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METHOD, SYSTEM, AND PROGRAM
PRODUCT FOR AUTOMATICALLY
FORMATTING ELECTRONIC MAIL
ADDRESSED TO AN INTENDED RECIPIENT

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to a system, method, and
program product for automatically formatting electronic mail
sent from an e-mail client and received by a gateway server
for receiving and processing inbound e-mail or a gateway
server for receiving and processing outbound e-mail.

BACKGROUND

A benefit of the internet and World Wide Web that has led
to its popularity is the dynamic nature of the medium. New
information can be updated and promoted quickly and easily
to inform customers about a limited time sale or press release.
E-mail correspondence is a new medium that corporations
can take advantage of on a scheduled basis for emphasizing
certain promotions or corporate benefits.

Corporate brand identity is an important part of a compa-
ny’s overall marketing strategy. A strong brand reflects on the
performance and accomplishments of the brand’s owner. To
this end, marketing divisions within an organization central-
ize the production and quality control of business cards, let-
terhead, web-page design, collateral and signage. Consis-
tency and uniformity are crucial in establishing a strong brand
presence. In this regard, common business practice includes
design guidelines and graphic kits to aid divisions or partners
in communicating a brand’s image effectively.

Electronic mail communication (“e-mail”) has become a
primary tool for inter-company communication. Employees
often use electronic mail as the primary means of written
communication to interact with customers, corporate part-
ners, vendors, and investors.

Despite the importance of a brand identity to a company,
companies are unable to effectively use their current e-mail
infrastructure to send branded e-mail to recipients. There is
no way to manage and control a corporate brand with current
electronic mail technologies. This is a significant problem
because it doesn’t leverage the tremendous investment made
in the company’s brand or e-mail infrastructure and wastes
numerous opportunities to advance this public-relations
effort.

In computer network systems such as local-area networks
(“LANSs”), wide-area networks (“WANSs”), and the internet
and the world-wide web (“WWW?”), electronic mail systems
are often utilized to facilitate communication between two or
more users of the network. Each user has a unique network
address that may be used for routing and identifying purposes
in delivering an e-mail message from one user (the “sender”)
to another user (the “recipient”) on the network.

Often an e-mail message contains a relatively small
amount of text or other forms of data. One or more additional
files of data, called “attachments” are often attached to the
e-mail message. For example, a word processing file or
graphic file that is incompatible with the display capabilities
of the e-mail system or that is too large to be conveniently
displayed by the e-mail application program may be trans-
mitted from the sender to the recipient by attaching it to an
e-mail message. The e-mail message may introduce or
explain the attachments. Thus, the recipient receives the
e-mail message plus any attached data files, wherein the
attached data files must be opened, accessed, or utilized sepa-
rately from the e-mail message itself. In the alternative, an
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2

attachment to the e-mail may be viewed within the e-mail
depending on the program used.

HTML formats have become the language of page compo-
sitions for web sites. Moreover, objects can be scanned into
HTML formats for use in web pages. Composition and dis-
play of HTML formats has been added to most mainstream
e-mail programs. However, a large time commitment is
needed to design HTML e-mail formats with scanned inputs
and graphical elements. Hence, this format has not been gen-
erally utilized for personal e-mail correspondence, as distin-
guished from bulk e-mail, due to the limited amount of time
typically available for doing such tasks.

Many e-mail programs supply tools to use rich-text format-
ting (RTF) in electronic messages. This include bold, high-
lighting, and font colors. Early systems supported this capa-
bility only for internal systems or similar clients. As an
example, Microsoft Outlook® messages would arrive cor-
rectly to other Outlook recipients but formatting would often
be lost when viewed in other e-mail clients. This has led to
many people not utilizing these features, unsure of how their
formatted correspondence will be received.

Microsoft Outlook provides a stationery feature in its
application that allows users to use a default template for
correspondence. However, this feature is not activated for
replies and forwards of existing electronic mail messages.
Since a large percentage of correspondence involves replies
and back-and-forth communication, many e-mail messages
are sent without proper brand identity resulting in lost oppor-
tunities. Another limitation is updating the template on a
regular basis. Templates are stored locally on each computer
that makes managing and updating them a difficult task.

Lotus Notes e-mail client provides a stationery feature for
users as a tool to use for form-based correspondence. This
feature is not integrated in the “New Memo” features of this
application, requiring a separate, additional step to use sta-
tionery. Additionally, Notes has the same limitation as
Microsoft Outlook in that it does not incorporate replies in its
capabilities.

U.S. Pat. No. 6,446,115 shows correspondence services
through its web site to deliver branded electronic or paper-
based communication. The service requires extra steps for
each e-mail user to take advantage of the service. First, a user
account needs to be setup for each individual. Next, address
books need to be updated and assigned alternative e-mail ID
values. Also, users need to provide alternative e-mail
addresses to route mail through this service. However, prob-
lems arise. External-oriented service is impractical for con-
fidential communication correspondence. Replies and “cc”
messages need to be re-addressed. There is no enforced stan-
dardization between individual users within a corporation.
Also, corporations are unlikely to use a public service for
managing e-mail traffic in this manner.

