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PEER-TO-PEER AUTHENTICATION FOR
REAL-TIME COLLABORATION

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

The present invention generally relates to user authentica-
tion for purposes of secure information exchange and more
particularly to a system and method of user authentication
over a peer-to-peer network.

With the popularity of portable computing devices (i.e.,
personal digital assistants (PDA’s, cell phones, etc.) increas-
ing, there comes a greater need and ability to share informa-
tion between devices in mobile and ad-hoc environments
where fixed network infrastructure varies or does not exist.
Peer-to-peer networks can be established between the devices
so that collaborative information can be shared. Ensuring that
such networks are secure poses a challenge. A key aspect of
that security is ensuring the identity of a peer user in the
network (i.e., authentication).

Currently, in the prior art, there exist well-established
methods for establishing secure connections between client
and server computers where security infrastructure exists.
These methods assume that the information required for
authentication is present prior to establishing a connection.
The methods may use public key cryptography and rely on a
certificate authority (CA) for certificate validation. The inter-
action between a web browser and a secure web server is an
example of such a method. The server must present a certifi-
cate that has been digitally signed by one of the browser’s
trusted certificate authorities. Root certificates of major cer-
tificate authorities must be pre-installed on the user’s com-
puter along with the web browser, allowing the browser to
verify the digital signature on the server’s certificate. How-
ever, these methods may not be appropriate for peer-to-peer
networks, in which new peers may be encountered at any
time, and there is no central authority to issue certificates.

Pretty Good Privacy (PGP) is a peer-to-peer system of
authentication and secure information exchange. Peers obtain
copies of each other’s certificates and assign a level of trust to
the certificate. A peer may be trusted if a copy of'its certificate
is already present in the local trusted database, or if a trusted
peer has digitally signed its certificate.

PGP enables the user to establish a web of trust that can be
extended across several degrees of direction. However, this
can weaken authentications as the chain between peers
extends. Secure authentications can be made indiscriminately
as this chain of trust extends between peers.

While PGP eliminates the need for certificate authorities, it
still does not address the security needs of real-time peer-to-
peer collaboration. PGP is used for non-real-time applica-
tions, such as the encryption of files and email. It does not
permit a secure connection to be established for ongoing
information exchange in real-time. Furthermore, PGP relies
upon publicly accessible certificate directories hosted on cen-
tralized servers for the distribution of certificates. Addition-
ally, PGP does not separate encryption and the establishment
of encrypted connections from authentication.

In a self-organizing system, peers can maintain all authen-
tication information locally. However, the computing and
memory constraints of some portable devices limit the capac-
ity of the device to store and retrieve a large number of
certificates, which occurs as users enter and leave the net-
work. An additional difficulty arises in how the authentication
requirements are imposed on the participants in the network.
Particularly, in ad-hoc network configurations common to
portable peer-to-peer networks, users may demand more
stringent authentication for particular types of applications or
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2

activities without relinquishing the potential to exchange
information with peers that have not been authenticated as
stringently for less secure activities.

BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

One embodiment of the present invention concerns peer-
to-peer network software for a unit connectable to a peer-to-
peer network. The peer-to peer network software includes
collaborative application software adapted to allow collabo-
ration between units on the peer-to-peer network. The peer-
to-peer network software also includes authentication soft-
ware adapted to produce an authentication level indication
concerning the identity of another unit in the peer-to-peer
network. The possible authentication levels include a high
authentication level and a low authentication level. The low
authentication level is some evidence of unit authentication.
The collaborative application software uses the authentica-
tion level indication to decide whether to allow a collabora-
tion with another unit. At least one collaborative application
allows a collaboration with another unit when the authenti-
cation level indication is high but does not allow a collabora-
tion with the another unit when the authentication level indi-
cation is low.

Another embodiment of the present invention is a method.
The method includes producing an authentication level indi-
cation concerning the identity of another unit in a peer-to-peer
network. The possible authentication levels include a high
authentication level and a low authentication level. The low
authentication level is some evidence of unit authentication.
The method also includes using the authentication level indi-
cation to decide whether to allow a collaboration session with
another unit. At least one collaborative application allows a
collaboration session when the authentication level indica-
tion is high but does not allow a collaboration session when
the authentication level indication is low.

