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[57] ABSTRACT 

A method and system for combining prefix and first char­
acter search methods. The present invention provides a 
combined search method for searching for elements in a list. 
The combined search method maintains a user input buffer 
that contains a plurality of search characters. The combined 
search method searches for a particular list element in a list, 
where each list element is a sequence of characters. That is, 
the combined search method searches for a list element 
whose prefix matches the search characters in the user input 
buffer. If each of the search characters in the user input 
buffer is the same, the combined search method also 
searches for a list element whose first character matches a 
search character in the user input buffer. If one list element 
is found, the combined search method selects that list 
element. If two list elements are found, the combined search 
method selects one of the two list elements based on its 
proximity to a predetermined list element. 

120 

N 

31 Claims, 7 Drawing Sheets 
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METHOD AND SYSTEM FOR COMBINING 
PREFIX AND FIRST CHARACTER 

SEARCHING OF A LIST 

TECHNICAL FIELD 

This invention relates generally to a method for searching 
a list on a computer device, and more specifically, to a 
method for combining prefix and first character search 
techniques. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Computer systems often use lists to organize elements, 
such as file names or folder names. The ability to search a 
list quickly and to find a desired list element is advanta­
geous. In addition. the ease of use of a particular search 
method particularly appeals to users. Different computer 
systems offer different methods of searching lists. Generally, 
some computer systems offer the prefix search method (also 
known as the incremental search method) and others offer 
the first character search method. Both search methods 
typically start by displaying a portion of the list on a display 
device in a scrollable list box. 

Sometimes, the list is too large to display in its entirety on 
a display device. Therefore, only a portion of the list may be 
displayed. For example, a list box containing font types, 
such as "Times New Roman" and "Courier", for a word 
processing program may only display ten font types even 
though the list contains twenty font types. Similarly, a list 
box containing a list of files on the computer system may 
only display twelve files although the list may contain a 
hundred files. Because lists may be too large to display in 
their entirety, a list searching method is useful. 

The prefix search method allows a user to enter the prefix 
of a list element to be found in a list. As the user enters each 
character in the prefix, the prefix search method searches the 

2 
search for when the next character is entered. When the 
second character entered is the same as the previous char­
acter entered (e.g., "HH"), the first character search method 
searches for the second list element that begins with the 

5 entered character, and so on as long as the user continues 
entering the same character. In this way, a user can sequen­
tially search through a list in order to find each list element 
that begins with a certain character. When a list element is 
found. the first character search method selects the list 
element. Like the prefix search method, the first character 

10 search method scrolls the list box as appropriate and high­
lights the selected list element. For instance, if the user 
enters the character "H", the first character search method 
searches for the first list element starting with the character 
"H". When the user enters another character "H", the first 

15 character search method then searches for the second list 
element starting with the character "H'' and so on. If the user 
next enters the character "B", then the first character search 
method begins a new search and searches for the first list 
element starting with the character "B". One of the difficul-

20 ties of using the first character search method occurs when 
the list has many list elements starting with the character the 
user enters and the desired list element is far down the list. 
The user can only find the desired list element by continu­
ously re-entering the starting character. Finding the desired 

25 list element is especially difficult when the list is not 
alphabetically ordered. H the user knew the exact prefix of 
the list element desired, then a prefix search method would 
be preferable in this case. 

In addition to the difficulties discussed above, computer 

30 systems implementing either search method often do not 
give user feedback when a list element is not found, except 
that the last list element found remains selected and high­
lighted. Although some computer systems do give user 
feedback by "beeping" when a list element is not found, 
these computer systems may continue to beep when addi-

35 tional characters are entered unless a new search is started. 

list for the first list element whose prefix matches the 
characters entered so far. When a list element is found. the 
prefix search method selects the list element. The prefix 
search method then scrolls the list box as appropriate and 40 
highlights the selected list element. For example, if the user 
enters the character "H", then the prefix search method 
searches for the first list element starting with the character 
"H". If the user then enters the character "O", the prefix 
search method searches for the first list element starting with 45 
the prefix "HO". One of the difficulties of using the prefix 
search method is that the user typically needs to know the 
exact prefix of the list element to be found. For example, if 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENI1ON 
It is an object of the present invention to provide an 

improved search method which allows for both prefix search 
and first character search methods. 

