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1
UNIFIED USER INTERFACE FOR INSTANT
MESSAGING AND EMAIL

COPYRIGHT NOTICE/PERMISSION

A portion of the disclosure of this patent document con-
tains material which is subject to copyright protection. The
copyright owner has no objection to the facsimile reproduc-
tion by anyone of the patent document or the patent disclosure
as it appears in the Patent and Trademark Office patent file or
records, but otherwise reserves all copyright rights whatso-
ever. The following notice applies to the software and data as
described below and in the drawings hereto: Copyright ©
2003, Apple Computer, Inc., All Rights Reserved.

TECHNICAL FIELD

This disclosure relates generally to user interfaces for pro-
cessing (e.g., generating, storing, displaying or otherwise
presenting, transmitting and/or receiving, etc.) electronic
communication, and in particular, relates to a unified user
interface for instant messaging and electronic mail.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Instant messaging is the real-time exchange of messages
between two or more users. Instant messaging typically
occurs between users which are logged onto an instant mes-
saging service at the same time. Also known as a “chatting,”
instant messaging has become very popular for both business
and personal use. Instant messaging (IM) provides a way to
contact users immediately, providing that they are available
for chatting. Users are typically signaled when other instant
messaging users have logged on, indicating that at least for
the moment, the other user is available for chatting. Thus,
instant messaging is often used as a way to avoid the back and
forth of electronic mail (email) communications. Unlike
instant messaging, email is not real-time, and there can be
delays of several minutes. Email and instant messaging are
typically handled by separate applications. Furthermore,
instant messaging sessions are typically ephemeral and are
not routinely archived, as is email. Thus, the differences
between email and instant messaging makes it difficult for
users to efficiently organize and manage their messaging
records.

SUMMARY OF THE DESCRIPTION

The present invention relates to a unified user interface for
instant messaging and electronic mail. In one exemplary
aspect, a single user interface is provided to allow a user to
view email and instant messages. Instant messages and email
are received and displayed within a common window within
a single application. In one aspect, an instant messaging input
field is associated with an email message. For example, in one
aspect, when a user associated with an email message is
available for instant messaging, an input field appears in a
preview pane for the email message. In another aspect of the
present invention, instant messages may be managed like an
email, e.g. filed, printed, forwarded, stored in folders, etc. For
example, in one aspect, a transcript of an instant messaging
session may be forwarded as an email.

In another aspect, an email message is displayed in a first
graphical user interface window. It is then detected whether a
user associated with the email message is available for a
messaging session. If the user associated with the email mes-
sage is available for messaging, messaging session controls
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2

are displayed in the first window. The messaging session
controls are to send messaging session content to the user or
to receive messaging session content from the user.

The present invention is described in conjunction with
systems, clients, servers, methods, and machine-readable
media of varying scope. In addition to the aspects of the
present invention described in this summary, further aspects
of the invention will become apparent by reference to the
drawings and by reading the detailed description that follows.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Non-limiting and non-exhaustive embodiments of the
present invention are described with reference to the follow-
ing figures, wherein like reference numerals refer to like parts
throughout the various views unless otherwise specified.

FIG. 1A illustrates an embodiment of an operating envi-
ronment suitable for practicing the present invention.

FIG. 1B illustrates an embodiment of a computer system
suitable for use in the operating environment of FIG. 1A.

FIG. 2A illustrates an embodiment of a unified graphical
user interface for instant messaging and email.

FIG. 2B illustrates an embodiment of a unified graphical
user interface for instant messaging and email including an
input field.

FIG. 2C illustrates an embodiment of a unified graphical
user interface for instant messaging and email including
instant messaging content.

FIG. 2D illustrates an embodiment of a unified graphical
user interface for instant messaging and email including
instant messaging content in a separate window.

FIG. 3 illustrates an embodiment of a method 300 for
unified email and instant messaging content.

FIG. 4illustrates an embodiment of a unified graphical user
interface for instant messaging and email.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Inthe following detailed description of embodiments of the
invention, reference is made to the accompanying drawings in
which like references indicate similar elements, and in which
is shown by way of illustration specific embodiments in
which the invention may be practiced. These embodiments
are described in sufficient detail to enable those skilled in the
art to practice the invention, and it is to be understood that
other embodiments may be utilized and that logical, mechani-
cal, electrical, functional, and other changes may be made
without departing from the scope of the present invention.
The following detailed description is, therefore, not to be
taken in a limiting sense, and the scope of the present inven-
tion is defined only by the appended claims.

The following description of FIGS. 1A and 1B is intended
to provide an overview of computer hardware and other oper-
ating components suitable for implementing embodiments of
the invention described below, but is not intended to limit the
applicable environments. One of skill in the art will immedi-
ately appreciate that the invention can be practiced with other
computer system configurations, including hand-held
devices, cellular telephones, multiprocessor systems, micro-
processor-based or programmable consumer electronics/ap-
pliances, network PCs, minicomputers, mainframe comput-
ers, and the like. Embodiments of the invention can also be
practiced in distributed computing environments where tasks
are performed by remote processing devices that are linked
through a communications network.

