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USERENTERTAINMENT AND ENGAGEMENT 
ENHANCEMENTS TO SEARCH SYSTEM 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

0001. The present invention relates in general to search 
ing a corpus of documents, and in particular to search 
systems and methods utilizing one or more search-related 
activities to actively engage a user of a search system. 
0002 The World Wide Web (Web) provides a large 
collection of interlinked information Sources in various 
formats including texts, images, and media content and 
relating to virtually every subject imaginable. As the Web 
has grown, the ability of users to search this collection and 
identify content relevant to a particular Subject has become 
increasingly important, and a number of search service 
providers now exist to meet this need. In general, a search 
service provider publishes a Web page via which a user can 
Submit a query indicating what the user is interested in. In 
response to the query, the search service provider generates 
and transmits to the user a list of links to Web pages or sites 
considered relevant to that query, typically in the form of a 
'search results' page. 
0003 Query response generally involves the following 
steps. First, a pre-created index or database of Web pages or 
sites is searched using one or more search terms extracted 
from the query to generate a list of hits (usually target pages 
or sites, or references to target pages or sites, that contain the 
search terms or are otherwise identified as being relevant to 
the query). Next, the hits are ranked according to predefined 
criteria, and the best results (according to these criteria) are 
given the most prominent placement, e.g., at the top of the 
list. The ranked list of hits is transmitted to the user, usually 
in the form of a “results' page (or a set of interconnected 
pages) containing a list of links to the hit pages or sites. 
Other features, such as sponsored links or advertisements, 
may also be included on the results page. 
0004 The web pages provided by the search service 
providers via which a user can Submit a query vary some 
what in layout, content, look-and-feel, etc. but generally 
include a textbox for input of keywords for use in the query. 
Results of the search are provided in a results page with a list 
of links to results (i.e., pages found to have content matching 
the query) and possibly one or more advertisements. This 
format results in a search process that is very structured and 
not particularly entertaining. So, once a user locates infor 
mation relevant to his interest, the user typically leaves the 
search service providers web page quickly. Further, there is 
little or no incentive for the user to go back to the search 
service providers web page after the information desired 
has been located. 

0005 Thus, it would be desirable to provide a more 
entertaining or interesting interface to actively engage a user 
of the search system to encourage the user to spend more 
time at the search service providers web page. 

BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

0006 Embodiments of the present invention provide 
search systems and methods using one or more search 
related activities to actively engage a user of a search 
system. One or more aspects of the search-related activity 
can be related to the context of the search. With activities 
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that are in some way related to the search being performed 
by the user, the activities can be more relevant and more 
appealing to the user. 
0007 According to one aspect of the present invention, a 
method of actively engaging a user of a search system can 
include receiving from the user a search query for a search 
of a corpus of information and providing the user with 
search results for the search. The user can also be prompted 
to participate in a search-related activity wherein at least one 
aspect of the search-related activity is dependent or a context 
of the search. User input for performing the search-related 
activity can be accepted and an activity response can be 
provided to the user. 
0008. The context of the search can include, but is not 
limited to one or more of the search query, a user identifier 
of a searcher, contents of the search results, a search history 
for the user, advertisements used without search context 
elements, and a time of day of the search. Search related 
activities can include, but are not limited to an instant win 
game, a riddle game, a search query competition, a link 
location game, a guessing game, a link collection competi 
tion, a chain type riddle game, and/or an elimination type 
puzzle competition. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

0009 FIG. 1 is a block diagram of an information 
retrieval and communication network according to one 
embodiment of the present invention. 
0010 FIG. 2 is a block diagram of an information 
retrieval and communication network according to another 
embodiment of the present invention. 
0011 FIG. 3 is a block diagram illustrating major func 
tional components of a search server and activity system 
according to one embodiment of the present invention. 
0012 FIG. 4 is a flowchart illustrating a process for 
actively engaging a user of a search system according to one 
embodiment of the present invention. 
0013 FIG. 5 is a flowchart illustrating a process for 
actively engaging a user of a search system using an instant 
win game according to one embodiment of the present 
invention. 

0014 FIG. 6 is a flowchart illustrating a process for 
actively engaging a user of a search system using a riddle 
game according to one embodiment of the present invention. 
0015 FIG. 7 is a flowchart illustrating a process for 
actively engaging a user of a search system using a search 
query competition according to one embodiment of the 
present invention. 
0016 FIG. 8 is a flowchart illustrating a process for 
actively engaging a user of a search system using a link 
location game according to one embodiment of the present 
invention. 

