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(54) SYNCHRONISING CONTACTS

(57) A method of synchronising the contact informa-
tion of a group of users of an instant messaging system
between the group of users over a communications net-
work is provided. Each user of the group of users has a
user terminal connected to the communications network
and executes a client, the client comprising a contact
information list. A first user belonging to the group of us-
ers selects the contact information of other users in the
group from the contact information list and chooses to
synchronise the contact information. An invitation mes-
sage is transmitted from the client executed on the user
terminal of the first user to the client executed on the user
terminal of each of the other users in the group, the invi-
tation message including an invitee list of users belonging
to the group. The invitation message is received at the
client of each of the other users in the group. At least one
of the other users in the group accepts the invitation mes-
sage, the step of accepting comprising generating an ac-
ceptance message, the acceptance message giving au-
thorisation to the group of users to contact the at least
one other user, broadcasting the acceptance message
to the group of users and adding the invitee list to the
contact information list of the at least one user.
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Description

[0001] This invention relates to the synchronisation of
contacts, particularly but not exclusively for use in a peer-
to-peer telecommunications system.
[0002] Peer-to-peer telecommunications systems al-
low the user of a device, such as a personal computer,
to make telephone calls across a computer network such
as the Internet. These systems are beneficial to the user
as they are often of significantly lower cost than traditional
telephony networks, such as fixed line or mobile net-
works. This may particularly be the case for long distance
calls. These systems may utilise voice over internet pro-
tocol ("VoIP") over an existing network (e.g. the Internet)
to provide these services, although alternative protocols
can also be used. To use a peer-to-peer telephony serv-
ice, the user must install and execute client software on
their device. The client software provides the VoIP con-
nections as well as other functions such as registration
and authentication.
[0003] The client software executed on the device of
the user displays a list a contacts that the user has stored.
These contacts may be called using the peer-to-peer tel-
ecommunications system by selecting the contact and
clicking on a "call" button using a pointing device. The
client may also provide other means of communicating
with the contact in the contact list, such as through chat
messages or video calling. To enter a contact in the con-
tact list, the user (referred to as user A in this example)
must either know the username of the contact they wish
to add (called user B in this example), or search for the
contact using the full name (or other details such as email
address). After finding the contact, user A can choose to
add the contact of user B to their contact list. An invitation
message is then transmitted to the user terminal of user
B, stating that user A has added them to their contacts,
thereby authorising the user B to contact user A. User B
can give user A authorisation to contact them by accept-
ing the invitation, or can prevent user A from contacting
them by rejecting the invitation. If the invitation is accept-
ed, the contact for user B is activated in user A’s contact
list, and user A will be able to view the status of user B
(known as the contact’s presence information). For ex-
ample, user A will be able to see if user B’s status is set
to online, offline, do not disturb, or another status set by
the contact.
[0004] A new user of the peer-to-peer telecommunica-
tions system may be unaware of the contact details of
many people that he/she knows, and consequently these
people are not added to the new user’s contact list. It has
been observed that a high proportion of users that start
using a peer-to-peer telecommunications system, but
then subsequently stop using it, only have a small number
of contacts in their contact list. There is therefore a need
to make it easier for users to obtain contacts of people
they know, in order to enhance the user experience and
to increase the level of usage of the peer-to-peer tele-
communications system.

[0005] According to one aspect of the present invention
there is provided a method of synchronising the contact
information of a group of users of an instant messaging
system between the group of users over a communica-
tions network, each user of the group of users having a
user terminal connected to the communications network
and executing a client, said client comprising a contact
information list, the method comprising:

a first user belonging to the group of users selecting
the contact information of other users in the group
from the contact information list and choosing to syn-
chronise the contact information;
transmitting an invitation message from the client ex-
ecuted on the user terminal of the first user to the
client executed on the user terminal of each of the
other users in the group, said invitation message in-
cluding an invitee list of users belonging to the group;
receiving the invitation message at the client of each
of the other users in the group; and
at least one of the other users in the group accepting
the invitation message, said step of accepting com-
prising generating an acceptance message, said ac-
ceptance message giving authorisation to the group
of users to contact the at least one other user, broad-
casting said acceptance message to the group of
users and adding the invitee list to the contact infor-
mation list of the at least one user.

[0006] According to another aspect of the present in-
vention there is provided a method of synchronising the
contact information of a group of users of a telephony
system between the group of users over a communica-
tions network, each user of the group of users having a
user terminal connected to the communications network
and executing a client, said client comprising a contact
information list, the method comprising:

a first user belonging to the group of users selecting
the contact information of other users in the group
from the contact information list and choosing to syn-
chronise the contact information;
transmitting an invitation message from the client ex-
ecuted on the user terminal of the first user to the
client executed on the user terminal of each of the
other users in the group, said invitation message in-
cluding an invitee list of users belonging to the group;
receiving the invitation message at the client of each
of the other users in the group; and
at least one of the other users in the group accepting
the invitation message, said step of accepting com-
prising generating an acceptance message, said ac-
ceptance message giving authorisation to the group
of users to contact the at least one other user, broad-
casting said acceptance message to the group of
users and adding the invitee list to the contact infor-
mation list of the at least one user.
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[0007] In one embodiment the step of transmitting the
invitation message comprises: sending the invitation
message to the client of each user in the group that is
online; storing the invitation message at the client of each
user that is online and has accepted the invitation; and
forwarding the invitation message to the client of any user
in the group that subsequently comes online from at least
one of the clients storing the invitation or the first user.
[0008] In another embodiment the step of receiving fur-
ther comprises the step of displaying the invitee list to
each of the other users in the group. In another embod-
iment said invitation message further includes text infor-
mation entered by the first user and said step of display-
ing further comprising displaying the text information to
each of the other users in the group. In another embod-
iment the step of displaying further comprises the step
of offering each of the other users in the group the choice
to accept or refuse the invitation message. In another
embodiment the method further comprises at least one
user refusing the invitation message, said step of refusing
comprising generating a refusal message and broadcast-
ing the refusal message to the group of users.
[0009] In another embodiment the step of broadcasting
the acceptance message comprises: sending the accept-
ance message to the client of each user in the group that
is online; storing the acceptance message at the client
of each user that is online and has accepted the invitation;
and forwarding the acceptance message to the client of
any user in the group that subsequently comes online
from at least one of the clients storing the invitation or
the at least one user.
[0010] In another embodiment the method further com-
prises the step of adding at least one new user to the
group of users, said step of adding comprising: selecting
at least one new user from the contact information list to
add to the group of users; transmitting an invitation mes-
sage to the at least one new user, said invitation message
including a list of the users in the group of users; receiving
the invitation message at the at least one new user, the
at least one new user choosing to accept or refuse the
invitation message, if the at least one user chooses to
accept the invitation, broadcasting an acceptance mes-
sage to the clients of the users of the group of users,
wherein, upon receiving the acceptance message, the
users of the group of users can choose to remain in the
group of users with the at least one new user or leave
the group of users; and if the at least one user chooses
to refuse the invitation, broadcasting a refusal message
to the users of the group of users.
[0011] In another embodiment the method further com-
prises the step of renaming the group of users, said step
of renaming comprising entering a new name for the
group of users in the client, broadcasting the new name
to the client of each user of the group of users; and up-
dating the name stored for the group in the contact infor-
mation list.
[0012] In another embodiment the method further com-
prises the step of a user leaving the group of users com-

