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1. 

PROVISIONS FORVALIDATING CONTENT 
USINGA CONTENT REGISTRATION 

AUTHORITY 

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED 
APPLICATIONS 

This application is a continuation of co-pending U.S. 
patent application Ser. No. 1 1/065,983, entitled “Provisions 
for Validating Content Using a Content Registration Author 
ity.” filed on Feb. 25, 2005, which is incorporated by reference 
herein in its entirety. 

TECHNICAL FIELD 

This subject matter relates to strategies for validating infor 
mation-bearing content. In a more specific exemplary imple 
mentation, this subject matter relates to strategies for validat 
ing content received over a network for use in an instant 
messenger application. 

BACKGROUND 

An instant messenger (IM) application enables real time 
communication among online participants. By way of back 
ground, an IM application typically includes functionality for 
allowing an IM user to define a group of participants with 
whom the user frequently communicates. After defining Such 
a group, the IM application typically notifies the IM user 
when any member of the group happens to be online. The IM 
user then has the option of starting a communication session 
with one or more members of the group. Or the IMuser might 
be contacted by another member who happens to be online. 
These events prompt the IM application to open a user inter 
face (UI) pane that presents an evolving sequence of textual 
messages transmitted among IM conversation participants. 

FIG. 1 shows an overview of a representative IM system 
100. The system 100 includes a collection of client devices 
(102,104, ... 106) connected together via a coupling mecha 
nism 108 (e.g., the Internet). A user Alice (A) operates client 
device A102, a user Bob (B) operates client device B104, and 
a user Carol (C) operates client device C 106. FIG. 1 shows 
that client device A102 provides a conventional user interface 
pane 110. The user interface pane 110 identifies Alice's 
friends in a contact list 112, and also identifies whether these 
buddies happen to be currently online. Assume that Bob and 
Carol are two members of Alice's contact list112 who happen 
to be currently online. 

In recent years, providers of IM applications have 
attempted to provide a more engaging user experience by 
adding Supplemental features to the above-described basic 
IM functionality. For instance, Microsoft Corporation of 
Redmond, Wash. has developed an MSN Messenger applica 
tion that includes various features that exhibit dynamic 
behavior (such as Messenger’s “Winks' feature, etc.). These 
features may provide an animated vignette for presentation in 
an IM pane, or other kind of non-static presentation. To 
achieve this dynamic behavior, such content may contain 
executable instructions that command the client device to 
perform operations during runtime. Such content can be 
implemented in various ways, such as by Flash functionality 
developed by Macromedia, Inc. of San Francisco, Calif. Flash 
movies contain vector-based animation graphics, and may 
contain script-type instructions (ActionScript) embedded 
therein. (More specifically, Flash Player is the ActiveX con 
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2 
trol provided by Macromedia that that can be used to provide 
playback of Flash movies (e.g., .swf files) in an IM applica 
tion.) 

However, the incorporation of executable content into an 
IM application also introduces significant challenges. 
Namely, there is a risk that a user (or some other entity) may 
intentionally or unintentionally introduce malicious content 
into an IM system. For example, instead of merely controlling 
the presentation of an IM feature, the dynamic component of 
malicious content may improperly access files, install 
unwanted code, destroy System resources, activate undesired 
user interface presentations, activate webcam functionality, 
and so forth. Such malicious content may therefore cause 
great disruption and damage within an IM system, detracting 
from the otherwise engaging and desirable nature of dynamic 
COntent. 

Indeed, while the threat of computer viruses poses a per 
nicious problem in any computer environment, the conse 
quences of Such viruses in an IM System may be particularly 
severe. This is principally due to the automatic manner in 
which IM applications propagate information among partici 
pants. For example, the propagation of a virus via an Email 
application often depends on a user taking the express step of 
activating executable content that accompanies the Email as 
an attachment. In IM applications, however, it is often desir 
able to automatically execute such content without the user's 
approval. A network of interrelated IM groups might there 
fore constitute a very susceptible conduit for the rapid spread 
of malicious content. 

Consider, for example, the case in which Alice uses her 
client device A 102 to retrieve content 114 that happens to 
have a virus. For example, assume that Alice visits a website 
that provides a library of animated icons Supplied by a content 
provider. Assume that Alice selects one of these animated 
icons and downloads it to her local client device A102 for use 
in communicating with her buddies. For instance, Alice can 
adopt the downloaded animated icon as an integral part of the 
set of information that she provides to her buddies when 
communicating with them, e.g., such that, for instance, Bob 
will see Alice's animated icon when conducting an IM ses 
sion with Alice. However, transfer of the animated icon will 
also transfer the virus along with it. Bob himself may then 
further automatically propagate the virus to all of the mem 
bers on his contact list, and so on, possibly without these users 
being aware that they are conduits in the spread of the virus. 
The reader can readily appreciate that an IM application can 
therefore rapidly spread a virus through a very large pool of 
IM users. To provide a more specific idea of the magnitude of 
this problem, there are roughly 200 million MSN IM users 
today; it is conceivable that an executable content-borne virus 
could spread through such a group in a matter of hours. 
The industry has provided numerous tools to reduce the 

risk of computer viruses. But these tools do not provide suit 
able safeguards in an IM application due to the above-iden 
tified characteristics of this kind of environment. That is, 
traditional anti-virus tools typically aim at generality, 
attempting to provide the most effective techniques for stop 
ping the spread of viruses, regardless of the Source of the 
content or the end-use application of the content. Traditional 
approaches typically go about this task by developing a very 
inclusive database of known malicious content. These 
approaches then compare a particular content item under 
review with this database, to determine whether the content 
item contains any viral content that matches information in 
this database. McAfee, Inc. of Santa Clara, Calif. is one 
well-known provider of virus protection services that main 
tains a large database of known malicious content. However, 
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this body of malicious content constantly changes in response 
to the development and introduction of new forms of viruses. 
Thus, a consumer may encounter a virus before a traditional 
virus protection system has properly identified the virus and 
added it to its database of known malicious content. Since the 
consumer lacks safeguards against this new virus, the con 
Sumer may consume the virus, opening the consumer's com 
puter resources up to whatever damage that the virus may 
inflict. Traditional systems cope with this problem by acting 
as quickly as possible to stem the further spread of Such a 
virus. This approach—which implicitly accepts a limited 
amount of damage—may work Sufficiently well in the con 
text of traditional communication routes (such as Email). But, 
as explained above, an IM application is unique in its poten 
tial ability to very quickly propagate malicious content 
among users (without even requiring the active participation 
of the users). Hence, the “acceptable limited damage' para 
digm might not provide satisfactory results for an IM envi 
ronment, because, in fact, the damage may be neither accept 
able nor limited. 
A number of other solutions have been developed to miti 

gate the spread of viral content, but again, these solutions are 
not well suited for an IM application. Consider, for example, 
the system 200 of FIG. 2, which shows one well-known 
approach to protecting computers against attacks from mali 
cious content. In this well-known scheme, a content publisher 
202 constitutes any entity that is set up to download content 
204 to a client device 206. In this example, the content pub 
lisher 202 can comprise a company (the fictitious "XYZ 
Corp.) that produces code for dissemination to a client 
device 206. For instance, the content publisher 202 may 
maintain a website that allows the user to download code 
upon the request of the user who wishes to purchase Such 
code. 
The content publisher 202 will wish to assure the user of 

the client device 206 that the code that the user is download 
ing is safe (e.g., that the code contains no viruses). It performs 
this task with the assistance of a certificate authority (CA) 
208. VeriSign, Inc. of Mountain View, Calif. serves as one 
commonly used certificate authority. By way of overview, the 
purpose of a certificate authority 208 is to vouch for the 
identity of a publisher of content, much like a passport, issued 
by a government, vouches for the identity of a traveler. 
Namely, the content publisher 202 will typically furnish 
information to the certificate authority 208 that verifies its 
identity, and, in response, the certificate authority 208 issues 
a certificate that the content publisher 202 can offer to its 
customers as proof of its identity. In other words, the recipi 
ents are asked to trust the content due to the fact that it is 
“vouched for by the certificate authority 208. FIG. 2 indi 
cates that the XYZ Corp. content publisher 202 interacts with 
a fictitious Trusty Co. Inc. certificate authority 208. The 
online community has not mandated the use of a single (ex 
clusive) certificate authority, so an online environment will 
typically provide several well-known authorities that can be 
used (e.g., as denoted in FIG. 2 by certificate authority 210, 
certificate authority 212, and so forth). 

In a typical security procedure, the content publisher 202 
will sign the content 204 with its private key. A signing 
operation comprises encrypting the content (or a digest of the 
content) with a private key. The signing entity then sends the 
signed content along with the certificate to a client device. 
The public key (which is the counterpart of the private key 
used to sign the content) is used by the client device to decrypt 
the encrypted content. 
Upon receipt of the decrypted content, the client device 

206 can examine the certificate to determine whether it origi 
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4 
nates from a trusted Source. More specifically, a certificate 
may be linked to other certificates in a hierarchical chain of 
trusted relationships, reflecting a corresponding chain of enti 
ties that have vouched for the integrity of the content provider 
which disseminates the content. (Parts of the chain may be 
pre-installed on a client device as part of its core operating 
system functionality.) The client device 206 determines 
whether the received content can be trusted by “following 
this chain up the hierarchy to determine whether it terminates 
in a certification authority that is trusted, such as, in this case, 
Trusty Co. Inc. 
One well-known technology for facilitating the above-de 

scribed process is Authenticode TM provided by Microsoft 
Corporation. Among other functions, Authenticode presents 
information, which, in conjunction with other enabling appli 
cations (such as Microsoft Corporation's Internet Explorer), 
can be used to provide a user interface (UI) presentation 214 
that alerts the user to the fact that they are attempting to install 
a particular content item having certain characteristics. The 
UI presentation 214 may specifically identify the name of the 
program (i.e., the fictitious ABC program), the name of the 
content publisher 202 (i.e., XYZ Corporation), and the name 
of the certification authority 208 (i.e., Trusty Co. Inc.) that is 
ultimately Vouching for the integrity of the content that has 
been received. The UI presentation 214 typically includes 
command buttons that prompt the user to decide whether they 
wish to install the content (YES), whether they wish to 
forego the installment (“NO”), or whether they require more 
information to make a decision (“More Info''). 
The above-described security paradigm is not ideal for the 

IM environment described in connection with FIG. 1. First, 
assume that an Authenticode-type UI presentation was pre 
sented to Bob to alert Bob to the animated icon that his friend, 
Alice, wants to invoke on his machine. Even if Bob was made 
aware of the content publisher who created the animated icon, 
it is quite possible that Bob would not have any insight into 
the trustworthiness of that entity. The UI presentation may 
also identify the certification authority which vouches for this 
company, but Bob may not have heard of that company either, 
or, if Bob knows of that company, this may be insufficient to 
allay his concerns regarding the trustworthiness of an other 
wise unknown content publisher. In typical practice, a user 
may simply press “YES in response to prompts of an 
Authenticode-type UI presentation because of a false sense of 
security associated with the fact that a trusted friend is send 
ing him the content. This, of course, can lead to disastrous 
results for the receiving user and the IM system as a whole. 
Second, the type of intrusive UI presentation 214 shown in 
FIG. 2 may be distracting or cumbersome, and may be par 
ticularly inappropriate in an IM environment which attempts 
to create a casual, simple, and enjoyable user experience. 