0017 FIG. 9 is a flowchart illustrating a process for 
actively engaging a user of a search System using a guessing 
game according to one embodiment of the present invention. 
0018 FIG. 10 is a flowchart illustrating a process for 
actively engaging a user of a search system using a link 
collection competition according to one embodiment of the 
present invention. 
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0.019 FIG. 11 is a flowchart illustrating a process for 
actively engaging a user of a search system using a chain 
type riddle game according to one embodiment of the 
present invention. 
0020 FIG. 12 is a flowchart illustrating a process for 
actively engaging a user of a search System using an 
elimination-type riddle competition according to one 
embodiment of the present invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
INVENTION 

0021 Methods and systems are described herein for 
making a user's interaction with a search service provider's 
web page more entertaining and engaging. As will be 
described, embodiments of the present invention provide for 
using one or more search-related activities to actively 
engage a user of a search system. One or more aspects of the 
search-related activity can be related to the context of the 
search. With activities that are in some way related to the 
search being performed by the user, the activities can be 
more relevant and more appealing to the user. 
0022. The context of the search can include, but is not 
limited to, the search query, a user identifier of a searcher, 
contents of the search results, a search history for the user, 
advertisements used without search context elements, and a 
time of day of the search. Activities related to the context of 
the search can add a variety of gaming or competitive 
elements that address different audiences. 

0023 FIG. 1 is a block diagram of an information 
retrieval and communication network according to one 
embodiment of the present invention. This example illus 
trates a general overview of an information retrieval and 
communication network 10 including a client system 20. In 
computer network 10, client system 20 is coupled through 
the Internet 40, or other communication network, e.g., over 
any local area network (LAN) or wide area network (WAN) 
connection, to any number of server systems 50 to 50. As 
will be described herein, client system 20 is configured 
according to the present invention to communicate with any 
of server systems 50 to 50, e.g., to access, receive, retrieve 
and display media content and other information Such as 
web pages. 
0024 Several elements in the system shown in FIG. 1 
include conventional, well-known elements that need not be 
explained in detail here. For example, client system 20 could 
include a desktop personal computer, workstation, laptop, 
personal digital assistant (PDA), cell phone, or any Wireless 
Access Protocol (WAP) enabled device or any other com 
puting device capable of interfacing directly or indirectly to 
the Internet. Client system 20 typically runs a browsing 
program, such as Microsoft's Internet ExplorerTM browser, 
Netscape NavigatorTM browser, MozillaTM browser, 
OperaTM browser, or a WAP-enabled browser in the case of 
a cell phone, PDA or other wireless device, or the like, 
allowing a user of client system 20 to access, process and 
view information and pages available to it from server 
systems 50 to 50 over Internet 40. Client system 20 also 
typically includes one or more user interface devices 22, 
Such as a keyboard, a mouse, touch screen, pen or the like, 
for interacting with a graphical user interface (GUI) pro 
vided by the browser on a display (e.g., monitor screen, LCD 
display, etc.), in conjunction with pages, forms and other 
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information provided by server systems 50 to 50 or other 
servers. The present invention is suitable for use with the 
Internet, which refers to a specific global inter-network of 
networks. However, it should be understood that other 
networks can be used instead of or in addition to the Internet, 
Such as an intranet, an extranet, a virtual private network 
(VPN), a non-TCP/IP based network, any LAN or WAN or 
the like. 

0025. According to one embodiment, client system 20 
and all of its components are operator configurable using an 
application including computer code run using a central 
processing unit such as an Intel PentiumTM processor, AMD 
AthlonTM processor, or the like or multiple processors. 
Computer code for operating and configuring client system 
20 to communicate, process and display data and media 
content as described herein is preferably downloaded and 
stored on a hard disk, but the entire program code, or 
portions thereof, may also be stored in any other volatile or 
non-volatile memory medium or device as is well known, 
such as a ROM or RAM, or provided on any media capable 
of storing program code, such as a compact disk (CD) 
medium, a digital versatile disk (DVD) medium, a floppy 
disk, and the like. Additionally, the entire program code, or 
portions thereof, may be transmitted and downloaded from 
a software source, e.g., from one of server systems 50 to 
50 to client system 20 over the Internet, or transmitted over 
any other network connection (e.g., extranet, VPN, LAN, or 
other conventional networks) using any communication 
medium and protocols (e.g., TCP/IP, HTTP, HTTPS, Ether 
net, or other conventional media and protocols). 
0026. It should be appreciated that computer code for 
implementing aspects of the present invention can be C. 
C++, HTML, XML, Java, JavaScript, etc. code, or any other 
Suitable Scripting language (e.g., VBScript), or any other 
Suitable programming language that can be executed on 
client system 20 or compiled to execute on client system 20. 
In Some embodiments, no code is downloaded to client 
system 20, and needed code is executed by a server, or code 
already present at client system 20 is executed. 

0027 FIG. 2 is a block diagram of an information 
retrieval and communication network according to another 
embodiment of the present invention. This example illus 
trates another information retrieval and communication net 
work 110 for communicating media content. As shown, 
network 110 includes client system 120, one or more content 
server systems 150, and a search server system 160. In 
network 110, client system 120 is communicably coupled 
through Internet 140 or other communication network to 
server systems 150 and 160. As described above, client 
system 120 and its components are configured to commu 
nicate with server systems 150 and 160 and other server 
systems over the Internet 140 or other communication 
networks. 

