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1
SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR GUIDED MEDIA SEQUENCES

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to a system and a method for guided media sequences or
strings, and in particular, to such a system and method in which a user sequentially views a
plurality of stops, composed of media units with an optional accompanying commentary, which
combine to form the string. The media sequences may optionally be manually guided, but
alternatively are automatically sequentially-displayed. A triggered action may also optionally be
used in order to break a sequential display of the stops by causing an action to be performed

which is outside of the linear sequence.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Web pages are an example of a format of information which is available for display on a

computational device through a network, such as the Internet for example. Static Web pages
may be used to convey various types of information, such as promotional information for
products, or branding information for particular companies and/or products of those companies.

In addition, other types of media units may also be available through a network such as
the Internet. Examples of these media units include, but are not limited to, streaming video and
audio data, graphic images, animation, text, word processing documents, other forms for
entering information by a user, spreadsheets and various types of interactive displays. These
media units, which are frequently available to a company as legacy data, should also be included
within any type of guided presentation, but are currently not included.

Various business processes would benefit from enhanced presentations or displays of
sequential information, particularly displays which are not limited to Web pages. For example,
sales processes would benefit from such clear, interactive and intuitive presentations, as the user
could enter information and be guided through the entire process. Unfortunately, such
presentations are not currently available, even through dynamic Web pages.

Without such clear and intuitive presentations, however, uncompleted transactions may
occur, particularly for difficult or complex product offerings. For example, these offerings may
be provided by banks, insurance providers, brokerage firms and other financial institutions.
Uncompleted transactions may prove very expensive and frustrating for these types of firms and
companies. Current attempts to find solutions to these uncompleted transactions include process

redesign, which is expensive, time consuming and disruptive to customers; and the addition of
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2
certain interactive features, such as a “chat” feature with an on-line sales representative.

However, neither attempted solution fully addresses this problem.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The background art does not teach or suggest a solution for guiding the user through a

sequence of a plurality of media units with additional commentary. The background art also
does not teach or suggest the use of media units which optionally include Web pages with other
types of media units within the guided sequence. The background art also does not teach or
suggest a solution for using legacy information to provide an intuitive, interactive sales process
experience for the user.

The present invention overcomes these deficiencies of the background art by providing a
system and a method for guiding at least one user through a sequence of a plurality of stops, ‘
optionally implemented as media units and preferably with additional commentary, optionally
either as an automatic display of a string or alternatively as a “live” display of the string with a
human operator. The stops also optionally feature various types of media units integrated into
the sequence, such as Web pages, animation, graphic images, and streaming audio and video for
example.

The accompanying commentary provides additional information which is related to the
subject matter of the stops and/or directly to the media unit(s) of the stops. The guided sequence
is executed according to a set of sequence instructions, which may be performed automatically
from stored instructions, or alternatively may be entered by a human operator functioning as the
guide. The execution of the guided sequence provides the user with a multimedia experience, of
which a portion of the experience is optionally provided through the display of one or more Web
pages and/or other types of media units. Thus, the user is guided through the sequence of stops,
optionally including media units, according to the instructions, and receives additional
information from the commentary.

Examples of these different types of media units include, but are not limited to, still
images, video data, audio data, text, animation, graphic images, Web pages, word processing
documents, other forms for data entry, slide or presentation data, and spreadsheet data.

According to preferred embodiments of the present invention, as an additional option to
the pre-defined display sequence, a trigger feature is provided which causes an action to be
performed outside of, or apart from, the linear sequence of the display. For example, such an

action may enable the user to jump (non-sequentially) to another part of the presentation.
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Alternatively, such an action may force the user to perform some process before the presentation

continues, such as entering a particular type of information in a form for example.

According to the present invention, there is provided a method for providing a guided
sequence through a network to at least one user, the method comprising: providing a set of
guided sequence instructions for executing the guided sequence; executing at least one guided
sequence instruction from the set of guided sequence instructions to form at least one executed
guided sequence instruction; displaying at least one media unit with commentary to the at least
one user according to the at least one executed guided sequence instruction; and repeating the
providing, executing and displaying at least once to display at least one other media unit with
commentary to the at least one user to form the guided sequence.

Hereinafter, the term "network" refers to a connection between any two or more
computational devices which permits the transmission of data.

Hereinafter, the term “computational device” includes, but is not limited to, any type of
device which is capable of performing computations, including but not limited to: desktop
computers, hand-held computers, cellular telephones, enhanced cellular telephones such as
WAP-enabled cellular telephones, wearable computers of any sort, and palm-top or PDA
(personal data assistant) type devices.

For the present invention, a software application could be written in substantially any
suitable programming language, which could easily be selected by one of ordinary skill in the
art. The programming language chosen should be compatible with the computational device
according to which the software application is executed. Examples of suitable programming
languages include, but are not limited to, C, C++ and Java.