prising the leaving user selecting to remove the group
from the contact information list; choosing whether to
keep contacts of the users in the group of users in the
contact information list or to remove the contacts of the
users in the group of users; and broadcasting a leaving
message to the client of each of the users of the group
of users.
[0013] According to another aspect of the present in-
vention there is provided a user terminal connected to a
communications network and executing a client for syn-
chronising the contact information of a group of users of
an instant messaging system between the group of users
over a communications network, said client comprising
a contact information list, means for selecting the contact
information of other users in the group from the contact
information list, means for choosing to synchronise the
contact information, and means for transmitting an invi-
tation message from the client to a client executed on
the user terminal of each of the other users in the group,
said invitation message including an invitee list of users
belonging to the group.
[0014] According to another aspect of the present in-
vention there is provided a user terminal connected to a
communications network and executing a client for syn-
chronising the contact information of a group of users of
a telephony system between the group of users over a
communications network, said client comprising a con-
tact information list, means for selecting the contact in-
formation of other users in the group from the contact
information list, means for choosing to synchronise the
contact information, and means for transmitting an invi-
tation message from the client to a client executed on
the user terminal of each of the other users in the group,
said invitation message including an invitee list of users
belonging to the group.
[0015] According to another aspect of the present in-
vention there is provided a user terminal connected to a
communications network and executing a client for syn-
chronising the contact information of a group of users of
an instant messaging system between the group of users
over a communications network, said client comprising
a contact information list, means for receiving an invita-
tion message including an invitee list of users belonging
to the group, and means for accepting the invitation mes-
sage, wherein the means for accepting comprises means
for generating an acceptance message, said acceptance
message giving authorisation to the group of users to
contact the user of the user terminal, means for broad-
casting said acceptance message to the group of users,
and means for adding the invitee list to the contact infor-
mation list.
[0016] According to another aspect of the present in-
vention there is provided a user terminal connected to a
communications network and executing a client for syn-
chronising the contact information of a group of users of
a telephony system between the group of users over a
communications network, said client comprising a con-
tact information list, means for receiving an invitation
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message including an invitee list of users belonging to
the group, and means for accepting the invitation mes-
sage, wherein the means for accepting comprises means
for generating an acceptance message, said acceptance
message giving authorisation to the group of users to
contact the user of the user terminal, means for broad-
casting said acceptance message to the group of users,
and means for adding the invitee list to the contact infor-
mation list.
[0017] According to another aspect of the present in-
vention there is provided a system for synchronising the
contact information of a group of users of an instant mes-
saging system between the group of users over a com-
munications network, each user of the group of users
having a user terminal connected to the communications
network and executing a client, said client comprising a
contact information list, the system comprising:

a user terminal of a first user belonging to the group
of users, wherein the client executed at the user ter-
minal of the first user comprises means for selecting
the contact information of other users in the group
from the contact information list, means for choosing
to synchronise the contact information, and means
for transmitting an invitation message from the client
executed on the user terminal of the first user to the
client executed on the user terminal of each of the
other users in the group, said invitation message in-
cluding an invitee list of users belonging to the group;
and
a user terminal of at least one of the other users in
the group, wherein the client executed at the user
terminal of the at least one other users comprises
means for receiving the invitation message, and
means for accepting the invitation message, wherein
the means for accepting comprises means for gen-
erating an acceptance message, said acceptance
message giving authorisation to the group of users
to contact the at least one other user, means for
broadcasting said acceptance message to the group
of users, and means for adding the invitee list to the
contact information list of the at least one other user.

[0018] According to another aspect of the present in-
vention there is provided a system for synchronising the
contact information of a group of users of a telephony
system between the group of users over a communica-
tions network, each user of the group of users having a
user terminal connected to the communications network
and executing a client, said client comprising a contact
information list, the system comprising:

a user terminal of a first user belonging to the group
of users, wherein the client executed at the user ter-
minal of the first user comprises means for selecting
the contact information of other users in the group
from the contact information list, means for choosing
to synchronise the contact information, and means

for transmitting an invitation message from the client
executed on the user terminal of the first user to the
client executed on the user terminal of each of the
other users in the group, said invitation message in-
cluding an invitee list of users belonging to the group;
and
a user terminal of at least one of the other users in
the group, wherein the client executed at the user
terminal of the at least one other users comprises
means for receiving the invitation message, and
means for accepting the invitation message, wherein
the means for accepting comprises means for gen-
erating an acceptance message, said acceptance
message giving authorisation to the group of users
to contact the at least one other user, means for
broadcasting said acceptance message to the group
of users, and means for adding the invitee list to the
contact information list of the at least one other user.