0028. According to one embodiment, a client application 
(represented as module 125) executing on client system 120 
includes instructions for controlling client system 120 and 
its components to communicate with server systems 150 and 
160 and to process and display data content received there 
from. Client application 125 is preferably transmitted and 
downloaded to client system 120 from a software source 
Such as a remote server system (e.g., server systems 150, 
server system 160 or other remote server system), although 
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client application module 125 can be provided on any 
software storage medium such as a floppy disk, CD, DVD, 
etc., as described above. For example, in one aspect, client 
application module 125 may be provided over the Internet 
140 to client system 120 in an HTML wrapper including 
various controls such as, for example, embedded JavaScript 
or Active X controls, for manipulating data and rendering 
data in various objects, frames and windows. 
0029. Additionally, client application module 125 
includes various software modules for processing data and 
media content, Such as a specialized search module 126 for 
processing search requests and search result data, a user 
interface module 127 for rendering data and media content 
in text and data frames and active windows, e.g., browser 
windows and dialog boxes, and an application interface 
module 128 for interfacing and communicating with various 
applications executing on client 120. Examples of applica 
tions executing on client system 120 with which application 
interface module 128 is preferably configured to interface 
according to aspects of the present invention include various 
e-mail applications, instant messaging (IM) applications, 
browser applications, document management applications 
and others. Further, user interface module 127 may include 
a browser, such as a default browser configured on client 
system 120 or a different browser. 
0030. According to one embodiment, search server sys 
tem 160 is configured to provide search result data and 
media content to client system 120, and content server 
system 150 is configured to provide data and media content 
Such as web pages to client system 120, for example, in 
response to links selected in search result pages provided by 
search server system 160. In some variations, search server 
system 160 returns content as well as, or instead of links 
and/or other references to content. 

0031 Query response module 162 in one embodiment 
references various page indexes 170 that are populated with, 
e.g., pages, links to pages, data representing the content of 
indexed pages, etc. Page indexes may be generated by 
various collection technologies including an automatic web 
crawler 172, and/or various spiders, etc., as well as manual 
or semi-automatic classification algorithms and interfaces 
for classifying and ranking web pages within a hierarchical 
structure. These technologies may be implemented in search 
server system 160 or in a separate system (e.g., web crawler 
172) that generates a page index 170 and makes it available 
to search server system 160. Various page index implemen 
tations and formats are known in the art and may be used for 
page index 170. 
0032 Query response module 162 is configured to pro 
vide data responsive to various search requests (queries) 
received from a client system 120, in particular from search 
module 126. As used herein, the term "query encompasses 
any request from a user (e.g., via client 120) to search server 
160 that can be satisfied by searching the Web (or other 
corpus) indexed by page index 170. In one embodiment, a 
user is presented with a search interface via search module 
126. The interface may include a text box into which a user 
may enter a query (e.g., by typing), check boxes and/or radio 
buttons for selecting from predefined queries, a directory or 
other structure enabling the user to limit search to a pre 
defined subset of the full search corpus (e.g., to certain web 
sites or a categorical Subsection within page index 170), etc. 
Any search interface may be used. 
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0033 Query response module 162 is advantageously 
configured with search related algorithms for processing and 
ranking web pages relative to a given query (e.g., based on 
a combination of logical relevance, as measured by patterns 
of occurrence of search terms extracted from the query; 
context identifiers associated with search terms and/or par 
ticular pages or sites; page sponsorship; connectivity data 
collected from multiple pages; etc.). For example, query 
response module 162 may parse a received query to extract 
one or more search terms, then access page index 170 using 
the search terms, thereby generating a list of “hits’, i.e., 
pages or sites (or references to pages or sites) that are 
determined to have at least some relevance to the query. 
Query response module 162 may then rank the hits using one 
or more ranking algorithms. Particular algorithms for iden 
tifying and ranking hits are not critical to the present 
invention, and conventional algorithms may be used. 
0034 Search server system 160 is communicably 
coupled to a personalization database 166 that stores data 
pertaining to specific users of search server system 160 and 
to a page index 170 that provides an index to the corpus to 
be searched (in some instances, the World Wide Web). 
Personalization database 166 and page index 170 may be 
implemented using generally conventional database tech 
nologies. 

0035. According to one embodiment of the present inven 
tion, search server system 160 can also include context 
manager 164 and activity module 165. While activity mod 
ule 165 is shown in this example as being part of the search 
server system 160, it should be understood that, in some 
cases, activity module 165 may be separate from search 
server system 160 and implemented as a standalone system 
or as part of another system. Regardless of the exact 
implementation, context manager 164 and activity module 
165 provide for actively engaging a user of search server 
system 160. Generally speaking, search server system 160 
can receive from the user of client system 120 a search query 
for a search. As discussed above, search server system 160 
provides the user with search results for the search. Addi 
tionally, activity module can prompt the user to participate 
in a search-related activity. The search server system 160, 
via activity module 165 can accept user input for performing 
the search-related activity and provide an activity response 
to the user. 

0036) As will be discussed in detail below with reference 
to FIGS. 5-12, the search related activities provided by 
activity module 165 can include a number of games, com 
petitions, and challenges and other interactive activities. 
Content and rules for providing these activities can be stored 
in one or more databases or information stores such as 
activity content database 166 and activity rules database 167 
integral with or separate from search server system 160. 
These databases 166 and 167 are readable by activity 
module 165 and contain data such as text and graphics to be 
sent to the user participating in the activity, rules to be to be 
followed by the activity module such as when, how, to which 
users, etc. to make available a given activity, and may also 
include advertisements or other information provided by a 
third party to be sent to the user participating in n activity. 