In addition, the present invention could be implemented as software, firmware or
hardware, or as a combination thereof. For any of these implementations, the functions
performed by the method could be described as a plurality of instructions performed by a data

processor.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The invention is herein described, by way of example only, with reference to the

accompanying drawings, wherein:
FIG 1. is a schematic block diagram of a system according to the present invention,
FIG. 2 is a flowchart of an illustrative method for presenting the guided sequence of

media units according to the present invention,
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FIG. 3 is an exemplary GUI display for the guided sequence of Figure 2 according to the

present invention;

FIG. 4 is a flowchart of an illustrative method for creating a new String according to the
present invention,

FIGS. 5A-5D are exemplary GUI (graphical user interface) displays for the String
builder according to the present invention,

FIG. 6 is an exemplary GUI (graphical user interface) for the “WYSIWYG”
implementation of the string builder according to the present invention; and

FIG. 7 is a schematic block diagram of one exemplary implementation of the system of

Figure 1 according to the present invention.

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS

The present invention is of a system and a method for guiding at least one user through a

sequence of stops obtained through a network, preferably composed of a plurality of media units
with added commentary, termed herein a “String”. A String is a sequential, interactive, media
enhanced Web experience which dramatically improves the end-user experience for viewing
(preferably pre-authored) sequential displays of these stops. Examples of these different types of
media units for the stops include, but are not limited to, still images, video data, audio data, text,
animation, graphic images, Web pages, word processing documents, other forms for data entry,
slide or presentation data, and spreadsheet data.

A preferred but illustrative embodiment of the present invention is of Strings which are
constructed of a sequence of Web pages, as such a sequence of media units may optionally
incorporate any other types of media which are compatible with Web pages.

Each of the components of the string may optionally feature one or more stops. A “stop”
is a display of information which preferably includes at least one media unit. If a plurality of
media units should be displayed at a particular stop, then more preferably these media units are
related in some manner.

According to preferred embodiments of the present invention, as an optional addition to
the pre-defined display sequence, a trigger feature is provided which causes an action to be
performed outside of, or apart from, the linear sequence of the display. For example, such an
action may enable the user to jump (non-sequentially) to another part of the presentation.
Alternatively, such an action may force the user to perform some process before the presentation

continues, such as entering a particular type of information in a form for example.
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According to optional but preferred embodiments of the present invention, the strings are

provided according to one of several display options, a live event mode, one-on-one and a
private mode (on-demand). A String which is presented according to the live event mode
preferably features a live (human) guide, who manually controls and/or otherwise guides the
display of the String to one or more end-users. The end-users may optionally present questions
to the live guide, who may answer through a variety of communication modes. For example,
questions may be given and/or answered through such communication modes as textual chat,
messaging and/or e-mail; voice interaction; or live video broadcast. The end-users may also
optionally interact through these different communication modes, if a group of a plurality of
end-users is present.

The guide is optionally able to control the pace at which the String is displayed, for
example by moving the entire group of end-users as one to the next stop, or the next media unit
to be displayed. Such live events (or the live mode for displaying Strings) are more preferably
scheduled in advance, before the display of the String begins. More preferably, the guide or the
author of the String (who are not necessarily the same individual) determines a time and date for
each event, and then most preferably promotes the event to the end-users by informing them of
the time and date of the live display.

The private (on demand) mode for displaying Strings, on the dther hand, preferably
allows at least one end-user to display the String in an automatic format, without the manual
interaction of a live human guide. Preferably, each individual end-user views such a String
separately. More preferably, guide enhancements are available through the String, including but
not limited to, pre-recorded guide commentary, pre-authored notes, multiple types of media, and
so forth.

The accompanying commentary provides additional information which is related to the
subject matter of the media units and/or directly to the media unit itself. The guided sequence is
executed according to a set of sequence instructions, which may be performed automatically
from stored instructions, or alternatively may be entered by a human operator functioning as the
guide. The execution of the guided sequence provides the user with a multimedia experience
which includes the display of a sequence of stops, of which a portion of the experience is
optionally provided through the display of one or more Web pages and/or other types of media
units. The user may optionally ask questions, although tﬁese would need to be answered “off-
line”, at a later time and/or through a different communication mode. Thus, the user is guided

through the sequence of media units according to the instructions and receives additional
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information from the commentary.

Text may optionally be received from the guide, if present, and/or from another user, if a
plurality of users is participating in the guided sequence of media, in the form of chat. Text may
also optionally be received from stored messages, previously entered by other users. The guide
may also optionally provide broadcast video and/or audio data for the commentary.

The guided sequence may optionally be organized such that the display of the guided
sequence of media units is repeated periodically. Alternatively, for a single user, the guided
sequence of media units may begin at the initiative of that user. Also alternatively, the guided
sequence may be a single predetermined event for a group of users. In addition, the guided
sequence may be open to any user, or alternatively, may be open only to one or more select
users. These select users may need to enter a password or other identifier in order to join the
guided sequence, for example.