Another tool for coping with e-mail formatting problems
may be to use Adobe’s Portable Document Format (“PDF”),
which is a powerful format that transmits a document and
guarantees that the recipient will be able to read and view the
information exactly the way the sender intended. However,
PDF creation is a two-step process and is not integrated inline
with the message in many popular e-mail applications. PDF’s
are effective for one-way communication but does not lend
itself well for reply situations where individuals respond to a
sender’s text. It is also time-consuming to create a PDF for
every electronic mail message. Furthermore, the attachment
form of the e-mail often requires an extra step to read the
message, making the process more difficult for the recipient.

A common occurrence in today’s corporation is a hybrid of
multiple mail systems encompassing Microsoft Exchange,
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Lotus Domino, sendMail, and other mail server applications
arising from separate divisions, mergers and acquisitions, or
foreign divisions. It would be desirable for all users to
improve a company’s brand image through their frequent
e-mail communication.

Other types of services provide custom formatting. Web-
based electronic greeting card services have been in existence
for a number of years. They are a method of formatting
electronic text submitted through a web-form or e-mail mes-
sage. However, electronic greeting cards are extremely lim-
ited in their formatting capabilities and extend themselves to
a limited amount of text. They do not address e-mail specific
attributes including level of importance, reply-text, for-
warded text, support for attachments, or customized tem-
plates. Additionally, greeting card systems are proprietary
and are not designed to work within a high volume e-mail
environment.

Individuals use re-mailers to send a message to others
where they don’t want to be recognized as the sender. These
message services do change the e-mail contents by changing
the sender and related header information. However, they
don’t change the content of a message, leaving the look and
format of the message identical. These services don’t meet
the needs of corporate communications.

E-mail marketing has become a significant way to reach
targeted, or sometimes untargeted, customers to communi-
cate new information. Newsletters, coupons, press releases,
sale promotions, and other timely information are communi-
cated through HTML or text-based messaging to the recipi-
ent’s e-mail account. This is typically through use of a data-
base-driven e-mail application.

Database driven e-mail messages provide a single tool to
communicate with a large audience in a mail-merge type of
format. Individual messages or personal communication is
not facilitated through these applications. The database-
driven e-mail messages often use web-pages with minor per-
sonal touches (i.e. name substitution) for communication.

Personal e-mail communication differs and is often used
for customer service inquiries, interaction with partners, and
one-to-one communication with investors or board members.

While e-mail servers have traditionally focused on IT man-
agement and administration tasks, there are no tools currently
available that help corporate communication managers con-
trol and centrally update the stationery and formatting for all
e-mail in the corporate enterprise. That is, IT departments do
not currently have the capability to customize personal e-mail
communication and to create, update, and manage automatic
formatting capabilities.

What is needed is a system and method for automatically
incorporating corporate templates in electronic mail, a central
tool for corporate communications to dynamically manage
and create new e-mail templates, deploy to all e-mail users,
and customize the individual template to the sender, recipient,
time sent, or workgroup designation. Users should not be
burdened with understanding the technology, remembering
to add a template to a message, or reformatting a reply manu-
ally. The process should be seamless to the user and native in
the e-mail environment to which the user is accustomed.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The concepts disclosed herein alleviate the above noted
problems by providing an automated e-mail formatting sys-
tem and method for formatting an e-mail in accordance with
identified e-mail attributes.

The concepts address a system, method, and computer
product by which an e-mail is automatically formatted. An
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4

e-mail is sent by an e-mail composer and received by a gate-
way server for processing outbound e-mail or inbound e-mail,
which may include a SMTP server, POP3/IMAP server, or
another server in communication with the SMTP or POP3/
IMAP server. The server receives the e-mail message from the
e-mail composer and text-parses the received e-mail for iden-
tifying an e-mail attribute. Next, the system formats the
received e-mail message in accordance with a predetermined
format corresponding to the identified e-mail attribute, which
is sent to intended recipient(s).

More specifically, a e-mail formatter identifies e-mail
attributes by text-parsing the e-mail sent from at least one
client station for composing and/or receiving e-mail. A tem-
plate manager assigns predetermined formats associated with
the identified e-mail attribute. A message assembler
assembles the e-mail in accordance with a specific format
designated by an assigned predetermined format.

E-mail attributes may be extracted from the header which
include any one of sender, sent date, author(s), recipient infor-
mation, priority information, language, and country of origin,
or e-mail attributes may be extracted from the body which
may include keywords. Associated predetermined formats
include any one of a graphic, background image, sound file,
video file, hypertext, user information, company information,
and digital signature, each associated with at least one e-mail
attribute.

The system may identify other attributes such as e-mail
portions of the e-mail related to any one of a new message
portion, a reply portion, or a forwarded portion, and sepa-
rately format the e-mail portion(s).

Additional objects, advantages, and novel features of the
embodiments will be set forth in part in the description which
follows, and in part will become apparent to those skilled in
the art upon examination of the following and the accompa-
nying drawings or may be learned by practice of the inven-
tion.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The drawing figure(s) depict preferred embodiments by
way of example, not by way of limitation. In the figures, like
reference numerals refer to the same or similar elements.

FIG. 1 illustrates a data processing system.