In one embodiment each peer obtains a copy of the other’s
certificate. Each peer has its own self-signed certificate and
private key. When establishing a connection, the peers
exchange their certificates in the clear. The certificates
obtained in this fashion are then used to establish an
encrypted connection with a dynamic session key. The Secure
Socket Layer (SSL) can be used to negotiate the session key
and for subsequent data encryption, but other schemes are
possible. In one embodiment, the authenticity of the certifi-
cate presented over the connection may be verified using one
of four authentication methods:

(1) A peer may simply accept the other’s identity and trust
the peer is who he says he is (often the case when the
peers are physically co-located).

(2) A peer may compare the certificate’s digital fingerprint
with one obtained from the other peer through direct
verbal communication, over the telephone, or by some
other means external to the peer-to-peer network.

(3) The peer may obtain the other peer’s full certificate by
some means external to the peer-to-peer network (e.g.
floppy disk, secure e-mail) and compare it to the one
obtained across the connection.

(4) The peer may confirm the other peer’s identity using a
certificate authority (CA) if one is present.

Each of these authentication processes is assigned an
authentication level (confidence level) related to its security.
From least to most secure, these are: simple acceptance, fin-
gerprint comparison, out-of-band certificate comparison and
certificate authority confirmation.

In one embodiment, the method includes a means for auto-
mating part of the authentication process if the peer’s certifi-
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cate has been previously authenticated by a third party whom
the user trusts to authenticate others. In this case the certifi-
cates are exchanged and authentication takes place implicitly
where the user does not have to explicitly execute the steps
related to authentication. The method additionally includes a
way of recording the confidence level and the type of authen-
tication with the certificate.

In accordance with the present invention, there is also
provided a system for establishing a connection between
users on a peer-to-peer network. The system includes a plu-
rality of computers in a peer-to-peer network wherein each
computer has its own certificate and specialized software. The
software is configured to establish a secure connection
according to the above method and then use that connection to
securely exchange information in real-time. The software can
use SSL to perform the security exchange and subsequent
encryption.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

These as well as other features of the present invention will
become more apparent upon reference to the drawings.

FIG. 1 is a functional diagram of a system of one embodi-
ment of the present invention.

FIG. 2 illustrates an exemplary peer-to-peer network of one
embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 3 is a diagram that illustrates the authentication pro-
cess of one embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 41s a diagram that illustrates explicit authentication of
one embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 5 is a diagram that illustrates implicit authentication
of one embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 6 is a diagram that illustrates an embodiment that
limits implicit authentication.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

An exemplary embodiment of the present invention con-
cerns peer-to-peer network software for a unit connectable to
a peer-to-peer network. The peer-to peer network software,
such as peer-to-peer software 102 of FIG. 1, includes collabo-
rative application software, such as collaborative application
software 104 of FIG. 1, adapted to allow collaboration
between units on the peer-to-peer network.

The peer-to-peer network software also includes authenti-
cation software, such as authentication software 112 of FIG.
1, adapted to produce an authentication level indication con-
cerning the identity of another unit in the peer-to-peer net-
work. The possible authentication levels include a high
authentication level and a low authentication level. The low
authentication level is some evidence of unit authentication.

In the example of FIG. 1, the database synchronization
software 110 may require an authentication level indication
of high before allowing these collaborations: for example,
permit a synchronization between unit 101 and unit 120 but
not allow a synchronization between unit 101 and unit 122.

Examples of collaborative application software include chat
software 106, file sharing software 108, and database syn-
chronization software 110. There can be more than two
authentication levels, and as described below, the authentica-
tion levels can be associated with different levels of authen-
tication. In one example, there is an authentication level indi-
cation of nil which indicates no evidence of individual
authentication. This nil level is lower than the low authenti-
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4

cation level. In one embodiment, the collaboration applica-
tion includes resource sharing ,such as file, printer, or Internet
connection sharing.

In an exemplary embodiment, at least one collaborative
application allows for the collaboration when the authentica-
tion level indication is low. In the example of FIG. 1, the chat
software 106 may allow for chat interactions with unit 122
even though the authentication level indication responded to
unit 122 is low.

In an exemplary embodiment, there can be more than two
authentication levels. In the exemplary embodiment, as
described below, there are four authentication levels corre-
sponding to from least secured to most secured, simple accep-
tance, fingerprint comparison, out-of-band certificate com-
parison and certificate authority confirmation.

