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METHOD AND SYSTEM FOR CREATING
AND DELIVERING GROUP MESSAGES

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

[0001] This application is a continuation of U.S. patent
application Ser. No. 12/830,228, filed Jul. 2, 2010, and
entitled “METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR CREATING
AND DELIVERING GROUP MESSAGES,” which is
hereby incorporated by reference herein, and which is a con-
tinuation of U.S. patent application Ser. No. 11/367,796, filed
Mar. 2, 2006, and entitled “METHOD AND APPARATUS
FOR CREATING AND DELIVERING GROUP MES-
SAGES,” which is hereby incorporated by reference herein,
and which in turn claims the benefit of priority from (i) U.S.
Provisional Patent Application No. 60/657,872, filed Mar. 3,
2005, and entitled “METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR
FACILITATING CHARITABLE DONATIONS,” which is
hereby incorporated by reference herein; and (ii) U.S. Provi-
sional Patent Application No. 60/733,773, filed Nov. 7, 2005,
and entitled “METHOD AND SYSTEM FOR CREATING
AND DELIVERING GROUP MESSAGES,” which is
hereby incorporated by reference herein.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

[0002]

[0003] The invention relates to electronic messaging and,
more particularly, to electronic messaging by a group of par-
ticipants.

[0004] 2. Description of the Related Art

[0005] Group messaging is an invaluable communication
tool. With group messaging, it is important for certain mes-
sages to be private in order to truly be a meaningful commu-
nication. For example, when a co-worker is retiring, one of
the workers purchases a paper card and it gets passed through-
outthe office. The other workers in the office can sign the card
and possibly handwrite a brief message. Any messages that
are provided are available for the other co-workers to read.
Hence, everyone tends to write the same sort of message—not
getting too personal—because as the card is passed the other
co-workers can (and often do) read the other messages. This
largely diminishes the communication. More recently, elec-
tronic cards have become available. A person can access a
website sponsoring electronic card, select a particular card
and provide a message. Unfortunately, however, electronic
cards (e.g., e-cards, e-mails) only permit a single sender to
send an identical message to one or more recipients. An
electronic card is also not able to be signed by multiple
parties, nor can it contain private messages.

[0006] A gift can be provided with a physical card or an
electronic card. However, those sending an electronic card do
not conventionally have the ability to participate in a group
gift or a charitable contribution. As a result, gifts and contri-
butions become more difficult and time consuming which
limits the amount of gifts or contributions that would other-
wise be made.

[0007] Accordingly, conventional approaches to group
messaging and gift or charitable giving is limited, which is a
disservice to all parties involved. Thus, there is a need for
improved approaches to provide group messages.

1. Field of the Invention
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SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

[0008] Generally speaking, the invention pertains to a
method and system for managing the creation and delivery of
an electronic group message. The electronic group message
canbe provided to two ormore (i.e., a group) of signers to sign
the electronic group message. Once signed, the electronic
group message can be provided to one or more recipients.
Alternatively, the electronic group message can be provided
from a signer to a plurality of recipients, where different
recipients receive different messages.

[0009] One aspect of the invention relates to the ability for
a group message to include both private and public messages.
The messages can include text, images, voice and/or video.
The ability to provide private messages to a recipient makes
participation in the group message more personal.

[0010] Another aspect of the invention is that gifts, includ-
ing donations, can be facilitated and associated with a group
message card. Signers to the group message card can contrib-
ute to a joint gift. Alternatively, signers can opt to provide an
individual gift and the system can provide links to such web
sites of interest. Furthermore, the group message card can
describe (i) the gift(s) being provided by one or a group of
signers, and/or (ii) the contributors to such gift(s). The pay-
ment for the gift can be provided in a variety of ways.
Examples of payment methods include credit card, debit card,
Internet service (e.g., PayPal), wire transfer, automatic with-
draw, electronic check, or payroll deduction. In the case in
which the group message card is sponsored by a business
entity, if the signer works at that entity, the payment for the
gift can be provided by payroll deduction. One particular kind
of gift that can be particularly facilitated in one embodiment
is a donation to a charitable organization. The donation can be
made on behalf of the recipient or another person or entity
associated with the recipient. To document the donation for
tax deduction purposes, the system can provide an electronic
receipt for the donation, which can be kept, printed and saved.
[0011] Still another aspect of the invention is that, on sign-
ing or providing a message for a group message card, signers
can participate in the design and/or placement of their mes-
sage/signature on the group message card. A signer’s mes-
sage can include multimedia components (e.g., audio, music,
photo, video, voice, slideshow, etc.) and can also include one
or more selectable symbols, jokes, or phrases. For example, a
signer can specify orientation, placement, size, font, color,
style, graphics, etc. to be utilized with their message and/or
signature.

[0012] Still another aspect of the invention pertains to the
delivery of a group message card. The group message card
can be performed in an electronic manner, such as using a
recipient’s electronic mail address. In such case, the group
message card can be provided in the body of electronic mail,
which is preferably a mark-up language (e.g., HTML, XML)
page. Alternatively, the group message card can be provided
as an attachment to an electronic mail. In still another alter-
native, the electronic mail message can include a link to a web
page that contains the group message card. Regardless of the
particulars on how the group message is acquired by the
recipient, the group message can include multimedia compo-
nents, if desired. Preferably, the group message is an elec-
tronic message having text, graphics and possibly multimedia
components (e.g., audio, music, photo, video, voice, slide-
show, etc.). The electronic delivery of the group message
allows for ease of delivery in a cost-effective manner. How-
ever, alternatively or additionally, the group message can be
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provided to the recipient as a printed card. For example, the
printed card can be delivered electronically via a print option
or physically via a postal mail option, or both. The printed
card can be printed based on the content provided by an
initiator and signers.

