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SYSTEM FOR SUBSTANTIALLY
SIMULTANEOUS ALERTS

FIG. 5 is a How diagram illustrating an overvieW of a
process for implementing an alert system according to a rep

resentative embodiment of the present invention.
FIG. 6 is a How diagram illustrating a process for conduct
ing a contest according to a representative embodiment of the

This application claims the bene?t of US. Provisional
Patent Application Ser. No. 60/724,473, ?led on Oct. 6, 2005,
and titled “Real-Time IncentiviZed Game Platform”, Which
application is incorporated by reference herein as though set
forth herein in full.

present invention.
FIG. 7 illustrates an initial user interface questioning

Whether a player Wants to participate in the current problem in
a contest according to a representative embodiment of the

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

present invention.
FIG. 8 illustrates a user interface for presenting a problem
and accepting a response to it in a contest according to a

The present invention pertains to systems for delivering a
message at a number of different user devices, e. g., Wireless

representative embodiment of the present invention.

cellular telephones or PDAs, substantially simultaneously.

FIG. 9 illustrates a sliding scale for conversion of game
points to DotZ according to a representative embodiment of
the present invention.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION
In one aspect, the invention is directed to a system for

generating substantially simultaneous alerts, in Which a plu

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED

rality of user devices is accessible via at least one publicly

EMBODIMENT(S)

available netWork. Each such user device has installed on it an 20

This application is related to the commonly assigned patent

alert-based client. A server is con?gured to doWnload identi
cal alert information, including a message that has been
encrypted, to the plurality of user devices. The alert-based
clients are con?gured to receive the alert information and, in

response: (i) to store the message in encrypted form until just

application titled, “Substantially Simultaneous Intermittent
Contest”, Which is being ?led on the same date as this appli
25

prior to a speci?ed delivery time; and (ii) to decrypt and
deliver the message substantially at the speci?ed delivery
time. By virtue of the foregoing arrangement, substantially
simultaneous delivery of the message to the user devices is
achieved.
In another aspect, the invention is directed to an apparatus

30

sections provide additional information, as indicated by their

35

number of geographically dispersed (e.g., spread across dif
ferent cities, states or even countries) individuals or devices.
FIG. 1 illustrates an overvieW of an alert system 10 for achiev
40

until just prior to a speci?ed delivery time; and (ii) to decrypt
and deliver the message substantially at the speci?ed delivery

The foregoing summary is intended merely to provide a
brief description of the general nature of the invention. A
more complete understanding of the invention can be
obtained by referring to the claims and the folloWing detailed
description of the preferred embodiments in connection With

devices (e.g., devices 21-26). Each such device 21-26 typi
45

50

cally has a user associated With it (e.g., user 31 for device 21
and user 32 for device 22). In some cases, a single user (e.g.,
user 33) has tWo or more user devices (e. g., devices 23 and 24)
that are registered With server 12, as discussed in more detail
beloW.

Server 12 may be implemented as a single physical device,
but more commonly Will be implemented as a server cluster,

With redundancy, appropriate load-sharing hardWare and
softWare, and different functionality distributed across differ

the accompanying ?gures.
BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

ing this goal, according to a representative embodiment of the
present invention.
Generally speaking, a central server 12 drives the alert
system 10, communicating With a plurality of different user

time. The executable process steps further include steps to
compare information from the real-time clock and from the

device clock in order to identify clock irregularities. By virtue
of the foregoing arrangement, it generally is possible to
closely control the timing at Which information is released.

Substantially Simultaneous Alert Technology
Many of the techniques of the present invention require that
a message be delivered substantially simultaneously to a large

provides processing synchronization signals to the memory/
storage device and the processor. The executable process
steps include steps to receive alert information, including a
message, and in response: (i) to store the message in
encrypted form into the at least one memory/ storage device

that may be implemented using such platforms. Subsequent

headings.

for receiving and providing alerts. The apparatus includes at
least one memory/storage device storing executable process
steps, a processor for executing the process steps, a real-time
clock that keeps track of time of day, and a device clock that

cation. That application is incorporated by reference herein as
though set forth herein in full.
The present disclosure is divided into sections. The ?rst
section describes certain technological considerations for
implementing contests and other methods of the present
invention. The second section describes an exemplary contest

ent physical boxes, as is Well knoWn in the art. In one embodi
55

ment, different physical devices are used for communicating
across different kinds of netWorks (e. g., directly over the

Internet, by SMS messaging, or using a proprietary Wireless

FIG. 1 illustrates an overvieW of an alert system according
to a representative embodiment of the present invention.

protocol).

FIG. 2 illustrates communication betWeen a user device
It is noted that although only six user devices 21-26 are
and a server according to a representative embodiment of the 60 illustrated in FIG. 1, this is for ease of illustration only.

present invention.

Typically, there Will be many more user devices that partici
pate in the alert system 10, such as more than 50, 100, 500,

FIG. 3 is a block diagram shoWing some of the components
of a user device according to a representative embodiment of

1,000 or even 10,000 such devices (as Well as a similar num
ber of users). Also, the same server 12 can be used to handle

the present invention.
FIG. 4 illustrates an example of alert information and time

synchronization information according to a representative
embodiment of the present invention.

65

multiple alert systems, e.g., using different distribution lists
and different back-and processing routines for such different

systems.
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understood as being exemplary only. Any other communica

Each user 31-35 preferably has pre-registered With server

12 for the current alert system 10, designating the device(s) on

tion modes or paths instead, or in addition, may be used. Also,
any combination of different paths or modes may be used.
FIG. 1 illustrates one-Way communication betWeen the

Which such user 31-35 Will be receiving the alerts, as Well as
the manner in Which server 12 is to communicate With such

device. In this latter regard, the present invention contem

server 12 and the various user devices 21-26. HoWever, in

plates multiple different modes of communication betWeen

certain preferred embodiments of the invention, communica

server 12 and the various user devices 21-26.

tion is bidirectional betWeen server 12 and user devices
21-26.

The most commonly anticipated communication mode

This is illustrated in FIG. 2, Which shoWs an exemplary

Will involve the use of a Wireless netWork 41, so that the
corresponding user device 21 Will be more likely to be able to
communicate With server 12 at any time of day. HoWever, as

user device 21 in communication With server 12.As discussed

in more detail beloW, in such embodiments server 12 typically

communicates alert information 61 and time synchronization

discussed in more detail beloW, the preferred embodiments of
the present invention do not require real-time communication

information 62 to user device 21, and user device 21 typically
communicates a response 63 to such alert information 61
back to server 12. According to the preferred embodiments of
the invention, such communications can occur over signi?
cant time intervals and often Will vary signi?cantly from one
user device 21 to another of the user devices 22-26. Such

in order to function as intended.

A variety of different speci?c communication techniques
may be implemented over a Wireless netWork 41. For

instance, messages may be sent via short messaging service
(SMS), using Wireless Web communications, or using any of

the other Wireless data protocols (Whether public or propri
etary) that are supported by the particular Wireless carrier.
Another commonly anticipated communication mode

variations often Will be common even Where all of the user
20

involves direct Internet communications 42. This general

devices 21-26 are delivering the message 61 at substantially
the same time and alloWing the corresponding users 31-35 to
submit their responses 63 at substantially the same times.

mode also can be used to convey information using any of a

More speci?cally, in the preferred embodiments the alert

variety of different speci?c protocols, such as hypertext trans

information 61 may be stored on user device 21 at any time

fer protocol (HTTP), ?le transfer protocol (FTP), any propri

25

prior to the scheduled delivery and the response may be

etary data-transfer protocol, or even instant messaging or

transmitted back to server 12 at any time after it has been

e-mail messaging protocols.

submitted by the corresponding user 31. In addition, the vari
ous types of information may be transmitted using different
communication channels.
FIG. 3 is a block diagram shoWing certain portions of an
exemplary user device 21 according to a representative

As noted above, in certain cases a single user 33 Will

register multiple different devices 23 and 24 With server 12
for participation in a particular alert system 10. Moreover, as

30

shoWn in FIG. 1, multiple different communication paths 43
may be used for the different devices 23 and 24 (e.g., a

embodiment of the present invention. In the present embodi

Wireless netWork for device 23 and a direct Internet connec

ment, user device 21 has installed on it an alert-based client

tion for device 24).
The user 33 preferably has the ability to designate multiple

35

ably, application 80 is implemented entirely in softWare (e. g.,

devices 23 and 24 as both being currently active, so that When
the alert occurs it Will be delivered by both devices, thereby

as a Java midlet or BreW application), but instead may be

implemented in any of the other Ways discussed herein.

maximizing the likelihood that the user 33 Will be in the
vicinity of one of such devices 23 and 24 at the appropriate

time. Alternatively, the user 33 preferably also has the ability

As shoWn, application 80 communicates With the input/
40

45

by using a direct connection 44. Examples include transfer

50

e.g., across a TCP/IP (Transmission Control Protocol/Inter
net Protocol) netWork and/or across a Wireless communica

speaking, input/output interface 82 provides the primary
device 21 and server 12.

connection (e.g., infrared or Bluetooth) or cradle. It is noted

55

cation 80 preferably also monitors device clock 85 and real
time clock 86. In this regard, device clock 85 typically is a

hardWare device that provides timing clock signals for syn
chronous processing by the various hardWare components of
device 21 (e.g., including a general-purpose processor
executing application 80). On the other hand, real-time clock

computer or other device Which, in turn, directly transfers it to
user device 25.

Finally, server 12 may communicate With a user device 26

The speci?c Ways described above for server 12 to com
municate With the various user devices 21-26 should be

As discussed in more detail beloW, application 80 stores
certain information that it receives via interface 82 into device
memory or storage 83 (preferably non-volatile) until an

appropriate time, such as the designated delivery time. Appli

that such direct delivery 44 generally Will constitute only one
of the steps in the overall delivery process, such as Where

cellular telephone.

tions channel (e.g., cellular-based, any of the 802.11x family
of protocols, Bluetooth, infrared, or the like). Generally
communication link betWeen client application 80 Within

ring the required data using a point-to-point cable, Wireless

via a broadcast medium (a Wireless broadcast, e. g., using
radio frequencies, and/or a hardWired broadcast, e.g., using
television cable or Internet broadcasts). In the illustrated
embodiment, the user device 26 is an interactive television,
but any other kind of device instead may be used for receiving
such broadcasts, including a general-purpose computer or a

output interface 82 of the device 21. Depending upon the

particular device 21, interface 82 generally Will be comprised
of hardWare and softWare components for communicating,

to designate only a single one of the devices 23 and 24 to
deliver the message, e. g., depending on When the message is
to be delivered. In such a case, the user 33 preferably de?nes
a schedule, indicating Which device 23 and 24 is active at
Which times. In addition, more than tWo devices 23 and 24
may be registered, and the user 33 preferably can designate
any number as being active at a given time.
Still further, it also is possible for server 12 to communicate
With a non-netWorked device 25 (operated by user 34), e.g.,

server 12 doWnloads the required information to a netWorked

application 80 that performs all or nearly all of the special
functionality associated With the present invention. Prefer

60

86 typically is implemented as a softWare application and

provides the actual time of day, e.g., for reference by the
corresponding user 31 and for time-stamping certain data

65

items Within device 21.
FIG. 4 illustrates one example of a packet 90 containing
alert information 61 and time synchronization information 62
according to a representative embodiment of the present

invention. In the present example, synchronization informa

US 7,805,151 B2
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tion 62 includes a single timestamp re?ecting the current time
maintained by server 12 (here, stated to the nearest 0.01
second). The alert information 61 includes a number of
entries 91-93, each having a corresponding delivery time 95

Alternatively, any other technique may be used to estimate
and adjust for expectant latency. Also, in certain cases trans

mitting the synchronization time 62 separately from the alert
information 61 might be useful in reducing latency time,

and message 96. Although three such entries 91-93 are illus
trated, any other number instead may be transmitted at a

tive to transmission bandWidth.

particularly Where the alert information is voluminous rela
The construction of the alert information 61 typically is

single time. In addition, although the synchronization infor
mation 62 is illustrated as being transmitted in the same

relatively straightforward. A user or a separate automated

packet 90 as the alert information 61, they instead can be

process supplies server 12 With one or more messages 96 that
are to be distributed to a speci?ed group of user devices 21-26

transmitted in separate packets. Furthermore, in the present

for delivery at one or more speci?ed delivery times 95. The
list of devices 21-26 may be generated by reference to user
preference information indicating Which devices are intended
to be active at the scheduled delivery times. Such alert infor

example the messages 96 are questions; hoWever, as dis
cussed in more detail beloW, any of a variety of different types
of messages instead may be included.
FIG. 5 is a How diagram illustrating an overvieW of a
process for implementing an alert system according to a rep
resentative embodiment of the present invention. This pro

mation 61 may then be delivered (preferably in encrypted
form) at any time prior to the earliest speci?ed delivery time
95.

cess preferably is implemented entirely in softWare (With step
100 typically being performed by server 12 and the other

steps typically being performed by client application 80), but
instead may be implemented in any of the other Ways dis
cussed herein. Also, the process generally is discussed in the
context of the hardWare con?gurations shoWn in FIGS. 1-3.

20

process, e.g., Whenever server 12 has a neW alert 61 to be

pushed out. In addition, step 100 preferably also as performed

HoWever, it should be understood that such references are for
convenience and ease of understanding only and therefore are

merely exemplary in nature.
Initially, in step 100 the server 12 transmits alert informa
tion 61 and time synchronization information 62 to a plurality
of user devices 21-26. Preferably, at least the alert informa
tion 61 is transmitted in an encrypted format, in order to

prevent early discovery by the eventual recipients 31-35.
Currently, the preferred encryption technique is AES (Ad

25

Thus, step 100 generally stands outside of the normal pro
cess ?oW, although it preferably is initiated from the sleep or

background mode (as describedbeloW) under normal circum
30

35

sleep mode is to periodically check the real-time clock 86 in
order to determine Whether it is time to deliver a message and
40

times are expected to vary in an amount that exceeds the

desired tolerance in terms of hoW closely in time the indi
vidual messages 96 are desired to be delivered. In such a case,
45

Transmitting at least the synchronization information 62 indi

time clock 86 and checks for any variances or potential tam
pering. For the reasons indicated elseWhere in this disclosure,
there often may be signi?cant incentives to learning certain
information (e.g., contest questions or ?nancial neWs) prior to

55

preferably uses a number of measures to detect and correct

If, for example, the transmission latency is variable and
may be larger than the desired tolerance, an alternate tech

the intended delivery time. Accordingly, the present invention

tampering and normally occurring time discrepancies.
As indicated above, client 80 preferably has access to at
least three different time indicators. The ?rst one, the syn

synchronization time, the server 12 might ?rst send out one or
more probe packets to a subject user device 21, With the client

application 80 having been con?gured to automatically trans
mit a response packet, resulting in a kind of pinging of the
subject user device 21. Then, assuming that transmission
latency is symmetric, the server 12 need only divide the

60

chronization time 62 provided by server 12 generally Will be
the most accurate, but the least frequently updated. The sec
ond, the set of periodic clock-check signals based on the

device clock 85, does not provide absolute time, but provides

round-trip latency (or the average round-trip latency if more
than one packet Was sent) by tWo and then adjust the trans

mitted synchronization time 62 (e.g., by simply adding such

cessor use, a simple hardWare counter can be used, e.g., one

50

extent.

nique may be employed to estimate the latency betWeen the
server 12 and the individual devices 21-26, thereby alloWing
correction for such latency. Rather than simply transmitting a

to con?rm accuracy. The Wait in this step 102 preferably is
equal to a ?xed number of the clock cycles generated by
device clock 85.
In this regard, the counting of clock cycles can be per
formed in softWare. Alternatively, to avoid unnecessary pro

Which generates an interrupt signal When the desired count
has been reached. In the preferred embodiments, client 80
checks a real -time clock 86 approximately every ?ve minutes.
In step 104, client 80 reads the current value of the real

nization inconsistencies among the various devices 21-26.
vidually to each user device 21-26 can alloW for the latency to
that device to be estimated and accommodated to some

Next, in step 102 client 80 Waits until it is time to check the
real-time clock 86. At the outset, it is noted that the present
embodiment contemplates a “sleep” or “background” mode
in Which client 80 performs minimal processing. One of the

functions that preferably is performed by client 80 during the

transmitted to the various user devices 21-26 at different

the latency differences (e.g., the time differences betWeen
When the various devices 21-26 actually receive the synchro
nization information 62) Will translate directly into synchro

stances. Nevertheless, step 100 preferably is executed as the
?rst step of the present process in order to achieve an initial

time synchronization and download of alert information 61.

secure encryption can be utilized.

times. The latter approach is particularly preferred if latency

upon request either by the server 12 or by the alert-based
client 80 running on the user device 21, e.g., in order to check
for any clock tampering in an attempt to have the message

delivered early.

vanced Encryption Standard), but any other secure type of
In one embodiment, the alert information 61 and time
synchronization information 62 are transmitted to all of the
user devices 21-26 simultaneously, or substantially simulta
neously. In an alternate embodiment, such information is

It is noted that step 100 is shoWn differently than the other
process steps illustrated in FIG. 5. This is because step 100
generally can be performed at any time during the overall

65

an indication of time-interval durations. The third, the real
time clock 86 provides the most current indication of absolute
time, but that measurement might be out of sync With the

quantity) in order to compensate for the expected one-Way

clock maintained by server 12 and frequently Will correspond

latency.

to a different time zone. In addition, at least the second and

US 7,805,151 B2
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third sources potentially are subject to user manipulation. In

prior to the next clock-check signal or Within a speci?ed

order to maintain time- synchronization integrity, in this step
104 client application 80 preferably looks for any anomaly

margin after it. If the determination is negative, then process
ing returns to step 102 to aWait the next clock-check signal. If

betWeen the three sources, Whether manifested as a constant

positive, then processing proceeds to step 110.

bias, a steady drift or a sudden change.
For example, if the real-time clock 86 indicates a jump in

may be performed. Initially, client application 80 preferably

its stated time betWeen tWo adjacent check signals, and such

brings forWard at least some portion of its user interface

In step 110, any of a variety of different types of processing

jump is suf?ciently different from the expected time interval

(preferably overriding any con?icting user interfaces). Gen

(or even a movement backward), then a tamper condition

further (e.g., during the next couple of clock checkpoints) to

erally speaking, the ?rst goal of the user interface in this
instance is to capture the user’s attention. Accordingly, it is
preferable to include some Warning signal indicating that a
message is about to be delivered. Such a signal preferably

determine Whether the real-time clock 86 of the user device

comprises an audio alarm, but also could include vibration or

might be declared. Alternatively, if the difference is not too far
out of speci?cation, then the condition might be monitored

21 is simply running excessively faster or sloWer than it
should be (e.g., outside of a speci?ed tolerance). Of course,

other tactile sensations, or even visual cues. The 2-10 seconds

such a situation also could be a result of a more subtle attempt

mentioned above in connection With step 108 is intended
primarily to accommodate such a Warning signal (as Well as to

to manipulate the time stated by real-time clock 86. In any
event, preferably at a minimum each message-delivery time

make the other preparations required for delivering the mes
sage on schedule). It is noted that the Warning signal is par

ticularly important, and preferably is someWhat longer, in

95 (or, alternatively, an internal clock correction) is adjusted
to account for any detected difference.
In step 106, a determination is made as to Whether a reset is

20

desired. Such situations can include, e.g., either (i) Where the
difference betWeen What the real -time clock 86 says and What

Would be expected by virtue of the periodic check signals
based on the device clock 85 is excessive; or (ii) Where the
applicable tolerances in the device clock 85 and the real-time
clock 86 make it dif?cult to establish Which is most represen
tative of the correct time. In addition, or instead, a reset
determination can be made arbitrarily, at ?xed time intervals,
or randomly, in an attempt to identify more elaborate tamper

25

other tactile sensation (e.g., for the visually impaired).
Also, in certain embodiments of the invention the Warning
signal is accompanied by an opt-out or opt-in message and
30

(depending upon the selected default setting). An opt-in sys
tem generally is preferred, particularly Where the users 31-35

processing returns to step 100 in order to request a neW time
35

Where the device 21 has been reset and does not have a
connection to its Wireless carrier, so its real-time clock 86

are only permitted to receive a limited number of messages,
Where they are required to pay for each message received
and/or Where the messages are sensitive and therefore should
not be seen by others.

server 12 (disabling the applicable user device from the alert
system until such synchronization occurs). If a reset is not
required (e.g., values are Within tolerances and/or a determi

Although not shoWn in FIG. 5, an a?irmative determina
tion of tampering preferably causes client application 80 to
notify server 12 and disquali?es the corresponding user from
participating in any further system alerts. At the same time, in
certain cases the time stated by real-time clock 86 Will be
signi?cantly different than the actual time Without any inten
tional tampering. Such a condition might occur, for example,

corresponding period of time during Which the user 31-35 can
elect to receive the mes sage or elect not to receive the mes sage

If such a determination is made in this step 106, then

nation otherWise is made that the discrepancies appropriately
can be handled by an adjustment), then processing simply
proceeds to step 108.

(e.g., using synthesized or sampled speech for devices With a
small or nonexistent display), or even entirely by vibration or

ing schemes.
synchronization signal 62 (if such on-demand requests are
supported in the applicable embodiment) or simply Wait for
the next scheduled time synchronization signal 62 from

embodiments Where the time that the message is to be deliv
ered is not knoWn in advance.
Ordinarily, the user interface also Will include some visual
display elements, such as a text message or a logo. HoWever,
in certain cases all messages are provided entirely by sound

Then, preferably just before the delivery time 95, assuming
40

45

the user has opted to receive the message 96, the message 96
is decrypted and delivered to the user 31-35. The net effect of
multiple user devices 21-26 implementing similar client
applications 80 is that all of the users 31-35 Will receive the
message at substantially the same time. As used herein, the
expression, “substantially the same time” and similar expres
sions With respect to delivery of a message are intended to

mean close enough in time such that, ordinarily (e.g., assum
ing a properly functioning system and no inappropriate tam

pering), recipients generally Will not be signi?cantly advan
50

taged by virtue of having received the message earlier or
disadvantaged by receiving the message late. For most
embodiments contemplated hereunder, the term Will corre
spond to distribution to all recipients Within a time WindoW
having a maximum duration of approximately 1-3 seconds.
In addition to simply providing a message 96, certain

might be reset to an arbitrary or default time (e.g., 12:00

pm.) The logic for declaring a tamper condition preferably
checks for and takes into account all such conditions or, at the

very least, alloWs a certain number of unexplained discrep
ancies before declaring a tamper condition.
In the embodiment discussed above, client application 80
maintains a time offset ?gure indicating the difference in time
betWeen real-time clock 86 and the clock maintained by

55

server 12. Equivalently, application 80 could maintain its oWn

60

embodiments of the invention provide functionality for
alloWing the users 31-35 to respond to the message 96. More

preferably, such embodiments display a response interface
(e.g., one or more clickable or otherWise selectable buttons,

objects that can be dragged and/ or a ?eld for entering text) on
the same user interface as that on Which the message 96 is

internal real-time clock, e.g., using input from all of the three

displayed. Depending upon the particular embodiment, as

sources indicated above.

Well as the time-sensitivity of the response, the response

In step 108, a determination is made as to Whether it is time
for the device 21 to Wake up from its sleep mode. An a?ir
mative determination in this regard preferably is made if a
message is scheduled to be delivered Within a speci?ed
amount of time (e.g., Within 2-10 seconds) or, in certain cases,

information preferably either is immediately transmitted to
65

the server 12 or else is saved into memory/ storage 83 (e.g., in
encrypted form) for later transmission to server 12.

Upon completion of step 110, processing returns to step
102 in order to begin Waiting for the next message delivery.
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Although the foregoing technology is discussed Within the
readily apparent, the foregoing technology also can be used

Preferably, the contest is played over an extended period of
time, such as anyWhere from several days to a month, or even
longer. As discussed in more detail beloW, the contest
involves a number of problems, Which may include multiple

for any time-controlled disclosure of information, even Where
the recipients are receiving it at different scheduled times.

made available to all of the players at substantially the same

context of simultaneous delivery of a message to multiple
individuals, its use is not so limited. Rather, as should be

choice or other types of questions. Preferably, each problem is

Similarly, the foregoing technology is not limited to disclo

time, and multiple problems are made available each day of

sures to natural persons; in addition, it can be used, e.g., for
time-controlled release of information to an automated pro
cess. Exemplary uses in this latter respect include electronic

the contest. In order to address the situation that everyone Will
not necessarily be able to play at the same time, more prob

lems preferably are made available than the number of prob
lems that each player is permitted to respond to, under the

funds transfers and electronic payment systems.
The foregoing discussion concerns a particular technique

rules of the contest.