Inan exemplary embodiment, the authentication level indi-
cation is stored along with an identifier for the unit. For the
example of FIG. 1, the memory 130 stores the authentication
level indications along with the unit identification. In an
exemplary embodiment, the authentication allows for
implicit authorization of the unit. Implicit authorization is
when a second unit authenticates a third unit for a first unit
with the first unit without the first unit having to explicitly
authenticate the third unit.

The collaborative application software uses the authenti-
cation level indication to decide whether to allow a collabo-
ration with another unit. At least one collaborative application
allows a collaboration with another unit when the authenti-
cation level indication is high but does not allow a collabora-
tion with another unit when the authentication level indica-
tion is low.

The following description describes an example embodi-
ment of the present invention. FIG. 2 is a diagram illustrating
how electronic devices are arranged in a peer-to-peer network
10 with a need for a secure connection. Specifically, the
peer-to-peer network 10 has multiple electronic devices in
communication with one another. The peer-to-peer network
10 may be a wired network or a wireless network as shown.
For the wireless network 10 shown in FIG. 1, electronic
devices such as Personal Digital Assistants (PDA’s) 12a-12¢
and laptop computer 124 each contain some type of wireless
devices such as wireless modem or wireless network access
device. The present invention can be used with any type of
physical network such as Bluetooth, local area network
(LAN), Ethernet, etc. The electronic devices 12 shown in
FIG. 2 are configured in a peer-to-peer network. Each of the
devices is a portable electronic device that contains some type
of processor, memory and display.

As previously mentioned above, it is desirable to establish
a secure connection between the electronic devices 12. For
instance, device 12a would want to establish secure connec-
tions with devices 125, 12¢, and 12d. Referring to FIG. 3, the
devices 12 in the peer-to-peer network can establish secure
connections by first obtaining certificates that allow the
devices 12 to establish the secure connection. In order to
establish the secure connection electronic devices (i.e., peers)
exchange certificates for authentication of each party in the
secure connection. Each peer has its own self-signed certifi-
cate and private key. When establishing a connection, the
peers exchange their certificates in the clear. The certificates
obtained in this fashion are then used to establish an
encrypted connection with a dynamic session key. In one
implementation, the Secure Sockets Layer (SSL) is used to
negotiate the session key and for subsequent data encryption,
but other schemes are possible.

In one embodiment, the device authenticates the peer’s
certificate by one of four authentication methods: simple
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acceptance, usually because the device and peer users can
visually or verbally confirm identity; digital certificate fin-
gerprint comparison; full certificate comparison using copies
of'the certificates obtained through some out-of-band method
(such as floppy disk exchange, secure e-mail, etc); or external
validation using a certificate authority (CA) if one is avail-
able. For instance, the device could receive the digital finger-
print of the peer by some method external to the network such
as via verbally from the user of the peer. The user ofthe device
would then compare the digital fingerprint received out-of-
band with the one generated from the originally received
certificate. One method of comparison would involve enter-
ing in the out-of-band digital fingerprint into the device for
automatic comparison, but other methods are also possible.
Once the fingerprint from the peer has been compared and
matched with the fingerprint in the device, then the certificate
is authenticated.

In one embodiment, once the secure connection is estab-
lished, authentication must occur in order to proceed. Spe-
cifically, if a device has not previously authenticated the other
peer (i.e., there is no entry in the trusted database) and the
current activity requires the device to do so, then the device
must authenticate the other through a separate authentication
process.

In one embodiment, a user can specify authentication lev-
els required of other peers. For example, the user can set the
requirements for a given collaboration application. A prefer-
ences file or other means can be used to implement this
function. In one embodiment, the peer’s authentication levels
can be inspected by the user prior to setting the requirements.

In one embodiment, the authentication level indication can
be subsequently upgraded by re-authentication of the peer
using a more secure authentication approach.

Authentication can occur either explicitly or implicitly.
Referring to FIG. 4, in explicit authentication, the device
requests permission of the peer to begin authenticating. If the
peer accepts, then each party has the option to:

(1) believe that the peer on the other side is who they claim

to be (i.e., lowest level of authentication);

(2) compare the digital fingerprint of the certificate
obtained on the wire to one obtained from the peer
out-of-band (e.g., over the phone, visually—this is a
medium level of authentication);

(3) compare the certificate obtained on the wire to a copy
obtained by a trusted out-of-band means (e.g., floppy
disk, hardware device, infrared (IR)) which results in a
high level of authentication; or

(4) compare the certificate to one obtained from a standard
certificate authority if available. This is the highest level
of authentication.

