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(57) L'mvention concerne un systeme de dialogue
televisuel permettant a des teléspectateurs d'engager des
communications en temps réel dans des groupes de
dialogue avec d'autres telespectateurs tout en regardant la
telévision. Les utilisateurs du systeme de dialogue
televisuel peuvent engager des communications en temps
reel avec d'autres utilisateurs en train de regarder le
meéme programme ou canal de telévision. Le systeme
permet de transmettre les communications en temps reel
dans un groupe de dialogue entre des utilisateurs a
travers leur materiel de telévision, via un moyen de
transmission telévisuelle. Le systeme de dialogue
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(57) A television chat system 1s provided that allows
television  wviewers to  engage 1 real-time
communications 1n chat groups with other television
viewers while watching television. Users of the
television chat system may engage 1n real-time
communications with others users who are currently
watching the same television program or channel. The
system allows real-time communications 1n a chat group
to be transmitted between users at user television
equipment devices via a television distribution facility.
The television chat system of the present invention
permits users to jomn chat groups related to television
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televisuel selon la présente mvention permet a des
utilisateurs de se joindre a des groupes de dialogue en
fonction des programmes, canaux ou catégories de
programme de telévision pouvant nteresser 'utilisateur.
Les communications en temps reel peuvent étre des
messages textuels, des communications audio ou des
communications video. Le systeme de dialogue
televisuel peut ausst permettre a des utilisateurs
d'envoyer des demandes a d'autres utilisateurs pour les
encourager a entrer dans un groupe de dialogue. Le
systeme permet €galement a des utilisateurs d'établir des
oroupes de dialogue auxquels les telespectateurs peuvent
se jomdre. Le systeme de dialogue telévisuel peut se
baser sur un guide de programme de tel€vision interactit
ou une application de boitier décodeur configurée sur un
boitier décodeur.
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programs, channels, or categories of programs that the
user may be terested . Real-time communications
may be textual messages, audio communications, or
video communications. The television chat system may
also allow users to send chat requests to ask other users
to enter a chat group. The system also permits users to
establish chat groups that television wviewers are
permitted to jomn. The television chat system may be
based on an iteractive television program guide or set-
top box application implemented on a set-top box.
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(54) Title: TEILLEVISION CHAT SYSTEM
(§7) Abstract

A television chat system is provided that
allows television viewers to engage in real—time 12
communications in chat groups with other televi- 1
ston viewers while watching television. Users

of the television chat system may engage in MAIN FACILITY

real-time communications with others users who

. % __r5

14 ~

are currently watching the same television pro-
gram or channel. The system allows real-time
. communicattons In a chat group to be trans-
- mitted between users at user television equip-
- ment devices via a television distribution facil-
ity. The television chat system of the present in-
vention permits users to join chat groups related
to television programs, channels, or categories
of programs that the user may be interested in.
Real-time communications may be textual mes-

sages, audio communications, or video commu-
nications. The television chat system may also
allow users to send chat requests to ask other
users to enter a chat group. The system also per-
mits users to establish chat groups that television
viewers are permitted to join. The television chat
system may be based on an interactive television
program guide or set—top box application imple-
mented on a set—top box.
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TELEVISION CHAT SYSTEM

Background of the Invention
This invention relates to television chat

systems, and more particularly, to techniques for
supporting chat communications 1n a television
environment that may include an interactive television
program gulde.

A popular aspect of the Internet relates to
on-line chat services. A user of such a service may
join a chat group to discuss any of a variety of
topics. The participants 1n a chat are linked to each
other over the Internet. The participants in a chat
may view the comments of other participants in real
time as the other participants type 1n their comments
using thelr computers.

Television programs are often discussed in
chat groups. However, there 1s generally no way 1in
which a user of a traditional chat service may easily
view a television program while participating in a chat
about that program. A user might locate a television

1n the same room as the user’s personal computer, but

PCT/US99/19548
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such an arrangement would be awkward to view.
Moreover, many households locate their televisions in
the living room, but are reluctant to locate their
computers 1n the living room.