[0013] One type of group message is a card, such a card can
be referred to as a group message card. Normally, the group
message is electronic. Hence, when the group message is
presented as a card, the card is typically an electronic card.
[0014] The invention can be implemented in numerous
ways, including as a method, system, device, apparatus (in-
cluding graphical user interface), or computer readable
medium. Several embodiments of the invention are discussed
below.

[0015] As amethod for providing a card to a recipient, one
embodiment can include at least the acts of: creating an initial
electronic card destined for a recipient; identifying a plurality
of potential signers of the electronic card; transmitting the
electronic card to each of the potential signers; receiving
personal messages for the electronic card from a plurality of
the potential signers; determining whether any of the plurality
of the potential signers have provided a gift for the recipient,
the gift being a donation to one or more charitable organiza-
tion; modifying the electronic card to include the personal
messages; providing the modified electronic card, or a printed
version thereof, to the recipient; and providing a donation
receipt to the signers that have made a donation.

[0016] Asacomputer-implemented method for providing a
group message card to at least one recipient, one embodiment
can include at least the acts of: receiving card initiation infor-
mation for the group message card; requesting messages from
each of a plurality of participants; receiving a public message
and a private message from each of a set of recipients from the
plurality of participants; consolidating the public messages
and the private messages from the set of participants to form
a group message card; sending the group message card to the
at least one recipient, the group message card sent to the at
least one recipient includes the public messages and the pri-
vate messages; and permitting the set of participants to view
the public messages of the group message card but not the
private messages of at least the other of the participants.
[0017] Asaserver machine for providing an electronic card
to a recipient, one embodiment can include at least a memory
for storing at least computer program code, and a processor
configured to execute the computer program code stored in
the memory. The computer program code stored in the
memory can include at least: computer program code for
creating an initial electronic card destined for a recipient;
computer program code for identifying a plurality of potential
signers of the electronic card; computer program code for
transmitting the electronic card to each of the potential sign-
ers; computer program code for receiving personal messages
for the electronic card from a plurality of the potential signers;
computer program code for determining whether any of the
plurality of the potential signers have provided a gift for the
recipient, the gift being a donation to one or more charitable
organization; computer program code for modifying the elec-
tronic card to include the personal messages; computer pro-
gram code for providing the modified electronic card, or a
printed version thereof, to the recipient; and computer pro-
gram code for providing a donation receipt to the signers that
have made a donation.

[0018] Other aspects and advantages of the invention will
become apparent from the following detailed description

Nov. 13,2014

taken in conjunction with the accompanying drawings which
illustrate, by way of example, the principles of the invention.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0019] The invention will be readily understood by the
following detailed description in conjunction with the accom-
panying drawings, wherein like reference numerals designate
like structural elements, and in which:

[0020] FIG. 1 is a block diagram of an electronic card
system according to one embodiment of the invention.
[0021] FIG. 2A is a diagram of an electronic message sys-
tem according to one embodiment of the invention.

[0022] FIG. 2B is a diagram of an electronic message sys-
tem according to another embodiment of the invention.
[0023] FIG. 2C is a diagram on an electronic message sys-
tem according to still another embodiment of the invention.
[0024] FIG. 3 is a flow diagram of a group card delivery
process according to one embodiment of the invention.
[0025] FIG. 4 is a flow diagram of a group message card
creation process according to one embodiment of the inven-
tion.

[0026] FIG.5A isaflow diagram of a separate gift purchase
process according to one embodiment of the invention.
[0027] FIG. 5B is a flow diagram of an embedded gift
purchase process according to one embodiment of the inven-
tion.

[0028] FIG. 61isaflow diagram ofa group message delivery
process according to another embodiment of the invention.
[0029] FIG. 7 is a flow diagram on a group message deliv-
ery process according to still another embodiment of the
invention.

[0030] FIG. 8 shows an exemplary computer system suit-
able for use with the invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION

[0031] The invention pertains to a method and system for
managing the creation and delivery of an electronic group
message. The electronic group message can be provided to
two or more (i.e., a group) of signers to sign the electronic
group message. Once signed, the electronic group message
can be provided to one or more recipients. Alternatively, the
electronic group message can be provided from a signer to a
plurality of recipients, where different recipients receive dif-
ferent messages.

[0032] One aspect of the invention relates to the ability for
a group message to include both private and public messages.
The messages can include text, images, voice and/or video.
The ability to provide private messages to a recipient makes
participation in the group message more personal.