It is another object of the present invention to provide a 
method and system for effectively providing user feedback 
if the search falls to find a match. 

These and other objects, which will become apparent as 
the invention is more fully described below, are obtained by 
a method of combining prefix search and first character 
search methods. In a preferred embodiment, the present 
invention provides a combined search method for searching 

the user desires to find list element "HOLMES", which is 
phonetically pronounced "HOMES", and the user enters the 50 
prefix "HOM", then the prefix search method finds, selects 
and highlights list element "HOMES". Also, if list element 
"HOLMES" is not before list element "HOMES" (the list is 

for elements in a list. The combined search method main­
tains a user input buffer that contains a plurality of search 
characters. The combined search method searches for a 
particular list element in a list, where each list element is a 
sequence of characters. That is, the combined search method 
searches for a list element whose prefix matches the search 
characters in the user input buffer. H each of the search 
characters in the user input buffer is the same, the combined 
search method also searches for a list element whose first 
character matches a search character in the user input buffer. 
If only one list element is found that matches, the combined 

not necessarily in alphabetic order), then the prefix search 
method would not find the desired list element even when 55 
the user enters the prefix "HO". The first character search 
method, discussed below, may be preferable in this instance 
because it would allow the user to sequentially search 
through the list, starting with the first list element whose first 
character is the character "H". 

The first character search method is similar to the prefix 
search method in that when a single character is entered, the 
first character search method searches for the first list 
element that begins with that character. For example, if the 
user only entered the character "H", then the first character 65 
search method searches for the first list element starting with 

60 search method selects that list element. If two list elements 
are found. the combined search method selects a final list 
element from one of the two list elements based on its 
proximity to a predetermined list element. 

the character "H". The methods. however, differ in what they 

BR1EF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 shows an overview block diagram of the combined 
search method practiced in a preferred embodiment. 
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FIGS. 2-9 show example lists for the combined search 
method practiced in a preferred embodiment 

FIG. 10 shows an overview flow diagram of the combined 
search method. 

FIG. 11 shows a detailed flow diagram of the list search 5 

routine. 
FIG. 12 shows a detailed flow diagram of the prefix search 

routine. 
FIG. 13 shows a detailed flow diagram of the first 

10 
character search routine. 

DEI'All..ED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
INVENTION 

The present invention is directed to a method and system 15 
of combining prefix search and first character search meth-

4 
search method designates the first list element as the focus 
by default. The user, however, may initially designate a 
different list element to be the focus. The user may do this 
by pointing at a different list element using a pointing 
device, such as a mouse, or by entering "arrow" characters 
from a user input device, such as a keyboard. In a preferred 
embodiment, the list element with the focus is also the 
search starting point Before starting a search, the combined 
search method designates the list element with the focus to 
be the search starting point When the focus is changed, the 
combined search method changes the search starting point to 
be the list element with the focus. Upon receiving a search 
a character, the combined search method begins a search at 
the search starting point 

The preferred embodiment may be better understood 
through the following examples. FIGS. 2-9 show example 
lists for the combined search method practiced in a preferred 
embodiment. FIGS. 2-9 show screen displays of a list 
consisting of file names, as list elements 21-27. The ellipses 

ods in order to provide the benefits each method offers while 
avoiding the difficulties encountered when only one search 
method is available. The combined search method of a 
preferred embodiment performs a prefix search, and when a 
user enters the same character at least twice and without 
entering any different characters during the current search, 