Although personal computers may be provided
wlth tuner cards that allow television signals to be
displayed on the computer monitor, many television
viewers would prefer to view television on a
Craditional television. Televisions generally offer
greater viewlng areas than computer monitors, so that
users need not sit nearly as close to a television
screen as they would a computer monitor. Televisions
are also typically located in rooms within the home
that are more suitable for watching television than
where computers are typically located.

A system that attempts to integrate aspects
of the Internet with the television viewing experlence
1s avallable from WebTV Networks, Inc. of Palo Alto,
California. The WebTV system permits television
viewers to access the Internet through a WebTV Plus
Recelver connected to their television sets. The WebTV
Plus Recelver enables users to surf the World Wide Web

on theilr television by connecting their televisions to

the web-based WebTV Network through a standard phone
line. The WebTV System permits users to view
television program listings and web sites related to
television programs that appear in the program
llstings.

The WebTV system also provides TV Crossover
Links that allow users to access web sites that are
related to television programs. The WebTV Plus
Recelver detects data such as web links (i.e.,
universal resource locators (URLs)) that is embedded in

the video broadcast and notifies users with a TV
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Crossover Link watermark on their television screens.
The TV Crossover Links permit users to link to web
sites through the Internet related to the television
program that the user is watching. The user can view
the web site and the television program simultaneously
through the WebPIP picture-in-picture function. If the
web site supports chat features, the user might then
engage 1n an on-line chat through the Internet while
watching a television program. There is nothing 1in the
WebTV system, however, that ensures that participants
1n this type of web-based chat are watching the same
television programs as the user. The chat may
therefore be considerably less focused than it would be
1f all the chat participants were actively viewing the

same television program.

During certain television programs, the MTV |
televlision channel displays a scrolling chat message
overlay on top of the current MTV television program.
Users can link to the chat that is being displayed over
the Internet. However, only those users whose
television sets are located in the same room as their
personal computers may participate in the chat.

o

Moreover, all viewers of the television program must

watch the chat, even 1f they are not interested in

participating. The system can only accommodate one

chat group, so if more than a few viewers wish to chat,

1T may be difficult or impossible to follow a
particular chat thread of interest.

Interactive television program guides
lmplemented on set-top boxes allow users to view
television program listings on their televisions. Such
program guldes allow users to view television program
listings in different display formats and to perform

various other functions. For example, a user may
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instruct the program gquide to display a channel-ordered

grid of current program listings. The user may also
use the program guide to search for programs 1n a
desired programming category such as sports, movies,

5 news, or the like. 1If desired, the program guide may
be used to order pay-per-view programming. Interactive
program guides have not, however, been capable of
providing chat related features.

Another previously known system.descrlbed in

10 U.S. patent 5,583,927 to Ely et al. disclosed a system
in which users at set top controllers can participate
in video-conferencing sessions with each other using a

camera and a video display. A further previously known

15 disclosed a system for providing chat messages in the
video blanking interval of a television program signal
to a user. The user may participate in the chat group
by transmitting chat text over a back channel telephone
connection to the on-line service hosting the chat.

20 Thus, previously known systems have generally
not provided television viewers with the opportunity to
engage in real-time chat communications with other
relevision viewers without relying solely on the
Internet. Previously known systems also have not

25 provided television viewers with the opportunity to
engage in chat groups consisting exclusively ol other
viewers of a television program or channel. Previously
known interactive television program guides have not

supported chat features. /

30 Summaryv of the Invention
It is an object of the present invention to

provide a television chat system that does not rely

solely on the Internet to form chat connections and

AMENDED SHEET
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that permits users who are watching a television
program or channel to engage in real-time chat
communications with each other.

it is also an object of the present invention
to provide an interactive television program guide
system that supports chat.

These and other objects of the invention are
accomplished in accordance with the principles of the
present invention by providing a television chat system
that allows television viewers to engage in real-time

communications in chat groups with other televisilon

AMENDED SHEET
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viewers while watching television. Users of the
Celevision chat system may engage in real-time
communications with other users who are currently
watching the same television program or channel.