0037 According to one embodiment, at least one aspect 
of the search-related activity is related to a context of the 
search as determined by context manager 164. Context 
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manager 164 can be adapted to determine the context of the 
search based on the text, metadata, or other information 
related to the search request or response. The context of the 
search can include, but is not limited to, the search query, a 
user identifier of a searcher, contents of the search results, a 
search history for the user, advertisements used without 
search context elements, and a time of day of the search. 
Activities related to the context of the search can add a 
variety of gaming or competitive elements that address 
different audiences. 

0038. It will be appreciated that the search system 
described herein is illustrative and that variations and modi 
fications are possible. The content server and search server 
system may be part of a single organization, e.g., a distrib 
uted server system such as that provided to users by Yahoo! 
Inc., or they may be part of disparate organizations. Each 
server system generally includes at least one server and an 
associated database system, and may include multiple serv 
ers and associated database systems, and although shown as 
a single block, may be geographically distributed. For 
example, all servers of a search server system may be 
located in close proximity to one another (e.g., in a server 
farm located in a single building or campus), or they may be 
distributed at locations remote from one another (e.g., one or 
more servers located in city A and one or more servers 
located in city B). Thus, as used herein, a “server system” 
typically includes one or more logically and/or physically 
connected servers distributed locally or across one or more 
geographic locations; the terms "server” and "server sys 
tem” are used interchangeably. In addition, the query 
response module and activity module described herein may 
be implemented on the same server or on different servers. 
0.039 The search server system may be configured with 
one or more page indexes and algorithms for accessing the 
page index(es) and providing search results to users in 
response to search queries received from client systems. The 
search server system might generate the page indexes itself, 
receive page indexes from another source (e.g., a separate 
server system), or receive page indexes from another source 
and perform further processing thereof (e.g., addition or 
updating of various page information). In addition, while the 
search server system is described as including a particular 
combination of component modules, it is to be understood 
that a division into modules is purely for convenience of 
description; more, fewer, or different modules might be 
defined. 

0040 FIG. 3 is a block diagram illustrating major func 
tional components of a search server and activity system 
according to one embodiment of the present invention. This 
example includes search server system 160 as discussed 
above and illustrates in more detail major functional com 
ponents of the system. It should be understood that the 
components shown and discussed here are offered for illus 
trative purposes only and actual implementations of a search 
server system can vary without departing from the scope of 
the present invention. 

0041. A user submitted query can be received by search 
server system 160 via input/output module 305 which is 
connected with the user via the Internet or other communi 
cations medium. Upon receiving a query from the user, input 
output module 305 passes the query 310 to query process 
315 which in turn parses the query string and reformats it 
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into a search request 320 to search engine 325. Search 
engine 325 then performs a search of the corpus of infor 
mation or index 170 as described above. 

0042. Upon completion of the search of the corpus 170, 
search engine 325 sends a results set 330 to page construc 
tion module 345 which uses the results set 330 along with 
other information to generate a complete response page 380 
for return to the user via input/output module 305. Page 
construction module also receives standard page portions 
340 from standard page generation module 335. The stan 
dard page portion 340 generated by Standard page genera 
tion module 335 can be a partially formed HTML or other 
format page representing the common portions and format 
ting of results listings. For example, standard page portion 
340 can include the search service provider's banner or other 
identifying information as well as formatted placeholders 
into which the results set 330 will be placed by page 
construction module 345 to form a properly formatted 
results page. 

0043. According to one embodiment of the present inven 
tion, page construction module 345 can also receive from 
activity component merger module an activity portion 375 
for inclusion in the complete response page 380. As intro 
duced above, the activity system 365 can prompt the user, 
via elements added to the results page, to participate in a 
search-related activity. For example, activity system 365 
can, via activity component merger module 370, cause a 
number of links, buttons, icons, or other indications to be 
added to the results page, each indication representing an 
available search-related activity. The search server system 
160, together with activity system 365 provide a number of 
activities contextually related to the search. 

0044 As will be discussed in detail below with reference 
to FIGS. 5-12, the search related activities provided by 
activity system 365 can include a number of games, com 
petitions, and challenges and other interactive activities. 
According to one embodiment, at least one aspect of the 
search-related activity is related to a context of the search as 
determined by context manager 164 based on information 
received from search engine 325. Context manager 164 can 
be adapted to determine the context of the search based on 
the text, metadata, or other information related to the search 
request or response. The context of the search can include, 
but is not limited to, the search query, a user identifier of a 
searcher, contents of the search results, a search history for 
the user, advertisements used without search context ele 
ments, and a time of day of the search. Activities related to 
the context of the search can add a variety of gaming or 
competitive elements that address different audiences. 