20 indicate that the list contains additional list elements which 
are not displayed. In a preferred embodiment of the present 
invention, a user may only see a portion of the list as shown 
in FIGS. 2-9, on an output device, such as a display screen. the combined search method also performs a first character 

search. The combined search method performs only a prefix 
search when a single character is entered, and when more 25 
than one character is entered and each of the characters is not 
the same. If a list element is found by the prefix search 
method, then the combined search method selects and high­
lights that list element. When, however, more than one 
character is entered and each character is the same, the 
combined search method performs both a prefix search and 
a first character search. For example, the combined search 
method performs both a prefix search and a first character 
search when a user enters the characters "HH", but only 
performs a prefix search when a user enters the characters 
"HOHH". After the searches have been performed, if both 
searches found list elements, then the combined search 
method selects one of the found list elements based on its 
proximity to the search starting point and highlights that list 
element In a preferred embodiment, the combined search 
method selects one of the found list elements based on its 
alphabetic proximity to the search starting point. On the 
other hand, if only the prefix search method found a list 
element or only the first character search method found a list 
element then the combined search method selects and 
highlights that list element. 

FIG. 1 shows an overview block diagram of an apparatus 
for combined list searching in a preferred embodiment of the 
present invention. The computer system 10 has a CPU 11 

In the alternative, the entire list may be displayed. 
In FIG. 2, list element ''My Computer" 1:1 is currently the 

focus, as indicated by the dotted box around list element 
"My Computer", and so the combined search method sets 
the search starting point to list element "My Computer". If 
the first character a user enters is a space character (""), then 

30 the combined search method selects and highlights the list 
element with the focus, for example, list element "My 
Computer" 27 of FIG. 3. A user would enter a space 
character ("") as the first character in order to select and 
highlight the list element with the focus. If the user then 

35 enters the character "H", the combined search method 
perfocms a prefix search and searches for a list element 
whose first character is "H" from the search starting point to 
the end of the list and wrapping to the beginning of the list 
as appropriate. The combined search method finds, selects, 

40 and highlights list element "Hat File" 21 of FIG. 4, moves 
the focus to list element "Hat File", and sets the search 
starting point to list element "Hat File". If the user then 
enters the character "O", the combined search method 
perfocms a prefix search for a list element whose prefix 

45 matches the characters "HO". The combined search method 
again starts the search at the current search starting point, 
which is list element "Hat File". In this example. the 
combined search method finds, selects, and highlights list 
element "Howard's File" 25 of FIG. 5. 

and a memory 12. The memory includes a combined search 50 
engine 13, a list to be searched 17, and an input buffer 18. 
The computer system also has an output device 14, such as 

The following examples illustrate the combined search 
method when more than one search character has been 
entered and each of the search characters is the same. In this 
case, the combined search method performs both a prefix 
search and a first character search. When each search finds 

a display screen. and an input device 15, such as a mouse and 
keyboard. The CPU executes the combined search engine at 
the request of a user which is received through an input 55 
device. The combined search engine searches the list based 
on user input, which is received through an input device. If 
the user input is a search character, it is added to the input 
buffer. The combined search engine presents the selected list 
element through an output device. Furthermore, a program. 60 

rather than a user. may initiate execution of the combined 
search engine. 

The combined search method displays the list to be 
searched on the computer display. using, for example, a 
scrollable list box. In addition, when a list is first chosen and 65 
displayed, the combined search method designates one of 
the list elements to be the focus. Typically, the combined 

a list element, the combined search method selects and 
highlights the list element found which is the list element 
closer to and following the search starting point. In a 
preferred embodiment, the combined search method 
searches forward through the list, wrapping around as appro-
priate. 

A user may start a new search by changing the focus. The 
user may change the focus by pointing at a different list 
element using a pointing device, such as a mouse. or by 
entering "arrow" characters from a user input device. such 
as a keyboard. For example, in FIG. 6, the user has set the 
focus on list element "Her File" 22. When the focus is 
changed, the combined search method sets the search start-
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ing point to the list element with focus and starts a new 
search upon receiving a search character. 