[0033] Another aspect of the invention is that gifts, includ-
ing donations, can be facilitated and associated with a group
message card. Signers to the group message card can contrib-
ute to a joint gift. Alternatively, signers can opt to provide an
individual gift and the system can provide links to such web
sites of interest. Furthermore, the group message card can
describe (i) the gift(s) being provided by one or a group of
signers, and/or (ii) the contributors to such gift(s). The pay-
ment for the gift can be provided in a variety of ways.
Examples of payment methods include credit card, debit card,
Internet service (e.g., PayPal), wire transfer, automatic with-
draw, electronic check, or payroll deduction. In the case in
which the group message card is sponsored by a business
entity, if the signer works at that entity, the payment for the
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gift can be provided by payroll deduction. One particular kind
of gift that can be particularly facilitated in one embodiment
is a donation to a charitable organization. The donation can be
made on behalf of the recipient or another person or entity
associated with the recipient. To document the donation for
tax deduction purposes, the system can provide an electronic
receipt for the donation, which can be kept, printed and saved.
[0034] Still another aspect of the invention is that, on sign-
ing or providing a message for a group message card, signers
can participate in the design and/or placement of their mes-
sage/signature on the group message card. A signer’s mes-
sage can include multimedia components (e.g., audio, music,
photo, video, voice, slideshow, etc.) and can also include one
or more selectable symbols, jokes, or phrases. For example, a
signer can specify orientation, placement, size, font, color,
style, graphics, etc. to be utilized with their message and/or
signature.

[0035] Still another aspect of the invention pertains to the
delivery of a group message card. The group message card
can be performed in an electronic manner, such as using a
recipient’s electronic mail address. In such case, the group
message card can be provided in the body of electronic mail,
which is preferably a mark-up language (e.g., HTML, XML)
page. Alternatively, the group message card can be provided
as an attachment to an electronic mail. In still another alter-
native, the electronic mail message can include a link to a web
page that contains the group message card. Regardless of the
particulars on how the group message is acquired by the
recipient, the group message can include multimedia compo-
nents, if desired. Preferably, the group message is an elec-
tronic message having text, graphics and possibly multimedia
components (e.g., audio, music, photo, video, voice, slide-
show, hyperlink (website link), etc.). The group message can
also be easily created by providing users with selectable,
predetermined components which can be included in the
group message, such as one or more selectable symbols,
images, narrations, jokes, or phrases. In one example, a voice
component for a message can be recorded by a user via a
personal computer. The electronic delivery of the group mes-
sage allows for ease of delivery in a cost-effective manner.
However, alternatively or additionally, the group message can
be provided to the recipient as a printed card. For example, the
printed card can be delivered electronically via a print option
or physically via a postal mail option, or both. The printed
card can be printed based on the content provided by an
initiator and signers.

[0036] A group message process can be initiated by an
initiator. An initiator is an individual or any entity that inter-
acts with a group message server to create a base message for
a group message card as well as to provide information on
potential signers and one or more recipients. More particu-
larly, the initiator provides information concerning the one or
more recipients, such as a name, an electronic mail address,
etc. The initiator also provides selections for the group mes-
sage. For example, when the group message is a group mes-
sage card, the selections can pertain to an occasion, style,
color, image, etc. The selections can also vary depending
upon sponsorship for the electronic group card, if any. For
example, the group message card can be sponsored by a
charity (non-profit organization), for-profit organization,
employer, etc.

[0037] The initiator can provide information on potential
signers, such as names and electronic mail addresses. The
initiator can also provide a base message for the group mes-
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sage card. In one embodiment, the base message for the group
message card can be predetermined. For example, on selec-
tion of an occasion for the group message card, the base
message can be predetermined. In another embodiment, the
base message can be selected from a plurality of available
base messages (e.g., predetermined base messages). In still
another embodiment, the initiator can provide a custom base
message to the system. The system can operate to remind
those of the potential signers that have not yet signed to
participate. The group message card being formed may also
have a deadline for sending the card to the recipient and the
potential signers can be reminded of this pending deadline.
The initiator can also arrange for inducements to motivate
potential signers to participate in the group message card.
Examples of inducements include a coupon, a free gift, and a
matching contribution. The system can provide the induce-
ment with the original message to the potential signers or in
subsequent reminders to the potential signers.

[0038] The initiator can also control the manner by which a
gift option is permitted. For example, the initiator can permit
or prevent a group gift. The initiator can also permit or prevent
individual gifts apart from the group gift. The initiator can
also urge or encourage donations to a charity (e.g., by a
matching program), either as part of gift (individual or group
gift) or apart from the gift. Still further, the initiator can
control the extent to which information is permitted on a
group message card concerning group gifts or individual
gifts.

[0039] Although the initiator initially sets up the group
message card, in one embodiment, any of the potential signers
might further be permitted to propose or add a group gift and
permit others to contribute. In another embodiment, any of
the potential signers might also be permitted to an additional
potential signers to the group message card.

[0040] One type of group message is a card, such a card can
be referred to as a group message card. Normally, the group
message is electronic. Hence, when the group message is
presented as a card, the card is typically an electronic card.
[0041] Embodiments of various aspects ofthe invention are
discussed below with reference to FIGS. 1-8. However, those
skilled in the art will readily appreciate that the detailed
description given herein with respect to these figures is for
explanatory purposes as the invention extends beyond these
limited embodiments.

[0042] FIG. 1 is a block diagram of an electronic card
system 100 according to one embodiment of the invention.
The electronic card system 100 facilitates the creation,
completion and delivery of electronic cards. The electronic
card can, for example, be associated with a particular event.
For example, the electronic card can be a welcome card,
wedding card, anniversary card, birthday card, retirement
card, goodbye card, sympathy card, get well card, thank you
card, invitation card, etc. In general, these different types of
electronic cards can be referred to as care cards. More gen-
erally, the electronic card can be considered an electronic
group message.