The system allows real-time communications in
a chat group to be transmitted between users at user
television equipment devices via a server. For
example, a cable system headend containing a server may
Cransmlt such communications over coaxial cables that
also carry television signals or other such
communications paths. The system therefore mavy
eliminate the need for additional communications paths
separate from the paths that carry television signal
broadcast channels for the transmission of chat
communications.

The television chat system of the present
invention permits users to join chat groups related to
television programs, channels, or categories of programs
that the user may be interested in. Real-time
communlications may be textual messages, audio
communications, or video communications.

The television chat system may also allow
users to send chat requests to ask other users to enter

a chat group related to a television program or channel.

A chat request may be displayed automatically upon a
reclplent’s television screen or may be accessed at the
recipient’s request. The system also permits users to
establish chat groups that television viewers are
permlitted to join.

The television chat system may be based on an
interactive television program guide implemented on the
set-top box. If desired, the system may be implemented

on other suitable user television equipment such as a

satellite receiver, an advanced television receiver
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(e.g. a high definition television or HDTV recelver), a
television into which set-top box clrcultry 1s
integrated or the like.

Further features of the invention, its nature
and various advantages will be more apparent from the

accompanying drawings and the following detailed

description of the preferred embodiments.

Brief Description of the Drawings

FIG. 1A 1s a diagram of a television chat

system 1n accordance with the present invention.

FIG. 1B 1s a diagram of user television
equlpment having a user interface based on a wireless
keyboard 1n accordance with the present invention.

FIG. 1C is a diagram of a television screen
keyboard user 1interface in accordance with the present
1nvention.

FIG. 1D 1s a depiction of an illustrative
display screen containing a list of standard messages or
words 1n accordance with the present invention.

FIG. 2A 1s a system diagram showing how
multliple television distribution facilities may be
connected via a communications network in accordance
with the present invention.

FIG. 2B 1s a system diagram showing how

multiple user television equipment devices may be
connected to a television distribution facility and a
separate server via neighborhood networks in accordance
wlth the present invention.

FIG. 3 1s a diagram of a system configuration
1n which multiple television distribution facilities are

connected via a television channel chat facility in

accordance with the present invention.
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FIG. 4 1s a depiction of an illustrative
display screen for entering household user profile
information in accordance with the present 1nvention.

FIG. 5 1s a depiction of an illustrative
display screen that allows a user to select a user
profile 1n accordance with the present invention.

FIG. © 1s a depiction of an illustrative
display screen for entering non-household user
information in accordance with the present 1invention.

FIG. 7 1s a depiction of an illustrative
program gulde address book for non-household users in
accordance with the present invention.

FIG. 8 1s a flow chart showing the steps
involved in creating user identities in accordance with
the present invention.

FIG. 9 1s a depiction of an illustrative
display screen containing video for a television program
and a chat group display region related to the program
1n accordance with the present invention.

FIG. 10 1s a diagram of an illustrative system
for the transmission of real-time audio chat
communications to user television equipment in
accordance with the present invention.

FIG. 11 1s an i1llustrative television display
screen displaying video 1mages of the participants in a

chat group in accordance with the present invention.

FIG. 12 1s a diagram of an illustrative system
for the transmission of video chat images in accordance
wlth the present invention.

FIG. 13 1s a depiction of an illustrative

display screen that allows a user to join a chat group

1n accordance with the present invention.
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F'IG. 14 1s a depiction of an illustrative
display screen that allows a user to choose a chat group
option 1n accordance with the present invention.

FIG. 1O0A 1s a depiction of an illustrative
display screen for allowing a user to choose a chat

group option related to the current television program

1n accordance with the present invention.

’ el

FIG. 10B 1s a depiction of an illustrative

interactive television program guide display screen for

allowling a user to select a scheduled chat group from a

list to join, record, or set a reminder for in

accordance with the present invention.

FIG. 16 1s a depiction of an illustrative
display screen containing multiple chat groups along
with a television program in accordance with the present

invention.

FIG. 17 1s a depiction of an illustrative
display screen for allowing a user to enter a chat group
related to a current television program in accordance
with the present invention.

FIG. 18A 1s a flow chart showing the steps
involved in an approach for providing a user with an
opportunity to join a chat group in accordance with the
present i1nvention.