FIG. 2 illustrates a functional block diagram of a PC or
workstation or server.

FIG. 3A illustrates a functional block diagram of a system
for formatting outbound e-mail.

FIG. 3B illustrates a functional block diagram of a system
for formatting inbound e-mail.

FIG. 4 illustrates a flow chart by which an e-mail is auto-
matically formatted.

FIG. 5 illustrates a system for automatically formatting
e-mail.

FIG. 6 illustrated an example of an automatically formatted
e-mail.

DESCRIPTION

The present invention is a system, method, and program
product for automatically managing and sending branded
electronic mail (“e-mail”) in an e-mail server environment,
separate from a user’s e-mail station or program.

FIG. 1 illustrates a high-level representation of a network
that may implement this disclosure. Generally, a network 110
is a communication infrastructure allowing various compo-
nents connected to the network to communicate with one
another. These components include a plurality of clients 112,
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a server 114, storage devices 116, and the like. The network
110 represents any type of network or more than one network
that use common protocols to communicate with one another.
The network 110 may be an intranet, a local area network, a
wide area network, etc. The client 112 may be a computer or
workstation hosting client specific applications. The server
114 or servers 114 may be any type of server facilitating
communication between the plurality of clients 112, other
devices connected to the network (e.g., a printer (not shown)),
and devices external to the network. The storage device 116
may be a database external from the server 114 and accessible
by the server 114, clients 112, or both

FIG. 2 is a functional block diagram of a computer system
210 such as a PC or workstation type general purpose com-
puter which may embody the client 112. The computer sys-
tem 210 may embody the server 114. In general, FIG. 2
illustrates a computer system 210 that may be used in the
client role, or as a server. Thus, the computer system 210 may
be used for employing a client’s electronic mail program, or
may be used to employ e-mail associated programs or proto-
cols on the server described further herein.

The exemplary computer system 210 contains a central
processing unit (CPU) 212, memories 214, and an intercon-
nect bus 215. The CPU 212 may contain a single micropro-
cessor, or may contain a plurality of microprocessors for
configuring the computer system 210 as a multi-processor
system. The memories 214 include a main memory, a read
only memory, and mass storage devices such as various disk
drives, tape drives, etc. The main memory 214 typically
includes dynamic random access memory (DRAM) and high-
speed cache memory. In operation, the main memory 214
stores at least portions of instructions and data for execution
by the CPU.

The mass storage 216 may include one or more magnetic
disk or tape drives or optical disk drives, for storing data and
instructions for use by CPU. For a workstation PC, for
example, at least one mass storage 216 system in the form of
a disk drive or tape drive, stores the operating system and
application software as well as the client e-mail program. The
mass storage 216 within the computer system 210 may also
include one or more drives for various portable media, such as
a floppy disk, a compact disc read only memory (CD-ROM),
or an integrated circuit non-volatile memory adapter (i.e.
PC-MCIA adapter) to input and output data and code to and
from the computer system.

The system also includes one or more input/output inter-
faces 218 for communications, shown by way of example as
an interface for data communications via the network 110.
The interface 218 may be a modem, an Ethernet card or any
other appropriate data communications device. The physical
communication links may be optical, wired, or wireless.

The computer system 210 may further include appropriate
input/output ports for interconnection with a display 220 and
a keyboard 222 serving as the respective user interface. For
example, the computer may include a graphics subsystem to
drive the output display. The output display may include a
cathode ray tube (CRT) display or liquid crystal display
(LCD). Although not shown, the PC type system typically
would include a port for connection to a printer. The input
control devices for such an implementation of the system
would include the keyboard for inputting alphanumeric and
other key information. The input control devices for the sys-
tem may further include a cursor control device (not shown),
such as a mouse, a touchpad, a trackball, stylus, or cursor
direction keys. The links of the peripherals to the system may
be wired connections or use wireless communications.
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The system is shown and discussed as an example only of
aplatform supporting several of the above-discussed process-
ing and control functions. Those skilled in the art will appre-
ciate that the computer system 210 may vary depending on
specific implementations.

FIGS. 3A and 3B is a general block diagram illustrating a
system for automatically formatting an outbound e-mail and
a system for automatically formatting inbound e-mail,
respectively. FIG. 4 is a flow chart diagram of a method for
automatically formatting e-mail. The components discussed
herein may be implemented by a computer system 210 or on
anetwork 110, discussed above. Implementation of the appa-
ratus and method disclosed herein is well within ordinary
skill in the art.

The e-mail formatter 314 for processing inbound mail may
be useful for commerce, travel, shipping, and financial infor-
mation that is transmitted and sent to recipient(s). As many
e-mails are formatted differently, finding identical informa-
tion in various e-mail is difficult. XML-based documents will
allow a vendor to highlight and indicate standard information
so that it is more useful to their customers.

For example, by using a standard e-mail format, which may
be managed by the information team or administrator, the
mail formatter can automatically create specialized docu-
ments which, for example, formats an itinerary or car rental
receipt in a systematic method that becomes easy to under-
stand for each recipient. These standard formats may enable
employees of a corporation to become more efficient. Data
analysts can also use the e-mail formatter 314 to aggregate the
new standardized information into an analytical tool for nego-
tiating contracts in e-commerce situations. Validating XML
documents and using them to trigger other management tasks
could be an additional benefit. That is, an e-mail could trigger
a separate system to review inbound mail of a certain format
for monitoring and managing various attributes, such as com-
mon flight itineraries.