[0019] In one embodiment the means for transmitting
the invitation message comprises: means for sending the
invitation message to the client of each user in the group
that is online; means for storing the invitation message
at the client of each user that is online and has accepted
the invitation; and means for forwarding the invitation
message to the client of any user in the group that sub-
sequently comes online from at least one of the clients
storing the invitation or the first user.
[0020] In another embodiment the means for receiving
further comprises means for displaying the invitee list on
the user terminal of the at least one other user in the
group. In another embodiment said invitation message
further includes text information entered by the first user
and said means for displaying further comprising display-
ing the text information on the user terminal of the at least
one other user in the group. In another embodiment the
means for displaying further comprises means for offer-
ing the at least one other user in the group the choice to
accept or refuse the invitation message. In another em-
bodiment the user terminal of the at least one of the other
users in the group further comprises means for refusing
the invitation message, said means for refusing compris-
ing means for generating a refusal message and means
for broadcasting the refusal message to the group of us-
ers.
[0021] In another embodiment the means for broad-
casting the acceptance message comprises: means for
sending the acceptance message to the client of each
user in the group that is online; means for storing the
acceptance message at the client of each user that is
online and has accepted the invitation; and means for
forwarding the acceptance message to the client of any
user in the group that subsequently comes online from
at least one of the clients storing the invitation or the at
least one user.
[0022] In another embodiment the client of each user
of the group of users further comprises means for adding
at least one new user to the group of users, said means
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for adding comprising: means for selecting at least one
new user from the contact information list to add to the
group of users; and means for transmitting an invitation
message to the at least one new user, said invitation
message including a list of the users in the group of users.
[0023] In another embodiment the client of the at least
one new user comprises: means for receiving the invita-
tion message at the at least one new user, the at least
one new user choosing to accept or refuse the invitation
message, if the at least one new user chooses to accept
the invitation, means for broadcasting an acceptance
message to the clients of the users of the group of users,
wherein, upon receiving the acceptance message, the
users of the group of users can choose to remain in the
group of users with the at least one new user or leave
the group of users; and if the at least one new user choos-
es to refuse the invitation, means for broadcasting a re-
fusal message to the users of the group of users.
[0024] In another embodiment the client of each user
of the group of users further comprises means for renam-
ing the group of users, said means for renaming com-
prising means for entering a new name for the group of
users in the client, means for broadcasting the new name
to the client of each user of the group of users; and means
for updating the name stored for the group in the contact
information list.
[0025] In another embodiment the client of each user
of the group of users further comprises means for leaving
the group of users comprising means for selecting to re-
move the group from the contact information list; means
for choosing whether to keep contacts of the users in the
group of users in the contact information list or to remove
the contacts of the users in the group of users; and means
for broadcasting a leaving message to the client of each
of the users of the group of users.
[0026] For a better understanding of the present inven-
tion and to show how the same may be put into effect,
reference will now be made, by way of example, to the
following drawings in which:

Figure 1 shows users connected to a peer-to-peer
telecommunications system;
Figure 2A-F shows the process for setting up and
sharing a group of contacts;
Figure 3A-F shows the process for a member of the
group to accept an invitation to join the shared group;
Figure 4A-C shows the process for a member of the
group to decline an invitation to join the shared group;
Figure 5 shows a shared group invitation listed as
an event;
Figure 6A-E shows the process for adding a new
member to a shared group;
Figure 7 shows a dialogue box confirming a change
of name of the group; and
Figure 8A-B shows the process for leaving a shared
group.

[0027] Reference will first be made to Figure 1, in which

is shown an illustrative example of several users con-
nected to a peer-to-peer telecommunications system
100. A first user 102 is operating a user terminal 104 on
which is executed client software 106. The client software
106 enables the user 102 to make telephone calls across
a communications network 108, which may be the Inter-
net, to which the user terminal 104 is connected. The
telephone calls may be made using VoIP, although al-
ternative packet-based communication protocols may al-
so be used.
[0028] A second user 110 is also shown operating a
user terminal 104 that is executing client software 106.
The user terminal and client software of the second user
110 may be similar to that of the first user 102. Also shown
in Figure 1 are third, fourth, fifth and sixth users
(112-118), that are also operating user terminals 104 ex-
ecuting client software 106.
[0029] It is assumed that each of the users 2-6
(110-118) are known to the first user 102, for example
that they all belong to a common interest group, or all
know each other through a shared experience. As an
illustrative example, the first user 102 and each of the
users 2-6 (110-118) may have attended the same uni-
versity. The first user 102 may remain in contact with all
the users 2-6 (110-118), and the contact details for each
of users 2-6 (110-118) are added in the contact list in the
client software 106 of the first user 102. Therefore, the
first user 110 is aware of the contact details for the users
2-6 (110-118), has been authorised by them and can
readily contact them, and similarly, each of users 2-6
(110-118) are aware of the contact details of the first user
102, and can readily contact the first user 102.
[0030] However, the users 2-6 (110-118) are not nec-
essarily aware of the contact details for each other, even
though they have a shared common contact. For exam-
ple, the second user 110 may not know the contact details
of the fifth user 116, and vice versa.
[0031] It is therefore desirable for the contacts for a
particular group of people to be able to be shared with
all the members of the group. This permits the contact
details of members of the group to be easily propagated
to the whole group. This also helps new users obtain
contacts for people that they know, by obtaining the con-
tacts through common acquaintances, which increases
the number of contacts in their contact list and may pre-
vent the new users from stopping using the peer-to-peer
telephony service.
[0032] This could be achieved by maintaining a central
server for storing contact information that is shared be-
tween multiple users. This would act as a central repos-
itory of the shared contact information, and any member
of the group could access this information. All the mem-
bers of the group would therefore see the same contacts,
regardless of whether any contacts were added or re-
moved from the shared group. Whilst this is a simple way
of maintaining synchronised group contact information,
it has significant disadvantages. Firstly, the central serv-
ers need to be maintained by the operator of the teleph-
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ony system, which is associated with increased cost.
Secondly, a centralised server architecture may be more
susceptible to reliability issues. A central server can act
as a single point of failure, which can cause service dis-
ruption to the users. Many users attempting to access a
single server simultaneously can also cause the server
to respond slowly due to overloading, which can be det-
rimental to the user experience.
[0033] In light of these issues, a peer-to-peer technique
is presented herein which enables the sharing of groups
of contacts between members of a group. This avoids
the disadvantages of a centralised server architecture,
whilst keeping the details of the shared groups synchro-
nised between all the members of the group in near real-
time.
[0034] The process for setting up and sharing a group
of contacts will now be described with reference to Figure
2A-D. Reference is first made to Figure 2A, which shows
the user interface of the client 106, as presented to the
user who is setting up the shared group. In the example
shown here, the name of the user setting up and sharing
the group of contacts is "Brad Pitt", who, in relation to the
example given above in Figure 1 corresponds to the first
user 102.
[0035] The client user interface 202 comprises a tab
labelled "contacts", and when this tab is selected the con-
tacts in the contact list of the user are displayed. In the
case of the example shown in Figure 2A, the user has
grouped his contacts according to a common feature,
such as "family", and the groups are shown in the list of
groups 204. In particular, the user has created a group
made up of his close friends, which has been given the
name "Masked Avengers" 206. When this group is se-
lected by the user, the contacts contained within this
group are shown in the contact list 208. The user wishes
to share the contacts contained within this group with all
the members of the group.
[0036] Reference is now made to Figure 2B, which il-
lustrates how the user can choose to share the group
with the contacts within the group. The user can use his
pointing device to "right click" (or similarly select) the cho-
sen group 206, at which point a pop-up menu 210 ap-
pears in the user interface 200. One of the options within
this menu is "Share Group" 212, which the user can se-
lect.
[0037] Upon selection of the menu item 212 a dialogue
window 214 is shown to the user, as illustrated in Figure
2C. The dialogue window 214 is used to create an invi-
tation for all the group members to include this group in
their own contact list. The user may enter an invitation
message in the field 216, and can review the contacts
that are in the group and will be invited to join the shared
group in the list 218. When the user is satisfied with the
invitation, he can click the "OK" button 220.
[0038] The invitation is then transmitted to all the mem-
bers of the group. The client 106 executed at the user
terminal 104 of the user creates an invitation message
that is transmitted over the communication network 108