FIG. 18B 1s a flow chart showing the steps
involved in an approach for providing a user with an
opportunity to join a chat group between users at other
user television equipment devices in accordance with the
present i1nvention.

FIG. 18C 1s a flow chart showing the steps
involved in an approach for providing a user who is
watching a television program with an opportunity to

joln a chat group only between users who are watching
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the television program in accordance with the present
invention.

FIG. 19 1s a depiction of an illustrative
display screen that allows a user to send a chat request
Lo other users in accordance with the present invention.

FIG. 20 1s a depiction of an illustrative
display screen for displaying chat requests 1n
accordance with the present invention.

FIG. 21 1s a depiction of an illustrative
display screen for displaying a chat request and
permitting a user to join the chat group and/or tune to
the related channel in accordance with the present
invention.

FIG. 22 1s a flow chart showing steps involved
1n an approach for distributing a chat request and
supporting a chat group with the user and other users in
accordance with the present invention.

FIG. 23 1s a flow chart showing steps involved
in an approach for establishing a chat group with the
user and other users in accordance with the present
lnvention.

FIG. 24 1s a flow chart showing steps involved
ln an approach for joining the user to a chat group 1in
response to a chat request 1n accordance with the
present i1nvention.

FIG. 25 1s a diagram of an illustrative two-

way 1nteractive display remote control device for
sending and receiving chat messages in a chat group and

chat requests in accordance with the present invention.

Detailled Description of the Preferred Embodiment

An 1llustrative television chat system 10 in
accordance with the present invention is shown in FIG.

1A. Main facility 12 may contain a program gulde
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database 14 for storing program guide information such

as television program guide listings data, pay-per-view

Jatabase 14 allows system 10

|- > |

ordering information, etc.
to support an interactive television program guide if
O desired. Although the television chat features of the

present 1nvention may be provided using a television
chat system without a program guide, certain aspects of
the 1nventlon will be described primarily in the context
of an interactive television program guide system

10 configuration for specificity and clarity. Information
from database 14 may be transmitted to television
distribution facility 16 via communications link 18.
Link 18 may be a satellite link, a telephone network
link, a fiber optic link, a cable 1link, a microwave

15 1link, a combination of such links, or any other suitable
communications path.

Television distribution facility 16 is a
facility for distributing television signals to users,
such as a cable system headend, a broadcast distribution

20 facility, or a satellite television distribution
facility. Only one television distribution facility 16
1s shown in FIG. 1A to avoid over complicating the
drawings. In general, however, main facility 12
distributes information to multiple television

25> distribution facilities.

The program guide information transmitted by
malin facility 12 to television distribution facility 16
lncludes television program listings data such as

program times, channels, titles, descriptions, etc. The

30 information transmitted from main facility 12 may also
include information on the chat groups that are

avallable for particular television programs or

channels.
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If desired, some of the program gulde data and
other information may be provided using data sources at
facilities other than main facility 12. For example,
data relating to available program-specific chat groups
may be provided by a television channel chat facility or
other facility that is separate from main facility 12
and television distribution facility 16.

Television distribution facility 16
distributes program guide data and other information to
Che user television equipment 20 of multiple users via
communications paths 24. Communication paths 24
preferably have sufficient bandwidth to allow television
distribution facility 16 to distribute scheduled
televislion programming, pay programming, real-time
communications, chat requests and other video and audio
1nformation to user television equipment 20 in addition
Lo non-video program guide information and
communications. The real-time communications supported
by communication paths 24 may be text-based or, if more
bandwidth is available, may be audio or video
communications.

Multiple television and audio channels
(analog, digital, or both analog and digital) may be
provided to set-top boxes 26 via communications paths

24. If each path 24 includes a number of traditional

analog television channels, one or more of these

channels may be used to support a number of digital
channels. The bandwidth of each analog channel that is
used to support digital channels may support ten or more
of such digital channels. Two-way digital channels
require more bandwidth than one-way digital channels.
Such two-way digital channels may support two-way real-

Cime communications between set-top boxes 26 and the

television distribution facility 16. If two-way
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communications between set-top boxes 26 and Celevision
distribution facility 16 involve only text or audio
slgnals, the band width required to support such two-way
communications may be substantially less than the width
required to support two-way communications 1nvolving
video.

