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SYSTEMS AND METHODS FOR SOCIAL 
NETWORK BASED CONFERENCING 

RELATED APPLICATION 

2 
example, as noted above, a social networking site may pro­
vide a representation such as a diagram or list of a user's 
friends, colleagues and other social network members. The 
social networking site may even update the diagram or list 
frequently. For instance, the social networking site or system 
may nearly-instantaneously update the user's social network 
when the user sends a message to a new friend or contact or 
when the user deletes a friend or contact. 

Many social networking sites and other tools may provide 

The present application is related to U.S. patent application 
Ser. No. 11/526,955, filed on Sep. 26, 2006, entitled "Systems 
and Methods for Discovering, Creating, Using, and Manag­
ing Social Network Circuits," which is incorporated herein by 
reference in its entirety. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

The increased availability of network-capable computing 
devices has led to a wide variety of communication options 
for users. Users can exchange messages and content through 
various communication systems including e-mail, instant 
messaging, chat rooms, bulletin and discussion boards, file 
sharing applications, and biogs and other web sites. For 
example, instant messaging systems such as Internet Relay 
Chat (IRC), ICQ, AOL Instant Messenger, Yahoo! Messen­
ger, and Microsoft's MSN Messenger are widely used by 
many users on the Internet. Similar systems are available for 
messaging within local networks, as well. 

10 an indicator as to whether a user is online or otherwise avail­
able. For example, instant messaging applications frequently 
provide "buddy lists" that indicate whether a contact is online, 
online-but-idle, or offline. Some instant messaging applica­
tions further indicate when a contact is preparing a message. 

15 For example, the open-source messaging application Gaim 
(Sourceforge) provides an indicator in a user's instant mes­
sage window when the other party to the messaging session is 
typing a message. 

Various tools and systems are directed toward facilitating 
20 online collaboration. Users may establish online chat rooms 

using, for example, variants of IRC and IM systems. Addi­
tionally, refinements in messaging tools (such as IM tools) 
have been directed towards management of online commu­
nication. For example, U.S. Patent Application Publication 

Various arrangements of the previously-listed (and other) 
communication systems have been proposed for use in so­
called "social networking" systems. Generally speaking, a 
"social network" refers to a group of persons or other entities 
("members") linked to one another through one or more types 

25 No. 2006/0090137 includes discussion of threaded text chat 
systems. Other online messaging/chat systems allow users to 
specify parameters so as to block access or views of messages 
from other users. 

Communication tools that utilize data available from social 
network systems have also been proposed. For example, in 
some such systems, a user may direct announcements or sales 
pitches toward members of a social network based on mem­
ber parameters, such as degree of separation or member char­
acteristics, such as demographic groupings or group mem­
bership. Other proposed systems may use social network data 
to block messages based on similar parameters, for example, 
in order to recognize and/or to filter out spam messages. 

Still further communication tools that utilize social net­
work data include those that include social network circuit 

of social connections. Social networks are also commonly 30 

referred to as "friend-of-a-friend" networks, although social 
networks may of course include or consist entirely of entities 
linked by social connections other than friendship. For 
example, a social network can include members linked to one 
another by connections including common friendship, place 35 

or field of employment, place of education, place of resi­
dence, membership in a club or other group, or common 
hobbies or topical interests. Many social networking systems 
attempt to provide computer-based tools for maintaining, 
enhancing, and creating social networks. 

For example, social networking web sites provide users 
with web space to create a profile and link to various other 
users designated as "friends." See, for example, MySpace, 
Facebook, and Friendster. Users of such sites can post mes­
sages and other content to web pages accessible to various 45 

parties of their choosing (for example, to "friends only" or to 
the public at large). Social networking sites may also utilize 
instant messaging and online chat rooms that allow for near­
instantaneous communication between users. 

40 functionality. For example, systems such as those discussed 
in U.S. patent application Ser. No. 11/526,955, filed Sep. 25, 
2006 and assigned to Qurio Holdings, Inc., allow users to 
discover, create, and manage active communications within 

Recent developments in the field of social networking and 50 

online communication have been directed towards providing 
tools for users to create, manage, and explore social networks. 
For instance, mapping of social networks has been proposed 
based on correlating contact lists. A user can then explore 
various social networks of which the user is a part by using the 55 

resulting map, diagram, or other representation. For example, 
a user may use social networking tools to discover that friends 

and throughout social networks as the communications occur. 
However, additional modes, configurations, and methods 

of online collaboration remain desirable, especially with 
regard to leveraging data available from presently-existing 
(and-ever expanding) social networks. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

Objects and advantages of the present invention will be 
apparent to one of skill in the art upon careful review of the 
disclosure. Such objects and advantages include providing 
systems and methods for users to conduct online conferences 
based on underlying social network structures. 

Using the presently disclosed technology, a user can 
specify the nature and extent of a conference amongst mem­
bers of a social network based on various parameters, includ­
ing social network parameters. Once a conference has been 
initiated, users participating in the conference can direct mes-
sages to desired users in the conference based on the same 
and/or other parameters. In operation, one or more computing 
devices determine which users receive messages by evaluat-

of one or more of the user's friends (heretofore unknown to 
the user) may share common interests. The user may then 
pursue a closer relationship with the newly found friends-of- 60 

a-friend, for example, by discussing topics and sharing con­
tent of common interest with both the user's newly-found and 
original friends. As another example, tools such as Huminity 
may "traverse" a social network based on buddy or contact 
lists and provide a representation of the social network. 65 ing the parameters. For example, social network parameter( s) 

may be compared to data defining relationships between 
users of the underlying social network(s). The relationship 

Social networking sites ( and other tools) may provide some 
indication of changes in social networks over time. For 
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data may be obtained from data defining static social net­
works and/or dynamic social networks (such as social net­
work circuits). 

Users may participate in social network conferences by 
way of any suitable communication technique(s ). For 
example, conferences may comprise textual messages, such 
as instant message (IM) and short message service (SMS) 
messages. Conferences may comprise audio messages, such 

4 
tion parameter(s) specified by the replying user, yet does not 
include any user which was not included in the recipient list of 
the previously-sent message (i.e. the message being replied 
to). 

Social network conferences may be defined on the basis of 
other parameters, as well. For example, participation may be 
defined geographically, such as limiting a conference to users 
within a particular locale or within a certain distance from one 
another. 

Participation in and access to social network conferences 
may be controlled at varying degrees of detail. For example, 
different social network parameters may define different lev­
els of participation in a conference-for instance, users meet­
ing certain criteria may be able to view and participate in a 

as voice chat via streamed audio content, shared audio files, 
telephone (including VoIP, cellular, or other telephonic com- 10 

munication), or other suitable technique. Conferences may 
comprise video messages, such as video chat via streamed 
video, shared video files, or other suitable techniques. Of 
course, combinations of the foregoing (and additional com­
munication techniques) may be used in conferencing. 

For purposes of this disclosure, the term "conferencing 
system" is used to refer to components arranged to provide 
social network conferencing functionality. Conferencing 
functionality may be provided by a separate communication 
system dedicated to conferencing or may be provided as a 20 

component in a larger communication system. 

15 conference, while users meeting other criteria may be limited 
to viewing, but not participating in, the conference. The social 
network ( and other parameters) used as a basis in limiting 
participation in conferences, limiting visibility of confer-

A method of managing a social network conference can 
include accessing conference metadata, the conference meta­
data including data identifying one or more members of a 
social network and at least one distribution parameter. The 25 

conference metadata may be provided, for example, by a user 
who wishes to initiate a social network conference. However, 
the conference metadata may be accessed as part of a routine 
( such as a conferencing system process run at regular or 
irregular intervals) that establishes conferences or as part of 30 

another process. In any event, the method further comprises 
accessing social network data identifying relationships 
between members of the social network. Based on the social 
network data and the distribution parameter(s ), multiple other 
users may be identified for inclusion in a social network 35 

conference. Once the other users have been identified, the 
social network conference is tracked, including storing data 
defining the conference in at least one computer-readable 
medium. 

ences, and otherwise controlling access and activity may be 
defined in one or more participation policies associated with 
the conference. Such participation policy ( or policies) may be 
defined to any desired degree of granularity. 