to the client 106 of each of the members of the group.
The invitation message is propagated to the members of
the group by utilising the peer-to-peer structure of the
system. For example, when a group is first set up, there
is only one user that has joined the group (the initiating
user) and the invitation message must be sent from the
client of this user. Therefore, the client of the initiating
user will keep trying to deliver the invitation to any group
members that are online. However, once other members
accept the invitation and join the group, then the user
terminals of the members begin to relay messages as
well. Therefore, at first, only the initiator of the group is
sending invitations, but as group members join, they also
begin sending invitations to any group members that they
can see. A result of this is that although the invitation
message is created initially by the initiator of the group,
a member of the group may actually receive the invitation
message from one of the other members due to it being
relayed. This invitation message informs the clients of
the group members that a user wishes to share a contact
group of which they are a member, as will be described
presently. After transmitting the invitation, the user inter-
face 200 of the user has changed as shown in Figure 2D,
such that the user can see the group "Masked Avengers"
206 is marked with a shared group icon 222.
[0039] Figure 2E shows a flowchart summarising the
process of creating a shared group of users. In step S1,
the user creating the group selects a set of contacts to
be grouped, and in step S2, user chooses to share this
group with all the members of the group. Then, in step
S3, an invitation message is created, which includes a
list of all the group members, and the invitation message
is propagated to the group members in step S4. Finally,
in step S5 the group is displayed as shared in the client
of the user.
[0040] Figure 2F illustrates a pictorial representation
of the processes performed in the client 106 executed
on a user terminal 104 when a shared group is created.
The client 106 comprises a contact list 226 in which the
contacts to be grouped are stored. The contact list 226
is available to a process 228 for selecting the contacts
to be grouped, and the information on the grouped con-
tacts can be returned and stored in the contact list 226.
The groups in the contact list 226 can be accessed by a
process 230 for enabling the group to be shared. The
sharing of a group leads to another process 232 for cre-
ating the invitation messages to the group of users and
propagating the message outside the client 106, indicat-
ed by arrow 234.
[0041] Reference is now made to Figures 3A-D, which
show the process for a member of the group to accept
the invitation to join the shared group. In the example
shown in Figure 3A-D, "Adam Peterson" is one of the
contacts in "Brad Pitt’s" "Masked Avengers" group. With
reference to Figure 3A, Adam Peterson receives the
shared group invitation over the communication network
108 at the client, and the invitation window 300 is dis-
played. Adam Peterson can view the message 302 from
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the user sending the invitation (as entered in the dialogue
window shown in Figure 2C) and a list of the other group
members 304. If Adam Peterson is content to join the
shared group with the list of group members 304, then
he can click "OK" 306. By clicking "OK" Adam Peterson
is adding the group (and all of its contacts) to his contacts
list, and, in doing so, he is authorising all the other group
members to be able to contact him. However, Adam Pe-
terson will not be able to contact the other members of
the group until they have also accepted the invitation (and
hence authorised the group members to contact them).
A message confirming that the user Adam Peterson has
accepted the invitation is broadcast to all the members
of the group. The broadcast acceptance message is
propagated to the members using a peer-to-peer relaying
method, such that the message may be relayed from one
member to another, in order to distribute the message to
all the group members. This is achieved by the creator
of the message sending the message to the members
that he can see online, and the recipients of the message
then relaying the message on to any members that they
can see online, and so on until the message has been
broadcast to all members of the group.
[0042] Figure 3B shows the client user interface 308
for the user Adam Peterson after he has accepted the
invitation to join the group. In his contact list, Adam Pe-
terson now sees the new shared group 310 listed, and
an icon 312 next to the group which indicates that the
group is shared. When the group is selected, the contacts
in the group are displayed in the list 314.
[0043] If, for example, Adam Peterson is the first per-
son to accept the invite to join the group, then all the other
members are indicated as pending (indicated by the
question mark status icon 316) except Brad Pitt who was
already in the contact list of Adam Peterson, and has
previously been authorised by Brad Pitt (indicated by the
tick status icon 318).
[0044] As other members of the group accept the invi-
tation, their indications change in the contact list. For ex-
ample, Figure 3C shows the case where the users "Can-
dy Palmer" and "Claire Gains" have accepted the invita-
tion, and their indications 320, 322 have changed such
that Adam Peterson can see their online status.
[0045] Figure 3D shows an alternative view that can
be presented to Adam Peterson, if he does not wish to
view his contacts by groups. In this case all his contacts
are simply shown in a list 324, but if a contact is selected
that belong to a group, then this indicated to the user with
the message 326.
[0046] Figure 3E shows a flowchart summarising the
process for a member of the group to accept the invitation
to join the shared group. In step S6, the client of the user
receives the invitation message inviting the user to join
the shared group, and the invitation message is displayed
to the user in step S7. At step S8, the user has the option
of accepting or rejecting the invitation. If the user rejects
the invitation, then in step S9 a refusal message is broad-
cast to the group of users (as discussed in more detail

