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Amazon.com

Delivers @A@

Discover new books, music, and video with our free
recommendation service.
Tell us what you like and we'll e—mail you recommendations, reviews, articles,

and interviews——all tailored to your tastes. Plus, from time to time, your
favorite authors, artists, or actors will drop you a line. Sign up now!

E-mail |Erin@aol com |[ Sign up |

Books Music Gifts
0O The Oprah Book Club® O Alternative, Indie & Punk 0O Gift Recommendations
O Arts and Music O3 Blues
O Audiobooks O Chart Toppers Video
0 Award Winners O Children’s Music O Art House and
0 Bestsellers [ Christian Music International
0 Biographies 0O Classical Music O Classics
O Black Studies O Country O DVD New Releases
O Book Bargains O Pop OO Family and Kids
O Books for Writers O Rock [0 Science Fiction and
O Business and Investing . Fantasy
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. O Rhythm & Blues 0 VHS New Releases
00 Women's Studies 0 Soundtracks

0O Young Adult Books
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Mail From: gc—orders@amazon.com l:_‘ &

File Edit View Send Action TJTools Window Help |

Subj: Amazon.com Delivers Pop: Top 10 of 1998
To: Erin@aol.com {pop—music_subcribers)
From: pop—music—editor@amazon.com
Date: January 5, 1999
2

Greetings from Amazon.com Delivers Pop

Editor, Rickey Wright

A joy of vear’s end for music critics is the top 10 list——
not only for one’s own amusement, but in hopes of turning
readers on to a great title or two they might have missed.
Our favorite pop records of the year sometimes found their
audience, however smail: others slipped by with minuscule
sales. Hope you find soemething to love here, too.

1. "Painted from Memory"”

Elvis Costello with Burt Bacharach

http: //www.amazon.com /exec/obidos /ASIN /BOOOOOAFFF /ref=ad_pm1
This long—awaited full—length collaboration bears the

hallmarks of Bacharach’s classic ‘60s work with the likes of

Dionne Warwick——full—force melodies, traditional pop
instrumentation, clever and occasionaly pained lyrics. It

finds the pair reveling in their gifts on a dozen tracks

that range from concise under—three—minute gems to sprawling o=0
art songs. The result is a set of instant classics that adds >/
up to Costello’s best album of the 190s.

2. "Rufus Wainwright"

Rufus Wainwright

http: //www.amazon.com /exec /obidos /ASIN /BOO0007SFM /ref=ad_pm 1
Even as the son of Loudon Wainwright Il and Kate McGarrigle
toasts the holiday season with his Gap—ad version of "What

Are You Deoing New Years’s Eve,” his debut album sounds as

fresh as it did upon its release last spring. Drawing on

both classic pop songwritting tradition and post—Dylan

personal honesty, "Rufus Wainwright' entices.

To unsubscribe from this mailing or otherwise change your
Amazon.com Delivers profile, please visit your personal
profile page at http: //www.amazon.com /delivers/profiles /A9HBJ1ES5GOML
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Address I http: //www.amazon.com /gc.html Ii"

amazon.com

Completing Your Gift Certificate Order is Easy

Please fill in the following information:

1. Please enter your name and the recipient’s name:

From: l Erin ]

To: I Helaine |

2. Please type the message you would like to appear on the gift certificate: (optional)

Message: IHappy Birthday Mom!! H

3. Gift Certificate amount in U.S. dollars: $ (minimum $10.00)

4. Gift Certificate amount in U.S. dollars:

® E—mail. Please enter the recipient's e—mail address:

| Helaine@aol.com

O Paper mail We will ask you for the recipient's mailing address later

5. Your Information

Please enter your e—mail address: IEr‘m@earthlink,net J

O I am a first—time customer. (You will be asked to create a password later on)

O I am a returning customer, and my password is:|

Have you forgotten your password?

trerrsrrissrn R N R N P N R R R R R

IMPORTANT: Press this button to to the next page. You will still have

a chance to cancel or change yvour order.
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Mail From: gc—orders@amazon.com =]

File Edit View Send Action Tools Window Help |

Subj: Amazon.com Gift Certificate

To: Helaine@aol com T2
From: gc—orders@amazon.com -
Date: May 20, 1998

It's our pleasure to send you this Amazon.com gift certificate that
can be applied toward the purchase of millions of items at
Amazon.com, the Earth's Biggest Bookstore! The generous person who
gave you this gift is listed below.

DON'T DELETE THIS MESSAGE! You'll need this email or the claim
code below to redeem your gift certificate.

% 3K 3K o ok oK ok ok ok o sk o ok k ook 3k K sk ok koK ok ok oK ok Sk ok ok 3K ok Sk 3K kK ok Tk ok ok k3 oK ok ok ok K 3k ok ok K ok kK 3K oK K ok ok ok ok 8 0K ok oK ok K ok ok K ok ok K K

To: Helaine
Amount: U.S. $40.00
From: Erin
Expires: May 20, 1998

g Message: Happy Birthday Mom!!

Click here to automatically deposit the $40 gift certificate amount

into your personal account with us. Your account balance will be
applied automatically to any purchase you make.

If you would prefer to redeem your gift certificate manually,
please follow these instructions:

1 Visit our Web site at http: //amazon.com 280

2. Select the items you want, and then hit the PROCEED TO
CHECKOUT button.

3. Enter the following claim code on the order form:
A9OHBJ1ES5GOML

G &9
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Welcome Back Helaine Smith!!

Thank you for redeeming your gift certificate from Erin. We have
deposited $40 into your personal account.