Each authentication level can be referred to as an authen-

tication level (confidence level).

In one embodiment, once the explicit authentication is
complete, then each peer signs the other’s certificate, indicat-
ing they have verified the identity of the device (henceforth
user) associated with the certificate. Each peer can then
import the other’s certificate into the local trusted peer data-
base. Accordingly, next time the peers need to authenticate,
the software will automatically authenticate them because
each peer has a trusted copy of the other’s certificate.

In one embodiment, it will be recognized that once a peer
has been authenticated, a user may use that peer’s signature to
authenticate other peers implicitly. A user may decide to trust
an authenticated peer signature to vouch for the identity of
other peers. Ifthey do, the peer is identified as someone whom
the user trusts to vouch for the other user’s identities and the
peer’s certificate is added to the set of certificates in the peer
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authenticator database. The certificate may be used for lim-
ited authentication chaining, which will be explained in
greater detail below. A peer whose certificate is in the data-
base is a trusted authenticator.

Explicit authentication can also be considered original
authentication. When a peer is explicitly authenticated, addi-
tional authentication information is attached to that peer’s
certificate in the trusted database. The additional information
includes the confidence level of that original authentication
and the type of authentication (i.e., explicit).

Referring to FIG. 5, implicit authentication can occur when
the user does not have a copy of a peer’s certificate in its
trusted database, but a trusted peer authenticator in the local
peer authenticator database has signed the peer’s certificate.
The user knows he can trust the peer’s identity, because the
peer’s certificate has been signed by one of the authenticators
whom the user trusts to vouch for other peer’s identities. As
previously mentioned, this is called authentication chaining,
and the peer authenticator whose signature was used for
authentication chaining to occur is called the signatory. If
each side is able to implicitly authenticate the other, then
collaboration can occur immediately without the manual
explicit authentication step. Each side also signs the other’s
certificate at this point, to enable further authentication chain-
ing. The information about the confidence level of the original
authentication (by the trusted authenticator) is attached to the
peer’s certificate, as is an indicator that the authentication for
this user was implicit.

In one example of implicit authentication, each side first
checks if it already has a copy of the other peer’s certificate.
If peer A does not have a copy of B’s certificate, it sends B a
list of its trusted authenticators. B will check if it has a
signature corresponding to one of those trusted authentica-
tors. If yes, it sends this signature across. A first compares all
fields of the signature certificate and the in-band certificate
except the issuer name and the signature. Assuming there is a
match, A then uses the public key in its copy of the trusted
authenticator’s (TA’s) certificate to verify the signature on the
signature certificate. If this verification is successful, A
imports the in-band certificate in to his trusted database. His
side of the implicit authentication is complete.

In this example, the two instances also exchange certifi-
cates for implicitly authenticated peers for storage in the
trusted peer database, so that in future, authentication will be
automatic, even if the certificate of the signatory who allowed
authentication chaining to occur has been removed (e.g. the
signatory asked everyone to delete her certificate because she
suspected her private key had been compromised). Note that
the signing indicates successtul identification, but does not
necessarily mean that they will trust each other’s authentica-
tions. The signing after implicit authentication does mean that
if there is another peer that trusts the user’s authentications,
he or she will trust both those that the user has authenticated
with implicit authentication as well as those the user has
authenticated with explicitly. In implicit authentication, the
user is not given the option to identify the peer as a trusted
implicit authenticator.

Implicit authentication can be implemented according to
user or application level authentication requirements. For
example, the user may not be completely comfortable with
the way in which the original authenticator verified the peer’s
identity, especially in the case where the signatory may in fact
have himself implicitly authenticated the peer in question.
Because the information about the authentication (the authen-
tication level, or confidence level, of the original explicit
authentication, and the method) is available as part of that
peer’s credentials, the user (or application) can decide
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whether to continue with the implicit authentication or
whether to authenticate the peer explicitly, or discontinue
future communications.

The additional information about authentication method
and confidence is especially important in the case of remote
collaboration, where peers are not able to see and to verify
each other’s identities locally.