At least some data exchanged amongst conference partici­
pants (such as messages or shared content) may be cached. 
The cached messages may be provided to one or more users 
who could have, but did not, participate in at least part of a 
conference. For example, cached data may be used to "catch 
up" users who temporarily leave a conference and/or other­
wise join a conference already in progress. The amount and 
extent of cached data may be varied. For example, all of the 
data exchanged during the conference may be cached. Alter-
natively, some, but not all data may be cached. For instance, 
data may be cached on a user-by-user basis, whereby only 
data "missed" by an absent user or user(s) is cached for later 
use. Caching may be distributed amongst multiple computing 
devices, such as amongst one or more devices associated with 
conference participants. However, data may be cached using 
one or more computing devices not associated with confer­
ence participants. Parameters such as geographical location, 

40 device capability, and networking capability may be used to 
determine the extent and distribution of caching. Further­
more, social network parameters and other conference defi­
nition rules may be used to determine the extent, distribution, 

For example, a first user may provide one or more distri­
bution parameter(s) that identify inclusion or exclusion rules, 
such as a desired degree of separation (relative to the first 
user) restricting which other users are to be included in the 
conference. Based on the parameter(s ), the conferencing sys­
tem may determine which social network users fall within the 45 

desired degree of situation and include them in the social 
network conference. 

A method of communicating a message to one or more 
users participating in a social network conference can include 
receiving a message and related message metadata from at 
least one sending user participating in the conference. The 
message metadata can identify the social network conference 
and one or more distribution parameters for the message. 
Based on the message metadata and data defining the social 
network, a recipient list can be determined and the message 
can be sent to theuser(s) in the recipient list. For example, the 
recipient list may include all members currently participating 
in the conference; alternatively, the recipient list may only 
include a subgroup of conference participants. 

and other aspects of data caching. 
A system including social network conferencing function-

ality can include one or more computing devices. The com­
puting device(s) can be configured to access stored instruc­
tions that configure the device(s) to perform activities 
including receiving a message and message metadata from at 

50 least one sending user, where the sending user is participating 
in a social network conference. As noted above, the message 
metadata can include at least one distribution parameter and 
data identifying the social network conference. The instruc­
tions can also configure the computing device(s) to access 

55 social network data identifying relationships between mem­
bers of the social network; to determine, based on data includ­
ing the social network data and the message metadata, a 
recipient list for the message; and to send the message to one 
or more users included in the recipient list. 

The system may comprise multiple computing devices, 
such as one or more messaging servers interfaced to one or 
more social network servers. In such an embodiment, for 
example, the messaging server(s) may receive the message 
and message metadata and provide the distribution parameter 

A message may be communicated in reply to a previously- 60 

sent message in a similar manner. When a reply message is 
sent, the message metadata can further include data identify­
ing the previously-sent message. The recipient list of the 
previously-sent message can be factored into the determina­
tion of the recipient list for the reply message. In some 
embodiments, the system may be configured so that the 
recipient list for the reply message conforms to any distribu-

65 (s) to the social network server or servers. Based on the 
distribution parameter(s), the social network server(s) can 
generate a recipient list and provide the recipient list to the 
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messaging server(s). The messaging server(s) can then relay 
the message to the appropriate conference participants. 

This disclosure refers generally to "users" and "members" 
participating in and receiving information regarding social 
network conferences. The term "user" is meant to broadly 
include not only an individual, but also other entities, such as 
groups of individuals and organizations when treatable as a 
single unit. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE SEVERAL 
VIEWS OF THE DRAWINGS 

A full and enabling disclosure including the best mode of 
practicing the appended claims and directed to one of ordi­
nary skill in the art is set forth more particularly in the remain­
der of the specification. The specification makes reference to 
the appended figures, in which: 

FIG.1 is an illustration of an exemplary social network that 
may be used as the basis for one or more social network 
conferences; 

FIG. 2 is a functional block diagram of an exemplary 
messaging system including social network conferencing 
functionality; 

6 
sequentially or in parallel. When data is obtained or accessed 
between a first and second computer system or component 
thereof, the actual data may travel between the systems 
directly or indirectly. For example, if a first computer 
accesses a file or data from a second computer, the access may 
involve one or more intermediary computers, proxies, and the 
like. The actual file or data may move between the computers, 
or one computer may provide a pointer or metafile that the 
second computer uses to access the actual data from a com-

10 puter other than the first computer, for instance. 
The present disclosure also refers to the relay of commu­

nicated data over a network such as the Internet. It should be 
appreciated that such network communications may also 
occur over alternative networks such as a dial-in network, a 

15 local area network (LAN), wide area network (WAN), public 
switched telephone network (PSTN), the Internet, intranet or 
Ethernet type networks and others over any combination of 
hard-wired or wireless communication links. 

The various computer systems discussed herein are not 
20 limited to any particular hardware architecture or configura­

tion. Any suitable prograniming, scripting, or other type of 
language or combinations oflanguages may be used to imple­
ment the teachings contained herein. Embodiments of the 

FIG. 3 illustrates a plurality of exemplary data structures 
suitable for use in defining and tracking social network con- 25 

ferences; 

methods and systems set forth herein may be implemented by 
one or more general-purpose or customized computing 
devices accessing software instructions rendered in a com-

FIG. 4 illustrates an exemplary user interface which may be 
rendered by a client device to provide for user interaction in 
social network based conferencing systems; 

FIG. 5 illustrates another exemplary user interface which 30 

may be rendered by a client device to provide for user inter­
action in social network based conferencing systems; 

FIG. 6A illustrates another exemplary social network; and 
FIG. 6B illustrates a functional block diagram of another 

exemplary system including social network conferencing 35 

functionality. 
Use of like reference numerals in different features is 

intended to illustrate like or analogous components. 

puter-readable form. Embodiments of the methods and sys­
tems set forth herein may also be implemented by hard-wired 
logic or other circuitry, including, but not limited to applica­
tion-specific circuits. Of course, combinations of computer­
executed software and hard-wired logic may be suitable, as 
well. 

Embodiments of the methods disclosed herein may be 
executed by one or more suitable computing devices. Such 
devices may access one or more computer-readable media 
that embody computer-readable instructions which, when 
executed by at least one computer, cause the at least one 
computer to implement one or more embodiments of the 
methods disclosed herein. Furthermore, components of the 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENTS 

Reference will now be made in detail to various and alter­
native exemplary embodiments and to the accompanying 
drawings, with like numerals representing substantially iden­
tical structural elements. Each example is provided by way of 
explanation, and not as a limitation. In fact, it will be apparent 

40 presently disclosed technology, such as knowledge bases and 
data stores, may be implemented using one or more com­
puter-readable media. Any suitable computer-readable 
medium or media may be used, including diskettes, drives, 
and other magnetic-based storage media, optical storage 

to those skilled in the art that modifications and variations can 
be made without departing from the scope or spirit of the 
disclosure and claims. For instance, features illustrated or 
described as part of one embodiment may be used on another 
embodiment to yield a still further embodiment. Thus, it is 
intended that the present disclosure includes modifications 
and variations as come within the scope of the appended 
claims and their equivalents. 

The technology discussed herein makes reference to serv­
ers, databases, software applications, and other computer­
based systems, as well as actions taken and information sent 

45 media, including disks (including CD-ROMS, DVD-ROMS, 
and variants thereof), flash, RAM, ROM, and other memory 
devices, and the like. 

The present disclosure provides several examples of social 
network-based conferencing that involve communications 

50 via instant messaging (IM). However, one of ordinary skill in 
the art will understand that the principles and teachings con­
tained herein are applicable not only to IM systems, but any 
other suitable network-based communication technology, 
including e-mail, web-based communications, short message 

55 systems (SMS) (a.k.a. "texting"), file and content sharing, 
audio communications including cellular and VoIP telephony, 
video communications, and the like. 

to and from such systems. One of ordinary skill in the art will 
recognize the inherent flexibility of computer-based systems 60 

allows for a great variety of possible configurations, combi­
nations, and divisions of tasks and functionality between and 
among components. For instance, server processes discussed 
herein may be implemented using a single server or multiple 
servers working in combination. Databases and applications 65 

may be implemented on a single system or distributed across 
multiple systems. Distributed components may operate 

FIG.1 illustrates an exemplary social network 10 that may 
be used as the basis for one or more social network confer­
ences. In this example, links between users A, B, C, D, E, F, 
G, H, I, and J are shown by double-ended arrows, although 
one of skill in the art will recognize that, in some situations, 
social network links may be unidirectional. Social network 10 
represents any underlying social network structure ( or subset 
thereof). 

For example, social network 10 may represent a "static" 
social network representing relationships between users. For 
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example, static social networks include friend-of-a-friend 
(FOAF) networks, such as those derived from cross referenc­
ing contact lists of users A through J, such as instant messag­
ing buddy lists or contact lists. Alternatively, social network 
10 may represent a static social network of users of a social 
networking site or service. For instance, users A through J 
may have designated one another as "friends" in a social 
networking site in the manner illustrated (i.e. A has desig­
nated B as a friend, B has designated C and D as friends, and 
so forth). Other links may be subject to different designations, 10 

if supported by the social network system infrastructure (i.e. 
D and F may be designated as brothers, I and j as co-workers, 
etc.). Social network 10 may be formed by merging multiple 
social networks together, for instance, by merging A's 
"friends" network from a social networking site with other 15 

social network data, such as data derived from IM buddy lists, 
data derived from e-commerce interactions, and/or data from 
multiple social network sites. 