0045. Additionally, page construction module 345 can 
receive advertising portions 355 from advertisement system 
350. Advertisement system 350 can represent systems of one 
or more entities paying for advertising on the results page 
returned to the user by search server system 160. Advertising 
portion 355 represents the HTML to be added to the standard 
portions 340 of the results page such as graphics, text, and 
links to the advertiser's website. As will be discussed below, 
the advertising portions may be related to the activities 
provided by activity system 365. That is, the advertisers may 
sponsor one or more of the activities provided by the activity 
system 365 and in return receive placement of advertising on 
the completed response page 380 returned to the user. 
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0046) Therefore, completed response page 380 includes 
standard portions 340, results sets 330, activity portions 340 
and advertising portions 355. As discussed, activity portions 
340 represents a number of activities contextually related to 
the search and available to the user to actively engage the 
user in the search process. Processes that can be performed 
by search server system 160, activity system 365 and other 
components to provide these activities will now be discussed 
in detail. 

0047 FIG. 4 is a flowchart illustrating a process for 
actively engaging a user of a search system according to one 
embodiment of the present invention. According to this 
embodiment, the search server system receives 405 from the 
user a search query for a search of a corpus of information. 
The search server system performs 410 the search and 
provides 415 the user with search results for the search. That 
is, as described above, in response to the users request for a 
search, the search server performs a search and returns a list 
of links to pages or sites that are determined to have at least 
Some relevance to the query. 
0.048. As part of the page presenting the list of links to 
relevant information, the search server system can prompt 
420 the user to participate in a search-related activity. That 
is, the results page can include one or more buttons, links, 
or other graphical or textual indications of the availability of 
one or more activities that are related to the search, i.e., have 
at least one aspect dependent on a context of the search. For 
example, the results page can include a number of buttons in 
a top or side frame or along a top edge of the results page, 
each button representing a different available activity related 
to the results or other aspect of the search. 
0049. The context of the search can include, but is not 
limited to, one or more of the search query, a user identifier 
of a searcher, contents of the search results, a search history 
for the user, advertisements used without search context 
elements, and a time of day of the search. For example, as 
will be discussed in detail below, the search-related activity 
may be a game or competition that involves correctly 
answering a riddle or question or series of riddles or ques 
tions. In some cases, the topic or Subject matter of the riddles 
or questions may be related to keywords used by the user in 
the search query or the contents of the results returned by the 
search service provider. 
0050. After prompting 420 the user to participate in a 
search-related activity, the search service system can accept 
425 user input for performing the search-related activity. 
That is, the search service system can detect a user selection 
of the indication of availability of the search-related activity. 
For example, a mouse click on a button or link indicating an 
activity can be detected. In response to a positive 430 
selection of the indication, the search service provider 
system can provide an activity response to the user Such as 
directing the user to a page for conducting the activity, 
opening a pop-up window providing information related to 
the activity, etc. 
0051. According to one embodiment of the present inven 
tion, the search-related activity may be sponsored by a 
commercial or other entity and can include advertising for 
that entity. Using the example introduced above, the search 
related activity may be a game or competition that involves 
correctly answering a riddle or question or series of riddles 
or questions. As will be discussed below, a prize or reward 

Jan. 18, 2007 

may be provided to users answering questions correctly or 
winning a competition. Such prizes or rewards may be 
provided by one or more sponsors who, in return receives 
advertising from the search service provider in the form of 
a banner, pop-up window, etc. indicating “This prize pro 
vided by . . . . or other similar messages. 

0052 While this discussion introduces many different 
types of activities, other activities are equally useful with 
embodiments of the present invention. Generally speaking 
any type of game, competition, challenge, or other activity 
for which one or more aspects of that activity can be made 
to relate to the search context is considered to be equally 
amenable to use with embodiments of the present invention. 
Some exemplary types of search-related activities are will 
now be discussed with reference to FIGS. 5-12. 