In one example, implicit and explicit authentication have
the same effect inasmuch that in both cases the certificates are
exchanged, lodged in the trusted database, and mutually
signed. It is the invocation and process that is implicit, not
certificate possession. So if A trusts B to authenticate, when A
connects with C whose certificate has already been authenti-
cated by B (and A can see this by inspecting C’s signatures)
then A can implicitly authenticate C.

In all cases, A has copies of certificates for every peer
whom he has authenticated (whether implicitly or explicitly)
in his local trusted peer database (e.g. the trusted peer data-
base would contain certificates for A, B and C while the peer
authenticator database contains only B’s signature).

In the present invention, the decision to trust another peer’s
authentications can only be made immediately after an
explicit authentication with that peer. At that point, the peer’s
certificate is designated as a trusted authenticator (TA) cer-
tificate and stored in a special location. Implicit authentica-
tion simply involves B trying to determine if A’s certificate
has been signed by one of B’s TA’s, and vice versa.

In an implicit authentication triggered through a chat, each
side can use any of their TA’s to authenticate the other such
that there is no requirement that the TA used be in the chat or
even online. When implicit authentication succeeds, each
side imports the other’s certificate, so that the TA certificates
used will not be required for future authentications.

In one example, authentication information related to a
certificate is additionally stored. A list of certificate signatures
on a certificate separate from the certificate itself can be
maintained. In one example, the system stores the following
information for a trusted certificate:

Explicit Authenticator Name: The name of the peer whoe-
xplicitly authenticated the owner of the certificate. If the
local user were authenticating with a CA it would be the
name of the CA.

Authentication Level (Confidence Level): The authentica-
tion level assigned by the explicit authenticator accord-
ing to the authentication method used.

Authentication method: The method that the local user
used to authenticate the peer (i.e., either Implicit or
Explicit).

Furthermore, the system may also maintain the following

information regarding each certificate signature:

Subject Name: Name of the certificate owner.

Name of Signer: Name of the peer who signed the certifi-
cate.

Signer’s Authentication Method: Did the signer perform an
explicit or implicit authentication with the subject?

Explicit Authenticator Name: The name of the peer who
originally performed an explicit authentication with the
subject.

Authentication Level: Authentication level assigned by the
original explicit authenticator.

This information may be modified by subsequent authen-

tications.

The signer can combine these fields with the certificate
prior to signing. Accordingly, in one example, the signature
confirms the contents of the certificate, but also the value of
the fields. Thus, the holder of a signature cannot assign a
higher confidence level than was indicated by the signatory.
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It will be recognized that the information stored with the
certificate is related to the authentication level that the user
has assigned to a given certificate. The information stored
with the user’s signatures is related to the confidence levels
others have assigned to the user’s certificate. Because the user
should not be able to modify the confidence level that some-
one else has assigned to his certificate, the signature verifies
the authentication information and confidence level, as well
as the certificate itself.

As previously mentioned, a certificate authority (CA) may
be used for authentication. Although the present invention is
not dependent upon a CA, users can take advantage of such an
authority when one is available. In the case where the CA is
available, the CA is treated similarly to a trusted authenticator
(TA). Accordingly, each user imports the CA’s certificate as a
TA, and each user gets their certificate signed by the CA. Thus
the CA does not have to act as a certificate repository, but as
another TA. Authentication with a CA is always explicit.

In authentication chaining, the security and verification of
the trusted relationships extending along the chain are weak-
ened. The degree of confidence that the user has in each
authenticator along the chain may diminish as the web of trust
extends indefinitely. Furthermore, there are additional prob-
lems related to the storage requirements of certificates to
support levels of indirection. For example, to support more
than 1 degree of indirection in authentication, each side
would have to download the certificates of the peers trusted
authenticators because those certificates are needed to verify
the trusted authenticators signatures on other peers’ certifi-
cates. For small portable computing devices, this would be
infeasible.

In one embodiment, the extent of the trusted relationship is
limited to one indirect link. Referring to FIG. 6, A can authen-
ticate C because both have been authenticated by B who is the
trusted authenticator. However, in the situation where there is
more than one level of indirection, this trusted relationship is
not extended. For example, consider the situation in FIG. 6
where:

A and B are authenticated

A trusts B as an authenticator

C and D are authenticated

D trusts C as an authenticator

C and B are authenticated

B and C trust each other as authenticators

When A sees C, A will be able to implicitly authenticate C,
as B has signed C’s certificate and A trusts B. However, A will
not be able to implicitly authenticate D because A has not
identified C as a trusted authenticator, nor has yet authenti-
cated C, and because A cannot follow a trust link from B to C
to accept C’s authentication. However, once A has authenti-
cated C, he can inspect the information about D, and decide
whether to implicitly or explicitly authenticate D.