As used herein, the term "static" social network is used to 
differentiate such networks from "dynamic" social networks. 20 

Although "static" social networks may change over time (i.e. 
users add and delete friends and/or contacts), information 
defining "dynamic" social is derived from actual communi­
cation or other activities occurring between members of the 
"dynamic" social network as such communication or other 25 

activities are happening (i.e. in real time or near-real time). 
Social network 10 may represent a social network circuit such 
as those described in U.S. patent application Ser. No. 11/526, 
955, entitled SYSTEMS AND METHODS FOR DISCOV­
ERING, CREATING, USING, AND MANAGING SOCIAL 30 

NETWORK CIRCUITS, filed Sep. 26, 2006 and assigned to 
Qurio Holdings, Inc. application Ser. No. 11/526,955 is 
hereby incorporated by reference for all purposes in the 
present disclosure. For example, social network 10 may rep­
resent a social network circuit defined by tracking live com- 35 

munication links between users A through J (i.e. A is mes­
saging B, B is messaging C and D, and so forth). 

Regardless of the nature and configuration of the underly­
ing social network, one of skill in the art will recognize that 
social networks may be much more extensive than social 40 

network 10. For instance, in static social networks, it is not 
unheard of for some users to have upwards of one hundred 
friends. In dynamic social networks, a full mapping of all live 
communications between members could comprise hundreds 
or thousands of users, as well. Furthermore, links between 45 

friends ( or other contacts) in either type of network may be 
densely intertwined and overlap extensively. 

Even if the view or definition of a social network is some­
how limited, the resulting group of users may still be quite 
numerous, and may present more than a typical user wishes to 50 

handle.Users who wish to communicate with other members 

8 
FIG. 2 is a functional block diagram illustrating an exem­

plary embodiment of a system 12 that supports social network 
based conferencing. The embodiment of system 12 shown in 
FIG. 2 includes a messaging server 14 and a social network 
server 16. Furthermore, the system includes stores 18, 20, and 
22 which maintain information about the status of various 
aspects of the system in one or more computer-readable 
forms. The servers access computer-readable instructions 
stored in one or more computer-readable media, and the 
instructions configure the servers to provide social network 
conferencing functionality. 

FIG. 2 also illustrates several instances of a conferencing 
client 30, shown as conferencing clients 30a, 30b, and 30c. 
Each conferencing client 30 comprises one or more comput­
ing devices each accessing instructions that configure client 
30 to provide messaging functionality, interact with one or 
more users of the device, and interface with one or more 
computing devices comprising social network conferencing 
system 12. The functionality of each client 30 may be pro­
vided by one or more applications, processes, modules, com­
ponents, or other software routines. For example, a client 30 
may comprise a computing device running a messaging appli­
cation or applications, with social network functionality pro­
vided by one or more software modules or components, such 
as plug-ins. Alternatively, a client 30 may comprise a com­
puting device running an application that provides messaging 
and social network functionality. In additional embodiments, 
all or part of conferencing client functionality may be pro­
vided by one or more network-based applications or pro­
cesses running on computing devices interfaced to each client 
computing device. For example, messaging and/or social net-
work functionality may be provided through web-based 
applications, with client 30 providing the user interface (i.e. 
rendering web page displays and/or running client-side appli­
cations, scripts, and the like). 

In FIG. 2, each client 30a, 30b, and 30c interfaces with 
messaging server via respective links 114a, 114b, and 114c, 
although, as will be noted below, each client may additionally 
or alternatively maintain links to other resources comprising 
system 12. Furthermore, links 106 and 108 between the cli­
ents are also shown; however, in some embodiments, such 
links are not used for messaging, as will also be addressed 
later in this disclosure. 

As noted above, one or more software applications running 
on each client 30 provide messaging functionality. For 
example, clients 30a, 30b, and 30c may each interact with 
messaging server 14 over respective links 114a, 114b, and 
114c to log into the messaging system and obtain status 
information. Users of clients 30a, 30b, and 30c may then send 
messages, such as instant messages, to one another via server 
14 using links 114 and/or by direct links such as 106 and 108. 
Depending upon the messaging architecture, all, some, or no 
messages may be routed by server 14 (or other intermediate 
devices) and all, some, or no messages may travel directly 

of one or more social networks may therefore still desire 
additional options for easy and effective communications, 
especially with regard to determining which users to contact 
and how to contact such users in the most effective manner. 

The remainder of this disclosure discusses embodiments of 
systems and methods that provide additional management 
options for members of social networks whereby the mem­
bers can define and participate in conferences, with the extent 

55 between clients. Server 14 may maintain IM status and other 
data in store 18, including data identifying various IM users, 
such as user IDs. For example, when a client 30 becomes 
active and sends a message, server 14 may track such activity 
in one or more databases in store 18. 

of the participation and messaging within such conferences 60 

based on the structure of the underlying social network. As 
was noted above, any suitable underlying social network may 

In this example, the clients 30a, 30b, and 30c are shown as 
connected to the same messaging server. However, in other 
embodiments, at least some of the clients may each interface 
with multiple messaging servers. Furthermore, in other 
embodiments, multiple messaging servers may be involved, 

be used. Furthermore, in some embodiments, the underlying 
social network may comprise a subset of a larger social net­
work. Furthermore, multiple social networks and/or multiple 
portions of social networks may be utilized in defining con­
ferences and messaging within conferences. 

65 with at least some clients interfacing with different messaging 
servers than at least some other clients. As was noted earlier, 
although the term "messaging" is used, communications may 
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comprise any suitable form. For instance, clients participat­
ing via video chat may interface with one or more servers 
supporting video chat, while clients participating via audio 
chat interface to one or more servers supporting audio chat, 
while still further clients participating via text messaging 
interface to one or more text messaging servers. The servers 
may all interface (directly or indirectly) with social network 
server 16: 

Clients 30 may also be in communication with social net­
work server 16. Social network server 16 may interact with 
users of clients 30a, 30b, and 30c to define social network 
relationships and preferences. For example, social network 
server 16 may provide a web-based interface for users to 
define friends, upload and edit contact lists, and view and 
maintain social network profile web pages. Alternatively or 
additionally to the web-based application, social network 
server 16 may interact with one or more instances of a social 
network client application or process running on clients 30. 
The client application may be used for the user to define social 
network relationships and preferences, as well as conference 
formation, participation, message filtering, and other param­
eters and preferences. 

10 
ferences. Servers such as messaging server 14 and social 
network server 16 are configured to share knowledge regard­
ing messaging and social network functions. For example, the 
servers may have access to one or more common data stores; 
in FIG. 2, both messaging server 14 and social network server 
16 have access to IM data store 18. Alternatively, data iden­
tifying message and social network participants (such as user 
IDs) may be identical or mapped between the two systems to 
allow for easier cross-referencing of messaging and social 

10 network activity. 
For example, assume that users A, B, and C of social 

network 10 are using clients 30a, 30b, and 30c, respectively. 
User A wishes to initiate a discussion within the social net­
work, but only amongst users that user A considers to be close 

15 friends. Accordingly, using client 30a, user A may specify 
one or more parameters to initiate a social network confer­
ence. The parameter(s) could, for example, include a degree 
of separation for inclusion in a conference. If user A specifies 
a degree of separation of"two," for example, relative to him-

20 self, the conference that is ultimately created can include 
users A, B, C, and D. As another example, user A could 
specify users within a single degree of separation from user E; 
in that case, the conference could include user A (the initiator) Social network server 16 stores data defining one or more 

social networks, social network member data, and other 
social network data in one or more stores 22. For example, 25 

store 22 may comprise one or more databases identifying, 
social network users, characteristics for each user (profile 
information, etc.), relationships between each user, and pri­
vacy, informational, and system parameter settings for each 
user. Information stored in such database( s) could be used by 
server 16 and/or clients 30 to construct diagrams such as the 
illustration of social network 10 in FIG. 1. Social network 
data may be used, for instance, to determine the extent of 
social network groups (such as grouping members by com­
mon interest, age or other demographic information, etc.), 
and to calculate data about social network users and the 
networks themselves, such as determining degrees of separa­
tion between users. 

and users E, C, H, I, and F. 
User A specifies one or more distribution parameters by 

interacting with a user interface rendered by client 30a, and 
the parameter(s) are packaged into conference metadata by 
conferencing client 30a. The conference metadata may 
include other information, as well. For example, user A may 