Initially, upon the beginning of the contest there is a period
of Waiting 131 for the ?rst problem to be delivered. In the

for substantially simultaneous delivery of a message to a

number of geographically dispersed recipients. The folloW

preferred embodiments of the invention, neither the problems

ing tWo sections describe systems and methods that use such
substantially simultaneous delivery of a message. While the

approaches described above for achieving the desired sub
stantially simultaneous delivery presently are preferred, the
systems and methods described beloW also may be imple
mented using any of a variety of other approaches.
For example, Where latency is not a signi?cant factor in

nor the times at Which they are to be delivered are known to

20

Zones in Which the players are expected to be located. In

alternate embodiments of the invention, the particular times,

relation to the required time frame for delivering a message to
the recipients, a direct broadcast of such information can be
used. Alternatively, in such situations the message itself can

or at least some of the times, When the problems are delivered
are knoWn in advance by some or all of the players.

A feature of the present contest is that problems are deliv
ered at intermittent times over an extended period of time. For

be transmitted in advance (e. g., in encrypted form) and only a
release signal broadcast by the server 12 (or any other device)

example, the intervals betWeen problems typically Will be at

When it is time for delivering the message. Still further, a

least 30 minutes and often Will be l-2 hours or even longer,

broadcast message can be used simply to Wake up a client

thereby contributing to the randomness of the play. More
generally, the median time betWeen delivery of problems

application on each of one or more user devices; thereafter, a

communication channel is opened betWeen each such user
device and the server 12, or even among all (or any subset) of

preferably is at least 30 minutes, 60 minutes or tWo hours. In
addition, the contest typically Will go on for at least three
days, a Week, tWo Weeks, a month or even longer. In the

such user devices and/ or the server 12.

In an alternate embodiment, a different form of push tech
nology is used. For example, a SMS message can be used to

the players in advance. From the players’perspectives, the
problems preferably are delivered at random times during the
day, or during some speci?ed WindoW of time during the day.
When that WindoW occurs preferably depends upon the time

preferred embodiment, each contest is one month long With
35

“Wake up” each client application 80, With the server 12 then
receiving con?rmation of receipt of that SMS.
In another embodiment, preprogrammed alerts pop up on

three or four problems each day (potentially excluding certain
Weekend days and/ or holidays), but With the players alloWed
to respond to only one problem each day.
In any event, shortly before a problem is scheduled to be
delivered, in step 132 a user interface is provided to all of the

the user’s device 21-26 (e.g., using the device’s timer) and
invite the user 31-35 to click a button to retrieve a message. 40

players via the players’devices. In the preferred embodi

One click opens direct (e. g., HTTP) access to the server 12 to
retrieve the desired content.
In a still further embodiment, the subject content is broad

ments, the user interface preferably includes an alert signal
Which, in turn, preferably includes an audio component, such
as a contest-speci?c ring tone. It is noted that the exact timing
of the alert signal (if provided) generally is not as sensitive as

cast in real time to all users 31-35. Such users 31-35 then

respond via broadband.

45

delivery of the actual problem, provided that the various
players receive roughly the same amount (or even some mini

Substantially Simultaneous Intermittent Contest

mum amount) of advance Warning.
At the same time, the user interface preferably queries

FIG. 6 is a How diagram illustrating a process for conduct
ing a contest according to a representative embodiment of the

present invention. Generally speaking, the contest according

50

to FIG. 6 is played substantially simultaneously by a number

of geographically dispersed players at intermittent points in
time. Each player participates by using a (typically netWork

Whether the player Wants to participate in the problem. A pair

accessible) device, Which may include, e.g., an Intemet-ac
cessible computer, a Wireless telephone or a Wireless personal
digital assistant (PDA), as shoWn in FIG. 1. It is noted that if

55

ments of the preceding section is used, then it is not necessary
for a player’s device to be actually connected to a netWork at
60

ogy currently is preferred for implementing the present con
test, With the contest’s problems being the delivered mes
21-26, and the contest server corresponding to server 12.

sion assumes such an implementation. HoWever, such refer
ences are exemplary only.

preferred embodiments, the default (Which occurs if no
response is given by the player) is to assume that the player is
passing on the problem (as indicated in FIG. 7). In a repre
sentative embodiment, the timer 175 starts at approximately
4-7 seconds and counts doWn.

sages, the player devices corresponding to user devices

Accordingly, for ease of explanation, the folloWing discus

of radio buttons 173 alloWs the player to designate his or her
choice, With a timer 175 indicating the remaining time until

the default option (or the currently selected option if the
player has highlighted the other option) is selected. In the

a technology platform according to the preferred embodi
the particular moments that active play occurs. Such technol

Whether the player Wants to respond to this problem or to pass
on it. An exemplary user interface 170 is illustrated in FIG. 7.
As shoWn, interface 170 includes a message 171 notifying the
player that a neW problem is about to be delivered and asking

65

Thus, referring back to FIG. 6, in step 134 the players Who
Will be participating in the present problem are identi?ed
(e.g., all of those Who have opted to receive the problem). In
the preferred embodiments, the players do not get any infor
mation about the problem, or at least do not obtain the prob
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lem itself, before deciding Whether to participate. In alternate
embodiments, the players may be given some limited infor
mation about the problem along With the alert, such as the
general category to Which the problem pertains. As a result, in

The potential ansWers 193 preferably function as input

interface elements (radio buttons in this case), alloWing the
player to respond directly and quickly Within the same user

interface 190, by simply designating the desired response

such alternate embodiments the players can decide Whether to
participate based on factors other than mere convenience

193. Once such a response is designated and then selected (or
entered), the problem is over from the current player’s per

(e. g., their comfort level With the general category).

spective.

In still further embodiments, the players either do not have
any option as to Whether they participate, or at least they are
not penaliZed if they respond incorrectly so there is no disin
centive to participating. In such embodiments, step 134 gen
erally can be omitted on the assumption that all of the players

A number of other types of problems may be provided. For
example, rather than a multiple-choice question, the problem
could be a question that requires a textual and/or numeric

response (e. g., entered through the keypad of a Wireless tele

phone).

can be deemed to be participants, irrespective of Whether or
not they actually do participate. In a variation on this embodi
ment, step 132 also is omitted, so that the players get no

Also, irrespective of the form of the expected ansWer, the
question can involve additional media beyond a merely tex

tual question. For example, the participants might be asked to:

advance Warning about When a problem is going to be deliv
ered.
In any event, the set of participants for the current problem

(i) identify an individual Within a photograph or video seg
ment, (ii) identify the next three notes, or the next bar, fol
loWing a segment of a song that is played for the participants,
(iii) count the number of speci?ed items in a particular pho

preferably exclude the players Who already have ansWered
their maximum allotted problems for the current period of
time (e.g., their one problem for the day). In this regard, the

20

tograph, or (iv) identify Which of three movie-clip-and
soundtrack combinations do not go together. Still further, the

preferred implementation is for anyWhere betWeen 2-8 prob

problem might be more in the nature of a puZZle or even a

lems to be presented each day, With each player alloWed to
ansWer no more than 1-5 (but preferably alWays strictly less
than the total number of problems presented). More prefer

video game, requiring onscreen manipulations by the partici
pants.
25

ably, 3-4 problems are provided each day, With each player

Still further, the problem might involve external events
and/or media outside the four comers of the player’s devices

alloWed to ansWer not more than 1 of them.

21-26. Preferably, such problems are special problems that

It is noted that the excluded participants also may be
excluded from step 132, thereby sparing them an unnecessary
alert. Also, in alternate embodiments the problem may be
provided to a player at the same time as the participating
players even if the subject player already has ansWered his or
her maximum allotted problems or otherWise has opted out;

are allotted additional time to complete. In one example, the
30

In any event, in step 139 the ansWers are received, typically

by the individual player devices themselves in the ?rst

count toWard the competition. More preferably, hoWever, a

instance and then either immediately or subsequently trans
mitted to the contest server (e.g., server 12). As noted beloW,
in certain cases the response time also Will be transmitted to

problem is not provided to non-participating players until
after the problem has been completed by the participating

In step 137, the problem is presented substantially simul
taneously to all of the participating players. In the present

40

of time. In the preferred embodiments, the player devices

ordinary problem (special problems are discussed beloW)
Within 30 seconds, or else are scored as getting the problem
incorrect. For that reason, and in order to prevent any unfair

advantages, the problem preferably is presented Within a

transmission, by the server 12, With the resulting score simply
obtained later (e.g., via the player’s device 21-26). In the

3 -second WindoW to all or substantially all of the participating

preclude delivery Within such a 3-second WindoW to 100% of

preferred embodiment, each correct response that Was sub
50

points and each incorrect response is assigned a negative
point value (e.g., the negative of the point value for a correct
response). HoWever, in alternate embodiments different scor
55

question, typically a multiple-choice question.
An exemplary user interface 190 providing such a problem
is illustrated in FIG. 8. As shoWn, user interface 190 includes
60

tWo) among the various player devices as to When the problem
is delivered in absolute time.

the participant’ s response time preferably is transmitted to the
server, if that is Where scoring occurs, along With the response
itself). In other cases, different point levels are assigned for

different levels of performance in connection With the prob
lem (e.g., different point of values for completing 80% of a

timer internal to application 80 preferably is used, the partici
pant can be given the full response time (e.g., 30 seconds)
from the time that the problem initially is delivered (or dis
played), even if there are slight differences (e. g., a second or

ing mechanisms are applied. For example, in certain cases no
penalty is attributed to an incorrect response. In other cases,
the point aWard for a correct response is a function of hoW

quickly the participant provided the response (in Which case

a multiple-choice question 191, a plurality of potential
ansWers 193, and a count-doWn timer 195 Which indicates the
time remaining in Which to provide a response. Because a

mitted Within the required timeframe (e.g., Within 30 seconds
after the problem Was delivered) is aWarded a ?xed number of

the player devices.
The problems can involve any type of problem (e.g.,
knoWledge-based or skill-based). HoWever, it presently is
anticipated that the most commonly used problem Will be a

the server; in others, the player devices merely indicate
Whether the response Was received Within the allotted period
encrypt the response information before storing it or trans
mitting it to the contest server.
In step 141, the players’responses are scored. This step can
be performed either at the player’s device 21-26 itself or, after

embodiment, participating players are required to ansWer an

players under normal circumstances. Of course, player device
failures and other physical limitations at least sometimes Will

Internet. More elaborate problems can involve a sort of virtual
scavenger hunt, in Which players move from one Web site to
another searching for the next clue until the ansWer is found or

until time expires.

hoWever, this preferably Would be for enjoyment purposes
only and any response (if permitted) preferably Would not

players.

players are directed to ?nd an ansWer or an item on the

scavenger hunt and for completing 90% of the same scaven
65

ger hunt, Within a ?xed timeframe).
Next, in step 143 a determination is made as to Whether the
current problem Was the last one for the contest. If not, then
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processing returns to step 131 to await the next problem. If so,

typically will depend not only on how successful he or she is
at responding to problems, but also how successful he or she
is in attracting others to power with him or her. Preferably, the
powering player cannot result in a net loss of points to the
leader (even in embodiments in which penalties are assessed

then processing proceeds to step 144.
In step 144, the contest is concluded and the winners (if
any) are identi?ed based on total number of points accumu
lated. In this regard, a contest according to the present inven
tion may be conducted as a tournament with winners (e.g.,

against the responding player for incorrect responses), but

?rst, second, third place and/or similar rankings in various
subcategories). Alternatively, it may be conducted simply for

instead only adds any net point gain earned during the pow
ering relationship. On the other hand, in the preferred
embodiments the leader’s both positive and negative point
earnings preferably also are attributed to the players who have
powered with that leader (although in the preferred embodi

the sake of accumulating points, e.g., which then are traded
for products or services.
In the contests of the present invention, different problems
can have different associated point values. For example, the

ments, any player’s point score can never fall below Zero).

In the preferred embodiments, the powering player can
also derive other bene?ts by powering with good leaders. For

longer, more dif?cult or otherwise more involved problems

preferably have higher point values than the shorter or easier

example, in a tournament contest a powering player prefer
ably is permitted to continue playing so long as the leader
remains in the tournament, even if the powering player would
not have quali?ed for continued play by himself or herself.

ones. In the preferred embodiments, there are a relatively

large number of regular problems (e.g., having a 30-second
maximum response time and a standard point value) in just a
few hi gher-value, potentially more involved problems. In cer

tain embodiments, multiple problems (e. g., standard, dif?cult
and extreme, having progressively higher point values) are

20

available at a particular delivery time and the individual play
ers can select which one they want to receive. In such cases,

This paragraph describes the particular details of powering
according to the preferred embodiment of the present inven
tion. In this embodiment, three different kinds of points are
contemplated, referred to as: “DotZ”, “PowerUp points” and

preferably all of the problems are downloaded prior to the

“game points”. At the beginning of each month, in exchange

delivery time but, for each player, only the selected problem

for the monthly fee for participating in the contest, 5 ,000 DotZ
are deposited into each player’s account, and any negative
balance from the previous month (if permitted) is Zeroed out,

is actually delivered to that player.
Various aspects of the foregoing contest can work together

25

to generate a level of excitement and novelty that do not exist
with conventional games or contests. First, as noted above,

the contest is not geographically limited (subject, perhaps, to
any practical problems that might arise in attempting to con

30

duct the contest across too many time Zones). Second, the

so that each player has a minimum of 5,000 DotZ. In addition
to earning DotZ based on their own performance, each player
may power with one other player at a time, essentially binding
all of his or her DotZ to that other player for a desired period
of time. Irrespective of powering, DotZ are awarded to or

contest preferably is played substantially simultaneously by

subtracted from the player based on the individual player’s

all of the participants, so that in a reasonably large crowd

own correct and incorrect responses and based on the number

several people might receive the alert and begin play, making

of DotZ assigned to each individual problem. In addition, if

the present contest more of a social event than typically is the

the player has powered, the same number of DotZ is added or
subtracted based on the leader’s answer to the problem. The
player can pull back his or her DotZ from the leader at any
time or switch them to another leader, although the player

case with conventional games or contests that are played on a

personal device. In addition, when the times that the problems
are to be delivered are not known in advance, an even height

ened level of excitement, spontaneity and social connected
ness often can occur.

cannot leave and then return to the same leader during a
40

contest. The leader, in turn, receives a number of PowerUp

points equal to the total number of DotZ earned by all players

The foregoing discussion focuses on the actual conduct of
the contest. In between active playing times, a signi?cant
amount of additional activity can occur. For example, the

who currently are powered with the leader, but does not lose

individual players preferably have the ability to: check their
point totals; check rankings or standings; view detailed sta

(or at least does not incur a net loss due to any given powering
player as a result of the powering relationship; in certain

tistics and even photographs of the leaders; view answers to,

and/ or strategies for approaching, previous problems; review

sub-embodiments, PowerUp points contributed by a power
ing player can later be lost by incorrect responses given by

performance statistics; generate customiZed reports regard
ing how individual players performed with respect to speci

that same powering player). A player can power up his or her
DotZ with a leader, but not any PowerUp points that he or she

?ed criteria; browse results from other contests; register for
additional contests; and spend the points that they have accu
mulated. A number of the foregoing items can be particularly
important when “powering” is involved, as discussed in the

has earned (as a result of other players powering up with him
or her). Each player’s game score is equal to that player’s
DotZ plus his or her PowerUp points. At the end of each

PowerUp points when a powering player answers incorrectly

contest, additional DotZ are awarded to each player on a

following paragraphs.
In this regard, a signi?cant number of variations on the
general contest structure described above are possible. One

novel variation is the ability for individual players to “power”
with at least one other player. More preferably, each player

sliding scale based on overall rank in the contest and/or the
55

absolute number of game points that particular player has,
and the total number of DotZ can be exchanged for priZes

(e.g., products or services).An example of such a sliding scale
200 is shown in FIG. 9, which includes rows for ?nal game
score 202, number of players 204 and DotZ earned 205 based
on game score. In the present example, DotZ are earned based

has the ability to power with one other player, of his or her
own choosing, at a time. In such a case, the “powering player”
(the one who makes the selection) is awarded points based on

on rank: the player with the largest number of game points

the points earned by the player with whom he or she powered
(the “leader”) and vice versa. Thus, by powering with a very

next 10 highest get 100,000, and so on, with the game score

good player, an individual can signi?cantly boost his or her
points. Conversely, if a player can get a large number of other

gets 1,000,000 DotZ, the next ?ve highest get 500,000, the
cut-offs 202 being determined only upon completion of the

players to power with him or her, his or her own point total can

contest. In another embodiment, the game score cut-offs 202
are ?xed and the number of players who fall within each range

be signi?cantly enlarged. As a result, a leader’s point total

varies from contest to contest. Alternatively, any other con
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version technique using any combination of overall rank and
total number of game points may be used.

toWard any speci?c area of interest, knoWledge or skill (e. g.,
sports or entertainment), or any particular demographic (e. g.,
children, tWeens or teens).

The ability to power, as discussed above, often can trans
form What otherwise Would be a solitary or anonymous
endeavor into a group or team activity, in Which individual

As indicated above, the contest can be implemented as a

competition With identi?ed Winners and potentially bonus

players are incentiviZe to track the performance of, and root

points or priZes at the end (typically referred to as a touma

for, other players. In the preferred embodiments of the inven

ment), as a time-limited opportunity to accumulate points

tion, players have ?exibility to sWitch to a different leader

Which can be exchanged for products or services, or as a

(thereby providing incentive to monitor others ’performance),

combination of both. In one example, at the end of the contest

but restrictions are applied so that the poWering players are

only the individual players having the highest point totals,

forced to carefully consider any such changes. More prefer

together With any players Who have poWered With them, are

ably, during a given contest a player is not alloWed to poWer
With the same leader tWice, meaning that once a poWering
player leaves a leader, he or she cannot go back during the

the poWering players remaining in the tournament as long as
their leader does.

invited to participate in an elimination tournament, e.g., With

For purposes of any tournament elimination or any similar

same contest.

aspect of competition, the rules can be constructed such that
at any stage only the player’s earned points are considered

Variations on the poWering concept also are possible. For

example, the poWering players might receive only a speci?ed

(excluding any poWered points), all of the player’s points are
considered (including the poWered points), or any (e. g.,

percentage (or some other function) of the points earned by
the leader and/or vice versa. Alternatively, or in addition, a

player might incur a cost for poWering (e.g., a loss of 50% of
the points he or she otherWise Would earn, meaning that it
Would only make sense to poWer if one thought that the leader

20

Additional Systems and Methods Involving Substantially
Simultaneous Delivery

Would perform better than the poWering player). Still further,
in embodiments in Which the poWering player can in fact
harm the leader, the leader preferably has some control over
Which players poWer With them.

The technology described above for facilitating simulta
25

such uses is any situation Where simultaneous communica
tion is desired or necessary. While broadcast media tradition

poWering is that an individual player has the ability to asso

ally have been used for this purpose in the past, broadcast

ciate With one or more other players for a desired period of
30

media are inherently limited in that the audience must have
access to the media and be tuned in at the time an announce

ment is made. Also, broadcast media having loW latency
variability (such as television or cable broadcasts) generally

(and in certain embodiments potentially being harmed by the
losses of the associated players). Another preferred feature of
poWering is that individual players have an incentive to attract
other players to poWer With them.

neous delivery of messages can be used for other purposes

besides contests having simultaneous play. One category of

HoWever, despite the variations, the general concept of
time and then ?exibly sWitch associations as desired, poten
tially bene?ting from the successes of the associated players

Weighted) combination of the tWo is considered.

are not suitable for small-scale releases of information. As
35

noted above, the preferred embodiments of the present inven
tion do not require connectivity at the time a message is
delivered, and can permit delivery of a message using a Wide
range of different devices. Accordingly, a recipient can be

Also, rather than (or in addition to) poWering, contests
according to the present invention can include ?exibly con
stituted teams. In one such embodiment, the performance of a
team as a Whole affects the point accumulation of its indi

more certain that he or she Will get an important message at
the same time everyone else does. Situations Where such

vidual members, for any periods of time that such members

substantially simultaneous communications are important

are in fact a?iliated With the team. While similar in some

include announcement of certain economic and ?nancial

respects to poWering, such a team approach lacks a direct
one-to-one relationship betWeen individual players and a

neWs.

leader, instead potentially leading to dynamics in Which small
ad hoc clusters of individuals are more likely to form.
In either the case of poWering or teams, in certain embodi
ments the contest includes rules regarding the structure of the

resulting groups and hoW individual players Within the groups
accumulate points. For example, the rules might create a
multi-level point-earning structure Within each group such

45

example, as an alert that an item being monitored on an
50

nectivity typically Would be required to actually submit a bid.
An example Where coordinated shopping activity can be

highest percentage, and so on. Such a structure could lead to
55

the risk that any individual player might defect to a different
group (or leader) if he or she feels a better deal can be
obtained.

sage is stored in advance on the user’ s device together With a
60

created for each group to attempt to ensure that each relevant
area of knoWledge or expertise is adequately covered, or even

regard.
The present invention contemplates contests that problem

delivery time. Then, after the message has been delivered, the
device stores the response and the response time, transmitting
such information back to the server at an appropriate moment.

that each level Within the group is adequately diverse in this

the players across Wide ranges of knoWledge and skill, and as
Well as special-interest contests, such as contests targeted

carried out Without any immediate connectivity is Where a
product or service is made available for sale to the ?rst pur

chasers. In such a case, using the preferred message delivery
technology described above, the initial announcement mes

In still further embodiments, by also structuring point
toWards more along group lines, incentives easily can be

on-line auction has just entered the last ?ve minutes of the
auction. In such a case, although the initial announcement
generally Would not require netWork connectivity, some con

that the leader earns the highest percentage, the next level
doWn (perhaps limited to a ?xed number of people) the next

intense negotiations about Who is assigned to What level, With

Another category of use is Where some coordinated activity
is desired. As noted above, according to one feature of the
present invention, the user devices for all participants Wake up
or activate at substantially the same time, prompting all such
participants into action. This feature can be useful, for

65

After the fact, the server can identify the Winning purchasers
by simply ranking the response times. Note that this embodi
ment also largely eliminates the latency problems associated

With conventional systems for selling out inventory (e.g.,
concert tickets) over a very short period of time.

US 7,805,151 B2
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Still further applications of the present technology include:
sprinkler systems that can be re-programmed remotely;

loWing components interconnected With each other, e. g., via

simultaneous opening of locks at banks or other establish

read-only memory (ROM); random access memory (RAM);
input/output softWare and circuitry for interfacing With other

a common bus: one or more central processing units (CPUs);

ments; real-time synchronized traf?c light control for e?i
cient tra?ic ?oW; updating of electronic billboard content;

devices (e.g., using a hardWired connection, such as a serial

control of school exams throughout a state or other geo

port, a parallel port, a USB connection or a ?reWire connec
tion, or using a Wireless protocol, such as Bluetooth or a

graphic region; simultaneous adjustment of supermarket

802.1 1 protocol); softWare and circuitry for connecting to one

pricing at a large number of stores; hotel alarm clocks; simul
taneous real-time doWnloading of prescribed changes in rates
to electric meters or other utilities, e.g., giving users a ?nan

or more netWorks (e. g., using a hardWired connection such as
an Ethernet card or a Wireless protocol, such as code division

cial incentive to consume during off-peak hours; controlling
or timing other aspects of game playing; medication dispens

multiple access (CDMA), global system for mobile commu
nications (GSM), Bluetooth, a 802.11 protocol, or any other

ing control (e.g., timing and schedule updating); real-time
polling (e.g., Neilson Television Polling) in order to capture
instantaneous reactions (e.g., With incentives for the partici

cellular-based or non-cellular-based system), Which net
Works, in turn, in many embodiments of the invention, con
nect to the Internet or to any other netWorks); a display (such
as a cathode ray tube display, a liquid crystal display, an

pants to respond immediately) or to track changing reactions
over time by capturing reactions at a sequence of points; and
in-store promotions (e.g., blasting a promotion to all sub

organic light-emitting display, a polymeric light-emitting dis
play or any other thin-?lm display); other output devices

scribers to come to the store to purchase any item for a

prescribed discount).