FIG. 1A shows several computer systems 1 that are
coupled together through a network 3, such as the Internet.

IPR2023-01271 Page 11
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The term “Internet” as used herein refers to a network of
networks which uses certain protocols, such as the TCP/IP
protocol, and possibly other protocols such as the hypertext
transfer protocol (HTTP) for hypertext markup language
(HTML) documents that make up the World Wide Web (web).
The physical connections of the Internet and the protocols
and communication procedures of the Internet are well
known to those of skill in the art. Access to the Internet 3 is
typically provided by Internet service providers (ISP), such as
the ISPs 5 and 7. Users on client systems, such as client
computer systems 21, 25, 35, and 37 obtain access to the
Internet through the Internet service providers, such as ISPs 5
and 7. Access to the Internet allows users of the client com-
puter systems to exchange information, receive and send
emails and instant messages, and view documents, such as
documents which have been prepared in the HTML format.
These documents are often provided by web servers, such as
web server 9 which is considered to be “on” the Internet.
Often these web servers are provided by the ISPs, such as ISP
5, although a computer system can be set up and connected to
the Internet without that system being also an ISP as is well
known in the art.

The web server 9 is typically at least one computer system
which operates as a server computer system and is configured
to operate with the protocols of the World Wide Web and is
coupled to the Internet. Optionally, the web server 9 can be
part of an ISP which provides access to the Internet for client
systems. The web server 9 is shown coupled to the server
computer system 11 which itselfis coupled to web content 10,
which can be considered a form of a media database. It will be
appreciated that while two computer systems 9 and 11 are
shown in FIG. 1A, the web server system 9 and the server
computer system 11 can be one computer system having
different software components providing the web server
functionality and the server functionality provided by the
server computer system 11 which will be described further
below.

Client computer systems 21, 25, 35, and 37 can each, with
the appropriate web browsing software, view HTML pages
provided by the web server 9. The ISP 5 provides Internet
connectivity to the client computer system 21 through the
modem interface 23 which can be considered part of the client
computer system 21. The client computer system can be a
personal computer system, consumer electronics/appliance, a
network computer, a Web TV system, a handheld device, or
other such computer system. Similarly, the ISP 7 provides
Internet connectivity for client systems 25, 35, and 37,
although as shown in FIG. 1A, the connections are not the
same for these three computer systems. Client computer sys-
tem 25 is coupled through a modem interface 27 while client
computer systems 35 and 37 are part of a LAN. While FIG.
1A shows the interfaces 23 and 27 as generically as a
“modem,” it will be appreciated that each of these interfaces
can be an analog modem, ISDN modem, DSL. modem, cable
modem, satellite transmission interface, or other interfaces
for coupling a computer system to other computer systems.
Client computer systems 35 and 37 are coupled to a LAN 33
through network interfaces 39 and 41, which can be Ethernet
network or other network interfaces. The LAN 33 is also
coupled to a gateway computer system 31 which can provide
firewall and other Internet related services for the local area
network. This gateway computer system 31 is coupled to the
ISP 7 to provide Internet connectivity to the client computer
systems 35 and 37. The gateway computer system 31 can be
a conventional server computer system. Also, the web server
system 9 can be a conventional server computer system.
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Alternatively, as well-known, a server computer system 43
can be directly coupled to the LAN 33 through a network
interface 45 to provide files 47 and other services to the clients
35, 37, without the need to connect to the Internet through the
gateway system 31.

FIG. 1B shows one example of a conventional computer
system that can be used as a client computer system or a server
computer system or as a web server system. The computer
system of FIG. 1B may, for example, be an Apple Macintosh
computer. It will also be appreciated that such a computer
system can be used to perform many of the functions of an
Internet service provider, such as ISP 5. The computer system
51 interfaces to external systems through the modem or net-
work interface 53. It will be appreciated that the modem or
network interface 53 can be considered to be part of the
computer system 51. This interface 53 can be an analog
modem, ISDN modem, DSL. modem, cable modem, token
ring interface, satellite transmission interface, or other inter-
faces for coupling a computer system to other computer sys-
tems. The computer system 51 includes a processing unit 55,
which can be a conventional microprocessor such as a G3 or
G4 microprocessor from Motorola, Inc. or IBM, a Motorola
Power PC microprocessor, or an Intel Pentium microproces-
sor. Memory 59 is coupled to the processor 55 by a bus 57.
Memory 59 can be dynamic random access memory
(DRAM) and can also include static RAM (SRAM). The bus
57 couples the processor 55 to the memory 59 and also to
non-volatile storage 65 and to display controller 61 and to the
input/output (1/0) controller 67. The display controller 61
controls in the conventional manner a display on a display
device 63 which can be a cathode ray tube (CRT) or liquid
crystal display (LCD). The input/output devices 69 can
include a keyboard, disk drives, printers, a scanner, and other
input and output devices, including a mouse or other pointing
device. The display controller 61 and the I/O controller 67 can
be implemented with conventional well known technology. A
digital image input device 71 can be a digital camera which is
coupled to an I/O controller 67 in order to allow images from
the digital camera to be input into the computer system 51.
The non-volatile storage 65 is often a magnetic hard disk, an
optical disk, or another form of storage for large amounts of
data. Some of this data is often written, by a direct memory
access process, into memory 59 during execution of software
in the computer system 51. One of skill in the art will imme-
diately recognize that the terms “computer-readable
medium” and “machine-readable medium” include any type
of storage device that is accessible by the processor 55 and
also encompass a carrier wave that encodes a data signal.