However, the situation can arise that implicit authentica-
tions propagate. For example, where A trusts B as a trusted
authenticator and B trusts C as a TA. C has implicitly authen-
ticated D, so B can implicitly authenticate D. Then A could
indeed implicitly authenticate A, as D has B’s signature and A
trusts D.

In one embodiment, A can only implicitly authenticate C
when C has previously been authenticated by one of A’s
trusted authenticators (such as B).

Determining how the system handles issues of chaining
authentication is a design consideration such that authentica-
tion requirements could vary according to activity. The sys-
tem designer, system administrator, or user can restrict or
open access to certain types of collaborative activities
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depending on the confidence level information. For example,
such services as data synchronization might be deemed to
require higher confidence levels and no implicit authentica-
tion chaining, while chat sessions are much less constrained.
In one example, the user can choose to work at a lower level
of confidence, explicitly authenticate the other peer, or reject
certain activities.

In one embodiment, implicit authentication can be trig-
gered when the user tries to initiate an activity with an unau-
thenticated peer (file transfer, instant message (IM), chat).
The software of the present invention will try to implicitly
authenticate the user with the peer—ifit fails, it will notify the
user that she must explicitly authenticate with the peer before
she can do anything further. Implicit authentication can also
be triggered when the user joins a chat that contains peers that
are not authenticated. Again, the software will attempt to
implicitly authenticate the user with those peers. However, in
this case, if implicitly authentication fails, the user is not
prompted, and he can proceed to chat with the unauthenti-
cated peers. Peers in a chat who are unauthenticated with the
user are represented accordingly. At any time the user can
initiate an authentication request with any of those peers.

A user may wish to re-authenticate a peer if he or she
wishes to increase the level of confidence in the peer’s iden-
tity. This occurs in the case of a CA where the user has the
opportunity to update the peer’s certificate. The user can
re-authenticate and update information about the certificates
in its trusted database at any time that a better authentication
method (i.e., higher confidence level) is available. For
example, a certificate with a lower authentication level can be
later verified with a certificate authority and correspondingly
reconfigured in the database with the highest confidence
level.

In the case where the user connects with a CA at a different
time than when the peer interactions occurred, the user can
trigger an authentication update for any or all certificates in
his or her database. This allows a user to have a previous
authentication in his or her trusted database that has a lower
confidence level than provided by a CA. The user can then
update the authentication to a higher level in order to
exchange information with more trusted peers at a later time.

The validity of a certificate may be limited to some period
of time after which the peer must be re-authenticated. This
type of validity interval can be tailored using the confidences
and method information of the certificates described for the
present invention. For example, authentications with the low-
est authentication level might only persist for the time of the
collaboration, where authentications with higher confidence
levels might endure for weeks or months.

Often times it is advantageous to authenticate only those
peers who wish to exchange information in a certain activity
as needed. The establishment of secure, encrypted connec-
tions independent of authenticated identities at each end of
those connections protects the network from basic security
violations such as “sniffing”, where unauthorized users inter-
cept and read the exchanged information on the wire. This
allows the collaborative system architect to designate differ-
ent authentication requirements for different types of activity.

In one example, chat is considered an activity or applica-
tion in which all users may not need to be authenticated with
all other users in the chat group, whereas file sharing, data-
base synchronization and file transfer are considered to
require a higher assurance of security and thus require com-
plete authentication.

When user A wants to view another peer B’s shared files,
transfer a file to B, or invite B to a chat, A must authenticate
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B (and vice versa). As described above, this authentication
can take place explicitly or implicitly.

However, in a chat, the situation can arise where not all
peers are authenticated with all other peers. For example, in a
chat with A, B, and C, A and C may have authenticated each
other, and B and C may as well have authenticated each other,
but A and B are not directly authenticated. Thus a user can
participate in a chat even if he is not authenticated (explicitly
or implicitly) with all members of the chat. The user gets a
clear visual indication for those members of the chat with
whom he or she is not authenticated. The connection estab-
lished by the present invention to an unauthenticated user is
already encrypted, thus protected from packet sniffers. This
reduces the risk to that of a “man in the middle” attack or
impersonators, requiring only authentication.