One-on-One mode is preferably implemented in a similar manner to the live (guide)

mode, except that the session for displaying the String is preferably not scheduled, but rather is

_ always available, or at least is always available when a human guide is present. This mode is

preferred for immediately, non-preplanned communication.

According to other preferred embodiments of the present invention, there is provided an
authoring tool and environment, in order to permit a user to construct a new sequence of media
units, or String. As previously described, a String is a pre-authored, sequential, interactive,
media enhanced display. The authoring tool enables a user to construct such a String. First,
optionally and preferably, the user registers and then logs into an authoring server.
Alternatively, the tool is provided as a stand-alone software program or other stand-alone
apparatus. Next, the user may decide to create a new String, or alternatively may choose to edit

an existing String.

More specifically, for creating the String with the authoring tool, the user preferably
selects the plurality of media events, including the stage of entering an address or other pointer
for the location of each media unit, or alternatively uploading the media unit to a particular
server. The user also preferably enters accompanying text and/or other types of commentary to
the sequence of stops. Once the sequence of stops has been entered, the user is most preferably
able to determine the type of display which is to occur, such as automatic or manual, and to
optionally schedule the display time.

A session is then preferably created. The session preferably includes any type of control
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over the viewing mechanism which is to be made. For example, the String may then optionally
be viewed as a scheduled live event, but alternatively may be viewed in private mode or with
access to a guide (but not scheduled specifically). Also optionally, the String may be promoted,
for example through the Web or alternatively may be more specifically promoted by an
invitation, transmitted for example through an e-mail message. The session is then optionally
and more preferably analyzed in order to determine the behavior of the user during the session.

Optionally, the user then copies certain code to a Web page, or otherwise adds a pointer
to the storage location of the sequence of stops, such that the guided sequence of stops is
accessible through the Web page of the user and/or through an e-mail message for example.

The principles and operation of the system and method according to the present invention
may be better understood with reference to the drawings and the accompanying description.

Referring now to the drawings, Figure 1 is a schematic block diagram of a system
according to the present invention. A system 10 includes at least one, and preferably a plurality
of, user computational devices 12 as shown. Each user computational device 12 operates a Web
browser 14 for viewing Web pages, as well as other types of media units, for example through
the addition of “plug-in” modules. In addition, each user computational device 12 operates a
client module 16 according to the present invention for interactions with a guided sequence.
Client module 16 is preferably downloaded by the end-user to user computational device 12
before the String or guided media sequence is displayed, although client module 16 is not
necessary permanently installed. Client module 16 is thus optionally implemented as a
temporarily or permanently installed software program, for example as a C-++ based standalone
player or alternatively as a Java applet.

Each user computational device 12 is preferably connected to a network 18 such as the
Internet for example. Network 18 is also connected to a back-end system 20. Back-end system
20 provides the support for the functionality of the guided sequence. Back-end system 20
preferably includes a plurality of media servers (not shown) for providing the plurality of media
units, which are optionally Web pages for example. Other examples of such media units include
but are not limited to, video and audio data, animation, graphic images, text, word processing
documents, other forms for data entry, slide or presentation data, and spreadsheet data.

Back-end system 20 may optionally send commands to the media server for determining
which media unit is to be displayed by Web browser 14, such that Web browser 14 itself does
not communicate directly with the media server. However, preferably back-end system 20 sends

these commands to client module 16, which then requests the corresponding media units from
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8
the media server, by sending a command which includes the address or pointer to the media unit,

optionally with any other required information for requesting the media unit. Client module 16
also preferably sends information about the actions of the user to back-end system 20. For
example, for requesting a Web page, back-end system 20 would send the URL to a Web server.

The information sent by client module 16 preferably obtains such information at least
partially from a guided sequence user interface 24, operated by client module 16.

In addition, optionally and preferably, the guided sequence is controlled and guided by
“live” human operator (not shown), who interacts with back-end system 20 through a guide
interface 26. The human operator is preferably shown both the display being shown through
guided sequence user interface 24, which more preferably includes a display of the human
operator through live video broadcasting, and also a preview of an upcoming portion of the
guided sequence. In addition, the human operator is preferably also able to enter commands in
order to direct and guide the guided sequence. These commands are sent directly to back-end
system 20, and may optionally be used in order to alter the display being shown through guided
sequence user interface 24 and/or Web browser 14 of user computational device 12.

If the human operator is not present, then alternatively a series of instructions is stored at
back-end system 20 with regard to the content of the guided sequence. Preferably, the series of
instructions includes commands for sequéntially displaying a plurality of media units which are
optionally Web pages, such that these commands are sent from back-end system 20 to user
computational device 12. The media server in turn sends the requisite media units, such as Web
pages for example, to be displayed by Web browser 14 of user computational device 12, alone or
in combination with guided sequence user interface 24. Thus, back-end system 20 executes a
plurality of guided sequence instructions, whether according to commands from the human
operator, or alternatively from a set of stored instructions, for automatic operation of the guided
sequence.