20

touch-sensitive display or other pointing device, a keyboard,

Another use of the present technology is in conjunction

a keypad, a microphone and a scanner); a mass storage unit
(such as a hard disk drive); a real-time clock; a removable

With broadcast programming. In one such embodiment, con
tent related to a broadcast program (e.g., television or radio

shoW) is doWnloaded to the user device 21-26 and then is
delivered to the corresponding user 31-35 in synchroniZation
With the program. HoWever, the speci?c messages that are
delivered preferably depend upon selections made by the user

25

storage read/Write device (such as for reading from and Writ
ing to RAM, a magnetic disk, a magnetic tape, an opto
magnetic disk, an optical disk, or the like); and a modem (e. g.,
for sending faxes or for connecting to the Internet or to any

31-35 on his or her device 21-26. As a result, an interactive

experience can be created Without any special-purpose hard
Ware or any connectivity other than the ability to see the
broadcast. In one sub-embodiment, even the broadcast has

(such as one or more speakers, a headphone set and a printer);
one or more input devices (such as a mouse, touchpad, tablet,

30

other computer netWork via a dial-up connection). In opera
tion, the process steps to implement the above methods and
functionality, to the extent performed by such a general
purpose computer, typically initially are stored in mass stor

been recorded, With the program recorder/replayer’s clock

age (e.g., the hard disk), are downloaded into RAM and then

having been synchronized to the clock of the user device, e.g.,

are executed by the CPU out of RAM. HoWever, in some
cases the process steps initially are stored in RAM or ROM.

in the manner described above for user device 25. Note that

such embodiments use the present technology for personal
iZed mes sage delivery, rather than substantially simultaneous

35

Suitable devices foruse in implementing the present inven
tion may be obtained from various vendors. In the various

embodiments, different types of devices are used depending
upon the siZe and complexity of the tasks. Suitable devices

mass delivery of a common message.

A still further use of this technology is for conducting a
real-time audience-participation contest over a broadcast

medium. According to one such example, the broadcaster
transmits (e.g., broadcasts) a Wake-up signal to a number of
different user devices 21-26. Substantially simultaneously,
the user devices 21-26 Wake up and alloW their corresponding
users to begin playing, preferably at the same time opening up

40

a communication channel With the server 12. It is noted that

45

include mainframe computers, multiprocessor computers,
Workstations, personal computers, and even smaller comput
ers such as PDAs, Wireless telephones or any other appliance
or device, Whether stand-alone, hard-Wired into a netWork or
Wirelessly connected to a netWork.

In addition, although general-purpose programmable
devices have been described above, in alternate embodiments

either or both of the Wake-up signal and the problem to be

one or more special-purpose processors or computers instead

solved may be transmitted in real-time or transmitted in
advance and stored on the corresponding devices 21-26, as

(or in addition) are used. In general, it should be noted that,
except as expressly noted otherWise, any of the functionality
described above can be implemented in softWare, hardWare,
?rmware or any combination of these, With the particular
implementation being selected based on knoWn engineering
tradeoffs. More speci?cally, Where the functionality
described above is implemented in a ?xed, predetermined or
logical manner, it can be accomplished through programming
(e.g., softWare or ?rmWare), an appropriate arrangement of
logic components (hardWare) or any combination of the tWo,
as Will be readily appreciated by those skilled in the art.

discussed in detail above. In either event, the Wake-up signal
may be provided to all eligible players or only to a (e.g.,

50

randomly selected) portion of them. In the preferred embodi
ments, the problem is delivered to all of the audience mem
bers (e.g., via television broadcast) at the same time as it is

delivered to the participating players, although preferably
only the responses of the participating players affect the out

55

come of the contest. Also, upon Waking up, the user devices
21-26 preferably time the user responses locally so as to avoid

It should be understood that the present invention also

any communication latency discrepancies among the various
user devices 21-26, With the resulting responses and response
times being transmitted back to the server 12.

relates to machine-readable media on Which are stored pro
60

System Environment
Generally speaking, except Where clearly indicated other

example, magnetic disks, magnetic tape, optically readable
media such as CD ROMs and DVD ROMs, or semiconductor

Wise, all of the systems, methods and techniques described
herein can be practiced With the use of one or more program

gram instructions for performing the methods and function
ality of this invention. Such media include, by Way of

65

memory such as PCMCIA cards, various types of memory
cards, USB memory devices, etc. In each case, the medium

mable general-purpose computing devices. Such devices

may take the form of a portable item such as a miniature disk

typically Will include, for example, at least some of the fol

drive or a small disk, diskette, cassette, cartridge, card, stick

US 7,805,151 B2
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speci?ed delivery time, thereby providing substantially

etc., or it may take the form of a relatively larger or immobile
item such as a hard disk drive, ROM or RAM provided in a
computer or other device.

simultaneous delivery of the message to the user
devices.
2. A system according to claim 1, Wherein there are at least

The foregoing description primarily emphasiZes electronic

100 said user devices, and Wherein said user devices are

computers and devices. HoWever, it should be understood that
any other computing or other type of device instead may be
used, such as a device utiliZing any combination of electronic,

geographically dispersed.
3. A system according to claim 1, Wherein the server also is
con?gured to doWnload clock synchronization information to
the plurality of user devices.
4. A system according to claim 1, Wherein each alert-based

optical, biological and chemical processing.
Additional Considerations

In certain instances, the foregoing description refers to
clicking or double-clicking on user-interface buttons, drag
ging user-interface items, or otherWise entering commands or

client is con?gured to compare information from a real-time
clock and from a device clock on its respective user device to

identify clock irregularities.

information via a particular user-interface mechanism and/or

5. A system according to claim 1, Wherein the alert-based

in a particular manner. All of such references are intended to

clients further are con?gured to deliver the mes sage together

be exemplary only, it being understood that the present inven

With a user interface that permits a corresponding user imme
diately to initiate an action in response to the message.

tion encompasses entry of the corresponding commands or
information by a user in any other manner using the same or

any other user-interface mechanism. In addition, or instead,
such commands or information may be input by an automated

6. A system according to claim 1, Wherein the alert infor
mation is doWnloaded to a majority of the user devices via at

(e.g., computer-executed) process.

least one publicly accessible cellular Wireless netWork.
7. A system according to claim 1, Wherein the alert infor

Several different embodiments of the present invention are
described above, With each such embodiment described as

mation includes the speci?ed delivery time.
8. A system according to claim 1, Wherein the speci?ed

20

including certain features. HoWever, it is intended that the
features described in connection With the discussion of any
single embodiment are not limited to that embodiment but
may be included and/ or arranged in various combinations in
any of the other embodiments as Well, as Will be understood
by those skilled in the art.

Similarly, in the discussion above, functionality sometimes

delivery time is not made available to the user devices or any
25

corresponding users prior to the speci?ed delivery time.
9. A system according to claim 1, Wherein the Warning
signal comprises an audio alarm.
10. A system according to claim 1, Wherein the Warning
signal is part of a user interface that overrides any con?icting

30 user interfaces.

functionality generally may be redistributed as desired

11. A system according to claim 1, Wherein the Warning
signal is given Within 2-10 seconds before delivery of the

among any different modules or components, in some cases

message.

is ascribed to a particular module or component. HoWever,

completely obviating the need for a particular component or
module and/ or requiring the addition of neW components or

35

modules. The precise distribution of functionality preferably
is made according to knoWn engineering tradeoffs, With ref
erence to the speci?c embodiment of the invention, as Will be
understood by those skilled in the art.

Thus, although the present invention has been described in
detail With regard to the exemplary embodiments thereof and
accompanying draWings, it should be apparent to those

40

14. A system according to claim 12, Wherein the alert
response times to the server, and Wherein the server is con
?gured to make decisions based on the user response times.
45

in the draWings and described above. Rather, it is intended
that all such variations not departing from the spirit of the
invention be considered as Within the scope thereof as limited
50

(a) at least one memory/storage device storing executable
process steps;
(b) a processor for executing the process steps;
(c) a real-time clock that keeps track of time of day; and

(d) a device clock that provides processing synchronization
signals to the memory/ storage device and the processor,

What is claimed is:

1. A system for generating substantially simultaneous

alerts, comprising:

15. An apparatus for receiving and providing alerts, com

prising:

the invention is not limited to the precise embodiments shoWn

solely by the claims appended hereto.

results in a user response, and Wherein the alert-based clients
are con?gured to provide the user response to the server.

based clients further are con?gured to provide the user

skilled in the art that various adaptations and modi?cations of

the present invention may be accomplished Without departing
from the spirit and the scope of the invention. Accordingly,

12. A system according to claim 5, Wherein the alert-based
clients further are con?gured to time hoW quickly the action
Was taken after the message Was delivered, thereby generat
ing user response times.
13. A system according to claim 5, Wherein the action

55

(a) a plurality of user devices accessible via at least one

publicly available netWork, each said user device having

Wherein the executable process steps include steps to
receive alert information, including a message, and in
response: (i) to store the message in encrypted form into
the at least one memory/ storage device until just prior to

a speci?ed delivery time; (ii) to provide a Warning signal

installed on it an alert-based client; and
(b) a server con?gured to doWnload identical alert infor

mation, including a message that has been encrypted, to
the plurality of user devices,

indicating that the message is about to be delivered; and
(iii) to decrypt and deliver the message substantially at

16. An apparatus according to claim 15, Wherein the
executable process steps include steps to deliver the message

Wherein the alert-based clients are con?gured to receive the
alert information and, in response: (i) to store the mes

together With a user interface that permits a corresponding

sage in encrypted form until just prior to a speci?ed

delivery time; (ii) to provide a Warning signal indicating
that the message is about to be delivered; and (iii) to
decrypt and deliver the message substantially at the

the speci?ed delivery time.

60

user immediately to initiate an action in response to the mes
65

sage.

17. An apparatus according to claim 15, Wherein said appa
ratus is a cellular telephone.

US 7,805,151 B2
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18. An apparatus according to claim 15, wherein the alert
information also includes the speci?ed delivery time.
19. An apparatus according to claim 16, Wherein the
executable process steps include steps to time hoW quickly
the action Was taken after the message Was delivered, thereby
generating a user response time.

20. An apparatus according to claim 16, Wherein the action
results in a user response, and Wherein the executable process
steps include steps to provide the user response to an external
server.

21. An apparatus according to claim 19, Wherein the
executable process steps include steps to provide the user
response time to an external server.

22
22. A system according to claim 10, Wherein the user
interface includes at least one of an opt-out interface and an

opt-in interface, together With a corresponding period of time
during Which a user can elect Whether to receive the message.
23 . A system according to claim 22, Wherein the at least one

of the opt-out interface and the opt-in interface includes lim
ited information about the message.
24. A system according to claim 23, Wherein the message
comprises a problem to be solved and the limited information

comprises a general category of the problem.
25. A system according to claim 23, Wherein the limited
information comprises a general category to Which the mes

sage pertains.
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FIG. 4 illustrates an example of alert information and time

SUBSTANTIALLY SIMULTANEOUS
INTERMITTENT CONTEST

synchronization information according to a representative
embodiment of the present invention.

This application claims the bene?t of US. Provisional
Patent Application Ser. No. 60/724,473, ?led on Oct. 6, 2005,
and titled “Real-Time IncentiviZed Game Platform”, Which
application is incorporated by reference herein as though set
forth herein in full.

FIG. 5 is a How diagram illustrating an overvieW of a
process for implementing an alert system according to a rep
resentative embodiment of the present invention.
FIG. 6 is a How diagram illustrating a process for conduct
ing a contest according to a representative embodiment of the

present invention.
FIELD OF THE INVENTION

FIG. 7 illustrates an initial user interface questioning

Whether a player Wants to participate in the current problem in

The present invention pertains to a contest that is played

a contest according to a representative embodiment of the

substantially simultaneously, but at intermittent intervals, by
a large number of geographically dispersed players.

present invention.
FIG. 8 illustrates a user interface for presenting a problem
and accepting a response to it in a contest according to a

BACKGROUND

A variety of different kinds of games and contests exist.
HoWever, people constantly are looking for neW Ways in
Which to compete With others.

representative embodiment of the present invention.

20

FIG. 9 illustrates a sliding scale for conversion of game
points to DotZ according to a representative embodiment of
the present invention.
DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

EMBODIMENT(S)
The present invention addresses this need by providing,
inter alia, an entirely neW type of contest in Which, at various

25

This application is related to the commonly assigned patent

intervals, geographically dispersed players attempt to ansWer

application titled, “System For Substantially Simultaneous

the identical problem at substantially the same time. In rep

Alerts”, Which is being ?led on the same date as this applica

resentative embodiments, problems (typically, questions) are

tion. That application is incorporated by reference herein as
though set forth herein in full.
The present disclosure is divided into sections. The ?rst
section describes certain technological considerations for

made available at seemingly random times throughout the

day (or throughout some speci?ed time interval), and players

30

have the opportunity either to respond to the problem or (e.g.,
in the event that a given player is occupied When a particular
problem arises) to pass on the current problem and Wait for
another one. In such embodiments, more questions are made
available than the players are permitted to ansWer in accor

implementing contests and other methods of the present
invention. The second section describes an exemplary contest

that may be implemented using such platforms. Subsequent
35

sections provide additional information, as indicated by their

dance With the rules of the game, so that players have ?ex

headings.

ibility as to When they participate.

Substantially Simultaneous Alert Technology.
Many of the techniques of the present invention require that

Thus, in one aspect the invention is directed to systems,

methods and techniques for implementing a simultaneous,
but intermittently played, contest. Initially, a problem is deliv

a message be delivered substantially simultaneously to a large
40

number of geographically dispersed (e.g., spread across dif

ered substantially simultaneously to geographically dis
persed players, the problem being identical for all players.

ferent cities, states or even countries) individuals or devices.
FIG. 1 illustrates an overvieW of an alert system 10 for achiev

Responses to the problem are received from the players, the

ing this goal, according to a representative embodiment of the
present invention.

corresponding response times are measured, and scores are
determined for the players based on the responses and corre

sponding response times. The foregoing steps are then
repeated a plurality of times, With a median time interval
betWeen delivery of consecutive problems being at least 30
minutes, and With an aggregate score being maintained for
each of the players.
The foregoing summary is intended merely to provide a
brief description of the general nature of the invention. A

45

Generally speaking, a central server 12 drives the alert
system 10, communicating With a plurality of different user

devices (e.g., devices 21-26). Each such device 21-26 typi
50

cally has a user associated With it (e.g., user 31 for device 21
and user 32 for device 22). In some cases, a single user (e.g.,
user 33) has tWo or more user devices (e. g., devices 23 and 24)
that are registered With server 12, as discussed in more detail
beloW.

more complete understanding of the invention can be

Server 12 may be implemented as a single physical device,

obtained by referring to the claims and the folloWing detailed
description of the preferred embodiments in connection With

but more commonly Will be implemented as a server cluster,
55

With redundancy, appropriate load-sharing hardWare and
softWare, and different functionality distributed across differ

the accompanying ?gures.

ent physical boxes, as is Well knoWn in the art. In one embodi

ment, different physical devices are used for communicating

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

across different kinds of netWorks (e. g., directly over the
FIG. 1 illustrates an overvieW of an alert system according
to a representative embodiment of the present invention.

60

protocol).

FIG. 2 illustrates communication betWeen a user device
and a server according to a representative embodiment of the

present invention.
FIG. 3 is a block diagram shoWing some of the components
of a user device according to a representative embodiment of

the present invention.

Internet, by SMS messaging, or using a proprietary Wireless

65

It is noted that although only six user devices 21-26 are
illustrated in FIG. 1, this is for ease of illustration only.
Typically, there Will be many more user devices that partici
pate in the alert system 10, such as more than 50, 100, 500,
1,000 or even 10,000 such devices (as Well as a similar num
ber of users). Also, the same server 12 can be used to handle

US 7,946,910 B2
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multiple alert systems, e.g., using different distribution lists
and different back-and processing routines for such different

but any other kind of device instead may be used for receiving
such broadcasts, including a general-purpose computer or a

systems.

cellular telephone.

Each user 31-35 preferably has pre-registered With server

The speci?c Ways described above for server 12 to com
municate With the various user devices 21-26 should be

12 for the current alert system 10, designating the device(s) on

understood as being exemplary only. Any other communica

Which such user 31-35 Will be receiving the alerts, as Well as
the manner in Which server 12 is to communicate With such

tion modes or paths instead, or in addition, may be used. Also,
any combination of different paths or modes may be used.
FIG. 1 illustrates one-Way communication betWeen the

device. In this latter regard, the present invention contem

plates multiple different modes of communication betWeen
server 12 and the various user devices 21-26.

server 12 and the various user devices 21-26. HoWever, in

The most commonly anticipated communication mode

certain preferred embodiments of the invention, communica

Will involve the use of a Wireless network 41, so that the
corresponding user device 21 Will be more likely to be able to
communicate With server 12 at any time of day. HoWever, as

tion is bidirectional betWeen server 12 and user devices
21-26.

discussed in more detail beloW, the preferred embodiments of
the present invention do not require real-time communication

user device 21 in communication With server 12.As discussed

This is illustrated in FIG. 2, Which shoWs an exemplary
in more detail beloW, in such embodiments server 12 typically

communicates alert information 61 and time synchronization

in order to function as intended.

A variety of different speci?c communication techniques
may be implemented over a Wireless netWork 41. For

20

instance, messages may be sent via short messaging service
(SMS), using Wireless Web communications, or using any of

the other Wireless data protocols (Whether public or propri
etary) that are supported by the particular Wireless carrier.
Another commonly anticipated communication mode

25

involves direct Internet communications 42. This general

variations often Will be common even Where all of the user

devices 21-26 are delivering the message 61 at substantially
the same time and alloWing the corresponding users 31-35 to
submit their responses 63 at substantially the same times.

mode also can be used to convey information using any of a

variety of different speci?c protocols, such as hypertext trans

More speci?cally, in the preferred embodiments the alert

fer protocol (HTTP), ?le transfer protocol (FTP), any propri
etary data-transfer protocol, or even instant messaging or

information 62 to user device 21, and user device 21 typically
communicates a response 63 to such alert information 61
back to server 12. According to the preferred embodiments of
the invention, such communications can occur over signi?
cant time intervals and often Will vary signi?cantly from one
user device 21 to another of the user devices 22-26. Such

30

e-mail messaging protocols.

information 61 may be stored on user device 21 at any time

prior to the scheduled delivery and the response may be

As noted above, in certain cases a single user 33 Will

transmitted back to server 12 at any time after it has been

register multiple different devices 23 and 24 With server 12
for participation in a particular alert system 10. Moreover, as

submitted by the corresponding user 31. In addition, the vari
ous types of information may be transmitted using different
communication channels.
FIG. 3 is a block diagram shoWing certain portions of an
exemplary user device 21 according to a representative
embodiment of the present invention. In the present embodi

shoWn in FIG. 1, multiple different communication paths 43

35

may be used for the different devices 23 and 24 (e.g., a
Wireless network for device 23 and a direct Internet connec

tion for device 24).
The user 33 preferably has the ability to designate multiple
devices 23 and 24 as both being currently active, so that When
the alert occurs it Will be delivered by both devices, thereby
maximizing the likelihood that the user 33 Will be in the
vicinity of one of such devices 23 and 24 at the appropriate
time. Alternatively, the user 33 preferably also has the ability
to designate only a single one of the devices 23 and 24 to
deliver the message, e. g., depending on When the message is
to be delivered. In such a case, the user 33 preferably de?nes
a schedule, indicating Which device 23 and 24 is active at
Which times. In addition, more than tWo devices 23 and 24

may be registered, and the user 33 preferably can designate
any number as being active at a given time.
Still further, it also is possible for server 12 to communicate
With a non-netWorked device 25 (operated by user 34), e.g.,
by using a direct connection 44. Examples include transfer

40

ment, user device 21 has installed on it an alert-based client

application 80 that performs all or nearly all of the special
functionality associated With the present invention. Prefer

ably, application 80 is implemented entirely in softWare (e. g.,
as a Java midlet or BreW application), but instead may be
45

implemented in any of the other Ways discussed herein.

As shoWn, application 80 communicates With the input/
output interface 82 of the device 21. Depending upon the

particular device 21, interface 82 generally Will be comprised
of hardWare and softWare components for communicating,
50

e.g., across a TCP/IP (Transmission Control Protocol/Inter
net Protocol) netWork and/or across a Wireless communica

tions channel (e.g., cellular-based, any of the 802.11x family
of protocols, Bluetooth, infrared, or the like). Generally

speaking, input/output interface 82 provides the primary
55

communication link betWeen client application 80 Within

ring the required data using a point-to-point cable, Wireless

device 21 and server 12.

connection (e.g., infrared or Bluetooth) or cradle. It is noted

As discussed in more detail beloW, application 80 stores
certain information that it receives via interface 82 into device
memory or storage 83 (preferably non-volatile) until an

that such direct delivery 44 generally Will constitute only one
of the steps in the overall delivery process, such as Where
server 12 doWnloads the required information to a netWorked

60

user device 25.

Finally, server 12 may communicate With a user device 26

via a broadcast medium (a Wireless broadcast, e. g., using
radio frequencies, and/or a hardWired broadcast, e.g., using
television cable or Internet broadcasts). In the illustrated
embodiment, the user device 26 is an interactive television,

appropriate time, such as the designated delivery time. Appli
cation 80 preferably also monitors device clock 85 and real
time clock 86. In this regard, device clock 85 typically is a

computer or other device Which, in turn, directly transfers it to

65

hardWare device that provides timing clock signals for syn
chronous processing by the various hardWare components of
device 21 (e.g., including a general-purpose processor
executing application 80). On the other hand, real-time clock
86 typically is implemented as a softWare application and

US 7,946,910 B2
5

6

provides the actual time of day, e.g., for reference by the
corresponding user 31 and for time-stamping certain data

latency is symmetric, the server 12 need only divide the

round-trip latency (or the average round-trip latency if more

items Within device 21.
FIG. 4 illustrates one example of a packet 90 containing
alert information 61 and time synchronization information 62
according to a representative embodiment of the present

than one packet Was sent) by tWo and then adjust the trans

mitted synchronization time 62 (e.g., by simply adding such
quantity) in order to compensate for the expected one-Way

latency.

invention. In the present example, synchronization informa

Alternatively, any other technique may be used to estimate
and adjust for expectant latency. Also, in certain cases trans
mitting the synchronization time 62 separately from the alert

tion 62 includes a single timestamp re?ecting the current time
maintained by server 12 (here, stated to the nearest 0.01
second). The alert information 61 includes a number of
entries 91-93, each having a corresponding delivery time 95

information 61 might be useful in reducing latency time,
particularly Where the alert information is voluminous rela

and message 96. Although three such entries 91-93 are illus
trated, any other number instead may be transmitted at a

tive to transmission bandWidth.

single time. In addition, although the synchronization infor

relatively straightforward. A user or a separate automated

mation 62 is illustrated as being transmitted in the same
packet 90 as the alert information 61, they instead can be

process supplies server 12 With one or more messages 96 that
are to be distributed to a speci?ed group of user devices 21-26

transmitted in separate packets. Furthermore, in the present

for delivery at one or more speci?ed delivery times 95. The
list of devices 21-26 may be generated by reference to user
preference information indicating Which devices are intended
to be active at the scheduled delivery times. Such alert infor

example the messages 96 are questions; hoWever, as dis
cussed in more detail beloW, any of a variety of different types
of messages instead may be included.

