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LINKING SOUNDS AND EMOTICONS

[0001] This application is a continuation of U.S. patent
application Ser. No. 12/789,229, filed May 27, 2010, now
U.S. Pat. No. 8,321,518; which is a continuation of U.S.
patent application Ser. No. 10/761,773, filed Jan. 21, 2004,
now U.S. Pat. No. 7,752,270, the contents of which are
hereby incorporated by reference herein in their entirety into
this disclosure.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

[0002] 1. Field of the Invention

[0003] The present invention relates generally to commu-
nications and in particular relates to communicating text files
and associating sound files with the text files.

[0004] With the advance of electronic mail (e-mail), it has
become common to transmit so-called emotional icons, oth-
erwise known as emoticons, within messages. Such emoti-
cons typically consist of one or more keyboard characters
which can be understood to convey voice inflections, facial
expressions, gestures, etc. For example, the ubiquitous “smi-
ley face,” :-) is often transmitted to express happiness. As is
well understood, this emoticon is constructed from a colon
character, a dash character and a close parentheses character.
There are a good number of such emoticons that can be
constructed from ordinary keyboard characters.

[0005] 2. Description of Related Art

[0006] U.S. Pat. No. 6,629,793 discloses an emoticon key-
board for generating emoticons and abbreviations with spe-
cialized keys. As is described in this patent, and as is well
known generally, it is common for certain software applica-
tion programs to translate the text emoticon into a graphical
representation. For example, the ubiquitous :) is often
depicted by software programs as an upright face with two
eyes and a smiling mouth (a smiley face).

[0007] While it has been known in the art to convert textual
emoticon symbols into graphic representations, it has here-
tofore not been known to also play any sort of audio in
response to the particular emoticon being displayed or trans-
mitted. Accordingly, the present invention is directed to a
method for linking sounds and emoticons to allow a first user
or sender to send an emoticon to a recipient or second user
such that the recipient sees the emoticon and hears a sound
associated with it.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

[0008] Briefly described, the present invention comprises a
method and apparatus for linking sounds and emoticons to
allow a recipient of a message containing an emoticon to hear
audio associated with the emoticon. In one aspect of the
invention, the first user or sender establishes a link or asso-
ciation between the emoticon being sent and a sound file to be
associated with that particular emoticon. The emoticon is
then transmitted from the sender to the recipient along with
the link or association such that the recipient can hear the
audio when the emoticon is displayed.

[0009] In another aspect, the invention as disclosed herein
involves the use of a communications server which can create
the link or association between the emoticon and a sound file.
This can be done more or less automatically. For example, the
server can be programmed to link a particular sound file with
a particular emoticon for every sender. Alternatively, the
server can be programmed to allow different sound files to be
associated with the same emoticon, depending upon the pref-
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erences of the sender. Thus, a first sender or user can choose
a particular sound file to be associated or linked with an
emoticon, while a different sender or user can choose a dif-
ferent sound file to be automatically associated or linked with
an emoticon anytime that particular sender sends a message
containing that emoticon.

[0010] Thus, as just described above, the linking or asso-
ciation can be made dynamically or automatically. The link-
ing can be done by the end user or sender, can be made
automatically at the sender’s device prior to uploading it
along with the message containing the emoticon to a network
server, or can be made at the network server.

[0011] Stated another way, the present invention comprises
a method and apparatus that uses an electronic communica-
tions network, in which a sender can send a message to a
recipient, with the network including a server for facilitating
communications between the sender and the recipient. Pref-
erably, the method comprises the steps of linking a sound file
to an emoticon contained in a sender-generated message,
forwarding the emoticon and its link to the sound file to the
recipient, and at the recipient, displaying the emoticon and
audibly playing the sound file linked to the emoticon.

[0012] Inone form the step of linking comprises making a
dynamic association, established by the sender, for that par-
ticular message being sent. In another form the step of linking
comprises automatically generating a link according to the
particular emoticon being sent. In yet another form the step of
linking comprises automatically generating a link according
to the combination of the particular emoticon being sent and
the particular recipient.

[0013] Inone manner of practicing the invention the step of
linking is performed by the sender. Alternatively, in another
manner of practicing the invention the step of linking is per-
formed by the server.

[0014] One way of carrying out the invention comprises
linking or associating a sound file with an emoticon, without
necessarily attaching a sound file to the electronic message
containing the emoticon. Alternatively, one can attach the
sound file to the message, and the step of forwarding can
comprise forwarding both the message and the sound file.