For inbound mail purposes, the template library becomes a
set of XML-based style sheets that contains specific informa-
tion on how to format documents to their appropriate type.
This can include among others, travel documents, e-com-
merce purchases, proposals, financial projections, sales fig-
ures, or market research results. Each e-mail message would
be designated (either within the message or as an attachment)
by a key word indicating the XML standard that it is using.
XML has a different variant based on each industry and by
utilizing this data, the appropriate style sheet can be applied.

The mail formatter for processing outbound mail may be
useful for automatically customizing e-mail by the sender, the
author, recipient, time sent, workgroup designation, or key-
words within the e-mail body, discussed further below.

The message composer 310 represents a computer system
210 employing an e-mail program allowing a user to create
and receive e-mail, as in step 410. The brand of the e-mail
software is not important as the system can support and be
updated to support existing and new e-mail software pro-
grams. Any of various e-mail software programs can be used,
including, for example, Microsoft Outlook and Eudora.

The e-mail formatter 314 may reside on the gateway server
320 for processing outbound e-mail, as in FIG. 3A. That is,
the formatter 314 may reside on a server that is responsible for
relaying messages from multiple e-mail clients toward the
final destination(s). For security and performance reasons,
many organizations have a separate machine to send all out-
going mail traffic. Depending on the e-mail server environ-
ment, the e-mail formatter 314 can be employed on a different
system, but would be integrated tightly with the post-office
properties of the mail server to format outgoing messages.
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In FIG. 3B, the e-mail formatter 314 may reside on the
gateway server 322 for processing inbound e-mail. That is,
the e-mail formatter 314 may reside on a server for receiving
inbound mail from multiple e-mail clients and relaying the
received e-mail towards the final destination(s). Due to com-
monalties between FIGS. 3A and 3B and for ease of expla-
nation, the outbound gateway server 320 and inbound gate-
way server 322 will be generally referred to as a central server
324. Also, the central server represents a single server or
multiple servers.

The template manager 312 is in communication with the
e-mail formatter 314, and stores predetermined format or
template information which may bean HTML file. An HTML
file is the standard for World Wide Web-page mark-up, but
various other formatting and mark-up languages known to
those skilled in the art can be used, such as XML or SGML.
Template information can include graphic, sound, or video
files. Template information may include font information or
“mail-merge” effects such as sender’s signature, title, or other
components looked up from a database. It is possible to create
the system without any one or several of these features.

Though FIGS. 3A and 3B illustrate the template manager
based on the central server 324, templates may be stored on
the client station 310 or in another server or database separate
from the central server 324. If stored locally, either on a
schedule or by manual action by the administrator, new tem-
plate information may be sent to the message composer 310
from the template manager 312. E-mails in the client station
310 can be composed in the stationery format if the e-mail
client has that capability.

The e-mail formatter 314 identifies e-mail attributes in an
e-mail and the template manager 312 assigns at least one
predetermined format according to e-mail attributes. Digital
signature as well as encryption schemes may be assigned to
the e-mail by the e-mail formatter 314. The e-mail assembler
316 receives the e-mail and formats the e-mail in accordance
with templates assigned by the template manager 312. The
resulting newly formatted e-mail is sent to intended recipient
(s)

FIG. 4 is a flow chart diagram of a method for automati-
cally formatting e-mail. After composing an e-mail 410, a
user may preview the intended e-mail format by prompting
the message composer 314 to contact the template manager
312 to request a template or predetermined format according
to certain e-mail attributes, as in step 412. Alternatively, a
preview may be generated before creation for viewing a
default template, or may be generated during creation of the
e-mail to ensure proper formatting for the recipient. In step
414, the template manager 312 sends at least one template
from a template library to the message composer 310, and the
message composer 310 generates a message preview showing
the message as it will look to the recipient. Also, the e-mail
assembler 316 may be configured to perform this step. The
message composer 310 may not employ a preview function
thereby eliminating steps 412 and 414. This would be appro-
priate for message composers 310 that do not support preview
displays, such as Blackberry initiated messages, text UNIX
mail programs, or any other system with limited capabilities.
In this case the user will not see a preview, though the mail
will be formatted on delivery with the appropriate template.

Also, template information need not be sent with the mes-
sage from the message composer 310 to the e-mail formatter
314 in the system. However, formatting the message for send-
ing can be performed by the message composer 310, or in the
preferred embodiment, on the central server 324.

In step 416, a user may override the automatic formatting
and force a specific template to be applied. This may be useful
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for an administrator to send a test message. This function may
be available to certain users or system wide. As many e-mail
users use company e-mail for personal use, a company may
require that each user override the automatic formatting capa-
bilities when using e-mail for personal use. This will avoid
unnecessary population of recipient information in company
databases, and will not burden the central server 324 with
unnecessary formatting.