It will be appreciated that the computer system 51 is one
example of many possible computer systems which have
different architectures. For example, personal computers
based on an Intel microprocessor often have multiple buses,
one of which can be an input/output (I/0) bus for the periph-
erals and one that directly connects the processor 55 and the
memory 59 (often referred to as a memory bus). The buses are
connected together through bridge components that perform
any necessary translation due to differing bus protocols.

Network computers are another type of computer system
that can be used with the present invention. Network comput-
ers do not usually include a hard disk or other mass storage,
and the executable programs are loaded from a network con-
nection into the memory 59 for execution by the processor 55.
A Web TV system, which is known in the art, is also consid-
ered to be a computer system according to the present inven-
tion, but it may lack some of the features shown in FIG. 1B,
such as certain input or output devices. A typical computer
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system will usually include at least a processor, memory, and
a bus coupling the memory to the processor.

It will also be appreciated that the computer system 51 is
controlled by operating system software which includes a file
management system, such as a disk operating system, which
is part of the operating system software. One example of an
operating system software with its associated file manage-
ment system software is the family of operating systems
known as Mac® OS operating system from Apple Computer,
Inc. of Cupertino, Calif., and their associated file manage-
ment systems. The file management system is typically stored
in the non-volatile storage 65 and causes the processor 55 to
execute the various acts required by the operating system to
input and output data and to store data in memory, including
storing files on the non-volatile storage 65.

Embodiments of the present invention are described with
respect to FIGS. 2A-2C. FIG. 2A illustrates an embodiment
of a unified graphical user interface (GUI) for instant mes-
saging and email. As illustrated, the unified GUI, which is
typically displayed as a window 200 on a display of a com-
puter or other digital processing system, includes a number of
display and control functions for processing messaging
records. Messaging records refers to records which contain
electronic mail (email), instant messaging sessions, or
records which include both email and instant messaging con-
tent. In one embodiment, messaging records may also contain
other types of media data, such as images, video or audio data.
The window 200 includes a plurality of panes, which separate
the window 200 into portions. A table of contents (TOC) pane
202 lists messaging records. For example, in the embodiment
illustrated in FIG. 2A, the TOC 202 lists received messaging
records. In one embodiment, email messages or instant mes-
saging sessions appear as records or items in the TOC 202.

The TOC 202 includes columns which contain information
for each record. Column 204 indicates the status of a record.
For example, in one embodiment, the color of the indicator in
column 204 reflects whether the corresponding record has
content which has not yet been viewed. Column 208 displays
the name of the user from which the record originated. Col-
umn 210 displays the subject of the corresponding record, and
column 212 displays the date and time of the record. Accord-
ing to one aspect of the invention, column 206 includes a
visual indicator to indicate whether the user from which the
record originated is available for instant messaging. For
example, in one embodiment, column 206 displays an icon of
a lightning bolt to indicate that the user from which the
corresponding record originated is online, and is accepting
instant messaging requests. In other embodiments, other
icons, such as for example an ellipsis (e.g. three dots) may be
displayed in column 206 to indicate the same. It will be
recognized that this feature may be implemented as a general
availability indicator in an application to indicate messaging
records for which an immediate dialogue (e.g. email, instant
messaging, video chat, audio chat, etc.) may be available with
a user associated with the record.

In one embodiment, the date and time of a record is updated
as new content is added to the record, as described below.
Messaging records listed in the TOC 202 may be sorted based
onthe information displayed in any of columns 204, 206, 208,
210 and 212. A splitter 214 separates the TOC 202 from the
preview pane 216. Preview pane 216 displays the content of a
record 215 which is selected in the TOC 202. As illustrated in
FIG. 2A, the record 215 from Dave Stewart is currently
selected, and hence the email message content of the record is
displayed in preview pane 216.

FIG. 2B illustrates an embodiment of the GUI as illustrated
in FIG. 2A, with the addition of an messaging input object. In

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

6

one embodiment, the messaging input object is an input field
218. Input field 218 allows a user to initiate an instant mes-
saging session with another user associated with the record
which is currently selected in the TOC 202, for example, the
sender of an email. In one embodiment, input field 218
appears in pane 216 when a user associated with a selected
record is available for an instant messaging session. For
example, in the embodiment illustrated in FIG. 2B, when the
email record from Dave Stewart is selected in the TOC 202,
the email message content will appear in the preview pane
216. Additionally, since the user associated with the email
message, in this case Dave Stewart, is available for an instant
messaging session, as indicated by the icon in column 206,
the input field 218 will appear. This provides a user with a way
to conveniently initiate an instant messaging session with
another user associated with the selected record in the TOC
202. In one embodiment, if the user associated with the
selected record in the TOC 202 is offline or is otherwise not
currently available for instant messaging, then input field 218
does not appear in pane 216.