[0015] It should be understood that the step of linking or
associating a sound file can comprise creating a pointer or
hash key to a sound file and attaching the pointer or hash key
to the message. As contemplated herein, the present invention
can include, for example, forwarding a MIME-encoded
attachment as a manner of associating or linking the sound file
with an emoticon.

[0016] It should be understood that the invention can
encompass schemes in which the sender forwards a sound
file, regardless of whether the recipient already has that par-
ticular sound file. It should also be understood that the inven-
tion can encompass schemes in which the communications
system compares the sound file to be forwarded with sound
files already contained at the server or at the recipient to
determine whether to forward the sound file from the sender
to the server and/or from the server to the recipient. In this
way, data traffic associated with forwarding and playing of
the audio file can be minimized.

[0017] The present invention will be better understood
upon reading the following specification in conjunction with
the accompanying drawing figures.
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

[0018] FIG.1 is a schematic block diagram of a communi-
cations system environment which can be used with the
present invention.

[0019] FIG. 2 is a flowchart depicting the steps carried out
in one aspect of the present invention.

[0020] FIG. 3 is a flowchart depicting steps carried out in
another aspect of the present invention.

[0021] FIG. 4 is a flowchart depicting steps carried out in
yet another aspect of the present invention.

[0022] FIG. 5is a flowchart depicting steps carried out in a
further aspect of the present invention.

[0023] FIG. 6 is a flowchart depicting steps carried out in
yet another aspect of the present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
EXEMPLARY EMBODIMENTS

[0024] Referring now to the drawing figures, wherein like
reference numerals represent like parts throughout the several
views, FIG. 1 shows a communications network 10 suitable
for use with the present invention. It should be understood
that a wide variety of communication networks, employing a
wide variety of devices, can utilize and benefit from the
present invention. For example, the present invention can be
utilized in e-mail applications existing on personal computers
communicating with one another. Also, the present invention
can be employed in communications between a personal
computer and a wireless device or vice versa. Indeed, a wide
variety of devices can enjoy the benefits of this technology,
including personal computers, personal digital assistants
(PDA’s), wireless and cellular phones, pagers, Internet appli-
ances, etc. In particular, the invention can be employed in
scenarios having recipient devices that are the same or are of
a different type or configuration than the sending devices. A
great many such communications networks exist already and
can readily exploit the present invention. Typically, such
communications networks would include a communications
server or network server 11 for facilitating communication
between users of the network, such as User 1 and User 2
indicated at 12 and 13.

[0025] FIG. 2 is a flowchart depicting a first aspect of the
present invention. In particular, FIG. 2 depicts a method 20
for carrying out the present invention. The method includes a
first step 21 of generating a message. This message genera-
tion step 21 typically would be carried out by a user, such as
User 1 indicated at 12 in FIG. 1. The message generation step
21 is followed by a linking step indicated at 22, in which a
sound file is linked to the message. The step of linking or
associating a sound file can take several forms, and can, for
example, comprise creating a pointer or hash key to a sound
file and attaching the pointer or hash key to the message. This
linking step can be performed by the user, such as by manu-
ally creating a link (such as by keyboard strokes or mouse
pointer selections). Alternatively, this linking step can be
performed automatically by the device being used by the user.
Thus, the device, such as a computer, cellular telephone,
PDA, etc., can be programmed to automatically create the
link for the user. Alternatively, this link can be created outside
of the user’s device, such as at the network server 11 in the
communications network 10 depicted in FIG. 1.

[0026] As contemplated herein, the linking step can also
include, for example, physically attaching a sound file to the
message file, such as by forwarding a MIME-encoded attach-
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ment. (MIME stands for Multipurpose Internet Mail Exten-
sions.) A MIME-encoded attachment is a file attachment in a
format that is created by some e-mail programs to encapsulate
image or program attachments. The Internet’s e-mail system
doesn’t always handle binary files well, such as image files.
So, for example when an e-mail message is to be sent with a
file attachment to someone over the Internet, some software
programs automatically encode or translate the attachment
using a system called MIME. Typically, a MIME program
converts the binary attachment into a text format that can be
handled by Internet e-mail. The message’s recipient needs a
program that can decode the MIME e-mail and turn it back
into a binary file that the computer can use. While a MIME-
encoded attachment is described herein, the invention is not to
be limited to such communication techniques.

