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PRIZE REDEMPTION SYSTEM FOR GAMES 
EXECUTED OVER A WIDE AREA 

NETWORK 

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED 
APPLICATIONS 

This application is a continuation-in-part of parent patent 
application Ser. No. 09/040,654 ?led Mar. 17, 1998, noW 
issued under US. Pat. No. 6,007,426 Which in turn is a 
continuation of patent application Ser. No. 08/746,755 ?led 
Nov. 14, 1996, noW issued under US. Pat. No. 5,816,918 all 
of Which are hereby incorporated by reference herein in their 
entirety. 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

This invention relates to games played over a Wide area 
netWork, and more particularly to alloWing priZe redemption 
and management for netWorked games. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Traditional gaming environments have conventionally 
been restricted to bars, arcades, homes, and other public and 
private establishments. Outside such gaming environments, 
players have been commonly restricted to playing board 
games, local computer games, TV-supported video games, 
etc. HoWever, With the Widespread use of standardiZed 
large-scale Wide area netWorks such as the Internet and 
World Wide Web in recent years, players of video and 
computer games at home are offered an environment to 
access numerous games and compete With each other. A 
player can connect a home computer, video game console, 
set top boX, or other device to the Internet using telephone 
lines, cable TV lines, or other connections to the home. The 
player can thus play games offered to the player from a 
remote server or other source. The player can also compete 
or otherWise interact in a game With hundreds or even 
thousands of other players Who are also connected to the 
Internet. 

HoWever, although a Wide array of options are available 
for home game players, players typically cannot play games 
from home to receive priZes. Players may often desire to 
receive a priZe after playing a game or participating in a 
tournament, but no standardiZed priZe redemption system is 
provided to home players. Any administrator of such a priZe 
redemption system faces problems When attempting to orga 
niZe ticket Winnings and offer priZes at ticket costs adjusted 
for a desired pro?tability. 

One problem With the netWork games of the prior art is 
that maintaining a redemption system can be very involving 
for an entity Which maintains a Web site, to the point of being 
burdensome. For example, operators must maintain a system 
of priZe tracking and delivery for a large pool of users. 
Requiring even greater maintenance is the setting and 
adjustment of priZe credit costs or prices of the priZes. The 
operator must determine hoW many priZe credits are 
aWarded, on average, by each game on the netWork and then 
determine the price of each priZe in terms of priZe credits 
and in vieW of a desired pro?tability level. 

There is thus a need for an effective system of enabling 
priZe redemption With games Which are distributed, 
executed, and managed over a Wide area netWork. 

SUMMARY OF INVENTION 

The present invention provides a system for alloWing 
redemption of priZes resulting from playing games on a 

10 

15 

20 

25 

30 

35 

40 

45 

50 

55 

60 

65 

2 
plurality of netWorked game apparatuses. The system 
includes a plurality of game apparatuses each adapted for 
displaying a user interface for alloWing a user to play a 
plurality of games. Also included is a priZe database server 
adapted for connecting to the game apparatuses via a Wide 
area network, ie the Internet. In use, the priZe database 
server receives a user identi?cation code from the game 
apparatuses that corresponds to the user. Also received is an 
indication of an outcome of the game upon the user playing 
the game via the corresponding user interface. The priZe 
database server also tracks a number of priZe credits 
aWarded the user based on the outcome of the game in 
addition to alloWing redemption of the priZe credits for a 
priZe. 

In one embodiment, at least some of the game apparatuses 
include dedicated game units Which are commonly used in 
combination With televisions for the sole purpose of playing 
various games. As an option, the dedicated game units each 
may include a modem to connect With the priZe database 
server via the Wide area netWork for communication pur 
poses. In the alternative, the dedicated game units may each 
include a removable cartridge for being releasably received 
in a port connected to a computer Which is in turn connect 
able With the priZe database server via the Wide area netWork 
for communication purposes. As such, the present invention 
may be used With any type of game apparatus by establish 
ing connectivity over a Wide area netWork such as the 
Internet or any other communication medium. 

In another embodiment, at least some of the game appa 
ratuses include desktop or laptop computers each having a 
modem to connect With the Wide area netWork for commu 
nication purposes. As an option, the priZe database server 
may be adapted to transmit data to the computers for 
updating a version of the games. Further, upon a loss of 
connection With the desktop or laptop computers, a prede 
termined number of priZe credits may be aWarded to the 
associated user. In yet another embodiment, the priZe data 
base server is adapted for displaying at least one priZe 
redemption interface page to alloW redemption of the priZe 
credits. As an option, the user interface of the game appa 
ratuses may include a link to the priZe redemption interface 
page of the priZe database server. Communication betWeen 
the priZe redemption database and the game apparatuses 
may also include transmitting an identi?er of the priZe to at 
least one of the game apparatuses for identifying a priZe to 
the user. A similar type of identi?er for a current number of 
priZes aWarded the user may also be transmitted to the game 
apparatuses for identifying the current number of priZes 
aWarded to the user. 