In one embodiment, an input object includes functionality
to receive input, such as text entered from a keyboard, or
handwriting entered through the use of a pen or stylus. In
other embodiments, input object may include functionality
for receiving other input, such as video or audio.

Input field 218 may be displayed in various ways. In one
embodiment, input field 218 appears simultaneously with the
messaging record content in preview pane 216 when the
record is selected in the TOC 202, if the user associated with
the record is available for instant messaging. In another exem-
plary embodiment, if a user associated with a record becomes
available for instant messaging while the message is currently
being browsed, input field 218 appears by animating up (e.g.
popping up) from the lower portion of pane 216. In yet
another embodiment, input field 218 includes an affordance,
i.e. a visual clue to the function of the input field 218. For
example, in the embodiment illustrated in FIG. 2B, when
input field 218 appears, a clue stating “Click here to begin
chat ... ” appears to assist the user. In another embodiment,
a button becomes active (clickable) or changes appearance to
denote the availability of an associated user for a messaging
session, such as an instant messaging session.

In another embodiment, input field 218 may appear when a
user receives an invitation to join an instant messaging ses-
sion from another user. For example, if an invitation to instant
message is accepted, input 218 may appear in pane 216. Pane
216 may also display content from a messaging record asso-
ciated with the instant messaging session. For example, a
transcript of a previous instant messaging session may be
displayed in pane 216, and the transcript is updated as the
instant messaging session is resumed.

In another embodiment, if a user associated with a selected
record in the TOC is available for instant messaging, a new
window including an input field appears. In yet another exem-
plary embodiment, where a window 200 includes a TOC list
of'messaging records without a preview pane, as a user selects
various messaging records within the TOC, an input field will
appear within the window for those selected records for
which an associated user is available for instant messaging. In
one embodiment, if a user initiates a chat by typing a message
in the input field, a pane appears to display the instant mes-
saging content. In another embodiment, a separate window
appears to display the instant messaging content when an
instant messaging session is initiated.

FIG. 2C illustrates an embodiment of the GUI of FIG. 2B
including instant messaging content 220. In one embodiment,
where a user initiates an instant messaging session by typing
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in the input field 218, the content of the ensuing instant
messaging session is displayed in pane 216. As replies are
input and received in the instant messaging session, the
instant messaging content 220 or transcript is updated in pane
216. In one embodiment, the email content 222 is separated
from the instant messaging content 220 by a divider 224. In
another embodiment, instant messaging content 220 appears
in a separate pane from the pane 216 displaying the email
content 222.

In one embodiment, the instant messaging content 220 is
combined with the email content 222 to create a combined
messaging record including both email and instant messaging
content. In other words, the instant messaging session is
integrated with the email message into a new messaging
record. In one embodiment, the record may be updated with
any new instant messaging content. In another embodiment, a
user may optionally select how instant messaging content is
handled. For example, a user may control whether it is
appended to an existing record (e.g. an email record), whether
it is stored as a separate record. Additionally, in one embodi-
ment, a user may control whether the instant messaging con-
tent is retained or discarded. In one embodiment, instant
messaging content is automatically archived.

In one embodiment, as each new reply is input or received
for the instant messaging session, the date and time informa-
tion for the messaging record is updated to reflect the date and
time of the most recently added content to the messaging
record. For example, in one embodiment, where the TOC 202
is sorted in ascending order based on date and time column
212, as illustrated in FIG. 2C, if on October 10, new instant
messaging content were added to the record from Dave Stew-
art received October 9, the record would move to the bottom
of the list, as it would contain the most recent new content.
Additionally, a new record in TOC 202 is not necessarily
created for each instant messaging session. For example, if an
instant messaging session is associated with a previous email,
or is a continuation of an earlier instant messaging session,
the new content is incorporated into the associated record. If
an instant messaging session is new, i.e. not associated with a
previous messaging record or not a reply to a previous mes-
sage, then it appears as a new item or entry in the TOC 202. In
one embodiment, a messaging record is associated with a
message 1D, which is used to identify subsequent related
messaging content.

A chatting session may also be implemented in other ways.
For example, in one embodiment, a user may initiate an
instant messaging session which is displayed in pane 216 by
clicking on a button. In another embodiment, an instant mes-
saging session is launched in a separate window. For example,
in one embodiment, when a user associated with a selected
record 215 is available for instant messaging, a button 230,
illustrated in F1G. 2B, may be clicked or selected to launch an
instant messaging session. In one embodiment, clicking on
button 230 spawns an instant messaging session with a user
associated with a selected record 215 in a separate window
235, as illustrated in FIG. 2D. In another embodiment, a user
may toggle between messaging record content in preview
pane 216 and an instant messaging session associated with
the messaging record by clicking on a tab button. In one
embodiment, when a user clicks the tab, messaging record
content in preview pane 216 is replaced by instant messaging
content associated with the messaging record. In another
embodiment, a user may click a button to display a drawer
including instant messaging content. The drawer is a child
window that slides out from a parent window (window 200)
that the user can open or close (show or hide) while the parent
window 200 is open.