In step 418, the e-mail formatter 314 receives e-mail mes-
sages from the message composer 310 through a previously
specified mail port. The e-mail formatter 314 can read mes-
sages in plain text or in text formatted in numerous systems,
such as rich text format (RTF), hypertext mark-up language
(HTML), or extensible mark-up language (XML). Other for-
matting systems may be used. The e-mail formatter 314 shall
not be limited to the formats specified herein.

Upon receiving 418 an e-mail from the message composer
310, in step 420, the e-mail formatter 314 extracts e-mail
attributes from the e-mail using a header extractor by text-
parsing according to the standards for e-mail messages. If the
message is an internet protocol message, than standard IETF
rules may apply. However, this system would also be useful
with other messaging systems, including X.400 addressing
among others. Sender, date, author, recipient information,
priority information, language, and country of origin may be
extracted.

Also, in step 420, the e-mail formatter 314 may identify
other e-mail attributes in the body of the e-mail such as
specific keywords. For example, the e-mail formatter 314
may extracts keywords such as privileged, confidential, pro-
prietary, or a keyword related to a company product. An
administrator will be able to choose whether recipient-based,
sender-based, date-based, or specific keywords approach is
the primary determinant for formatting an e-mail message.

Extracted e-mail attributes are sent to the template manager
312 to determine a template(s) to be applied to the individual
message 422. Frequently used templates may be cached for
quick performance and deployment when high throughput is
needed. If the identified attributes do not have a correspond-
ing template, a default template may be assigned 424. How-
ever, if corresponding e-mail attributes are identified, a tem-
plate or more than one template is assigned 426 to the e-mail.
In any event, a procedure call is sent to the e-mail assembler
316 designating template selection(s).

Certain companies, or DNS domains, or individuals may
necessitate a different or customized template for e-mail com-
munication. Some e-mail programs are able to display infor-
mation that other e-mail programs cannot. Programs such as
Eudora, Netscape, and Outlook, which can display HTML
files and graphics will need a different template than UNIX
text-based e-mail clients, such as Pine. Later versions of
graphic-based programs typically offer greater display capa-
bilities than earlier versions. Clients that do not support Java-
Script or background graphics should receive a template ver-
sion that does not have these problematic HTML tags
embedded in the message. Specific templates may be used
depending on e-mail client(s). Also, message assembly may
differ per the destined e-mail client(s).

Thus, in a parallel step, message content or body of the
e-mail, most commonly in text, HTML, or dual-mode (alt/
related or alt/alternative formats), may be extracted 428. The
message extractor determines the sender’s e-mail client to
properly identify the new message portion, reply portion,
and/or forwarded message portions of the e-mail message.
Other ways to identify message portions are known to those
of ordinary skill in the art. The e-mail client is identified
through the “X-mailer” or similar field. Separating the indi-
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vidual message components is necessary to properly format
outbound or inbound mail to reflect the branded identity of
various authors. It is likely that corporations and users would
like their message highlighted and branded in a different way
than reply text or forwarded message content. Upon identi-
fying e-mail portions, a procedure call is sent to the e-mail
assembler 316 at step 430 that designates the separated e-mail
portions.

The e-mail assembler 316 receives procedure calls from
the e-mail formatter 314, the template manager 312, or both.
The procedure calls instructs the e-mail assembler 316 the
manner in which the e-mail is automatically formatted.
Optionally, in the assembly process, an authenticity seal may
be attached to the outgoing e-mail 432. Many digital signa-
ture techniques exist and can be used. A graphically created
bar-code, encoded with user-specific information may be
used. The e-mail formatter 314 can optionally store public
keys of all signed incoming e-mail to build a corporate direc-
tory of recipients and facilitate encrypted e-mail for future
transmissions. In addition, private keys from corporate mail
server users can be stored to ensure that every outgoing e-mail
will be digitally signed to recipients who support receiving
authenticated e-mail.

The assembled message will then be sent to its destination
via standard message protocol specifications. Depending on
application settings, a copy may be retained.

FIG. 5 illustrates the system for automatically formatting
mail, as in FIG. 3, but in greater detail. The e-mail formatter
314 includes a header extractor 510 and a message extractor
512. As previously discussed, the header extractor 510
extracts header information from an e-mail and identifies the
date the e-mail was sent, the sender, the author, the recipient
(s), priority information, language, and country of origin in
the header. Extracted header attributes are sent to the template
manager 314. Also, the message extractor identifies message
portion(s), and may identify keywords, i.e., e-mail body
attributes in at least the new message portion. Identified
e-mail body attributes are sent to the template manger 314 and
e-mail assembler 316.

The template manager 314 allows a company to centrally
manage templates for all e-mail users within the company.
The template manager 314 is made up of three primary sub
components, the template library 520, the template manager
516, and template assignment tool 518. The template man-
ager 314 is a user-application to interact with the template
assignment tool 518 and the template library 520, preferably
using a computer system 210.

At the start, the template manager 314 checks for a user
override, as in step 416. In the event of a user override, the
template manager 314 may assign a standard template or
apply a template manually selected by the user.

The template library 520 also stores templates best used
with each e-mail client. E-mail client information can be
initially populated through e-mail archives through a batch
import process. Since a large percentage of e-mail correspon-
dence is repeat e-mail, many existing e-mails will be imme-
diately optimized for each recipient.