30 specify parameters that span multiple social networks, in 
which case the conference metadata would specify all such 
social networks. In one embodiment, the conference meta­
data is sent to messaging server 14 using link 114a. Messag­
ing server 14 is configured to recognize the conference meta-

35 data and provide data identifying the social network in 
question and the distribution parameters to social network 
server 16. Social network server 16 then uses the distribution 
parameters and other information to assemble a participant 
list for potential inclusion in the social network conference. In some embodiments, social network server 16, messag­

ing server 14, and/or other computing devices support social 
network circuit functionality. For instance, one or more soft­
ware applications or components running on clients 30 may 

40 Data defining the social network conference, including the 
participant list, is then stored in computer-readable form. For 
example, data defining social network conferences may be 
maintained in one or more additional databases accessible by be configurable to provide session data identifying live com­

munication links between clients. Social network server 16, 
for instance, may then track which members of one or more 45 

social networks are participating in social network circuits 
and store information regarding such circuits in one or more 
databases in store 20. Session information may be obtained 
from messaging server 14, as well. Store 20 may further 
comprise information used to control participation and/or 
information about the circuits by various parameters. Store 20 
may further comprise data regarding other instances of 
dynamic social network activity. Of course, in some embodi­
ments, data regarding underlying social networks (whether 
static or dynamic) may be maintained in more or fewer stores 
than are shown in the example of FIG. 2. 

social network conferencing system 12. 
A similar process is entailed when a conference participant 

sends a message to one or more users in the conference. 
Resuming the example from above, once the conference is 
established and includes users A, B, C, and D, assume user A 
wishes to send a message.User A may send the message to the 

50 entire conference, or may further limit the message by speci­
fying additional parameters. As a first example, assume A 
wishes to send a message to everyone in the conference. User 
A types the message, and specifies the distribution. One of 
skill in the art will recognize that the distribution parameter(s) 

55 may be defined in any suitable fashion; in this example, A 
may select "full distribution," or A's system may be config­
ured to distribute the message to all users unless a more 
limited distribution is specified. 

In embodiments of the presently-disclosed technology, cli­
ents 30 support transmitting metadata to social network con­
ferencing system 12 to define one or more social network 
conferences and to specify the extent to which a message 
should be transmitted in a social network conference. For 
example, each user of clients 30 may receive information 
about the user's respective social networks from system 12, 
such as a diagram or chart of the social network rendered by 
client 30. After reviewing the information, interested users 
may provide one or more social network parameters to system 
12 defining participation in one or more social network con-

In any event, conferencing client 30a sends message meta-
60 data along with A's message to server 14. Server 14 accesses 

the message metadata and provides data to social network 
server 16. In this example, the metadata identifies the confer­
ence to server 16, which accesses the participant list. Since in 
this example, user A has put no further limits on the distribu-

65 tion of the message, server 16 then provides the full partici­
pant list to server 14. Server 14 then relays A's message to 
conferencing clients associated with each ofB, C, and D. 
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As a second example, user A may wish to send the message 
to a more restricted group within the conference. For 
example, user A may wish to begin a side discussion with only 
the closest of contacts. Accordingly, user A may specify that 
the message is to be distributed only to members within one 
degree of separation. The one-degree parameter is included in 
the message metadata and relayed to server 16 by server 14. 
Server 16 determines the participants in the conference that 
meet the criterion; in this case, user B is the only member of 
the social network underlying the conference who is in within 
one degree of separation from user A. Therefore, the recipient 
list provided to messaging server 14 includes only user B. 
Messaging server 14 relays user A's message to user B, but 
not to users C or D. 

Conferencing system 12 may relay all or some metadata 
associated with each message to recipient clients. For 
example, as detailed below, in some embodiments, clients 30 
support threaded displays of conference messages. Such dis­
plays may be based upon metadata associated with each mes­
sage. Conference metadata specifying participation, confer­
ence designation, duration, and the like may also be provided 
to clients 30. Conferencing system 12 may also be configured 
to respond to queries from clients 30 for conference and 
message metadata. Message data, message metadata, confer­
ence metadata, and other information transmitted to and from 
clients and within conferencing system 12 may be subject to 
any suitable encryption or other security schemes, such as 
communication over secured channels. 

Message metadata may also be used for filtering messages. 
For example, a user may provide one or more parameters 
specifying messages to filter out and/or to prioritize. For 
example, the user may wish to only see messages from only 
those users within a certain degree of separation. The user 
may specify such preferences via client 30. The messages 
may be filtered at the server side and/or at the client side. For 
example, in some embodiments, the conferencing system 
may be configured to remove a user from recipient lists based 
on the user's filtering preferences. In other embodiments, 
messages may be sent out to all users in a recipient list, but the 
client device(s) associated with each user may display mes­
sages differently based on filtering parameters. 

One of skill in the art will appreciate the numerous possible 
configurations with regard to message and conference man­
agement are possible. For example, the system may provide 
that, when a user replies to a particular message, the distribu­
tion of any such reply will follow the same distribution rules 
as the original message unless changed by the message 
author. In such embodiments, system 12 is configured to track 
not only participation in each conference, but the distribution 
of each message. For example, each message may be associ­
ated with a unique identifier that is cross-referenced to a 
particular distribution list and conference. Taking the first 
example from above, assume user B replies to user A's mes­
sage to users B, C, and D. Unless user B changes the distri­
bution, user B's reply will be directed to users A, C, and D. 

This functionality may be achieved in a variety of ways. 
For example, using client 30b, user B enters a reply to A's 
message. Client 30b sends the message along with related 
message metadata identifying the conference and additional 
data indicating that the message is a reply to user A's mes­
sage. Upon receipt by conferencing system 12, the system 
may recognize that the message is associated with a pres­
ently-existing conference and is a reply to another message. 
Since the message metadata does not include any further 
limits on distribution, social network server 16 uses the same 
recipient list as for the original message (substituting user A 
in B's place in the recipient list). 

12 
However, C may wish to limit the distribution of a reply to 

a message. For example, C may wish to make an humorous 
remark or criticism that will only be appreciated (in user C's 
view) by close friends. Accordingly, user C may limit distri­
bution of the reply to users within one degree of separation. 
C's limitation will be included with message metadata asso­
ciated with user C's reply message and sent to conferencing 
system 12. Social network server 16 will determine which 
participants in the present conference meet user C's criteria. 

10 Furthermore, in some embodiments, the maximum possible 
extent of distribution for a reply message will include only 
those users who received the original message. For instance, 
social network server 16 may access data including the par­
ticipant list for the original message (i.e. A, B, C, and D). In 

15 this example, the only user in the present conference who 
received the original message and who is within one degree of 
separation from user C is user B. Therefore, social network 
server 16 will direct messaging server 14 to distribute C's 
reply only to user B, but not to users A or D. Continuing with 

20 the above example, if C's reply is only distributed to user B, 
in some embodiments, any further reply to the reply message 
cannot be sent to any users other than C. 

Alternatively, the system may allow for the message to be 
distributed more broadly subject to approval by one or more 

25 additional users. For example, a reply maybe sent to a broader 
set of users subject to approval by the party who sent the 
original message and/or other parties included in the sub­
conference. As an example, assume that, in a conference 
including users E, C, H, I, and F, user E sends a message to all 

30 conference participants. User H begins a side discussion with 
users I and F. Ordinarily, user F may only direct a reply to H's 
side discussion message to users Hand I. However, the con­
ferencing system may allow user F to obtain permission from 
user H to distribute user F's reply message more widely. Of 

35 course, user F could instead simply send a new message, 
rather than a reply message. 

Users may specify any number or combination of rules, 
preferences, and parameters in defining the extent of confer­
ence participation, distribution of messages, and distribution 

40 of replies to messages. As was noted in the examples above, a 
user may specify distribution based on degrees of separation. 
The degree of separation may be relative to the distributing 
user; however, the distributing user may specify a degree of 
separation relative to another user. Other parameters may 

45 include user parameters, such as user identity, membership in 
a group, interests, demographic characteristics, and the like. 
Still further parameters could be based on user activity. For 
example, a user may wish to limit conferencing ( or messages) 
to users engaged in particular activities, such as only those 

50 users participating in content sharing. The parameter( s) could 
further depend upon the particulars of such activities, such as 
only those users who have viewed or shared certain content. 
Additional parameters may include characterizations 
between users included in social network data. For example, 

55 a social network may define various classifications of user 
relationships, such as "friend," "co-worker," "family," etc. A 
user may limit conferencing (or message distribution) based 
on such classifications. Additional parameters may include 
geographical parameters. For example, user devices and/or 

60 the conferencing system may support location-based services 
such that the location of particular users can be determined. 
Based on the user location data, conference participation can 
be determined based on geographical parameters, such as 
users within a certain distance, users from a particular loca-

65 tion, and so on. 
Parameters may also be applied across multiple social net­

works. For example, a particular user may be a member of a 
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"work" social network and a "friend" social network. The 
user may provide for conferencing only within one of the 
social networks. Alternatively, the user may specify rules 
applicable to either or both networks. For instance, the user 
may wish to conference with users within two degrees of 
separation in the "friend" network and only within a single 
degree of separation in the "work" network. 