The construction of the alert information 61 typically is

20

FIG. 5 is a How diagram illustrating an overvieW of a
process for implementing an alert system according to a rep

mation 61 may then be delivered (preferably in encrypted
form) at any time prior to the earliest speci?ed delivery time

resentative embodiment of the present invention. This pro

95.

cess preferably is implemented entirely in softWare (With step
100 typically being performed by server 12 and the other

25

steps typically being performed by client application 80), but
instead may be implemented in any of the other Ways dis
cussed herein. Also, the process generally is discussed in the
context of the hardWare con?gurations shoWn in FIGS. 1-3.
HoWever, it should be understood that such references are for
convenience and ease of understanding only and therefore are

It is noted that step 100 is shoWn differently than the other
process steps illustrated in FIG. 5. This is because step 100
generally can be performed at any time during the overall
process, e.g., Whenever server 12 has a neW alert 61 to be

pushed out. In addition, step 100 preferably also as performed
30

upon request either by the server 12 or by the alert-based
client 80 running on the user device 21, e.g., in order to check
for any clock tampering in an attempt to have the message

merely exemplary in nature.

delivered early.

Initially, in step 100 the server 12 transmits alert informa
tion 61 and time synchronization information 62 to a plurality
of user devices 21-26. Preferably, at least the alert informa
tion 61 is transmitted in an encrypted format, in order to

Thus, step 100 generally stands outside of the normal pro
cess ?oW, although it preferably is initiated from the sleep or
35

stances. Nevertheless, step 100 preferably is executed as the
?rst step of the present process in order to achieve an initial

prevent early discovery by the eventual recipients 31-35.
Currently, the preferred encryption technique is AES (Ad
vanced Encryption Standard), but any other secure type of
secure encryption can be utilized.

40

In one embodiment, the alert information 61 and time
synchronization information 62 are transmitted to all of the
user devices 21-26 simultaneously, or substantially simulta
neously. In an alternate embodiment, such information is
transmitted to the various user devices 21-26 at different

sleep mode is to periodically check the real-time clock 86 in
45

order to determine Whether it is time to deliver a message and

50

to con?rm accuracy. The Wait in this step 102 preferably is
equal to a ?xed number of the clock cycles generated by
device clock 85.
In this regard, the counting of clock cycles can be per
formed in softWare. Alternatively, to avoid unnecessary pro

55

Which generates an interrupt signal When the desired count
has been reached. In the preferred embodiments, client 80
checks a real -time clock 86 approximately every ?ve minutes.
In step 104, client 80 reads the current value of the real

times. The latter approach is particularly preferred if latency
desired tolerance in terms of hoW closely in time the indi
vidual messages 96 are desired to be delivered. In such a case,

cessor use, a simple hardWare counter can be used, e.g., one

nization inconsistencies among the various devices 21-26.

Transmitting at least the synchronization information 62 indi
vidually to each user device 21-26 can alloW for the latency to
that device to be estimated and accommodated to some

time clock 86 and checks for any variances or potential tam
pering. For the reasons indicated elseWhere in this disclosure,
there often may be signi?cant incentives to learning certain
information (e.g., contest questions or ?nancial neWs) prior to

extent.

If, for example, the transmission latency is variable and
may be larger than the desired tolerance, an alternate tech

nique may be employed to estimate the latency betWeen the
server 12 and the individual devices 21-26, thereby alloWing
correction for such latency. Rather than simply transmitting a

60

application 80 having been con?gured to automatically trans

the intended delivery time. Accordingly, the present invention
preferably uses a number of measures to detect and correct

tampering and normally occurring time discrepancies.
As indicated above, client 80 preferably has access to at
least three different time indicators. The ?rst one, the syn

synchronization time, the server 12 might ?rst send out one or
more probe packets to a subject user device 21, With the client

mit a response packet, resulting in a kind of pinging of the
subject user device 21. Then, assuming that transmission

time synchronization and doWnload of alert information 61.
Next, in step 102 client 80 Waits until it is time to check the
real-time clock 86. At the outset, it is noted that the present
embodiment contemplates a “sleep” or “background” mode
in Which client 80 performs minimal processing. One of the

functions that preferably is performed by client 80 during the

times are expected to vary in an amount that exceeds the

the latency differences (e.g., the time differences betWeen
When the various devices 21-26 actually receive the synchro
nization information 62) Will translate directly into synchro

background mode (as describedbeloW) under normal circum

65

chronization time 62 provided by server 12 generally Will be
the most accurate, but the least frequently updated. The sec
ond, the set of periodic clock-check signals based on the

US 7,946,910 B2
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device clock 85, does not provide absolute time, but provides

server 12. Equivalently, application 80 couldmaintain its oWn

an indication of time-interval durations. The third, the real
time clock 86 provides the most current indication of absolute
time, but that measurement might be out of sync With the

internal real-time clock, e.g., using input from all of the three
sources indicated above.

In step 108, a determination is made as to Whether it is time
for the device 21 to Wake up from its sleep mode. An a?ir
mative determination in this regard preferably is made if a
message is scheduled to be delivered Within a speci?ed
amount of time (e.g., Within 2-10 seconds) or, in certain cases,
prior to the next clock-check signal or Within a speci?ed

clock maintained by server 12 and frequently Will correspond
to a different time zone. In addition, at least the second and
third sources potentially are subject to user manipulation. In

order to maintain time- synchronization integrity, in this step
104 client application 80 preferably looks for any anomaly

margin after it. If the determination is negative, then process
ing returns to step 102 to aWait the next clock-check signal. If

betWeen the three sources, Whether manifested as a constant

bias, a steady drift or a sudden change.
For example, if the real-time clock 86 indicates a jump in

positive, then processing proceeds to step 110.

its stated time betWeen tWo adjacent check signals, and such

may be performed. Initially, client application 80 preferably

In step 110, any of a variety of different types of processing

jump is suf?ciently different from the expected time interval

brings forWard at least some portion of its user interface

(or even a movement backWard), then a tamper condition

(preferably overriding any con?icting user interfaces). Gen

might be declared. Alternatively, if the difference is not too far
out of speci?cation, then the condition might be monitored

further (e.g., during the next couple of clock checkpoints) to
determine Whether the real-time clock 86 of the user device

20

erally speaking, the ?rst goal of the user interface in this
instance is to capture the user’s attention. Accordingly, it is
preferable to include some Warning signal indicating that a
message is about to be delivered. Such a signal preferably

21 is simply running excessively faster or sloWer than it
should be (e.g., outside of a speci?ed tolerance). Of course,

comprises an audio alarm, but also could include vibration or

such a situation also could be a result of a more subtle attempt

mentioned above in connection With step 108 is intended
primarily to accommodate such a Warning signal (as Well as to

to manipulate the time stated by real-time clock 86. In any
event, preferably at a minimum each message-delivery time

other tactile sensations, or even visual cues. The 2-10 seconds

25

95 (or, alternatively, an internal clock correction) is adjusted

ticularly important, and preferably is someWhat longer, in

to account for any detected difference.
In step 106, a determination is made as to Whether a reset is

desired. Such situations can include, e.g., either (i) Where the
difference betWeen What the real -time clock 86 says and What

30

Would be expected by virtue of the periodic check signals
based on the device clock 85 is excessive; or (ii) Where the
applicable tolerances in the device clock 85 and the real-time
clock 86 make it dif?cult to establish Which is most represen
tative of the correct time. In addition, or instead, a reset
determination can be made arbitrarily, at ?xed time intervals,
or randomly, in an attempt to identify more elaborate tamper

small or nonexistent display), or even entirely by vibration or
35

nation otherWise is made that the discrepancies appropriately
can be handled by an adjustment), then processing simply
proceeds to step 108.
Although not shoWn in FIG. 5, an a?irmative determina
tion of tampering preferably causes client application 80 to
notify server 12 and disquali?es the corresponding user from
participating in any further system alerts. At the same time, in
certain cases the time stated by real-time clock 86 Will be
signi?cantly different than the actual time Without any inten

elect to receive the mes sage or elect not to receive the mes sage
40

45

and/or Where the messages are sensitive and therefore should
not be seen by others.

Then, preferably just before the delivery time 95, assuming

50
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the user has opted to receive the message 96, the message 96
is decrypted and delivered to the user 31-35. The net effect of
multiple user devices 21-26 implementing similar client
applications 80 is that all of the users 31-35 Will receive the
message at substantially the same time. As used herein, the
expression, “substantially the same time” and similar expres
sions With respect to delivery of a message are intended to

mean close enough in time such that, ordinarily (e.g., assum
ing a properly functioning system and no inappropriate tam

pering), recipients generally Will not be signi?cantly advan
taged by virtue of having received the message earlier or
disadvantaged by receiving the message late. For most
embodiments contemplated hereunder, the term Will corre

Where the device 21 has been reset and does not have a
connection to its Wireless carrier, so its real-time clock 86
60

pm.) The logic for declaring a tamper condition preferably
checks for and takes into account all such conditions or, at the

very least, alloWs a certain number of unexplained discrep
ancies before declaring a tamper condition.
In the embodiment discussed above, client application 80
maintains a time offset ?gure indicating the difference in time
betWeen real-time clock 86 and the clock maintained by

(depending upon the selected default setting). An opt-in sys
tem generally is preferred, particularly Where the users 31-35
are only permitted to receive a limited number of messages,
Where they are required to pay for each message received

tional tampering. Such a condition might occur, for example,
might be reset to an arbitrary or default time (e.g., 12:00

other tactile sensation (e.g., for the visually impaired).
Also, in certain embodiments of the invention the Warning
signal is accompanied by an opt-out or opt-in message and
corresponding period of time during Which the user 31-35 can

synchronization signal 62 (if such on-demand requests are
supported in the applicable embodiment) or simply Wait for
the next scheduled time synchronization signal 62 from
server 12 (disabling the applicable user device from the alert
system until such synchronization occurs). If a reset is not
required (e.g., values are Within tolerances and/or a determi

embodiments Where the time that the message is to be deliv
ered is not knoWn in advance.
Ordinarily, the user interface also Will include some visual
display elements, such as a text message or a logo. HoWever,

in certain cases all messages are provided entirely by sound
(e.g., using synthesized or sampled speech for devices With a

ing schemes.
If such a determination is made in this step 106, then
processing returns to step 100 in order to request a neW time

make the other preparations required for delivering the mes
sage on schedule). It is noted that the Warning signal is par

spond to distribution to all recipients Within a time WindoW
having a maximum duration of approximately 1-3 seconds.
In addition to simply providing a message 96, certain

embodiments of the invention provide functionality for
alloWing the users 31-35 to respond to the message 96. More
65

preferably, such embodiments display a response interface
(e.g., one or more clickable or otherWise selectable buttons,

objects that can be dragged and/ or a ?eld for entering text) on

US 7,946,910 B2
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test, With the contest’s problems being the delivered mes
sages, the player devices corresponding to user devices

the same user interface as that on Which the message 96 is

displayed. Depending upon the particular embodiment, as
Well as the time-sensitivity of the response, the response

21-26, and the contest server corresponding to server 12.

information preferably either is immediately transmitted to

Accordingly, for ease of explanation, the folloWing discus

the server 12 or else is saved into memory/ storage 83 (e.g., in
encrypted form) for later transmission to server 12.

sion assumes such an implementation. HoWever, such refer
ences are exemplary only.
Preferably, the contest is played over an extended period of
time, such as anyWhere from several days to a month, or even
longer. As discussed in more detail beloW, the contest
involves a number of problems, Which may include multiple

Upon completion of step 110, processing returns to step
102 in order to begin Waiting for the next message delivery.

Although the foregoing technology is discussed Within the
context of simultaneous delivery of a message to multiple
individuals, its use is not so limited. Rather, as should be

choice or other types of questions. Preferably, each problem is

readily apparent, the foregoing technology also can be used

made available to all of the players at substantially the same

for any time-controlled disclosure of information, even Where
the recipients are receiving it at different scheduled times.

time, and multiple problems are made available each day of
the contest. In order to address the situation that everyone Will
not necessarily be able to play at the same time, more prob

Similarly, the foregoing technology is not limited to disclo
sures to natural persons; in addition, it can be used, e.g., for
time-controlled release of information to an automated pro
cess. Exemplary uses in this latter respect include electronic

funds transfers and electronic payment systems.
The foregoing discussion concerns a particular technique

lems preferably are made available than the number of prob
lems that each player is permitted to respond to, under the
rules of the contest.
20

for substantially simultaneous delivery of a message to a

Initially, upon the beginning of the contest there is a period
of Waiting 131 for the ?rst problem to be delivered. In the

number of geographically dispersed recipients. The folloW

preferred embodiments of the invention, neither the problems

ing tWo sections describe systems and methods that use such
substantially simultaneous delivery of a message. While the

nor the times at Which they are to be delivered are knoWn to

approaches described above for achieving the desired sub
stantially simultaneous delivery presently are preferred, the
systems and methods described beloW also may be imple
mented using any of a variety of other approaches.
For example, Where latency is not a signi?cant factor in

25

relation to the required time frame for delivering a message to
the recipients, a direct broadcast of such information can be
used. Alternatively, in such situations the message itself can

30

When that WindoW occurs preferably depends upon the time
Zones in Which the players are expected to be located. In

alternate embodiments of the invention, the particular times,

ered at intermittent times over an extended period of time. For

example, the intervals betWeen problems typically Will be at
35

application on each of one or more user devices; thereafter, a

communication channel is opened betWeen each such user
device and the server 12, or even among all (or any subset) of
40

preferably is at least 30 minutes, 60 minutes or tWo hours. In
addition, the contest typically Will go on for at least three
days, a Week, tWo Weeks, a month or even longer. In the

preferred embodiment, each contest is one month long With

In an alternate embodiment, a different form of push tech
nology is used. For example, a SMS message can be used to

three or four problems each day (potentially excluding certain
Weekend days and/ or holidays), but With the players alloWed
to respond to only one problem each day.

“Wake up” each client application 80, With the server 12 then
receiving con?rmation of receipt of that SMS.
In another embodiment, preprogrammed alerts pop up on

least 30 minutes and often Will be 1-2 hours or even longer,

thereby contributing to the randomness of the play. More
generally, the median time betWeen delivery of problems

broadcast message can be used simply to Wake up a client

such user devices and/ or the server 12.

or at least some of the times, When the problems are delivered
are knoWn in advance by some or all of the players.

A feature of the present contest is that problems are deliv

be transmitted in advance (e. g., in encrypted form) and only a
release signal broadcast by the server 12 (or any other device)
When it is time for delivering the message. Still further, a

the players in advance. From the players’ perspectives, the
problems preferably are delivered at random times during the
day, or during some speci?ed WindoW of time during the day.

45

the user’s device 21-26 (e.g., using the device’s timer) and

In any event, shortly before a problem is scheduled to be
delivered, in step 132 a user interface is provided to all of the

invite the user 31-35 to click a button to retrieve a message.

players via the players’ devices. In the preferred embodi

One click opens direct (e. g., HTTP) access to the server 12 to
retrieve the desired content.
In a still further embodiment, the subject content is broad
cast in real time to all users 31-35. Such users 31-35 then

ments, the user interface preferably includes an alert signal
Which, in turn, preferably includes an audio component, such
as a contest-speci?c ring tone. It is noted that the exact timing
of the alert signal (if provided) generally is not as sensitive as

respond via broadband.
Substantially Simultaneous Intermittent Contest.

players receive roughly the same amount (or even some mini

FIG. 6 is a How diagram illustrating a process for conduct
ing a contest according to a representative embodiment of the

50

delivery of the actual problem, provided that the various
55

present invention. Generally speaking, the contest according

Whether the player Wants to respond to this problem or to pass
on it. An exemplary user interface 170 is illustrated in FIG. 7.
As shoWn, interface 170 includes a message 171 notifying the
player that a neW problem is about to be delivered and asking

to FIG. 6 is played substantially simultaneously by a number

of geographically dispersed players at intermittent points in
time. Each player participates by using a (typically netWork
accessible) device, Which may include, e.g., an Intemet-ac

mum amount) of advance Warning.
At the same time, the user interface preferably queries

60

Whether the player Wants to participate in the problem. A pair

cessible computer, a Wireless telephone or a Wireless personal
digital assistant (PDA), as shoWn in FIG. 1. It is noted that if

of radio buttons 173 alloWs the player to designate his or her
choice, With a timer 175 indicating the remaining time until

a technology platform according to the preferred embodi

the default option (or the currently selected option if the
player has highlighted the other option) is selected. In the

ments of the preceding section is used, then it is not necessary
for a player’s device to be actually connected to a netWork at

the particular moments that active play occurs. Such technol

ogy currently is preferred for implementing the present con
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preferred embodiments, the default (Which occurs if no
response is given by the player) is to assume that the player is
passing on the problem (as indicated in FIG. 7). In a repre
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sentative embodiment, the timer 175 starts at approximately

timer internal to application 80 preferably is used, the partici
pant can be given the full response time (e.g., 30 seconds)
from the time that the problem initially is delivered (or dis

4-7 seconds and counts doWn.

Thus, referring back to FIG. 6, in step 134 the players Who
Will be participating in the present problem are identi?ed
(e.g., all of those Who have opted to receive the problem). In
the preferred embodiments, the players do not get any infor
mation about the problem, or at least do not obtain the prob
lem itself, before deciding Whether to participate. In alternate
embodiments, the players may be given some limited infor
mation about the problem along With the alert, such as the
general category to Which the problem pertains. As a result, in

played), even if there are slight differences (e. g., a second or

tWo) among the various player devices as to When the problem
is delivered in absolute time.
The potential ansWers 193 preferably function as input

interface elements (radio buttons in this case), alloWing the
player to respond directly and quickly Within the same user

interface 190, by simply designating the desired response
193. Once such a response is designated and then selected (or
entered), the problem is over from the current player’s per

such alternate embodiments the players can decide Whether to
participate based on factors other than mere convenience

spective.

(e. g., their comfort level With the general category).

A number of other types of problems may be provided. For
example, rather than a multiple-choice question, the problem

In still further embodiments, the players either do not have
any option as to Whether they participate, or at least they are
not penaliZed if they respond incorrectly so there is no disin
centive to participating. In such embodiments, step 134 gen
erally can be omitted on the assumption that all of the players
can be deemed to be participants, irrespective of Whether or
not they actually do participate. In a variation on this embodi
ment, step 132 also is omitted, so that the players get no

advance Warning about When a problem is going to be deliv
ered.
In any event, the set of participants for the current problem

could be a question that requires a textual and/or numeric

response (e. g., entered through the keypad of a Wireless tele

phone).
Also, irrespective of the form of the expected ansWer, the
20

question can involve additional media beyond a merely tex

tual question. For example, the participants might be asked to:

25

(i) identify an individual Within a photograph or video seg
ment, (ii) identify the next three notes, or the next bar, fol
loWing a segment of a song that is played for the participants,
(iii) count the number of speci?ed items in a particular pho

preferably exclude the players Who already have ansWered

tograph, or (iv) identify Which of three movie-clip-and

their maximum allotted problems for the current period of
time (e.g., their one problem for the day). In this regard, the

problem might be more in the nature of a puZZle or even a

soundtrack combinations do not go together. Still further, the

preferred implementation is for anyWhere betWeen 2-8 prob
lems to be presented each day, With each player alloWed to
ansWer no more than 1-5 (but preferably alWays strictly less

30

video game, requiring onscreen manipulations by the partici
pants.
Still further, the problem might involve external events

than the total number of problems presented). More prefer
ably, 3-4 problems are provided each day, With each player

and/or media outside the four comers of the player’s devices

alloWed to ansWer not more than 1 of them.

are allotted additional time to complete. In one example, the

It is noted that the excluded participants also may be
excluded from step 132, thereby sparing them an unnecessary
alert. Also, in alternate embodiments the problem may be

21-26. Preferably, such problems are special problems that
35 players are directed to ?nd an ansWer or an item on the

Internet. More elaborate problems can involve a sort of virtual
scavenger hunt, in Which players move from one Web site to
another searching for the next clue until the ansWer is found or

provided to a player at the same time as the participating

players even if the subject player already has ansWered his or
her maximum allotted problems or otherWise has opted out;
hoWever, this preferably Would be for enjoyment purposes

until time expires.
40

only and any response (if permitted) preferably Would not

instance and then either immediately or subsequently trans
mitted to the contest server (e.g., server 12). As noted beloW,
in certain cases the response time also Will be transmitted to

count toWard the competition. More preferably, hoWever, a

problem is not provided to non-participating players until
after the problem has been completed by the participating

45

players.

of time. In the preferred embodiments, the player devices

embodiment, participating players are required to ansWer an
50

Within 30 seconds, or else are scored as getting the problem
incorrect. For that reason, and in order to prevent any unfair

3 -second WindoW to all or substantially all of the participating

preferred embodiment, each correct response that Was sub
55

after the problem Was delivered) is aWarded a ?xed number of
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anticipated that the most commonly used problem Will be a

question, typically a multiple-choice question.
a multiple-choice question 191, a plurality of potential

ing mechanisms are applied. For example, in certain cases no
penalty is attributed to an incorrect response. In other cases,
the point aWard for a correct response is a function of hoW

quickly the participant provided the response (in Which case

An exemplary user interface 190 providing such a problem
is illustrated in FIG. 8. As shoWn, user interface 190 includes
ansWers 193, and a count-doWn timer 195 Which indicates the
time remaining in Which to provide a response. Because a

mitted Within the required timeframe (e.g., Within 30 seconds
points and each incorrect response is assigned a negative
point value (e.g., the negative of the point value for a correct
response). HoWever, in alternate embodiments different scor

preclude delivery Within such a 3-second WindoW to 100% of

the player devices.
The problems can involve any type of problem (e. g.,
knoWledge-based or skill-based). HoWever, it presently is

encrypt the response information before storing it or trans
mitting it to the contest server.
In step 141, the players’ responses are scored. This step can
be performed either at the player’s device 21-26 itself or, after

transmission, by the server 12, With the resulting score simply
obtained later (e.g., via the player’s device 21-26). In the

advantages, the problem preferably is presented Within a
players under normal circumstances. Of course, player device
failures and other physical limitations at least sometimes Will

the server; in others, the player devices merely indicate
Whether the response Was received Within the allotted period

In step 137, the problem is presented substantially simul
taneously to all of the participating players. In the present

ordinary problem (special problems are discussed beloW)

In any event, in step 139 the ansWers are received, typically

by the individual player devices themselves in the ?rst
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the participant’ s response time preferably is transmitted to the
server, if that is Where scoring occurs, along With the response
itself). In other cases, different point levels are assigned for

different levels of performance in connection With the prob
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lem (e.g., different point of values for completing 80% of a

(the “leader”) and vice versa. Thus, by poWering With a very

scavenger hunt and for completing 90% of the same scaven

good player, an individual can signi?cantly boost his or her
points. Conversely, if a player can get a large number of other

ger hunt, Within a ?xed timeframe).
Next, in step 143 a determination is made as to Whether the
current problem Was the last one for the contest. If not, then

players to poWer With him or her, his or her oWn point total can

be signi?cantly enlarged. As a result, a leader’s point total
typically Will depend not only on hoW successful he or she is
at responding to problems, but also hoW successful he or she
is in attracting others to poWer With him or her. Preferably, the
poWering player cannot result in a net loss of points to the
leader (even in embodiments in Which penalties are assessed

processing returns to step 131 to aWait the next problem. If so,

then processing proceeds to step 144.
In step 144, the contest is concluded and the Winners (if
any) are identi?ed based on total number of points accumu
lated. In this regard, a contest according to the present inven
tion may be conducted as a tournament With Winners (e.g.,

against the responding player for incorrect responses), but

?rst, second, third place and/or similar rankings in various
subcategories). Alternatively, it may be conducted simply for

instead only adds any net point gain earned during the poW
ering relationship. On the other hand, in the preferred
embodiments the leader’s both positive and negative point
earnings preferably also are attributed to the players Who have
poWered With that leader (although in the preferred embodi

the sake of accumulating points, e.g., Which then are traded
for products or services.
In the contests of the present invention, different problems
can have different associated point values. For example, the

ments, any player’s point score can never fall beloW Zero).

In the preferred embodiments, the poWering player can
also derive other bene?ts by poWering With good leaders. For

longer, more dif?cult or otherWise more involved problems

preferably have higher point values than the shorter or easier
ones. In the preferred embodiments, there are a relatively
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large number of regular problems (e.g., having a 30-second
maximum response time and a standard point value) in just a
feW hi gher-value, potentially more involved problems. In cer

tain embodiments, multiple problems (e. g., standard, dif?cult
and extreme, having progressively higher point values) are
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available at a particular delivery time and the individual play
ers can select Which one they Want to receive. In such cases,

example, in a tournament contest a poWering player prefer
ably is permitted to continue playing so long as the leader
remains in the tournament, even if the poWering player Would
not have quali?ed for continued play by himself or herself.