The system can also be used to translate incoming or out-
bound e-mail from one system to another. If a message comes
in from a user of Outlook intended for a user of Eudora, the
message can be optimized for viewing in Eudora before send-
ing it to the recipient.

An administrator may add new templates and designs to the
template library 520. In this way, marketing professionals,
graphic artists can control the quality, content, and identity of
mails sent centrally while using their expertise in graphic
communication to benefit the enterprise. Individuals can
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focus on personal content without changing their e-mail hab-
its for brand identity purposes.

The template library 520 has a built-in import allowing an
administrator to manage the look of outbound and even
inbound e-mail. When uploading an HTML file to the library,
the template manager 314 may parse for any “e-mail-specific
problems” which some markup tags can cause. This will
ensure compatibility across a wide variety of e-mail clients.
In addition, linked files including placed graphics, back-
ground graphics, sound, video files, digital signatures are all
uploaded into the library. The font face, color, and size can
also be specified at this step inherent in the HTML file. The
template library 520 also provides basic building blocks that
can be inserted as modules into templates.

The template assignment tool 518 selects the template or
templates from the template library 520 to be used. The deci-
sion of which template to use depends on detected e-mail
attributes, such as the date, the sender, the author, the sender’s
group, the recipient, keywords, and such other factors as are
introduced by the administrator. The administrator will be
able to choose whether recipient-based, sender-based, date-
based, or specific keywords approach is the primary determi-
nant in prioritizing a template via the template manager 516.

Specific dates or date ranges are assigned to individual
templates or assignment entries to facilitate dynamic messag-
ing. Seasonal or promotional templates can be utilized and
assigned active dates, enabling marketing to plan campaigns
and use electronic messaging as a new medium in presenting
targeted messages. Thus, administrators can assign templates
that are used during particular time periods.

Individuals can also be listed in the assignment tool 518,
and the priority will be assigned from smallest unit to largest.
For example, individuals can be assigned their own template,
including their own names, phone numbers, fax numbers,
e-mail addresses, postal addresses, job titles, or other per-
sonal information added, according to the design of the tem-
plate.

Individual information and other information may be
obtained from an enterprise directory services component
(LDAP, Active Directory, or similar). Integration with direc-
tory services prevents the need for maintaining separate
directory and updating different entries for employee turn-
over or restructuring. Small businesses that do not use direc-
tory services can use the template manager 516 as an inde-
pendent database.

Individual recipients or classes of recipients may be sent
e-mail with particular templates. For example, e-mail to inter-
nal recipients (employees of the same organization as the
sender) can be sent e-mail with advertising about company
policies or goals, while e-mail to external recipients might
have advertising about company products. Different tem-
plates might be used for e-mail to competitors than for e-mail
to customers. E-mail from a staff member to upper manage-
ment or from upper management to the board of directors
might need a different template than e-mail complaining to a
vender with a routine order for supplies or a complaint about
late delivery. Information about recipients is stored in the
template manager database or an enterprise directory service.

If an individual is not listed, the group the individual
belongs may result in the assigned template. If no groups are
found, it reverts to the default template in the system. A
priority field may be available in situations where users are
members of multiple groups. This technology is implemented
in a manner similar to ACL or permission-based applications.

Also, if an e-mail attribute is not listed in the library, a
default lowest-common-denominator version of the template
is selected and sent (in text and HTML mode) using a minimal
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HTML tag set for readability across a wide variety of e-mail
clients. Optionally, a read-receipt is attached by the e-mail
assembler to the outgoing e-mail. The read-receipt is pread-
dressed to the e-mail recipient database to update its records.

Members of different groups can have different templates.
Such groups may include Sales, Manufacturing, Finance,
Human Resources, Information Technology, Design,
Regional offices, Upper Management, or Board of Directors.
Each group template could be modified by the sender’s per-
sonal information. Information about groups is synchronized
with a directory service and stored in the template manager
database.

The outgoing e-mail is assembled in the e-mail assembler
524 from the template combined with individual message
components, including the outgoing message and any identi-
fied reply and forward portions. Custom markup tags indicate
where components are to be inserted and text parsing steps
apply the associated font or other visual attributes resulting in
a single HTML file—effectively a new message.

Supporting media files including but not limited to graph-
ics, sound, and/or video may be attached to the message.
Supporting files may also be linked over the network as well
through a company’s web site or other publicly accessible
computer.

Following the assembly of the HTML mail message, an
alternative text form may be generated to be read by users
who do not have graphical or HTML-enabled mail clients.
This includes popular UNIX-based mail clients as well as
wireless devices such as BlackBerry devices and wireless
phone messaging. This alternative message will also be
included in the message delivery.

Message headers may need to be modified depending on
the chosen template. For example, a text message with
graphic files included in the template may need to be re-cast
as a multi-part message. This header transformation will be
seamless to the user and handled automatically by the format
server.

A useful feature of the disclosure is that the e-mail the
recipient views is itself formatted, and the formatted message
does not have to be attached separately to the text e-mail, such
as with sending PDF or PowerPoint files. Creating such
attachments is extra work for the user, and viewing them is
extra work for the recipient, who must also have the appro-
priate viewing program.