below). If the user accepts the invitation, then in step
S10, the client creates an acceptance message to au-
thorise the members of the group to contact the user. In
step S11, the acceptance message is broadcast to all
the members of the group. In step S12, the group is added
to the contacts list of the user. As other members of the
group accept the invitation message, the user receives
other acceptance messages from other group members,
and updates their status in the contact list.
[0047] Figure 3F illustrates a pictorial representation
of the processes performed in the client 106 executed
on a user terminal 104 when an invitation to join a shared
group is accepted. The client 106 has a process 328 for
receiving invitations from outside the client 106, as indi-
cated by arrow 330, and a process 332 for displaying the
invitation message to the user. The client 106 generates
the acceptance message and broadcasts it with a proc-
ess 334 to external group members, indicated by arrow
336. The client 106 comprises a contact list 340 which
is updated to store the accepted group with process 338.
[0048] Reference is now made to Figure 4A-C, which
illustrates the process when a user declines the invitation
to join a group. Group members are displayed in the con-
tact list of a group shown in the client as "pending" (see
for example 316 in Figure 3B) until they either accept the
invitation (in which case their online status is then dis-
played) or they decline the invitation (in which case they
are removed from the group).
[0049] Figures 4A-C show the case where a user "Dav-
id Peterson" has declined the invitation to join the shared
group. When a user declines the invitation to join the
group their contact is displayed to all other group mem-
bers as "struck-through" so other members can see that
they have left the group. The decision of the user to de-
cline the invitation is communicated to the other members
of the group by the transmission of a refusal message.
When a user declines an invitation to join the group, the
refusal message is first transmitted from the declining
user (e.g. David Peterson) to the user from which he re-
ceived the invitation, and following that a refusal mes-
sage is then broadcast to all members of the group using
the peer-to-peer relaying technique.. A struck-through
contact remains in the group contact list view until the
user has viewed that group and selected at least one of
the struck through contacts (in order that they have read
the text "This person has left the group"). The struck-
through contact is then removed from the group contact
list view after, for example, 2 minutes.
[0050] Figure 4A shows the user interface of the client
200 for the user "Brad Pitt" who sent the invitation to join
the group. The contact for David Peterson 402 is shown
struck-through, and when selected the contact displays
the message "This person has left the group" 404. Note
that "Brad Pitt" can still see the online status of David
Peterson, as indicated by the icon 406, as David Peterson
remains in the contact list of Brad Pitt (David Peterson
must have already been in the contact list of Brad Pitt to
be invited to join the shared group initially). Therefore,
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although David Peterson has left the group, he may still
be contacted by Brad Pitt.
[0051] Figure 4B shows the user interface of the client
308 for the user "Adam Peterson", who is a member of
the group, but does not have the contract details for "Dav-
id Peterson". The contact for David Peterson 408 is
shown struck-through, and when selected the contact
displays the message "This person has left the group"
410. As "Adam Peterson" did not have the contact details
for David Peterson and has therefore never been author-
ised by David Peterson, his status is shown as pending,
as indicated by the question mark icon 412.
[0052] Figure 4C shows a similar user interface to that
shown in Figure 4B, but in this case Adam Peterson has
chosen not to view his contacts by groups (similar to that
shown in Figure 3D above). The contact for David Peter-
son 414 is again shown struck-through, and when se-
lected the contact displays the message "This person
has left the group Masked Avengers" 416. As mentioned
above, in this example, "Adam Peterson" did not have
the contact details for David Peterson and has therefore
never been authorised by David Peterson, his status is
shown as pending, as indicated by the question mark
icon 418.
[0053] If a member of the group is offline when the
invitation to join the shared group is sent (as is the case,
for example, for the user "Emily Brontë" shown in Figure
2D, as indicated by the "X" icon 224) then the invitation
will be stored separately by all the members of the group.
When the client of one of the members sees the offline
user come online (i.e. as soon as she launches the client
software and signs in to the peer-to-peer telephony sys-
tem) they will deliver the invitation.
If a member of the group has their status set to "do not
disturb" when the invitation to join the shared group is
sent, then the group member will not be shown the invi-
tation window. Rather the shared group invitation will be
listed as an "event" in the client software. "Events" are a
record of occurrences which the user was not able to act
upon, such as missed voice calls. Events that have oc-
curred are displayed listed in the client software. An ex-
ample of a shared group invitation listed as an event is
shown illustrated in Figure 5.
[0054] Once a shared group has been established, it
is possible to add new members to the group. Any one
of the group members can add any other contact to the
group. However, any changes to the members of the
shared group must be kept synchronised between all the
members of the group.
[0055] A group member can add a contact to the group
by selecting a contact and dragging it into the group dis-
played in the client. When a group member drags another
contact into the group, they will be prompted that this is
a shared group and that the contact will appear in all
member’s contact lists, as is shown illustrated in Figure
6A. In the example shown in Figure 6A the new user
"Sarah Peterson" has been added to the shared group.
[0056] The new member ("Sarah Peterson") receives