[0027] After the linking step, the next step 23 comprises
forwarding the message to the recipient. Typically, this would
be carried out by first forwarding the message from the User
1 to acommunications server and having the communications
server forward the message on to the ultimate recipient user
(e.g., User 2). In one manner of practicing the invention, this
forwarding step 23 comprises forwarding both the message
and a link (or hash key or pointer) to a sound file without
actually sending the sound file. In another aspect, the present
invention encompasses also sending the sound file. Alterna-
tively, the message and sound file can be combined in a
MIME-encoded attachment and then forwarded together. In
step 24, the message is received at the end user and is dis-
played on whatever display device the end user has, be it a
computer screen, PDA, cellular telephone, pager, Internet
appliance, etc. Along with the displaying of the message and
the emoticon or emoticon symbol, the device also plays the
audio file that has been linked to the emoticon.

[0028] The invention as disclosed herein preferably
involves the creation of a link or association between the
emoticon and a sound file. This can be done more or less
automatically. For example, the communications server can
be programmed to link a particular sound file with a particular
emoticon for every sender. Alternatively, the server can be
programmed to allow different sound files to be associated
with the same emoticon, depending upon the preferences of
the sender. Thus, a first sender or user can choose a particular
sound file to be associated or linked with an emoticon, while
a different sender or user can choose a different sound file to
be automatically associated or linked with an emoticon any-
time that particular sender sends a message containing that
emoticon.

[0029] Thus, as just described above, the linking or asso-
ciation can be made dynamically or automatically. The link-
ing step 22 can be done by the end user or sender, can be made
automatically at the sender’s device prior to uploading it
along with the message containing the emoticon to a network
server, or can be made at the network server. In one form, the
step 22 of linking comprises making a dynamic association,
established by the sender, for that particular message being
sent. In another form the step of linking comprises automati-
cally generating a link according to the particular emoticon
being sent. In yet another form the step of linking comprises
automatically generating a link according to the combination
of'the particular emoticon being sent and the particular recipi-
ent.

[0030] It should be understood that the invention can
encompass schemes in which the sender forwards a sound
file, regardless of whether the recipient already has that par-
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ticular sound file. It should also be understood that the inven-
tion can encompass schemes in which the communications
system compares the sound file to be forwarded with sound
files already contained at the server or at the recipient to
determine whether to forward the sound file from the sender
to the server and/or from the server to the recipient. In this
way, data traffic associated with forwarding and playing of
the audio file can be minimized. One way of evaluating the
“need” for the sound file to be forwarded so as to minimize
data traffic is depicted in FIG. 3.

[0031] InFIG. 3, another aspect of the present invention is
depicted. In particular, FIG. 3 depicts a method 30 including
an initial step 31 of associating or linking a sound file with an
emoticon. Preferably, this association takes the form of a
pointer or hash key to relate an emoticon to a separate sound
file. In the second step 32, the emoticon and the pointer or
hash key are forwarded from the first user or sender to a
communications server. However, initially, the sound file
itself need not be forwarded. Instead, in step 33 the server
evaluates whether it already has the particular sound file that
would otherwise be forwarded with the emoticon forwarded
in step 32. If the server does not have the sound file, the server
obtains the sound file from the sender according to step 34.
This typically would be done by sending a short signal back to
the sender to, in effect, pull the sound file from the sender, by
in practical terms asking the sender to forward the sound file
to the network server. On the other hand, if the server already
has the sound file, there is no need to perform step 34, and
instead the method branches directly to step 35. In step 35, the
server queries the end user and evaluates whether the end user
or recipient has the particular sound file linked to the emoti-
con. If the end user or recipient does not have the sound file,
step 36 is performed in which the sound file is forwarded from
the server to the recipient. If, on the other hand, the recipient
already has the sound file, there is no need to send it again.
The next step 37 involves sending the pointer to the recipient
along with the emoticon and message. In step 38, the end
user’s or recipient’s device displays the emoticon, either as a
graphical representation or as text characters. In addition, the
end user device also plays the audio, using the sound file
linked or associated with the message an emoticon.