[0043] The electronic card system 100 includes an elec-
tronic card server 102. The electronic card server 102 man-
ages the creation, completion and delivery of the electronic
cards for the electronic card system. The electronic card
server 102 is coupled to a network 104. The network 104, for
example, is a data network. The network 104 can pertainto a
local area network, a wide area network, and/or a global
network (e.g., the Internet).
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[0044] The electronic card system 100 also includes an
initiator client 106, signer clients 108, and at least one recipi-
ent client 110. The electronic card system 100 can also
include a commerce server 100 that can couple to the network
104. A user of the initiator client 106, known as an initiator,
interacts with the electronic card server 102 via the initiator
client 106 and the network 104. The initiator initiates an
electronic card for a particular recipient associated with the
recipient client 110. In this regard, the initiator can select the
type of electronic card, can specify signers that are to be
invited to participate in signing the electronic card, can pro-
vide a base message for the electronic card, and can specify
the particular recipient to receive the electronic card. Still
further, the initiator can also set timing criteria, such as when
the electronic card is to be delivered to the particular recipi-
ent.

[0045] After initiator has initiated the electronic card with
the electronic card server 102, the electronic card server 102
invites the potential signers at the signer clients 108 to sign the
electronic card. In this regard, the electronic card server 102
notifies the potential signers via the signer clients 108 that
they are invited to sign the electronic card. Those of the
signers that desire to sign the electronic card, can interact with
the electronic card server 102 so that they can each provide a
signature and potentially a message to be provided on the
electronic card.

[0046] Eventually, the electronic card server 102 has
received an adequate number of signers or the time period for
signing the electronic card has expired. At this point, the
electronic card can be finalized. Once the electronic card has
been finalized, the electronic card server 102 can cause the
electronic card to be delivered to the particular recipient at the
recipient client 110. Here, the electronic card is delivered
electronically to the particular recipient via the recipient cli-
ent 110. Alternatively or additionally, the electronic card can
be produced in a print form and physically delivered to the
particular recipient. In such an environment, the electronic
card system 100 can further include a print system 114 that
can coupled to the network 104. The print system 114 can
receive the finalized electronic card from the electronic card
server 102 and can produce a printed version which is then
physically delivered to the recipient. For example, the physi-
cal delivery can be by postal mail or courier.

[0047] When the signers at the signer clients 108 receive an
invitation to sign the electronic card from the electronic card
server 102, the signers are given the opportunity to sign the
electronic card. In addition, the signers can participate in a
group gift or an individual gift. In one example, the gift is a
donation to a charitable organization. The commerce server
112 can facilitate electronic commerce in association with the
electronic card. In this regard, the signers can interact with the
electronic card server 102 and/or the commerce server 112 to
provide electronic purchase of an individual gift or a contri-
bution to a group gift.

[0048] Also it should be noted that the initiator client 106
and the signer clients 108 can be implemented by personal
computers operating a network browser application. As such,
electronic cards can be sent by the electronic card system 100
without the need for any special purpose hardware or soft-
ware at the client side.

[0049] One aspect of the invention pertains to providing an
electronic group message (e.g., electronic card) from a group
of signers to one or more recipients, or to providing an elec-
tronic group message from a signer to a plurality of recipients.
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A server computer, such as the electronic card server 102
illustrated in FIG. 1, manages the creation, completion and
delivery of the electronic group messages. FIGS. 2A-2C illus-
trate different configurations for creating, completing and
delivering electronic group messages using an electronic
message system.

[0050] FIG. 2A is a diagram of an electronic message sys-
tem 200 according to one embodiment of the invention. The
electronic message system 200 illustrates the creation,
completion and delivery of an electronic group message
according to one embodiment of the invention. The electronic
message system 200 operates to permit an initiator 202 to
specify a base message and a plurality of signers 204-208 for
a group message. Those of the signers 204-208 that partici-
pate have their individual messages provided to a consolida-
tor 210. The consolidator 210 can consolidate the individual
messages from the signers 204-208 together with any base
message provided by the initiator 202. The result of the con-
solidation by the consolidator 210 is an electronic group
message. The consolidator 210 can then forward the elec-
tronic group message to a recipient 212.

[0051] FIG. 2B is a diagram of an electronic message sys-
tem 220 according to another embodiment of the invention.
The electronic message system 220 illustrates the creation,
completion and delivery of an electronic group message
according to another embodiment of the invention. In this
embodiment, an electronic group message is initiated by an
initiator 222. The electronic group message that has been
initiated is directed to a plurality of signers 224, 226, 228 and
230. Each of the signers 224-230 can opt to provide a signa-
ture and/or an individual message for the electronic group
message. To the extent that these signers 224-230 participate,
their signatures and/or individual messages are forwarded to
a consolidator 232. The consolidator 232 forms the electronic
group message such that it includes any base message pro-
vided by the initiator 222 together with the signatures and/or
individual messages provided by the signers 224-230. The
resulting electronic group message is then transmitted to a
plurality of recipients, namely, recipients 234-239.

[0052] FIG. 2C is a diagram on an electronic message sys-
tem 240 according to still another embodiment of the inven-
tion. An initiator or signer 242 creates an electronic group
message for distribution. After the electronic group message
is created, the electronic group message is provided to a
distributor 244. The distributor 244 then transmits the elec-
tronic group message to a plurality of recipients 246-250. In
one implementation, the electronic message provided to each
of the recipients 248-250 is the same. In another implemen-
tation, some or all of the recipients 246-250 can receive
different electronic messages. For example, the initiator or
signer 242 can create the electronic group message such that
different electronic messages are provided to each of certain
of' the recipients 246-250. For example, the initiator or signer
242 can create the electronic group message such that certain
portions are private to certain of the recipients 246-250.