Security is an important part of this technology. Enterprise
security systems known to those skilled in the art would be
used in this solution, including encryption, port security, and
operating system security. The ability to receive e-mail to use
the message format server 314 can be verified through
reverse-IP, firewalls, or similar means well known to those
skilled in the art.

Security for the template manager application is config-
urable for a network atmosphere. The format server will host
the application and make it available over the network
through a specified port. Enterprise administrators can
restrict accessibility to this port or permit only local access
(utilizing physical security) through existing operating sys-
tem and network management utilities.

FIG. 6 illustrates of an e-mail automatically formatted
using the disclosed system and method. The e-mail body is
designated by reference 610. In this example, the message
extractor 512 identified two keywords, “eStationer” 612 and
“confidential” 614 As a result, the template manager 314
assigned two templates. First, the template manager 314
assigned a “PRIVELEGED AND CONFIDENTIAL” tem-
plate 616 to be applied above the body 610 of the e-mail.
Second, the template manager 314 assigned a graphic 618
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linking the recipient of the e-mail to product information on
the eStationer product. Though not shown, the header extrac-
tor 510 identified the sender and assigned a template 620
designating the sender’s name, title, address, and phone num-
bers. Also, the template manager included another template
identifying the sender’s company logo, which may com-
monly be associate with a default template.

Other unique aspects relate to unique software or program
products, for implementing the automatic formatting system.
A software or program product includes information, which
may be carried by at least one machine-readable medium. The
information carried by the medium may be executable code,
one or more databases and/or information regarding manage-
ment print streams. In disclosed embodiments, the informa-
tion comprises executable code for causing one or more pro-
grammable computer systems to implement automatic
formatting of e-mails.

A computer readable medium, as used herein, may be any
physical element or carrier wave, which can bear instructions
or code for performing a sequence of steps in a machine-
readable form or associated data. Examples of physical forms
of'such media include floppy disks, flexible disks, hard disks,
magnetic tape, any other magnetic medium, a CD-ROM, any
other optical medium, a RAM, a ROM, a PROM, an EPROM,
a FLASH-EPROM, any other memory chip or cartridge, as
well as media bearing the software in a scanable format. A
carrier wave type of medium is any type of signal that may
carry digital information representative of the data or the
instructions or code for performing the sequence of steps.
Such a carrier wave may be received via a wire-line or fiber-
optic network, via a modem, or as a radio-frequency or infra-
red signal, or any other type of signal which a computer or the
like may receive and decode.

Terms relating to computer or machine “readable medium”
as used herein refer to any medium that participates in pro-
viding instructions to a processor for execution or for carrying
data to or from a processor for storage or manipulation. Such
a medium may take many forms, including but not limited to,
non-volatile media, volatile media, and transmission media.
Non-volatile media include, for example, optical or magnetic
disks. Volatile media include dynamic memory, such as main
memory. Transmission media include coaxial cables; copper
wire and fiber optics, including the wires that comprise a bus
within a computer system. Transmission media can also take
the form of electric or electromagnetic signals, or acoustic or
light waves such as those generated during radio frequency
(RF) and infrared (IR) data communications. Common forms
of computer or machine readable media include, for example,
a floppy disk, a flexible disk, hard disk, magnetic tape, any
other magnetic medium, a CD-ROM, DVD, any other optical
medium, punch cards, paper tape, any other physical medium
with patterns of holes, a RAM, a PROM, and EPROM, a
FLASH-EPROM, any other memory chip or cartridge, a car-
rier wave transporting data or instructions, or any other
medium from which a computer can read. Various forms of
computer or machine readable media may be involved in
carrying one or more sequences of one or more instructions or
data to a processor for execution.

Other uses for the method, system, and program product
may be developed. For example, the data obtained from
inbound and outbound messages may be useful for a corpo-
ration. The data may be analyzed to determine the types of
messages sent and received, which will allow a company to
create specialized e-mail formats, identify special target audi-
ences, etc. Generally, this tool can be combined with analytic
and market intelligence software systems to “data-mine” a
corporate e-mail infrastructure.
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While the foregoing has described what are considered to
be the best mode and/or other preferred embodiments, it is
understood that various modifications may be made therein
and that the invention or inventions disclosed herein may be
implemented in various forms and embodiments, and that
they may be applied in numerous applications, only some of
which have been described herein.

What is claimed is:

1. A method for formatting electronic mail sent from an
e-mail composer and received by a server for receiving and
processing inbound e-mail or a server for receiving and pro-
cessing outbound e-mail, comprising the steps of:

receiving from the e-mail composer an e-mail message that

is addressed to at least an intended recipient other than a
sender of the e-mail message;

text-parsing the received e-mail for identifying an e-mail

attribute;

formatting the received e-mail message in accordance with

a predetermined format corresponding to the identified
e-mail attribute; and

sending the formatted e-mail message to the intended

recipient.

2. The method for formatting electronic mail according to
claim 1, wherein the step of identifying the e-mail attribute
comprises the step of identifying the e-mail attribute from a
header of the received e-mail.