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

8

In one embodiment, the software application which con-
trols window 200 also controls the separate windows
launched from window 200, such as window 235. In one
exemplary embodiment, where an instant messaging session
is in a separate window 235 from the main application win-
dow 200, as illustrated in FIG. 2D, the separate window 235
is controlled by the software application that controls the
main application window 200. For example, in one embodi-
ment, closing the main application window 200 will also
cause the separate window 235 to close. In another embodi-
ment, terminating the software application which controls
window 200 will also cause the instant messaging session in
window 235 to terminate.

The integration of email and instant messaging in a unified
GUI provides numerous advantages. For example, in one
embodiment, a user may initiate an instant messaging session
relating to the subject of an email, without having to explain
to the receiving party what the instant message is in regards
to, since the recipient of the invitation receives the invitation
in association with a previous email. In one embodiment,
instant messaging sessions are automatically archived and
organized in a similar manner as email. This allows a user to
review previous instant messaging sessions, in addition to
permitting instant messaging threads which span long time
periods. For example, conventional instant messaging ses-
sions end when a user terminates the instant messaging appli-
cation. In one embodiment of the present invention, instant
messaging sessions are stored and may be resumed whenever
both parties are available for chatting. This allows a user to
continue a chat over multiple sessions, while preserving the
content of previous chat sessions. This also facilitates recol-
lection of what was discussed in previous chat sessions.

In one embodiment, a messaging record which includes
instant messaging content (e.g. an instant messaging session
or a message record with email and instant messaging con-
tent) may be handled as conventional email messages are. For
example, a messaging record including email and instant
messaging content may be forwarded as an email message to
other users. In one embodiment, the instant messaging con-
tent may be converted to a text transcript. In another embodi-
ment, HTML (HyperText Markup Language) may be used to
present the instant messaging content within the forwarded
email message.

In one embodiment, an option is provided to strip the
message record of instant messaging content. This may be
used, for example, where instant messaging content was
added to an email message, and a user desires to forward only
the original email message to another user. Alternatively, in
one embodiment, where a messaging record includes email
and instant messaging content, the email message may be
stripped from the record, so that a user may forward only the
transcript of the instant messaging session to another user. In
yet another embodiment, the stripping function may be
applied to extract either email messages or instant messaging
content from records containing both, for the purpose of
conserving storage space.

Although FIGS. 2A-2C are illustrates embodiments using
an Inbox, it will be appreciated that embodiments of the
present invention may be applied to other folders, such as for
example a Sent folder, or other user generated folders.

FIG. 3 illustrates an embodiment of a method 300 for
unified email and instant messaging content. A list or table of
contents (TOC) of messaging records is displayed by the
method 300 (Block 302). For example, in one embodiment,
the listis the TOC 202 illustrated in FIGS. 2A-2C. In addition
to email messages, the TOC may also include instant mes-
saging sessions, and messaging records including both email
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and instant messaging content. A user selects an email mes-
sage from the TOC (Block 304). For example, the user may
use a cursor control device, such as a mouse, to select or click
an item in the TOC.

The method 300 determines whether a user associated with
the selected message is available for instant messaging
(Block 306). A user associated with a selected message is a
user who was a party to the initial email. For example, the
“From:” field of a selected email message in an Inbox iden-
tifies a user associated with the message, i.e. the sender. A
user is available for instant messaging if they are online, and
are accepting instant messaging invitations. If a user associ-
ated with a selected email message is not available for instant
messaging, the selected email message is displayed in a pre-
view pane (Block 307). If a user associated with a selected
message is available for instant messaging, the selected email
message is displayed in a preview pane with an input field for
initiating an instant messaging session with the associated
user (Block 308).

In one embodiment, a user may initiate an instant messag-
ing session by inputting text into the input field (Block 310).
If a chat is initiated, the instant messaging content is dis-
played with the email message in the preview pane (Block
312). In one embodiment, as instant messaging replies are
sent and received by the user, the messaging content is
updated in the preview pane. The instant messaging content is
stored along with the email message as a single messaging
record (Block 314).

FIG. 4 illustrates another embodiment of a unified GUI of
the present invention displayed in a window 400. A table of
contents (TOC) pane 404 lists messaging records which may
include email messages, instant messaging sessions, or com-
binations thereof. The content of a currently selected instant
messaging record 402 is displayed in preview pane 406. Inthe
exemplary embodiment illustrated in FIG. 4, an Inbox TOC
404 serves as a centralized location for viewing received
email and instant messaging content. This provides several
advantages to users which facilitate organization and man-
agement of their messaging records. The technique of drag-
ging an item and dropping it on a suitable destination is called
drag and drop. For example, in one embodiment, a user may
drag a messaging record, such as an email, from the TOC 404
and drop it into the preview pane 406 for a currently selected
instant messaging session 402. In one embodiment, dropping
an email message pastes the text of the email message into the
selected instant messaging session 402. In another embodi-
ment, dropping the email on an instant messaging record
causes the email to be sent to the associated user through afile
transfer protocol. Similarly, in another embodiment, an
instant messaging record may be dragged and dropped into an
new email message, or an instant messaging session, to insert
a transcript of the instant messaging session.