These and other advantages of the present invention Will 
become apparent to those skilled in the art after reading the 
folloWing descriptions and studying the various ?gures of 
the draWings. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a schematic diagram of a Wide area netWork 
Which interconnects a plurality of game apparatuses for 
facilitating a priZe redemption system in accordance With 
one embodiment of the present invention; 

FIG. 2 is a block diagram of various components used in 
one of the game apparatuses of FIG. 1; 

FIG. 3 is a general functional diagram of the priZe 
redemption system of FIG. 1 in accordance With one 
embodiment of the present invention; 

FIG. 4 is a functional diagram illustrating various inter 
faces accessed during the course of use of the present 
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invention in addition to underlying supporting components 
of such interfaces; 

FIG. 4A is a functional diagram illustrating the operation 
of the priZe database server of the present invention; 

FIG. 5 is a schematic diagram illustrating various soft 
Ware components of one of the game apparatuses of the 
present invention and further multiple servers associated 
thereWith; 

FIG. 6 is a ?oWchart illustrating various operations asso 
ciated With the present invention; 

FIG. 7 illustrates the process of the present invention by 
Which the player registration operation 602 of FIG. 6 is 
executed; 

FIG. 8 illustrates the process of the present invention by 
Which the purchase game credits operation 604 of FIG. 6 is 
executed; 

FIG. 9 illustrates the process of the present invention by 
Which the play games operation 608 of FIG. 6 is executed; 

FIG. 10 illustrates the process of the present invention by 
Which the error handling operation 610 of FIG. 6 is 
executed; 

FIG. 11 illustrates the process of the present invention by 
Which the aWarding priZes operation 612 of FIG. 6 is 
executed; 

FIG. 11A illustrates a method of the present invention for 
determining payment for participating in a netWork gaming 
tournament; 

FIG. 12 illustrates the process of the present invention by 
Which the aWarding priZes operation 614 of FIG. 6 is 
executed; 

FIG. 13 is an illustration of a graphical user interface of 
the present invention; and 

FIG. 14 is a ?oWchart illustrating the acts involved With 
an advertisement feedback aspect of the present invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

FIG. 1 is a schematic diagram of the present invention 
Which is adapted for alloWing redemption of priZes Won 
While playing games on a plurality of netWorked game 
apparatuses. As shoWn in FIG. 1, a Wide area netWork 100, 
i.e. the Internet, interconnects a plurality of game appara 
tuses 102 for facilitating a priZe redemption system. Such 
game apparatuses 102 are each adapted for displaying a user 
interface Which in turn alloWs a user to play a plurality of 
games. Also included is a priZe database server 104, adapted 
for connecting to the game apparatuses 102 via the Wide area 
netWork 100 for communication via a protocol such as 
TCP/IP or IPX. As an option, the priZe database server 104 
may also function at least in part as a game apparatus 102. 

In use, a user identi?cation code is received by the priZe 
database server 104 from the game apparatuses 102 that 
corresponds to the user. After play of a game is complete, an 
indication of an outcome of the game is also received by the 
priZe database server 104. The priZe database server 104 also 
tracks a number of priZe credits aWarded the user based on 
the outcome of the present game and/or previous games. 
Further, the priZe database server 104 functions to alloW 
redemption of the priZe credits for a priZe. 

With continuing reference to FIG. 1, at least some of the 
game apparatuses 102 include dedicated game units 106 
Which are commonly used in combination With televisions 
or are portable in nature for the sole purpose of playing 
various games. Such dedicated game units 106 may include 
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4 
a NINTENDO, SEGA or SONY game unit or a game 
implemented on a personal digital assistant such as a PALM 
PILOT. 

In one embodiment, the dedicated game units 106 each 
include a modem to connect With the Wide area netWork for 
communication purposes. In the alternative, the dedicated 
game units may each include a removable cartridge 108 
Which may or may not contain one or more speci?c games, 
and also alloW storage of information, i.e. an identi?cation 
code and an indication of an outcome of the game. Such 
cartridges 108 may further be adapted for being releasably 
received in a specially-adapted port such as a DEXDRIVE 
connected to a computer Which is in turn connectable With 
the Wide area netWork 100 for communication purposes. In 
the case of a personal digital assistant such as a PALM 
PILOT, a HOTSYNC module may be used to communicate 
information With the computer. 