Finally, existing security provisions do not allow content 
providers and certificate authorities to effectively apply their 
services to achieve beneficial marketing objectives. 

For at least the above-identified reasons, there is an exem 
plary need for more satisfactory strategies for validating con 
tent transferred over a communication channel. Such as, but 
not limited to, a network that implements an IM application. 

SUMMARY 

According to one exemplary implementation, a method is 
described for facilitating the validation of content over a 
network. The method comprises registering content provided 
by a content providerata content registration authority, based 
on a content identifier forwarded by a content provider. The 
registration of the content allows a client device which 
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receives the content from the content provider to securely 
consume the content, based on an assumption that the content 
provider is entrusted by the content registration authority to 
provide the content, without prompting a user of the client 
device to explicitly approve the content itself or the content 
provider. 

Additional exemplary implementations are described in 
the following. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 shows a conventional IM application. 
FIG. 2 shows a conventional security mechanism. 
FIG. 3 shows an overview of a system that provides an 

improved security mechanism that relies on a content regis 
tration authority. 

FIG. 4 shows an implementation of the system of FIG.3 in 
accordance with a “solution A.” 

FIG. 5 shows an implementation of the system of FIG.3 in 
accordance with a “solution B.” 

FIG. 6 shows an overview of a procedure for securely 
transferring content using either Solutions A or B. 

FIGS. 7 and 8 show procedures for securely transferring 
content using solution A. 

FIG.9 shows a procedure for securely transferring content 
using Solution B. 

FIG. 10 shows a business model predicated on the use of 
the content registration authority of the systems shown in 
FIGS. 3-5. 

FIG. 11 shows an exemplary computer environment for 
implementing aspects of the systems shown in FIGS. 3-5. 
The same numbers are used throughout the disclosure and 

figures to reference like components and features. Series 100 
numbers refer to features originally found in FIG. 1, series 
200 numbers refer to features originally found in FIG. 2, 
series 300 numbers refer to features originally found in FIG. 
3, and so on. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

The following description sets forth strategies for validat 
ing content which is transferred over a communication chan 
nel using a more effective approach than heretofore provided 
in the art. A central content registration authority is provided 
which registers the content disseminated by one or more 
content providers to one or more client devices. A client 
device which receives registered content can securely con 
Sume the content, based on an assumption that the content 
provider that furnished the content is entrusted by the content 
registration authority to provide the content, and without 
prompting a user of the client device to expressly approve the 
content provider. In other words, validation proceeds in a 
transparent manner with respect to the providers of content 
(from the perspective of the receiving client devices), resting 
solely on the authority associated with the central registration 
authority. 

According to a first solution (“solution A) described 
herein, registration may comprise forming a content identifier 
based on the content (e.g., a hash of the content), and then, at 
the content registration authority, forming a stamp based on 
the content identifier. A content publisher forwards the stamp 
along with the content to a client device. In this case, valida 
tion at the client device can comprise, in part, using the stamp 
to determine whether the integrity of the content is vouched 
for by the content registration authority. 

According to a second solution (“solution B) described 
herein, registration may comprise storing the content identi 
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6 
fier in a registration store maintained by the content registra 
tion authority. In this case, validation at the client device may 
comprise determining whether received content has a corre 
sponding registered content identifier stored at the content 
registration authority. 

According to another feature, the content comprises infor 
mation that includes instructions, prompting a processor 
device to perform at least one operation. In a featured exem 
plary implementation, the content specifically comprises 
information for use in the context of an instant messaging 
(IM) application (but the functionality described herein is not 
otherwise limited to an IM application). 

According to another feature, a number of business models 
can be predicated on the above-described use of the content 
registration authority. In one model, the content authority (or 
some other entity on behalf of the content authority) can 
transfer a host program to the client device. The above-de 
scribed content can comprise information that is used in con 
junction with the host program. For example, the host pro 
gram can comprise an instant messenger application, and the 
content can comprise a Flash program which is used in con 
junction with the instant messenger program. Or the host 
program can comprise a document editing program, and the 
content can comprise a document which can be manipulated 
by the document editing program, and so forth. In one busi 
ness arrangement, the content registration authority transfers 
the host program to the client device free of charge, but 
requires a fee to be paid to receive the content that is used in 
conjunction with the host program. 
More specifically, in the context of an IM application, an 

IM provider can furnish a core IM application to users (op 
tionally free of charge). The IMprovider can then establish its 
own registration authority, requiring that all third party pub 
lishers of content register their content with the IMproviders 
registration authority before transferring this content to con 
Sumers. The consumer can then automatically consume and 
propagate the content (optionally for a per item fee) based on 
the implicit trust built into the use of a central provider 
sponsored registration authority. The IM provider's registra 
tion authority also can then serve as a central authority to 
revoke prior registration of content in a convenient manner. 
This business paradigm differs in character from other appli 
cations which are not concerned with the automatic execution 
of network-downloadable content in the context of a base 
communication-related application (e.g., a core IM applica 
tion), wherein the content is potentially provided by a collec 
tion of trusted third parties (e.g., publishers of Flash files), 
and, upon downloading, can be readily transferred among 
peers for their automatic execution. For example, security 
provisions used to ensure the integrity of patches downloaded 
to a base application pertain to a different business paradigm, 
as this content originates only from the provider of the base 
application, and is not intended to be automatically consumed 
by the base application; nor can such patches be disseminated 
to other peer base applications for their automatic execution. 
Provisions used to ensure that only certain software products 
are run on a prescribed hardware platform are similarly not on 
point, as these provisions are often aimed at licensing objec 
tives, not on ensuring the integrity of code in the unique type 
of network environment mentioned above that involves the 
automatic execution of content, and the possible revocation of 
that content through the network. 
The strategies described herein confer a number of ben 

efits. According to one benefit, the use of the content regis 
tration authority helps reduce the risk of malicious content 
quickly spreading through a network. This feature is therefore 
especially useful in instant messaging environments, where 
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the communication channel is particularly Vulnerable to the 
rapid dissemination of malicious content. More specifically, 
the registration-based validation scheme described herein is 
particularly effective in quickly terminating the propagation 
of malicious content, e.g., because a client device cannot 
consume or further propagate the content unless it passes the 
registration-based validation tests to be described. 

According to another benefit, the validation at the client 
device does not require the user to expressly confirm whether 
he or she wishes to consume content from an identified con 
tent provider. This is advantageous because it frees the user 
from making a decision that the user is ill-equipped to make. 
A user may also wish to avoid making Sucha decision because 
Such a confirmation process may be cumbersome and dis 
tracting. The use of pop-up UI confirmation dialogs is par 
ticularly inappropriate in instant messaging applications, as 
these applications strive to provide a simple user interface that 
can easily and intuitively be mastered by new users. 

According to another benefit, business models can apply 
the registration-based validation scheme to provide new mar 
keting paradigms, to the mutual benefit of the content regis 
tration authority, the content providers and the consumers of 
COntent. 

Additional features and attendant benefits of the strategies 
will be set forth in this description. At the outset, while the 
security provisions are described herein in the illustrative 
case of an IM application, these security provisions can be 
used in the context of other applications. 
As to terminology, the term "content represents any kind 

of information expressed in any kind of format. The content 
may contain information that includes no executable compo 
nent. This is typically the case, for instance, with image 
information that provides a static picture (e.g., which pro 
vides a static user icon tile for presentation in an IM applica 
tion). Or the content may contain information that includes an 
executable component. An executable component performs 
Some operation on processor functionality when the execut 
able component is invoked. As described in the Background 
section, the downloading of content having an executable 
component is obviously of greater concern than content with 
out such content, as the operations that the executable com 
ponent invokes may intentionally or unintentionally cause 
damage to the receiving client device or the IM System as a 
whole (that is, if the virus is propagated to other client 
devices). 

Wherever grammatically appropriate, the term “content 
item” or the term “piece of content is used to refer to a 
particular piece of content. Such as a particular program. 
The term “register and “registration” are intended to have 

broad connotation. In a first solution (A) described herein, 
registration can constitute simply creating a stamp using a 
content registration authority. The stamp accompanies the 
content itself as it is passed to the recipient client device. In 
this case, the content registration authority may not act as a 
central repository for registration information. Rather, a 
receiving client device confirms registration, in part, by trac 
ing a chain of authorization entities (reflected in an associated 
chain of certificates) to the content registration authority. In a 
second solution (B), registration can comprise actually stor 
ing content identifiers within the content registration author 
ity. In this case, the client device confirms registration by 
accessing the central registration authority. 

This disclosure includes the following sections. Section A 
presents exemplary systems for implementing a registration 
based validation scheme. Section B presents a series of flow 
charts which describe the operation of the systems of Section 
A. Section C describes additional applications of the regis 
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8 
tration-based validation scheme. Section D describes an 
exemplary computer environment for implementing aspects 
of the systems of Section A. 
A. Exemplary Systems (FIGS. 3, 4 and 5) 

Generally, any of the functions described with reference to 
the figures can be implemented using Software, hardware 
(e.g., fixed logic circuitry), manual processing, or a combi 
nation of these implementations. The term “logic, "module' 
or “functionality” as used herein generally represents soft 
ware, hardware, or a combination of Software and hardware. 
For instance, in the case of a software implementation, the 
term “logic.” “module.” or “functionality” represents pro 
gram code (and/or declarative content, e.g., markup language 
content) that performs specified tasks when executed on a 
processing device or devices (e.g., CPU or CPUs). The pro 
gram code can be stored in one or more computer readable 
memory devices. More generally, the illustrated separation of 
logic, modules and functionality into distinct units may 
reflect an actual physical grouping and allocation of Such 
Software and/or hardware, or can correspond to a conceptual 
allocation of different tasks performed by a single software 
program and/or hardware unit. The illustrated logic, modules 
and functionality can be located at a single site (e.g., as 
implemented by a processing device), or can be distributed 
over plural locations. 
A.1. Overview of Exemplary Architecture 

FIG.3 shows one exemplary system 300 that can be used to 
implement the registration-based validation scheme Summa 
rized above. The system 300 includes a collection of client 
devices (302,304. . . .306) coupled together via a coupling 
mechanism 308. The system 300 can provide optional relay 
infrastructure 310 (such as switchboard services) for connect 
ing participants of an IM conversation together via the cou 
pling mechanism 308. 
The coupling mechanism 308 can comprise any mecha 

nism or combination of mechanisms for coupling the com 
ponents of the system 300 together. For instance, the coupling 
mechanism 306 can include any kind of network (or combi 
nation of networks). Such as a wide area network (e.g., the 
Internet), an intranet, Digital Subscriber Line (DSL) network 
infrastructure, point-to-point coupling infrastructure, and so 
on. The coupling mechanism 308 can use or involve any kind 
of protocol or combination of protocols, such as the Internet 
Protocol (IP), the Transmission Control Protocol (TCP), the 
User Datagram Protocol (UDP), the HyperText Transfer Pro 
tocol (HTTP), the Simple Object Access Protocol (SOAP), 
and many potential others. In the case where one or more 
digital networks are used to disseminate information, the 
coupling mechanism 308 can include various hardwired and/ 
or wireless links, routers, gateways, name servers, and so on 
(not shown). 