The functionality of the guided sequence is described in greater detail with regard to
Figures 2 and 3 below. Figure 2 is a flowchart of an exemplary method for operating the system
of Figure 1 with an illustrative guided sequence. Figure 2 is explained with regard to Figure 3,
which is a “screenshot” of the GUI of the present invention, in its particularly preferred
embodiment. The illustrative guided sequence is assumed to be guided by a human operator for
the purposes of description only and without any intention of being limiting. Also, the end-user
is assumed to have downloaded or otherwise obtained the client which is preferably required for

viewing the String or guided sequence. The client may optionally be implemented as a “light”
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client, such as a Java applet for example, which does not require downloading and/or
installation.

In the first stage, the end-user is shown a display which may optionally and preferably
include a guide panel, which enables the guide to convey messages. The guide panel preferably
includes a guide window for optionally displaying streaming audio and/or video data, or
alternatively includes the photograph of the guide. A direct display and/or link may also
optionally be provided to display biographical and/or professional information about the guide.
A guide may also optionally add special notes regarding the String within this display.

The guide also preferably has a special guide control panel, which is only displayed to
the client of the guide.

Another portion of the GUI preferably displays the guided sequence information which
concerns the mechanics of the guided sequence itself. For example, a schematic guided
sequence location display optionally and preferably shows each “stop”, or GUI display, of the
guided sequence, more preferably with an indication of the current location of the display of the
user within the sequence of the guided sequence. If the guided sequence is intended for a
plurality of individuals, then optionally and preferably, a status display indicates whether the
guided sequence has actually started. Such a guided sequence for a group of individuals is
optionally repeated cyclically, preferably initiating the guided sequence again each time that a
predetermined period of time has elapsed. Also optionally, the group of users who are permitted
to join the guided sequence may be restricted, for example by requiring the user to enter a
password in order to gain entry, such that the guided sequence is “invitation-only”.

Other information about the guided sequence, such as the subject matter of the guided
sequence, is preferably shown in an informational display, which could include a summary of
the information presented during the guided sequence, a rating of the guided sequence and so
forth.

Optionally and preferably, the GUI also offers the user additional sources of information,
shown as a plurality of channels. For example, the user could choose to view news or
entertainment information. Also optionally and preferably, at least one advertisement is
displayed through the GUI.

An additional type of preferred display is of a user profile of at least one other end-user
participant on the guided sequence. The user profile may optionally include a photograph of the
end-user, preferably with a user name and other information about the end-user.

In the second stage, the end-user is shown a display of a second location on the guided
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sequence. The guide is preferably able to control the display of each stop through a “follow me”

icon, which is selected to move the entire group of one or more end-users to a particular stop (for
live guided Strings). More preferably, merely displaying a stop by the guide does not cause the
clients of the end-users to automatically display that stop, such that the “follow me” option must
be invoked before the clients are forced to display that stop.

As shown with regard to Figure 3, the change of location is preferably reflected in a
schematic guided sequence location display 36. Optionally, the display of the GUI for the new
location is performed automatically, according to the instruction of the human operator of this
example, whose picture (and/or streaming video data) is shown in a human operator display 28,
or else according to a stored instruction. Alternatively, the user may be requested to cause the
change to occur manually, for example by operating a GUI gadget (not shown).

As shown, a note display 32 preferably shows text and/other types of media as part of the
commentary of the guided sequence, more preferably as a “pull-down” display which can then
optionally be removed from the display of the GUL Also more preferably, the note display
shows text which is specific to the particular portion of the guided sequence being currently
displayed through the GUL

This exemplary illustration of a location on the guided sequence includes at least a
portion of a Web page 46. In addition, an optional but preferred feature of the guided sequence
is shown, which is a chat box 48. . The end-user may optionally send a private chat message to
the guide, for example.

Optionally and more preferably, the user may receive a media unit, such as Web page 46,
which features highlighting. By “highlighting”, it is meant that a contrast is made between a
portion of the media unit and the remainder thereof, for example with a blinking character,
outlining or coloring with a bright color, animation or any other visual feature which draws
attention to a particular portion of the media unit. The highlighting may optionally be added
either at the time that the media sequence is authored, or alternatively, or additionally, may be
added by the human operator (guide) “on the fly”, as the media sequence is being displayed.

The specific locations (spot) on the media unit which should receive the highlighting may
therefore be chosen either by the author of the media sequence and/or the human operator. The
highlighting instruction of specific location on a media unit is preferably delivered as part of the
sequence instruction set.