This paragraph describes the particular details of poWering
according to the preferred embodiment of the present inven
tion. In this embodiment, three different kinds of points are
contemplated, referred to as: “DotZ”, “PoWerUp points” and

preferably all of the problems are doWnloaded prior to the

“game points”. At the beginning of each month, in exchange

delivery time but, for each player, only the selected problem

for the monthly fee for participating in the contest, 5 ,000 DotZ
are deposited into each player’s account, and any negative
balance from the previous month (if permitted) is Zeroed out,
so that each player has a minimum of 5,000 DotZ. In addition

is actually delivered to that player.
Various aspects of the foregoing contest can Work together

30

to generate a level of excitement and novelty that do not exist
With conventional games or contests. First, as noted above,

the contest is not geographically limited (subject, perhaps, to
any practical problems that might arise in attempting to con

35

duct the contest across too many time Zones). Second, the

contest preferably is played substantially simultaneously by

to earning DotZ based on their oWn performance, each player
may poWer With one other player at a time, essentially binding
all of his or her DotZ to that other player for a desired period
of time. Irrespective of poWering, DotZ are aWarded to or
subtracted from the player based on the individual player’s

all of the participants, so that in a reasonably large croWd

oWn correct and incorrect responses and based on the number

several people might receive the alert and begin play, making

of DotZ assigned to each individual problem. In addition, if

the present contest more of a social event than typically is the
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case With conventional games or contests that are played on a

personal device. In addition, When the times that the problems
are to be delivered are not knoWn in advance, an even height

ened level of excitement, spontaneity and social connected
ness often can occur.

cannot leave and then return to the same leader during a
45

contest. The leader, in turn, receives a number of PoWerUp

points equal to the total number of DotZ earned by all players

The foregoing discussion focuses on the actual conduct of
the contest. In betWeen active playing times, a signi?cant
amount of additional activity can occur. For example, the

individual players preferably have the ability to: check their
point totals; check rankings or standings; vieW detailed sta

the player has poWered, the same number of DotZ is added or
subtracted based on the leader’s ansWer to the problem. The
player can pull back his or her DotZ from the leader at any
time or sWitch them to another leader, although the player

Who currently are poWered With the leader, but does not lose

PoWerUp points When a poWering player ansWers incorrectly
50

(or at least does not incur a net loss due to any given poWering
player as a result of the poWering relationship; in certain

and/ or strategies for approaching, previous problems; revieW

sub-embodiments, PoWerUp points contributed by a poWer
ing player can later be lost by incorrect responses given by

performance statistics; generate customiZed reports regard
ing hoW individual players performed With respect to speci

that same poWering player). A player can poWer up his or her
DotZ With a leader, but not any PoWerUp points that he or she

tistics and even photographs of the leaders; vieW ansWers to,

?ed criteria; broWse results from other contests; register for
additional contests; and spend the points that they have accu
mulated. A number of the foregoing items can be particularly
important When “powering” is involved, as discussed in the
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contest, additional DotZ are aWarded to each player on a

folloWing paragraphs.
In this regard, a signi?cant number of variations on the
general contest structure described above are possible. One

sliding scale based on overall rank in the contest and/or the
60

the points earned by the player With Whom he or she poWered

absolute number of game points that particular player has,
and the total number of DotZ can be exchanged for priZes

novel variation is the ability for individual players to “poWer”
With at least one other player. More preferably, each player
has the ability to poWer With one other player, of his or her
oWn choosing, at a time. In such a case, the “powering player”
(the one Who makes the selection) is aWarded points based on

has earned (as a result of other players poWering up With him
or her). Each player’s game score is equal to that player’s
DotZ plus his or her PoWerUp points. At the end of each

(e.g., products or services).An example of such a sliding scale
65

200 is shoWn in FIG. 9, Which includes roWs for ?nal game
score 202, number of players 204 and DotZ earned 205 based
on game score. In the present example, DotZ are earned based

on rank: the player With the largest number of game points

gets 1,000,000 DotZ, the next ?ve highest get 500,000, the
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next 10 highest get 100,000, and so on, With the game score

of knoWledge or expertise is adequately covered, or even that
each level Within the group is adequately diverse in this

cut-offs 202 being determined only upon completion of the

regard.

contest. In another embodiment, the game score cut-offs 202
are ?xed and the number of players Who fall Within each range

The present invention contemplates contests that test the
players across Wide ranges of knoWledge and skill, and as
Well as special-interest contests, such as contests targeted
toWard any speci?c area of interest, knoWledge or skill (e. g.,

varies from contest to contest. Alternatively, any other con

version technique using any combination of overall rank and
total number of game points may be used.

sports or entertainment), or any particular demographic (e. g.,

The ability to poWer, as discussed above, often can trans
form What otherWise Would be a solitary or anonymous
endeavor into a group or team activity, in Which individual

children, tWeens or teens).
As indicated above, the contest can be implemented as a

competition With identi?ed Winners and potentially bonus

players are incentiviZe to track the performance of, and root

points or priZes at the end (typically referred to as a touma

for, other players. In the preferred embodiments of the inven

ment), as a time-limited opportunity to accumulate points

tion, players have ?exibility to sWitch to a different leader

Which can be exchanged for products or services, or as a

(thereby providing incentive to monitor others’ perfor

combination of both. In one example, at the end of the contest

mance), but restrictions are applied so that the poWering
players are forced to carefully consider any such changes.
More preferably, during a given contest a player is not
alloWed to poWer With the same leader tWice, meaning that
once a poWering player leaves a leader, he or she cannot go
back during the same contest.
Variations on the poWering concept also are possible. For

only the individual players having the highest point totals,
together With any players Who have poWered With them, are
invited to participate in an elimination tournament, e.g., With
20

For purposes of any tournament elimination or any similar

aspect of competition, the rules can be constructed such that
at any stage only the player’s earned points are considered

example, the poWering players might receive only a speci?ed
percentage (or some other function) of the points earned by
the leader and/or vice versa. Alternatively, or in addition, a

25

Additional Systems and Methods Involving Substantially
Simultaneous Delivery.
The technology described above for facilitating simulta

Would perform better than the poWering player). Still further,
30

such uses is any situation Where simultaneous communica
tion is desired or necessary. While broadcast media tradition

HoWever, despite the variations, the general concept of

ally have been used for this purpose in the past, broadcast

poWering is that an individual player has the ability to asso

media are inherently limited in that the audience must have

ciate With one or more other players for a desired period of

access to the media and be tuned in at the time an announce

time and then ?exibly sWitch associations as desired, poten
tially bene?ting from the successes of the associated players

ment is made. Also, broadcast media having loW latency
variability (such as television or cable broadcasts) generally

(and in certain embodiments potentially being harmed by the

are not suitable for small-scale releases of information. As
40

poWering is that individual players have an incentive to attract
other players to poWer With them.

noted above, the preferred embodiments of the present inven
tion do not require connectivity at the time a message is
delivered, and can permit delivery of a message using a Wide
range of different devices. Accordingly, a recipient can be

Also, rather than (or in addition to) poWering, contests
according to the present invention can include ?exibly con
stituted teams. In one such embodiment, the performance of a
team as a Whole affects the point accumulation of its indi

neous delivery of messages can be used for other purposes

besides contests having simultaneous play. One category of

Which players poWer With them.

losses of the associated players). Another preferred feature of

(excluding any poWered points), all of the player’s points are
considered (including the poWered points), or any (e.g.,
Weighted) combination of the tWo is considered.

player might incur a cost for poWering (e.g., a loss of 50% of
the points he or she otherWise Would earn, meaning that it
Would only make sense to poWer if one thought that the leader

in embodiments in Which the poWering player can in fact
harm the leader, the leader preferably has some control over

the poWering players remaining in the tournament as long as
their leader does.

45

more certain that he or she Will get an important message at
the same time everyone else does. Situations Where such

substantially simultaneous communications are important

vidual members, for any periods of time that such members

include announcement of certain economic and ?nancial

are in fact a?iliated With the team. While similar in some

neWs.

respects to poWering, such a team approach lacks a direct
one-to-one relationship betWeen individual players and a

50

leader, instead potentially leading to dynamics in Which small
ad hoc clusters of individuals are more likely to form.
In either the case of poWering or teams, in certain embodi
ments the contest includes rules regarding the structure of the

resulting groups and hoW individual players Within the groups
accumulate points. For example, the rules might create a
multi-level point-earning structure Within each group such

example, as an alert that an item being monitored on an
55

nectivity typically Would be required to actually submit a bid.
An example Where coordinated shopping activity can be
60

intense negotiations about Who is assigned to What level, With
the risk that any individual player might defect to a different
group (or leader) if he or she feels a better deal can be
obtained.

In still further embodiments, by also structuring point

on-line auction has just entered the last ?ve minutes of the
auction. In such a case, although the initial announcement
generally Would not require netWork connectivity, some con

that the leader earns the highest percentage, the next level
doWn (perhaps limited to a ?xed number of people) the next
highest percentage, and so on. Such a structure could lead to

Another category of use is Where some coordinated activity
is desired. As noted above, according to one feature of the
present invention, the user devices for all participants Wake up
or activate at substantially the same time, prompting all such
participants into action. This feature can be useful, for

carried out Without any immediate connectivity is Where a
product or service is made available for sale to the ?rst pur

chasers. In such a case, using the preferred message delivery
technology described above, the initial announcement mes
sage is stored in advance on the user’ s device together With a

aWards more along group lines, incentives easily can be cre

delivery time. Then, after the message has been delivered, the
device stores the response and the response time, transmitting

ated for each group to attempt to ensure that each relevant area

such information back to the server at an appropriate moment.
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After the fact, the server can identify the Winning purchasers
by simply ranking the response times. Note that this embodi
ment also largely eliminates the latency problems associated

System Environment.
Generally speaking, except Where clearly indicated other
Wise, all of the systems, methods and techniques described

With conventional systems for selling out inventory (e.g.,

herein can be practiced With the use of one or more program

concert tickets) over a very short period of time.

mable general-purpose computing devices. Such devices

Still further applications of the present technology include:
sprinkler systems that can be re-programmed remotely;

typically Will include, for example, at least some of the fol
loWing components interconnected With each other, e. g., via
a common bus: one or more central processing units (CPUs);

simultaneous opening of locks at banks or other establish

read-only memory (ROM); random access memory (RAM);
input/output softWare and circuitry for interfacing With other

ments; real-time synchronized traf?c light control for e?i
cient tra?ic ?oW; updating of electronic billboard content;

devices (e.g., using a hardWired connection, such as a serial

control of school exams throughout a state or other geo

port, a parallel port, a USB connection or a ?reWire connec
tion, or using a Wireless protocol, such as Bluetooth or a

graphic region; simultaneous adjustment of supermarket
pricing at a large number of stores; hotel alarm clocks; simul
taneous real-time doWnloading of prescribed changes in rates

802.1 1 protocol); softWare and circuitry for connecting to one

to electric meters or other utilities, e.g., giving users a ?nan

or more netWorks (e. g., using a hardWired connection such as
an Ethernet card or a Wireless protocol, such as code division

cial incentive to consume during off-peak hours; controlling
or timing other aspects of game playing; medication dispens

multiple access (CDMA), global system for mobile commu
nications (GSM), Bluetooth, a 802.11 protocol, or any other

ing control (e.g., timing and schedule updating); real-time
polling (e.g., Neilson Television Polling) in order to capture
instantaneous reactions (e.g., With incentives for the partici
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pants to respond immediately) or to track changing reactions
over time by capturing reactions at a sequence of points; and
in-store promotions (e.g., blasting a promotion to all sub

cellular-based or non-cellular-based system), Which net
Works, in turn, in many embodiments of the invention, con
nect to the Internet or to any other netWorks); a display (such
as a cathode ray tube display, a liquid crystal display, an

organic light-emitting display, a polymeric light-emitting dis
play or any other thin-?lm display); other output devices

scribers to come to the store to purchase any item for a 25 (such as one or more speakers, a headphone set and a printer);
one or more input devices (such as a mouse, touchpad, tablet,

prescribed discount).

touch-sensitive display or other pointing device, a keyboard,

Another use of the present technology is in conjunction

a keypad, a microphone and a scanner); a mass storage unit
(such as a hard disk drive); a real-time clock; a removable

With broadcast programming. In one such embodiment, con
tent related to a broadcast program (e.g., television or radio

shoW) is doWnloaded to the user device 21-26 and then is
delivered to the corresponding user 31-35 in synchronization
With the program. HoWever, the speci?c messages that are
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storage read/Write device (such as for reading from and Writ
ing to RAM, a magnetic disk, a magnetic tape, an opto
magnetic disk, an optical disk, or the like); and a modem (e. g.,
for sending faxes or for connecting to the Internet or to any

delivered preferably depend upon selections made by the user

other computer netWork via a dial-up connection). In opera

31-35 on his or her device 21-26. As a result, an interactive 35 tion, the process steps to implement the above methods and

experience can be created Without any special-purpose hard

functionality, to the extent performed by such a general

Ware or any connectivity other than the ability to see the
broadcast. In one sub-embodiment, even the broadcast has

purpose computer, typically initially are stored in mass stor
age (e.g., the hard disk), are doWnloaded into RAM and then
are executed by the CPU out of RAM. HoWever, in some

been recorded, With the program recorder/replayer’s clock
having been synchronized to the clock of the user device, e.g.,
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in the manner described above for user device 25. Note that

Suitable devices foruse in implementing the present inven

such embodiments use the present technology for personal
ized mes sage delivery, rather than substantially simultaneous

tion may be obtained from various vendors. In the various

embodiments, different types of devices are used depending
upon the size and complexity of the tasks. Suitable devices

mass delivery of a common message.

A still further use of this technology is for conducting a
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real-time audience-participation contest over a broadcast

medium. According to one such example, the broadcaster
transmits (e.g., broadcasts) a Wake-up signal to a number of
different user devices 21-26. Substantially simultaneously,
the user devices 21-26 Wake up and alloW their corresponding
users to begin playing, preferably at the same time opening up

cases the process steps initially are stored in RAM or ROM.

include mainframe computers, multiprocessor computers,
Workstations, personal computers, and even smaller comput
ers such as PDAs, Wireless telephones or any other appliance
or device, Whether stand-alone, hard-Wired into a netWork or
Wirelessly connected to a netWork.

50

In addition, although general-purpose programmable
devices have been described above, in alternate embodiments

a communication channel With the server 12. It is noted that

one or more special-purpose processors or computers instead

either or both of the Wake-up signal and the problem to be

(or in addition) are used. In general, it should be noted that,
except as expressly noted otherWise, any of the functionality
described above can be implemented in softWare, hardWare,
?rmware or any combination of these, With the particular
implementation being selected based on knoWn engineering
tradeoffs. More speci?cally, Where the functionality
described above is implemented in a ?xed, predetermined or
logical manner, it can be accomplished through programming
(e.g., softWare or ?rmWare), an appropriate arrangement of
logic components (hardWare) or any combination of the tWo,
as Will be readily appreciated by those skilled in the art.

solved may be transmitted in real-time or transmitted in
advance and stored on the corresponding devices 21-26, as

55

discussed in detail above. In either event, the Wake-up signal
may be provided to all eligible players or only to a (e.g.,

randomly selected) portion of them. In the preferred embodi
ments, the problem is delivered to all of the audience mem
bers (e.g., via television broadcast) at the same time as it is

60

delivered to the participating players, although preferably
only the responses of the participating players affect the out
come of the contest. Also, upon Waking up, the user devices
21-26 preferably time the user responses locally so as to avoid

any communication latency discrepancies among the various
user devices 21-26, With the resulting responses and response
times being transmitted back to the server 12.

It should be understood that the present invention also
65

relates to machine-readable media on Which are stored pro

gram instructions for performing the methods and function
ality of this invention. Such media include, by Way of

US 7,946,910 B2
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example, magnetic disks, magnetic tape, optically readable

(b) receiving responses to the problem from the players and
measuring response times corresponding to the

media such as CD ROMs and DVD ROMs, or semiconductor

memory such as PCMCIA cards, various types of memory
cards, USB memory devices, etc. In each case, the medium

responses;

(c) aWarding points to the players based on the responses
and corresponding response times; and
(d) repeating steps (a)-(c) a plurality of times, With a
median time interval betWeen delivery of consecutive
problems being at least 30 minutes, and With aggregate

may take the form of a portable item such as a miniature disk

drive or a small disk, diskette, cassette, cartridge, card, stick
etc., or it may take the form of a relatively larger or immobile
item such as a hard disk drive, ROM or RAM provided in a
computer or other device.

point totals being maintained for individual players,

The foregoing description primarily emphasiZes electronic

Wherein each of said user devices comprises at least one of
a personal computer, a Wireless telephone or a Wireless

computers and devices. HoWever, it should be understood that
any other computing or other type of device instead may be
used, such as a device utiliZing any combination of electronic,

personal digital assistant.
2. A method according to claim 1, Wherein there are at least

optical, biological and chemical processing.

100 players.

Additional Considerations.

3 . A method according to claim 1, further comprising a step

In certain instances, the foregoing description refers to
clicking or double-clicking on user-interface buttons, drag
20

of doWnloading the problems into the user devices in
advance, via a publicly accessible netWork.
4. A method according to claim 1, Wherein the user inter
face permits the players to decide Whether or not to participate
in a current problem, and Wherein only the players Who par
ticipate in the current problem are scored With respect to the
current problem.
5. A method according to claim 1, further comprising steps
of:

25

(e) alloWing the players to voluntarily associate With at

ging user-interface items, or otherWise entering commands or
information via a particular user-interface mechanism and/or
in a particular manner. All of such references are intended to

be exemplary only, it being understood that the present inven
tion encompasses entry of the corresponding commands or
information by a user in any other manner using the same or

any other user-interface mechanism. In addition, or instead,
such commands or information may be input by an automated

(e.g., computer-executed) process.

least one other player; and
(f) While and only While an association exists betWeen a

Several different embodiments of the present invention are
described above, With each such embodiment described as

?rst player and a second player, supplementing the

including certain features. HoWever, it is intended that the

aggregate point total for the ?rst player based on a num

features described in connection With the discussion of any
single embodiment are not limited to that embodiment but
may be included and/ or arranged in various combinations in
any of the other embodiments as Well, as Will be understood
by those skilled in the art.

30

Similarly, in the discussion above, functionality sometimes

35

ber of points earned by the second player.

functionality generally may be redistributed as desired

6. A method according to claim 1, Wherein the players must
ansWer the problem Within a speci?ed period of time after the
problem is delivered in order to obtain credit for ansWering
correctly, the speci?ed period of time being not more than 90
seconds.
7. A method according to claim 1, Wherein the problems are
provided to the players at times that appear random to the

among any different modules or components, in some cases

players.

is ascribed to a particular module or component. HoWever,

completely obviating the need for a particular component or

modules. The precise distribution of functionality preferably
is made according to knoWn engineering tradeoffs, With ref

8. A method according to claim 1, Wherein a correct
response to a given problem is aWarded a number of points
that depends upon hoW quickly the correct response Was
submitted after the given problem Was delivered.

erence to the speci?c embodiment of the invention, as Will be
understood by those skilled in the art.

are repeated on a daily basis over a period of at least 5 days.

module and/ or requiring the addition of neW components or

Thus, although the present invention has been described in
detail With regard to the exemplary embodiments thereof and
accompanying draWings, it should be apparent to those
skilled in the art that various adaptations and modi?cations of
the present invention may be accomplished Without departing
from the spirit and the scope of the invention. Accordingly,
the invention is not limited to the precise embodiments shoWn
in the draWings and described above. Rather, it is intended
that all such variations not departing from the spirit of the

40

9.A method according to claim 1, Wherein said steps (a)-(c)
45

10. A method according to claim 1, further comprising
steps of:
(e) alloWing each player to choose an other player With
Whom to form an association and then WithdraW the
association or change the association to a different

player, as desired; and

50

(f) While and only While an association exists betWeen a

?rst player and a second player, adjusting the aggregate
point total for the ?rst player based on a number of points

earned by the second player and adjusting the aggregate

invention be considered as Within the scope thereof as limited

solely by the claims appended hereto.

points earned by the ?rst player.

What is claimed is:
1. A method for implementing a simultaneous, but inter

11. A method according to claim 1, Wherein the aggregate
point total for each of the players comprises points that can be

mittently played, contest, comprising:

exchanged for priZes.

(a) providing, through a plurality of user devices, each
associated With a different player from among a plurality
of geographically dispersed players, a user interface that
includes an alert signal indicating that a problem is about

60

12. A method according to claim 1, Wherein steps (a)-(c)
are repeated over a period of time that is at least one month

long.

to be made available, and then shortly thereafter, deliv

ering the problem substantially simultaneously to at
least some of said geographically dispersed players
through their user devices, the problem being identical
for all players;

point total for the second player based on a number of

55
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13. A method according to claim 1, Wherein the time inter
val betWeen problems is at least tWo hours.
14. A method according to claim 1, Wherein at each rep

etition of steps (a)-(c) the problem is made available to sub

stantially all contest players.

US 7,946,910 B2
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20. A system according to claim 18, Wherein the contest

15 . A method according to claim 4, wherein more problems
are available than the players are permitted to ansWer, so that

server doWnloads the problems into the user devices in

the players have ?exibility regarding When they participate.

advance, via the netWork.
21. A system according to claim 18, Wherein:
(e) the players are alloWed to voluntarily associate With at

16. A method according to claim 5, Wherein the ?rst player
has an ability to transfer the association from the second
player to a third player, in Which case the ?rst player ceases to

least one other player, and
(f) While, and only While, an association exists betWeen a
?rst player and a second player, the aggregate point total
for the ?rst player is supplemented based on a number of

receive points based on points earned by the second player
and begins to receive points that are based on a number of

points earned by the third player.

points earned by the second player.

17. A method according to claim 6, Wherein the speci?ed

22. A system according to claim 18, Wherein the problems

period of time is not more than 30 seconds.

are provided to the players at times that appear random to the

18. A system for implementing a simultaneous, but inter

players.

mittently played, contest, comprising:

23. A system according to claim 18, Wherein the user
interface permits the players to decide Whether or not to

a contest server; and

a plurality of user devices, each associated With a different

player from among a plurality of geographically dis
persed players and con?gured to communicate With the
contest server across a netWork, Wherein

(a) said user devices provide a user interface that includes

an alert signal indicating that a problem is about to be

20

made available to said geographically dispersed players,
and then shortly thereafter, deliver the problem sub stan

participate in a current problem, and Wherein only the players
Who participate in the current problem are scored With respect
to the current problem.
24.A system according to claim 21, Wherein the ?rst player
has an ability to transfer the association from the second
player to a third player, in Which case the ?rst player ceases to

receive points based on points earned by the second player

tially simultaneously to at least some of said geographi

and begins to receive points that are based on a number of

cally dispersed players, the problem being identical for
all players;

points earned by the third player.
25

(b) the user devices for said at least some of said geographi

cally dispersed players transmit responses to the prob

25. A method according to claim 13, Wherein the players
must ansWer the problem Within a speci?ed period of time
after the problem is delivered in order to obtain credit for

lem to the contest server across the netWork, and then the

ansWering correctly, the speci?ed period of time being not

contest server receives and measures response times

more than 90 seconds.

corresponding to the responses;
(c) the contest server aWards points to the players based on

30

days.

the responses and corresponding response times; and

27. A method according to claim 25, Wherein said steps

(d) the contest server causes steps (a)-(c) to be repeated a
plurality of times, With a median time interval betWeen

delivery of consecutive problems being at least 30 min
utes, and With aggregate point totals being maintained
for individual players,

(a)-(c) are repeated on a daily basis over a period of at least 5
35

personal digital assistant.
least 100 players.

days.
28. A system according to claim 23, Wherein more prob
lems are available than the players are permitted to ansWer, so

that the players have ?exibility regarding When they partici
pate.