In one case, the devices (302,304. . . .306) can communi 
cate with each other via a peer-to-peer (P2P) arrangement, 
which may not require the services of the relay infrastructure 
310. In another case, the devices (302, 304, . . .306) can 
communicate with each other via Switchboard services and 
other functionality provided in the relay infrastructure 310. In 
another case, the devices (302,304. . . .306) can communi 
cate with each other using a combination of P2P and switch 
board services. 

If provided, the relay infrastructure 310 can comprise any 
combination of equipment for providing services to the client 
devices (302,304. . . .306). For instance, the relay infrastruc 
ture 310 can comprise one or more server machines (e.g., a 
server farm) for providing services to the devices (302. 
304. . . .306), as well as one or more associated databases, and 
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so forth. The components of the relay infrastructure 310 can 
be located at a single site or distributed over plural sites. 

Each client device (302,304. . . .306) can include any kind 
of equipment for interacting with other components of the 
system 300. In one exemplary case, the client devices (302. 
304. . . .306) can correspond to personal computer devices, 
personal digital assistant (PDA) devices, intelligent mobile 
phone devices, any kind of transportable or wearable com 
puter device, any kind of game console device (such as 
Microsoft Corporation’s Xbox.T.M. game consoles), and so 
forth. Where the client devices (302,304, . . .306) are imple 
mented by some kind of computer device, FIG. 11, to be 
discussed in turn, provides one exemplary computer environ 
ment for implementing Such a device. In the illustrative case 
of FIG. 3, the user Alice (A) interacts with client device A 
302, user Bob (B) interacts with client device B304, and user 
Carol (C) interacts with client device C306. 

FIG. 3 shows that representative client device A 302 
includes a processing unit 312 coupled to a presentation unit 
314. The processing unit 312 comprises any data processing 
functionality for performing various ascribed tasks (such as 
one or more CPUs), while the presentation unit 314 provides 
any kind of output mechanism by which a user (i.e., Alice) can 
interact with the processing unit 312. The presentation unit 
314 can provide visual output, audio output, tactile output, 
any combination of Such outputs, and so forth. 
The presentation unit 316 can present various user inter 

face (UI) presentations 316. In an IM application, for 
instance, one such UI presentation is a dialog pane 318. In this 
scenario, the pane 318 indicates that the user Alice is convers 
ing with the user Bob. A typical dialog pane 318 includes a 
message logbox 320 which provides a record of the messages 
exchanged in the course of an ongoing conversation. The 
dialog pane 318 also includes a message creation box 322 for 
composing a message prior to transmission to a target recipi 
ent. The dialog pane 318 also includes a send command 
button 324 that prompts the IM application to transmit the 
message in the message creation box 322 to the target recipi 
ent, whereupon this message will appear in the message log 
box 320. Finally, the dialog pane 318 can include supplemen 
tal content portion 326. The supplemental content portion 326 
may provide static content (which does not change) or 
dynamic content (which does change). In other words, 
dynamic content is content that "does something. Such 
dynamic portions, for instance, can include animated icons, 
Video vignettes, and so forth. The position of the Supplemen 
tal content portion 326 shown in FIG. 3 is merely represen 
tative, in an abstract way, of the inclusion of Such subject 
matter anywhere in the dialog pane 318; in fact, the supple 
mental content portion 326 can appearanywhere in the dialog 
pane 318. 

Content that implements the Supplemental content portion 
326 of the dialog pane 318 can originate from one or more 
content publishers. Assume, for the purposes of discussion, 
that the content that Supplies the Supplemental content por 
tion 326 originates from a particular content publisher 328. 
Namely, the content publisher 328 can distribute content 330 
in response to the users (i.e., Alice's) payment of a fee, or in 
response to a non-fee event. (The content publisher 328 is 
referred to as a “third party' in the sense that it is neither the 
provider of the IM application itself nor the client user.) 
As mentioned above, a principal objective of the system 

300 is to prevent any entity from introducing malicious con 
tent into the system 300, e.g. via any content provider (e.g., 
provider 328), any client device (302,304. . . .306), and so 
forth. To this end, the system 300 makes use of a content 
registration authority 332. Broadly stated, the content regis 
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10 
tration authority 332 registers the content published by the 
content publisher 328. The registration performed by the 
content registration authority 332 provides a central reference 
point against which the integrity of the content 330 dissemi 
nated by the content publisher 328 can be assessed. That is, 
upon receiving the content 330, the receiving client device 
(e.g., client device A302) can consult information Supplied 
by the content registration authority 332 to determine 
whether the content 330 can be trusted. If so, the receiving 
client device A 302 can store (and optionally install) the 
content 330 for subsequent use in the IM application. This 
allows the receiving client device A 302 to consume the 
content itself, as well as transfer it to other client devices for 
their consumption (after independent validation of the con 
tent at those other client devices). 

Different systems can implement the content registration 
authority 332 in different ways. These different implementa 
tions reflect different overall security strategies provided by 
the system 300, referred to as “solutions' herein. This disclo 
Sure features two exemplary security solutions, referred to as 
solution A and solution B, associated with different imple 
mentations of the content registration authority 332. These 
Solutions are exemplary and non-limiting, meaning that addi 
tional Solutions are possible. 

In Security solution A, the content registration authority 
332 receives a content identifier from the content publisher 
328. The content identifier represents the content 330. In one 
case, the content publisher 328 can form the content identifier 
by providing a digest of the content 330, such as a hash of the 
content 330. Upon receipt of the content identifier, the content 
registration authority 332 forms a so-called stamp by signing 
a message that includes the content identifier (to be described 
in greater detail below). The content registration authority 
then returns this stamp to the content publisher 328. The 
content publisher 328 forms a package that includes at least 
the stamp and the content itself. The content publisher then 
forwards this package (e.g., as a cabinet file, or some other 
format) to the receiving client device A302. On the basis of 
the stamp in the received package, the client device A302 can 
validate the content 330. One test performed in validating the 
content 330 involves determining whether the message in the 
stamp was indeed signed by the content registration authority 
332 (to be described in greater detail below). This can be 
performed by following a hierarchy of linked certificates 
associated with different authorities involved in "vouching 
for the content 330. Another test performed in validating the 
content 330 involves determining whether the message con 
tains an accurate content identifier for the content 330 that 
accompanies it in the distributed package (to be described in 
greater detail below). If this test (among other tests to be 
described below) passes, the client device A302 can assume 
that the content 330 is trustworthy, regardless of the specific 
identity of the content publisher 328 used to furnish the con 
tent 330. The client device A302 can then safely consume the 
content 330 by storing (and possibly installing) it. Such con 
tent 300 may implement the above-identified supplemental 
content portion 326 of the dialog pane 318. The client device 
A302 can also forward the content 330 and associated stamp 
to another client device, such as client device B 304. Client 
device B 304 can then verify the integrity of the content 330 
in the same manner described above with respect to client 
device A 302. Subsection A.2 (below) provides additional 
details regarding solution A. 

In Security solution B, the content registration authority 
332 can again receive a content identifier from the content 
publisher 328. And again, the content publisher 328 can form 
the content identifier by computing a digest of the content 
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330, such as a hash of the content 330. Upon receipt of the 
content identifier, the content registration authority 332 can 
store the content identifier in a registration data store, thereby 
effectively registering the content identifier. The content pub 
lisher 328 can then transfer the content 330 to the client 
device A302. To verify the integrity of the content 330, the 
client device A 302 can independently compute the content 
identifier of the received content 330, e.g., by forming a hash 
of the received content. The client device A302 can then use 
the computed content identifier as a key to determine whether 
the content has been previously registered in the registration 
data store of the content registration authority 332. If this test 
(among other tests to be described below) passes, the client 
device A 302 assesses that the content 330 is trustworthy, 
regardless of the specific identity of the content publisher 328 
used to furnish the content 330. The client device A302 can 
then safely consume the content 330 by storing (and possibly 
installing) it. The client device A 302 can also forward the 
content 330 to another client device, such as client device B 
304. Client device B 304 can then verify the integrity of the 
content 330 in the same manner described above with respect 
to client device A 302, that is, by separately accessing the 
content registration authority 332 to determine whether a 
content identifier corresponding to the received content 330 is 
registered in the registration data store. Subsection A.3 (be 
low) provides additional details regarding Solution B. 
The above-described solutions can be altered in various 

respects. For example, in both solutions, the content publisher 
328 itself forms the content identifier (e.g., by taking the hash 
of the content 330). However, in an exemplary variation, the 
content publisher 328 can forward the content 330 itself to the 
content registration authority 332, and the content registra 
tion authority 332 can form the content identifier. Further, 
Solution B was described as requiring the registration of the 
content prior to its dissemination to the client device A302. 
However, in an exemplary variation, the client device A302 
can first receive the content 330, and then, before use, register 
it with the content registration authority 332. To ensure the 
security of this alternative implementation, the content pub 
lisher 328 can sign the content identifier with its own private 
key. This signed content identifier can then be transferred to 
the client device (much like a stamp). The client device can 
then Submit the signed content identifier to the content regis 
tration authority 332. The content registration authority 332 
can then check the signature to ensure that it originates from 
a trusted partner. If the signature is deemed trusted, the con 
tent identifier can be added to the registration data store. 
As described above, the term “registration' has a slightly 

different connotation in the context of solution A compared to 
solution B. In solution A, the content 330 is registered by the 
content registration authority 332 in the sense that the content 
registration authority 332 processes it to supply a stamp. In 
this approach, the content registration authority 332 does not 
need to maintain the stamps in a central store, but the stamps 
otherwise act as links which, in a sense, refer back to the 
registered Status conferred by the content registration author 
ity 332. In solution B, the content 330 is registered in a more 
literal sense of storing content identifiers (which represent the 
content 330) in a central repository maintained by the content 
registration authority 332. Then, the client devices (302. 
304. . . .306) can query this store to determine the trustwor 
thiness of content that they receive prior to their consumption 
of the content. 
As will be described, both solutions allow the content 

registration authority 332 to revoke the registration of a single 
piece (or batch of) content. Revocation is a useful feature in 
view of the characteristics of the business environment rep 
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12 
resented by the system 300. Namely, in one implementation, 
the content publishers 328, rather than the content registration 
authority 332, produce the content 330 distributed to client 
devices. If a publisher is considered a trusted partner (e.g., 
because it has a pre-established business relationship with the 
entity administering the content registration authority 332), 
then the content registration authority 332 can accept any 
registration request from this partner. There is nevertheless a 
risk that the partner could intentionally or unintentionally 
Submit malicious content to the content registration authority 
332 (e.g., because the partner indeed has malicious intent or 
because the partner has somehow been “hacked'). Moreover, 
there is the risk that the content registration authority 332 
itself can be “hacked' and thereby tricked into signing ques 
tionable content. Therefore, there exists a need for mitigating 
the kinds of damage that these attacks can cause. 