A media player 34 may also optionally be provided, as a separate window as shown, or

as a part of the entire interface.
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In addition, a feature of the interface which is only available to the human operator

controlling the media sequence, or “guide”, which is a guide control panel (not shown). The
guide may also optionally send a voice message to the group of end-users, after which all group
members preferably receive this message through a “pop up” window. As another option, the
guide may choose to perform a live broadcast to the clients of the end-users. The live broadcast
is more preferably displayed through a separate window, which can optionally and most
preferably be dragged to the most convenient place on the client and/or user computational
device of the end user.

In the third stage, the guided sequence continues to the next location. Web page 46 of
this location of the guided sequence may optionally be obtained from a different Web site than
the Web page of the previous location. Since the information concerning the URL of each Web
page is sent to the media server from the guided sequence server, rather than being requested
from the Web browser, the location of the Web page through the Internet is less important. In
addition, optionally and preferably, this location of the guided sequence may feature a media
unit which is not a Web page, such as a video clip for example.

In the fourth stage, the guided sequence finishes, although optionally and preferably, the
end-user is able to return to at least one previous location of the guided sequence. However,
more preferably, the ability to return to this location is limited according to a predetermined
period of time, after which access is prevented.

The end-user is optionally and preferably able to set user preferences for controlling the
display of the String, more preferably before, during or after the String initiates display. These
user preferences optionally and more preferably include but are not limited to, determining
whether the guide note is opened automatically at each stop; closing the guide note automatically
after a period of time; the size to which the display of the client is automatically opened on the
end-user computational device; whether private messages from other clients are accepted,
whether guide announcements are accepted; whether pre-caching is enabled, to permit the end-
user computational device to start downloading the next stop in the sequence while the previous
stop is being displayed; and automatic log-in through the client, in which the client stores the
user identifier and password.

Other options preferably enable the end-user to determine whether to view the String
under complete control of the guide (more preferably only if enabled By the user who created the
String) and also to view a “map” of the String. The map preferably displays the current stop

which is being shown, and also information about previous and future stops. In addition, more
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preferably the map displays information about other end-users at a particular stop. Also, the

end-user is preferably able to determine which other end-users wish to accept a “chat” request,
and which are already enagaged in a “chat” session.

Figure 4 is a flowchart of an exemplary method for creating a new guided sequence
according to the present invention, which is more preferably provided through a conversion
management suite. In the first stage, the author optionally registers with a central authority as a
new author. The author preferably provides such information as the name and e-mail address of
the author, and optionally an organizational affiliation such as the name of a company, for
example. Also optionally and more preferably, the author provides a password, or alternatively
is assigned such a password, in order to be able to protect the material created by the author,
such as the Strings themselves. Alternatively, the guided sequence could be created with a stand-
alone authoring tool. However, for the purposes of description only and without any intention of
being limiting, the following method is described with regard to creating the guided sequence
through an authoring tool provided through a network, such as the Internet, by a central
authority. More preferably, the GUI (graphical user interface) of the authoring tool is provided
through a Web page displayed by a Web browser.

In the second stage, the author starts to build a new guided sequence, preferably through
an exemplary GUI display which is shown in Figure S5A. As shown, the display starts with the
construction of the string in a “String Workshop”.

The author preferably starts by entering a name and preferably also a description for the
guided sequence. The GUI indicates that the string title and storage location have been selected.
The author may then optionally build the string, through the builder (described in the next series
of stages) or alternatively with a “WYSIWYG” (what you see is what you get) GUI (described
afterward below). The author may also optionally choose to preview the String, either through
the full client (“preview” button) or alternatively through the “light” or Java applet-only client
(“preview light” button).

In the third stage, the author adds a new “stop” or stage to the guided sequence; as shown
in Figure 5B for the String Builder. Detailed information is then added to create the stop, as
shown in Figure 5C. Each stop has optional features such as guide media (to be displayed
through the guide window on the client, see human operator display 28 of Figure 3), and a guide
note (see note display 32 of Figure 3). A title (name) for the stop is also preferably added, more
preferably with additional descriptive text, both of which are most preferably displayed with that

particular stop.
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Each stop preferably features the display of at least one media unit, which is specified

according to the address of that media unit. For example, a Web page would be specified
according to a URL. Therefore, the author preferably enters at least an address for the at least
one media unit, such as the URL. Alternatively, the author may upload at least one media unit to
a central server according to the system of the present invention, which would then assign the
URL according to the location of the at least one media unit on a storage device which is in
communication with that server.

Optionally and preferably, the author may preview each media unit, by requesting that
the media unit be retrieved according to the entered address and displayed, in order to be able to
check both the accuracy of the address and the availability of the media unit, and also the
accuracy of the display for the media unit. Optionally and more preferably, the presence of the
media unit at a particular address is verified, for example in order to determine whether a media
unit is available at a particular URL. Other aspects of the display of the media unit are also
optionally verified.