0053 According to one embodiment, the search-related 
activity can comprise an instant win game. Generally speak 
ing, the instant win game awards a prize or reward to various 
users of the search service system on a chance basis. The 
chance basis may be, for example, selection of a user at 
random, selection of every X number of users (e.g., every 
1,000,000 queries), selection of a user at a particular time 
(e.g., every /3 hour), etc. 
0054 FIG. 5 is a flowchart illustrating a process for 
actively engaging a user of a search system using instant 
prizes according to one embodiment of the present inven 
tion. In this example, the search service system, displays 505 
as part of a display for the search results an indication to the 
user to inform the user of availability of a reward. For 
example, a treasure box or other icon or graphic may be 
displayed on the page displaying user's search results. The 
user can then click or otherwise select the indication to 
accept the prize. If 510 the user accepts the prize a message 
can be displayed to the user indicating the nature of the 
reward. For example, a pop-up window, overlay, or other 
mechanism can be used to indicate to the user that “You have 
won US S5” or other message. 
0055 According to one embodiment of the present inven 
tion, the nature of the prize can be dependent on the context 
of the search. That is, a particular prize can be award based 
on a searches for particular keywords. For example, a music 
CD featuring a particular band can be given as a prize to 
every 1,000 users searching for the band's name or sporting 
event tickets can be given to every X number of user's 
searching for the team's name. 
0056. Additionally, the display of the prize information 
can include an advertisement for one or more sponsors for 
the prize. For example, the display may indicate “You have 
won US S5” with by a banner, graphic, text, etc. indicating 
one or more entities providing the prize and/or paying for the 
advertisement. The search service provider may have a 
number of different pricing arrangements with the sponsors. 
For example, the advertisement may be a "clickable' link to 
the sponsors website. In this case, the search service 
provider may pay for the prize and then charge the sponsor 
if the user clicks the ad to visit the sponsor's site. Alterna 
tively, the sponsor may pay for the ad by providing the prize 
and/or paying a fee for the ad. 
0057 According to another embodiment, the search 
related activity can comprise a riddle game. In this activity, 
the user can select an icon or other indication on the search 
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results page to receive a riddle or question that can be related 
to the context of the search. If the user correctly answers the 
riddle or question, a prize can be awarded. 
0.058 FIG. 6 is a flowchart illustrating a process for 
actively engaging a user of a search system using a riddle 
game according to one embodiment of the present invention. 
In this example, the search service system, displays 605 an 
indication to the user as part of a display for the search 
results to inform the user of availability of a riddle or 
question. For example, a link, button, icon, or other graphic 
may be displayed on the page displaying the user's search 
results. The user can then click or otherwise select the 
indication to participate. If 610 the user accepts the riddle, 
the riddle or question can be displayed 615. For example, a 
pop-up, overlay, new web page, etc. may be displayed to the 
user that includes the riddle or question and a text box or 
other device through which the user can enter an answer. The 
message can include one or more question, instructions on 
how to participate, hints, etc. 
0059. The search service system accepts 620 the answer 
from the user and checks 625 whether the answer is correct. 
If 625 the answer is correct, a message can be displayed 630 
to the user indicating a reward or prize. As above, the display 
of the prize information can include an advertisement for 
one or more sponsors for the prize. The sponsors may supply 
the prize, pay for the advertisement, and/or have another fee 
arrangement with the search service provider. If 625 the 
answer is incorrect, a message can be displayed 635 to the 
user indicating that his answer is not correct. 
0060 According to another embodiment, the search 
related activity can comprise a search query competition. In 
this activity, the user can select an icon or other indication 
on the search results page to receive a description of the 
competition and information on how to compete. The com 
petition can be to find a particularly hard-to-find piece of 
information somewhere on the Internet. According to one 
embodiment, the hard-to-find information may be related to 
the context of the user's search. If the user is the first to 
Submit a search query that correctly locates the hard-to-find 
information, a prize can be awarded. 
0061 FIG. 7 is a flowchart illustrating a process for 
actively engaging a user of a search system using a search 
query competition according to one embodiment of the 
present invention. In this example, the search service sys 
tem, displays 705 an indication to the user as part of a 
display for the search results to inform the user of avail 
ability of a search query competition. For example, a link, 
button, icon, or other graphic may be displayed on the page 
displaying the user's search results. The user can then click 
or otherwise select the indication to participate. If 710 the 
user accepts, information about the competition can be 
displayed 715. For example, a pop-up, overlay, new web 
page, etc. may be displayed to the user that includes instruc 
tions, rules, a description of the hard-to-find information, 
etc. and a text box or other device through which the user 
can enter an anSWer. 

0062) The search service system can accept 720 a search 
query from the user and check 725 whether the search query 
is the first submitted to correctly locate the hard-to-find 
information. If 725 the search query is the first correct query, 
a message can be displayed 730 to the user indicating a 
reward or prize. As above, the display of the prize informa 
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tion can include an advertisement for one or more sponsors 
for the prize. The sponsors may supply the prize, pay for the 
advertisement, and/or have another fee arrangement with the 
search service provider. According to one embodiment, the 
advertiser can pay a fee to the search service provider to 
locate the hard-to-find information on the sponsors web 
page. If 725 the query is incorrect or is not the first correct 
query, a message can be displayed 735 to the user indicating 
that he has not won. 

0063. According to another embodiment, the search 
related activity can comprise a link location game. In this 
activity, the user can select an icon or other indication on the 
search results page to receive a description of the game. The 
game can be to find a specially marked piece text somewhere 
on the Internet. According to one embodiment, the specially 
marked text or its location may be related to the context of 
the user's search. If the user Submits a search query con 
taining the specially marked text, a prize can be awarded. 
0064 FIG. 8 is a flowchart illustrating a process for 
actively engaging a user of a search system using a link 
location game according to one embodiment of the present 
invention. In this example, the search service system, dis 
plays 805 an indication to the user as part of a display for the 
search results to inform the user of availability of the link 
location game. For example, a link, button, icon, or other 
graphic may be displayed on the page displaying the user's 
search results. The user can then click or otherwise select the 
indication to participate. If 810 the user accepts, a page 
containing the specially marked text can be displayed 815. 
0065. The search service system can accept 820 a search 
query from the user and check 825 whether the search query 
contains the specially marked text. If 825 the search query 
contains the specially marked text, a message can be dis 
played 830 to the user indicating a reward or prize. As 
above, the display of the prize information can include an 
advertisement for one or more sponsors for the prize. The 
sponsors may supply the prize, pay for the advertisement, 
and/or have another fee arrangement with the search service 
provider. According to one embodiment, the advertiser can 
pay a fee to the search service provider to locate the 
specially marked text on the sponsors web page. If 825 the 
query is incorrect or does not contain the specially marked 
text, a message can be displayed 835 to the user indicating 
that he has not won. 