In solution A, the certificate used to sign the stamp for the 
compromised piece of content can be revoked. This causes 
the certificate chain validation to fail when the stamp is veri 
fied. This has the downside of revoking all content items 
having stamps generated with this certificate. This drawback 
can be mitigated by operational procedures used by the con 
tent registration authority 332 that limit the application of any 
particular certificate; namely, the content registration author 
ity 332 can use different certificates for each trusted partner, 
and these certificates can also be changed on a regular basis. 

Solution A can also rely on the use of block (rejection) lists 
to invalidate content. Namely, a content identifier for a 
revoked content item is added to a block list that a client 
device receives from the IM network (e.g., at sign in). The 
client device enforces the block list whenever it validates 
content by determining whether a particular content item that 
it has received is identified in the block list. That is, if the 
content item is listed on the block list, validation fails, even if 
other components of the validation test pass. 

In solution B, revocation is more straightforward. Namely, 
the content registration authority 332 can remove (or invali 
date) a malicious content item in its registration data store. If 
a security concern is assessed as particularly severe, the con 
tent registration authority 332 can remove (or invalidate) all 
content that a publisher has submitted within a specific time 
window. 

Whatever solution is used, the client-side functionality 
used to enable the validation of the content is referred to as 
client security-related functionality 334. The client security 
related functionality 334 is assigned the task of interpreting 
the contents of information received from the content pub 
lisher 328, validating the content 330 based on the stamp 
associated therewith (for solution A) or based on access to the 
registration data store (for Solution B), and so forth. 
The following subsections (A.2, A.3) delve into solutions 

A and B in greater depth. Before then, a few salient aspects of 
the system will be summarized as follows (pertaining to both 
solution A and solution B). 

First, through the unique solutions described herein, client 
devices (302,304. . . .306) can assess the trustworthiness of 
the content 330 based solely on information furnished by the 
content registration authority 332. That is, the present solu 
tions take the approach that an endorsement by the content 
registration authority 332 conveys that the client devices 
(302,304. . . .306) are dealing with a trustworthy content 
publisher. But it is not otherwise necessary for the client 
devices (302,304. . . .306) to separately examine the identity 
of the content publisher itself. The dashed vertical lines in 
FIG. 3 illustrates that the content registration authority 332 is 
the final arbiter in making validation decisions within the 
system 300, not the content publisher 328. This also means 
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that the participating content publishers have agreed to let the 
central content registration authority 332 serve as the focal 
point of authorization, instead of, as in prior techniques, the 
content publishers themselves. (For instance, in prior tech 
niques, the content publisher signed the content themselves 
using their own respective private keys; in the present Solu 
tions, the publishers need not perform this activity). 

Stated in another way, prior techniques provide a decen 
tralized approach, providing a mechanism by which many 
content publishers can obtain certificates from a variety of 
verification authorities. The certificates are used by the con 
tent publishers to sign their content before distributing it to 
consumers. The purpose of the publisher-based signing 
scheme is to arm the end user consumer with information that 
the consumer can use to make an intelligent decision regard 
ing the integrity of a particular piece of received content 
(based on a consideration of the trustworthiness of the content 
publisher and the verification authority which has vouched 
for the content publisher). Prior techniques also aimed at 
broad applicability, attempting to provide a viable Solution 
for any kind of content being disseminated and any kind of 
end use scenario within a diverse body of computer users. In 
the present solution, the content publishers defer to a central 
content registration authority to sign their content, and the 
purpose of this improved scheme is not to arm the consumer 
with information regarding trusted sources, but to enable the 
consumer to regard the content as implicitly originating from 
Some trusted source. Moreover, in one exemplary implemen 
tation, the present technique is focused on a specific applica 
tion (e.g., the IM application or like application) with specific 
demands and expectations, not a diverse and general-purpose 
online community of users consuming content in different 
COInteXtS. 

The above-described imputed trust is enforced in those 
exemplary cases where the entity that administers the content 
registration authority 332 is the same entity which provides a 
base application (e.g., the IM application) that is used to 
consume the Supplemental content 306 (e.g., where 
Microsoft Corporation administers both the content registra 
tion authority 332 and the MSN Messenger network used to 
provide the dynamic content 306). 

Second, and as a consequence of the above feature, the 
present above-described solutions do not need to provide a 
user interface (UI) presentation which alerts the user to the 
identity of the content publisher, and then asks the user to 
make a decision regarding whether this publisher is trustwor 
thy (as is the case in the Authenticode.TM. product). This is 
beneficial because, in an IM environment, a user might very 
well have a difficult time making a decision regarding the 
trustworthiness of a content source (because, due to the pro 
liferation of possible sources, the user is very likely to have 
little information regarding the sources). Such difficulty may 
lead the user to make an inappropriate approval of malicious 
content. Further, in an IM environment, the display of a secu 
rity-related UI interface runs counter to its overall design 
philosophy (that is, of providing a simple, intuitive, and 
enjoyable user experience). In the present Solutions, the client 
devices (302, 304. . . .306) can automatically validate the 
content received from a content publisher without requiring 
cumbersome and distracting interaction with the user. 

Third, the use of the registration-based validation solutions 
is particularly apt in IM applications, as it reduces the risk of 
quickly propagating viruses within the network. Namely, 
there is a potential that a user can “hack” into an individual 
client device to introduce malicious content in that local 
context. But when this malicious content is transferred to 
another client device, that other client device will invoke the 
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registration-based validation scheme (e.g., by examining the 
stamp associated with the content, or by accessing its coun 
terpart registered content identifier in the content registration 
authority 332). For the case of malicious content, these vali 
dation checks will fail, thus terminating the spread of a virus. 
Feature 336 in FIG. 3 (comprising an Xed-out content sym 
bol) illustrates the operation of the registration-based valida 
tion scheme in thwarting the spread of malicious content. 

Fourth, the use of the content registration authority 332 
accommodates new business models for disseminating con 
tent to client devices, as will be the topic of Section C below. 

Fifth, the content registration authority 332 provides novel 
ways of managing content publishers 328. For instance, the 
system 300 is configured to rely on the cooperative interac 
tion between the content registration authority 332 and 
trusted content publishers 328. It is possible, however, that 
some of the content publishers 328 may deliberately or unwit 
tingly submit malicious content to the content registration 
authority 330. Nevertheless, the contractual relationship 
between the content registration authority 332 and the content 
publishers 328 can allow the content registration authority 
332 to effectively police the activities of the content publish 
ers 328, e.g., by restricting, Suspending, or outright terminat 
ing their participation in the program. Since the content pub 
lishers 328 likely have a vested financial interest in 
continuing to Supply content in the context of the program, 
they will take steps to ensure the integrity of the content that 
they submit to the content registration authority 332. Stated in 
another way, the balance of risks in the program provides 
incentives for the safe production and dissemination of con 
tent by the content publishers 328. 

Sixth, in the event that malicious content is submitted, the 
content registration authority 332 provides revocation strate 
gies for effectively disabling that content, or mitigating the 
damage that the content can cause in the IM network. 
A.2. Solution A: Associating Stamps with Content 

FIG. 4 shows a system which implements Solution Aiden 
tified above. To repeat, solution A uses the content registra 
tion authority 332 to provide a stamping service. The stamps 
accompany the content 330 that is passed down from the 
content publisher 328 to the client device A 302. The indi 
vidual features shown in FIG. 4 will be described in additional 
detail below. Basic elements already introduced in the context 
of FIG. 3 share the same reference numbers as FIG. 3. 

Beginning with the content publisher 328, this component 
includes client interaction functionality 402 in cooperative 
engagement with publisher-end security functionality 404. 
The assigned names are Suggestive of the roles played by 
these functional parts. Namely, the client interaction func 
tionality 402 provides a front end for use in interacting with 
client devices (302. 304 . . .306). For instance, the client 
interaction functionality 402 can constitute functionality for 
providing a website with which a user (e.g., Alice) may inter 
act using a client device (e.g., client device A302). The user 
can purchase content (e.g., programs, images, etc.) Via this 
website. 
The publisher-end security functionality 404 performs 

security-related tasks. For instance, as indicated by the flow 
of symbolic information in the depiction of this functionality 
404 in FIG. 4, this functionality 404 can create a content 
identifier for the content 330 by forming a one-way hash of 
the content. One exemplary algorithm that can be used for this 
purpose is the known SHA1 algorithm (i.e., the Secure Hash 
Algorithm 1 developed jointly by the National Institute of 
Standards and Technology and the National Security 
Agency), although other types of algorithms can also be used 
(such as the MD5 algorithm, etc.). A “one-way hash” refers to 
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ahash operation in which the result of the hash cannot be used 
to discern the original content used to produce the hash. 
Forming the hash effectively produces a digest of the content. 
In one operation, the content registration authority 332 can 
perform operations on the content identifier, rather than origi 
nal content 330. 

Another function performed by the content publisher 328 
is to combine the content 330 with the stamp provided by the 
content registration authority 332 in a package 406 (along 
with potentially other metadata). For instance, the package 
406 can be expressed as a cabinet file, or any other kind offile. 
The package 406 may include a manifest (not shown) which 
enumerates its contents. The content publisher 328 uses the 
package 406 to transmit the content 330 to the client device A 
3O2. 

In terms of physical implementation, the content publisher 
328 can be implemented as one or more server components, 
databases and/or otherhardware. The components of the con 
tent publisher 328 can be located at a single site, or spread 
over plural sites in distributed fashion. In one exemplary case, 
for instance, the client interaction functionality 402 can be 
implemented as one or more servers in a first collection of 
servers, and the publisher-end security functionality 404 can 
be implemented as one or more servers in a second collection 
of servers. The components of the content publisher 328 can 
be administered by a single entity or plural entities. FIG. 11 
below shows one exemplary computer environment that can 
implement any server machine described herein. 
Now turning to the content registration authority 332, this 

feature includes publisher interaction functionality 408 in 
cooperative engagement with stamping functionality 410. As 
the name Suggests, the publisherinteraction functionality 408 
is used to interact with the content publisher 328. To function 
in this role, the system 400 preferably uses a secure channel 
412 to couple the content publisher 328 with the content 
registration authority 332. Security can be achieved through 
any one a number of known mechanisms, or a combination of 
known mechanisms, such as by performing mutual Secure 
Socket Layer (SSL) authentication, providing private-public 
key encrypting/decryption between a particular content pro 
vider 328 and the content registration authority 332, using 
various IP filters to regulate access, and so forth. Namely, one 
strategy is to map the certificate used by a partner content 
publisher when accessing the registration authority to a pro 
vider ID that the partner specifies in their request. That is, if a 
partner identifies itself as ProviderA, then an SSL certificate 
that this partner uses to connect to the content registration 
authority 332 must match the certificate that the authority 332 
expects to receive from ProviderA. 