Users may also define parameters that control conference 
participation to a finer degree and/or visibility of the confer­
ence and participants therein. For example, a participation 10 

policy may be defined whereby users have different access 
levels, with the participation policy included with conference 
metadata, message metadata, or otherwise provided to the 
conferencing system and associated with the conference. The 
access levels may provide for some users to moderate and 15 

fully participate in the conference. Other users may be 
allowed to participate but not moderate. Still other users may 
be allowed to participate, but in a limited extent-for 
example, the users may be able to view the conference, but not 
to send messages to the conference, or to only send messages 20 

to designated users ( such as a moderator or moderators). The 
access levels may be defined based on any parameters dis­
cussed herein, either alone or in combination. For instance, in 
a particular conference, users within 2 degrees of separation 
from a moderator may be allowed to fully participate, users 25 

within four degrees of separation may be allowed to view the 
conference but not participate, while users beyond four 
degrees of separation may be unable to view the conference at 
all. A participation policy or participation policies may be 
provided to any desired degree of granularity. For instance, a 30 

participation policy may specify participation, visibility, and 
other parameters at the conference level, thread/discussion 
level, and/or even on a message-by-message basis. 

Conferencing system 12 may support multiple conference 
formation options. For example, as noted above, one or more 35 

users can specify one or more rules or parameters defining 
participation in a conference by way of client 30. Client 30 
then sends the conference metadata to the conferencing sys­
tem 12. The conference metadata may simply comprise mes­
sage metadata sent with an origination message. However, for 40 

an origination message, the message metadata indicates that a 
new conference is to be created. 

Although several examples herein use text-based messag­
ing such as IM communications, the term "message" is not 
meant to be limiting. Rather, the conferencing system may 45 

support other modes of communication for some or all of the 
conference participants, including audio and/or video. For 
example, a conference may comprise users participating by 
way of VoIP connections and/or users communicating via 
video chat. Of course, a single user may participate via mu!- 50 

tiple communications modes-for example, the user may 
participate in video chat while also typing messages. In some 
embodiments, message and/or conference metadata may be 
sent independently of the actual conferencing content (i.e. the 
substantive messages, audio stream, video stream, and/or 55 

other shared data). 
System 12 may also support other conference formation 

parameters. For example, system 12 may support automatic 
conference formation and/or suggest conference formation 
based on user preferences and past activity. For example, the 60 

system may be configurable to automatically convert a plu­
rality of IM communication sessions (or other type(s) of 
communication sessions) into a conference, or to make a 
recommendation to do so. 

Other user activity parameters may be specified as well. 65 

For example, a user may provide for formation of conferences 
based on content metadata-for instance, a user may provide 

14 
for the system to automatically form a conference including 
all users currently listening to the same song, music by the 
same artist, music of the same genre, etc. Other conferences 
may be formed based on network activity, such as sharing 
content of a particular data type (photos, movies, etc.) and/or 
content having similar metadata (sharing of particular music, 
songs, movies, etc.). Of course, the activity parameter(s) may 
be combined with one another and/or the social network 
parameters. As an example, a user may provide for a confer­
ence to be formed when at least three users within two degrees 
of separation are listening to music performed by a specified 
artist. 

System 12 may support such functionality in a number of 
ways. Social network server 16 may be configured to analyze 
data describing current messaging sessions or other activity, 
such as social network circuit activity, and periodically com­
pare such data to conference formation parameters provided 
by one or more users. The activity data may be obtained from 
any suitable source, such as message session data from mes­
saging server 14. The activity data may also be based on other 
activity, such as tracking of social network circuits or subdi­
visions thereof. For example, a user may indicate that the user 
wishes to automatically create a new conference any time the 
user is involved in a subset of a social network circuit related 
to a game when the subset includes three or more people. 
Social network server 16 can access circuit data and automati­
cally form a conference including such users. Alternatively, 
social network conferencing system 12 can notify the user(s) 
and recommend creation of a conference. 

FIG. 2 illustrates a single messaging server 14. However, 
one of skill in the art will recognize that messaging function­
ality may be provided by more servers and/or in a distributed 
environment. For example, messaging server functionality 
may be distributed to a plurality of servers within a single 
system. Alternatively, multiple messaging servers may corre­
spond to multiple messaging systems. For instance, users of 
clients 30a and 30b may use a first messaging platform (such 
as Yahoo! messenger), while the user of client 30c uses a 
second messaging service (such as Google chat). Cross-mes­
saging-platform conferences could be achieved by properly 
cross-referencing users to the appropriate platform. Server 16 
can be configured to assemble a recipient list and then send 
portions of the recipient list to the appropriate messaging 
server. The conferencing system can also provide for the 
messaging content to be relayed between the messaging serv­
ers corresponding to the disparate messaging platforms, as 
well, such as via messages sent between the servers them­
selves or through one or more intermediary devices providing 
cross-platform connections. 

As a further alternative, messaging functionality may be 
distributed to the various clients. For example, if clients 30a, 
30b, and 30c are using a peer-to-peer messaging platform, no 
central server may be involved. Instead, each client 30 sends 
the message metadata to social network server(s) 16, which 
return the distribution list. Then, each client 30 distributes the 
message accordingly. Embodiments using client-based mes­
sage distribution could also support cross-platform messag­
ing provided the social network conferencing application is 
properly integrated with messaging tools for the disparate 
platforms. 

Although FIG. 2 illustrates a single social network server 
16, in some embodiments multiple social network servers 
may be involved. For example, if conferences occur based on 
data from multiple social network services, one or more serv­
ers corresponding to each service may be accessed. Each 
service may have its own related stores of static and/or 
dynamic social network data. In embodiments involving mu!-
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tiple social network services, a separate conferencing server 
may be utilized to coordinate the conference by consulting 
social network servers for each social network or the various 
social network servers may be configured to provide confer­
encing functionality in a coordinated fashion. 

As was noted above, conferencing system 12 may store 
data defining social network conferences in any suitable fash­
ion and location( s). For example, social network conferences 
may be defined using a plurality of data structures such as are 
illustrated in FIG. 3. Conferences may be defined by a data- 10 

base record including a conference ID and list of users by user 
ID. Conference activity may be cross-referenced between 
database records-for instance, a record may be included for 
each user indicating the status of each user with regard to one 

16 
proceed regardless of online/offline status. Returning to the 
example of the A, B, C conference that is later joined by user 
D, the system may be configured to cache only the messages 
that user D would have received during the part of the con­
ference that occurred before D joined. Such messages (and 
other data) could then be used in catching-up D when he joins 
the conference. Other messages (i.e. messages received by at 
least one of A, B, and C) could be cached on a different basis, 
or may not be cached at all. 

As was noted above, caching may occur for the duration of 
a conference or, alternatively, may be triggered by the partici­
pation status of one or more users in a conference. For 
example, if a user is offline for a portion of a conference, some 
or all of the conference messages (and/or other data) may be 

or more conferences by conference ID. For example, status 
indicators may include "active," "invited but inactive," and 
"invited but declined." 

Each message may be tracked by a record including a 
unique message ID and cross-reference to a conference ID. 
Furthermore, the message record may include a list of recipi­
ents by user ID or other data indicating recipients, such as a 
cross-reference to other records. For instance, the message 
record may also include one or more cross-references to other 
message records. For example, a reply message can include a 
cross reference to one or more message IDs the message is in 
reply to. 

15 cached to catch up that user. However, other status changes 
may trigger caching activity. For example, users may partici­
pate in a conference using one or more computing devices 
supporting location-based services. Such devices may 
include cellular telephones or other devices with GPS capa-

20 bility. Location of users may be determined using other data, 
as well, such as IP ( or other network address) tracing, wireless 
signal triangulation, or other methodologies. 