The current embodiment leaves it up to the user to decide if
this is a real risk in a given scenario. If it is, they can either exit
the chat, watch what they say, or attempt to authenticate with
the unauthenticated users. Note that this chat application
design is not mandated by this authentication approach. Other
implementations might require authentication for all activi-
ties, or only when directly demanded by a particular user. For
example, one could also start a chat, specifying the minimum
type of authentication required (only explicit level, high, or
any type (low, implicit OK)) which could force only peers
mutually authenticated in this way to participate.

This approach has several advantages. It minimizes the
load of authentication processing and storage to encompass
only those other peers with whom the user is directly inter-
acting. It also simplifies the process of authenticating with
other users by relying on an extension of trust embodied in
other peers whom the user trusts to authenticate previously
unknown peers. Implicit authentication automatically
ensures an authenticated collaborator without interrupting the
higher-level flow of the collaboration. However, because the
information about how those trusted authenticators executed
those authentications is available, the user or the system
designer can stipulate at which point their confidence in the
authentication is not sufficient and force an explicit authen-
tication. This provides flexibility without compromising the
more stringent authentication requirements that may arise in
various application or group contexts. This relates to another
benefit of the method: namely, that authentication decisions
can be made at a fine control resolution. Rather than imposing
the same requirements across the entire system, the applica-
tion designer can tailor them to a particular activity or tool.
For example, as described, the current embodiment considers
chat inherently more “open” than database synchronization.
Moreover, the user can see and determine authentication
requirements according to how he or she may be using a
particular application. Again, using the example of a chat, the
user may be simultaneously engaged in both a casual chat
where not all peers are completely authenticated with each
other, and a confidential chat in which all peers have been
carefully authenticated. Finally, the separation of secure,
encrypted connections from identity management and
authentication allows users to flexibly control how secure
certain collaborations need to be and enables the system
designer to impose authentication requirements at the level of
activity type in the system, rather that across the board.

Additional modifications and improvements of the present
invention may also be apparent to those of ordinary skill in the
art. Thus, the particular combination of parts described and
illustrated herein is intended to represent only certain
embodiments of the present invention, and is not intended to
serve as limitations of alternative devices within the spirit and
scope of the invention.
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What is claimed is:

1. A device connectable to a peer-to-peer network, the
device comprising:

a memory; and

a processor configured to:

allow collaboration between units on the peer-to-peer
network; and

produce an authentication level indication concerning
the identity of another unit in the peer-to-peer net-
work, the authentication level indication relating to
the security of the process used to perform the authen-
tication, wherein the possible authentication levels
include a high authentication level and a low authen-
tication level, the low authentication level being some
evidence of unit authentication, wherein the proces-
sor is configured to use the authentication level indi-
cation to decide whether to allow a collaboration with
another unit, wherein at least one collaborative appli-
cation allows a collaboration with another unit when
the authentication level indication is high but does not
allow a collaboration with another unit when the
authentication level indication is low.

2. The device of claim 1 wherein the processor is further
configured to execute a chat application.

3. The device of claim 1 wherein the processor is further
configured to perform file sharing.

4. The device of claim 1 wherein the processor is further
configured to perform resource sharing.

5. The device of claim 1 wherein the processor is further
configured to execute a database synchronization application.

6. The device of claim 1 wherein the processor is further
configured to allow collaboration when the authentication
level indication is low.

7. The device of claim 1 wherein the processor is further
configured to receive from the user an indication of authen-
tication levels required of other peers.

8. The device of claim 1 wherein there are more than two
authentication levels.

9. The device of claim 8 wherein the authentication levels
correspond to simple acceptance, digital certificate finger-
print comparison, out-of-band certificate comparison, and
certificate authority confirmation.

10. The device of claim 1 wherein the authentication level
indication is stored along with an identifier for another unit.

11. The device of claim 1 wherein the authentication level
indication can be subsequently upgraded by re-authentication
of the peer using a more secure authentication approach.

12. The device of claim 1 wherein implicit authentication is
allowed.

13. A method comprising:

producing an authentication level indication concerning

the identity of another unit in a peer-to-peer network,
wherein the possible authentication levels include a high
authentication level and a low authentication level, the
authentication level indication relating to the security of
the process used to perform the authentication, the low
authentication level being some evidence of unit authen-
tication; and

using the authentication level indication to decide whether

to allow a collaboration with another unit, wherein at
least one collaborative application allows a collabora-
tion when the authentication level indication is high but
does not allow a collaboration when the authentication
level indication is low.