In one case, the content publisher 328 and the content 
registration authority 332 can exchange messages with each 
via Simple Object Access Protocol (SOAP), although other 
protocols can be used. For instance, a SOAP message from 
the content publisher 328 to the content registration authority 
332 can include a body that contains at least a first XML 
expressed element that identifies the content identifier (e.g., 
the hash), as well as a second XML-expressed element that 
identifies a provider ID (which identifiers the content pub 
lisher 328). 
An exemplary request format is provided as follows: 

SAMPLE REQUEST 

POST http://sam-SS931.msgr-tst.com/SShashsignerimpl.asmx HTTP/1.1 
User-Agent: Mozilla 4.0 (compatible:MSIE 6.0; MS Web Services Client 
Protocol 1.0.3705.0) 
Content-Type: textixml; charset=utf-8 
SOAPAction: “http://messenger.msn.com/ws/2005/03/mcpriSign' 
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-continued 

SAMPLE REQUEST 

Content-Length: 394 
Expect: 100-continue 
Proxy-Connection: Keep-Alive 
Host: Sam-SS931.msgr-tist.com 
<?xml version=“1.0 encoding=“utf8?s 
<soap:Envelope Xmlins:Soap="http:/ischemas.xmlsoap.org.soap envelope 

Xmlins:Xsi="http://www.w3.org/2001/XMLSchema-instance' 
Xmlins:Xsd="http://www.w3.org/2001/XMLSchema's 

<soap:Body> 
<Signxmlins="http://messenger.msn.com/ws/2005/03/mcpris 

<hash-GhueidMx/TR2EWyAfddTWJUGSK58=</hash 
<providerId-ClientOserId-</providerId 

</Sign> 
<soap:Body > 

<soap:Envelope > 

The stamping functionality 410 can comprise any mecha 
nism for transforming the received content identifier into a 
stamp which will accompany the content 330 to the recipient 
client device A302. In one exemplary and non-limiting case, 
the stamping functionality can use PKSC #7-related technol 
ogy to form the stamp, developed by RSA Data Security, Inc. 
of Bedford, Mass. For background information regarding this 
format, note, for example, “PKCS #7: Cryptographic Mes 
sage Syntax Standard. RSA Laboratories Technical Note, 
Version 1.5, revised Nov. 1, 1993. However, the use of PKCS 
#7 is merely exemplary; the content registration authority 332 
can use other encryption standards besides PKCS #7. 
The stamp can include a number of fields, including, but 

not limited to: the content identifier itself (e.g., the hash); a 
timestamp which provides information regarding when the 
stamp was created (e.g., for use in retiring/revoking the 
stamp); a signature of the content identifier and timestamp 
information; an associated certificate associated with the sig 
nature, and so forth. FIG. 4 symbolically illustrates the pro 
duction of the signature. The signature is formed by first 
selecting a certificate corresponding to the content publisher 
328 which provided the content (e.g., P. Cert). To provide the 
signature, a private key associated with the P. Cert certificate 
is used to encrypt a combination of the content identifier (the 
hash) and the timestamp information. 
The content registration authority 332 also includes revo 

cation functionality 414 for revoking stamps issued by the 
content registration authority 332. Revocation of stamps can 
be performed in the manner described above, e.g., by revok 
ing certificates used to produce the stamps. In the case where 
particular content providers are associated with particular 
certificates, revocation can be confined to only those content 
providers that have authored malicious content. Certificates 
can also be changed on a regular basis to limit the reach of a 
certificate revocation. To implement revocation, each signing 
certificate can be configured to indicate the location where 
Certificate Revocation List (CRL) information that governs 
that certificate can be obtained. The client device can then 
retrieve (e.g., download) the CLR information from the speci 
fied location when validating the stamp. Alternatively, the 
content registration authority 332 can forward CRL informa 
tion to the client devices (302,304. . . .306) in the stamps, 
where Such information prevents the Subsequent validation of 
effected content by the client devices (302,304. . . .306). 
Content can also be disabled through the dissemination of 
block lists to the client devices (302,304. . . .306). 
The publisherinteraction functionality 408 can forward the 

thus-formed stamp to the content publisher 328 using differ 
ent kinds of protocols, such as the SOAP protocol. The stamp 
can include, for example: the content identifier (the hash); 
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timestamp information; the signed hash and time informa 
tion; and provider ID information, etc. The publisher interac 
tion functionality 408 preferably uses secure channel 412 to 
receive information from the content publisher 328. 
One exemplary format of a SOAP-formatted response is 

provided as follows: 

SAMPLE RESPONSE 

HTTP 1.1 200 OK 
Via: 1.1 TKSMDPRXYO1, 1.1 TKSMDPRXYO2 
Content-Length: 2882 
Date: Wed, O2 Feb 2005 16:00:37 GMT 
Content-Type: textixml; charset=utf-8 
Server: Microsoft-IIS 6.0 
X-Powered-By: ASP.NET 
P3P:CP-BUS CUR CONo FINIVDO ONL OUR PHY SAMO TELO 
X-AspNet-Version: 1.1.4322 
Cache-Control: private, max-age=0 
<?xml version=“1.0 encoding=“utf-82> 
<soap:Envelope Xmlins:Soap="http://schemas.xmlsoap.org.soap, envelope 

Xmlins:Xsi="http://www.w3.org/2001/XMLSchema 
instance 
Xmlins:Xsd="http://www.w3.org/2001/XMLSchema's 

<soap:Body> 
<SignResponse mlns="http://messenger.msn.com/ws/2005/03/ 
mcpris 

<SignResults-MIIH.<SignResults 
</SignResponses 

<soap:Body> 
<soap:Envelopes 

The processing of the received package 406 proceeds along 
the lines summarized with respect to FIG. 3. Namely, the 
client security-related functionality 334 retrieves the content 
330 and its associated stamp from the package 406, and 
validates the content 330 based on the stamp. More specifi 
cally, validation comprises plural tests performed by the cli 
ent security-related functionality. A first test comprises sepa 
rately computing the hash of the received content 330, and 
determining whether the calculated hash agrees with the hash 
information contained in the package 406. A discrepancy in 
the two hash values indicates that the content 330 has been 
modified, possibly by injecting a virus in it. 
A second test comprises determining whether certificate 

information associated with the stamp ultimately “points to 
the content registration authority 332. This test can specifi 
cally entail tracing a hierarchical chain 416 of certificates 
(starting with the certificate included in the stamp) to deter 
mine whether it ultimately points to the content registration 
authority 332. Parts of the hierarchical chain 416 can be 
provided by the client device A302 as part of its core func 
tionality. In another words, the first certificate in the chained 
search is the certificate specified in the stamp. The last cer 
tificate in the chained search should correspond to the certifi 
cate that the client device is coded to accept (as a “trusted 
root”). The operating system of the client device provides 
functionality to follow the chain and ensure its validity. 
A third test comprises determining whether the contenthas 

been revoked. More specifically, recall that the stamping 
functionality 410 provides stamps using provider ID-specific 
key information. Further, the stamping functionality 410 only 
issues a limited amount of stamps using a particular provider 
certificate before changing the certificate (and associated key 
information). Because of these features, the revocation func 
tionality 414 can revoke a limited number of stamps. One way 
of implementing revocation is through well-known PKI 
methods. For instance, a certificate can be revoked by placing 
it on a Certificate Revocation List (CRL). The client security 
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related functionality 334 can be configured to check the CRLs 
for all CAS in the chain as part of the validation procedure. If 
any certification in the chain is revoked, then validation fails. 
Another way of testing whether the content remains valid is to 
determine whether its content identifier is absent from the 
block list (as described above). 
A more drastic way of disabling third party content is to 

entirely deactivate the supplemental features provided by 
Such content, e.g., as described in the commonly assigned 
U.S. patent application Ser. No. 1 1/060,211, entitled, “Sys 
tems and Methods for Shielding an Identified Vulnerability.” 
naming the inventors Cesare J. Saretto et al., filed on Feb. 17. 
2005, which is incorporated by reference herein in its entirety. 
A fourth test comprises determining whether the content 

was stamped at a time when the certificate was valid. That is, 
certificates have a lifetime. The content must have been 
signed within the time interval defined by its lifetime. This 
ensures that if the certificate ever leaks out, it cannot be used 
beyond its validity interval. 
The validation procedure passes when each of its above 

enumerated component tests pass. When the client device A 
302A is assured that the content 330 has been stamped by the 
proper authority (e.g., the content registration authority 332) 
it can commit the content to its local store (not shown), and/or 
install it. In the context of an IM application, the content 330 
might constitute a Flash program that provides animated con 
tent that implements the supplemental content portion 326 (of 
FIG. 3), and so forth. In one case, security-related features 
associated with the content 330 can be stored as an attribute of 
the content object, allowing this security-related information 
to accompany the content 330 as it is transferred throughout 
the system 400. 

Different systems can apply different rules to determine 
whether a client device needs to revalidate content that it has 
already validated. In one case, the client device A 302 that 
successfully validates the content 330 can continue to use the 
content 330 without subsequent revalidation (until that time 
that the content 330 is formally revoked). In another case, the 
client device A 302 may require that the client security 
related functionality 334 to revalidate the content 330 upon 
each subsequent use. In another case, the client device A302 
may require that the client security-related functionality 334 
revalidate the content 330 after a certain amount of time 
elapses, or after a certain number of uses of the content 330, 
etc. Information that governs the timing of revalidation can be 
programmed into the client device A302 and/or specified by 
the stamp metadata itself. 
The same multi-part validation procedure applies when the 

client device A302 attempts to transfer the content to another 
client device, such as client device B 304. For example, 
assume that the user Alice starts a conversion with user Bob. 
Further assume that an integral part of Alice's IM identity is 
an icon or other display feature that has a dynamic component 
implemented using content 330 that includes an executable 
component. (Or the content 330 may comprise a feature that 
can be invoked by Alice upon her command, e.g., a so-called 
MSN Messenger Wink). In any case, when Alice's client 
device A302 communicates with Bob's client device B 304 
and invokes the content 330, Bob's client device B 304 will 
determine if it has the content necessary to display Alice's 
dynamic content 330. If Bob's device B 304 does not cur 
rently provide this content 330, Bob's client device B304 will 
request it from Alice's client device B 302. Such a transfer 
will prompt the transfer of the content 330 and the associated 
stamp. Like the case with Alice's initial consumption of the 
content 330, Bob's client device B 304 cannot consume the 
content 330 without first validating the content 330 using the 
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stamp. If the content 330 has become corrupted since Alice 
has received it, or if Alice deliberately introduced malicious 
content into the network, then the propagation of this content 
330 will be effectively halted at Bob's client device B 304 
(and the same goes for all of the other client devices associ 
ated with Alice's buddies). This is very beneficial, as it helps 
stem the spread of viruses over the IM network, which, as 
mentioned in the Background section, has the potential of 
inflicting swift and severe damage to the network. If client 
device B 304 determines that the content is valid, then it can 
store and/or install it. Client device B 304 will repeat this 
validation upon Subsequent uses according to the environ 
ment-specific criteria set forth with respect to client device A 
3O2. 