The location of a particular user may therefore be used to 
provide conferencing functionality, including triggering or 

25 altering caching. For example, a user with a mobile device 
may go in and out of range for adequate connectivity to the 
conference, such as when the user approaches ( or crosses) the 
edge of a wireless network coverage area. The conferencing 
system may be configured to begin caching activity on behalf 

An additional feature that may be supported by social 
network conferencing system 12 is message caching. As 
noted above, as a conference takes place, the system may log 
conference participants and message distribution. However, 
the system may further maintain a copy of all or some mes­
sage content. Messages may be cached based on system 
parameters and user preferences. For example, the system 
may be configured to cache a particular user's messages until 
that user leaves the conference. Furthermore, the system may 
maintain messages subject to a system-wide time limit. Users 
may also provide archiving and privacy preferences, on glo­
bal level and/or on a conference-by-conference or message­
by-message basis. For instance, a user may specify that, by 
default, the user's messages are cached for thirty minutes, but 40 

may designate certain conference participation as not to be 
cached. Shared content may also be cached for later use by 
conference participants. Cached messages and/ or shared con­
tent may, for example, be associated with particular confer­
ence IDs and/or message IDs for access and retrieval pur- 45 

30 of that user based on determining, based on the location data, 
that the user is in a spotty coverage area. Furthermore, the 
system may include processes and routines to determine 
which data is available to the user and which data needs to be 
provided from the cache. When the user returns to an area of 

35 adequate connectivity, the appropriate data can then be pro­
vided to the user. 

poses. 

Another aspect of smart caching addresses where the 
cached data is stored. For example, in some embodiments, 
cached conference data (messages, shared content, etc.) is 
stored at one or more servers ( or server nodes) supporting the 
conferencing system. However, in alternative embodiments, 
some or all of the data cache could be distributed amongst 
other computing devices. For example, portions of the cache 
could be distributed amongst devices associated with the 
conference participants. Another aspect of the cache distribu­
tion relates to the physical distribution of data. For instance, 
portions of the cache could be allocated to devices based on 
geographical data associated with each device. 

Alternatively or additionally, portions of the cache associ-
50 ated with a first conference could be distributed to devices 

The cached messages may be used to "catch up" a user who 
joins a conference already in progress. For example, assume 
that user A wishes to initiate a conference with all users of 
social network 10 within two degrees of separation (i.e. B, C, 
and D), but user Dis offline. The conference would therefore 
begin with users A, B, and C. However, if user D later comes 
online, user D may be presented with the option of joining the 
conference. In embodiments supporting message caching, 
user D may be presented with some or all of the previously- 55 

exchanged messages as stored in the system cache. 
In some embodiments, the system may support one or more 

advanced caching options. One such option is "smart cach­
ing," whereby the system caches some, but not all data, with 
the decision as to whether to cache data based at least in part 60 

on which user(s) the caching is to benefit. As noted previ­
ously, users in a conference may receive some messages 
and/or content, but other messages/content in the conference 
are not intended to reach that particular user. In one embodi­
ment of smart caching, only the content that is accessible by 65 

that particular user is cached. The caching may be dependent 
on whether the user is online or offline, but alternatively may 

associated with one or more users not participating in the first 
conference. As an example, the cache for the A, B, C, confer­
ence could be configured to cache only content receivable by 
user D. Assuming users A and B are closer to D than user C, 
then based on geographical data, the cache could be distrib­
uted to users A and B. Physical distribution of the cache could 
also depend at least in part on other parameters, such as device 
resources, network connectivity, and social network consid­
erations (trust, relationship type, degree of separation, etc.). 
For example, if users A and B are participating via mobile 
devices, while user C is using a personal computer, the cache 
may be distributed to user C based on greater storage and 
connectivity capabilities of C's computer as compared to A 
and B's respective mobile devices. 

FIG. 4 illustrates an exemplary user interface which may be 
used by one or more users participating in social network 
conferences. In this example, window 200 is rendered by 
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conferencing client 30 based on data including data sent to 
and from social network conferencing system 12. Window 
200 includes several different areas and data indicators. Title 
bar 202 provides a description of the presently-selected con­
ference ("Game Conversation"), while area 204 includes con­
ference metadata (in this example, the number of participants 
and duration of the conference). Display area comprises a 
portion of the window comprising a display of social network 
conference group 201 comprising Bob, Vicky, James, Joe, 
Mary, Zeke, Sue, John, Matthew, and Mark. In this example, 
social network conference group 201 is illustrated as a dia­
gram. However, any other display mode or type is suitable, 
including graphs, trees, and other depictions of participants 
and social network relationships between the participants. 
Window 200 further includes two selection tabs 208 and 210 
which allow the user to alternate between display modes. 
Additionally, further tabs ( or other graphical selection 
mechanisms) may be provided for users to switch between 
multiple conferences. Alternatively, of course, each confer­
ence could have its own separate window. 

Window 200 further includes conference thread display 
area 212. Based on information received from social network 
conferencing system 12, thread display area 212 includes a 
plurality of threads (214, 216, 218, 220, 222, 224), each 
thread comprising data (messages, content, etc.) exchanged 
amongst the members of conference 201. Several of the 
threads are displayed as expandable trees such that the user 
may select a thread and see one or more replies and sub­
threads. For example, thread 214 may comprise a set of mes­
sages and replies sent to the entire conference group 201 
initiated by Joe. Message 218 has been sent to the group by 
Matthew, but as yet has no replies. Thread 220 has been 
initiated with a message by Sue, and the display indicates that 
there are replies, while messages 222 and 224 are from Zeke 
and Mary, respectively, but as yet have no replies. 

Some messages and/or threads may be publicly available, 
while others are subject to more limited distribution. For 
instance, thread 214 may be visible to the whole group, while 
all or some of threads 216,218,220,222, and 224 are visible 
only to certain members of the group. Of course, in this 
example, the Figure shows messages and threads visible to 
Bob. 

Each message or thread text may include an indicator of 
which participant sent the message. Alternatively or addition­
ally, display of a message or thread may be synchronized to 
the graph (or other view) of the sending party. For example if 
thread 214 was initiated by user "Joe," selection of the initial 
message in thread 214 can result in user Joe's icon being 
highlighted or otherwise altered. Joe's icon may be high­
lighted or animated, for instance, when thread 214 is first sent 
to the group, as well, to function as an activity or new message 
indicator. Other feedback, such as sounds, may be associated 
with particular conference users, events, and so forth. Mes­
sages from different users and/or having different distribu­
tions may be rendered in different colors, fonts, etc. 

18 
distribution options. For instance, he may select particular 
users in the graphical display of the conference.Alternatively, 
Bob may be presented with a screen to select one or more 
social network parameters governing distribution of his reply, 
such as degree of separation, group membership, etc. 

In some embodiments, software running at the conferenc­
ing client and/or one or more conferencing system servers 
may be configured to parse text provided by users to deter­
mine distribution parameters. Accordingly, Bob may be able 

10 to specify distribution inline with the text of his message. Text 
parsing and analysis could be achieved using any suitable 
algorithms, processes, or other tools known to one of skill in 
the art, such as expert systems. 

Thread 216 comprises both threaded and unthreaded mes-
15 sages 216a, 216b, 216c, and 216d, and in this example are 

rendered as items in the expandable tree of message 216. In 
this example, messages 216a and 216d comprise initial mes­
sages in sub-threads, which may or may not have more lim­
ited distribution even within sub-group 201. For example, 

20 message 216a may have been sent by user James only to users 
Vicky, Bob, and Joe, while message 216d may have been sent 
by user Bob only to users Joe and James. Selection of each 
thread could result in additional or different effects, for 
instance, additional highlighting or animation identifying 

25 each the messages as part of the message 216 thread but 
indicating the more restricted distributions. Messages 216b 
and 216c, on the other hand, comprise messages for which no 
sub-thread has been initiated (alternatively, either or both 
messages 216b and/or 216c may comprise initiated sub-

30 threads, but the sub-threads may not be visible to user Bob). 
FIG. 4 further illustrates text entry area 228 and entry 

indicator 226. Text entry area 228 echoes text (or other input) 
provided by a user, while entry indicator 226 indicates which 
prior message (if any) the input will be associated with. Entry 

35 indicator may also indicate or briefly sUlllillarize the distribu­
tion parameters associated with the message. For example, a 
user may select thread 216 to compose a reply message, but 
specify further distribution parameters. Destination indicator 
226 would then specify the thread but with an annotation of 

40 the changes in distribution. Alternatively or additionally, the 
graphical depictions of the users that are to receive the reply 
may be highlighted or otherwise altered to indicate which 
users will receive (or will not receive), the message. For 
example, if user Bob replies only to user James in response to 

45 the initial message of thread 216, the icons for users Vicky and 
Joe may be ghosted out or an "X" ( or other indicator of 
non-receipt) may be superimposed over icons for Vicky and 
Joe, while the icon for user James is highlighted, circled, or 
enlarged. Bob's reply would appear as a sub-thread under 

50 thread 216. 
FIG. 5 illustrates an alternative window 200-1, which 

includes the same features as window 200 of FIG. 4. How­
ever, window 200-1 further displays information related to 
content sharing functionality implemented alongside ( or as 

