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METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR
SUPPORTING WIDE AREA GAMING
NETWORK

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to a method of providing
technical and other support to gaming machines of a wide
area gaming network.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

In the past, gaming machines were generally uniquely
associated with a particular casino. Each particular casino
maintained its gaming machines. Maintenance of these
machines was effected by the relatively direct effort of a
technician traveling to a particular machine and servicing it.
Gaming technicians employed by the casino would travel
about the casino fixing the machines, or the manufacturer of
the machine would send a technician to the casino.

Now, casino operators may operate gaming machines at
more than one casino. Often these casinos are located far
from one another. In fact, gaming continues to expand. This
expansion includes a geographic expansion of gaming into
other states and regions where gaming did not previously
exist.

In addition, in many instances gaming machines are
linked across properties belonging to multiple owners. For
example, International Game Technology has a system of
linked gaming machines located in a wide number of casinos
which present its MEGABUCKS® progressive slot game.

As a result of the wide geographic areas over which
gaming machines may now be located, service of those
machines is more difficult. Technicians may be provided at
each and every location. This is costly in terms of man-
power.

Often, the technicians are centrally located. This requires
the technician to be dispatched to provide service. In the
case of a remotely located gaming machine, this may require
substantial travel on the part of the technician, at the cost of
the technician’s man-hours plus travel expenses.

As one attempted solution, a central support center may
be created. This support center may receive calls and attempt
to provide support via telephone or dispatch technicians.
There are a number of problems with these systems. Among
the problems are that the game operator is generally required
to notify the central support center of any problems. The
gaming machine operator, such as casino owner, may not
notice a problem for a lengthy period of time, during which
the gaming machine was likely out of service and not
generating revenue. Further, the system requires that an
appropriate person then contact the center, which requires
diligent employees.

Providing support also requires that the appropriate per-
sonnel identify with some particularity the problem with the
gaming machine so that technicians may understand the
problem and provide solutions. Mis-identification of the
problem will generally result in the technician not providing
a working solution. Further, the casino operator is required
to implement the solution proposed by the technician over
the phone. In many cases, the casino operator is not capable
of attempting the solution, such as for the reason it is too
complex. This again then requires that a technician actually
be dispatched to the site.

An improved method of providing technical support to
gaming machines and other devices associated with a gam-
ing network is desired.
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2
SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

A system and method for monitoring gaming devices and
providing support to those gaming devices is provided.

One embodiment of the invention comprises a method
and system for monitoring and providing support to a
plurality of gaming devices associated with a network. The
gaming devices are configured to include an application for
establishing a direct communication link between the device
and a remote device, such as using the simple mail transfer
protocol (SMTP). In one embodiment, the system includes
a remote device, such as one or more remotely located
servers. These servers are also configured to include an
application for establishing the direct communication link.

The gaming devices are also configured to determine
when an event meeting predefined criteria occurs. In
response to the occurrence of such an event, an event
message is generated and transmitted from the gaming
device to the remote location.

In one embodiment, the gaming devices include control-
lers which run operating systems. The operating systems
include logs at which event information is stored. The
gaming device is configured to monitor this event log to
determine when events meeting the predetermined criteria
are met.

In one embodiment, the servers are located at a remote
service center. A memory or other data storage device is
provided for storing messages transmitted from the gaming
devices. Preferably, the system also includes means for
classifying the event messages and generating a response to
the messages. Generated responses may comprise program
code for use by the gaming device, or the printing of a
service ticket for use by a service technician.

One embodiment of the invention comprises a method for
supporting a gaming device from a remote location. In
accordance with the method, the gaming device is monitored
to determine an occurrence of an event. In response to a
detected event, a message regarding the event is generated.
In one embodiment, the message is encoded. The message is
then transmitted to a remote location, such as a remote
service center server. Preferably, the message is transmitted
over a dedicated communication link. In one embodiment,
the message is transmitted utilizing SMTP. The message is
received at the remote location, and if encoded, is decoded.
The message is then analyzed and a response is initiated.