In terms of physical implementation, the content registra 
tion authority 332 can be implemented as one or more server 
components, databases and/or other hardware. The compo 
nents of the content registration authority 332 can be located 
at a single site, or spread over plural sites in distributed 
fashion. In one exemplary case, for instance, the publisher 
interaction functionality 408 can be implemented as one or 
more servers in a first collection of servers, and the stamping 
functionality 410 can be implemented as one or more servers 
in a second collection of servers. Further, although not shown, 
the content registration authority 332 can include various 
routers, load balancing mechanisms, and so forth to distribute 
and manage the workload among the different components of 
the content registration authority 332. The components of the 
content registration authority 332 can be administered by a 
single entity or plural entities. FIG. 11 (described below) 
shows one exemplary computer environment that can imple 
ment any server machine described herein. 

Various considerations can govern when the content pub 
lisher 328 and the content registration authority 332 coopera 
tively perform the above identified functions. In the case of 
“stock’ content 330 that remains the same for all purchasing 
customers, the content publisher 328 can register this content 
330 in advance, e.g., by forming content identifiers (hashes) 
for this content. Then the content registration authority 332 
can provide the associated stamps for this static content 330. 
All of this activity happens prior to the time that the customer 
purchases the content 330. In another scenario, the content 
330 can be modified (e.g., customized) by the user at the time 
of purchase. In this case, the content publisher 328 and the 
content registration authority 332 perform their operations 
when prompted by the sale itself, that is, not in advance of the 
sale. Still further techniques can be used for managing the 
operations performed by the content publisher 328 and the 
content registration authority 332 to suit different environ 
ments. Section B describes the procedural aspects of the 
system 400 in greater detail. 
As a further processing improvement, results that are 

repeatedly used within the system 400 can be cached to elimi 
nate the need to recalculate them. First, for instance, the 
publisher-end security functionality 404 of the content pub 
lisher 328 can cache the hash computed based on a particular 
content item (as well as its corresponding stamp, if that is 
available). If a user selects a contentitem for purchase that has 
already been assigned a hash value, then this hash value can 
be pulled from the cache memory. Second, the stamping 
functionality 410 can do the same; if a previously calculated 
stamp (or other value) is requested, this value is preferably 
pulled from a cache memory rather than calculated anew. 
Third, the client devices (302,304. . . .306) can likewise use 
local caches to achieve the same benefits by avoiding the need 
for recalculating frequently used results. 
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Finally, the content publisher 328 has been described as a 

third party entity that provides content 330 in responses to 
express requests by the user. However, the content publisher 
can be associated with the same entity that implements the 
content registration authority 332. Moreover, in another 
implementation, the content publisher 328 can automatically 
download content to the client device A302 without the user 
(Alice) expressly making a request for this content. This 
feature might be appropriate in the case of the receipt of 
sponsored advertising information which is injected into the 
IM application. (In any case, the dissemination of content 
need not be predicated on the payment of a fee; that is, the user 
can download content for free too.) 
A.3. Solution B: Centrally Storing Content Identifiers 

FIG. 5 shows a system which implements Solution Biden 
tified above. To repeat, solution Buses the content registra 
tion authority 332 to provide a content identifier registration 
service. In one case, the content registration authority 332 
stores content identifiers prior to downloading the corre 
sponding content 330 to the client devices (304. . . .306). In 
another case, the content registration authority 332 stores 
content identifiers immediately after the content 330 has been 
downloaded to an original recipient, e.g., to client device A 
302 (providing that it has secured this indirect registration 
route, e.g., using the provisions described above). To facili 
tate explanation, the following discussion will assume that 
the former approach is used, that is, where the content 330 is 
registered prior to it being downloaded to the client device A 
302. The individual features shown in FIG. 5 will be 
described in additional detail below. 

Beginning with the content publisher 328, this component 
performs substantially the same functions as the same-num 
bered component (328) of FIG. 4. Therefore, the operations 
performed by the content publisher 328 will be mentioned in 
Summary fashion in this Subsection. As previously stated, the 
client interaction functionality 402 serves the role of interact 
ing with the client devices (302,304. . . .306). For example, 
this functionality 402 provides an interface through which 
client devices (302,304. . . .306) can review and purchase 
content items 330. The publisher-end security functionality 
404 processes the content 330 to provide a content identifier. 
This processing can comprise forming a hash of the content 
330. One non-limiting type of hash algorithm that can be used 
for this task is SHA1. 

In solution B, the content registration authority 332, com 
prises registration functionality 502, a registration data store 
504, and a query-serving functionality 506. The registration 
functionality 502 performs the operation of storing the con 
tent identifier (e.g., the hash value) received from the content 
publisher 328 in the registration data store 504. The registra 
tion data store 504 performs the operation of retaining the 
content identifiers that have been stored therein. An exem 

plary content identifier, Hash, is one such content 
identifier which is stored in the registration data store 504. 
The registration data store 504 can comprise a database, a flat 
file, or some other storage mechanism. The query-serving 
functionality 506 serves the role of retrieving registered con 
tent identifiers from the registration data store 504 in response 
to queries sent by client devices (302,304. . . .306), and/or 
other possible entities in the system 500. 

Finally, the registration functionality 502 also includes 
revocation functionality 508. As the name Suggests, this func 
tionality 502 revokes the registration of content identifiers 
which have been stored in the registration data store 504. In 
the present solution (B), revocation can be achieved by sim 
ply deleting content identifiers associated with revoked con 
tent 330 within the registration data store 504. (Recall, by 
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contrast, that, in Solution A, revocation entailed revoking 
stamps. Because these stamps were not centrally maintained, 
revocation entailed propagating revocation instructions 
through the network 308 to the effected client devices (302. 
304, . . .306). 
The consumption of content 330 can entail forming a pack 

age 510 that contains the content 330 and possibly other data 
(not shown). Presume that client device A302 has purchased 
the content 330 from content publisher 328. Upon receipt, 
the client device A302 extracts the content 330. To validate 
the content 330, the client device A302s security function 
ality 334 forms a separately-computed content identifier, 
Hash. In one exemplary and non-limiting implemen 
tation, the client device 302, using this Hash, value as 
a search key, determines whether the received content has 
been registered in the registration data store 504 by accessing 
the query-serving functionality 504. If the content 330 has 
been registered, the client device A302 can be assured that the 
content 330 originated from a trusted partner of the content 
registration authority 332 (i.e., in this case content publisher 
328), but without having to expressly identify the partner by 
prompting the user (Alice) to confirm receipt of content 330 
from this partner. 
The above-described validation test can be a part of a more 

inclusive validation procedure. Additional validation tests 
can determine whether the content identifier received in the 
package 510 matches a separately computed content identi 
fier based on the received content 330. And like the case of 
solution A, upon validation of the content 330 by the client 
device A302, various rules can be defined to determine how 
frequently that same client device A302 needs to revalidate 
the content (if at all). Also, like the case of solution A, fre 
quently used results can be cached at the head-end and/or 
client devices (302,304. . . .306) to reduce the processing 
burden associated with calculating and retrieving these 
results. 
The same validation procedure occurs when client device 

A 302 transfers the content to client device B 304. This 
transfer may be triggered by the user Alice starting an IM 
conversation with the user Bob in the manner described above 
for solution A. If Bob's client device B 304 does not already 
contain the content 330 in its local store, then the client device 
B 304 will validate the content 330 in the manner described 
above before loading and running it. Namely, validation can 
comprise computing a Hash, content identifier and 
using this value as a key to determine whether the content 330 
has been registered in the data store 504. 

The same benefits can beachieved through the registration 
based validation scheme of solution B as described for solu 
tion A. Namely, although an entity can conceivably introduce 
malicious content into the local store of a client device, the 
registration-based validation scheme prevents this malicious 
content from being propagated through the network. Further, 
the user in solution B, like solution A, does not need to 
expressly approve receipt of content 330 from trusted part 

S. 

In terms of physical implementation, the content publisher 
328 and the content registration authority 332 can be imple 
mented in a similar manner as was described for Solution A. 
Namely, the components of this functionality (328,332) can 
be implemented as different groups of server components, 
databases, and/or other hardware devoted to respective dif 
ferent associated tasks. The components of this functionality 
(328,332) can be located at respective single sites, or spread 
over plural sites in distributed fashion. Although not shown, 
this functionality (328,332) can include various routers, load 
balancing mechanisms, and so forth to distribute and manage 
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the workload among the different components of this func 
tionality (328,332). The components of the content publisher 
328 and the content registration authority 332 can each be 
administered by a single entity or plural entities. FIG. 11 
below shows one exemplary computer environment that can 
implement any server-based functionality described herein. 

In the same manner specified for Solution A, various con 
siderations can govern when the content publisher 328 and 
the content registration authority 332 perform the above 
identified functions. In the case of “stock’ content 330 that is 
the same for all purchasing customers, the content publisher 
328 can register this content 330 in advance, e.g., by forming 
content identifiers (hashes) for this content. Then the content 
registration authority 332 can provide the associated Stamps 
for this content 330 (all prior to the time that the customer 
purchases the content 330). In another scenario, the content 
330 can be modified (e.g., customized) by the user at the time 
of purchase. In this case, the content publisher 328 and the 
content registration authority 332 perform their operations 
when prompted by the sale itself, that is, not in advance of the 
sale, as in the above-indicated manner. Still further tech 
niques for managing the operations performed by the content 
publisher 328 and the content registration authority 332 are 
possible to suit different environments. Section B describes 
the procedural aspects of the system 500 in greater detail. 
B. Exemplary Method of Operation (FIGS. 6, 7, 8 and 9) 

FIGS. 6-9 describe the operation of the registration-based 
validation scheme inflow chart form. To facilitate discussion, 
certain operations are described as constituting distinct steps 
performed in a certain order. Such implementations are exem 
plary and non-limiting. Certain steps described herein can be 
grouped together and performed in a single operation, and 
certain steps can be performed in an order that differs from the 
order employed in the examples set forth in this disclosure. As 
the functions performed by the content-based registration 
scheme have been fully explicated in prior sections, this sec 
tion will serve primarily as a review of those functions. 
B.1. General Procedure 

FIG. 6 shows a general procedure 600 for performing reg 
istration-based validation of content 330. In step 602, the user 
(e.g., Alice) accesses the content publisher 328 via the client 
interaction functionality 402 to request content 330 to be 
downloaded to her. In step 604, the content publisher 328 
downloads the requested content to the user. In the case where 
the user has requested static content 330, the content pub 
lisher 328 may have been able to conduct the registration of 
the product that it is downloading to the user in advance of the 
user's request. However, where the user receives customized 
content, registration is prompted by the user's selection of the 
content 330. 

In step 606, the user, Alice, presents the content 330 at her 
client device A302 if the outcome of a validation procedure 
indicates that the content 330 can be trusted. The consump 
tion of the content 330 preferably does not involve the gen 
eration of any security queries for Alice's review. That is, if 
the registration-based validation scheme indicates that con 
tent 330 originates from a trusted source, then the client 
device A302 automatically consumes the content 330 with 
out performing validation on a provider-specific level. 

In step 608, the user, Alice, communicates with another 
use, Bob. This can occur when Alice opens an IM dialog 
session with Bob, prompting the presentation of the kind of 
dialog pane 318 shown in FIG. 3. 