Wherein each of said user devices comprises at least one of
a personal computer, a Wireless telephone or a Wireless

19. A system according to claim 18, Wherein there are at

26. A method according to claim 25, Wherein said steps
(a)-(c) are repeated on a daily basis over a period of at least 3

40
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NETWORK-BASED CONTESTS HAVING
MULTIPLE PARTICIPATING SPONSORS

hosting a contest, by communicating over a communications
netWork With a server hosting a remotely hosted contest and

generating a user interface that displays information pertain
ing to the contest. The user interface: (a) displays current

This application claims the bene?t of US. Provisional
Patent Application Ser. No. 61/106,336, ?led on Oct. 17,
2008, and titled “Contest Platforms and Features”, Which
application is incorporated by reference herein as though set
forth herein in full.

contest-performance information for a player, (b) enables the
player to navigate through a set of pro?le cards for other
players in the contest, selecting individual pro?le cards to be
displayed, as desired, such pro?le cards including identi?ca
tion information and current contest-performance informa

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

tion for the respective players, and (c) displays information
about sponsors selected by the player.
A still further embodiment is directed to systems, methods,
techniques and devices for interfacing With a server hosting a
contest, by communicating over a communications netWork
With a server hosting a remotely hosted contest and generat
ing a user interface that displays information pertaining to the
contest. The user interface: (a) enables the player to navigate

The present invention pertains to netWorked-based con
tests, such as trivia contests conducted over the Internet, and

is particularly applicable to contests in Which multiple spon
sors participate.
BACKGROUND

through a set of pro?le cards for other players in the contest,
selecting individual pro?le cards to be displayed, as desired,
and to communicate With the other players in the contest

A variety of different electronic and online games currently
exist. In order to provide or supplement revenue from such

20

games, some have incorporated paid, in-game advertising, in

cards, and (b) alloWs the player to access other information
pertaining to the contest. According to this embodiment, the

Which advertisers pay to have their products and/or logos
featured in the game. For example, in some conventional
console and computer video games, players can pick a team,
a product or sponsorships from Well-knoWn brands.
Examples include: racing games such as Gran TurismoTM and
ForZaTM; sports games such as Madden NFLTM and FIFATM;
and skateboarding games such as Skate 2TM and the Tony
HaWkTM series. In addition, several conventional casual game

sites feature popular companies/brands sponsoring prizes or

using links provided in corresponding ones of the pro?le
foregoing process steps are part of a dedicated game interface

program, and the foregoing communicating step obtains
25

information for the pro?le cards and the other information
pertaining to the contest from the server.

The foregoing summary is intended merely to provide a
brief description of certain aspects of the invention. A more
30

complete understanding of the invention can be obtained by
referring to the claims and the folloWing detailed description

appearing in commercials and banner ads. These sites include

of the preferred embodiments in connection With the accom

GSN.com, Pogo.com, AddictingGames.com and Games.Ya

panying ?gures.

hoo.com.
BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS
SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

35

In the folloWing disclosure, the invention is described With
reference to the attached draWings. HoWever, it should be

The present invention provides, among other things, net
Work-based (e.g., Intemet-based) contest structures in Which
multiple different sponsors play a more active role in a game
or contest. In fact, in certain embodiments, not only are the

understood that the draWings merely depict certain represen
tative and/or exemplary embodiments and features of the

players competing against each other, but the sponsors also

present invention and are not intended to limit the scope of the
invention in any manner. The folloWing is a brief description

are able to engage in some form of competition among them

of each of the attached draWings.

selves, such as competing to be selected by the greatest num
ber of players and/or competing to have the most successful
“sponsorship team”. At the same time, the preferred embodi

FIG. 1 illustrates an overvieW of a system for conducting
contests according to a representative embodiment of the

40
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present invention.

ments of the present invention provide the opportunity for

FIG. 2 is a block diagram shoWing a contest administration

sponsors to create a kind of virtual community among those

system according to a representative embodiment of the
present invention.
FIG. 3 is a block diagram illustrating examples of the

players Who have selected them, thereby enhancing the over
all contest experience for the players While at the same time
providing the sponsors With a unique ability to communicate

50

With individuals Who might be customers or potential cus
tomers of the sponsors.
Thus, one speci?c embodiment of the invention is directed

to conducting a contest. A contest that is played by multiple
players across a communications netWork is provided. The
players compete to earn points aWarded by a central contest

55

of the invention.
FIG. 6 illustrates a player-access interface according to a

their total number of points. In addition, individual ones of the
players are alloWed to select a sponsor from a set of previ

representative embodiment of the present invention.
60

points, Which contribute to their totals for ranking purposes,
from the sponsors they have selected. For this purpose, indi

FIG. 7 illustrates an example of an extended player-access
interface.
DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED

vidual ones of the sponsors in the set are allocated points and

have ?exibility regarding hoW to aWard their allocated points
to the players that have selected them.
Another embodiment is directed to systems, methods,
techniques and devices for interfacing With a server that is

device application, in use, according to a representative
embodiment of the present invention.
FIG. 5 illustrates the main components of the home page
for a user interface according to a representative embodiment

administrator and the individual players are ranked based on

ously identi?ed sponsors, and the players also can earn

relationships and interactions that a contest player can have
Within a representative embodiment of the present invention.
FIG. 4 is a block diagram illustrating a contest player’s

EMBODIMENT(S)
65

This application is related to commonly assigned US.
patent application Ser. No. 11/539,179, ?led Oct. 6, 2006 (the

US 8,231,470 B2
3

4

’ 179 Application) and Us. patent application Ser. No.

11/539,180, ?led Oct. 6, 2006 (the ’180 Application). The

500, 1,000 or even 10,000 such devices (as Well as a similar
number of players). Also, the same server 12 can be used to

’ 179 Application and the ’180 Application claim the bene?t

handle multiple different contests, e. g., using different player/

of Us. Provisional Patent Application Ser. No. 60/724,473,
?led on Oct. 6, 2005. The foregoing applications are incor
porated by reference herein as though set forth herein in full.

contest-information databases and different back-end pro
cessing routines for such different contests.

The present disclosure concerns a variety of different con

tered With server 12 for the contest, and may also have des

Each of the players 31-33 preferably Will have pre-regis

test platforms, components and features that can be used in
conjunction With contests played over a netWork (e. g., online

ignated the device(s) Which such player 31-33 Will be using to
participate in the contest. In the preferred embodiments, the

contests played over the Internet). These various platforms,

players 31-33 Will have installed a contest interface applica
tion on the devices 21-24 that they Will be using, an example
of such an interface application being described in greater
detail beloW.
As shoWn in FIG. 1, server 12 may communicate With the
various player devices 21-24 using a Wireless netWork 41,

components and features can be used in implementing a ques
tion-and-ansWer or problem-based contest With the questions

or problems being delivered substantially simultaneously to
multiple geographically dispersed players, e.g., as described
in the ’ 179 Application. Alternatively, such systems, methods
and techniques can be used in conjunction With any other kind
of question-and-ansWer or problem-based contest, any kind

using direct Internet communications 42, using multiple dif

of skill-based contest (e. g., a ?ght or battle contest, a compe

net connection to a Wireless netWork) or for the different

tition involving ability to drive or navigate, a virtual card

devices 23 and 24 (e. g., a Wireless netWork for device 23 and

ferent communication paths 43 for a single device (e.g., Inter

game or a virtual dice game), a virtual or real-World scavenger 20 a direct Internet connection for device 24). The speci?c pro
tocols used to convey information betWeen the server 12 and
hunt, or any other kind of game or contest, e.g., based on

knoWledge, skill, luck or any combination of these factors.
Generally speaking, the preferred embodiments concern a

primarily question-and-ansWer and/or problem-based hosted
contest that is conducted over a signi?cant period of time
(e.g., at least 2-3 days, a Week, 2-3 Weeks, a month or even

25

transfer protocol (HTTP), ?le transfer protocol (FTP), any

longer), With points aWarded for ansWering or solving the
individual questions or problems correctly, in Which the indi
vidual players are ranked based on the total number of points
they earned in the contest.
As used herein, the term “contest” refers to any kind of

proprietary data-transfer protocol, or even instant messaging
or e-mail messaging protocols.
The speci?c Ways described above for server 12 to com
30

municate With the various player devices 21-24 should be

understood as being exemplary only. Any other communica
tion modes or paths instead, or in addition, may be used. Also,

game in Which the players compete against one another to

achieve the highest ranking(s). Although the embodiments
discussed herein primarily refer to contests, it should be noted
that the same features and structures generally also can be

the devices 21-24 typically are not critical, but instead Will be
selected based on the kinds of data intended to be transferred
and the communication path used. In particular, any of a
variety of different protocols can be used, such as hypertext

35

any combination of different paths or modes may be used.
FIG. 1 illustrates tWo-Way communication betWeen the
server 12 and the various player devices 21-24. HoWever, in

used in conjunction With the provision of other kinds of

certain preferred embodiments of the invention, communica

games that do not involve a contest element.

tion is unidirectional betWeen server 12 and player devices
21-24.
In addition to various contest players 31-33 communicat

Contest Systems
Many of the techniques of the present invention contem
plate participation in a contest (or other kind of game) by a
large number of geographically dispersed individuals or

40

cate With server 12 through their oWn devices 28 and 29,

devices (e.g., spread across different cities, states or even
countries). FIG. 1 illustrates an overvieW of a system 10 for

respectively

achieving this goal, according to a representative embodi
ment of the present invention.

ing With server 12, in the preferred embodiments multiple
different sponsors (e.g., sponsors 51 and 52) also communi

45

(typically,

general-purpose

computers).

Although it is possible to create and provide a special user
interface program for the sponsors to use in communicating

Generally speaking, a central server 12 manages and runs

With server 12, in most cases such communications prefer

the contest in real time, communicating With a plurality of

ably are accomplished using a simple Web interface. Also,

different player devices (e.g., devices 21-24). Each such

although sponsors 51 and 52 are shoWn in FIG. 1 as only
communicating With server 12, in many embodiments some
or all of the sponsors 51 and 52 also communicate directly

player device 21-24 typically has a player associated With it
(e.g., player 31 for device 21 and player 32 for device 22). In

50

some cases, a single player (e.g., player 33) has tWo or more
player devices (e.g., devices 23 and 24) that can be used to

With the contest players 31-33 (e.g., through their oWn Web
sites or otherWise outside of system 10). Finally, While only

communicate With server 12 and, therefore, through Which
the player can participate in the contest.
Server 12 can be implemented as a single physical device,

tWo sponsors 51 and 52 are shoWn in FIG. 1 (for ease of

illustration), ordinarily there Will be a greater number of
55

but more commonly Will be implemented as a server cluster,

With redundancy, appropriate load-balancing hardWare and
softWare, and different functionality distributed across differ

system 80 implemented by server 12 according to a represen
tative embodiment of the present invention. Ordinarily, sys

ent physical boxes, as is Well knoWn in the art. In one embodi

ment, different physical devices are used for communicating
across different kinds of netWorks (e.g., directly over the
Internet, by SMS messaging, or using a proprietary netWork

60

tem 80 Will be implemented by one or more general-purpose

processors Within server 12, executing computer softWare,
?rmWare or other computer-executable process steps, With

the individual components of system 80 typically being Writ

or Wireless protocol).

It is noted that although only six player devices 21-24 are
illustrated in FIG. 1, this is for ease of illustration only.
Typically, there Will be many more player devices that are
used to participate in the contest, such as more than 50, 100,

sponsors involved, such as at least 5, 10, 15, 20 or even more
sponsors.
FIG. 2 is a block diagram shoWing a contest administration

ten as softWare modules.
65

One of the primary components of system 80 is database
management component 82 Which manages all of the player,
sponsor and other information in connection With the contest.
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Such information preferably is stored in one or more data

a unique opportunity for the sponsors to communicate With
the individual players or contestants.
FIG. 3 is a block diagram illustrating some of the relation
ships and interactions that any given contest player 100 can
have Within a representative embodiment of the present
invention. Often, the main interactions a player 100 has Will
be With the main contest 102, i.e., the contest 102 that is

storage devices 83 (typically magnetic and/ or optical drives).
In the preferred embodiments, database management compo
nent 82 communicates With: a user interface component 84, a

contest management component 86, player interfaces 88; and
sponsor interfaces 89.
The user interface component 84 enables individuals asso
ciated With the contest administrator to provide contest ques
tions and ansWers and to generally manage the hosted contest

provided by the contest administrators.
In addition, in the preferred embodiments the player 100

(s). For example, such individuals preferably have the ability

often Will interact Within a number of different sponsor com
munities 103-106, e. g., communities centered around, or pro

to modify rules regarding When questions are delivered to the
players, to set the point value for each individual question,
and/or to modify the parameters of the contest(s). All such
con?guration and content information preferably is stored

vided by or under the direction of, the sponsor(s) that the
player 100 has selected, from a set of participating sponsors.
In the present example, the player 100 has selected four
sponsors (the maximum number each player is able to select
in the current embodiment) and thus is able to interact in the
corresponding four communities 103-106.

into database 83 through database management component
82.

In the preferred embodiments, the contest management
component 86 manages the real-time delivery of questions,
the evaluation of responses, the aWarding of contest points
(usually referred to as DallionsTM in the current embodi

Preferably, the nature of each such community is largely
20

ments), any redemption of such points for prizes for other
articles, and the delivery of other aspects of the overall contest
environment. In essence, it preferably functions as the prin

sors have the same effect as the Dallions aWarded by the main

cipal engine for the contest.
The player interfaces 88 handles the details of the actual

delivery of questions and/ or problems to, and then receipt of
responses from, the players. In addition, the player interfaces
88 preferably: receive player pro?le information for storage
by database management component 82; retrieve from data
base management component 82 and then display to the

Within the discretion of the corresponding sponsor. More
preferably, each sponsor Will have been allocated a speci?ed
number of points or Dallions for distribution to the players
that have selected it, and the Dallions allocated to the spon

25

contest 102, e.g., so that they are counted in determining the
individual players’ ranks in the main contest 102. More pref

erably, the individual sponsors have signi?cant ?exibility in
determining hoW to distribute or aWard the Dallions that have
been allocated to them to the players that have selected them.

HoWever, in order to distribute their allocated Dallions, the
30

individual sponsors often Will create side contests in Which

respective players various player-speci?c contest-environ

the players that have selected them (typically, and only such

ment information and features and other information

players) may participate. Preferably, the structure (e.g., rules)

requested to be displayed by such players; and manage mes
saging betWeen individual players. All pro?le and other infor
mation pertaining to the individual player preferably is stored
into database 83 through database management component

and content (e.g., questions) for each such side contest is
largely Within the discretion of the individual sponsors,
although the administrators of the overall contest 102 may
also provide and enforce guidelines pertaining to such con

35

82.

The sponsor interfaces 89 preferably manage communica
tions With the contest’s sponsors. Such functionality can
include, e.g., initial registration of a sponsor, purchases of
Dallions by a sponsor, establishment and management of

tests.

In the current embodiments, it is assumed that mo st aspects

of the contests, including interactions With the various spon
40

contests and virtual spaces by a sponsor, communications to
a sponsor from the players, and Communications from the

sponsor to players each. All information pertaining to the
individual sponsor preferably is stored into database 83

sponsors (e. g., by specifying When questions or problems are
to be delivered, hoW much time a player has to respond, hoW
45

through database management component 82.
The preferred embodiments of the present invention incor

and/or problems) to create a speci?c contest. Such an
approach alloWs the contest administrators to have some con
50 trol over the contests, as Well as to be able to screen content to

For example, in certain embodiments, not only are the players
alloWed to select one or more sponsors, but upon doing so the

players have interactions With the selected sponsor(s), Where
the individual sponsors have an ability to de?ne particular
kinds of interactions that are only open to the players that have
selected them. As discussed in more detail beloW, examples of
the general kinds of such interactions can include side con

55

tests, chat rooms, virtual resource rooms and the like.

More speci?cally, in the preferred embodiments of the
present invention, players are permitted to select one or more
sponsors from a group or set of sponsors made available by

60

individual players (Which information preferably is then used
by database management component 82 to credit the accounts

simply dragging one or more desired sponsor icons, from a

The ability to choose sponsors in this manner often can open
up a range of additional contest features, as Well as providing

ensure that it is appropriate and/or otherWise complies With
the contest’s standards.
HoWever, it should be noted that such side contests and/ or
any other communications With the individual sponsors may
occur directly, i.e., outside of system 80. In such cases, once
a sponsor has been selected, the system 80 simply could
provide a link to a particular portion of the sponsor’s Website.
If, for example, a sponsor directly conducts a contest in such
a manner, the only subsequent communication that often Will
be desirable is for the sponsor to provide the contest system

80 (e.g., through a sponsor interface 89) With information
regarding hoW its allocated Dallions have been aWarded to the

the administrators of the contest. Preferably, such selections
can be performed through a graphical user interface, e. g., by

page of available sponsors, into available sponsor “badges”.

many points are aWarded for correct ansWers, Whether and

hoW such aWarding of points is tied to speed of response, and
the like) and then populated With content (e. g., questions

Contests Having Multiple Participating Sponsors
porate neW gaming structures and methods in Which different
sponsors have a more active role in the gaming environment.

sors, are conducted through the contest administration system
80. For example, the contest administrators may provide con
test templates Which can then be customiZed by the individual

65

of such players).
In addition to contests, the individual sponsors preferably
have the ability to communicate With the players that have
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selected them and/or to facilitate such players communicat
ing among themselves. For example, in certain embodiments
the contest administration system 80 provides a messaging
system in Which a distribution list (containing all the players
Who have selected the sponsor) is maintained for each spon
sor, alloWing the sponsors to directly communicate With the
players Who have selected them. In certain embodiments, the
contest administrators only permit commercial messages to

contest points) and then conduct their oWn contests (e.g.,

involving questions and/or competitions pertaining to their
products and/or services) in Which the Dallions are distrib
uted to the Winners. A still further approach is to create tasks
(e.g., read certain material, Watch a certain video and/ or rate
or evaluate a certain product) or problems (e.g., questions

about their products, services, printed materials or videos)
and provide Dallions to all of those Who complete the task or

be directly transmitted to the individual players through these

solve the problem successfully. In certain embodiments, Dal
lions provided by a sponsor increase the player’s total that is
available for acquiring products, services or other items, but
do not affect the player’ s competitive position vis-a-vis other

channels, although sponsors (and potentially non-sponsor
advertisers) preferably have the ability to purchase, and there
fore have displayed, banner ads and similar generally acces

sible advertising.

players. In other embodiments, at least some of the sponsor
provided Dallions (e. g., a separate class of Dallions that may
be purchased by the sponsors) are added to the player’s total
for purposes of determining the player’ s rank Within the con

Also, sponsors preferably have the ability to create: chat
rooms in Which the players Who have selected them are able
to interact With each other; resource rooms in Which the

sponsor provides information and/or tools that might be use
ful to the players (e.g., information and/or tools that are
speci?cally tailored to the theme of the current main contest
102); and any other kind of virtual space that might be ben
e?cial or enjoyable to the players that have selected the spon
sor. As noted elseWhere herein, sponsors preferably have the
ability to make similar virtual spaces available to all players

test.

20

(even those Who have not selected the sponsor), although in
most cases the sponsor Will provide additional bene?ts to the

25

players Who have selected them, thereby encouraging players
to select them. In such cases, the individual sponsors often

Will promote such additional bene?ts (e.g., by providing par
tial information or “teasers”, or simply by describing the
additional bene?ts) on the generally accessible virtual spaces.
Typically, the sponsors Will be commercial entities that sell
products and/or services. However, the sponsors can also

has had the sponsor as his or her primary or favorite sponsor.
30

35

bene?ts can lead to many productive opportunities for the

40

sponsor to communicate With its sponsored players (i.e.,
those players Who have selected the sponsor). In addition, in
the preferred embodiments the contest administrators grant
the sponsors certain exclusive rights to communicate directly
With their sponsored players. In one example, only sponsors

sors.

Typically, the commercial sponsors Will compete With each
other in order to entice the players to select them, so that at
least one factor contributing to the selection of a commercial

sponsor usually Will be the bene?t that the individual player

As noted above, it often is possible for the bene?ts pro
vided by a sponsor to be tied into the sponsor’s products

and/or services, e.g., through discounts or by making the
sponsored contests, tasks or problems about the sponsor’s
products and/or services. In other Words, the provision of

include charitable entities or even political candidates and
action groups. In fact, in certain embodiments one or more of

the badges are reserved for charitable and/or political spon

Any or all of the bene?ts provided by a sponsor can be
limited to players Who have selected the sponsor or to players
Who have selected the sponsor as their primary or favorite
sponsor. Alternatively, any or all of the opportunities pro
vided by a sponsor may be available to all players, but greater
bene?ts are provided to, and/or certain advantages are given
to, players Who have selected the sponsor, or players Who
have selected the sponsor as their primary or favorite sponsor.
In addition, any or all of the bene?ts provided by a sponsor
can be increased based on the amount of time that the player
has had the sponsor and/ or the amount of time that the player

expects to receive. Where some or all of that bene?t is in the

are alloWed to send commercial, advertising or marketing

form of products and/ or services provided by the sponsor, the
selection also typically Will be based upon hoW much the
individual player values the sponsor’s products and/or ser

materials to their sponsored players through the contest’s
Website and/or contest platform/ system. In another, sponsors

vices. Accordingly, by appropriately tailoring the bene?ts

and players are alloWed to establish generally accessible chat
45

rooms or other virtual sites Within the contest system (e.g.,
that any player can access), but the contest administrators

provided, a given commercial sponsor often Will be able to
identify and (as discussed in more detail beloW) establish a

prohibit speci?ed commercial content, advertising or market

unique relationship With its most loyal customers.

ing, While permitting such content on sites that are accessible

The charitable or political sponsors often Will not provide
bene?ts, or the bene?ts they do provide often Will be less

valuable than the bene?ts provided by the commercial spon
sors. In certain embodiments, the charitable and/or political
sponsors are precluded from offering bene?ts. Accordingly,
the players’ selection of these kinds of sponsors, rather than
being primarily based on self interest, typically Will reveal
something about the players’ values, attitudes or preferences.
The players’ choices in this regard often Will help the selected
charitable or political sponsor to identify potential support
ers. At the same time, subject to applicable privacy issues and
consents, such selection information is used in certain
embodiments of the invention for more effectively targeting
other kinds of marketing and/ or other communications to the

50

commercial, advertising or marketing communications.
In order to entice players to choose a sponsor and/or as an

added bene?t for the sponsor’s existing sponsored players, a
55

players, still others only to sponsored players Who have
selected the sponsor as his or her favorite, still others only to
60

sponsored players Who have had the sponsor for some speci
?ed minimum period of time. Such a site can include, e.g.,
content related to the theme of an existing contest. For
example, While the contest administrators are conducting a

ing pro?ling model).
entice players to select them is by offering discounts on its
products and/ or services. Another is to purchase Dallions (or

sponsor preferably may create a virtual site Within the con

test’s Website and/ or contest platform/ system. Some portions
of the site may be available to all, others only to sponsored

players (e.g., by incorporating such information into an exist
In the preferred embodiments, one Way that a sponsor can

only to players Who have selected a particular sponsor (e.g.,
the sponsor associated With the virtual site). In certain
embodiments, players are incentiviZed to report prohibited

football trivia contest, extending throughout the entire foot
65

ball season, a sponsor might set up a reference site, With

limited football statistics Within one portion (e.g., the portion
open to all players), more detailed statistics in anotherpor‘tion
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(e. g., the portion open only to players Who have selected the

further portion (e.g., the portion open only to players Who

In addition to, or instead of, competing based on the sheer
numbers of players Who have selected them as sponsors, the
sponsors also may compete based on the quality of the players

have designated the sponsor as his or her primary sponsor).

Who have selected them. For example, the sponsors might

sponsor), and video clips from games and interviews in a still

The foregoing discussion mainly pertains to interactions

compete to see Who has the mo st players in the top N rankings

betWeen the individual player 100 and either the main contest

of the main contest 102, periodically throughout the contest
102 and/or at the conclusion of the contest 102, Where N

102 or one of the sponsor communities 103-106. Another

might be 1, 10, 20, 50, 100 or any other pre-speci?ed number.
The advantage of choosing a high value for N (e.g., 20, 50,

aspect of the contest structures according to the preferred
embodiments of the present invention is the facilitation of

100 or even higher) is that the sponsors are incentiviZed to try
to appeal to a more broad-based set of players.

groups ofplayers (e.g., groups 118 and 119, shoWn in FIG. 3)
for different purposes. Sometimes these groups Will be tem

Still further, the sponsors might compete based on the total

porary, With the individual players having the ability to enter

aggregate Dallions earned by each of their top M players,
Where M might be 5, 10, 20, 25 or any other pre-speci?ed
number. Again, by using a higher value for M (e.g., a mini

them and exit them largely at Will. In other cases, the contest
administrator and/or the individual sponsors establish rules

about When the players can join and/or leave particular kinds

mum of 10 or 20), the sponsors are incentiviZed to try to
appeal to a more broad-based set of players. At the same time,

of groups.