In one embodiment, a user may sort their messaging
records into folders. In addition to email messages, instant
messaging records may also be sorted into folders like email.
This allows a user to drag and drop instant messaging records
from the TOC 404 into appropriate folders for organization.
An advantage is that a user may store all related messaging
records (email and instant messages) conveniently in a single
folder.

Asdiscussed above, in one embodiment, since instant mes-
saging sessions are archived, new content may be added to an
instant messaging sessions which has been idle for a sus-
tained period, e.g. over several user sessions. In one embodi-
ment, new instant messaging sessions (i.e. those thatare notin
reply to a previous messaging record) are typically sorted in a
user’s inbox folder. However, when a user sorts an instant
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messaging session record into a folder, the user has several
options for handling subsequent replies to the instant mes-
saging session (i.e. how the messaging record is updated). In
one embodiment, once placed in a folder, the messaging
record remains in the folder, with a visual indicator to indicate
that new content is present. In another embodiment, a reply to
an instant messaging session which has been placed in a
folder causes the messaging thread to be split. The new reply
shows up as a new record in the user’s inbox, and the previous
thread remains in its assigned folder. In yet another embodi-
ment, a new reply to the thread causes the messaging record to
be pulled from the folder and placed into the user’s inbox. In
still yet another embodiment, a reply to the thread causes the
messaging record to appear in both the inbox and its original
folder.

In one embodiment, pane 406 includes an input field 420,
similar to the input field 218 of FIGS. 2B and 2C, when a user
associated with instant messaging content in a selected mes-
saging record 402 is available online for instant messaging.
For example, in one embodiment, a user may be browsing an
archived instant messaging session 402, and if a user associ-
ated with the instant messaging session (in this case, Dave
Peterson), is available for instant messaging, the input field
420 is present in pane 406 to allow the user to resume the
instant messaging session. In one embodiment, input field
420 allows a user to input replies for an instant messaging
session, and the content of the instant messaging session is
updated in pane 406 as the session progresses.

In one embodiment, a method similar to method 300
described above with respect to FIG. 3, may be applied to
govern the presence of input field 420 for messaging records
including instant messaging content. For example, in one
embodiment, a user selects an instant messaging record from
the TOC 404. The instant messaging content is displayed in
pane 406. If a user associated with the instant messaging
content (e.g. another user involved in the chat) is available for
instant messaging, input field 420 is displayed in pane 406. If
auser then initiates or resumes the instant messaging session
by inputting text into the input field 420, the content of the
session is updated in pane 406, as well as in the messaging
record.

Various visual indicators may be used in the TOC 404 to
distinguish various types of messaging records and their sta-
tus. In one embodiment, various colored dots in column 408
of'the TOC 404, indicate the status of messaging record, such
as whether the messaging record includes new content which
has not yet been viewed. For example, in one embodiment, a
red dot 410 indicates that a messaging record includes
unviewed content. In one embodiment, visual indicators may
be used in the TOC 404 to differentiate instant messaging
records from records including only email content. For
example, in one embodiment, a bubble 412 in column 408
indicates that the record includes an instant messaging ses-
sion which has ended or is otherwise idle. In another embodi-
ment, a bubble 414 surrounding around an entire item in the
TOC 404 indicates an instant messaging session which is
currently in progress or active. In yet another embodiment, a
bubble 416 surrounding a dot in column 408 indicates an
unviewed or unanswered instant messaging invitation. It will
be appreciated that the visual indicators described above are
only exemplary, and various other indicators may be used
with embodiments of the present invention.

Inanother embodiment of the present invention, a user may
disable or “turn off” the instant messaging capabilities of the
GUI and the associated application. The disabling may be
temporary or permanent. For example, a button or setting in a
preferences menu may be used to control this feature. In a
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software application embodying the present invention, this
feature may be useful to users who prefer to use only the email
aspects of the application. Likewise, in another exemplary
embodiment, a user may disable or “turn off” the email capa-
bilities of the GUI and the associated application, such that a
software application embodying the present invention may be
used primarily for managing instant messaging records.

It will be appreciated that embodiments of the present
invention may be used with other forms of messaging other
than instant messaging or email. For example, in one embodi-
ment, the user interface may incorporate functionality for
receiving, sending, and managing other text-based messag-
ing, such as Short Message Service (SMS) messages. SMS is
a text message service that enables short messages of gener-
ally up to 140-160 characters in length to be sent and trans-
mitted, typically from a mobile phone or other portable com-
munication device.