In step 612, the user, Bob, consumes the received content 
330 if the registration-based security scheme, performed 
again for Bob's client device B304, indicates that the content 
330 originates from a trusted source. 
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As the reader will appreciate, the operations shown in FIG. 
6 can be repeated many times each time that the content is 
propagated from one client device to another. (Optionally, 
frequently calculated results can be pulled from various 
caches maintained in the system 300). If the content acquires 
a virus, it will be effectively removed from the system by 
virtue of the fact that the validation scheme prevents any 
client device (302, 304. . . .306) that receives malicious 
content from Successfully loading and running the content. 
Therefore, although a virus could conceivably be introduced 
to a local client device through hacking into this local client 
device. Such a virus is not allowed to propagate out to other 
client devices. 
The right-hand portion of FIG. 6 summarizes the different 

types of registration-based validation paradigms that can be 
used by solutions A and B in the context of steps 606 and 612. 
Step 614 corresponds to registration-based validation per 
formed by solution A. As part of this validation scheme, the 
client device (302, 304) accesses the stamp associated with 
the received content 330 to determine whether the content 
330 is vouched for by a chain of authorities that terminates in 
the content registration authority 332 (and originates with a 
certificate associated with the stamp). Step 616 corresponds 
to the registration-based validation performed by solution B. 
In this validation scheme, the client device (302,304) com 
putes a content identifier for the received content 330 and 
determines whether a counterpart content identifier is stored 
in the registration data store 504. 

FIGS. 7, 8, and 9 provide three specific examples which 
illustrate the general principles described in FIG. 6. These 
figures show exemplary sequences of operations, with the 
horizontal axis corresponding to different actors involved in 
the operations, and the vertical axis corresponding to time 
(however, these figures are not scaled to illustrate the actual 
time required by different operations, this being dependant on 
various environment-specific factors). 
B.2. Procedural Aspects of Solution A 
To begin with, FIG. 7 shows a procedure 700 which imple 

ments solution A. More particularly, the procedure 700 cor 
responds to a scenario in which the content publisher 328 is 
able to perform some registration functions in advance of the 
users’ purchase of corresponding content items. This might 
be the case where the content items are “stock' items that do 
not change. 

In step 702, in advance of purchase, the publisher-end 
security functionality 404 sends a hash of the newly created 
content to be signed by the content registration authority 332. 
This communication can take place using a SOAP request, by 
specifying the hash, the provider ID, and so forth. 

In step 704, the publisher interaction functionality 408 
responds to the publisher-end security functionality 404 by 
requesting the stamping functionality 410 to generate a stamp 
of the hash. 

In step 706, the stamping functionality 410 computes the 
stamp and returns it to the publisher interaction functionality 
408. 

In step 708, the publisher interaction functionality 408 
forwards the computed stamp to the publisher-end security 
functionality 404. This communication can take place using 
the same communication route used to send the SOAP 
request. The SOAP response can specify the stamp, e.g., 
including the hash, a timestamp, a signed version of the hash 
and timestamp, certificate information, and so forth. 

In step 710, the publisher-end security functionality 404 in 
association with the client interaction functionality 402 make 
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the registered content available for purchase, e.g., over a 
website maintained by the client interaction functionality 402 
for this purpose. 
Some time later, in step 712, the user Alice purchases 

content from the client interaction functionality 402. 
In response, in step 714, Alice receives the package 406 

including the purchased content 330 and accompanying 
Stamp. 

In step 716, the client device A302 validates the received 
content based on the accompanying stamp. Validation com 
prises, in part, determining whether the stamp ultimately 
identifies the content registration authority 332 as the entity 
which has vouched for the integrity of the content 330. 
Another component of the validation procedure determines 
whether the hash value in the package 406 matches a sepa 
rately computed hash value based on the received content 
330. Another component of the validation procedure deter 
mines whether the stamp remains active (e.g., has been 
revoked). 

In step 718, Alice attempts to use the content 330 in con 
versing with Bob. For instance, the content may comprise an 
integral part of the Alice's identity which she wishes to 
present to others when she communicates with them. Or the 
content may comprise a feature that can be invoked by Alice 
upon command (e.g., a so-called MSN Messenger Wink). 

In step 720, Bob's client device B304 requests the content 
330 that Alice has downloaded, that is, if Bob does not already 
have this content 330. 

In step 722, Alice's client device A302 sends Bob's client 
device B 304 the requested content. 
And in step 724, Bob's client device B 304 validates the 

received content 330 in the same manner as described above 
with respect to Alice. Namely, among other tests, Bob's client 
device B 304 determines whether the stamp associated with 
the content 330 ultimately points to the content registration 
authority 332. If validation procedure is successful, the client 
device B304 determines that it is safe to consume the content 
33O. 

FIG. 8 shows another procedure 800 which also corre 
sponds to solution A. The procedure 800 varies from the 
procedure 700 in that the user, Alice, is permitted to custom 
ize the content 330 at the time of purchase. This means that 
the content publisher 328 and the content registration author 
ity 332 cannot register the content in advance. That is, regis 
tration must proceed after the user customizes the content 
330, because the content 330 does not exist in final form until 
after the user creates it, and therefore cannot be registered in 
advance. 

In step 802, Alice customizes the content 330 and pur 
chases it via the client interaction functionality 402. As stated, 
the client interaction functionality 402 can provide a web 
interface through which the user, Alice, can perform this 
function. 

In step 804, the client interaction functionality 402 requests 
the publisher-end security functionality 404 to performahash 
of the content 330 in preparation for the creation of a stamp 
for the content. 

In step 806, the publisher-end security functionality 404 
computes the hash and sends it to the content registration 
authority 332 for the creation of a stamp. This communication 
can take place using a SOAP request over the secure channel 
412. 

In step 808, the publisher interaction functionality 408 
responds to the publisher-end security functionality 404 by 
requesting the stamping functionality 410 to generate a stamp 
of the hash. 
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In step 810, the stamping functionality 410 computes the 
stamp and returns it to the publisher interaction functionality 
408. 

In step 812, the publisher interaction functionality 408 
forwards the computed stamp to the publisher-end security 
functionality 404. This communication can take place using a 
SOAP response over the secure channel 412. 

In step 814, the publisher-end security functionality 404 in 
association with the client interaction functionality 402 
makes the registered content available for downloading, e.g., 
over a website maintained by the client interaction function 
ality 402 for this purpose. 

In step 816, the client interaction functionality 402 for 
wards the stamp and accompanying stamp to the user, Alice. 

The remainder of the procedure 800 corresponds to the 
steps outlined with respect to procedure 700 shown in FIG. 7, 
in which Alice's client device A302 validates the content 330, 
followed by Bob's client device B 304 upon the start of the 
conversation between Alice and Bob (or when Alice invokes 
the content 330 upon command). 
B.3. Procedural Aspects of Solution B 

FIG.9 shows another procedure 900 which corresponds to 
solution B. Solution B involves the registration of content 
items by storing them in the registration data store 504, rather 
than the generation of stamps. The procedure 900 otherwise 
corresponds to the purchase scenario of FIG. 7, in which the 
content publisher 328 and the content registration authority 
332 are able to register the content in advance (e.g., because 
the content 330 is stable). 

In step 902, the publisher-end security functionality 404 
computes a hash of the newly created content 330 sends it to 
the content registration authority 332. Alternatively, the pub 
lisher-end security functionality 404 can transfer the content 
330 itself to the content registration authority 332, upon 
which the content registration authority 332 can use its own 
resources to process the content 330 and form the hash. 

In step 904, the registration functionality 502 receives the 
hash and stores it in the registration data store 504. 
Some time later, in step 906, the user, Alice, can purchase 

the content 330 that has been registered in the registration 
data store 504. The user Alice can perform this function by 
interacting with a web service maintained by the client inter 
action functionality 402. 

In step 908, the client interaction functionality 402 can 
download the purchased content 330 to Alice's client device 
A 302. 

In steps 910 and 912, Alice's client device A302 then goes 
about validating the received content. Validation for solution 
B comprises contacting the query functionality 506 to deter 
mine whether there is a counterpart registered content iden 
tifier stored in the registration data store 504, and if so, return 
ing a result of this lookup to the client device A302. That is, 
Alice's client device A 302 can compute a separately com 
puted content identifier (based on the received content 330 
itself) and use this information as an index to determine 
whether the content has been previously registered in the data 
Store 504. 

Although not shown, a similar validation process can be 
performed with respect to client device B 304 when client 
device A 302 communicates with client device B 304, thus 
invoking the content 330 at client device B 304. 

Although not shown, a counterpart procedure to the proce 
dure 800 shown in FIG. 8 can be performed in the context of 
Solution B. Namely, in the case that a user purchases content 
which she customizes, then registration is more closely 
coupled to Subsequent validation. Namely, in this case, reg 
istration is invoked by the purchase itself, and can be per 
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formed prior to the downloading of the content to the client 
device A302, or immediately after downloading the content 
330 to the client device A 302. 
C. Other Exemplary Applications (FIG. 10) 
The advantages of the use of the registration-based valida 

tion scheme were framed above primarily in the context of the 
ability of this mechanism to prevent the spread of viruses over 
networks, and particularly over networks that accommodate 
an IM application. While this is an important benefit, the 
registration-based validation scheme also accommodates a 
number of business models which are advantageous from 
other perspectives, such as marketing perspectives. 

Consider the exemplary model set forth in the procedure 
1000 show in FIG. 10. 
By way of overview, this model corresponds to a scenario 

where an entity distributes a main program to users. Then 
Supplemental content that can be used in conjunction with the 
main program is made available to the users via the registra 
tion based validation scheme described above. 

In step 1002 of this procedure 1000, the entity distributes a 
host program to at least one client device A302. For example, 
the host program might be a program used to provide instant 
messaging (IM) services, a program used to provide docu 
ment editing and display services, a program used to play 
content having a certain format (e.g., Flash-based format), 
and so forth. 

In step 1004, the entity can register content that works in 
conjunction with the host program using one of the Solutions 
described above (solution A or solution B, or some other 
variation solution). This content can be produced by any 
entity. For example, this content can be produced by the entity 
which provides the host program. Or this content can be 
produced by partner entities by agreement with the entity 
which provides the host program. Or this content can be 
produced by the end users themselves, and so forth. 

In step 1006, the creator of the supplementary content can 
download this content to the client devices that have pur 
chased or otherwise selected this content (if, in fact, the 
content was created at a source that is remote from the client 
devices; as mentioned above, the end users themselves can 
alternatively create the content, and, in this case, no down 
loading of content would be required). 
And in step 1108, the client devices which wish to consume 

the downloaded content (or content created by the end users) 
can validate the content in accordance with Solution A, solu 
tion B, or some other solution. The content cannot be con 
Sumed without it having been properly registered. 

According to one implementation, an entity can distribute 
the host program free of charge, yet distribute (or otherwise 
enable the consumption of) the Supplementary content that is 
used in conjunction with the main program based on a fee. Or 
an entity can distribute the host program free of charge, yet 
make the creation of the Supplementary content by any entity 
(such as the end users themselves) contingent on the payment 
of a fee. In other words, this fee can be assessed on a per 
content-item basis, and can be assessed at different consump 
tion points: in a first case, the fee can be assessed to enable 
receiving (downloading) the content item; in a second case, 
the fee can be assessed to enable consuming the content item 
after receipt; and in a third case, the fee can be assess to create 
the content item. 

