages Within such raW data feeds. Thus, there is, in effect, no 
easy or convenient method in the prior art for the user to 
have large amounts of raW data broken doWn and structured 
in logical clusters of data pertaining to concepts that are of 
most interest to him/her, or the community as a Whole. 

Another subject matter area control button 312 corre 
sponds generally to “Trading Lessons” learned by subscrib 
ers from a particular action/transaction. The menu for this 


