Real-time communications and chat requests may
be distributed along communications path 24 using any
number of suitable technigques. For example, textual
chat communications and chat requests may be distributed
using out-of-band channels on paths 24 using out-of-band
modulators. Video or audio chat communications may be
more efficiently transmitted using one or more digital
channels on path 24. Such digital channels may also be
used for distributing text and graphics.

Dedicated digital or analog channels in
communications paths 24 may be used for the transmission

cf real-time communications and chat requests. Such

dedicated channels are separate from the channels used
for transmitting television program broadcast signals to
Lhe user television equipment.

Because communications paths 24 support
transport of real-time communications and chat requests
petween user television equipment 20 and television
distribution facility 16, the arrangement of system 10

eliminates the need for separate telephone lines

connected to user television equipment 20 to transmit

real-time communications (although such telephone lines

could be used with certain aspects of the invention if

desired). If desired, television programming may be

Cransmitted to user television equipment 20 along one
communications path such as a cable link to a cable

headend, while real-time communications are transmitted

Sravie sabes Al oo en AACA o oAl ol dann e 0 aae 2 saae _amaasa A a




CA 02338488 2001-01-24

WO 00/13416 PCT/US99/19548

10

15

20

25

30

between user television 20 along a second communications

path such as a satellite link.

Bach television distribution facility 16 may

distribute real-time communications and chat requests at
least between the user television equipment devices that
are associated with that facility. A television
distribution facility may establish a forum for real-
time communications called television chat groups using
chat equipment 22 such as a chat server. A television
chat group (sometimes referred to herein as simply a
chat group) is an electronic forum in which =a group of
users are engaqged 1n a real-time discussion through
thelr user television equipment. Real-time
communications such as chat messages are sent back and
forth between the participants of the chat group.
Television distribution facility 16 preferably
has a server or other suitable computling eqguipment or
audio or video equipment (herein collectively referred
CO as chat equipment 22) for supporting real-time
communications and the transmission of chat requests
between users. For clarity, certain aspects of the
invention are simply described as being implemented

using a chat server. If desired, however, these

features may also typically be implemented using chat
equipment such as equipment based on audio and video
conferencing equipment (i.e., audio bridges, video
bridges and the like or using chat equipment based on
Other suitable computing equipment or a combination
thereof. The chat equipment 22 (e.g., a chat server) is
capable of handling real-time communications and chat
requests involving text, graphics, video, or audio data.
If desired, the bandwidth requirements of chat equlpment
22 may be reduced by restricting communications to text

and audio or only text, rather than including video.
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Chat equipment 22 in television distribution facility 16
may be configured in a client-server arrangement in

which each plece of user television equipment 20 acts as

a client processor.

Each user has a receiver, which is typically a

set-top box such as set-top box 26, but which may also

pe other suitable television equipment into which
circultry similar to set-top box circultry has been
Integrated. For example, user television equlipment 20

may be based on an advanced television receiver such as

a high-definition television (HDTV) receiver or other

such television-based platform. A set-top box may

include a DOCSIS modem for use 1n two-way communication
to and from a server or television distribution
facility. As defined herein, user television equipment
20 does not include equipment based on personal
computers. For clarity, the present invention will be
described primarily in the context of user television
equlipment 20 that 1s based on set-top boxes 26. As
shown in FIG. 1A, each set-top box 26 may have memory
25. Memory 25 may be used, for example, for maintaining
a database of program listings data.

Program guide information may be distributed
Lo set-top boxes 26 continuously (in real-time),
periodically, on request (using a client-server
arrangement), or using a comblnation of these
CLechniques. Real-time communications and chat requests
may be distributed to set-top boxes 26 in real-time.
Television distribution facility 16 may also receive
real-time communications or chat requests from set-top
poxes 26 1n real-time or periodically. Main facility 12
preferably contains a processor to handle information

distribution tasks. Each set-top box 26 preferably

contains a processor to handle tasks associated with
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implementing an interactive television program guilde
application containing chat features (hereinafter
sometimes referred to as a program gulde) or an
1ndependent chat application on the set-top box 26.
Television distribution facility 16 preferably contains
one Or more processors (e.g., 1n chat equipment 22) for
tasks assoclated with the distribution of real-time
communications and chat requests and for tasks
assoclated with providing program guide data to the
program gulde on the set-top boxes.