For example, assume that the host program corresponds to 
document creation and display technology (Such as PDF tech 
nology produced by Adobe Systems Inc., of San Jose, Calif., 
or the like). The entity that provides the base technology can 
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do so free of charge, but then assesses a fee on aper-document 
basis to create documents that are readable/editable using this 
base technology. 

This paradigm may confer benefits to all participants 
involved. For example, in many cases, a consumer may wish 
to purchase individual content items (that the consumer 
downloads for a fee or creates for a fee) used in conjunction 
with a host program, rather than the host program itself which 
the user may use relatively infrequently. 

Further, although many partner content publishers may be 
involved in distributing the content to requesting client 
devices, the entity that administers the content registration 
authority can maintain control over this activity (by virtue of 
it acting in the role of a central validator). 

Still other business paradigms can be developed based on 
the registration-based validations schemes described herein 
to the mutual benefit of all participants involved in the 
schemes. 
D. Exemplary Computer Environment (FIG. 11) 

In one exemplary implementation, certain aspects of the 
registration-based validation scheme can be implemented as 
computer code executed by one or more computer devices. 
For example, server machines associated with the content 
publisher 328, the content registration authority 332, or some 
other component of the system 300 can be implemented by 
one or more computer devices. Also, the client devices (302. 
304. . . .306) can be implemented by computer devices. In this 
case, FIG. 11 also provides information regarding an exem 
plary computer environment 1000 that can be used to imple 
ment any such computer device (302,304. . . .306). 
The computing environment 1100 includes a general pur 

pose or sever type computer 1102 and a display device 1104. 
However, the computing environment 1100 can include other 
kinds of computing equipment. For example, although not 
shown, the computer environment 1100 can include hand 
held or laptop devices, set top boxes, game consoles, main 
frame computers, etc. Further, FIG. 11 shows elements of the 
computer environment 1100 grouped together to facilitate 
discussion. However, the computing environment 1100 can 
employ a distributed processing configuration. In a distrib 
uted computing environment, computing resources can be 
physically dispersed throughout the environment. 

Exemplary computer 1102 includes one or more proces 
sors or processing units 1106, a system memory 1108, and a 
bus 1110. The bus 1110 connects various system components 
together. For instance, the bus 1110 connects the processor 
1106 to the system memory 1108. The bus 1110 can be 
implemented using any kind of bus structure or combination 
of bus structures, including a memory bus or memory con 
troller, a peripheral bus, an accelerated graphics port, and a 
processor or local bus using any of a variety of bus architec 
tures. 

Computer 1102 can also include a variety of computer 
readable media, including a variety of types of Volatile and 
non-volatile media, each of which can be removable or non 
removable. For example, system memory 1108 includes com 
puter readable media in the form of volatile memory, such as 
random access memory (RAM) 1112, and non-volatile 
memory, such as read only memory (ROM) 1114. ROM1114 
includes an input/output system (BIOS) 1116 that contains 
the basic routines that help to transfer information between 
elements within computer 1102, Such as during start-up. 
RAM 1112 typically contains data and/or program modules 
in a form that can be quickly accessed by processing unit 
1106. 

Other kinds of computer storage media include a hard disk 
drive 1118 for reading from and writing to a non-removable, 
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non-volatile magnetic media, a magnetic disk drive 1120 for 
reading from and writing to a removable, non-volatile mag 
netic disk 1122 (e.g., a "floppy disk), and an optical disk 
drive 1124 for reading from and/or writing to a removable, 
non-volatile optical disk 1126 such as a CD-ROM, DVD 
ROM, or other optical media. The hard disk drive 1118, 
magnetic disk drive 1120, and optical disk drive 1124 are each 
connected to the system bus 1110 by one or more data media 
interfaces 1128. Alternatively, the hard disk drive 1118, mag 
netic disk drive 1120, and optical disk drive 1124 can be 
connected to the system bus 1110 by a SCSI interface (not 
shown), or other coupling mechanism. Although not shown, 
the computer 1102 can include other types of computer read 
able media, Such as magnetic cassettes or other magnetic 
storage devices, flash memory cards, CD-ROM, digital ver 
satile disks (DVD) or other optical storage, electrically eras 
able programmable read-only memory (EEPROM), etc. 

Generally, the above-identified computer readable media 
provide non-volatile storage of computer readable instruc 
tions, data structures, program modules, and other data for 
use by computer 1102. For instance, the readable media can 
store the operating system 1130, application-specific func 
tionality 1132 (including functionality for implementing 
aspects of the registration-based validation methodology), 
other program modules 1134, and program data 1136. 
The computer environment 1100 can include a variety of 

input devices. For instance, the computer environment 1100 
includes the keyboard 1138 and a pointing device 1140 (e.g., 
a “mouse') for entering commands and information into 
computer 1102. The computer environment 1100 can include 
other input devices (not illustrated). Such as a microphone, 
joystick, game pad, satellite dish, serial port, Scanner, card 
reading devices, digital or video camera, etc. Input/output 
interfaces 1142 couple the input devices to the processing unit 
1106. More generally, input devices can be coupled to the 
computer 1102 through any kind of interface and bus struc 
tures, such as a parallel port, serial port, game port, universal 
serial bus (USB) port, etc. 
The computer environment 1100 also includes the display 

device 1104. A video adapter 1144 couples the display device 
1104 to the bus 1110. In addition to the display device 1104, 
the computer environment 1100 can include other output 
peripheral devices, such as speakers (not shown), a printer 
(not shown), etc. 
Computer 1102 operates in a networked environment using 

logical connections to one or more remote computers, such as 
a remote computing device 1146. The remote computing 
device 1146 can comprise any kind of computer equipment, 
including a general purpose personal computer, portable 
computer, a server, etc. Remote computing device 1146 can 
include all of the features discussed above with respect to 
computer 1102, or some subset thereof. 
Any type of network 1148 can be used to couple the com 

puter 1102 with remote computing device 1146, such as the 
WAN 402 of FIG.4, a LAN, etc. The computer 1102 couples 
to the network 1148 via network interface 1150 (e.g., the 
interface 416 shown in FIG. 4), which can utilize broadband 
connectivity, modem connectivity, DSL connectivity, or other 
connection strategy. Although not illustrated, the computing 
environment 1100 can provide wireless communication func 
tionality for connecting computer 1102 with remote comput 
ing device 1146 (e.g., via modulated radio signals, modulated 
infrared signals, etc.). 

Although the invention has been described in language 
specific to structural features and/or methodological acts, it is 
to be understood that the invention defined in the appended 
claims is not necessarily limited to the specific features or acts 
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described. Rather, the specific features and acts are disclosed 
as exemplary forms of implementing the claimed invention. 

What is claimed is: 
1. A method that implements a registration-based valida 

tion of content using a content registration authority, the 
method comprising: 

purchasing content from a content publisher using a client 
interaction functionality; 

receiving a package at a client device that contains the 
content and a stamp for the content, the stamp including 
a content identifier and a certificate that leads to a chain 
of certificates for validating the content; and 

validating the content by determining that the content is 
trustworthy at least when a final certificate in the chain of 
certificates points to a content registration authority that 
is trusted by the client device and that the final certificate 
is a certificate that the client device is encoded to accept 
as a trusted root, wherein the content registration author 
ity is different than the content publisher. 

2. The method as recited in claim 1, wherein the stamp 
further includes a signature that is generated by encrypting 
the content identifier and a timestamp that indicates a creation 
time of the stamp using a private key associated with a content 
provider certificate. 

3. The method as recited in claim 1, wherein the validating 
further comprises receiving an indication of a determination, 
by a second party, whether the received stamp is active. 

4. The method as recited in claim 1, wherein the validating 
further comprises determining whether the stamp is active. 

5. The method as recited in claim 1, further comprising 
using the content while communicating with another client 
device. 

6. The method as recited in claim 1, further comprising 
sending the package containing the content and the stamp to 
another client device. 

7. The method as recited in claim 1, further comprising 
responding to a request for communication with another cli 
ent device with, at least in part, the content. 

8. The method as recited in claim 1, further comprising 
using the content while instant messaging with another client 
device. 

9. The method as recited in claim 1, further comprising 
invoking the content while instant messaging with another 
client device. 

10. The method as recited in claim 1, wherein the purchas 
ing includes purchasing the content using a user interface of 
an instant messaging application. 

11. One or more computer-readable storage media having 
computer-readable instructions thereon which, when 
executed by a client device, directs the client device to per 
form operations comprising: 

implementing an instant message communication session; 
receiving a package at the client device containing an 

instant messaging feature and a stamp for the instant 
messaging feature from another client device during the 
instant message communication session, the stamp 
including certificate information for validating the 
instant messaging feature; and 

validating the instant messaging feature by determining 
that the instant message feature is trustworthy at least 
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when a final certificate in a chain of certificates included 
in the certification information points to a content reg 
istration authority that is trusted by the client device and 
that the final certificate is a certificate that the client 
device is encoded to accept as a trusted root, wherein the 
content registration authority is different than a content 
publisher of the instant messaging feature. 

12. The one or more computer-readable storage media as 
recited in claim 11, wherein the validating further comprises 
determining whether the stamp identifies the content regis 
tration authority as an entity that has vouched for integrity of 
the instant messaging feature. 

13. The one or more computer-readable storage media as 
recited in claim 11, wherein the validating further comprises 
receiving an indication of a determination, by a second party, 
whether the stamp identifies the content registration authority 
as an entity that has vouched for integrity of the instant 
messaging feature. 

14. The one or more computer-readable storage media as 
recited in claim 11, wherein the validating further comprises 
receiving an indication of a determination, by a second party, 
whether the stamp is active. 

15. The one or more computer-readable storage media as 
recited in claim 11, further comprising using the instant mes 
saging feature while communicating with the additional cli 
ent device in the instant messaging communication session. 

16. A method, comprising: 
registering content as trustworthy at a content registration 

authority that is trusted by a client device by storing a 
content identifier of the content in a registration data 
store of the content registration authority; 

receiving a request from the client device that stores the 
content to validate the content as trustworthy; and 

confirming that the content is trustworthy at least when a 
final certificate in a chain of certificates included in 
certification information of the content points to the 
content registration authority that is trusted by the client 
device, the final certificate is a certificate that the client 
device is encoded to accept as a trusted root, and the 
registration data store includes a stored content identifier 
corresponding to the content identifier of the content, 
wherein the content registration authority is different 
than the content publisher of the content. 

17. The method of claim 16, wherein the content includes 
instructions that prompt a processor device to performat least 
one operation. 

18. The method of claim 16, further comprising an opera 
tion of transferring a host program associated with the content 
registration authority to the client device, wherein the content 
comprises information that is used in conjunction with the 
host program. 

19. The method of claim 18, wherein the host program 
comprises at least one of an application for conducting 
instant message communication; an application for creating, 
manipulating, and/or rendering a document; 

an application for creating, manipulating, or rendering 
Script-based content. 

20. The method of claim 16, wherein the registering occurs 
before the content publisher transfers the content to the client 
device. 