Search Our 2.5—Million—Title Catalog
Enter Keywords:| | [ Search |

Other wayvs to search our catalog

Or Browse by Subject
Pick a subject. Press go

|Business & Investing v

View all subjects

Top of About Need Your 1—Click Shopping
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SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR PROVIDING
SECURE URL-BASED ACCESS TO PRIVATE
RESOURCES

RELATED APPLICATIONS

This application claims the benefit of U.S. provisional
appl. No. 60/100,297, filed Sep. 15, 1998.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to clectronic commerce and
user authentication. More particularly, the invention relates
to methods for enabling users of a Web site or other
information system to efficiently and securely access private
Web pages and other types of restricted resources.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

In the field of Internet commerce, it is common for
businesses to provide customers restricted access to data,
server functionality, and other types of resources via a Web
site. For example, a user of an online merchant’s Web site
may be given restricted access to a database record which
contains the user’s account information, or to a Web page
which allows the user to place an order with the merchant.

To prevent unauthorized users from accessing restricted
resources, the user is typically required to initially specity,
and thereafter enter, some type of authentication informa-
tion. The authentication information may include, for
example, a user ID, a password, an email address, or a
combination thereof. Requiring the user to enter and keep
track of such information, however, can be burdensome to
the user. In addition, the level of security provided by such
methods depends heavily on the length and predictability of
the identifiers selected by the users.

There is therefore a need for an improved method for
allowing users of Web sites to securely access private data
and other resources.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

‘The present invention addresses the above and other
limitations by providing a system and method in which users
access private Web pages, data records and/or other
restricted resources using automatically-generated private
URLs (Uniform Resource Locators). The private URLs
allow authorized uscrs to access the private resources with-
out the need to enter a username, password, or other authen-
tication information, and without the need to download
special authentication software or data to the user’s com-
puter. The system and method are particularly useful for
providing users with secure access to data records and
functionality associated with a personal account, but may be
used in a wide range of other practical applications.

In accordance the invention, each “private resource” (a
resource to which remote access by a particular user or
group of users is desired) of a set of private resources is
automatically assigned a private URL which includes a fixed
character string and a uniquc token. For examplc, a private
Web page for a particular user may be assigned the private
URL

hitp://www.amazon.com/privale resources/

A9HBJ1ES5GOML,
where the character string ASHBJ1E55GOML is the token.
The private URLSs are conveyed to the corresponding users
by email (preferably within a user-selectable hyperlink) or
another communication method, and may be used to access
the corresponding resource over the Internet.
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To protect against the identification of valid private URLs,
such as through trial-and-error, the range of allowable token
values (“token space”) is selected to be sufficiently large
relative to the expected number of valid tokens so that the
probability that a random guess within the token space will
produce a valid token is very low (e.g., less than 1 in 1000).
For example, if no more than 22° (about one million) tokens
are expected to be valid at any given time, and 64-bit tokens
are used (providing a token space of 0 to 2°7-1), the
likelihood that a random guess within this range will pro-
duce a valid token will be no more than one in 2°%**°=
244=1.78%10"3. The token space may, but need not be,
continuous. To further protect against the unauthorized
identification of valid tokens, the tokens are generated using
an algorithm which tends to distribute the issued tokens
randomly within the token space. Any of a variety of known
algorithms, or combinations of algorithms, may be used for
this purpose. The use of such a random distribution reduces
the likelihood that an unauthorized user will be able to
identify a valid token through modification or observation of
other valid tokens.

When the user selects the hyperlink or otherwise requests
a private URI,, a server application running on the Web site
determines whether the token is valid. If the token is found
Lo be valid, the server application permits the user Lo access
the resource. Access to the resource may, for example,
involve the generation of a private Web page that is trans-
mitted to the user. The private Web page may include
information [rom one or more private database records,
and/or may include a confirmation that a particular transac-
tion associated with the private URI. was performed. The
server application may be configured to invalidate the tokens
(and thus the private URLs) after a single use, or alter a
predetermined period of time.

One benefit of the above-described URL generation/
validation method is that it provides a very simple and
efficient mechanism for allowing users to access private
resources, such as Web pages which contain personal
account information. Another benefit is that the private
URLs can be generated and issued to a user (and subse-
quently validated) even if very little information is known
about the user. For example, the method can be used where
the only information known about the user is the user’s
email address, as in the email-based recommendation ser-
vice described below. Different levels of security can there-
fore be used for different types of transmissions. Another
benefit is that the level of security can be controlled by
adjusting the size of the token space, such as by adjusting the
number of bits used to represent token values. Another
benefit is that the method does not require the user to
download any special authentication program, or to consis-
tently use the same computer.

In one embodiment, the method is used to allow users to
securely access and update a subscription profile for an
automated email-based product recommendation service.
Other practical applications for the mcthod include auto-
mated order confirmation, electronic gift certificate and
coupon redemption, access to gift registries, electronic
voting, and access to electronic greeting cards.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

These and other features of the invention will now be
described with reference to the drawings of certain preferred
embodiments of the invention, in which:

FIG. 1 illustrates a Web site system which operates in
accordance with a preferred embodiment of the invention;

FIG. 2 illustrates a sequence of transmission events
between a user computer and the Web site in the system of
FIG. 1;
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FIGS. 3A and 3B illustrate a method for generating and
validating private URLs in the system of FIG. 1;

FIGS. 4A and 4B illustrate an alternative method for
generating and validating private URLs in the system of
FIG. 1;

FIGS. 5-7 illustrate a form Web page (FIG. 5), an email
document (FIG. 6), and a private Web page (FIG. 7) in an
email recommendation service embodiment of the inven-
tion.

FIGS 8-10 illustrate a form Web page (FIG. 8), an email
document (FIG. 9), and a privatc Wcb page (FIG. 10) in an
electronic gift certificate embodiment of the invention.