Continuing with the example, in FIG. 6, when a user 
enters the characters "HH", the combined search method 
selects and highlights list element "HRH File" 23 of FIG. 7. 
In this example, the combined search method performs a 
prefix search which finds list element "HRH File" and 
performs a first character search which finds list element 
"His File." The combined search method selects and high­
lights list element "HRH File" 23 of FIG. 7 because it is the 
list element closest to the search starting point, which is list 
element "Her File". In a related example, in FIG. 8, the user 
has changed the focus, thereby setting the search starting 
point to the list element "His File" 24. When the user enters 
the characters "HH", the combined search method selects 
and highlights list element "Hat File" 21 of FIG. 9. Here, the 
combined search method performs a prefix search which 
finds list element "HHH File" and performs the first char­
acter search which finds list element "Hat File". Since list 
element "Hat File" 21 of FIG. 9 is closer to the search 
starting point, which is list element "His File", the combined 
search method selects and highlights it 

FIG. 10 shows an overview flow diagram of the combined 
search method The combined search method receives user 
input that may include focus change input, a space character, 
a search character, or other input such as a character or 
mouse movement. When- the combined search method 
receives a focus change input, it resets the search starting 
point to be the list element with the focus. The user may 
designate a different list element to be with the focus by 
entering focus change input. In a preferred embodiment, 
focus change input is either input received from a pointing 
device, such as a mouse, which points at a different list 
element or input of "arrow" characters received from a user 
input device, such as a keyboard. When the first character 
the combined search method receives is a space character, it 
selects and highlights the list element with the focus. When 
the combined search method receives a search character, it 
performs the list search routine as described below. When 
the combined search method receives other input, it ignores 
this other input. 

More specifically, in step 101, the combined search pro­
gram receives user input. In step 102, if the user input is 
focus change input, the combined search method continues 
at step 103, else the combined search method continues at 
step 104. The focus change input may be either an "arrow" 
character entered from a keyboard or a mouse indication to 
choose a different list element. In step 103, the combined 
search method moves the focus and sets the search starting 
point to be the list element with the focus and loops to step 
101 to receive user input. In step 104, if the user input buffer 
contains no search characters and the user input is a space 
character ('"'), then the combined search method continues 
at step 105, else the combined search method continues at 
step 106. In step 105, the combined search method selects 
and highlights the list element with the focus and loops to 
step 101 to receive user input. In step 106, if the user input 
is a search character, then the combined search method 
continues at step 107, else the combined search method 
loops to step 101 to receive user input In step 107, the 
combined search method performs the list search routine and 
loops to step 101 to receive user input When the combined 
search method finds a list element, it sets the focus to the list 
element, selects the list element, highlights the list element, 
and sets the search starting point to be the list element with 
the focus. 

FIG. 11 shows a detailed flow diagram of the list search 
routine. The list search routine determines whether to per-

6 
form only the prefix search or also perform the first character 
search, performs the search(es), and selects and highlights a 
list element. The list search routine first determines if a 
time-out has occurred A time-out is a predetermined lapse 

5 of time during which no user input is received. In the 
preferred embodiment, the predetermined lapse of time is 
one second. A time-out indicates that the user has stopped 
entering characters for the current search and the list search 
routine assumes that the next characters entered are for a 

10 new search. That is, the list search routine uses a timeout to 
determine when to end the current search and start a new 
search. If a time-out has not occurred, then the list search 
routine appends the search character to the user input buffer. 
1f a time-out has occurred, then the list search routine first 

15 clears the user input buffer and then appends the search 
character to the user input buffer. 

The list search routine then performs a prefix search, but 
it performs a first character search only when the user input 
buffer contains more than one character and each of the 

20 characters is the same. After performing either just the prefix 
search oc both the prefix and first character searches, the list 
search routine determines if a list element was found. In a 
prefix search, a list element is found when its prefix matches 
the search characters in the user input buffer. In a first 

25 character search, a list element is found when its first 
character is the same as a search character in the user input 
buffer. After performing the searches, the list search routine 
selects and highlights a found list element That is, when 
only the prefix search is performed and a list element is 

30 found, the list search routine selects and highlights this list 
element. When both the prefix and first character searches 
are performed, and only one search found a list element, the 
list search routine selects and highlights this list element. 
When both the prefix and first character searches are 

35 performed, and each search finds a list element, the list 
search routine selects the list element found based on its 
alphabetic proximity to the search starting point and high­
lights this list element. On the other hand, if neither the 
prefix nor the first character search found a list element, the 

40 combined search method outputs feedback to indicate that 
no list element was found for the current search. In a 
preferred embodiment, the combined search method outputs 
audio feedback, such as by "beeping." 