In another embodiment, at least some of the game appa 
ratuses 102 include desktop or laptop computers 110 each 
having a modem to connect With the Wide area netWork 100 
for communication purposes. In still yet another 
embodiment, at least some of the game apparatuses 102 
include servers 112 for alloWing communication With a 
plurality of computers 110 via the Wide area netWork 100. 
As an option, some of the game apparatuses may include 

stand-alone units capable of printing priZe credits in the 
form of tickets, coupons, magnetically readable cards, cards 
With barcodes, or any other type of “smart” card Which may 
be redeemable at the site of the game apparatus. More 
information on such game apparatuses may be had by 
reference to US. Pat. No. 5,292,127, by Kelly et al. Which 
is hereby incorporated by reference herein in its entirety. It 
should be noted that the various aforementioned game 
apparatuses may be used in any combination. 

FIG. 2 is a schematic diagram of one of the aforemen 
tioned computers 110. As shoWn, input devices 200 may be 
used by a player or user to provide input to the game unit to 
in?uence game events during a game process and to achieve 
one or more predetermined goals or tasks for scoring points 
and Winning priZes or other types of aWards. The input 
devices 200 can also be used to select priZes Within the 
redemption system of the present invention. Alternatively, 
separate input controls can be used for the priZe functions of 
the game unit. 

Player input typically includes game commands provided 
by controlling devices such as buttons, keyboard, dials, 
joystick controls, touch screen, track ball, mouse, gun 
device, steering Wheel, foot pedals, speech input through a 
microphone, or any other input used in playing a game and 
providing selections. For example, the player can move a 
joystick to control a graphical object displayed on a video 
screen. Each type of user input can provide a particular game 
command to the computer, and the computer interprets the 
commands and in?uences game states and game events in 
the game process accordingly. 
With continuing reference to FIG. 2, the computer 110 

receives signals and commands from the player input 
devices 200 and translates/interprets those signals and com 
mands so that the game process can be updated. The 
computer 110 preferably includes a microprocessor 202, 
random access memory (RAM) 204, read-only memory 
(ROM) 206, and input/output (I/O) 210. Microprocessor 202 
can be any processor or controller With features suf?cient to 
control the game apparatus. For example, a suitable micro 
processor 202 for many mechanical game applications is the 
Intel 8031 8-bit microprocessor, Which includes eight data 
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lines and sixteen address lines. Alternatively, more powerful 
microprocessors, such as Pentium-class/PoWer PC class 
microprocessors, or specialized graphical or digital signal 
processors, can be used. Microprocessor 202 executes a 
process, described by softWare instructions stored in 
memory, Which recogniZes a game command from player 
input devices 200. The softWare instructions can be stored in 
a “computer readable medium”, Which, by Way of example, 
includes memory such as RAM and ROM, magnetic disks, 
magnetic tape, optically readable media such as CD ROMs, 
semiconductor memory such as memory chips or PCMCIA 
cards, etc. In each case, the medium may take the form of a 
portable item such as a small disk, diskette, cassette, 
memory module, etc., or it may take the form of a relatively 
larger or immobile item such as a hard disk drive. 

Microprocessor 202 is coupled to RAM 204 by a data 
(D)/address (A)/control (C) bus 208 to permit the use of the 
RAM 204 for scratch-pad memory and other functions 
during a game process. ROM 306 is preferably an erasable, 
programmable read-only memory (EPROM) that contains 
the start-up instructions and operating system for the micro 
processor 202. Methods for coupling RAM 204 and ROM 
206 to the microprocessor 202 by bus 208 including data, 
address, and control lines are Well-knoWn to those skilled in 
the art. 

1/0 210 includes buffers, drivers, ports, registers, and 
other analog and/or digital circuitry to interface inputs and 
outputs With the bus 208. Game output devices 212 and 
input devices 200 can be coupled to 1/0 210. For example, 
a display screen can be coupled to 1/0 210 so that the 
microprocessor or another video processor can control the 
display of images on the display screen, as is Well knoWn to 
those skilled in the art. 

The computer can include plug-in interface cards such as 
video cards, 3-D graphics cards, sound cards, controller 
cards, etc. Standard peripherals can be coupled to the 1/0 
210 as input devices 200 and output devices 212, such as a 
CD-ROM drive, storage device (?oppy disk drive, hard disk 
drive, etc.), PCMCIA card, printer, stylus and tablet, micro 
phone for voice recognition, camera, or communication 
device. 