In one embodiment of the invention, the system and
method are utilized to detect the occurrence of an event or
fault at the gaming device and transmit information regard-
ing the event or fault to the remote location. In this manner,
the error or fault may be diagnosed and a repair initiated.
This repair may be replacement code or a physical repair by
a technician.

The detected events may comprise other than errors or
faults, such as trends in operating parameters or the like. In
this regard, the system and method of the invention are
useful in monitoring a gaming device. For example, certain
information while not comprising a direct fault preventing
the operation of a gaming machine may indicate that the
gaming machine is operating incorrectly. This information
may comprise, for example, higher than normal payouts.

The system and method of the invention are applicable to
gaming devices comprising gaming machines which are
electronically controlled and configured to present a game to
a player, as well as other gaming devices such as accounting
stations and the like. The system and method are applicable
to gaming devices which are associated with a local area
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network, such as a local casino network. This local area
network may be part of a wide area network including a
plurality of local area networks. For example, the wide area
network may comprise a network linking a number of
individual casino networks. In accordance with the
invention, messages may be transmitted from the gaming
devices via the local and wide area networks to the remote
location.

In accordance with the invention, a single system is
provided for monitoring and providing support to a number
of gaming devices which are located in a wide variety of
remote locations. Event messages are transmitted on an
immediate basis using a dedicated communication link,
assuring their receipt and attention.

Further objects, features, and advantages of the present
invention over the prior art will become apparent from the
detailed description of the drawings which follows, when
considered with the attached figures.

DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a perspective view of a gaming machine of the
type which may be used in a system and method of the
invention;

FIG. 2 illustrates one embodiment of a system of the
present invention;

FIG. 3 is a flow chart illustrating an embodiment of a
method of the invention; and

FIG. 3A is a flow chart illustrating in greater detail one
method of performing one of the steps of the method
illustrated in FIG. 3.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
INVENTION

The invention is a method and system for providing
support to gaming machines or other devices of a gaming
network. In the following description, numerous specific
details are set forth in order to provide a more thorough
description of the present invention. It will be apparent,
however, to one skilled in the art, that the present invention
may be practiced without these specific details. In other
instances, well-known features have not been described in
detail so as not to obscure the invention.

In general, the invention comprises a method and system
by which problems may be identified in a gaming network,
including at any of a plurality of gaming machines and other
devices, and by which support may be provided for rem-
edying identified problems. The invention also comprises a
method and system for tracking and storing information
regarding various system and gaming machine operating
parameters, including errors and failures.

One or more embodiments of the invention comprise a
configuration of a gaming system. In one embodiment, the
gaming system includes a plurality of gaming machines 22.
The gaming machines 22 may be of a variety of types. FIG.
1 illustrates one embodiment of such a gaming machine 22.
In general, the gaming machine 22 is adapted to present at
least one game for play to a player. As illustrated, the gaming
machine 22 includes a housing 23 which supports and/or
houses the various components of the gaming machine 22.
In the embodiment illustrated, the gaming machine 22 is
adapted to present a game of “slots,” and includes three
rotating reels 24a,b,c. A handle 26 or spin button 28 may be
used to effectuate rotation of the reels 24a,b,c.

In this well known game, a player may be declared a
winner of the game and awarded an award if the result of the
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rotation of the reels 24a,b,c is a predetermined combination
of symbols. It should be understood that the gaming machine
22 may be adapted to present one or more of a wide variety
of games. Depending upon the game presented, the configu-
ration of the machine may vary. For example, in the event
the gaming machine 22 is adapted to present the game of
video poker, then the gaming machine 22 may include a
video display.

In one or more embodiments of the invention, the gaming
machine 22 is adapted to present a wager-type game. In this
arrangement, a player is required to place a bet or wager in
order to participate in the game. In the event the outcome of
the game is a winning outcome, then the player may be
provided with an award such as coins or currency, or credits
which may be redeemed for prizes or money. In one
arrangement, the award may be winnings in proportion to
the amount wagered or bet by the player.