an invitation to join the shared group, as illustrated in
Figure 6B. The invitation comprises a message 602 from
the person adding the new user to the group and is shown
a list of members 604 of the group. The invitation is the
same as that discussed previously for initiating a new
group. The invitation is also propagated in the same way
as the invitation message for a new group, in that it is
broadcast to all members and relayed between the mem-
bers of the group in a peer-to-peer manner until it reaches
the new user. Therefore, the new user Sarah Peterson
may actually receive the invitation from one of the other
members of the group, due to the relaying of the invita-
tion, and not from the person adding the new member.
The new user can accept the invitation by clicking the
"OK" button 606 or declining the invitation by clicking the
"Ignore" button 608. By accepting the invitation the new
user is authorising all the other group members to contact
her. An acceptance message is broadcast from the new
user in the same manner as outlined previously for the
case of creating a new group. The addition of the new
user happens in near real-time, such that the new user
becomes part of the group as soon as the invitation has
been accepted.
[0057] All the existing group members will receive the
acceptance message from the new user, and upon re-
ceiving the acceptance message a notification dialogue
window 610 will be displayed to the group members. The
group members have the option of accepting the new
user into the group by clicking the "OK" button 602, or
they have the option to leave the group if they are not
happy with sharing their contact details with that person
by clicking the "leave group" button 604. By accepting
the new user, the group members are authorising the
new user to contact them.
[0058] It is also possible to add multiple users to the
group at one time. Any group member can do this by
selecting multiple contacts and dragging them into the
group displayed on the client of the group member. The
group member adding the multiple contacts will be pre-
sented with a message such as that shown in Figure 6D.
A single invitation message is created by the user adding
the new users, which lists all the new users added. This
is similar to the message created when a group is initially
set up and is propagated in the same way.
[0059] A user can also be added to the group who is
not a user of the peer-to-peer telephony system, but is
instead a user of another telecommunications system,
such as the public switched telephone network ("PSTN")
or a mobile communications network. This type of contact
is known as a "SkypeOut" contact. When this type of
contact is added to the group the group member adding
the "SkypeOut" contact is displayed a message such as
that shown in Figure 6E.
[0060] A user may also be automatically prompted to
share a group under certain circumstances. If a user is
organising their contacts by placing them into particular
groups, the user can be notified of the possibility of shar-
ing the group once a predetermined number of users
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have been added to the group. For example, if the user
has added four contacts to a group, then the user may
be prompted with the message "Shared groups are a
simple new way to share contacts with your friends, family
or co-workers. Learn more". This can educate users as
to the shared groups feature and encourage its uptake.
[0061] When a shared group is created the name of
the group is determined by the user creating the shared
group, however the name of the group may be changed
by any member of the group once it has been established.
If a member of the group attempts to change the name
of the group they will be presented with a dialogue box
700 such as that shown in Figure 7. In this example a
group member is changing the name of the group to "My
less gifted friends". By clicking on the "OK" button 702 in
the dialogue box 700, the name is changed, and the
change of name is propagated to all the members of the
group. This is achieved by the client executed on the user
terminal of user that is changing the name broadcasting
a message to the client of each of the other members of
the group. The broadcasting of the message is performed
using the peer-to-peer relaying technique discussed
hereinbefore. Each of the members of the group store
the most recent name used and distribute it to everyone
else in the group (and any new members). The clients at
each of the other group members then update the name
stored for the shared group in order to remain synchro-
nised with each other. Consequently, the changed name
will be shown in the clients of all the members of the
group, and the change of name happens in near real-
time.
[0062] Any member of the group can choose to remove
the group from their contact list, and hence leave the
shared group. If a member of the group attempts to do
this they are displayed a dialogue box 800 show in Figure
8A. The dialogue box 800 gives the user two options 802.
The user can either keep the contacts that were members
of the group in their contact list (although these will no
longer be affiliated with the group), or the user can choose
to remove all the contacts from the group from their con-
tact list. When a user leaves the group he sends out one
last broadcast message to the group notifying the group
that he is leaving. This message is propagated amongst
the group members using the peer-to-peer technique out-
lined previously.
[0063] When a user removes a shared group from their
contact list that user appears "struck out" in the contact
list of the other members of the group. For example, Fig-
ure 8B shows the contact list of another member of the
group after the contact David Peterson has removed the
group from his contact list. The contact for David Peter-
son 804 is therefore shown struck out and is displayed
along with the message 806 "This person has left the
group". The removal of a user from a shared group hap-
pens in near real-time, such that the user is removed
from the shared group shown in the client of each of the
group members as soon as the user removing himself
selects one of the options 802 from Figure 8A, and con-

firms the removal of the group from their contact list.
[0064] The shared group of contacts may be used to
establish an instant messaging chat between all the
members of the group (known as a "multichat"). The
group members can then communicate with each other
using the multichat, and the messages exchanged are
visible to all the members of the group. When the multi-
chat is initially started the name of the shared group is
used as the "topic" shown in the multichat display. If any
new users are added to the group, then they are auto-
matically added to the multichat. Similarly, any users that
leave the group automatically leave the multichat. Users
are not able to leave the chat without leaving the group,
but the users are able to "silence" the messages from
the multichat, so that they are not disturbed by the mes-
sages.
[0065] The above description outlines a technique by
which a group of contacts can be shared between the
members of the group, and kept synchronised with each
other, such that changes to group (e.g. new members,
the removal of members, or a change of name) are re-
flected across all the members of the group in near real-
time. In particular, this is achieved using a peer-to-peer
architecture in which the shared contact groups are kept
synchronised without the use of a centralised server ar-
chitecture, thereby avoiding the expense of maintaining
a centralised server and avoiding a single point of failure.
[0066] While this invention has been particularly
shown and described with reference to preferred embod-
iments, it will be understood to those skilled in the art that
various changes in form and detail may be made without
departing from the scope of the invention as defined by
the appendant claims.

Claims

1. A method of synchronising the contact information
of a group of users of an instant messaging system
between the group of users over a communications
network, each user of the group of users having a
user terminal connected to the communications net-
work and executing a client, said client comprising
a contact information list, the method comprising:

a first user belonging to the group of users se-
lecting the contact information of other users in
the group from the contact information list and
choosing to synchronise the contact informa-
tion;
transmitting an invitation message from the cli-
ent executed on the user terminal of the first user
to the client executed on the user terminal of
each of the other users in the group, said invi-
tation message including an invitee list of users
belonging to the group;
receiving the invitation message at the client of
each of the other users in the group; and
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at least one of the other users in the group ac-
cepting the invitation message, said step of ac-
cepting comprising generating an acceptance
message, said acceptance message giving au-
thorisation to the group of users to contact the
at least one other user, broadcasting said ac-
ceptance message to the group of users and
adding the invitee list to the contact information
list of the at least one user.