The author also more preferably adds commentary to the stop, although alternatively the
commentary could be added by a live guide “on the fly” during the display of the guided
sequence itself. The guide may also be added, or at least a mechanism for interacting with the
guide (such as a live video broadcast for example). Such commentary may also optionally only
be displayed to the live guide. The commentary may optionally function as part of a story line,
in which each stop functions as a chapter in the story, or alternatively may be used to indicate
important features in the media unit being displayed, or alternatively in associated display areas,
such as the commerce display area.

The author optionally and preferably adds pre-recorded guide media to the String. The
pre-recorded guide data are preferably played in the “guide window” or other separate display
area of the String player or client. The guide media is preferably added as a streaming media file
or files, which may optionally be a streaming audio and/or video file. More preferably, the
author previews the streaming media in a display in order to determine whether the streaming
media file is being correctly played.

Alternatively, at this stage, the author selects a live human guide, who is then authorized
to guide and/or otherwise control the display of the String. The author may optionally add
information about the live guide to the description of the String, such as the name of the guide,
with a photograph and/or other information about the guide, for example. Such information

about the live guide may also optionally be provided to the end-users as part of the promotional
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activities for the String (described in greater detail below).

In addition, the author may optionally and preferably choose to cause the guided
sequence to pause for a predetermined period of time at the stop, although more preferably, such
a delay time is only invoked when the String is being displayed in automatic mode, such as
private mode for example. For example, the delay period may optionally be chosen to be from
about one minute to about ten minutes.

If the stop is to combine two different types of media units, such as a Web page with a
video clip for example, then the author preferably chooses how the two media units are to be
displayed together. For example, the video clip could optionally be displayed in a separate
window which is laid over the Web page. For the preferred embodiment of the present invention
with Web pages, more preferably one or more different types of Web based media such as
image, video, audio or flash are optionally added by specifying a URL or other address, or
alternatively by selecting this additional media from the media collection of the author creating
the String. Most preferably, this media collection is private for the author only, even if it is
stored on a central server for a plurality of authors. However, even if the basic type of media unit
is not a Web page, preferably other types of media may be combined with a single media unit to
form the stop for the String.

Optionally and preferably, other display areas may also be added to the stop. As
previously described, additional types of media may optionally be added for display either as
part of the main media unit or alternatively as a separate display, for example as a separate “pop-
up” window. The author may also choose to create a separate display area for a call for action or
other types of interactive displays. This display area may again be displayed as part of the main
media unit or alternatively as a separate display, again for example as a separate “pop-up”
window.

The “call for action” is preferably added as “action items”, which are composed of an
image, such as an advertisement for example, and a URL or other address which points to
another Web page or other resource for performing the call for action. Furthermore, the author is
preferably able to determine whether the additional Web page is displayed in place of, or
alternatively in addition to, the particular stop of the String. Such action items may optionally
and more preferably be stored in a separate action archive, from which the author may select one
or more items for display at each stop of the String.

A triggered stop may also optionally be added. A triggered stop has a trigger which is

invoked under certain circumstances, causing a stop to be displayed. The triggered stop is added
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through a similar process as that described above for the regular stop, except that the trigger

must also be given. Furthermore, the triggered stop is outside the regular sequence for the
String.

In the fourth stage, at least one additional stop is preferably added, such that the guided
sequence or String has a plurality of stops. Each such stop is preferably added as previously
described.

In the fifth stage, an initial stop is optionally created, which is the entry point to the
guided sequence. This initial stop may optionally also be created first, at the beginning of the
string building process. For a group of end-users viewing the String as part of a manually guided
“string” or process with a “live” guide, such an entry point optionally enables all of the end-

users to “meet” in a virtual meeting place. Alternatively and preferably, the first stop of the

-String may function as the entry point to the guided sequence if no separate media unit is

displayed for this purpose. In any case, the author may optionally enter a “welcome message” to
be displayed to the end-users upon initiation of the String or guided sequence, preferably with
selected color(s) and/or logo.

In the sixth stage, optionally a final stop is created, which is the exit point to the guided
sequence or String. This final stop may optionally also be created first, at the beginning of the
string building process, in the middle or at the end. The final stop may more preferably be used
to enable the author to summarize the String content to the end-users, and also optionally and
more preferably to offer the end-users another opportunity to view one or more of the action
items which were offered during the display of the String. Also alternatively, the last stop of the
String may function as the exit point to the guided sequence if no separate media unit is
displayed for this purpose. In any case, the author may optionally enter a “closing message” to
be displayed to the end-users upon completion of the String or guided sequence, preferably with
selected color(s) and/or logo.

In the seventh stage, optionally and preferably, the author views information about the
entire guided sequence of media units. For example, the author may optionally choose to
rearrange the order of the stops. The author may also optionally choose to add a trigger and
associated action, for example. Examples of triggers include but are not limited to, selecting a
particular URL and/or requesting a particular URL with a particular prefix or keyword.
Examples of actions include, but are not limited to, moving to a particular stop or displaying a
particular stop.