In order to accept a wager, the gaming machine 22 may
include a coin acceptor 30 for accepting coins. The gaming
machine 22 may also include a bill acceptor or validator 32
for accepting paper currency. The gaming machine 22 may
be provided with other means for accepting or verifying
value, such as a credit card reader.

In one embodiment, the gaming machine 22 may be
arranged to generate tickets or receipts using a receipt
printer 34. In one embodiment, these tickets or receipts may
represent value, in similar manner to currency. The tickets or
receipts may be provided to the gaming machine 22 for
value, such as to the bill/receipt validator 32. The details of
such a system are well known to those of skill in the art and
not described herein. One example of such a system is
known as the EZ-PAY™ system developed by International
Game Technology.

In a preferred embodiment, one or more aspects of each
gaming machine 22 are computer controlled. In one
embodiment, the gaming machine 22 includes a gaming
machine controller (not shown). The gaming machine con-
troller may comprise a processor and memory, the processor
capable of executing code which is stored in the memory.
This code may be used by the gaming machine controller to
control various aspects of the gaming machine 22, including
peripheral devices such as the bill validator 32, coin acceptor
30, and the reels or display. Thus, as one aspect of the
“control” function, the gaming machine controller may be
configured to execute code which causes a game to be
presented to a player of the gaming machine 22. In one or
more embodiments, the gaming machine controller may
include an operating system comprising hardware and/or
software. The operating system may be of a variety of types,
including those currently well known or those developed in
the future, such as Windows®, Windows NT®, and Linux®.

FIG. 2 illustrates one embodiment of a gaming system 20
of the invention, the gaming system 20 including a plurality
of gaming machines 22. The gaming machines 22 may be
located in a variety of places. In one embodiment, the
gaming machines 22 may be located in various locations
within a single casino. As described below, the gaming
machines 22 may also be located in multiple casinos or
locations.

In one embodiment, a communication link 39 is provided
which permits the gaming machine 22 to communicate with
external devices. To facilitate communication, the gaming
machine 22 may include a communication interface (not
shown). As is known, the configuration of the interface will
generally depend upon the manner of communication,
including any particular communication protocol utilized.
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For example, if the link is a wireless link, the protocol/
architecture may be Bluetooth or IEEE 802.11(b). For wired
links, the protocol/architecture may be RS-232, IEEE-1394
(Firewire™), TCP/IP or Ethernet.

In one embodiment, the gaming machines 22 are associ-
ated with a common network 40. This network 40 may be of
a variety of types, include a variety of devices, and be
configured to accomplish a variety of functions. The net-
work 40 may have a variety of configurations and comprise
wired, wireless or a combination of wired and wireless
communication pathways. Depending upon the configura-
tion of the network 40, the network 40 may comprise a wide
variety of components. For example, the network 40 may
include wireless communication relays or transceivers. The
network 40 may also include one or more hubs or routers.
The network 40 may include dedicated or public lines. For
example, one or more portions of the network 40 may
include the Internet, phone lines or the like.

In one embodiment, the network 40 is or is part of an
accounting network. For example, the network 40 may be
arranged to implement International Game Technology’s
EZ-PAY™ system. In accordance with this system, as
described above, the gaming machines 22 are arranged to
print tickets or receipts representative of value in lieu of
dispensing coins as awards for winning game play or game
machine cash-out. In addition, the gaming machines 22 are
arranged to accept receipts as value, such as for placing bets.

Such a network 40 may have a variety of configurations.
One such network 40 is illustrated in FIG. 2. In one
embodiment, banks or groups of gaming machines 22 are
associated with a validation terminal 42. The validation
terminal 42 is preferably arranged to route and concentrate
data. The network 40 also includes one or more accounting
stations 44. These stations 44 may comprise computing
devices including data input and output devices, such as a
keyboard, mouse and video display. A user of the station 44
may view and manipulate information or data. In one
embodiment, the accounting station 44 is arranged to
execute program code to accomplish a variety of accounting
related functions, such as tracking amounts issued in the
form of printed receipts by the gaming machines 22 and the
like.