Throughout the drawings, reference numbers are re-used
to indicate a general correspondence between referenced
items.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS
I. Overview

The present invention provides an automated method for
enabling remote users of a Web site or other information
system to securely access private Web pages or other
resources without having to enter a password or other
authentication information. The method is preferably imple-
mented in a multi-user system in which different users have
access to different private resources. (The term “private” is
used herein to indicate a correspondence to a particular user
or subset of users of a larger community of users.) The
invention also provides several practical applications for the
method, the details of which are described below under the
heading “Example Applications.”

Briefly, the method involves generating a unique, private
URL (Uniform Resource Locator) that corresponds to a
private resource, and conveying the URL (preferably by
email) to the corresponding user or group of users that are
to have remote access to the resource. Application code
running on the server is used to validate the URLs and to
thereby restrict access to the private resources. Each
resource may, for example, be in the form of a private Web
page which includes data from one or more private data
records of a database or files of a file system. The resources
may additionally or alternatively comprise server applica-
tion functionality that allows uscrs to pcrform particular
types of transactions.

The method is particularly useful for enabling users of a
merchant’s Web site to access account-specific information
and functions. For example, the method can be used to
enable customers, suppliers, and/or business partners of a
merchant to access information about business transactions
with the merchant. This information may include payment
and shipping information, information about prior and pend-
ing orders, subscription information, and other types of
private information. The method may also be used 1o enable
a user to securely perform a particular type of transaction,
such as confirm an order, redeem an electronic gift certificate
Oor coupon, or cast a vote.

In accordance with the invention, each private resource is
assigned a private URL that includes a combination of a
fixed character string and a unique token. The tokens may,
for example, be in the form of fixed-length numeric or
alphanumeric codes, although non-alphanumeric characters
could be used. I'or example, a given private URL may be in
the following form, where the string ASHBJ1E55GOML is
the token:

http://www.amazon.com/private__resources/

A9HBJ1ES5GOML.

In this example, the string “amazon.com” identifies the

amazon.com Web site, and the string “private_ resources”
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4

identifies an application or area of the site that provides
restricted access to a collection of private resources, such as
a database of account records. The token identifies a par-
ticular private resource, such as by identifying a particular
user, user group, file or database record.

Each private URL is preferably conveyed to the corre-
sponding uscr (or group of uscrs) within an cmail
document—either as a simple character string or as part of
a hyperlink. The use of email to convey the private URLs
reduces the likelihood that unauthorized users will obtain
access to the private URLs.

When a user attempts to access a resource which is
referenced by a URL of the appropriate format (e.g., the
format shown above), a token validation program is invoked
to validate the token (and thus the URL). There is no need
for the user to enter a username, password, or other authen-
tication information during this process. If the token is found
to be valid, the user is permitted to access the private
resource; otherwise, access to the resource is denied. Access
o the resource may, [or example, involve the generation ol
a private Web page that is transmitted to the user. The private
‘Web page may include information from a private database
record, and/or may include a confirmation that a particular
transaction associated with the URL was performed.

Where a hyperlink is used within the email, the user can
access the private resource by simply selecting the hyperlink
from within an email application that interacts with a
browser program. The user can thus access the resource
without having to remember or rcenter the privatc URL.
Where a simple character string is used, the user can
cut-and-paste or otherwise reenter the URL string into the
Web browser’s address field. In either case, the user can save
the URL in the browser’s list of “favorite places” for future
access.

Although email is preferred, other methods may be used
to communicate the private URLs to users. For example, a
private URL could be communicated as a hyperlink within
an ordinary Web page, such as when a user initially sets up
an account. Further, the URLs could be communicated by
telephone, facsimile, or using another type of Internet docu-
ment transmission protocol. Further, the token and non-
token portions of the URLs could be transmitted to the user
separately, such as by transmitting the token by email and
the fixed URL portion by a publicly-accessible Web page.

To protect against the identification of valid private URLs,
such as through trial-and-error, the range of allowable token
values (“token space”) is selected to be sufficiently large
relative to the expected number of valid tokens so that the
probability that a random guess within the token space will
produce a valid token is very low. For example, if no more
than 2,, (about onc million) tokens arc cxpccted to be valid
at any given time, and 64-bit tokens are used (providing a
token space of 0 to 2°*-1), the likelihood that a random
guess within the token space will produce a valid token will
be no more than one in 2°4/27°=2%*=1.78x10">. The token
space may, but need not be, continuous.

To further protect against the unauthorized identification
of valid tokens, the tokens are generated using an algorithm
which tends to distribute the issued tokens randomly within
the token space. Any of a variety of known algorithms, or
combinations ol algorithms, may be used [or this purpose. In
one embodiment, for example, which is described with
reference to FIGS. 3A and 3B, each token is generated by
encrypting a data value that includes a time stamp and an
identifier of a user. In another embodiment, which is
described below with reference to FIGS. 4A and 4B, the
tokens are generated using a pseudo-random number gen-
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eration algorithm, and are stored in a look-up table which
maps outstanding (valid) tokens to user identifiers. Other
techniques for generating the tokens include using a secure
table a pseudo-random sequence of values, and using a
challenge-response type program or hardware device.

Because the tokens are distributed substantially randomly
throughout a large token spacc, the sct of valid tokens at any
given time will generally represent a sparse subset of the
token space. Such sparse distribution impairs the ability of
a user to identify a valid token by modifying other valid
tokens.