One possible kind of group, already mentioned above, is

in certain embodiments it Would be preferred to limit M (e. g.,

the group of players that have selected a particular sponsor.
Often, a given sponsor Will provide virtual spaces and other
kinds of collaborative and/or interaction opportunities that
attempt to maximize a sense of community among the players
Who have selected it, organized of course around the sponsor
itself Such an approach often can not only encourage the
players to select the sponsor, but also enhance brand loyalty to
the sponsor in the real World. Other kinds of groups include
various types of rings, such as the “team-rings” and “poWer

to no more than 50 or some speci?ed percentage of the total
20

the main contest 102 might publish the rankings of the spon
25

the principal sponsors’ names) together With the highest

30

35

select them (e. g., by offering other kinds of bene?ts), Without
any particular sponsor having a bene?t in terms of numbers of
Dallions to distribute. Alternatively, the individual sponsors
could determine the number of Dallions they Wish to purchase
for distribution to the players that have selected them. In such
a case, the sponsors still can compete against each other for
the greatest number of players, but here each sponsor can

percentage more) from a selected sponsor if the player has
selected feWer sponsors than the maximum number that he or
she Was entitled to select.

Depending on the particular embodiment, a player might

determine for itself Whether it is more cost-effective to pur

them to ?nd a different sponsor than the one they otherWise
Would have chosen. On the other hand, for the same reasons
such an approach Would Work Well if there Was a desire to

In certain embodiments of the invention, players are eli
gible to obtain larger number of Dallions from the sponsors
they have selected than they otherWise Would be entitled to
obtain in the same circumstances. For instance, a policy might
be established (either by the contest administrators or by a
particular sponsor) that a player Will be entitled to a bonus
number of Dallions (e.g., a ?xed percentage more) if the
player has designated the sponsor as his or her primary spon
sor. Similarly, a policy might be established (either by the
contest administrators or by a particular sponsor) that a player
Will be entitled to a bonus number of Dallions (e.g., a ?xed

40

be able to select and/or replace sponsors at any desired time,

chase additional Dallions or use their ?nancial resources to

provide other bene?ts to such players. In a still further
embodiment, each sponsor is provided a number of Dallions
to distribute based on the number of players Who have
selected such sponsor (e.g., With a ?xed number of Dallions
for each player). As a result of this approach, players do not
have to Worry that a particular sponsor has become so popular
that their chances of Winning Dallions from that sponsor
Would be signi?cantly diluted, thereby providing a reason for

sors. Alternatively, or in addition, the administrators of the
main contest 102 might list the sponsors’ names (or at least

ranking players Who have selected them (e. g., in the portion of
the contest’s site Where such player rankings are displayed).

rings” discussed beloW, in Which the players may participate
for the purpose of competing during a contest.
Several variations are possible on the sponsorship structure
described above. For instance, it is possible to allocate Dal
lions among the sponsors in different Ways. According to one
approach, each of the sponsors is provided a ?xed number of
Dallions. With such an approach, the sponsors might compete
against each other to attract the greatest number of players to

number of players), so as not to unduly favor large sponsors
Who are able to attract larger numbers of players.
In any of such sponsor competitions, the administrators of

45

or else might be constrained as to When sponsors may be

selected and/or replaced With other sponsors. For example,
players might be constrained to selecting sponsors only at the
beginning of a contest (i.e., precluded from replacing spon
sors during a contest), or might be alloWed to sWitch sponsors
50

only at certain speci?ed times (e.g., times corresponding to
When the sponsors are allocated additional Dallions).

Contest Player Interface Program
In certain embodiments of the invention, the individual
players access information for main contest 102 through a
55

Web interface using a generic Web broWser. HoWever, in the

spread the players more or less evenly out amongst the par

preferred embodiments the players also (or instead) can

ticipating sponsors.

access such information through a separate, dedicated and/or
stand-alone application that resides on their netWorked

As noted above, one aspect of certain embodiments of the

devices 21-24. More preferably, such an application is imple

present invention is that sponsors may compete against each
other, either on an informal basis or pursuant to a competition

60

that is recogniZed by the administrators of the overall contest
102. In one such competition, the sponsors try to attract the
greatest number of players to select them. In this case, the
contest administrators might feature the sponsor Who has
attracted the most player selections and/ or the sponsor from

each designated category Who has attracted the most player
selections.

mented as a desktop Widget or any other application that can

be opened, used and then closed independently of the open
ing, use and closing of the player’s generic Web broWser.
One example of such an application 160 is shoWn in FIG. 4.

In the preferred embodiments, the functionality of applica
65

tion 160 is performed by a general-purpose processor Within

the subject player device 21, With such processor reading
computer-executable process steps from a computer-readable
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storage medium (Within or attached to the player device 21)
and then executing such steps. When referring to a single
player device (e.g., one of devices 21-24) herein, reference
usually is made to device 21, for ease of reference only; such

other embodiments it is provided by the player application
multiple different sections, including, e.g.: a player-access

references are not intended to be limiting in any manner.

interface section 310 (often referred to herein as the “Ringo

160 running on player device 21 that is in communication
With the server 12. As shoWn, user interface 300 includes

In the present embodiment, application 160 conceptually

dexTM”); multiple sponsor display sections 314-317 for dis
playing indicia of player sponsor selections (often referred to
herein as “badges”); a set of navigation tabs (or links) 320

can be divided into several components, e.g., as folloWs.

Application management component 162 performs the cen
tral functionality of, as Well as data management services for,

327 for accessing different pages of the user interface 300;

application 160. User interface generation component 164

player-status summary area 330; display tabs (or links) 331

generates and manages the user interface 165 through Which

334; and main display area 345.
In the preferred embodiments, a player can navigate

the player (e.g., one of the players 31-33) communicates With

around user interface 300 (e.g., by clicking any of navigation
tabs 321-327 and/or display tabs 331-334), thereby some
times causing the content of main display area 345 to change,
but the content displayed by the Ringodex 310 is solely a

the application 160. Server interface 166 and manages com
munications With the contest server 12 across the applicable

network.
As discussed in greater detail beloW, user interface 165
preferably includes at least a visual interface on the player

function of the user interface controls Within the Ringodex

device’s display. That visual display preferably includes mul

310 itself. Thus, in the preferred embodiments of the inven
tion, the Ringodex 310 largely functions as a substantially

tiple different portions, as Well as different pages that may be

navigated by the player. The entire user interface 165 prefer
ably is generated from an internal template that is stored in

20

In the present embodiment, Ringodex 310 is a compact
interface that alloWs the player to identify and communicate
With other players. More preferably, Ringodex 310 alloWs the
player, among other things, to: search for other players; dis

device memory or storage 170 as part of, or in conjunction

With, the application 160. The template includes different
“skins” that can be selected at different times (e.g., by the

player, automatically by the application 160 itself based on

25

the time of year or other considerations, and/or based on
instructions received from contest server 12 through server
interface 166.

In any event, all or almost all of the structure, navigation

capability and other functionality of user interface 165 pref
erably is provided by application 160, so that only current raW

30

data pertaining to the contest is retrieved from server 12

(through interface 166). Also, in order to further limit the
amount of communications With server 12, application man

agement component 162 preferably can be con?gured (e.g.,

35

by the player or by its developer) to cache some or all of such
data into the device’s memory or storage 170.

play pictures, statistics (e.g., contest-performance statistics)
and information regarding them; send messages (such as
invitations, challenges or arbitrary text messages) to them;
and/or track individual players or groups of players (e.g., With
respect to contest performance statistics, ring associations or
any other contest information).
In the present embodiment, the badges 314-316 indicate up
to three sponsors (e.g., corporate, commercial or charitable
sponsors) that the player has selected, and the “FAVORITE”
badge 317 indicates Which of those three the player has des
ignated as his or her “primary” sponsor. Alternatively, With
the con?guration shoWn in FIG. 5, each of the badges 314
317 can indicate a different sponsor (i.e., up to four total),

With “FAVORITE” badge 317 again being the primary spon

Initially, the player opens application 160, and it logs the
player into server 12, providing the player With all access to
the contest information that the player’s status Warrants. For

independent sub-interface.

his or her user name and passWord. Alternatively, application

sor. Still further, it is noted that any other maximum numbers
of total and/or favorite sponsors may be accommodated in
alternate embodiments of the invention.
In order to add or change the designated sponsors, the

management component 162 might have previously stored

player clicks on the “SPONSORS” tab 324, Which preferably

40

this purpose, the player might be asked by interface 165 for
such information into storage device 170 and simply retrieve
it and provide it to server 12 (through server interface 166)

45

causes a set of available sponsors to populate the main display
area 345. Then, the player simply drags, clicks on or other

upon instantiation.

Wise designates the desired sponsor logos (or other sponsor

Thereafter, as discussed in greater detail beloW, the player
preferably has the ability to access different portions of the

badges 314-317. Other than any changes made pursuant to

indicia) in order to assign them to the desired ones of the

user interface 165, in some cases navigating to different

“pages” of it. For example, the player might request retrieval
of pro?le information for other players through interface 1 65.

50

Each such retrieval request could result in an immediate
request for the desired information from server 12. Alterna

tively, the entire directory of pro?le information could have
been previously stored in storage device 170, e.g., With peri
odic synchronization to the corresponding database in server
12, so each such retrieval request can be satis?ed locally. Still
further, a hybrid approach can be adopted, With the data
retrieved locally (e.g., the text information and/ or an index for
the text information) and some retrieved from server 12 (e.g.,
photograph or image information that has not previously been

55

spective of other content changes as a result of the player
60

the individual player (e.g., through the SETTINGS page 321).

FIG. 5 illustrates the main components of the home page

invention. In certain embodiments, user interface 300 is pro

navigating around the interface 300. Depending upon the
particular embodiment, those pre-speci?ed statistics can indi
cate the same parameters across all players, or the parameters
that are displayed in summary area 330 can be customiZed by

In either event, examples of such parameters include: total

320 for a user interface 300 (e.g., one example of user inter

vided entirely by server 12 (e.g., through a Website), and in

as unassigned in FIG. 5).
Player-status summary area 330 preferably continuously

displays certain pre-speci?ed statistics regarding the player
(particularly the player’s performance in the contest), irre

retrieved).
face 165), according to a representative embodiment of the

such sponsor-assignment actions, the individual badges 314
317 preferably continually display the logos or other symbols
of the player-selected sponsors. Each currently unassigned
badge preferably displays a default symbol, such as the logo
for the contest itself (With all of the badges being represented
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number of points (called “Dallions” in the present example)
Won or presently held; rank of a group or team (typically
referred to as a “ring” in the present example) to Which the
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player belongs, e.g., relative to other groups or teams, respec

ers. OtherWise, the players generally can access contest infor

tively (called the player’s “Ring Total” in the present

mation, make strategic decisions, change settings, contact

example); indications of the player’s oWn overall rank or the
player’s rank Within a particular contest, competition or tour

other players and the like through user interface 300. In other
embodiments, the alert-based client discussed in the ’179
Application is incorporated into application 160 and/or user
interface 300.
Certain embodiments of the present invention provide a
player application through Which the player can access some
portion of the controls and/or information that is available
through the full user interface 300, i.e., an abbreviated user

nament (identi?ed simply as “Rank” in the present example);
aggregate number of points of everyone Within the player’s
ring (not shoWn in the present example); measures regarding
current competitive position, e.g., as might affect ability to
Win points in the future, such as the number of players in the

player’s ring (not shoWn in the present example); and/or
name(s) of the contest(s), competition(s) and/or tournament
(s) in Which the player currently is competing (not shoWn in

interface provided by a player application running on player
device 21. Such an abbreviated user interface may be in

addition to, be instead of, incorporate, or be incorporated

the present example). It is noted that the indication of the
player’s current Dallion (or point) count can either re?ect the
player’s overall earnings or can re?ect the player’s current
balance i.e., overall earnings minus Dallions used to redeem
priZes and/or Dallions used or given for other purposes. The
indication of rank re?ects hoW goodthe player is relative to all
other players and can be based, e.g., on question accuracy
(percentage correct versus incorrect), on total Dallions eam
ings, or on a formula that takes account of hoW many ques

Within, the alert-based client discussed in the ’ 179 Applica
tion.
As noted above, the entire user interface 300 can be con

?gured as a dedicated player application. HoWever, the
present abbreviated user interface preferably is smaller, While
still alloWing a player to access some or all of the most
20

user interface can include one or more links that open up the

tions have been ansWered (e.g., so that a player having
ansWered just one question and ansWered it correctly Would

full user interface 300 (Which, e.g., can be Web-based, gen

erated by the same player application that generates the
abbreviated user interface, or generated by a separate player

not be ranked at or near the top).

In the preferred embodiments, the content and/or user
interface controls that are presented Within main display Win
doW 345 are controlled through a combination of navigation
tabs 320-327 and display tabs 331-334. Each of navigation
tabs 320-327 preferably corresponds to a different category of

25

functionality and/or information (e.g., HOME 320, SET
TINGS 321, PLAYERS 322, REWARDS 323, SPONSORS
324, FORUMS 325, DOWNLOADS 326 and HELP 327).
Clicking on any one of navigation tabs 320-327 preferably
results in the corresponding page populating the main display

30

area 345. At the same time, in the present embodiment such a
selection causes the labels, functions and/or numbers of one
or more of display tabs 331-334 to change.

35

generating the Ringodex runs on the player’s computer or

so as to alloW the player to have quick and easy access to other

40
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only a single display tab (e.g., the leftmost display tab 331) is
navigation tabs 320-327, and all of the other display tabs

and the ?nal display tab 334 links to the player’s account
page. As noted above, the main display area 345 preferably
displays the content of the currently selected one of display
tabs 331-334.
In the embodiments discussed above, game-based infor
mation and functionality is available through a single user

50

of delivering questions and/or problems to the various play

fore must compete for space With other information and user
interface elements Within that larger user interface 300.
A more detailed example of a player-access interface (or

a couple of additional user interface elements. HoWever, it
should be noted that either of Ringodex 310 or Ringodex 380
can be implemented Within a larger user interface 300 (such
as a Webpage) or as a standalone interface.

55
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interface 300. Depending upon the particular contest being
implemented, an additional player application, such as the
alert-based client discussed in the ’179 Application, some
times is provided on the player device 21, e.g., for the purpose

contest participants/players, Without opening the broWser or
navigating to any particular Web page. As an additional result,
the standalone Ringodex interface typically can be someWhat
larger and have additional functionality, as compared With a
player-access interface 310 that is incorporated Within a
larger user interface 300 (such as a Web page) and that there

Ringodex) 380 is illustrated in FIG. 6. Generally speaking,
Ringodex 380 is very similar to Ringodex 310, just including

modi?ed to link to the page of the currently active one of the

of navigation tabs 320-327 currently is active.
In the current embodiment, the leftmost display tab 331
re?ects the currently selected navigation tab from the set of
navigation tabs 320; display tab 332 links to the page for the
player Who is currently active (displayed) on the Ringodex
310; display tab 333 links to the player’s oWn pro?le page;

other netWorked player device 21, separately from the play
er’s broWser, the interface can, e.g., be con?gured and siZed

display tabs 331-334 are different, depending upon Which
navigation tab currently is active. In other embodiments, at
least one of the display tabs 331-334 is persistent, meaning

persistently link to the same pages irrespective of Which one

the abbreviated user interface preferably communicates With
server interface 166 (shoWn in FIG. 4), in order to communi
cate With server 12 and, e.g., thereby exchange contest infor
mation.
More preferably, such an abbreviated user interface mainly

includes player-access functionality, e.g., identical or similar
to Ringodex 310. In this case, because the player application

334 correspond to sub-pages of, or pages related to, the cur

that it alWays links to the same page irrespective of Which one
of links 320-327 currently is active. In a further embodiment,

application) or another user interface that is larger than the

abbreviated user interface. The player application providing

In one representative embodiment, the display tabs 331

rently active navigation tab (i.e., the tab currently selected
from among navigation tabs 320-327); accordingly, all of the

commonly used functionality. In addition, the abbreviated
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One of the main features of Ringodex 380 is to display
information pro?le “cards” for contest participants/players.
As discussed in more detail beloW, the player preferably has
a number of Ways in Which to select the player Whose card is
to be displayed. In addition, a Home button 382, When
clicked, brings up the player’s oWn card.
A Total Pro?le Indicator 384 indicates hoW many pro?le
cards currently are “contained Within” the Ringodex 380. The
default for this number preferably is the total number of
players registered With the contest system 10 or, in some
cases, the total number of players participating in a particular
contest (e.g., as selected by the player from Within the SET
TINGS page 321). When the player executes a search, e.g.,

utiliZing the search controls described beloW, the number
shoWn by Total Pro?le Indicator 384 preferably changes to
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indicate the number of pro?le cards that satisfy the search. It
should be noted that the concept of pro?le cards being “con
tained Within” the Ringodex 380 is a virtual concept; in fact,
all of the pro?le cards typically Will be maintained by server

The short standardized category references may be cus
tomized based on the competence level that the player has

12 and those that are “contained Within” the Ringodex 380
simply constitute the set or subset that currently is accessible

based on an overall competence level that the player has

through the Ringodex 380, e.g., that may be navigated using

increasing levels of competence). Similarly, the pre?x (if

the Alphabet Tabs 385 and broWsing controls 402 or that may

used) may also (or instead) be customized based on overall
competence level (e.g., “Mr./Ms.”, “Master”, “Prof.” or “Dr.”

achieved (i.e., on a category-by-category basis). Altema
tively, or in addition, the suf?x (if used) may be customized

achieved (e.g., “head”, “master”, “laureate” or “genius” for

be searched (or further searched) using the search tools dis

for increasing levels of competence).
In the present embodiment, the players’ top three catego

cussed beloW.

All pro?le cards currently Within the Ringodex 380 pref
erably are sorted alphabetically by usemame. Accordingly,
the Alphabet Tabs 385 along the left side of Ringodex 380
alloW the player to quickly access speci?c pro?les of players

ries are used, With “top” being de?ned as those categories in
Which the subject player has the highest percentages of cor
rect responses. In the speci?c example shoWn in FIG. 6, the
top categories for the player Whose card is being displayed are

Whose usemames are knoWn. In alternate embodiments, the

“DJMama”, “Gossip Queen” and “Closet Rock Star”, having
respective short standardized references of “DJ”, “gossip”
and “rocker”, respectively. Therefore, in the present embodi
ment, the identi?er 392 for this player is “DJgossiprocker”. In

pro?le cards are sorted by the players’ real names or the

player has the option to choose hoW they are to be sorted (at
least for purposes of the Alphabet Tabs 385).
Login Status Indicator 387 preferably indicates the status

of the player Whose pro?le card currently is being vieWed. Its
value canbe, e.g., either “o?line” or “online”, i.e., logged into
the contest Website or not. By default, login status preferably

20

ences (e.g., resulting in “DJ-gossip-rocker” in this example)
and/or the suf?x “head” is attached to the overall concatena

is vieWable to all. However, in certain embodiments of the
invention, individual players have the ability to select an

option to hide their status to other players (either all players,
speci?cally designated players, or all players other than spe

tion (e.g., resulting in “DJgossiprockerhead” in this
25

example).
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Underneath Identi?er 392 is certain category information
395 that, in the present example, includes the full names of the
designations from Which the Identi?er 392 is constructed,
along With a score or percentage indicating hoW good the
player is at that subject, e. g., relative to other subjects. In the

ci?cally designated players), in Which case the player alWays
Would be shoWn as being “o?line” or the Login Status Indi
cator 387 Would provide a third designation, such as “status

unavailable”, to those other players. Preferably, players from

alternate embodiments, hyphens or other punctuation or sym
bols are automatically inserted betWeen the individual refer

Whom the player’s status is hidden do not have the ability to

present example, only the three categories that make up Iden

contact the player; in addition, in certain embodiments such

ti?er 392 and their scores are displayed, although a link 396
alloWs the player to vieW the player’s scores in the other 21

players have limited or no access to the information in the

player’s pro?le card, such as only being able to see that the
usemame exists.
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The pro?le card for a particular player preferably provides
various kinds of information about the player. For example,
Image pane 389 displays a photograph or graphic image that

tent WindoW 345; on the other hand, if Ringodex 380 is a
standalone interface, then a neW WindoW providing a larger
interface than Ringodex 380 (e.g., interface 300 or another

has been uploaded by the player Whose pro?le card is being
vieWed, Username 390 indicates the usemame that has been
selected by that player, and Identi?er 392 indicates an iden
ti?er or characterization that has been assigned to the player.
In this latter regard, one aspect of certain embodiments of

40

changing over time) for some or all of the players. Preferably,
the identi?er is based upon the categories in Which the par
ticular player excels. The number of categories upon Which
the identi?er is based can be ?xed (such as the player’s top
three categories) or variable (such as all categories in Which

Webpage) preferably is opened (e.g., by ?rst opening a
broWser) in order to provide additional space to display such
information. It is noted that in alternate embodiments any

other number of categories may be initially displayed, and/or
any other information may be provided in the main display

the present invention is the generation and assignment of a

preferably dynamic identi?er (i.e., one that is capable of

categories, together With all other information in the player’ s
full pro?le. If Ringodex 380 is a part of the full interface 300,
then this information preferably is provided in the main con

45

area of Ringodex 380 or such other larger interface.

Ringodex 380 preferably also displays contest summary
information 397 for the player Whose pro?le card is being
vieWed. As shoWn, such summary information 397 preferably
is the same as (or substantially the same as) the information
50

provided for the player in player-status summary area 330 of

the player has achieved a speci?ed competence level, possi

interface 300.

bly subject to a maximum number and/or including a mini
mum number even if the player has not achieved the requisite

Primary Sponsor Badge 400 shoWs the symbol or logo for
the primary sponsor of the player Whose pro?le card is being
vieWed. If the player has not chosen a primary sponsor, then

level). In any event, some set of one or more categories

preferably is determined based on player competence. In the

55

preferred embodiments, the identi?er is generated automati
cally by concatenating short standardized references to such
categories (e. g., in the order in Which the player is most
competent). For example, a player Who excels in ?lm ques
tions might earn the designation “Movie Buff” and its short
standardized reference (or root) “cine”. Optionally, a stan

a default “empty” badge (such as the contest’s logo) prefer
ably is displayed. In certain embodiments in Which Ringodex
380 is part of the overall interface 300, clicking on badge 400
causes the main content WindoW 345 to load the SPONSORS

60

screen, thus duplicating the function of the SPONSORS link
324, so that the player can broWse other badges. On the other

dard suf?x (e.g., “head”) or a selected su?ix from a set of

hand, if Ringodex 380 is a standalone interface, then clicking
the Primary Sponsor Badge 400 preferably ?rst opens inter

standardized suf?xes (e. g., as discussed beloW) may be
appended to the end of the concatenation and/or a standard
pre?x (e. g., “Master”) or a selected pre?x from a set of

face 300 (e.g., through a broWser) and then loads the SPON
SORS screen. In certain embodiments, Primary Sponsor
Badge 400 provides the player With an option to add the

standardized pre?xes (e.g., as discussed beloW) may be
appended to the beginning of the concatenation.