[0032] As an alternative to moving directly to step 34 if a
determination is made at step 33 that the server does not have
the sound file, a determination could first be made as to
whether the recipient has the sound file. If so, it would not be
necessary to obtain the sound file from the sender at that time.
Ifitis determined that neither the server nor the recipient have
the sound file, then the sound file would be obtained from the
sender. In essence, the order of blocks 35 and 34 could be
reversed in the flow chart. As another alternative, the server
could have knowledge of which sound files the recipient has
so that if the server does not have the sound file, the server
determines, at the server, whether the recipient has the sound
file. If neither the server nor the recipient have the sound file,
then the sound file is obtained from the sender.

[0033] Preferably, the linking or associating or otherwise
relating the sound file to an emoticon contained the message
is accomplished by the sender or at the sender’s electronic
device. However, it may be preferable in certain circum-
stances to effect this linking at the network server, rather than
at the user device. This might be particularly advantageous
where the end user is a subscriber to a service, such as a
cellular telephone service subscriber and his or her user pref-
erences can be, and typically are, stored on a central system,
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rather than being stored on the cellular telephone itself. FIG.
4 shows, in schematic manner, one way of practicing the
present invention in which this linking or associating step is
carried out at the network server. As depicted in FIG. 4, a
method 40 according to the present invention includes a first
step 41 of generating a message, with the message including
an emoticon. This message generation step 41 typically
would be carried out in an end user or sender device. Next, in
step 42 the message with the emoticon is forwarded from the
sender to the network server. Upon receiving the message
from the sender, the network server creates a link to the sound
file in step 43, with the link associating a sound file with the
particular message. Once the sound file has been linked to the
message in step 43, in step 44 the message and the link are
then forwarded from the network server to the recipient.
Finally, in step 45 the recipient’s device displays the message
and plays the audio file using the link between the emoticon
and the audio file. In embodiments of the present invention,
the steps of this method may be executed by a computer
program on a computer-readable medium.

[0034] The approach depicted in FIG. 4 has certain practi-
cal advantages as well.

[0035] For example, in the context of a cellular telephone
subscriber, user preferences can be stored on the central
server and periodically updated by the user. In this way, a user
can initially have a set of default audio files that he or she can
easily associate or link with certain emoticons. Indeed, the
default values can associate particular audio files with each of
the somewhat standard emoticons. If the user doesn’t change
the default, the default remains in place. The end user can
purchase or otherwise obtain additional or different audio
files to replace the default audio files. This approach could be
used advantageously to limit the amount of network storage
space required for the audio files. For example, the network
server need not physically store 1,000 copies of a particular
audio file to correspond to thousand different users who all
have the same default value audio file. Instead, the network
server can simply store one copy of the audio file and make it
accessible to all of the users.