To further enhance security, the executable program used
to validate tokens can be configured to prevent large num-
bers of tokens from being tested (such as by using a
specially-written trial-and-error client program) in a short
period of time. This may be accomplished, for example, by
including a delay routine within the validation program to
introduce a delay (e.g., one second) into the wvalidation
process, and/or by configuring the validation program to
process no more than a pre-selected number (e.g., 2) of
token validation requests at a time.

In one embodiment, the issued tokens (and thus the
private URLs) automatically expire following a predeter-
mined time period, such as 3 days. This may be
accomplished, for example, by encoding time information
(such as a creation or expiration time/date) into the tokens,
or by storing such time information in a look-up table. The
tokens may additionally be caused to expire after a pre-
specified number of uscs. For cxample, if the information is
sufficiently sensitive, the URL may be set to expire after a
single access to the private Web page. Upon the expiration
of a user’s private URL, a new URL may be generated
automatically and conveyed to the user (such as by email).
Alternatively, the URLs may be generated and conveyed to
the user when the user performs a particular type of action
on the Web site, such as submitting a form. Providing URLs
which automatically expire further enhances security by (a)
limiting the utility of a wvalid URL that is discovered by
improper means, and (b) in implementations in which
replacement URLs are not immediately generated upon
expiration, reducing the number of valid tokens.

One benefit of the above-described URL generation/
validation method is that it provides a very simple and
efficient mechanism for allowing users to access private
resources, such as personal account information. Another
benefit is that the private URLSs can be generated and issued
to a user (and subsequently validated) even if very little
information is known about the user. ['or example, the
method can be used where the only information known
about the user is the user’s email address, as in the email-
bascd rccommendation scrvice described below. Another
benefit is that the level of security can be controlled by
adjusting the size of the token space, such as by adjusting the
number of bits used to represent token values. Another
benefit is that the method does not require the user to
download any special authentication program, or to consis-
tently use the same computer.

II. General Architecture and Operation (FIGS. 1 and 2)

FIG. 1 illustrates a Web site 30 which is accessible to
remote user computers 32 via the Internet, and illustrates a
basic set of Web sile components that may be used Lo
implement a preferred embodiment of the invention. In the
example shown, the private resources include private data
records 46 that are accessed using private Web pages. For
purposes of illustration, it may be assumed that each data
record 46 corresponds to respective user, and is accessible
via a respective private Web page which has a private URL
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assigned thereto. In the illustrated embodiment, the private
URLs are conveyed to the users by email within hyperlinks.
(The term “hyperlink” is used herein to refer collectively to
a URL and to the corresponding document element which is
selectable by a user to access a resource associated with the
URL))

As depicted by FIG. 1, the Web site 30 includes a Web
server 36 which provides access to a store 38 of HITML
(Hypertext Markup Language) content. The Web server
may, for example, include a commercially available Web
server program which runs on one or more general-purpose
Unix or Windows NT based computers. The HTML store 38
stores various Web page components, including HTML that
are used to dynamically generate private Web pages.

The Web server 36 communicates with an application
program 40 (“server application”) which provides restricted
access to a back-end database 42. As described below, the
server application may, for example, implement a particular
user service, such as an email notification service, an order
processing service, or an electronic gift certificate or coupon
service. The server application 40 may, [or example, run on
the computer or set of computers used to implement the Web
server 36.

The back-end database 42 includes private data records
46, wherein difterent records are private to different users (or
possibly groups of users). The data contained in the data
records 46 is dependent upon the type of service provided by
the server application 40. Each data record may, for
example, include account information for a respective user
of the Web sitc, and/or may include data that is dynamically
updated by other processes of the Web site. The data records
46 are retrievable from the database 42 using email
addresses or other identifiers of corresponding users. The
private data records 46 are accessible to users via private
Web pages generated by the Web server 36.

As further depicted in FIG. 1, the server application 40
includes token generation code 50 that is used to generate
and issue tokens. Typically, each issued token will corre-
spond to a particular private data record 46 within the
back-end database 42. A token could alternatively corre-
spond to a set of private data records, such as all of the
records that correspond to a given user. Further, the tokens
could corresponds to particular application functions that
can be performed with respect to the data records.

The server application 40 also includes token validation
code 52 that is used to determine whether tokens contained
in properly-formatted URL requests are valid. 'he server
application also includes URI /email generation code 54
which is responsible for generating URLs which contain
issued tokens, and conveying such URLSs to users by email
as hyperlinks.

As further depicted in FIG. 1, the token gencration and
validation code 50, 52 may use a table 60 to keep track of
issued tokens. In the example shown, each entry in the table
60 includes a token, an ID, and a time stamp. The ID may,
for example, be a user ID (such as an email address) or a
pointer to a particular private data record 46 or other
resource. The time stamp preferably includes information
which may be used to determine whether the token has
expired, such as a creation date, an expiration date, or a
duration of time since the last user access to a corresponding
private data record. Where time stamps are used, a soltware
routine may be provided to automatically delete table entries
that contain expired tokens. The table entries may optionally
be encrypted to protect against unauthorized access to the
table.

FIG. 2 illustrates an example sequence of transmission
events A—C which may occur between a user computer 32
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and the Web site 30 during use of the FIG. 1 system. It is
assumed that the database 42 contains the email address of
the user 70, and contains a private record 46 for which
access by the user is desired. The email address and the data
contained in the private record may be obtained by the Web
site, for example, when the user submits an electronic form
to sct up an account. The uscr computer 32, which may be
a PC or other general-purpose computer, has installed
thereon a Web browser 66 which is in integrated with or
otherwise interacts with an email application 68.