3. The method for formatting electronic mail according to
claim 2, wherein the e-mail attribute includes any one of
sender, date, author, recipient information, priority informa-
tion, language, and country of origin in the header.

4. The method for formatting electronic mail according to
claim 1, wherein the step of identifying the e-mail attribute
comprises the step of identifying e-mail attribute from a body
of the received e-mail.

5. The method for formatting electronic mail according to
claim 4, wherein the e-mail attribute includes a predeter-
mined keyword in the body of the e-mail.

6. The method for formatting electronic mail according to
claim 1, further comprising the step of associating a prede-
termined format in accordance with an identified e-mail
attribute.

7. The method for formatting electronic mail according to
claim 6, wherein the predetermined formats include any com-
bination of a plurality of templates.

8. The method for formatting electronic mail according to
claim 7, wherein the plurality of templates include any one of
agraphic, background image, sound file, video file, hypertext,
user information, company information, and digital signa-
ture.

9. The method for formatting electronic mail according to
claim 6, wherein the step of associating the predetermined
format includes accessing a library compiling predetermined
formats and selecting the predetermined format in accor-
dance with e-mail attribute.

10. The method for formatting electronic mail according to
claim 1, further comprising the steps of extracting an e-mail
portion from the e-mail corresponding to any one of a new
message portion, a reply portion, and a forwarded portion.

11. The method for formatting electronic mail according to
claim 10, further comprising formatting the extracted e-mail
portion according to an e-mail attribute of the extracted
e-mail portion.

12. The method for formatting electronic mail according to
claim 11, further comprising determining an e-mail client
associated with the e-mail portion.
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13. The method for formatting electronic mail according to
claim 1, further comprising forcing a predetermined format
by user override.

14. An apparatus for automatically formatting electronic

5 mail, comprising:

a server configured to receive from a sender an e-mail
message addressed to at least an intended recipient other
than the sender and to send a formatted e-mail message
to the intended recipient, the server including:

an e-mail formatter for identifying an e-mail attribute by
text-parsing the e-mail message addressed to the
intended recipient;

a template manager for assigning a predetermined format
in accordance with the e-mail attribute; and

a message assembler for assembling the formatted e-mail
message to include at least original content of the e-mail
message addressed to the intended recipient in accor-
dance with a specific format designated by the assigned
predetermined format.

15. The apparatus for automatically formatting electronic
mail according to claim 14, wherein the e-mail formatter
includes a header extractor for identifying any one of sender,
sent date, recipient information, priority information, lan-
guage, and country of origin in the header.

16. The apparatus for automatically formatting electronic
mail according to claim 14, wherein the e-mail formatter
includes a message extractor for identifying a keyword in the
body of the e-mail.

17. The apparatus for automatically formatting electronic
mail according to claim 14, wherein the e-mail formatter
includes a message extractor for identifying an e-mail portion
of the e-mail corresponding to any one of a new message
portion, a reply portion, and a forwarded portion.

18. The apparatus for automatically formatting electronic
mail according to claim 14, wherein the template manager
includes a template manager interface, a template assigner,
and a template library each in communication with one
another.

19. The apparatus for automatically formatting electronic
mail according to claim 18, wherein a database compiles the
template library for storing a predetermined format.

20. The apparatus for automatically formatting electronic
mail according to claim 19, wherein the predetermined for-
mat includes any one of a graphic, background image, sound
file, video file, hypertext, user information, company infor-
mation, digital signature each associated with at least one
e-mail attribute.

21. The apparatus for automatically formatting electronic
mail according to claim 14, wherein the server receives and
processes inbound e-mail.

22. The apparatus for automatically formatting electronic
mail according to claim 14, wherein the server receives and
processes outbound e-mail.

23. The apparatus for automatically formatting electronic
mail according to claim 14, wherein the server is a server
integrated with post-office properties of a mail server.

24. A program product, comprising executable code stored
60 1n at least one machine readable medium, wherein execution
of'the code by at least one programmable computer causes the
atleast one programmable computer to perform a sequence of
steps, comprising:

text-parsing an e-mail addressed to at least an intended
recipient other than a sender of the e-mail message and
received from an e-mail composer for identifying an
e-mail attribute in the header or body of the e-mail;
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formatting the e-mail in accordance with a predetermined
format corresponding to the identified e-mail attribute;
and

sending the formatted e-mail message to the intended

recipient.

25. The program product according to claim 24, wherein
the e-mail attribute in the header includes any one of sender,
date, recipient information, priority information, language,
and country of origin.

26. The program product according to claim 24, wherein
the e-mail attribute in the body includes a predetermined
keyword in the body of the e-mail.

27. The program product according to claim 24, further
comprising the step of determining an e-mail portion of the
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e-mail corresponding to any one of a new message portion, a
reply portion, and a forwarded portion.

28. The program product according to claim 24, further
comprising the step of associating a predetermined format in
accordance with the identified e-mail attribute.

29. The program product according to claim 28, wherein
the predetermined format includes any combination of a plu-
rality of templates.

30. The program product according to claim 24, wherein
the plurality of templates include any one of a graphic, back-
ground image, sound file, video file, hypertext, user informa-
tion, company information, and digital signature.
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