[0036] FIG. 5 shows another method 50 for practicing the
present invention. In this embodiment, the linking or associa-
tion takes the form of physically attaching the sound file to the
message and then forwarding them together as a packet. The
first step 51 comprises generating a message, typically at the
user or sender device. Next, in step 52 a sound file is attached
to the message file, with the sound file to be played later when
the emoticon contained in the message is displayed. One
suitable approach for making this attachment is to attach the
sound file as a MIME-encoded attachment which can be
forwarded with the message text file. In step 53 the text file or
message file and its associated attachment sound file are
forwarded to the recipient. Step 53 can be carried out directly
in that the message can go directly from the first user to the
second user. Alternatively, the forwarding can be somewhat
indirect in that the message can be forwarded first from the
sender to a network server and then from the network server
to the recipient. Alternatively, the message can be sent from
the sender to some third party device other than a network
server and then forwarded from that device on to the ultimate
end user or recipient. In step 54 the message received by the
recipient is displayed, including the emoticon, and the audio
attachment is played so that the end user sees the message
with the embedded emoticon and hears the audio.
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[0037] FIG. 6 shows another method 60 for practicing the
present invention. In this embodiment, the linking or associa-
tion is performed at the sender’s device and takes the form of
physically attaching the sound file to the message and then
forwarding them together as a packet. In FIG. 6, the first step
61 comprises attaching the sound file to the message file. This
attachment can be done using a MIME-encoded attachment
technique, as described above. In the second step 62, the
emoticon and the pointer or hash key are forwarded from the
first user or sender to a communications server. However,
initially, the sound file itself need not be forwarded. Instead,
in step 63 the server evaluates whether it already has the
particular sound file that would otherwise be forwarded with
the emoticon forwarded in step 62. If the server does not have
the sound file, the server obtains the sound file from the sender
according to step 64. This typically would be done by sending
a short signal back to the sender to, in effect, pull the sound
file from the sender, by in practical terms asking the sender to
forward the sound file to the network server. On the other
hand, if the server already has the sound file, there is no need
to perform step 64 and instead the method branches directly to
step 65. In step 65 the server queries the end user and evalu-
ates whether the end user or recipient has the particular sound
file linked to the emoticon. If the end user or recipient does not
have the sound file, step 66 is performed in which the sound
file is forwarded from the server to the recipient. If, on the
other hand, the recipient already has the sound file, there is no
need to send it again. The next step 67 involves sending a
pointer (in lieu of the sound file itself) to the recipient along
with the emoticon and message. In step 68, the end user’s or
recipient’s device displays the emoticon, either as a graphical
representation or as text characters. In addition, the end user
device also plays the audio file, using the sound file linked and
forwarded with the message and emoticon (or using the sound
file already resident on the recipient device).
[0038] While the invention has been disclosed in preferred
forms, those skilled in the art will recognize that many modi-
fications, additions and deletions can be made therein without
departing from the spirit and scope of the invention as set
forth in the following claims.
What is claimed is:
1. A method comprising:
receiving an emoticon associated with a sound file at a
server on a network;
linking the emoticon with the sound file according to user
preferences stored on the server, the user preferences
indicating that the sound file is chosen to be linked with
the emoticon by a sender, the user preferences periodi-
cally updated by the sender, the updating occurring by
obtaining different sound files from the server and
replacing a set of default sound files, linked with at least
one emoticon, stored in the user preferences;
sending the emoticon from the server to a recipient; and
determining if the recipient needs the sound file, the sound
file forwarded to the recipient from the server when the
recipient needs the sound file, the sound file received by
the server from the sender when the server does not have
the sound file and the recipient needs the sound file,
wherein the sound file is played at the recipient when the
emoticon is displayed.
2. The method of claim 1, wherein the associating is per-
formed by the sender.
3. The method of claim 2, wherein the step of associating
comprises making a dynamic association for a message.
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4. The method of claim 1, wherein the associating is per-
formed by the server.
5. The method of claim 1, wherein the sound file is sent to
the recipient with the emoticon.
6. The method of claim 1, wherein the associating com-
prises creating a pointer to the sound file and attaching the
pointer to a message containing the emoticon.
7. The method of claim 1, wherein the sound file is for-
warded even if the recipient has the sound file.
8. The method of claim 1, wherein the associating is
accomplished by sending a message with a MIME-encoded
attachment.
9. The method of claim 1, wherein the step of forwarding
the sound file to the recipient comprises forwarding a mes-
sage and a link to the sound file.
10. A system comprising:
a server for facilitating communications between a sending
device sending a message and a receiving device in
communication with the sending device, the server con-
nected to an electronic communications network, the
server configured to
receive the message including an emoticon from the
sending device addressed to the receiving device,

determine an association between the emoticon and a
sound file,

link the emoticon with the sound file according to user
preferences stored on the server, the user preferences
indicating that the sound file is chosen to be linked
with the emoticon by the sender, the user preferences
periodically updated by the sender, the updating
occurring by obtaining different sound files from the
server and replacing a set of default sound files, linked
with at least one emoticon, stored in the user prefer-
ences,

send the emoticon to the receiving device,

determine if the receiving device has the sound file
stored on

a memory of the receiving device, and if not to forward the
sound file to the receiving device from the server

when the receiving device needs the sound file, the sound
file received at the server from the sending device when
the server does not have the sound file on a server
memory and the receiving device needs the sound file.

11. The system of claim 10, wherein the association
between the emoticon and the sound file is created by the
sending device.

12. The system of claim 11, wherein the association is
created by making a dynamic association for the message.

13. The system of claim 10, wherein the association is
created by the server.

14. The system of claim 10, wherein the sound file is sent
to the receiving device with the emoticon.

15. The system of claim 10, wherein the association
includes a pointer to the sound file attached to the message
containing the emoticon.

16. The system of claim 10, wherein the sound file is
forwarded even if the receiving device has the sound file.

17. The system of claim 10, wherein the association is
accomplished by the sending device by sending the message
with a MIME-encoded attachment to the server.

18. The system of claim 10, wherein the sound file is
forwarded to the recipient as a message and a link to the sound
file.