As depicted by event A, the server application 40 gener-
ates and transmits to the user 70 an email document 72
which includes a hyperlink 74 to a private URL. The email
document 72 may also include a description of the function
(s) performed by the hyperlink 74. To generate the hyperlink
74, the server application 40 initially invokes its token
generation code 50 (FIG. 1) to generate a token that uniquely
corresponds to the user’s private data record 46. This token
is then combined with a fixed character string to form the
URL, and the URL is incorporated into the email document
72 within the HREF (hypertext reference) portion of the
hyperlink 74. As is conventional, the URL itself may be
hidden from the user during normal display of the document,
and may be represented within the document as underlined
text or a button. Alternatively, the URL may be made
viewable so that the user can easily copy the URL for future
use. As indicated above, the private URL could alternatively
be communicated to the user using an ordinary Web page or
another transmission method.

As depicted by event B, when the user requests the private
URL (such as by selecting of the hyperlink 74 from within
the email application 68), the browser 66 submits a GET
URL message 76 to the Web site 30. In response to the GET
URL message 76, the Web server 36 passes the token to the
server application 40, and the server application invokes its
token validation code 52 to determine whether the token is
valid. If the token is found to be invalid or expired, an
appropriate error message may be returned to the Web server
36 for transmission to the user computer 32.

If the token is valid, the server application 40 maps the
token to the corresponding data record 46, and returns data
contained therein to the Web server 36. The server applica-
tion 40 may additionally or alternatively perform other types
of actions associated with the URL. For example, the server
application 40 may automatically issue a new private URL
(with a new token) which supersedes the existing private
URL, or may update a database to reflect that the private
URL was accessed. T'or example, in a gift certificates
embodiment described below, the server application addi-
tionally responds to the private URI.request by crediting the
uscr’s account with a gift certificatc amount.

As depicted by event C, if the token (and thus the URL)
is found to be valid, the Web server 36 generates and returns
a private Web page 78 which contains data from the private
record 46. The private Web page may, for example, include
a form for allowing the user to update the information. The
private Web page may additionally or alternatively include
a message confining that a particular action associated with
the private URL was performed. For example, the private
Web page 78 could confirm that an electronic gift certificate
amount was credited to the user’s account (as in FIG. 10,
described below).

In other embodiments, the email document 72 could
include multiple private URLs/hyperlinks 74 for allowing
the user to perform different types of actions. For example,
in the context of an order processing system, the email
document 72 could have one URL for allowing the user to
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confirm the order, and another URL for allowing the user to
cancel the order. Each of these URLs could include the same
token but a different fixed text string, or could include
identical text strings and different tokens.

III. Token/URL Generation and Validation (FIGS. 3 and 4)

FIGS. 3A and 3B illustrate a token generation/validation
method that is implemented by the server application 40
(FIG. 1) in accordance with one embodiment of the inven-
tion. In this embodiment, the information needed to validate
tokens, and to map the tokens to private data records 46 or
other private resources, is encoded within the tokens. One
benefit of this method is that it does not require the use of
a table or other data structure to keep track of issued tokens.

Briefly, the token generation process of FIG. 3A is
invoked each time a private URI. is created, and involves
encoding the user’s email address and a time stamp into the
token and embedding this token within a URL. The corre-
sponding token/URL wvalidation process of FIG. 3B is
invoked when a user attempts to access a URI. of the
predefined format needed to access the private records 46,
and involves using the email address and time stamp
encoded within the token to determine whether the token is
valid. If the token is valid, the server application 40 vali-
dation process allows the user to access the private record 46
corresponding to the email address.

To generate a token (FIG. 3A), the user’s email address is
initially converted into a unique, 36-bit email ID (step 130).
Any algorithm which reversibly converts alphanumeric
strings into fixed-length binary values can be used for this
purposc. In step 132, the cmail ID and a time stamp which
represents the current date and time are combined into a
64-bit integer value. The time stamp may, for example, be a
Unix-based time stamp (or a rounded-off version thereof)
which represents the number of seconds since 1970. Inclu-
sion of the time stamp provides a mechanism for later
determining whether the token has expired. The time stamp
may alternatively be in the form of an expiration date/time.

In step 134, the 64-bit value is encrypted to generate a
64-bit token value. An encryption method which tends to
randomly and uniformly distribute the tokens over the 64-bit
space of possible token values is preferably used for this
purpose. Well-known types of encryption algorithms such as
DES and Blowfish are suitable for this purpose. In step 136,
the 64-bit token value is compacted by converting the 64-bit
value into a 13-digit base 36 value. This 13-digit value is
used as the token. The token is sufficiently short in length to
allow users to easily type-in the token manually (if desired).
In step 138, the token is combined with a predefined
character string to form the private URL, which is in-turn
incorporated into an email document 72 (preferably within
a hyperlink 74) that is transmitted to the user. The predefined
character string includcs onc or more ficlds that arc rccog-
nized by the Web server 36 as corresponding to the server
application 40.

To validate a URL having the proper format for accessing
the private records, the Web server 36 passes the token to
server application 40. As depicted by FIG. 3B, the server
application initially converts the token to binary form (step
142) and then decrypts the binary token value (step 144).
The time stamp and the email ID are then extracted from the
resulting value (step 146). In step 148, the Web site’s email
address database (not shown) is accessed o determine
whether the email ID is valid (corresponds to an email
address of a known user). If the email ID is invalid, an error
message is returned to the Web server 36 (step 150), and
ultimately to the user’s Web browser 66.

In step 152, the server application 40 determines whether
the time stamp is valid, expired, or invalid. In one
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implementation, the time stamp is treated as valid if it is O
to N days old (where N is a preselected integer between 0
and 365), expired if N days to one year old, and invalid if
less than O days or greater than one year old. The value of
N can be selected according to the specifics of the particular
application and the desired level of security. If the time
stamp is cither expired or invalid, an appropriatc mcssage is
returned (steps 154 and 156). A determination that the time
stamp has expired may also trigger the generation and
transmission of a replacement URL via the FIG. 3A process.