[0053] Although FIGS. 2A-2C illustrate different configu-
rations for creating, completing and delivering electronic
group messages to recipients using an electronic message
system, in one embodiment the recipients can return elec-
tronic messages to the initiator or one or more of the signers,
in either a group or individual format.

[0054] FIG. 3 is a flow diagram of a group card delivery
process 300 according to one embodiment of the invention.
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The group card delivery process 300 is, for example, per-
formed by a server, such as the electronic card server 102
illustrated in FIG. 1.

[0055] The group card delivery process 300 creates 302 an
initial group message card. Potential signers of the initial
group message card are then notified 304. The notification to
the potential signers can inform the potential signers that they
cannot only easily sign the initial group message card but also
provide thereon an individual signer message and/or provide
a gift. The gift can be either individual gift or a contribution to
a group gift.

[0056] After the potential signers have been notified 304, a
decision 306 determines a whether a signer message has been
received. When the decision 306 determines that a signer
message has been received, the signer message is added 308
to the group message card. After the signer message has been
added to the group message card, the group card delivery
process 300 can return to repeat the decision 306 so that
additional signer messages from other potential signers can
be received and added 308 to the group message card.
[0057] Alternatively, when the decision 306 determines
that a signer message has not been received, a decision 310
determines whether the group message card has expired. In
other words, the group message card can be deemed to be
expired when an allocated duration of time or an administra-
tor action indicates that the group message card should now
be delivered to the recipient. Hence, as shown in FIG. 3, when
the decision 310 determines that the group message card has
notyetexpired, the group card delivery process 300 returns to
repeat the decision 306 and subsequent operations such that
received signer messages can be added 308 to the group
message card. On the other hand, when the decision 310
determines that the group message card has expired, the
group message card is finalized and sent 312 to the recipient.
After the finalized group message card has been sent 312 to
the recipient, the group card delivery process 300 is complete
and ends.

[0058] Although group card delivery process 300 is prima-
rily concerned with adding signer messages to a group mes-
sage card, it should be noted that potential signers may simply
just sign the group message card. In one example, signing the
group message card can denote simply adding one’s name to
the group message card. In one implementation, the signer
can authorize the server to add the signer’s name to the group
message card. In the event that a signer’s signature is to be
added to the group message card, it can be performed in a
variety of ways. In one embodiment, the block 312 can add
the signatures, e.g., names of those of the signers that partici-
pate, by placing their signature and/or message on the card. In
another embodiment, signer messages can be presumed to
include signatures; hence, a received signer message with no
message content can be considered a signature of a signer or
an authorization to use the signature of the signer. The signa-
ture being placed on the card can be represented as a printed
name for the signer or as an image representing the signer’s
actual signature.

[0059] The group message card can be sent 312 to the
recipient in a variety of different ways. In one implementa-
tion, the group message card can be delivered electronically
to the recipient. For example, the group message card can be
sent to the recipient as an electronic message (email). In
another implementation, the group message card can be pro-
duced in a print form and physically delivered to the recipient.
Inthe case where the group message card is to be delivered to
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multiple recipients, the group message card, whether the
same or different, can be delivered to the multiple recipients
using the same or different delivery means.

[0060] FIG. 4 is a flow diagram of a group message card
creation process 400 according to one embodiment of the
invention. The group message card creation process 400 can,
for example, represent processing that can be performed by
the block 302 of FIG. 3. The group message card creation
process 400 serves to create a group message card. In one
embodiment, the group message card is a care card.

[0061] The group message card creation process 400 ini-
tially specifies 402 atype of group message card. Examples of
types of group message cards include a welcome card, anni-
versary card, birthday card, retirement card, goodbye card,
sympathy card, get well card, thank you card, etc. Next, a base
message for the group message card is provided 404. Typi-
cally, an initiator of the group message card can provide the
base message. For example, an initiator of the group message
card can enter the base message or select one of a plurality of
predetermined base messages. In one implementation, the
predetermined base messages for the group message card can
be dependent on the type of group message card. Contact
information for a plurality of potential signers can also pro-
vided 406. The contact information can be used to determine
how to contact the potential signers. For example, the contact
information can include an electronic mail address for each of
the potential signers. In addition, if desired, gift information
for potential signers can be provided 408. The gift informa-
tion can assist potential signers with purchasing or contribut-
ing to a gift. Recipient information for the recipient is also to
be specified 410. The recipient information can be used to
determine how to contact the recipient. For example, the
recipient information can include an electronic mail address.
Still further, delivery information for the group message card
and/or gift can be specified 412. For example, the delivery
information can specitfy when, where and/or how the group
message card and/or gift is to be delivered to the recipient.
[0062] FIG.5A isaflow diagram of a separate gift purchase
process 500 according to one embodiment of the invention.
The separate gift purchase process 500 described in FIG. 5A
can represent a replacement to the block 308 illustrated in
FIG. 3. According to the separate gift purchase process 500, a
signer message is added 502 to the group message card. Here,
it is assumed that a signer message has been received; hence,
the signer’s message would be added 502 to the group mes-
sage card. A decision 504 then determines whether the signer
has made a gift. When the decision 504 determines that the
signer has made a gift, an indicator (e.g., gift indicator) can be
added 506 to the group message card with reference to the
signer. The indicator provided on the group message card can
be provided in various ways. For example, the indication can
be a text or graphic provided proximate the signer’s message
or signature. As another example, the group message card can
include a list of signers that have or are providing a gift.
Following the operation 506, or its being bypassed when the
signer has not made a gift, the separate gift purchase process
500 ends and processing returns to repeat the decision 306
illustrated in FIG. 3.