In another exemplary embodiment, the user interface may
incorporate functionality for receiving, sending and manag-
ing other types of messaging, such as video chats, video
conferencing, or audio communications. For example, in one
embodiment, where it is detected that a sender of an email
message is available for a video chat or otherwise receiving
real time video content from the user, controls for sending or
initiating the video chat will appear in the same window of
user interface in which the email messaging record appears.
In one embodiment, such controls may include, for example,
on, off; play, pause, fast forward, and rewind, among others.
Similarly, in another embodiment, when it is detected that a
sender of a messaging record is available for receiving audio
communications, controls for initiating an audio Communi-
cation session will be displayed in the user interface.

Further information concerning the processing of elec-
tronic messages (e.g. electronic mail and instant messaging)
for use with embodiments of the present invention can be
found in a co-pending U.S. patent application Ser. No.
10/741,948, entitled “Method And Apparatus For Processing
Electronic Messages”, filed Dec. 19, 2003, for which the
inventor is Jens Alfke, and which is assigned to a common
assignee of the present application. The above-identified U.S.
Patent Application is hereby incorporated by reference.

The above description of illustrated embodiments of the
invention, including what is described in the Abstract, is not
intended to be exhaustive or to limit the invention to the
precise forms disclosed. While specific embodiments of, and
examples for, the invention are described herein for illustra-
tive purposes, various equivalent modifications are possible
within the scope of the invention, as those skilled in the
relevant art will recognize. These modifications can be made
to the invention in light of the above detailed description. The
terms used in the following claims should not be construed to
limit the invention to the specific embodiments disclosed in
the specification and the claims. Rather, the scope of the
invention is to be determined entirely by the following claims,
which are to be construed in accordance with established
doctrines of claim interpretation.

What is claimed is:

1. A method performed by a processor implemented on a
semiconductor chip within a computing system, comprising:

rendering an email inbox in a first section of a graphical

user interface;

detecting that a first user has selected an email message

listed within the email inbox;

rendering the selected email message as an email message

in a second section of the graphical user interface, the
rendered selected email message showing the text of the
email message;
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detecting whether a second user that wrote the email mes-

sage is available for instant messaging; and

in response to the second user that wrote the email message

being deemed available for instant messaging from the
detecting and without the first user affirmatively con-
firming that the first user intends to respond to the email,
rendering on said graphical user interface an indication
that the second user is available for instant messaging,
and, changing the state of an instant messaging start
feature from not visible on said graphical user interface
to visible on said graphical user interface, the instant
messaging start feature to allow the first user to choose to
send instant messaging content and not email content to
the second user from a computer system that is perform-
ing the method;

inresponse to a detected selection of the instant messaging

start feature, rendering a third section of the graphical
user interface in which content of an instant message to
be sent to the second user is to be typed by the first user;
causing said instant message to be sent to said second user;
receiving a response instant message from said second
user; and,

rendering in a fourth section of said graphical user interface

an instant messaging conversation between the first and
second users, the instant messaging conversation con-
taining the instant message sent by the first user to the
second user and the instant message sent by the second
user to the first user.

2. The method of claim 1, further comprising:

combining the instant messaging conversation and the

email message to create a combined messaging record;
and

storing the combined messaging record.

3. The method of claim 2, further comprising:

extracting the instant messaging conversation from the

combined record; and

sending a transcript of the instant messaging content as an

email message.

4. The method of claim 3, further comprising:

extracting the email message from the combined record;

and

sending the email message.

5. A machine readable storage medium containing pro-
gram code that when processed by a processor implemented
on a semiconductor chip causes a computing system to per-
form a method, the processor being part of the computing
system, the method comprising:

displaying an email message as an email message in a first

graphical user interface window;

detecting whether a second user that wrote the email mes-

sage is available for instant messaging; and
performing the following in response to the second user
that wrote the email message being deemed available for
instant messaging from the detecting and without a first
user of the computing system affirmatively confirming
that the first user intends to respond to the email mes-
sage:
displaying, in the first window, an indication that the
second user is available for instant messaging; and,
displaying, in the first window, an instant messaging
input object, the instant messaging input object to
allow a first user to choose to send instant messaging
content and not email content to the second user from
the computing system having the processing unit that
is performing the method;