If the email ID and the time stamp are valid, the email ID
is used to retrieve the private record 46 to be accessed (step
158). The private record 46 may, for example, be a record of
the user’s account data. This record, or a portion of the
record, may be returned to the user’s browser 66 within a
private Web page. As described above, the server application
40 may additionally or alternatively update a database or
perform some other type of action in this event.

As indicated above, the FIG. 3B process may also include
an appropriate delay routine (not shown), and/or be config-
ured to limit the number of URL validations that can be
performed concurrently, to thereby limit the number of
tokens that can be tested in a given amount of time.

In the above implementation, many different token values
(only one of which was conveyed to the user) can map to the
same private record 46, since only the email ID and not the
time stamp uniquely corresponds to the private record 46. As
a result, a token can be valid even though it was never issued
to a uscr. To reduce the numbcer of valid tokens, the token
generation process (FIG. 3A) could be modified, for
example, to record the time stamps within a table, and the
validation process (FIG. 3B) modified to require that the
extracted time stamps match time stamps within this table.
Any of a variety of other methods could be used to achieve
a similar result.

FIGS. 4A and 4B illustrate an alternative, table-based
token generation/validation method which may be imple-
mented by the server application 40. In this embodiment, no
information is encoded within the tokens. Initially, an appro-
priate algorithm, such as a pseudo-random number genera-
tion algorithm, is used to generate a random 64-bit token
value (step 230). The token is then compacted into a 13-bit
base 36 token (step 232), and the token, the user’s email
address, and the time stamp are recorded as an entry in the
table 60 (step 234). If the token is a replacement for a
previously-issued token, the superseded table entry is
deleted (not shown). The token is then incorporated into a
URL, and the URL is sent (preferably within a hyperlink) to
the user’s email address. The server application 40 may
include executable code (not shown) which deletes aged
cntrics from the table 60, such as thosc having tokens that
are over one year old.

As depicted by FIG. 4B, to validate a token received in an
appropriately-formatted URL, the table 60 is initially
accessed (step 244) to determine whether the token exists in
the table. If no entry is found in the table 60, an appropriate
error message is returned (step 248). Otherwise, the corre-
sponding email address and time stamp are read from the
table, and are processed as described above for steps
152-158 of FIG. 3B.

The above-described token generation and validation
methods can also be used to control access to other types of
private resources. In addition, in applications in which
another user of a group of users is to have access to the
private record, the email address(es) such other user(s) may
be encoded within the tokens or stored in the table 60.

IV. Example Applications (FIGS. 5-10)
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Several practical applications for the above-described
system and methods will now be described. 'I'wo of these
applications are illustrated through example screen displays.

FIGS. 5-7 illustrate, in example form, a particular appli-
cation in which the server application 40 (FIG. 1) imple-
ments an automated email-based recommendation and noti-
fication scrvice of the Amazon.com Web site. As depicted by
the Web page of FIG. 5, the user subscribes to the service by
completing and submitting an online form. The form
prompts the user to enter the user’s Internet email address,
and to select one or more categories of books, music, gifts
and videos (by selecting appropriate check boxes) for which
to receive information about Amazon.com’s product offer-
ings. In the preferred embodiment, the user can, but need
not, have a preexisting account with the Amazon.com Web
site. Users can subscribe to the service without submitting or
otherwise disclosing any additional information.

FIG. 6 illustrates the general form of an example email
document 72 transmitted to the user by the service. The
email document includes descriptive content 270 aboul
selected products that fall within one or more of the catego-
ries selected by the user. This information may include, for
example, information about new releases, editorial
information, and/or information about specials oftered by
the merchant. Where the user is an existing customer, the
recommendations and other content may be based in-part on
information known about the user, such as the user’s pur-
chase history.

The cmail document 72 also includes a hyperlink 74 to a
private Web page 78 (FIG. 7) that can be used to modify the
subscription profile or cancel the service. The URL refer-
enced by the hyperlink 74 is generated and validated as
described above. The user can thus subscribe to the service,
and thereafter securely modify the subscription profile,
without the need for a password, username, or other authen-
tication information, and without the need to disclose any
personal information other than an email address and sub-
scription profile. With reference to FIG. 7, the URLs (not
shown) associated with the “Submit Changes” and “Unsub-
scribe” buttons may include the token, a session ID, or some
other identifier that can be used to track the user.

Aunother application, which is illustrated in example form
by FIGS. 8-10, involves providing a secure method for
redeeming electronic gift certificates. In this application, the
server application 40 (FIG. 1) implements an electronic gift
certificate system which allows users of a merchant’s Web
site 30 to purchase electronic gift certificates for other users.
To purchase a gift certificate, a purchaser initially fills out
and submits a form page (FIG. 8) which requests, among
other things, the recipient’s email address and a gift certifi-
catc amount. Other form pages (not shown) arc thercafter
completed and submitted to pay for the gift certificate. The
server application 40 responds to the gift certificate purchase
by sending the recipient an email document 72 of the form
shown in FIG. 9, and by recording associated information
(including the token and the gift certificate amount) in the
database 42 (FIG. 1).