55 part of) social network conferencing system 12. For example, 
shared content area 230 includes icons or other indicators of As was noted above, a user's view of conferences may 

include messages and/or threads sent to the entire conference 
and some messages or threads of more limited distribution. 
For example, assume thread 216 was initiated by user Vicky, 
with a message sent to some, but not all, members of confer- 60 

ence group 201. Instead, assume user Vicky sent the message 
only to Bob, Joe, and James to form sub-group 201a within 
conference group 201 to make plans for Zeke's birthday. To 
reply to the entire thread 216, user Bob may select thread 216 
(thereby highlighting himself, Vicky, Bob, Joe, and James) 65 

and/or select the reply option (shown as "R" in FIG. 4). Upon 
selection of the reply option, Bob may be presented with 

content that is presently being shared amongst conference 
participants. Software running on client 30 may be further 
adapted to access shared content based on a user's clicking in 
area 230 (or other user input). In this example, tabs 232 and 
234 allow a user to sort through content that is presently 
available to participants in certain threads or to the conference 
as a whole. FIG. 5 also illustrates content drop area 236 
alongside text entry area 228. Content drop area 236 may be 
configured to provide drag-and-drop functionality whereby a 
user can drag content to be shared into drop area 236. Client 
30 can then share the content with some or all participants of 
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a social network conference. In this example, message 216 is 
highlighted, and so any content files that are shared would be 
shared with the participants in thread 216 (i.e. group 201a). 

The underlying content sharing system may take any suit­
able form, and as noted above may comprise one or more 
separate content sharing systems and/or or one or more sys­
tems partially or wholly integrated into social network con­
ferencing system 12. 

20 
Social network conference system 312 may comprise one 

or more social network servers 316 and one or more messag­
ing servers 314. As was noted previously, the social network 
server(s) and messaging server(s) have access to various data 
stores including data defining social networks, user prefer­
ences, messaging status, and the like, but such stores are not 
illustrated in this example for purposes of clarity. 

Users K through Pare engaged in various P2P file sharing 
sessions, with each user running one or more instances of P2P 

10 client application 344. Additionally, each user is running a 
messaging client application 342. For user M, device 330m-1 
is used to execute an instance of P2P application 344 while 
device 330m-2 runs an instance of messaging client applica­
tion 342. 

For example, a social network (and/or social network cir­
cuit) may comprise users of a content sharing system. Social 
network conferencing functionality may be implemented as a 
module (or other component) of the content sharing system, 
with the messaging functionality integrated into content shar­
ing user application(s ). Messaging and social network server 
functionality could be provided by the content sharing system 15 

directly, or the social network and messaging services could 
be provided by one ( or more) separate providers. 

Each of the computing devices also executes one or more 
instances of social networking client application 340. Appli­
cation 340 may be configured to provide session data indicat­
ing the state of communication sessions utilized by each user. 
For example, the instance of application 340 running on 
machine 330k may provide data regarding the K-L and K-0 
P2P sessions, the instance of application 340 running on 
device 330m-1 reports the M-I and M-N sessions, while the 
instance of application 340 may provide information about 
activity in progress using device 330m-2, and so forth. 

As one of skill in the art will note, each application may be 
configured and optimized for the particular platform on 
which the application runs. Furthermore, application 340 
may comprise a component or module configured to operate 
in conjunction with other applications. For example, func-

For example, if the content sharing system is separate from 
the conferencing system, one or more components of the 
conferencing system could be configured to interoperate with 20 

appropriate components of the content sharing system(s) uti­
lized. For instance, the conferencing client could be config­
ured to interface with one or more content sharing client 
applications to send and access shared files, such as by pass­
ing file identifiers associated with content in the drop area 25 

236, with the particulars of obtaining the content file(s) 
handled by the content sharing client application(s). Of 
course, for content sharing system(s) that utilize server-based 
distribution, the conferencing client(s) could interface with 
such servers directly or indirectly. 

Social network conferencing system 12 may also support 
filtering of messages and conferences based on social net­
work parameters. For example, a user participating in a large 
social network conference may specify that messages from 
users beyond a specified degree of separation are hidden. 35 

Alternatively, certain messages may be given priority over 
others-the user may specify that messages from closely­
related users are more prominently displayed than those from 
distantly-related users. Similarly, the user may specify view­
ing preferences for entire conferences based on similar 40 

parameters. 

30 tionality provided social network client application 340 may 
be provided as a component in a more extensive social net­
working application that allows users to define, view, and 
manage relationships in a social network. Application 340 

Aspects of the presently-disclosed technology will now be 
discussed in conjunction with the exemplary social network 
3 00 shown in FIG. 6A and an embodiment ofa social network 
based conferencing system 312 illustrated in FIG. 6B. Social 45 

network 300 includes users K, L, M, N, 0, and P, who share 
various social network connections indicated by the arrows 
between various users. In this example, each user is engaged 
in content sharing with at least one other user in the social 
network. Accordingly, social network 300 may comprise a 50 

social network circuit, although recognition of the existence 
or extent of a social network circuit is not critical in this 
example. 

may function as a module, plug-in, or other component in 
messaging application 342 or vice-versa. Applications 340 
and 342 may together allow users to provide messages and 
social network conference parameter inputs via any suitable 
user interface(s), such as those illustrated in FIGS. 4-5. 

In this example, each instance of messaging application 
342 is in communication with one or more messaging servers 
314 via a link 114, each instance of social networking app Ii­
cation 340 is in communication with one or more social 
networking servers 316 via a link 116, and each instance of 
P2P client application is in communication with one or more 
other clients, but no central server. One of skill in the art will 
realize that the extent of client-server connections may vary, 
and server functionality for any or all of the applications may 
be partially or wholly distributed. For example, in some 
embodiments, messaging application 342 may be able to 
connect to other messaging clients without the need to pass 
the messages through a central server. Some embodiments 
may utilize P2P applications that connect to one or more 
central servers. Similarly, social network client application 
may use distributed server functionality amongst social net­
work peers, rather than connecting to a central server. 

In this example, social networking client application 340 
provides session data to social networking server 316, which 
may use such data to, for example, define one or more social 
network circuits including users K through P. However, social 
networking server 316 may provide social network based 
conferencing functionality independently of any social net-
work circuit functionality. 

FIG. 6B illustrates a plurality of networked computing 
devices. Each user K through Pis associated with one or more 55 

social network conferencing system clients 330: user K uses 
computing device 330k, user L uses computing device 330!, 
user N uses computing device 330n, user O uses computing 
device 3300, and user Puses computing device 330p, which 
may all comprise desktop, laptop, tablet, or other personal 60 

computers. User Min this example is using two computing 
devices, 330m-1 and 330m-2. Both computing devices 
330m-1 and 330m-2 are in communication with social net­
work conference system 312 and provide aspects of social 
network conferencing client functionality for user M. In this 
example, device 330m-1 may comprise a laptop computer, 
while device 330m-2 comprises a cellular telephone. 

User M may provide preference data to social networking 
server 316 specifying that user M would like to create a 

65 conference amongst any users engaged in file sharing at cer­
tain times. If, at the specified times, users K through P are 
engaged in file sharing, then, based on session data indicating 
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the file sharing, social network server 316 may create a social 
network conference based on the specified file sharing activ­
ity. Server 316 may provide a conference participant list to 
messaging server 314, which sends one or more notifications 
to the requisite users. For example, messaging server 314 may 
send an invitation to users K through P to join in the confer­
ence via messaging connections 114 and messaging client 
applications 342. 

User M may provide additional social network parameters 
limiting participation in the conference. For example, if user 10 

M specifies that the conference is only to include users within 
two degrees of separation from user M, then user P will not be 
included in the conference. Similarly, if such a conference is 
created and user L sends a reply message only to those within 15 
one degree of separation from user L, only users Kand M will 
receive L's reply. 

As another example, assume that user O wishes to engage 
in a conference, but has not provided any notification or 
conference creation pre-settings. Instead, user O provides 20 

parameters for possible conferences. For each parameter set, 
application 340 renders a filtered view of the social network. 
For example, user O may wish to create a conference includ­
ing users within one degree of separation from user 0, but 
only those users who are also sharing content on a particular 25 

topic ("Vacation"). Assume that users K, M, and P are cur­
rently sharing vacation photos via respective instances of P2P 
client 344. Server 316 is aware of the sharing content based on 
session data provided by respective instances of social net­
work client application 340. Based on user O's preference 30 

data, social network server 316 determines that users K and P 
are both within one degrees of separation of O and sharing 
"Vacation" related content. O's instance of application 40 
renders a view of social network 300 indicating possible 
participants in the conference. 0 sends a message ("Hey, let's 35 

talk about vacation") and, pending acceptance by K and P, a 
conference including users K, 0, and Pis created and tracked 
by social network server 316. As the conference progresses, 
messages are received by messaging server 314, which pro­
vides message metadata to social network server 316 and 40 

receives distribution lists for messages and replies. Confer­
encing application 340, messaging client 342, and P2P client 
344 could be configured to interact to support drag-and-drop 
content sharing amongst the conference participants using 
interfaces such as those illustrated in FIG. 5. 45 

0 may provide additional parameters when defining the 
conference. For example, 0 may specify a participation 
threshold whereby the conference will not be initiated unless 
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ences, and relationships, while one or more separate servers 
are configured to handle the tracking and management of 
ongoing conferences. 