[0063] FIG. 5B is a flow diagram of an embedded gift
purchase process 550 according to one embodiment of the
invention. The embedded gift purchase process 550 is
described in FI1G. 5B can represent a replacement to the block
308 illustrated in FIG. 3. The embedded gift purchase process
550 begins with a decision 552. The decision 552 determines
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whether a signer message includes a gift purchase. The signer
message can be deemed to include a gift purchase when the
signer has selected to purchase or contribute to a gift in
response to the notification to the potential signers of the
initial group message card, or when the signer otherwise
indicates with the signer message that they will be providing
a gift. When the decision 552 determines that the signer
message does not include a gift purchase, then a signer mes-
sage is added 554 to the group message card. Alternatively,
when the decision 552 determines that the signer message
does include a gift purchase, then the gift purchase is pro-
cessed 556. For example, the processing of the gift purchase
can electronically process payment for the gift (and possibly
schedule its delivery). Then, a signer message and a gift
indication are added 558 to the group message card. The gift
indicator servers as an indication to a recipient of the group
message card that a certain signer provided (or contributed to)
a gift. The gift indicator provided on the group message card
can be provided in various ways. For example, the gift indi-
cation can be a text or graphic provided proximate the sign-
er’s signature. As another example, the group message card
can include a list of signers that have (or are) providing a gift.
Following the blocks 554 and 558, the embedded gift pur-
chase process 550 is complete and ends.

[0064] The separate gift purchase process 500 illustrated in
FIG. 5A and the embedded gift purchase process illustrated in
FIG. 5B can be use separately or in combination to enhance
the group card delivery process 300 illustrated in FIG. 3.
[0065] FIG. 6is aflow diagram ofa group message delivery
process 600 according to another embodiment of the inven-
tion. The group message delivery process 600 is, for example,
performed by a server, such as the electronic card server 102
illustrated in FIG. 1.

[0066] The group message delivery process 600 receives
602 card initiation information for a group message card. The
card initiation information is typically provided by an initia-
tor operating an initiator client. In one implementation, the
card initiation information includes at least recipient infor-
mation, card selection information, participant information
and a base message.

[0067] Next, messages are requested 604 from potential
participants. Here, each of the potential participants can be
provided with a request for a message that can be added to the
group message card. In response to the request, the potential
participants can provide messages that are to be added to the
group message card. These messages can be private messages
or public messages. A private message are is private between
a particular participant and a recipient. Public messages are
publicly provided with the group message card such that any
of the participants as well as the recipient can view such
public messages. Next, public and private messages are
received 606 from certain participants that desire to partici-
pate in the group message card.

[0068] Thereafter, the public and private messages are con-
solidated 608 to form a group message card. The group mes-
sage card is then delivered 610 to at least one recipient. The
group message card includes the various private and public
messages from the certain participants. The group message
card might also include a base message dependent on the type
of'the group message card, gift information (e.g., gift indica-
tions), etc. The characteristics of the group message card are
such that the certain participants are permitted 612 to view the
public messages of the group message card but not the private
messages. However, the private messages are not generally
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accessible by the participants. However, if a particular par-
ticipant has provided a private message to the group message
card, that participant, as well as the at least one recipient,
could be permitted 612 to view the associated private mes-
sage. Following the block 612, the group message delivery
process 600 is complete and ends.

[0069] Another aspect of the invention is the ability for the
one or more recipients of a group message card (e.g., elec-
tronic care card) to return messages, private or public, back to
one or more of the participants. For example, a return mes-
sage from a recipient can provide (i) a public message to all
the participants, (i) at least one private message for one or a
subset of the participants, or (iii) both.

[0070] Another aspect of the invention is that an entity can
utilize electronic group messages (e.g., electronic care cards)
to supports its employees, friends, and organizations. In one
embodiment, the initiator is any representative of an entity
that is providing the group message card to a recipient. For
example, the representative of the entity might be a human
resources person. As another example, the representative of
the entity might be a owner, manager or executive of the
entity.

[0071] FIG. 7 is a flow diagram on a group message deliv-
ery process 700 according to still another embodiment of the
invention. The group message delivery process 700 is, for
example, performed by a server, such as the electronic card
server 102 illustrated in FIG. 1.

[0072] The group message delivery process 700 begins
with a decision 702. The decision 702 determines whether a
group message card request has been received. Typically, a
group message card request would be provided to the server
by an initiator. In one embodiment, the initiator is any repre-
sentative of an entity that is providing the group message card
to a recipient. For example, a company might providing “get
well” card from a plurality of coworkers to a recipient
coworker that has a health issue. When the decision 702
determines that a group message card request has not been
received, the group message delivery process 700 awaits such
a request.