The email document 72 includes a hyperlink 74 for
automating the process of redeeming the gift certificate. The
token which is included within the hyperlink 74 acts as a gift
certificate redemption code which directly or indirectly
specifies the recipient and the gift certificate amount. It is
assumed in the illustrated example that the recipient already
has an account with the merchant. In the embodiment
shown, selection of the hyperlink 74 causes the server
application 40 to automatically credit the gift certificate
amount to the recipient’s personal account with the mer-
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chant. The user may alternatively be presented with one or
more options for redeeming the gift certificate. As indicated
by the description 280 (FIG. 9) at the bottom of the email
document, the user may alternatively redeem the gift cer-
tificate by manually entering the 13-digit token into an order
form during checkout.

As shown in FIG. 10, sclection of the hyperlink 74 also
causes the Web site to return a private gift certificate
redemption page 78. The private redemption page 78
includes a message 284 confirming that the gift certificate
amount was credited to the recipient’s account. From this
Web page 78, the user can initiate a search of the merchant’s
offerings. Additional details of the illustrated gift certificate
system are described in U.S. Pat. application No. 09/153,
632, filed Sep. 15, 1998, the disclosure of which is hereby
incorporated by reference.

Another practical application (not separately illustrated)
involves sending the user 70 (FIG. 2) an email document 72
or a Web page which includes a one-time-use URL
(preferably as a hyperlink 74) to a private discount page 78.
The discount page 78 may, for example, give the user a 10%
discount off the user’s next purchase. Other users of the
system would be sent like emails but which contain different
tokens. In this application, the server application 40 would
use the tokens to prevent users from obtaining multiple
discounts. This may be accomplished, for example, by
deleting each issued token from a table once the token has
been used.

Another application (not scparatcly illustrated) involves
providing restricted access to account information in the
context of orders for goods. In one embodiment, for
example, when a user 70 (FIG. 2) places an order on a
merchant’s Web site 30, the private URL/hyperlink 74 is
transmitted to the user via an order confirmation email 72,
and provides access to a private Web page 78 that includes
order status information or other account-related informa-
tion. The private Web page 78 may include links or a form
for allowing the user to modify the order.

In another practical application (not separately
illustrated), the user 70 is a supplier of goods that are sold
via the Web site 30 of a retailer, and the server application
40 is used to place orders with the supplier. To place an
order, the server application 40 generates and transmits to
the supplier an email document 72 which preferably
includes the following: (a) a description of the goods being
ordered, (b) a hyperlink 74 to a private URL (generated as
described above), and (c) a message instructing the recipient
to select the hyperlink to confirm the order. The email
document 72 may be generated automatically, such as when
inventory falls below a certain threshold, or may be gener-
ated in response to an action performed by a uscr. When the
user 70 selects the hyperlink 74, the server application 40
updates a database to indicate that the order was confirmed,
and the Web server 36 returns a private Web page 78 which
includes information (e.g., order history, balance due) about
the supplier’s account with the retailer.

Another application (not separately illustrated) involves
providing a group of users secure access to a gift registry. In
this application, a user that sets up the gift registry specifies
the email addresses of the desired group members. The
server application 40 then generates a privale URL o a
private page 78 which includes updated status information
with respect to the gift registry, and transmits the private
URL by email to each group member 70. Yet another
application (not separately illustrated) involves implement-
ing an online voting scheme for allowing Internet users to
securely cast votes. In this application, the server application
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40 generates and transmits email documents 72 to all users
that are registered to vote. Each private URL within such an
email document 72 represents a particular vote by a par-
ticular user. For example, in an election for a single, yes/no
proposition, each email document might include a first
hyperlink 74 which can be selected to cast a “yes” vote, and
a sccond hyperlink 74 which can be sclected to cast a “no”
vote. The URLs associated with these two hyperlinks could
differ either in their token or non-token portions (or both).
Thus, during the token/URL generation phase, the server
application 40 would generate a unique private URL for
every possible vote for every possible user. During the token
validation phase, the server application 40 would ensure that
the vote being cast is not redundant of or inconsistent with
any prior votes.

Another application (not separately illustrated) involves
providing security in an electronic greeting card system,
such as the Web-based system of Blue Mountain Arts. In this
type of system, the private URLSs reference electronic greet-
ing card Web pages 78 thatl are customized by other users.
For example, by accessing a greeting card creation area of
the Web site, a user can select and customize a private Web
page/greeting card and have the URL of this card sent by
email to a designated recipient 70. Use of the URL
generation/validation methods of the invention in this envi-
ronment would provide increased privacy of the greeting
cards.

Although this invention has been described in terms of
certain preferred embodiments and applications, other
embodiments and applications that are apparent to those of
ordinary skill in the art, including embodiments which do
not provide all of the features and advantages set forth
herein, are also within the scope of this invention. For
instance, although the invention has been described in the
context of access to Web pages and other Internet resources,
the underlying methods can also be used to provide secure
access to other types of addressable resources, including
resources accessed through proprietary protocols.
Accordingly, the scope of the present invention is intended
to be defined only by reference to the appended claims.

What is claimed is:

1. In a Web site system in which different users are
provided access to different private resources, a computer-
implemented method of providing a user secure access to a
private resource over a publicly-accessible network without
requiring the user to enter authentication information, the
method comprising:

obtaining an email address of the user;

generating a token using a token generation method that
distributes tokens substantially randomly over a token
space, the token space selected to be sufficiently large
to inhibit identification of a valid token by trial and
error, wherein generating the token comprises generat-
ing a token value of at least 64 bits;

combining the token and a predefined character string to
form a uniform resource locator (URL) which corre-
sponds to the private resource;

generating an email message which includes the URL,
and transmitting the email message to the email address
of the user; and

in response to receiving a request for the URL over the

publicly-accessible network from a user, accessing the

resource without requiring the user to enter authenti-
cation information.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the resource comprises

personal account information stored in a database, and
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accessing the resource comprises returning to the user a
private Web page which includes the account information.
3. The method of claim 2, wherein the account informa-
tion includes a subscription profile for an email-based sub-
scription service, and the private Web page includes an
electronic form for modifying the subscription profile.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein accessing the resource
comprises transmitting to the user a Web page that contains
an electronic greeting card created for the user by another
user.