in response to a detected selection of the input object,

displaying a second window in which content of an
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instant message to be sent to the second user appears,
said second window and content being displayed while
said email’s content is displayed within said first win-
dow; and,
in response to an indication to send said instant message,
sending said instant message to said second user.
6. The machine readable storage medium of claim 5,
wherein the method further comprises:
receiving instant messaging content from the second user;
and
displaying the received instant messaging content in the
first window with the email message and the sent instant
messaging content.
7. The machine readable storage medium of claim 6,
wherein the method further comprises:
combining the instant messaging content and the email
message to create a combined messaging record; and
storing the combined messaging record.
8. The machine readable storage medium of claim 7,
wherein the method further comprises:
extracting the instant messaging content from the com-
bined record; and
sending a transcript of the instant messaging content as an
email message.
9. The machine readable storage medium of claim 8,
wherein the method further comprises:
extracting the email message from the combined record;
and
sending the email message.
10. A computer system comprising a storage medium and
a processor implemented on a semiconductor chip, the stor-
age medium containing program code that when processed by
the processor causes the computing system to perform a
method, comprising:
displaying an email message as an email message in a first
graphical user interface window;
detecting whether a second user that wrote the email mes-
sage is available for instant messaging and without a first
user of the computing system affirmatively confirming
that the first user intends to respond to the email mes-
sage; and
performing the following response to it being deemed,
from the detecting, that the second user that wrote the
email message is available for instant messaging:
displaying, in the first window, an indication that the
second user is available for instant messaging; and,
displaying, in the first window, an instant messaging
input object, the instant messaging input object to
allow the first user to choose to send instant messag-
ing content and not email content to the second user
from the computer system;
in response to a detected selection of the input object,
displaying a second window in which content of an
instant message to be sent to the second user appears,
said second window and content being displayed while
said email’s content is displayed within said first win-
dow; and,
in response to an indication to send said instant message,
sending said instant message to said second user.
11. The computer system of claim 10, wherein the method
further comprises:
receiving instant messaging content from the second user;
and
displaying the received instant messaging content in the
first window with the email message and the sent instant
messaging content.

w
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12. The computer system of claim 11, wherein the method
further comprises:
combining the instant messaging content and the email
message to create a combined messaging record; and
storing the combined messaging record.
13. The computer system claim 12, wherein the method
further comprises:
extracting the instant messaging content from the com-
bined record; and
sending a transcript of the instant messaging content as an
email message.
14. The computer system of claim 13, wherein the method
further comprises:
extracting the email message from the combined record;
and
sending the email message.
15. A method performed by a computer system, compris-
ing:
displaying an email message as an email message in a first
graphical user interface window;
detecting whether a second user that wrote the email mes-
sage is available for instant messaging and without a first
user of the computer system affirmatively confirming
that the first user intends to reply to the email message;
and
performing the following in response to it being deemed,
from the detecting, that the second user that wrote the
email message is available for instant messaging:
displaying, in the first window, an indication that the
second user is available for instant messaging; and,
displaying, in the first window, an instant messaging
input object, the instant messaging input object to
allow a first user to choose to send instant messaging
content and not email content to the second user from
the computer system;
in response to a detected selection of the input object,
displaying a second window in which content of an
instant message to be sent to the second user appears,
said second window and content being displayed while
said email’s content is displayed within said first win-
dow; and,
in response to an indication to send said instant message,
sending said instant message to said second user.
16. The method of claim 15, wherein the method further
comprises:
receiving instant messaging content from the second user;
and
displaying the received instant messaging content in the
first window with the email message and the sent instant
messaging content.
17. The method of claim 16, wherein the method further
comprises:
combining the instant messaging content and the email
message to create a combined messaging record; and
storing the combined messaging record.
18. The method of claim 17, wherein the method further
comprises:
extracting the instant messaging content from the com-
bined record; and
sending a transcript of the instant messaging content as an
email message.
19. The method of claim 18, wherein the method further
comprises:
extracting the email message from the combined record;
and
sending the email message.
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20. A computer system comprising a storage medium and
a processor implemented on a semiconductor chip, the stor-
age medium containing program code that when processed by
the processor causes the computer system to perform a
method, comprising:
rendering an email inbox in a first section of a graphical
user interface;
detecting that a first user has selected an email message
listed within the email inbox;
rendering the selected email message as an email message
in a second section of the graphical user interface, the
rendered selected email message showing the text of the
email message;
detecting whether a second user that wrote the email mes-
sage is available for instant messaging; and
in response to the second user that wrote the email message
being deemed available for instant messaging from the
detecting and without the first user affirmatively con-
firming that the first user intends to reply to the email
message, rendering on said graphical user interface an
indication that the second user is available for instant
messaging, and, changing the state of an instant messag-
ing start feature from not visible on said graphical user
interface to visible on said graphical user interface, the
instant messaging start feature to allow the first user to
choose to send instant messaging content and not email
content to the second user from the computer system;

20
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inresponse to a detected selection of the instant messaging
start feature, rendering a third section of the graphical
user interface in which content of an instant message to
be sent to the second user is to be typed by the first user;

causing said instant message to be sent to said second user;

receiving a response instant message from said second
user; and,

rendering in a fourth section of said graphical user interface
an instant messaging conversation between the first and
second users, the instant messaging conversation con-
taining the instant message sent by the first user to the
second user and the instant message sent by the second
user to the first user.

21. The computer system of claim 20, further comprising:

combining the instant messaging conversation and the
email message to create a combined messaging record;
and

storing the combined messaging record.

22. The computer system of claim 21, further comprising:

extracting the instant messaging conversation from the
combined record; and

sending a transcript of the instant messaging conversation
as an email message.

23. The computer system of claim 22, further comprising:

extracting the email message from the combined record;
and

sending the email message.

#* #* #* #* #*
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