In the eighth stage, the author stores the completed String at the String Warehouse. At
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this stage, the initial authoring process is complete. The author may then optionally select the

newly created String or a different String for the next stage from the String Warehouse, which
holds one or more folders, each of which may optionally contain a String to be selected.

Optionally and more preferably, after this entire process has been completed, the author
receives a confirmation display, such as a Web page which contains a message, confirming that
the actions of the author have been accepted.

In the ninth stage, the author preferably creates a session with the guided sequence (after
storage in the String Warehouse), for example by scheduling the session as a live guided
sequence with a live guide (“conference sessions”), or alternatively as an automatically executed
guided sequence (“on demand sessions”), or also alternatively as a “one-on-one” session (non-
scheduled live guided sequence). Figure 5D shows an exemplary GUI for selecting such a
session. If scheduled as a fixed event, for example for live display with a live guide, more -
preferably the String is scheduled for display at a particular time and date. The author may also
optionally control the type of client which is to be used, such as a light client (Java applet) or a
regular installed client, as well as whether the media should be preloaded.

In the tenth stage, the author then distributes information about the session for the guided
sequence, for example with an advertisement which is displayed on a Web page, or alternatively
with an e-mail message. Either type of promotion may optionally include a link or pointer to the
session. In addition, the author may also optionally choose to protect the session with a
password, such that only end-users who have the password are able to view the String.

The author may also optionally choose to offer alternatives to the guided live mode if the
link or pointer has been “clicked on” or otherwise selected before the session has started. If these
end-users try to enter the event, before time, a window may optionally be displayed, to explain
that the String has not yet started. The author may then choose to offer e-mail reminders and/or
may enable these end-users to enter the String in the private mode.

In the eleventh stage, the author may optionally and preferably perform one or more
activities after the String has been created and/or displayed. For example, the author may
optionally perform an analysis of the String after a display (as a session), as well as of the
particular session, in order to determine the behavior of the end-users. The author preferably
specifies such information as a date or dates, the name of the String to be analyzed, and the type
of report to be created. In return, the author is preferably able to receive such information as the
number of end-users who viewed the String, the average amount of time spent at each stop

(particularly for automatically displayed guided sequences) and the percentage of end-users who
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selected one or more action items. Other optional but preferred reports include, but are not
limited to, a report for all questions which were sent to the guide during the String, to which the
author may then preferably respond; the most popular pointers or links, such as URLs, which
were selected by the end-user while viewing the String; and also determining how frequently a
particular URL was reached from the client.

In order for such an analysis to be supported, optionally and more preferably, the client
or player software at the user computational device logs information for the later analysis
process, such as information about user activities, and sends this information to a central server.

The author may also optionally and preferably edit one or more aspects of the String,
more preferably even after the String has been scheduled and/or displayed once. However, this
requires the author to return to the String Builder, in order to be able to alter the String. For
example, the author may optionally wish to edit the String to temporarily remove a portion of a
stop (such as a particular media unit) or even an entire stop from the String. This type of editing
may also optionally be used to create a new String from an existing String. More preferably,
these changes are not reflected in the String as displayed to the end-user until they are activated
by the author (for example, by being placed in a session).

Figure 6 is an exemplary GUI (graphical user interface) for the “WYSIWYG”
implementation of the string builder according to the present invention. This GUI preferably
contains all of the features of the client GUI for Figure 3, but in addition, features buttons er
other GUI “gadgets” to enable the author to add or alter content to the String. These features are
preferably added to a string builder panel 100 (shown at the left). String builder panel 100
optionally and preferably features a string title 110, a stop adding button 120, a stop editing
element 130, a stop sorting element 140 and a URL adding element 150. One advantage of this
implementation is that the author can immediately view the additions and/or changes to the
String as they are made.

Figure 7 is a schematic block diagram of a preferred embodiment of a portion of Figure
1, showing the client module and the server of Figure 1 in more detail. As shown, client module
16 interacts with the end-user as part of system 10. Web browser 14 is optionally used for

providing the authoring tool GUI (graphical user interface), for enabling the string to be created

-and/or managed. In this situation, client module 16 is preferably used for previewing created

and/or edited strings. Both client module 16 and the optional Web browser 14 are in
communication with back-end system 20 of Figure 1, more preferably through user

computational device 12 (not shown; see Figure 1) which is connected to network 18 such as the
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Internet for example.

As previously described, client module 16 is optionally implemented as a temporarily or
permanently installed software program, for example as a C++ based standalone player or
alternatively as a Java applet.

Back-end system 20 handles communication between client modules 16, sends
instructions to client modules 16, and also preferably handles other tasks which are related to the
guided display of a media sequence.

Back-end system 20 more preferably features a Web server 50, for providing services
related to the preferred implementation of the present invention. Each Web server 50 preferably
operates a Web Application 52, which preferably provides the GUI for creating, managing and
analyzing Strings. Web Application 52 optionally and preferably implements a basic three-tier
architecture, for maximum security of the data of the users.