5. The method of claim 1, wherein accessing the resource
comprises updating a database to indicate that the private
URL was accessed.

6. The method of claim 5, wherein updating the database
comprises crediting an account of the user with a monetary
amount.

7. The method of claim 5, wherein updating the database
comprises confirming an order.

8. The method of claim 5, wherein updating the database
comprises recording a vote placed by the user.

9. The method of claim 1, wherein accessing the resource
comprises accessing a gift registry of another user.

10. The method of claim 1, wherein generating the token
comprises using at least one of an encryption algorithm and
a pseudo-random number generation algorithm.

11. The method of claim 1, generating the token com-
prises encoding the email address of the user within token,
and accessing the resource comprises extracting the email
address from the token to identify the user.

12. The method of claim 1, further comprising storing the
token in a table which maps valid tokens to user identifiers,
and wherein accessing the resource comprises accessing the
table to identify the user.

13. The method of claim 1, further comprising invalidat-
ing the private URL after at least one of (a) a single use, and
(b) a predetermined period of time.

14. The method of claim 1, wherein generating the token
comprises encoding a timestamp within the token.

15. The method of claim 1, wherein generating the token
is performed automatically in response to an electronic form
submission by the user.

16. A computer system for providing secure Web-based
access to private resources over a publicly-accessible net-
work without requiring users to enter authentication
information, comprising:

a database which includes a plurality of private records,
wherein different private records correspond to differ-
ent users; and

a server system which communicates with Web clients
over the publicly-accessible network to provide
restricted user access to the private records, the server
system including a server application that (a) generates
tokens which correspond o specilic privale records
such that outstanding tokens are distributed substan-
tially randomly over a token space, wherein each of
said tokens comprises at least 64 bits, (b) generates
private uniform resource locators (URLs) which
include the tokens, (c) transmits the private URLs to
corresponding users to enable the users to access cor-
responding private records, and (d) validates tokens
received from Web clients in URL requests;

wherein the server system responds o a URL request
which includes a valid token by returning information
contained in a private record which corresponds to the
token, without requiring user entry of authentication
information.

17. The computer system of claim 16, wherein the server

application distributes the tokens over a token space which
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is sufficiently large to inhibit the identification of valid
tokens by trial-and-error.
18. The computer system of claim 16, wherein the server
application generates the tokens using at least one of an
encryption algorithm and a pseudo-random number genera-
tion algorithm.
19. The computer system of claim 16, wherein the server
system conveys the URLs to the users over the publicly-
accessible network by email.
20. The computer system of claim 16, further comprising
a table which maps tokens to private records, the table stored
in memory and accessed by the server application.
21. The computer system of claim 16, wherein the server
application encodes email addresses within the tokens, and
extracts the email addresses from received tokens to deter-
mine whether the tokens are valid.
22. The computer system of claim 16, wherein the server
application invalidates a token after at least one of (a) a
single use, or (b) a predetermined period of time.
23. The computer system of claim 16, wherein the server
syslem responds to a private URL that includes a valid token
by generating and returning a private Web page.
24. The computer system of claim 23, wherein the server
system implements an email-based subscription service in
which the tokens are used o provide sccure access Lo privale
‘Web pages that allow users to modify personal subscription
profiles.
25. The computer system of claim 16, wherein the server
syslem implements a gill registry system in which the
private URLSs provide access to private gift registries.
26. The computer system of claim 16, wherein the server
system implements an electronic gift certificate system in
which the tokens are used to redeem electronic gift certifi-
cates.
27. The computer system of claim 16, wherein the server
system implements an electronic greeting card system in
which the tokens are used to provide secure access to private
grecting card Web pages.
28. The computer system of claim 16, wherein the server
system implements an electronic voting system wherein a
request for a private URL represents a vote by a user.
29. The computer system of claim 16, wherein the server
system implements an electronic coupon system in which
the private URLs provide one-time-use discounts to users.
30. In a Web site system of a merchant, a computer-
implemented method of providing customized information
to a user about products and/or services available from the
merchant, comprising;:
obtaining an email address and a subscription profile from
the user, the subscription profile indicating product
and/or service categories selected by the user;

transmitting to the user at least one email document which
contains descriptions of products and/or services, the
descriptions selected based on the subscription profile;

generating and transmitting to the user a private uniform
resource locator (URL) which provides access to a
private Web page for at least securely revising the
subscription profile, the URL containing a token which
is generated using a method which distributes tokens
substantially randomly over a token space; and

responding to a client request for the private URL by
returning the private Web page withoul requiring entry
of authentication information.

31. The method of claim 30, wherein transmitting the
private URL to the user comprises transmitting the URL by
email.

32. The method of claim 30, wherein the method is
performed without requiring the user to submit or specify
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any information other than the email address and the
selected categories of products and/or services.

33. The method of claim 30, wherein generating the
private URL comprises using at least one of an encryption
algorithm and a pseudo-random number generation algo-
rithm to generate the token.

34. The mecthod of claim 30, whercin gencrating the
private URL comprises encoding the email address of the
user within token, and wherein responding to the client

request comprises extracting the email address from the 10

token.
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35. The method of claim 30, wherein generating the
private URL comprises encoding a time value within the
token, and whercin responding to the client request com-
prises using the time value to determine whether the private
URL has expired.

36. The method of claim 30, wherein generating the
private URL comprises generating a token value which
contains at least 64 bits.
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