In step 111 of FIG. 11, if a time-out has occurred, the list 
45 search routine continues at step 112, else the list search 

routine continues at step 113. In step 112, the list search 
routine clears the user input buffer and continues at step 113. 
In step 113, the list search routine appends the search 
character to the user input buffer and continues at step 114. 

50 In step 114, the list search routine performs the prefix search 
routine and continues to step 115. In step 115, if the user 
input buffer contains more than one character and each of the 
characters is the same, then the list search routine continues 
at step 116, else the list search routine continues at step 117. 

55 In step 116, the list search routine performs a first character 
search and continues at step 117. In step 117, if either the 
prefix search or first character search found a list element. 
then the list search routine continues at step 118, else the list 
search routine outputs feedback to indicate no list element 

60 was found and returns. In step 118, the list search routine 
selects a list element, highlights the selected list element, 
moves the focus to the selected list element, sets the search 
starting point to the list element with the focus, and returns. 

FIG. 12 shows a detailed flow diagram of the prefix search 
65 routine. The prefix search routine searches for the next list 

element whose prefix is the same as the search character 
sequence. The search character sequence may be one or 
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more characters, and it is the sequence of characters which 
the user enters, and is stored in the user input buffer. That is, 

8 
search starting point. Therefore, the first character search 
routine will start its comparison by first choosing the list 
element after the search starting point. Then the first char­
acter search routine determines if the first ·character of the 

the prefix search routine compares the prefix of each list 
element with the search character sequence until a list 
element is found or it is determined that no list elements 
have a prefix that is the same as the search character 
sequence. If the user input buffer contains only one 
character, then a new search has just begun, and the com­
bined search method assumes the user does not intend to find 
the list element which is the search starting point. Therefore, 
when the user input buffer contains only one character, the 
prefix search routine will start its comparison by first choos-

5 chosen list element is the same as a search character, and if 
so, returns the found list element. Otherwise, the first 
character search routine chooses the next element in the list. 
Since the first character search routine is only invoked after 
the prefix search routine has already found a list element that 

ing the list element after the search starting point. Otherwise, 
when the user input buffer contains more than one character, 
the prefix search routine chooses the list element designated 
as the search starting point to begin its comparison. After 
choosing a list element. the prefix search routine determines 

10 starts with a search character, the first character search 
routine will find at least one list element whose first char­
acter is the same as a search character on the user input 
buffer. If only one list element starts with a search character, 
the first character search routine will loop through the list 

if the list element's prefix is the same as the search character 
sequence, and if so, returns the found list element. 
Otherwise. the prefix search routine chooses the next list 
element and determines if all list elements have already been 
chosen. If all list elements have already been chosen, then 

15 and stop searching at that one list element. The first character 
search routine then returns this found list element. In step 
131, the first character search routine chooses the list ele­
ment after the search starting point and continues to step 
132. In step 132, if the chosen list element's first character 

the prefix search routine has already compared each list 
element's prefix with the search character sequence and has 

20 is the same as a search character, then the first character 
search routine continues at step 133. else the first character 
search routine loops to step 13 1 to choose the next list 
element. In step 133, the first character search routine 
returns the found list element 

not found a list element whose prefix is the same as the 25 
search character sequence. Therefore, if all list elements 
have already been chosen, the prefix search routine returns 
an indication that a list element was not found 