65

identi?ed sponsor as his or her oWn primary sponsor and/ or as

one of his or her other sponsors. In addition, or instead,
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Primary Sponsor Badge 400 links to a page for the sponsor
that exists Within contest’s site or links to the sponsor’s Web

player can designate the desired one for. In the preferred

embodiments, the list of tracked players (for any given set)

site directly.
The foregoing discussion provides examples of the kinds

appears as a list that is vieWable in the main content WindoW

345, rather than the Ringodex 380. HoWever, in certain

of information that may be included Within a player’ s pro?le

embodiments the contents of the Ringodex 380 can be set to

card. However, it should be noted that in other embodiments,

the members of a particular group, e.g., by clicking on
‘groups’ button 418, Which opens a drop-doWn list, and then
clicking on the desired group name in the drop-doWn list.
Send Message button 415 alloWs the player to send a mes

any other player pro?le information may also (or instead) be
displayed in the main vieWing area of Ringodex 380.
Controls 402 for browsing through the various pro?le cards
contained Within Ringodex 380 preferably also are provided

sage to the player Whose pro?le card currently is being

Within the Ringodex 380. More preferably, With these con
trols the player has the option to move backWard or forWard
(e.g., in alphabetical order) one pro?le card at a time, or to

vieWed or, in certain embodiments, to all members of the

currently selected group. In the preferred embodiments, the
player has the ability to compose a free-form message and/or

fast-forward or fast-reverse in order to reach a particular

point. In certain embodiments, only the Username ?eld 390 is
displayed While fast-forwarding or fast-reversing, and the
entire pro?le card is only displayed after the player pauses for
some minimum speci?ed period of time (e.g., 1-2 seconds).
In other embodiments (e. g., Where greater bandWidth is avail
able), the entire pro?le cards are displayed during fast-for

to select one or more messages from a set of prede?ned

messages (such as: an invitation to join the player’s ring; a
request to join the player’s ring; a request to form a ring; or a

challenge that requests the other player to compete, e.g.,
one-on-one, against the player).
20

Vrew Pro?le button 411, When clicked, displays the full

pro?le for the player Whose pro?le card currently is being
vieWed. If Ringodex 380 is a part of the full user interface 300,
clicking on button 411 preferably ?lls the main content Win
doW 345 With such information. If Ringodex 380 is a standa

Block button 416 blocks the player Whose pro?le card

currently is being vieWed from seeing the player’s status 387,
vieWing the player’s pro?le card, inviting the player into a
ring and/or messaging the player. The speci?c effect of Block

Warding and fast-reversing.

25

button 416 can, e.g., be de?ned by settings previously con
?gured by the player and/or at the time the Block button 416
is clicked, e.g., by opening a drop-doWn menu from Which the

lone interface, then clicking the Vrew Pro?le button 411 pref
erably ?rst opens interface 300 (e.g., through a broWser) and

player can de?ne the extent of the “block”.

then loads such information into main content WindoW 345.

advanced search features. With respect to the former, the

Vrew Stats button 412, When clicked, displays additional

Ringodex 380 preferably also provides both basic and
30

statistical information for the player Whose pro?le card cur

rently is being vieWed (beyond the limited statistics provided
in the default display), preferably Within Ringodex 380 itself.
In the preferred embodiments, the player’s Identi?er 392 is
replaced With game, contest and/ or tournament performance
statistics, such as accuracy percentage, total questions cor

35

rect, and/ or consecutive correct-answer streak. In addition, or

instead, such statistics can include team or ring performance
and/ or the player’ s performance relative to other ringmates or
teammates.

parameters can include any or all of: game performance sta
40

Vrew Ring button 413, When clicked, displays information
(or additional information) regarding the ring or team of
Which the player (Whose pro?le card currently is being
vieWed) is a member. In the preferred embodiments, it dis
plays the name of (or other identi?er for) the ring, either
beloW the photo or in the main content WindoW 345, and in
certain embodiments provides other information about the
ring, such as a list of (e. g., serving as links to the pro?les for)
the members of the ring and summary statistics regarding
them. Such summary statistics can include, e.g., categories of
summary statistics that have been selected by the player from

tistics (e.g., rank, Dallions or points earned, accuracy percent
age, accuracy percentage by category or accuracy percentage

Within a speci?ed time period); geographical parameters
(e.g., location of the players by city or ZIP code); chosen
sponsor badges; identi?er components (i.e., the subjects in
45

Which a player excels); ring or team membership; or any

character string, Word or keyWord in a player’s pro?le.
An example of a draWer 470 that can be opened through

50

Advanced tab 425 is shoWn in FIG. 7. Here, the player can
specify a minimum 471 and/or maximum 472 rank, a mini
mum 474 and/or maximum 475 Dallion or point total, and/or
a ZIP code 478, With or Without specifying a maximum dis
tance 477 from that ZIP code. After clicking on the Search

the SETTINGS page 321 and can also be implemented as

links, e. g., thereby providing drill-doWn capabilities.
Track (or Add to Favorites) button 414 alloWs the player to

mark the player Whose pro?le card currently is being vieWed

player preferably can query by username, simply by entering
the desired query into WindoW 420 (e.g., using Boolean
searching, Wildcard characters and/ or other knoWn searching
tools) and then clicking Search button 422.
With respect to the latter, clicking on Advanced tab 425
preferably unfolds a “draWer” giving the player options for
entering more speci?c or targeted search criteria, such as by
permitting searching across any combination of a variety of
different parameters. In the preferred embodiments, such

55

as someone Who should be included Within a specially des
ignated set or group. That set or group, in turn, preferably can

button 422 (or search button 480), the returned search results
are those that meet the conjunctive criteria speci?ed by the
player in draWer 470.
In the event of either a basic or advanced search, the result

(s) preferably form the neW basis for navigation Within Rin

be used as a “favorites” folder, holding (or, more preferably,

godex 380, i.e., limiting the pro?le cards contained Within

linking to) a group of pro?le cards that the player might Want

Ringodex 380 prior to search in accordance With the search

to check frequently. In addition, or instead, the set can, in

60

certain embodiments, be designated for automated tracking,
e.g., based on parameters speci?ed by the player (such as
“notify me if any of the players in the set exceeds a speci?ed
number of Dallions”). In some embodiments, just a single
such set or folder exists; and in other embodiments multiple
different sets/folders/groups can be de?ned by the player, and
Track button 414 opens a drop-doWn list from Which the

criteria. For example, after the search, the player preferably
can broWse through the search results using broWsing con
trols 402 or using address tabs 385 in order to jump to user

names beginning With a particular letter. In addition, multiple
consecutive searches preferably can be performed, limiting
65

earlier search results so that the player can incrementally
focus doWn more narroWly until a set of desired siZe is

achieved.
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Returning to FIG. 7, While browsing through the search

localiZed contests (such as a scavenger hunt) and contests

results (resulting from a basic or advanced search), the player

primarily directed to particular individuals. The overall con
test structure in the preferred embodiments of the present

can click on the ‘minus’ sign 431 to remove the present pro?le

of pro?le cards, e.g., designating any desired label for such

invention includes multiple individual contests, each typi
cally involving questions to be ansWered or other problems to
be solved and often being played over an extended period of

group or set. The player preferably also can add the currently

time, such as anyWhere from several days to a month, or even

displayed pro?le card to an existing grouping by clicking on
the ‘plus’ sign 432. Once the player is ?nished With the

longer.

present search results, he or she can click on the ‘refresh’
button 433 in order to clear the search results and revert the

and provides an ongoing contest structure that serves as a kind

card from the search results. At any time, the player prefer
ably has the ability to save the search results as a group or a set

More preferably, a contest site is maintained by server 12

Ringodex 380 to the default, i.e., all player pro?le cards in the

of umbrella for multiple different contests. As a part of that
structure, server 12 makes available a number of problems to

contest universe or, in certain embodiments, to the state of the

be ansWered/ solved by the various players. In the preferred

Ringodex 380 immediately prior to the current search.
As noted above, the foregoing groups or sets of pro?le
cards (more preferably, links to such cards) are accessed in
the present embodiment by clicking on the ‘groups’ button
418, Which then displays a drop-doWn list of existing groups,
alloWing the player to select one. It Will be really appreciated
that the Ringodex 380 according to the preferred embodi
ments permits the player to navigate through different groups
of pro?le cards, With the currently active group being de?ned
in any of a variety of different Ways, e.g., the entire universe
of pro?le cards, a previously stored group, a group de?ned by
the results of a current search, or a group initially de?ned by

embodiments, different contests sometimes are superim
posed on some of the same problems so that, e. g., tWo differ

ent players might be ansWering the same question at the same
time but competing in tWo different contests.
In one particular example, a stream of problems, taken
20

Then, problems are selected (e. g., randomly or based on
expressed preferences as to time of day) from the stream and
made available to the players (e.g., 1-3 neW problems per
25

day). At the same time, another contest is de?ned as a foot

30

ball-themed contest that extends throughout the entire foot
ball season, and only the football-related questions are
extracted from the stream and delivered to the players.
While the various players are participating in different
contests, the same kinds of points (typically called “Dallions”

search results but then modi?ed by removing individual pro
?le cards.

In addition to (or instead of) the search results being dis
played through the Ringodex 380, in certain embodiments or
in certain cases (e.g., depending upon player settings) the

from various subject-matter categories, is provided by server
12. Using this problem stream, a one-month general-knoWl
edge contest is de?ned, beginning at a speci?c starting date.

search results are displayed in the main content WindoW 345

herein) preferably are earned across all contests and, in some

(or some other interface that is larger than Ringodex 380),

cases, are capable of being earned independent of any contest.

e.g., With pro?le pictures and usernames. Clicking on any
given entry in such search results preferably causes the cor
35

These Dallions preferably can be exchanged or redeemed for
products, services or other items (e.g., items Within a virtual
environment, as discussed beloW). In fact, in some embodi
ments the players even have the ability to suggest items that
they Would like to be able to acquire With their Dallions.

40

mon currency, the individual players preferably maintain a
persistent presence Within the contest structure hosted by
server 12, from time to time selecting contests in Which to

responding pro?le card to be displayed by the Ringodex 380
or, in alternate cases or embodiments, causes the entire pro?le

card to be displayed Within the main content WindoW 345 (or

such other larger interface).
In all cases, the player preferably has signi?cant ?exibility
in determining What information is provided in response to

As a result of this overarching contest structure and com

designations of a speci?c user interface controls, as Well as

compete and/or other activities in Which they may acquire

hoW such information is displayed, e.g., through the SET
TINGS page 321. For example, in certain embodiments in

additional Dallions. MeanWhile, the use of a single problem
stream across multiple different contests provides both e?i
ciency for the contest administrators and personaliZed selec

Which the Ringodex 380 is implemented as a standalone
interface, the player has the ability to determine Which user
interface controls Within Ringodex 380 open the full interface
300 for vieWing detailed information and Which interface

tion by the various players.
The contests of the present invention can include substan

tially simultaneous delivery of problems to the players, e.g.,

controls Within Ringodex 380 merely display summary infor
mation Within the more spatially limited Ringodex 380 inter
face.
The foregoing discussion concerns, among other things, a
player-access interface (typically referred to herein as the

50

(either as part of a contest or as an opportunity to earn Dal

lions for a correct response, independent of any contest).
For instance, a problem may be delivered to a player based

Ringodex). A variety of different con?gurations and/or fea
tures may be provided Within the Ringodex, but in the pre
ferred embodiments the Ringodex primarily functions as a

as described in the ’179 Application. In addition, or instead,
problems may be delivered to players on any other basis

on geographic location using global positioning system
55

(GPS) information or any other kind of positioning informa

small, dedicated, largely self-contained social interface for

tion (e.g., cellular-based triangulation positioning informa

the contest. When implemented as a standalone interface, the

tion), Which typically Will be derived from the player’ s device
21. In one speci?c example, a player is delivered a question

Ringodex preferably is doWnloaded by the player, e.g., from

regarding a landmark or a commercial establishment that the

the server 12.

Contest Features

60

A contest according to the present invention preferably

player is near, in response to such positioning information.
In another, a player is delivered geographically based clues

involves a plurality (e.g., hundreds, thousands or tens of thou

in connection With a scavenger or a treasure hunt. In certain

sands) of geographically dispersed players (e.g., located all

embodiments, such scavenger/treasure hunts involve other

over the country), playing over the Internet or another pub

licly accessible netWork, although certain embodiments may
be speci?cally directed toWard smaller less geographically
dispersed players. Examples of the latter include various

people, e.g., Where other people are or have the ansWers to
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particular problems, or are or have additional clues, thereby
leading the players to interact With each other. In one

example, a player is tasked With ?nding people having spe
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ci?c expertise to aid him or her in answering a question or
solving some other problem. In certain embodiments, scav

sometimes being referred to herein as RingMates or simply

Mates). In that regard, the RingMaster preferably can, e.g.,
search through the universe of contest players, e.g., using any

enger/treasure hunt missions are multi-player only, and there

fore must be played by Rings.

of the techniques and/or search criteria discussed above.
However, in certain embodiments a player must ?rst
become quali?ed in order to become a RingMaster, e.g., by
reaching a speci?ed performance level. For instance, a con
test might be structured such that each RingMaster must have:

Problems also may be personalized to the player in other
ways, e. g., based on activity conducted on the player’s device

21. More speci?c examples include questions related to the
player’s: Web browsing history, previous text messages, pre
vious e-mail messages and/or previous product-ordering his
tory (e.g., over the Internet or by using the player’s cell phone

won a previous contest, ranked above a certain threshold in a

contest, earned a speci?ed minimum number of Dallions

as an electronic wallet).
In any given contest, or in some cases across all or multiple
contests, server 12 preferably calculates one or more perfor

based on his or her own responses, and/or any combination of

mance indicia for each of the various players. Such perfor
mance indicia can include, e.g.: percentage of total problems

begin to construct a ring, eg as described above.

answered correctly, percentage of total problems in each of
multiple different categories answered correctly, an overall

the rings receive questions as a group and thus have the
chance to earn (and lose) Dallions as a group (e.g., based on
average accuracy percentage across the ring). In certain

the foregoing or any other criteria. Once quali?ed in accor

dance with the applicable criteria, the RingMaster can then

In certain embodiments (e. g., the team-ring embodiments),

performance score and/or a performance score by category.
Each such performance score can be based on any of a variety

of different factors, including, e.g.: a simple percentage of
problems answered correctly, a weighted average of prob
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lems answered correctly (e.g., with different weights being
assigned to different problems based on assumed or measured
dif?culty, such as where dif?culty is measured based on the

percentage of respondents who answered correctly), the num
ber of problems attempted by the player, the amount of time
in which responses were submitted for particular problems,

25

some embodiments the rings are named to systematically

(e.g., according to the Greek alphabet: Alpha, Beta, Gamma,

the extent to which correct responses are diverse across many

Delta, etc.)

categories or are limited to just one or two categories, and/or

when a particular problem was answered (e.g., with more
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recent problems being weighted more heavily than problems
answered a long time ago).
For example, players attempting more problems preferably
are given a higher score, all other things being equal, at least
within speci?ed ranges (e.g., after some threshold, differ
ences in numbers of questions answered probably will not be
as signi?cant). In addition, in order to minimize a player only

(or only to rings having a speci?ed siZe or other speci?ed
characteristics). In certain embodiments, the contest admin
35 istrators sometimes announce new contests (e.g., on a pseu

dorandom basis) where participation is limited based on char
acteristics pertaining to one or more existing contests and/or

attempting questions in one subject (and therefore giving

pertaining to the overall game (e. g., only the top 10 rings, or
the highest-scoring individual in each ring, in a particular
40

preferably are updated on a regular basis and provided to the
players through one or more user interfaces (e. g., such as

interface 300, 310 or 380).
One or more of such performance indicia preferably also
are used by server 12 for ranking the players in each contest.
Once again, such rank(s) preferably are updated on a regular
basis and provided to the players through one or more of the

45

contest user interfaces.
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score and/or rank. Such problems may be delivered as a bonus

or, alternatively, players may have an option to wager some
number of their existing Dallions on their ability to answer
55

correctly.
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periodically or on a pseudorandom basis, giving all of the
players the opportunity to bid a number of Dallions before
they answer (e. g., double or nothing). In certain embodi
ments, this feature is only made available to players that have

More generally, ‘bidder’ questions may be made available

sometimes referred to herein as a “power-ring”); (2) compete
as part of a team (sometimes referred to herein as a “team

ring”) in which the rings compete against each other and the
members earn Dallions based on their ring’s performance; or

achieved some milestone (such as reaching a speci?ed num
ber of Dallions or having answered a speci?ed number of

problems).

The way(s) in which rings are formed can vary across
different embodiments. In one, a player simply decides to

attempting to entice players to join the ring (such players

those who are not currently performing well but are ranked 25
or higher) receive a problem (e.g., on a pseudorandom basis)

which, if answered correctly, will signi?cantly increase their

In any or all of the contests described herein, players can

start and manage a ring (i.e., thereby becoming a RingMaster)
and then goes about selecting players to join his or her ring, or

an entrance fee of 10 Dallions. Then, at an unexpected time,
a problem is delivered and the total entrance fees are distrib
uted among the members of the ring who answer correctly

within a speci?ed time period.
In certain embodiments, at least some of the players (e. g.,

(e.g., depending upon the embodiment and/or the choice of
the individual player): (1) compete on an individual basis,

(3) compete as part of a “hybrid-ring” in which the members
earn Dallions in part based on the ring’s performance and in
part based on their own individual performance.

contest are allowed to compete).

Also, in certain embodiments, the members of a ring peri
odically (or on a pseudorandom basis) compete against each
other. For example, members might be required to contribute

other subjects. In any event, such percentage(s) or score(s)

compete using the “powering” technique described in the
’ 179 Application (i.e., by becoming part of a powering ring,

In some cases, contests are open to all individual players

and/or rings. In others, contests are only open to individuals
(in some cases allowing powering) or are only open to rings

unfair preference to that subject), the performance score pref
erably is calculated according to a formula that accounts for
how many opportunities a player has with one subject versus

embodiments, the RingMaster can decide how long the Ring
will last before being disbanded (e. g., 2 days or 1 week)
and/or what the accuracy percentage should be (ex. 80%,
10%). Of course, if the percentage is very low, then the return
in winnings would be low as well. In addition, the RingMaster
preferably has administrative rights with respect to the ring
(e. g., creating a ringtone that all RingMates hear when a new
problem is announced and/ or naming the ring). However, in
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In addition, or instead, players may be required to pay
Dallions for the ability to compete in particular contests (e. g.,
as an entrance fee). In some cases, particularly where the

contest has been organiZed by one or more players rather than
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the contest administrators, such entrance fees are aggregated
and distributed as the priZes in the contest.

aWarded for any response submitted after a maximum speci

responses With feWer Dallions than medium or dif?cult ones.

?ed time period. In addition, the players may be assessed a
penalty (e.g., a loss of Dallions) for any or all of: passing on
a problem (i.e., indicating that the player does not Wish to
submit a response), letting time expire on a problem, and/or

This dif?culty level may be communicated to the players in
advance, giving the players a chance to opt out of responding
to the problem. Alternatively, for a particular problem pre
sentation, the individual player may have the option to choose
the level of dif?culty, i.e., so that different problems With

a small penalty for passing on the problem, a larger penalty
for letting the maximum time period expire, and an even
larger penalty for ansWering incorrectly. In the case of the
expired-time penalty, an opt-out or opt-in screen preferably is

As indicated above, different problems might have differ
ent levels of di?iculty, With easier problems reWarding correct

ansWering a problem incorrectly. For example, there might be

different levels of dif?culty (and correspondingly different

displayed prior to presenting the problem (unless the expired

potential reWards) are available at a single presentation.
In certain embodiments, the players are assigned to levels

time penalty is the same as the penalty for passing on a

problem).
Preferably, after a problem has been delivered, the players

based on their accomplishments, e. g., in a single contest, in a
single problem category or across the entire contest or game

are given indications as to hoW much time is left to respond.
Such indications may be in the form of a digital countdoWn
clock, an analog clock Where the time is up When an indicator

environment. The requirements for reaching each level may
be quantitatively and/or qualitatively different for different
levels. For example, going from the initial Level 1 to Level 2

goal might require a player to correctly ansWer 3 questions in
a roW. Achieving Level 3 might then require satisfaction of
some criteria pertaining to the player’ s sponsor(s). Achieving
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Level 4 might then require the player to have 10 Mates (or

buddies). Alternatively, rather than using qualitatively differ
ent criteria for the different levels of a single classi?cation

system, different classi?cation systems may be used for dif
ferent purposes, each having its oWn multi-level structure. For
example, there might be one or more multi-level classi?ca
tions for problem-solving competence, a different multi-level
classi?cation for social achievement Within the contest envi
ronment and/or a different multi-level classi?cation estab

25 to see Who Was the fastest to ansWer it correctly, e. g., With an

ordered list of the fastest players and their times.
In certain embodiments, players also have an opportunity,
e.g., from time to time, to Win additional Dallions (either
Within a contest or outside the context of any particular con
30

test) Without the necessity of solving or ansWering the kinds
of problems that typically are presented. For example, Dal
lions may be distributed randomly, such as by distributing a
?xed number of Dallions to each of 5 randomly chosen play

35

pected time, and the ?rst 3 players to click a “reply” button
Win additional Dallions. In a third example, players provide a

lished by each of these sponsors. In any event, in certain
embodiments the different levels of at least one of the classi
?cation schemes are represented visually as a set of concen

tric rings, and as the player reaches the higher levels, an
indicator moves closer toWard the center of the displayed

ring. For example, the center or the “O-Zone” may be desig
nated as special player status.
As noted above, any or all of such classi?cations may be
used as the basis for assigning an identi?er to a player (e. g., by
concatenating short standardized references to the categories
or classi?cations). In addition to simply displaying such iden
ti?ers as part of the player’s pro?le, in some embodiments
noti?cations are sent to the players, particularly Where the

ers. In another example, the players are noti?ed at an unex

response but the correct response appears to be random, such
as Where players are invited to guess a number Within a

speci?ed range and the player guessing closest to the true
40

lem all at once, it instead could be revealed over time. In one
45

clues are given out over an extended period of time, such as by
50

example, the ansWers of 3 separate questions might be:
‘actor’, ‘joey’, and ‘friends’ so that the ansWer clues are
55

other number of the most recent problems). In either case, the

players preferably have the ability to save their favorite prob
lems for later reference, e.g., by selecting a ‘heart’ icon; upon
doing so, the designated problem and its correct response can
be stored, e.g., either: locally on the player device 21, into
dedicated storage space for the player on the server 12, or in
the general database on server 12, With a link to the problem/
response either on player device 21 or in dedicated storage
space for the player on server 12.
As With the contest described in the ’ 179 Application, the
number of Dallions aWarded for ansWering a problem cor

rectly preferably declines the time, and no Dallions are

providing clues to a Weekly riddle throughout the Week, lead
ing up the ?nal clue or the actual question.
Still further, in certain embodiments the ansWers to a set of
questions can be combined to reveal a bonus question. For

embodiments, only certain previous problems and their
ansWers are available to the players (e. g., the last 10 or some

example, blocks of an image are gradually revealed until the

player guesses What the full image is (e.g., With faster times
resulting in larger aWards of Dallions). In another example,

categories, and those main categories are further subdivided
into subcategories. When a player excels in multiple subcat
egories of the same main categories, he or she preferably is
given an identi?er indicating the main category, such as “Ren
naisanceHead” or “RightBrainHead”.
In certain embodiments, the players have access to a list of
all previous problems and their correct ansWers. In other

number Wins additional Dallions.
The problems delivered to the players can be trivia ques
tions (e.g., multiple choice or ?ll-in-the-blank) and/ or various

kinds of puZZles. In addition, rather than displaying the prob

player has made some unique achievement (e. g., “Congratu
lations! You’re the ?rst to become a
head!”).
In certain embodiments, problems are divided into main

hand (e.g., con?gured as the contest’s logo) makes a full
rotation, as a bar that changes color from left to right or
bottom to top, or anything similar. Also, rather than indicating
the amount of time remaining, the indication may be the
amount of Dallions that Will be Won (e.g., declining over
time) if the player submits a correct response at that point. In
certain embodiments, after each problem the players are able

implying the question, “Who is the actor Who plays Joey on
the shoW “Friends?” A player therefore Would need to type
“Matt LeBlanc” into the blank space to correctly ansWer the

bonus question. Where such bonus questions are used, the
ansWers to the initial questions preferably are not provided
60

until the time period for responding to the bonus question has
expired. Also, in such situations, the initial questions in the
bonus question preferably are delivered simultaneously or in

fairly quick succession.
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In one contest (or portion of a contest), the player’s
progress is visually displayed through a series of concentric
rings. Correctly ansWering a ?rst problem lights up the outer

ring, correctly ansWering the second problem lights up the