14. The method of claim 13 wherein when the authentica-
tion level indication is low there is a collaborative application
that allows for collaboration.

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

12

15. The method of claim 13 wherein there are more than
two authentication levels.

16. The method of claim 13 wherein the authentication
levels correspond to simple acceptance, digital certificate
fingerprint comparison, out-of-band certificate comparison,
and certificate authentication confirmation.

17. The method of claim 13 wherein the authentication
level indication is stored along with an identifier for the other
unit.

18. The method of claim 13 wherein the method allows for
implicit authorization.

19. The method of claim 13 wherein the collaboration
application includes file sharing.

20. The method of claim 13 wherein the collaboration
application includes resource sharing.

21. The method of claim 13 wherein the user can specify
authentication levels required of other peers.

22. The method of claim 13 wherein the authentication
level indication can be subsequently upgraded by re-authen-
tication of the peer using a more secure authentication
approach.

23. A computer-readable medium containing a program
that executes the following procedure:

producing an authentication level indication concerning

the identity of another unit in a peer-to-peer network,
wherein the possible authentication levels include a high
authentication level and a low authentication level, the
authentication level indication relating to the security of
the process used to perform the authentication, the low
authentication level being some evidence ofunit authen-
tication; and

using the authentication level indication to decide whether

to allow a collaboration with another unit, wherein at
least one collaborative application allows a collabora-
tion when the authentication level indication is high but
does not allow a collaboration when the authentication
level indication is low.

24. The computer readable medium containing a program
of claim 23 wherein when the authentication level indication
is low there is a collaborative application that allows for
collaboration.

25. The computer readable medium containing a program
that executes a procedure of claim 23 wherein the procedure
is such that there are more than two authentication levels.

26. The computer readable medium containing a program
that executes a procedure of claim 23 wherein the authenti-
cation level indication is stored along with an identifier for the
other unit.

27. The computer readable medium containing a program
that executes a procedure of claim 23 wherein the authenti-
cation levels correspond to simple acceptance, digital certifi-
cate fingerprint comparison, out-of-band certificate compari-
son, and certificate authority confirmation.

28. The computer readable medium containing a program
that executes a procedure of claim 23 wherein the procedure
allows for implicit authorization of units.

29. The computer readable medium containing a program
of claim 23 wherein the collaboration application includes
file sharing.

30. The computer readable medium containing a program
of claim 23 wherein the collaboration application includes
resource sharing.

31. The computer readable medium containing a program
of claim 23 wherein the user can specify authentication levels
required of other peers.

32. The computer readable medium containing a program
of claim 23 wherein the authentication level indication can be
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subsequently upgraded by re-authentication of the peer using
a more secure authentication approach.
33. A device comprising:
means for producing an authentication level indication
concerning the identity of another unit in a peer-to-peer
network, wherein the possible authentication levels
include a high authentication level and a low authenti-
cation level, the authentication level indication relating
to the security of the process used to perform the authen-
tication, the low authentication level being some evi-
dence of unit authentication; and

means for using the authentication level indication to

decide whether to allow a collaboration with another
unit, wherein at least one collaborative application
allows a collaboration when the authentication level
indication is high but does not allow a collaboration
when the authentication level indication is low.

34. The device of claim 33 wherein when the authentica-
tion level indication is low there is a collaborative application
that allows for collaboration.

35. The device of claim 33 wherein there are more than two
authentication levels.
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36. The device of claim 33 wherein the authentication
levels correspond to simple acceptance, digital certificate
fingerprint comparison, out-of-band certificate comparison,
and certificate authentication confirmation.

37. The device of claim 33 wherein the authentication level
indication is stored along with an identifier for the other unit.

38. The device of claim 33 wherein the device is further
configured to allow for implicit authorization.

39. The device of claim 33 wherein the collaboration appli-
cation includes file sharing.

40. The device of claim 33 wherein the collaboration appli-
cation includes resource sharing.

41. The device of claim 33 wherein the device is further
configured to accept a specification of authentication levels
required of other peers.

42. The method of claim 33 wherein the authentication
level indication can be subsequently upgraded by re-authen-
tication of the peer using a more secure authentication
approach.