In step 121, if the user input buffer contains more than one 
character, the prefix search routine continues at step 122, 30 

else the prefix search routine continues at step 123. In step 
122, if the user input buffer contains more than one 
character, the prefix search routine chooses the list element 
after the search starting point. In step 123, if the user input 
buffer contains only one character, the prefix search routine 35 

chooses the list element designated as the search starting 
point. In step 124, if the chosen list element's prefix is the 
same as the search character sequence, then the prefix search 
routine continues at step 125, else the prefix search routine 
continues at step 126. In step 125, the prefix search routine 40 

returns the found list element. In step 126, the prefix search 
routine chooses the next list element In step 127, if all list 
elements have already been chosen, the prefix search routine 
continues at step 128, else the prefix search routine loops to 
step 124 to compare the chosen list element's prefix with the 45 

search character sequence. In step 128, the prefix search 
routine returns an indication that a list element was not 
found. 

F1G. 13 shows a detailed flow diagram of the first 
character search routine. The first character search routine is 50 

invoked only when the user input buffer contains more than 
one search character, and each search character is the same. 
If the user input buffer contains only one search character, 
the first character search routine is not invoked. Instead, the 
prefix search routine is invoked. Then, if the prefix search 55 
routine finds a list element with a first character which is the 
same as the first search character, and at least one more 
search character is entered which is the same as the first 
search character. the first character search routine is invoked 
The first character search routine searches for the next list 60 

element whose first character is the same as a search 
character in the user input buffer. That is, the first character 
search routine compares the first character of each list 
element with a search character in the user input buffer until 
a list element is found whose first character is the same as 65 
a search character. The combined search method assumes 
the user does not intend to find the list element which is the 

Although the present invention has been described in 
terms of the preferred embodiment, it is not intended that the 
invention be limited to this embodiment. Modification 
within the spirit of the invention will be apparent to those 
skilled in the art. For example, the present invention can be 
used to search data structures other than lists. In particular, 
the data to be searched may be organized in a hierarchical 
manner. The scope of the present invention is defined by the 
claims which follow. 

I claim: 
1. A method in a computer system for selecting a list 

element in a list, each list element having a sequence of 
characters and having a position in the list, the computer 
system having a user input buffer containing a plurality of 
search characters, the method comprising the steps of: 

searching for a list element with a prefix that matches the 
search characters; 

determining whether each of the search characters is the 
same character; 

when it is determined that each of the search characters is 
the same character, searching for a list element whose 
first character matches a search character; 

when the searching finds only one list element that 
matches, selecting that list element; and 

when the searching finds two distinct list elements, 
wherein one list element has a prefix that matches the 
search characters and the other list element has a first 
character that matches a search character, selecting 
from the two list elements a final list element based on 
its position relative to the position of a predetermined 
list element 

2. The method of claim 1 wherein the step of searching for 
a list element with a prefix that matches the search characters 
includes starting the searching from a search starting point 
that is at the position of a previously selected list element. 

3. The method of claim 1 wherein the step of searching for 
a list element whose first character matches a search char­
acter includes starting the searching after a search starting 
point that is at the position of a previously selected list 
element. 

4. The method of claim 1 wherein the step of selecting a 
final list element based on its position relative to the position 

Page 12 of 14



5,692,173 
9 

of a predetermined list element selects the list element 
whose position is closest to a search starting point. 

5. The method of claim 1 including the step of designating 
the position of the selected list element to be a search 
starting point. 

6. The method of claim 1 including the step of outputting 
a feedback to indicate that the searching did not find a list 
element. 

5 

10 
search character in the user input buffer with the first 
character of each list element until finding a first 
character search list element whose first character is 
the same as a search character in the user input buffer 
or detecting that no list element has a first character 
that is the same as a search character in the user input 
buffer; 

7. A method in a computer system for searching a list 
containing list elements. each list element having a sequence 10 
of characters and a position in the list the method compris-

when both a prefix search list element and a first character 
search list element are found, selecting one of the found 
list elements based on its position relative to the 
position of a predetermined list element; and 

ing the steps of: 
receiving a plurality of search characters; 
performing a prefix search of the list to find a list element 

whose prefix matches the received search characters; 15 

determining whether each of the search characters is the 
same character; 

when only a prefix search list element or only a first 
character search list element is found, selecting the 
found list element. 