0066. According to another embodiment, the search 
related activity can comprise a guessing game. In this 
activity, the user can select an icon or other indication on the 
search results page to receive a description of the game. The 
game can be to guess a predetermined search query. Accord 
ing to one embodiment, the predetermined search query may 
be related to the context of the user's search. If the user 
Submits a search query matching the predetermined search 
query, a prize can be awarded. 
0067 FIG. 9 is a flowchart illustrating a process for 
actively engaging a user of a search System using a guessing 
game according to one embodiment of the present invention. 
In this example, the search service system, displays 905 an 
indication to the user as part of a display for the search 
results to inform the user of availability of the guessing 
game. For example, a link, button, icon, or other graphic 
may be displayed on the page displaying the user's search 
results. The user can then click or otherwise select the 
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indication to participate. If 910 the user accepts, information 
about the game can be displayed 915. For example, a 
pop-up, overlay, new web page, etc. may be displayed to the 
user that includes instructions, rules, hints, etc. and a text 
box or other device through which the user can enter an 
aSW. 

0068 The search service system can accept 920 a search 
query from the user and check 925 whether the search query 
matches the predetermined search query. If 925 the search 
query matches the predetermined search query, a message 
can be displayed 930 to the user indicating a reward or prize. 
As above, the display of the prize information can include an 
advertisement for one or more sponsors for the prize. The 
sponsors may supply the prize, pay for the advertisement, 
and/or have another fee arrangement with the search service 
provider. If 925 the query does not match the predetermined 
search query, a message can be displayed 935 to the user 
indicating that he has not won. 
0069. According to another embodiment, the search 
related activity can comprise a link collection competition. 
In this activity, the user can select an icon or other indication 
on the search results page to receive a description of the 
competition and information on how to compete. The com 
petition can be based on judging user Submitted lists of links 
to pages or other content related to a particular topic. 
According to one embodiment, the topic may be related to 
the context of the user's search. The user or users judged to 
have the top lists can be awarded a prize. 
0070 FIG. 10 is a flowchart illustrating a process for 
actively engaging a user of a search system using a link 
collection competition according to one embodiment of the 
present invention. In this example, the competition includes 
collecting 1005 a list of links from the user. That is, the user 
can, through a page provided by the search service provider 
Submit his bookmarks or other list of links to pages or 
content related to the topic of the competition. The submit 
ted lists can be judged 1010 by the search service provider 
or by popular vote of users of the search service system 
based on any number of criteria. A reward can be awarded 
1015 to the user or users based on the judging. 
0071 According to another embodiment, the search 
related activity can comprise a chain-type riddle game. In 
this activity, the user can select an icon or other indication 
on the search results page to receive a riddle or question that 
can be related to the context of the search. If the user 
correctly answers the riddle or question, another riddle or 
question can be presented wherein the answer to the first 
riddle or question represents a hint to the answer for the 
second riddle or question. After Successfully answering 
Some number of riddles in the chain, a prize may be awarded 
to the user. 

0072 FIG. 11 is a flowchart illustrating a process for 
actively engaging a user of a search system using a chain 
type riddle game according to one embodiment of the 
present invention. In this example, a first question can be 
displayed 1105 to the user. According to one embodiment, 
the nature or topic of the question can be contextually related 
to the user's original query. The search service system 
accepts 1110 the first answer from the user and checks 1115 
whether the answer is correct. If 1115 the answer is correct, 
a second question can be displayed to the user, wherein an 
answer to the second question requires knowledge of the 
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first answer. That is, the riddles or questions are chained in 
the sense the answers to Successive questions require correct 
knowledge of the previous answers. This process continues 
until 1126 a final answer is reached. With the final answer 
being correct, a message can be displayed 930 to the user 
indicating a reward or prize. If 1115 an answer is not correct, 
a negative response can be displayed 1120 and the user 
allowed to try again. 

0073. According to another embodiment, the search 
related activity can comprise an elimination-type riddle 
competition. In this activity, the user can select an icon or 
other indication on the search results page to enter the 
competition. The competition can involve a number of users 
receiving a riddle or question that can be related to some 
common area of interest. If the user correctly answers the 
riddle or question, he can continue on to Successively more 
difficult questions. However, if the user answers incorrectly, 
he is eliminated from the competition. The final user or small 
group of users may be awarded a prize. 
0074 FIG. 12 is a flowchart illustrating a process for 
actively engaging a user of a search System using an 
elimination-type riddle competition according to one 
embodiment of the present invention. In this example, the 
competition begins with displaying 1205 a first question to 
the user and accepting 1210 a first answer from the user. If 
1215 the first answer is incorrect, the user is eliminated 1220 
from further competition. However, if 1215 the answer is 
correct, the user advances to a second question. This process 
continues until 1230 the final round which may be some 
predetermined number of questions or may be when only 
one or some Small number of users remain at which point the 
remaining user(s) can be awarded 1235 a prize. 