It should be understood that some or all of

the functions of the program guide or the chat set-top
pox application hereinafter described may be 1ntegrated
1nto an operating system on the set-top box, i1mplemented
as a stand-alone application on the set-top box, or
performed by chat equipment (e.g. a server, video bridge
Or audio bridge) operating at the television
distribution facility or separate from the television
distribution facility. In a client server architecture,
the set-top box sends data or requests to the server for
processing. The server can store data and send the
results of a request back to the set-top box for further
processing, display, or storage. Any of the
functionality of the set-top box application hereinafter
described may be implemented on client-server
architecture.

Various mechanisms may be used for launching a
chat application from a program guide application on the
user’s set-top box. One mechanism involves using a hot
link to launch the chat application. Hot linking
involves invoking a non-program-guide application such
as a chat applicaticn with information such as a web
site address, e-mail address, program title, chat group,

or other information that has been preselected based on

sty byl Abded Ko SALL T e e SR R N A IR DT SC e L teee o e s . . . 252s  vnrns s e e ik et i a e e R E e e
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the current content of the program guide or status of
set-top box 26. For example, if the user is watching a
program, viewlng a program listing, viewing the
description of a program, or taking other action within
the program guide related to a given program, channel,
Cype of channel, or the like and the user directs the
program gulide to launch a non-program-guide application,
the program gulde may launch that non-program-guide
application and direct that non-program-quide to take an

action related to the given program, channel, type of

channel, or the like.

Hot links may be activated by dedicated
puttons, a launch button, menu options, or any other
sultable technique. For example, a remote control mavy
be provided with a dedicated chat button, and similar
puttons associated with other non-program-guide
applications. When the user presses the chat button,
the program guide launches the chat application and
directs the chat application to set up a chat group with
other users or a character in the program, or join the
user to an existing chat group. Further features of an
cllis

et al. U.S. patent application Serial No. 09/346,134

1llustrative hot linking system are described in

| N

filed concurrently herewith (Attorney Docket No. UV-85),
which 1s hereby incorporated by reference herein in its

entirety.

Each set-top box 26 is typically connected to
an optional videocassette recorder (VCR) 28 or other
storage device 1n the home or at a remote location so
that selected television programs and/or chat sessions
may be recorded. When a user indicates to the set-top
box application to record a TV program which has one or

more assoclated chat sessions, the application may

record the chat session along with the audio and video
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for the program. When the user plays back the program,
Che chat session may be accessible to view, although not
Lo actively participate in. The chat system may be
configured to play back the chat session in a formar
> selected by the user. For example, the chat session may
pe played back as an overlay on top of the program, or
the program and the chat session may be displayed
concurrently 1n reduced size windows on the TV screen.
Also, a user may be able to indicate to the set—-top box
10 application at any time to record a chat session by
1tself, without recording the program. That chat
session may be stored (whether text, audio, video, or a
combination), and viewed at a later time. Programs and
chat sessions may also be recorded, for example, on a
1> DVD device, a hard disk in the set-Ttop box, or on a
remote server.
FEach videocassette recorder 28 (or set-top box
26) 1s connected to a television 30. Further features
0f a program recording system are described in Ellis et
20 al. U.S. patent application Serial No. 09/332,244 filed
June 11, 1999, and Hassell et al. U.S. patent
application Serial No. 09/157,256 filed June 17, 1998,

thelr entirety. To record a program, set-top box 26

2> tunes to a particular channel and sends control signals
to videocassette recorder 28 (e.g., using an infrared
transmitter) that direct videocassette recorder 28 to
start and stop recording at the appropriate times.