12. The method of claim 11 wherein the method com­
prises repeating the steps until a new search is indicated by 
a predetermined lapse of time during which no user input is 
received. when it is determined that each of the search characters is 

the same character, performing a first character search 
of the list to find a list element whose first character 20 

13. The method of claim 11 including the step of having 
a list element designated as a list element with focus and 
receiving user input from the user input device designating 
a different list element to be with focus and designating that 
different list element to be with focus. 

matches a search character; 
when only one list element is found, selecting that found 

list element; and 
when two different list elements are found, selecting one 

of the found list elements based on its position relative 
to the position of a predetermined list element 

8. The method of claim 7 wherein the step of performing 
a prefix search includes starting the prefix search from a 
search starting point that is the position of a previously 
selected list element, and wherein the step of selecting one 
list element based on its position relative to the position of 
a predetermined list element selects the list element whose 
position is closest to the search starting point. 

9. The method of claim 7 wherein the step of performing 
a first character search includes the step of starting the first 
character search after a search starting point that is at the 
position of a previously selected list element. and wherein 
the step of selecting one list element based on its position 
relative to the position of a predetermined list element 
selects the list element whose position is closest to the search 
starting point. 

10. The method of claim 7 including the step of outputting 
a feedback to indicate that neither the prefix search nor the 
first character search found a list element 

11. A method in a computer system for searching a list, the 
computer system having a user input device and a user input 
buffer for holding search characters, the list containing list 
elements, each list element having a position in the list, the 
method comprising repeating the following steps: 

receiving user input from the user input device until a 
search character is received; 

14. The method of claim 13 including the step of receiving 
25 user input from the user input device for a space character 

("") when the user input buffer contains no search characters 
and selecting and highlighting the list element with focus. 

15. The method of claim 13 including the step of, after 
designating a different list element to be with focus, setting 

30 a search starting point to be the list element with focus. 
16. The method of claim 11 including the step of com­

paring the search characters in the user input buffer with the 
prefix of each list element starting with a predetermined 
search starting point when the user input buffer contains 

35 more than one search character and starting with a list 
element after the predetermined search starting point when 
the user input buffer contains only one search character. 

17. The method of claim 11 including the step of com­
paring a search character in the user input buffer with the 

40 first character of each list element starting with the list 
element after a predetermined search starting point. 

18. The method of claim 11 including the step of output­
ting a feedback to indicate that neither a prefix search list 
element nor a first character search list element was identi-

45 fled. 
19. A method in a computer system for detecting whether 

to execute a prefix search or a first character search, the 
computer system having a list containing list elements with 
one list element designated as a search starting point, the 

50 method comprising the steps of: 

adding the search character to the user input buffer; 
comparing the search characters in the user input buffer 

with the prefix of each list element until either finding 55 
a prefix search list element whose prefix is the same as 

determining whether a prefix search would find a list 
element and a first character search would find a 
different list element; 

when the prefix search and first character search would 
find different list elements, determining whether the 
prefix search or the first character search would find a 
list element closer to the search starting point; 

the search characters in the user input buffer or detect-
ing that no list element has a prefix which is the same 
as the search characters in the user input buffer; 

determining whether the user input buffer contains more 60 
than one search character; 

when it is determined that the user input buffer contains 
more than one search character, 
determining whether each of the search characters in 

the input buffer is the same; 
when it is determined that each of the search characters 

in the user input buffer is the same, comparing a 

65 

when the prefix search would find a list element closer to 
the search starting point, performing the prefix search; 
and 

when the first character search would find a list element 
closer to the search starting point performing the first 
character search. 

20. A computer system with an input device, an output 
device, a list containing list elements, an input buffer, and a 
combined search engine, the system comprising: 
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means for receiving a plurality of search characters from 
the input device; 

means for storing the received search characters in the 
input buffer; 

5 means for performing a prefix search based on the search 
characters in the input buffer using the combined search 
engine; 

means for determining whether each of the search char­
acters in the input buffer is the same; 

means for performing a first character search when it is 
determined that each of the search characters in the 
input buffer is the same; 

10 

means for selecting a found list element when at least the 
prefix search or the first character search finds a list 15 
element; and 

means for displaying the selected list element on the 
output device. 