[0073] Once the decision 702 determines that a group mes-
sage card request has been received, a base message and
signer information are extracted 704 from the group message
card request. Typically, the base message and the signer infor-
mation would be provided in the group message card request
by the initiator. Next, a participation request is distributed 706
to signers for participation in the group message card. The
participation request invites the signers to participate in the
group message card by signing the card, providing a message
and/or providing or contributing to a gift.

[0074] Next, a decision 708 determines whether signer
messages have been received. In one embodiment, the signer
messages can be public or private messages to be provided
with the group message card. When the decision 708 deter-
mines that signer messages have not been received, then the
group message delivery process 700 awaits such messages.
Here, the process 700 could wait for a predetermined period
of time or could wait until an adequate number of signer
messages have been received before finalizing the group mes-
sage card.

[0075] In any case, once the decision 708 determines that
signer messages have been received, the group message card
is formed 710 based on the base message and the signer
messages. Thereafter, the group message card is delivered
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712 to the recipient. After the group message card is delivered
712, the group message delivery process 700 ends.

[0076] As noted above, the recipient can be a co-worker
that has a health condition. In such case, the company
employing the workers can sponsor the group message card.
For example, a human resource representative from the com-
pany can be the initiator, the potential participants can be
coworkers of the recipient, and the recipient can be a co-
worker having a health condition.

[0077] The electronic group message can also be initiated
by an employee who desires to send an electronic group
message (e.g., electronic petition or lobby) to a plurality of
other employees of the entity.

[0078] FIG. 8 shows an exemplary computer system 825
suitable for use with the invention. Computer system 825
includes a display monitor 828 having a single or multi-
screen display 830 (or multiple displays), cabinet 832, key-
board 834, and mouse 836. Cabinet 832 houses a drive 838,
such as a CD-ROM or floppy drive, system memory and a
hard drive (not shown) which may be utilized to store and
retrieve software programs incorporating computer code that
implements the present invention, data for use with the inven-
tion, and the like. Although CD-ROM 840 is shown as an
exemplary computer readable storage medium, other com-
puter readable storage media including floppy disk, tape,
flash memory, system memory, and hard drive may be uti-
lized. Additionally, a data signal embodied in a carrier wave
(e.g., in a network including the Internet) may be the com-
puter readable storage medium. In one implementation, a
computer program for the computer system 825 is provided in
the system memory, the hard drive, the CD-ROM 840 or other
computer readable storage medium and serves to implement,
or assist in the implementation of, the invention.

[0079] As noted above, in one embodiment, a group mes-
sage card is a care card. Some exemplary uses for the card
cards are described below. However, these exemplary uses are
not an exclusive list, and each exemplary use can include the
donation/gift option described above, as well as the personal
message capability for its recipient.

[0080] A business entity, such as a corporation, can use a
“Corporate Care Card” as a means to send an electronic card
to an employee (or their family member) in any number of
events, including but not limited to: death, illness/injury, hos-
pitalization, anniversary, birthday, baby shower, or retire-
ment. The electronic card would be distributed electronically
to the other employees in the business entity (or subdivision
thereof) or other selected group (collectively, the partici-
pants). The participants could electronically sign the card and
include a private message, including various private attach-
ments (e.g., picture, recorded message). The electronic card
could be forwarded to other participants or returned to the
sender.

[0081] For example, if an employee dies, the HR depart-
ment can circulate the Corporate Care Card for employees to
write a private message to the departed employee’s family
member. They can also select to donate to the employee’s
selected charity or to the funeral proceedings. Another use of
the Corporate Care Card may include a group electronic
message to employees (or other recipients) that contains an
attachment, with a region (e.g., field or box) for a personal
message/attachment to select recipients and a similar per-
sonal message box for the recipients to reply.

[0082] A group electronic message can also be used to
facilitate political action. An electronic communication by a
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single sender (or multiple senders with personal messages) to
politicians or lobbyists, including, if applicable, an attached
document, with the ability of the recipient to reply to the
sender (or selected senders) with personal messages, and
ability of the sender(s) to make a political contribution and
evidence thereon in the communication.

[0083] A group electronic message can also be used in the
context of a fan club. An electronic card to the members of the
fan club to sign and include their personal message for the
recipient, with the ability of the recipient to reply with per-
sonal messages to select members.

[0084] A group electronic message can be used by indi-
viduals. A group of individuals who want to send a single
electronic card/invitation can include their private messages
and once the personal messages (and gift item or donation)
are made, the electronic card can be sent to the recipient, with
the options as described above.

[0085] A group electronic message can also be used by a
funeral home. The funeral home can send the electronic card
on behalf of the family. The electronic card can include a
notice of the proceedings and the elegy, and indicate the
charity selected for donations in honor of the decedent (with
a link to a florist or selected charity). The electronic card can
be sent to family members (and forwarded by such recipients
to other recipients), all of which can respond with a personal
note to the family (and donation).

[0086] A group electronic message can also be used by a
church. The church can send an electronic card to its constitu-
ents in the event of (1) a fundraising event or goal or other
church related activity, or (2) a member’s illness or death (or
any other event). The electronic card can advertise an event or
activity and facilitate members in making a donation/gift. For
example, for those members that missed the weekly sermon,
the church would send a summary of the lesson with an
individual blessing, including a link (e.g., hyperlink) to make
an offering. For members in need, the church can send a care
card that includes private messages from its constituents and/
or the minister.