Web Application 52 then preferably supports three additional server modules, a builder
module 54, a scheduler module 56 and an analyzer module 58. Builder module 54 optionally
and preferably supports the construction of Strings, including the provision of a GUI (graphical
user interface) to the user for selecting and/or entering information or items to construct the
String. Scheduler module 56 optionally and preferably enables the user to schedule the display
of a String to client modules 16. Analyzer module 58 then preferably collects information about
the display of the String, including the number of client modules 16 receiving the display and so
forth.

In addition, back-end system 20 preferably also includes a communication server 60, for
handling live session communication during the display of a String. Whenever a live session is
initiated, communication server 60 is informed of the participating end-users in this specific
session, or more specifically, of their client modules 16. Communication server 60 preferably
then routes the messages of these client modules 16, thereby more preferably supporting both
chat messages among client modules 16 and guide/audience command messages (€.8. follow me,
guide announcements, and so forth).

Back-end system 20 also preferably includes a matching server 62, for determining
which communication server 60 handles a particular client according to a group to which the
client belongs, and a logging server 64. Logging server 64 more preferably constantly, or at
least intermittently, receives detailed information about end-user activity sent by each client
module 16. This information is then preferably sent to a database 66.

Back-end system 20 also preferably includes a control-tower server 68 for controlling
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and coordinating the display of Strings and other related activities. Control-tower server 68

preferably also controls the initiation of the display of scheduled Strings.

While the invention has been described with respect to a limited number of
embodiments, it will be appreciated that many variations, modifications and other applications of

the invention may be made.
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WHAT IS CLAIMED IS:
1. A method for providing a guided sequence to at least one user, the method
comprising:

providing a set of guided sequence instructions for executing the guided sequence;

executing at least one guided sequence instruction from said set of guided sequence
instructions to form at least one executed guided sequence instruction,

displaying at least one media unit with commentary to the at least one user according to
said at least one executed guided sequence instruction; and

repeating said providing, executing and displaying at least once to display at least one
other media unit with commentary to the at least one user to form the guided

sequence.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the guided sequence is provided through a

network.

3. The method of claims 1 or 2, wherein at least one of said media units is a Web
page.

4, The method of claims 1 or 2, wherein at least one of said media units is selected

from the group consisting of a still image, video data, audio data, text, streaming media data,

word processing document, spreadsheet document and animation.

5. The method of any of claims 1-4, wherein said executing is performed by a

~ human operator, such that said human operator controls the guided sequence.

6. The method of claim 5, wherein said commentary is provided by said human
operator.
7. The method of claims 5 or 6, wherein said commentary is in a form selected from

the group consisting of text and voice data.

8. The method of any of claims 5-7, wherein said human operator determines when
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each media unit is displayed.

9. The method of any of claims 5-7, wherein the at least one user at least partially

controls display of at least one media unit.

10.  The method of claim 1, wherein said executing is performed automatically from a

stored set of guided sequence instructions.

11.  The method of claim 10, wherein an individual user at least partially controls

when each media unit is displayed.

12.  The method of claims 10 or 11, wherein commentary is pre-recorded.

13.  The method of claim 12, wherein said commentary is selected from the group

consisting of voice data and text.

14.  The method of any of claims 1-13, wherein providing said set of guided sequence
instructions further comprises providing a combined interface for displaying said media unit

with said commentary.

15.  The method of claim 14, wherein said commentary is in a form of text, said text

being displayed through said combined interface.

16.  The method of claim 15, wherein said commentary is in a form selected from the

group consisting of video data, audio data and graphic data.

17.  The method of claim 14, wherein the guided sequence is a group guided sequence
for a plurality of users, and at least one of said plurality of users sends at least one text message
to at least one other user, said at least one text message being displayed by said combined

interface.

18.  The method of any of claims 1-17, wherein each display to the at least one user is

a location on the guided sequence, and said combined interface displays a map for showing a
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current location of the at least one user on the guided sequence, said map also showing at least

one other location of the guided sequence.

19.  The method of any of claims 1-18, further comprising:

providing an action item for an interaction with the at least one user.

20.  The method of claim 19, wherein selecting said interaction by the at least one

user causes an additional Web page to be displayed for said interaction.

21.  The method of any of claims 1-20, wherein said set of guided sequence

instructions and said at least one media unit are provided by an author.

22.  The method of claim 21, wherein said author builds the guided sequence with at

least one stop, said at least one stop featuring at least one media unit, and commentary.

23.  The method of claims 21 or 22, wherein said author analyzes the guided sequence

after being viewed by the user.
24.  The method of claim 1, further comprising:
activating a trigger; and

causing an action to occur.

25.  The method of claim 24, wherein said action is outside the guided sequence.
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