Furthermore, in these examples, P2P content sharing did 
not involve a central server. However, if a central content 
sharing server or other device(s) acting in such a capacity 
were involved, social network server 316 could obtain session 
data wholly or in part from such a server for use in providing 
content sharing functionality as part of social network con­
ferences. 

It is appreciated by persons skilled in the art that what has 
been particularly shown and described above is not meant to 
be limiting, but instead serves to show and teach various 
exemplary implementations of the present subject matter. As 
set forth in the attached claims, the scope of the present 
invention includes both combinations and sub-combinations 
of various features discussed herein, along with such varia­
tions and modifications as would occur to a person of skill in 
the art. 

What is claimed: 
1. A method for initiating a conference, the method com­

prising: 
receiving, by a messaging server, a request from a first user 

to initiate a real-time instant messaging conference, the 
request including a separation degree identifier identi­
fying a desired degree of separation from the first user, 
wherein the desired degree of separation is at least two 
degrees of separation; 

accessing, by the messaging server, social network data 
that identifies acquaintance designations made by users 
of the messaging server, each acquaintance designation 
identifying a designating user and a designee user; 

identifying, based on the social network data, a plurality of 
other users that is within the desired degree of separation 
from the first user, each user of the plurality of other 
users being identified as the designee user within a chain 
of acquaintance designations starting from the first user, 
each designee user in the chain of acquaintance desig­
nations comprising one degree of the desired degree of 
separation; 

automatically initiating, by the messaging server, the real­
time instant messaging conference between the first user 
and at least some of the plurality of other users; 

receiving, by the messaging server, a message from the first 
user; 

distributing, by the messaging server, the message to the at 
least some of the plurality of other users; 

receiving from the first user a second message and meta­
data identifying a second separation degree identifier 
identifying a second desired degree of separation from 
the first user, wherein the second separation degree iden-
tifier is different from the separation degree identifier, 
identifying a second plurality of other users that is 
within the second desired degree of separation from the 
first user, wherein the second plurality ofotherusers is a 
subset of the plurality of other users; and 

sending the second message only to the second plurality of 
other users. 

a certain number of invitees actually participate in the con­
ference. Thresholds could be dependent on multiple param- 50 

eters-for instance, 0 may want a certain number of partici­
pants from a specified group, a certain number of participants 
meeting social network parameters ( degree of separation, 
etc.). In some embodiments, regardless of whether thresholds 
are specified or not, the conferencing system provides feed- 55 

back as to the conference initiation process. For instance, 
after inviting various members, 0 may be presented with a 
pop-up window and/or other notification(s) of progress. The 
window may indicate, for example, which members have 
received invitations, which members are in the process of 
responding, and the response( s) received. 

2. The method of claim 1, wherein initiating the real-time 
60 instant messaging conference further comprises obtaining a 

conference identifier uniquely identifying the real-time 
instant messaging conference. In this example, social network server 316 tracks confer­

ence participation, message distribution lists, and reply dis­
tribution lists, but one of skill in the art will recognize that 
some functionality may be handled by one or more other 
servers. For example, social network server 316 may be con­
figured to manage underlying social network rules, prefer-

3. The method of claim 1, wherein the real-time instant 
messaging conference is initiated at a first time, further com-

65 prising storing a plurality of messages received from the first 
user or the plurality of other users, determining that an addi­
tional user has joined the real-time instant messaging confer-
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ence at a second time, wherein the second time is after the first 
time, and automatically distributing the plurality of messages 
to the additional user upon determining that the additional 
user has joined the real-time instant messaging conference. 

4. A computer program product comprising at least one 
non-transitory computer-readable medium embodying pro­
gram instructions, which, when executed by one or more 
co~puting devices, configure the one or more computing 
devices to perform actions including: 

receiving a request from a first user to initiate a real-time 10 

instant _messaging conference, the request including a 
separat10n degree identifier identifying a desired degree 
of separation from the first user, wherein the desired 
de~ee of s~paration is at least two degrees of separation; 

acces~mg s_ocial network data that identifies acquaintance 
15 

des1gnat10~s made by users of the messaging server, 
each acquamtance designation identifying a designating 
user and a designee user; 

identifying, based on the social network data, a plurality of 
~ther users that are within the desired degree of separa-

20 

t10n from the first user, each user of the plurality of other 
users being identified as the designee user within a chain 
of acquaintance designations starting from the first user 
eac~ designee _u~er in the chain of acquaintance desig~ 
nat10ns compnsmg one degree of the desired degree of 

25 

separation; 
automatically initiating the real-time instant messaging 

conference between the first user and at least some of the 
plurality of other users; 

receiving, by a messaging server, a message from the first 
30 

user; 
distributing, by the messaging server, the message to the at 

least some of the plurality of other users; 
receiving from the first user a second message and meta­

data identifying a second separation degree identifier 
35 

identifying a second desired degree of separation from 
the first user, wherein the second separation degree iden­
!ifier _is _different from the separation degree identifier, 
1dentifymg a second plurality of other users that is 
within the second desired degree of separation from the 

40 

first user, wherein the second plurality of other users is a 
subset of the plurality of other users; and 

sending the second message only to the second plurality of 
other users. 

5. The computer program product of claim 4 wherein 
initiating the real-time instant messaging conferen~e further 
co~prises obta_ining a conference identifier uniquely identi­
fymg the real-time instant messaging conference. 

45 
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time, and a_u~omatically distributing the plurality of messages 
to the add1t10nal user upon determining that the additional 
user has joined the real-time instant messaging conference. 

7. A computing device, wherein the computing device is 
configured to access stored instructions that configure the 
compu~i1:g device to perform activities including: 

rece1vmg a request from a first user to initiate a real-time 
instant _messaging conference, the request including a 
separat10n degree identifier identifying a desired degree 
of separation from the first user, wherein the desired 
de~ee of s~paration is at least two degrees of separation; 

accessmg social network data that identifies acquaintance 
designatio~s made by users of the messaging server, 
each acquamtance designation identifying a designating 
user and a designee user; 

determining, based on the social network data, a plurality 
of ?ther users that is within the desired degree of sepa-
rat10n from the first user, each user of the plurality of 
other users being identified as the designee user within a 
chain of acquaintance designations starting from the first 
user, each designee user in the chain of acquaintance 
designations comprising one degree of the desired 
degree of separation; 

automatically initiating the real-time instant messaging 
conference between the first user and at least some of the 
plurality of other users; 

receiving a message from the first user; 
distributing the message to the at least some of the plurality 

of other users; 
receiving from the first user a second message and meta­

data identifying a second separation degree identifier 
identifying a second desired degree of separation from 
the first user, wherein the second separation degree iden­
!ifier _is _different from the separation degree identifier, 
1dentJfymg a second plurality of other users that is 
within the second desired degree of separation from the 
first user, wherein the second plurality of other users is a 
subset of the plurality of other users; and 

sending the second message only to the second plurality of 
other users. 

8. The computing device of claim 7, wherein initiating the 
real-~i1:1e instant messaging conference further comprises 
obtmmng a conference identifier uniquely identifying the 
real-time instant messaging conference. 

9. The computing device of claim 7, wherein the real-time 
instant messaging conference is initiated at a first time and 
~herei~ the stored instructions further configure the co~put­
mg device to perf~rm activities comprising storing a plurality 
of messages received from the first user or the plurality of 

6. The computer program product of claim 4, wherein the 
real-time instant messaging conference is initiated at a first 
time, and wherein the program instructions configure the one 
or more computing devices to perform actions further com­
prising storing a plurality of messages received from the first 
user or the plurality of other users, determining that an addi­
tional user has joined the real-time instant messaging confer­
ence at a second time, wherein the second time is after the first 

50 other users, determining that an additional user has joined the 
real-time instant messaging conference at a second time 
wherein the second time is after the first time, and automati~ 
cally distributing the plurality of messages to the additional 
user ~pon_ determining that the additional user has joined the 

55 real-time mstant messaging conference. 

* * * * * 