2. A method according to claim 1, wherein the step of
transmitting the invitation message comprises:
sending the invitation message to the client of each
user in the group that is online; storing the invitation
message at the client of each user that is online and
has accepted the invitation; and forwarding the invi-
tation message to the client of any user in the group
that subsequently comes online from at least one of
the clients storing the invitation or the first user.

3. A method according to claim 1 or 2, wherein the step
of receiving further comprises the step of displaying
the invitee list to each of the other users in the group.

4. A method according to claim 3, wherein said invita-
tion message further includes text information en-
tered by the first user and said step of displaying
further comprising displaying the text information to
each of the other users in the group.

5. A method according to claim 3 or 4, wherein the step
of displaying further comprises the step of offering
each of the other users in the group the choice to
accept or refuse the invitation message.

6. A method according to claim 5, further comprising
at least one user refusing the invitation message,
said step of refusing comprising generating a refusal
message and broadcasting the refusal message to
the group of users.

7. A method according to any preceding claim, wherein
the step of broadcasting the acceptance message
comprises: sending the acceptance message to the
client of each user in the group that is online; storing
the acceptance message at the client of each user
that is online and has accepted the invitation; and
forwarding the acceptance message to the client of
any user in the group that subsequently comes on-
line from at least one of the clients storing the invi-
tation or the at least one user.

8. A method according to any preceding claim, further
comprising the step of adding at least one new user
to the group of users, said step of adding comprising:

selecting at least one new user from the contact
information list to add to the group of users;

transmitting an invitation message to the at least
one new user, said invitation message including
a list of the users in the group of users;
receiving the invitation message at the at least
one new user, the at least one new user choos-
ing to accept or refuse the invitation message,
if the at least one user chooses to accept the
invitation, broadcasting an acceptance mes-
sage to the clients of the users of the group of
users, wherein, upon receiving the acceptance
message, the users of the group of users can
choose to remain in the group of users with the
at least one new user or leave the group of users;
and
if the at least one user chooses to refuse the
invitation, broadcasting a refusal message to the
users of the group of users.

9. A method according to any preceding claim, further
comprising the step of renaming the group of users,
said step of renaming comprising entering a new
name for the group of users in the client, broadcast-
ing the new name to the client of each user of the
group of users; and updating the name stored for the
group in the contact information list.

10. A method according to any preceding claim, further
comprising the step of a user leaving the group of
users comprising the leaving user selecting to re-
move the group from the contact information list;
choosing whether to keep contacts of the users in
the group of users in the contact information list or
to remove the contacts of the users in the group of
users; and broadcasting a leaving message to the
client of each of the users of the group of users.

11. A user terminal connected to a communications net-
work and executing a client for synchronising the
contact information of a group of users of an instant
messaging system between the group of users over
a communications network, said client comprising a
contact information list, means for selecting the con-
tact information of other users in the group from the
contact information list, means for choosing to syn-
chronise the contact information, and means for
transmitting an invitation message from the client to
a client executed on the user terminal of each of the
other users in the group, said invitation message in-
cluding an invitee list of users belonging to the group.

12. A user terminal connected to a communications net-
work and executing a client for synchronising the
contact information of a group of users of an instant
messaging system between the group of users over
a communications network, said client comprising a
contact information list, means for receiving an invi-
tation message including an invitee list of users be-
longing to the group, and means for accepting the
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invitation message, wherein the means for accepting
comprises means for generating an acceptance
message, said acceptance message giving author-
isation to the group of users to contact the user of
the user terminal, means for broadcasting said ac-
ceptance message to the group of users, and means
for adding the invitee list to the contact information
list.

13. A system for synchronising the contact information
of a group of users of an instant messaging system
between the group of users over a communications
network, each user of the group of users having a
user terminal connected to the communications net-
work and executing a client, said client comprising
a contact information list, the system comprising:

a user terminal of a first user belonging to the
group of users, wherein the client executed at
the user terminal of the first user comprises
means for selecting the contact information of
other users in the group from the contact infor-
mation list, means for choosing to synchronise
the contact information, and means for transmit-
ting an invitation message from the client exe-
cuted on the user terminal of the first user to the
client executed on the user terminal of each of
the other users in the group, said invitation mes-
sage including an invitee list of users belonging
to the group; and
a user terminal of at least one of the other users
in the group, wherein the client executed at the
user terminal of the at least one other users com-
prises means for receiving the invitation mes-
sage, and means for accepting the invitation
message, wherein the means for accepting
comprises means for generating an acceptance
message, said acceptance message giving au-
thorisation to the group of users to contact the
at least one other user, means for broadcasting
said acceptance message to the group of users,
and means for adding the invitee list to the con-
tact information list of the at least one other user.

14. A system according to claim 13, wherein the client
of each user of the group of users further comprises
means for adding at least one new user to the group
of users, said means for adding comprising:

means for selecting at least one new user from
the contact information list to add to the group
of users; and
means for transmitting an invitation message to
the at least one new user, said invitation mes-
sage including a list of the users in the group of
users.

15. A system according to claim 14, wherein the client

of the at least one new user comprises:

means for receiving the invitation message at
the at least one new user, the at least one new
user choosing to accept or refuse the invitation
message,
if the at least one new user chooses to accept
the invitation, means for broadcasting an ac-
ceptance message to the clients of the users of
the group of users, wherein, upon receiving the
acceptance message, the users of the group of
users can choose to remain in the group of users
with the at least one new user or leave the group
of users; and
if the at least one new user chooses to refuse
the invitation, means for broadcasting a refusal
message to the users of the group of users.

Amended claims in accordance with Rule 137(2)
EPC.

1. A method of synchronising the contact information
of a group of users of an instant messaging system
between the group of users over a communications
network (108), each user of the group of users having
a user terminal (104) connected to the communica-
tions network (108) and executing a client (106), said
client comprising a contact information list (226), the
method comprising:

a first user (102) belonging to the group of users
selecting the contact information of other users
in the group from the contact information list and
choosing to synchronise the contact informa-
tion;
transmitting an invitation message from the cli-
ent executed on the user terminal of the first user
(102) to the client executed on the user terminal
of each of the other users in the group, said in-
vitation message including an invitee list of users
belonging to the group (218);
receiving the invitation message at the client of
each of the other users in the group; and
at least one of the other users in the group ac-
cepting the invitation message, said step of ac-
cepting comprising generating an acceptance
message, said acceptance message giving au-
thorisation to the group of users to contact the
at least one other user, broadcasting said ac-
ceptance message to the group of users and
adding the invitee list (218) to the contact infor-
mation list of the at least one user.