FIG. 3 is a functional diagram illustrating an overvieW of 
the interaction among various users, computers, servers, 
business entities, etc. during the course of use of the present 
invention. As shoWn, in one embodiment, a user utiliZes a 
game apparatus, i.e. computer, for directly or indirectly 
accessing a server Which provides a plurality of games in 
operation 300. In one embodiment, the user may access the 
game server via any particular related or unrelated hosting 
Web site. Next, in operation 302, the user logs on, purchases 
credits (optional), and plays a game provided by the server. 
During the course of the game, any priZe credits earned are 
deposited in an account of the user, as indicated in operation 
304. 

With continuing reference to FIG. 3, the user is noti?ed of 
any priZe credits that may have resulted from the play of the 
game, as indicated in operation 306. Thereafter, in operation 
308, the user may again use the game apparatus to access the 
priZe database server Which may or may not be separate 
from the game server. An account of the user is then checked 
to verify a current number of priZe credits available. See 
operation 310. Then, in operation 312, the game database 
orders any priZes selected by the user from a priZe vendor. 
The priZe is then delivered to the user in operation 314. In 
the case Where a priZe credit that represents a speci?c priZe 
is aWarded in operation 316, the priZe database server does 
not require any selection prior to ordering in operation 312. 
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Any monetary gain resulting from the method of the 

present invention may be distributed in various Ways. For 
example, an oWner of a hosting Web site may be compen 
sated for providing access to the games via the hosting Web 
site. Note operation 318. Further, a developer of the games 
may be compensated in operation 320. The priZe vendor 
may also receive funds for cost of priZes, shipping, handling, 
etc. in operation 322. 

FIG. 4 illustrates a functional diagram illustrating some of 
the user interfaces, supporting softWare, and hardWare asso 
ciated With an alteration of the ?oWchart in FIG. 3. In terms 
of hardWare, a server 400 is shoWn to include softWare 
having a game settings cartridge 402, an advertising car 
tridge 404, and a priZe redemption cartridge 406. It should 
be understood that any of the foregoing cartridges may be 
executed from separate servers. 

In use, a user interface 405, ie Web page, of a hosting 
Web site alloWs access to a game interface 407 via the game 
settings cartridge 402 of the server 400. In contrast to 
operation 302 of the method of FIG. 3, the present alternate 
method does not require the user to log on or purchase 
credits. Instead, funding is afforded by advertising that is 
provided during the course of the game by Way of the 
advertising cartridge 404. Upon Winning a number of priZe 
credits, the user is then forWarded to a priZe redemption 
interface 409 governed by the priZe redemption cartridge 
406. 
When access is gained to the priZe redemption interface 

409, the user is required to log on via a log-on interface 411, 
unless, of course, the user is already logged on. Thereafter, 
a con?rmation interface 410 is displayed for indicating that 
the priZe has been delivered. As an option, a “cookie” may 
be placed on the computer of the user in operation 412. 

FIG. 4A is a general functional diagram illustrating the 
operation of the priZe database server of the present inven 
tion. Irrespective of Whether the present invention is imple 
mented in the manner shoWn in FIG. 3 or FIG. 4, or any 
other manner, the priZe database server may carry out 
fundamental operations. In particular, the priZe database 
server is adapted for alloWing redemption of priZes resulting 
from playing games on a plurality of netWorked game 
apparatuses. 
To accomplish this, the priZe database server is capable of 

connecting to the game apparatuses via a Wide area network, 
ie the Internet, or any other communication system in 
operation 450. Upon the connection being established, the 
priZe database server receives a user identi?cation code from 
the game apparatuses that corresponds to the user in opera 
tion 452. Also received is an indication of an outcome of a 
game or games upon the user playing the game(s). Note 
operation 454. The priZe database server also tracks a 
number of priZe credits aWarded the user based on the 
outcome of the game in addition to alloWing redemption of 
the priZe credits for a priZe, as indicated in operations 456 
and 458, respectively. 

FIG. 5 illustrates softWare that may be resident in one of 
the game apparatuses mentioned hereinabove. Client-side 
softWare 501 is shoWn to include an activator module 500, 
a communicator module 502, and a buffer module 504 Which 
are adapted to interface With a game module 506, a modem 
508, and internal storage 510 among other components of 
the game apparatus. Together, the foregoing softWare com 
ponents constitute an application program interface (API) 
that may be accessed via a C++ dll for Win32 games and 
obfuscated Java class(es) for Java applet games. 

Also shoWn is server-side softWare 512. The server-side 
softWare is shoWn to include a secure credit card transaction 
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