0075. The embodiments described herein may make ref 
erence to Web sites, URLs, links, and other terminology 
specific to instances where the World Wide Web (or a subset 
thereof) serves as the search corpus. It should be understood, 
however, that the systems and methods described herein can 
be adapted for use with a different search corpus (such as an 
electronics database or document repository). 
0076 Computer programs incorporating various features 
of the present invention may be encoded on various com 
puter readable media for storage and/or transmission; Suit 
able media include magnetic disk or tape, optical storage 
media such as CD or DVD, flash memory, and carrier signals 
adapted for transmission via wired, optical, and/or wireless 
networks conforming to a variety of protocols, including the 
Internet. Computer readable media encoded with the pro 
gram code may be packaged with a compatible device or 
provided separately from other devices (e.g., via Internet 
download). 
0077. While the present invention has been described 
with reference to specific hardware and software compo 
nents, those skilled in the art will appreciate that different 
combinations of hardware and/or software components may 
also be used, and that particular operations described as 
being implemented in hardware might also be implemented 
in software or vice versa. 

0078 Thus, although the invention has been described 
with respect to specific embodiments, it will be appreciated 
that the invention is intended to cover all modifications and 
equivalents within the scope of the following claims. 
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What is claimed is: 
1. A method of actively engaging a user of a search 

system, the method comprising: 
receiving from the user a search query for a search of a 

corpus of information; 
providing the user with search results for the search; 
prompting the user to participate in a search-related 

activity wherein at least one aspect of the search-related 
activity is dependent on a context of the search; 

accepting user input for performing the search-related 
activity; and 

providing an activity response to the user. 
2. The method of claim 1, wherein the context of the 

search includes one or more of the search query, a user 
identifier of a searcher, contents of the search results, a 
search history for the user, advertisements used without 
search context elements, and a time of day of the search. 

3. The method of claim 1, wherein the search-related 
activity comprises an instant win game. 

4. The method of claim 3, wherein the instant win game 
comprises: 

displaying an indication to the user as part of a display for 
the search results, the indication to inform the user of 
availability of a reward; and 

responsive to the user selecting the indication, displaying 
a message to the user indicating the nature of the 
reward, wherein the nature of the prize is dependent on 
the context of the search. 

5. The method of claim 1, wherein the search-related 
activity comprises a riddle game. 

6. The method of claim 5, wherein the riddle game 
comprises: 

displaying a question to the user, wherein the question is 
dependent on the context of the search; 

accepting an answer from the user, and 
responsive to the answer being correct, displaying a 

message to the user indicating a reward. 
7. The method of claim 1, wherein the search-related 

activity comprises a search query competition. 
8. The method of claim 7, wherein the search query 

competition comprises: 
displaying a description of hard-to-find information, 

wherein the hard-to-find information is dependent on 
the context of the search; 

accepting a search query from the user, the search query 
intended to locate the hard-to-find information; and 

responsive to the search query being a first search query 
submitted to locate the hard-to-find information, dis 
playing a message to the user indicating a reward. 

9. The method of claim 1, wherein the search-related 
activity comprises a link location game. 
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10. The method of claim 9, wherein the link location game 
comprises: 

displaying a link to a page containing a specially marked 
link, wherein the page containing the specially marked 
link is dependent on the context of the search; 

accepting a search query from the user; and 
responsive to the search query from the user being the 

specially marked link, displaying a message to the user 
indicating a reward. 

11. The method of claim 1, wherein the search-related 
activity comprises a guessing game. 

12. The method of claim 11, wherein the guessing game 
comprises: 

accepting a guess search query from the user, the guess 
search query comprising an attempt to guess a prede 
termined search query; and 

responsive to the search query from the user matching the 
predetermined search query, displaying a message to 
the user indicating a reward. 

13. The method of claim 1, wherein the search-related 
activity comprises a link collection competition. 

14. The method of claim 13, wherein the link collection 
competition comprises: 

collecting a list of links from the user, wherein a topic for 
the list of links is dependent on the context of the 
Search; 

judging the list of links; and 
awarding a reward to the user based on said judging. 
15. The method of claim 1, wherein the search-related 

activity comprises a chain-type riddle game. 
16. The method of claim 15, wherein the chain-type riddle 

game comprises: 

displaying a first question to the user; 
accepting a first answer from the user; 
responsive to the first answer being correct, displaying a 

second question to the user, wherein an answer to the 
second question requires knowledge of the first answer. 

17. The method of claim 1, wherein the search-related 
activity comprises an elimination-type puzzle competition. 

18. The method of claim 17, wherein the elimination-type 
puzzle competition comprises: 

displaying a first question to the user; 
accepting a first answer from the user; 
responsive to the first answer being correct, advancing the 

user to a second question; and 
responsive to the first answer being incorrect, eliminating 

the user from further participation in the activity. 