During the use of the television chat systems,

30 set-top box 26 displays real-time communications and
chat requests on television 30. If the television chat
system 1ncludes an interactive television program guide,
the interactive television program guide may display

program listings on television 30. The program guide

¢ s T
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may also be used to display the real-time communications
and chat requests. Each set-top box 26, videocassette
recorder 28, and television 30 may be controlled by one
or more user interfaces 32 which may involve a remote
control, mouse, trackball, microphone, digital video
camera, dedicated set of buttons, etc.

As shown in FIG. 1B, user interface 32 may
contalin a wireless keyboard 34 that sends signals 36
(e.g. 1nfrared signals) to set-top box 38, which is
connected to television 40. The user’s input may be
displayed as part of a display screen on television 40
as the 1nput 1s entered through wireless keyboard 34.

If television chat system 10 is based on an interactive
television program guide, the display screen provided on
television 40 by set-top box 38 may be on an interactive
Celevision program guide display screen containing, for
example, program listings.

User 1nterface 32 may also be based on a
televlision screen keyboard 50 as illustrated in FIG. 1C.
The user can select letters from the displayed alphabet
Lo compose a message 2Z2. In particular, the user may
select letters from alphabet keys 54 and spaces from
space bar 56. The user may select a letter so that it
pecomes highlighted (such as letter L 58) by pressing
arrow keys and an enter (or OK or Select) key on a
remote control. Pressing the enter key on the remote
control directs the program guide containing chat
features or the independent chat application to place
the selected letter adjacent to cursor 62. The user may

select SHIFT option 51 to place a capital letter in

message 5Z2. In this way, a user can compose the text of

a chat message.

[T desired, the user may compose messages by

selecting from a list of standard messages 70 or words
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72 displayed in a display screen such as display screen

/75, as shown in FIG. 1D. A word or message can be

selected by pressing arrow Keys on a remote control to
place highlight region 76 on top of a particular word or
message such as message 2 in FIG. 1D. The user can then
select the highlighted word or message by pressing a
remote control enter (or select or OK) key.

System 10 allows users at user television
equipment 20 to engage in television program-related
real-time chat communications while watching television,
without the expense and complexity of learning to
operate a personal computer and the software that is
assoclated with it. 1In addition, System 10 allows users
Lo retalin the high video quality and channel range of
Lelevision viewling while participating in real-time chat
discussicns with similarly situated users.

As shown in FIG. 2A, real-time communications
and chat requests can be distributed alcng communication
paths 24 from one user television equipment device 20
assoclated with a given television distribution facility
16 to another user television equipment device 20
associated with that facility using a chat server
located at the facility. For example, the real-time
communications and chat requests sent between two or
more user television equipment 20 devices associated
with television distribution facility 16 of FIG. 2A may
be handled by chat server 90 in television distribution
facility 16. An advantage to limiting operation of the
chat system to individual television distribution
facilities is that it allows individual cable system
operators (for example) to control their systems and it
does not involve coordinating chats between areas or
different time zones. If desired, however, real-time

communications and chat requests exchanged by user
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television equipment 20 can be handled by a chat server
88 that 1s connected to television distribution facility
lo via communications network 86. Communications
network 86 may be any suitable communications network
such as the Internet, a public or private telephone
network, a network 1nvolving satellite or wireless

links, cable network, etc.

The chat system may also be configured so that
users at one Oor more user television equipment devices
84 may participate in a real-time discussiocn or exchange
chat requests with one or more of user television
equipment 20. User television equipment 84 is thus

assoclated with a different television distribution

facility than user television equipment 20. User
television equipment devices 84 are connected to
television distribution facility 80 via communications
paths 82. Chat server 92 1s used to handle real-time
communications and chat requests for user television
equipment devices 84. The configuration of server 92
and user television equipment 84 may be based on a

client-server arrangement. Television distribution

facilities 80 and 16 are connected to each other via
communications network 86. Real-time communications and
chat requests sent between user television equipment 20
and user television equipment 84 may be handled by chat
servers 88, 90, or 92. 1If desired, numerous television
distribution facilities may be connected togther via
communications network 86 or other such communications
networks to allow user television equipment from these
television distribution facilities to engage in real-
Cime communications with each other.

Real-time communications and chat requests may

be handled on a server that is not located at the

television distribution facility as shown in FIG. 2B.
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