[0087] A group electronic message can also be used by a
charity. The charity can send an electronic card to its constitu-
ents in the event of a fundraising event or goal or other charity
related activity. Constituents can use the electronic card to
send/receive personal messages and/or make donations. A
charity might also participate in sponsoring or advertising on
electronic cards so as to advertise their charity and/or seek
donations and/or sales of its charitable products. Sponsorship
or advertising can include a trademark, logo, etc. for a charity
on the electronic card.

[0088] A group electronic message can also be used by the
military. The military can use the electronic card for a mem-
ber of the armed services that is injured or killed. For
example, in the event of death of a soldier, the care card can
include the eulogy and funeral/burial arrangements. It can
also include a summary of his or her service and achieve-
ments. The care card could also be sent to the soldier’s unit
(e.g., platoon) for receiving personal message to be provided
with the care card for the family.

[0089] A group electronic message can also be used by an
educational facility/institution. For example, the care card
can be used as part of the annual yearbook, where public
and/or private message can be provided that become part of
the electronic version of the yearbook. As another example, a
group electronic message can be used by a group of students
to send a group thank you to a teacher.
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[0090] Note when a giftis provided, a participant purchases
a gift individually or contributes to a group gift. The type of
gift can vary widely. Some examples of gifts include: gift
cards, pre-paid credit or debit cards, charitable donations,
insurance, consumer goods, flowers, food, etc. The gift is
provided to a recipient. The gift being provided to the recipi-
ent can be directly for the recipient or indirectly for the
recipient. For example, if the gift is a donation on behalf of the
recipient, the gift is indirectly provided to the recipient.
[0091] To the extent the gift can be electronically provided
to the recipient, the recipient can get the gift with the elec-
tronic group message (e.g., electronic care card). However,
when the gift is not electronically deliverable, the recipient
can get a notification or other information pertaining to the
gift. For example, the notification or other information can
inform the recipient of what the gift is and how and when the
gift is to be delivered or otherwise made available to the
recipient.

[0092] Still further, in another aspect of the invention, an
initiator or other user of the system can arrange for or con-
figure the system to provide subsequent group messages or
reminders therefor. As one example, on an anniversary date or
other pre-arranged date, the system can be configured to send
another group message (even the same group message as
previously sent) to a recipient. Alternatively, the system can
remind (e.g., via email) the user to send another message to
the recipient of the earlier group message. Such a reminder
can be provided on the anniversary date of the earlier group
message or other pre-arranged date. The system can assist the
user in creating and sending the another message, such as
through enabling the user to use the content from the earlier
message or enabling the user to provide new content for the
another message. As another example, a user can configure
the system to send messages at predetermined times in the
future. Each of these messages can be different. The message
content can be formed for one or more of the messages in
advance. Any of these messages can contain private and/or
public messages or other aspects as discussed above.

[0093] In any of the above-mentioned embodiment, any of
the messages can be screened for improper content, such as
offensive language. To the extent offensive language is found,
the message can be declined, deleted or altered.

[0094] Additionally, if desired, signers can be required to
provide identifying information before their signature/mes-
sage is accepted. The identifying information can be used to
authenticate the signers. The identifying information can take
many different forms, including PIN number, employee num-
ber, social security number, phone number, address, etc. The
signers can also be required to register with the system (e.g.,
asystem website) in order to participate in the group message.
[0095] The various aspects, embodiments, implementa-
tions or features of the invention can be used separately or in
any combination.

[0096] The invention can be implemented by software,
hardware or a combination of hardware and software. The
invention can also be embodied as computer readable code on
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a computer readable medium. The computer readable
medium is any data storage device that can store data which
can thereafter be read by a computer system. Examples of the
computer readable medium include read-only memory, ran-
dom-access memory, CD-ROMs, DVDs, magnetic tape, opti-
cal data storage devices, and carrier waves. The computer
readable medium can also be distributed over network-
coupled computer systems so that the computer readable code
is stored and executed in a distributed fashion.

[0097] The many features and advantages of the present
invention are apparent from the written description. Further,
since numerous modifications and changes will readily occur
to those skilled in the art, the invention should not be limited
to the exact construction and operation as illustrated and
described. Hence, all suitable modifications and equivalents
may be resorted to as falling within the scope of the invention.

What is claimed is:

1. A computer-implemented method for providing a group
message card to at least one recipient, said method compris-
ing:

(a) receiving card initiation information for the group mes-

sage card;

(b) requesting messages from each of a plurality of partici-
pants;

(c) receiving a public message and a private message from
each of a set of recipients from the plurality of partici-
pants;

(d) consolidating, by at one or more computing devices, the
public messages and the private messages from the set of
participants to form a group message card;

(e) sending, by the one or more computing devices, the
group message card to the at least one recipient, the
group message card sent to the at least one recipient
includes the public messages and the private messages;
and

(D permitting the set of participants to view the public
messages of the group message card but not the private
messages of at least the other of the participants.

2. A method as recited in claim 1, wherein the card initia-
tion information comprises recipient information, card selec-
tion information, participant information and a base message.

3. A method as recited in claim 1, wherein said method
further comprises:

(g) enabling the at least one recipient to return messages to

at least one of the participants.

4. A method as recited in claim 3, wherein the at least one
return message includes a public message to all the partici-
pants and at least one private message to one of the partici-
pants.

5. A method as recited in claim 3, wherein the at least one
return message includes at least one private message to one or
a subset of the participants.
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