2. A method according to claim 1, wherein the step of
transmitting the invitation message comprises:
sending the invitation message to the client of each
user in the group that is online; storing the invitation
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message at the client of each user that is online and
has accepted the invitation; and forwarding the invi-
tation message to the client of any user in the group
that subsequently comes online from at least one of
the clients storing the invitation or the first user (102).

3. A method according to claim 1 or 2, wherein the step
of receiving further comprises the step of displaying
the invitee list to each of the other users in the group.

4. A method according to claim 3, wherein said invita-
tion message further includes text information en-
tered by the first user (102) and said step of display-
ing further comprising displaying the text information
to each of the other users in the group.

5. A method according to claim 3 or 4, wherein the step
of displaying further comprises the step of offering
each of the other users in the group the choice to
accept or refuse the invitation message.

6. A method according to claim 5, further comprising
at least one user refusing the invitation message,
said step of refusing comprising generating a refusal
message and broadcasting the refusal message to
the group of users.

7. A method according to any preceding claim, wherein
the step of broadcasting the acceptance message
comprises: sending the acceptance message to the
client of each user in the group that is online; storing
the acceptance message at the client of each user
that is online and has accepted the invitation; and
forwarding the acceptance message to the client of
any user in the group that subsequently comes on-
line from at least one of the clients storing the invi-
tation or the at least one user.

8. A method according to any preceding claim, further
comprising the step of adding at least one new user
to the group of users, said step of adding comprising:

selecting at least one new user from the contact
information list (226) to add to the group of users;
transmitting an invitation message to the at least
one new user, said invitation message including
a list of the users in the group of users;
receiving the invitation message at the at least
one new user, the at least one new user choos-
ing to accept or refuse the invitation message,
if the at least one user chooses to accept the
invitation, broadcasting an acceptance mes-
sage to the clients of the users of the group of
users, wherein, upon receiving the acceptance
message, the users of the group of users can
choose to remain in the group of users with the
at least one new user or leave the group of users;
and

if the at least one user chooses to refuse the
invitation, broadcasting a refusal message to the
users of the group of users.

9. A method according to any preceding claim, further
comprising the step of renaming the group of users,
said step of renaming comprising entering a new
name for the group of users in the client, broadcast-
ing the new name to the client of each user of the
group of users; and updating the name stored for the
group in the contact information list (226).

10. A method according to any preceding claim, further
comprising the step of a user leaving the group of
users comprising the leaving user selecting to re-
move the group from the contact information list
(226); choosing whether to keep contacts of the us-
ers in the group of users in the contact information
list (226) or to remove the contacts of the users in
the group of users; and broadcasting a leaving mes-
sage (806) to the client of each of the users of the
group of users.

11. A user terminal (104) connected to a communica-
tions network (108) and executing a client (106) for
synchronising the contact information of a group of
users of an instant messaging system between the
group of users over a communications network
(108), said client comprising a contact information
list (226), means (228) for selecting the contact in-
formation of other users in the group from the contact
information list, means (230) for choosing to syn-
chronise the contact information, and means (232)
for transmitting an invitation message from the client
to a client executed on the user terminal of each of
the other users in the group, said invitation message
including an invitee list of users belonging to the
group (218).

12. A user terminal connected to a communications net-
work (108) and executing a client (106) for synchro-
nising the contact information of a group of users of
an instant messaging system between the group of
users over a communications network (108), said
client comprising a contact information list (340),
means (328) for receiving an invitation message in-
cluding an invitee list of users belonging to the group
(218), and means for accepting the invitation mes-
sage, wherein the means for accepting comprises
means for generating an acceptance message
(336), said acceptance message giving authorisa-
tion to the group of users to contact the user of the
user terminal, means (334) for broadcasting said ac-
ceptance message (336) to the group of users, and
means (338) for adding the invitee list to the contact
information list (340).

13. A system for synchronising the contact information
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of a group of users of an instant messaging system
between the group of users over a communications
network (108), each user of the group of users having
a user terminal connected to the communications
network (108) and executing a client (106), said cli-
ent comprising a contact information list, the system
comprising:

a user terminal of a first user (102) belonging to
the group of users, wherein the client (106) ex-
ecuted at the user terminal of the first user (102)
comprises means (228) for selecting the contact
information of other users in the group from the
contact information list, means (230) for choos-
ing to synchronise the contact information, and
means (232) for transmitting an invitation mes-
sage from the client (106) executed on the user
terminal of the first user (102) to the client exe-
cuted on the user terminal of each of the other
users in the group, said invitation message in-
cluding an invitee list of users belonging to the
group (218); and
a user terminal of at least one of the other users
in the group, wherein the client executed at the
user terminal of the at least one other users com-
prises means (328) for receiving the invitation
message, and means for accepting the invitation
message, wherein the means for accepting
comprises means for generating an acceptance
message (316), said acceptance message giv-
ing authorisation to the group of users to contact
the at least one other user, means (334) for
broadcasting said acceptance message to the
group of users, and means (338) for adding the
invitee list (218) to the contact information list of
the at least one other user.

14. A system according to claim 13, wherein the client
of each user of the group of users further comprises
means for adding at least one new user to the group
of users, said means for adding comprising:

means (228) for selecting at least one new user
from the contact information list to add to the
group of users; and
means (232) for transmitting an invitation mes-
sage to the at least one new user, said invitation
message including a list of the users in the group
of users (218).

15. A system according to claim 14, wherein the client
(106) of the at least one new user comprises:

means (328) for receiving the invitation mes-
sage at the at least one new user, the at least
one new user choosing to accept or refuse the
invitation message,
if the at least one new user chooses to accept

the invitation, means (334) for broadcasting an
acceptance message (336) to the clients of the
users of the group of users, wherein, upon re-
ceiving the acceptance message, the users of
the group of users can choose to remain in the
group of users with the at least one new user or
leave the group of users; and
if the at least one new user chooses to refuse
the invitation, means for broadcasting a refusal
message to the users of the group of users.
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