21. The system of claim 20, further comprising means for 
outputting a feedback to indicate the searching did not find 20 
a list element 

22. A method in a computer system for selecting a list 
element in a list, each list element having a sequence of 
characters and a position in the list, the computer system 
having a plurality of search characters and a combined 25 

search system for performing searches, the method com­
prising: 

performing a prefix search of the list using the combined 
search system to find a list element with a prefix that 
matches the search characters starting from a predeter- 30 

mined position in the list; 
determining whether each of the search characters is the 

same; 
when it is determined that each of the search characters is 35 

not the same and the prefix search found a match, 
selecting the result of the prefix search; and 

when it is determined that each of the search characters is 
the same, 

12 
determining whether each of the search characters is the 

same character; 
when it is determined that each of the search characters is 

the same character, searching for a list element whose 
first character matches a search character; 

when the searching finds either a list element with a prefix 
that matches the search characters or a list element with 
a first character that matches a search character, select­
ing the found list element; and 

when the searching finds a list element with a prefix that 
matches the search characters and a different list ele­
ment with a first character that matches a search 
character, then selecting one of these found list ele­
ments based on its position relative to the position of a 
predetermined list element in the list 

26. The method of claim 25, further comprising output­
ting a feedback to indicate the searching did not find a list 
element. 

27. A computer-readable storage medium containing com­
puter instructions that cause a computer system to: 

receive a plurality of search characters; 
perform a prefix search of a list to find a list element 

starting at a search starting point, the list containing list 
elements, each list element having a sequence of char­
acters and a position in the list; 

determine whether each of the search characters is the 
same; 

when it is determined that each of the search characters is 
the same, perform a first character search of the list to 
find a list element starting at the position of the list 
element following the search starting point; 

when only one list element is found, select the found list 
element; and 

when two list elements are found, select one of the found 
list elements based on its position proximate to the 
search starting point. performing a first character search of the list using the 40 

combined search system to find a list element whose 
first character matches a search character starting 
from the position following the predetermined posi­
tion in the list; 

28. The computer-readable storage medium of claim 27 
wherein the computer instructions cause the computer to 
output a feedback indicating that no list element was found. 

29. A computer-storage medium containing computer 

45 
instructions that cause a computer system to: when only the first character search found a list 

element. selecting the found list element; 
when the prefix search and the first character search 

both found the same list element, selecting that list 
element; and 

determine a first position of a list element in a list that 
would be found using a prefix search, the list having a 
plurality of list elements, each list element having a 
position in the list; 

when the prefix search and the first character search 50 

each found a different list element. selecting the 
result of whichever search found a list element 
whose position is closer to the predetermined posi­
tion in the list 

determine a second position of a list element in the list 
that would be found using a first character search; and 

select the list element whose determined position is closer 
to the position of a predetermined list element 

30. The computer-storage medium of claim 29 wherein 
23. The method of claim 22, further comprising output­

ting a feedback to indicate the searching did not find a list 
element. 

24. The method of claim 22. further comprising desig­
nating the selected list element to be a search starting point. 

25. A method in a computer system for selecting a list 
element in a list. each list element having a sequence of 
characters and having a position in the list. the computer 
system having a user input buffer containing a plurality of 
search characters. the method comprising: 

55 the computer instructions that determine a first position of a 
list element using the prefix search compare a search char­
acter sequence with the prefix of each list element starting 
with the predetermined list element. 

31. The computer-storage medium of claim 29 wherein 
60 the computer instructions that determine a second position 

of the list element using the first character search compare 
a search character with the first character of each list element 
starting with the list element after the predetermined list 
element. 

searching for a list element with a prefix that matches the 65 
search characters in the user input buffer; * * * * * 
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