The network 40 may include a variety of other devices.
For example, one or more printing devices 46 may be
utilized to print reports, receipts and other documents.
Though not shown, other devices, such as hand-held por-
table devices, other computing stations, relays, routers and
the like may be utilized to implement the network 40.

In one embodiment, the various devices of the network
40, including the gaming machines 22, are in communica-
tion with at least one main computing device or server 48.
In one embodiment, the server 48 is both part of the local
area network (LAN) of the casino, and a larger wide arca
network or WAN 50. This WAN 50 may include LAN of
several other casinos or properties. In the illustrated
embodiment, gaming machines 22 are located at two dif-
ferent casinos in different geographic locations. Each has its
own internal network 40, including a server 48 which
provides a communication bridge to and from its particular
LAN and other LAN and devices of the larger WAN 50.

In one embodiment, one or more computing devices such
as servers 52 serve as a gateway between the WAN 50 and
other networks, including the World Wide Web or Internet
54. The WAN 50 may include, or be associated with, a wide
variety of other devices, systems and networks. For
example, in one embodiment, a central server may be
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connected to the WAN 50 and be used to track all individual
receipts or other accounting transactions executed within or
associated with the particular LANs. This arrangement per-
mits cross-validation, for example, of receipt. A receipt
issued by a gaming machine 22 at one casino may be taken
to another casino for redemption. Information regarding the
issued receipt may be stored at the central server. When the
receipt is presented at another gaming machine, information
regarding the receipt may be transmitted to the central server
for confirmation.

It will be appreciated that the gaming machines 22 may be
associated with networks other than, or in addition to, the
network 40 described above which is arranged to implement
a receipt system. For example, the gaming machines 22 may
be associated with a player tracking network. Such systems,
which are well known, may be configured to match game
play data with particular players. Player identity and game
play information may be transmitted from the individual
gaming machines 22 to a server. The server may track and
aggregate a player’s game play. Awards may be provided to
players based upon a variety of criteria, including thresholds
of game play. In one embodiment, the player tracking
network may include one or more of the same components
as the network 40 described above.

In a preferred embodiment, the system 20 of the invention
includes a network operations center 62. In accordance with
the invention, information, such as diagnostic and repair
data, may be transmitted to the network operations center 62
from the gaming machines 22 or other devices of the
networks 40, and from the network operations center 62 to
those devices.

In one embodiment, the network operations center 62
includes one or more servers 64 or other devices configured
to send and receive data. Preferably, the network operations
center 62 includes one or more technician stations 66
including computing devices.

The operations center 62 may be configured in a variety
of manners. In one embodiment, for example, a firewall may
be provided to ensure that unauthorized information does
not reach the computing stations 66. This firewall may
comprise hardware and/or software, such as software
executed by the server 64.

The network operations center 62 may include various
sub-networks or LANs, and be connected to other devices
and components, including other networks. For example, in
one embodiment, the operations center 62 may itself be a
LAN which is part of a larger WAN of the manufacturer of
the gaming machines 22 or other devices or which otherwise
is providing the support service.

In one embodiment, the regulatory bodies, such as state
gaming boards, may be in communication with the opera-
tions center 62. As described in more detail below, in various
embodiments of the invention, information is transmitted
from the gaming machines 22 and other devices to the
operations center 62, and from the operations center 62 back
to the gaming machines 22 or other devices. Regulations
may require that certain of this information be provided to
the regulatory agency or that approval for certain actions be
obtained before their performance. In one embodiment, the
information may be transmitted via the communication link
to the regulatory agency.

It will be understood that the operations center 62 need
not be a “center” in the sense that it is geographically located
at one location. To the contrary, the operations center 62 may
be a plurality of devices which are connected by one or more
communication links 68, such as via the common server 64.






