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[57] ABSTRACT 

A system provides for the immediate payment to computer 
and other users for paying attention to an advertisement or 
other “negatively priced” information distributed over a 
computer network such as the Internet. Called Attention 
Brokerage. this is the business of brokering the buying and 
selling of the “atiention” of users. A further invention. 
Orthogonal Sponsorship. allows advertisers to detach their 
messages ?'om program content and explicitly target their 
audience. A special icon or other symbol displayed on a 
computer screen may represent compensation and allow 
users to choose whether they will view an ad or other 
negatively priced information and receive associated com 
pensation. Targeting users may be provided by reference to 
a data base of digitally stored demographic pro?les of 
potential users. Information can be routed to users based on 
demographics. and software agents can be used to actively 
seek out users on a digital network. Private pro?les may be 
maintained for different users and user information may be 
released to advertisers and other marketers only based on 
user permission. Users may be compensated for allowing 
their information to be released. Competing advertisers may 
“bid” for the attention of users using automatic electronic 
systems. e.g.. “an auction” protocol and these concepts can 
be generalized to provide an electronic trading house Where 
buyers and sellers can actively ?nd each other and negotiate 
transactions. 

86 Claims, 14 Drawing Sheets 
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FIG. 2 
Positively Priced Information 

FIG. 3 
Negatively Priced Information 
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ATTENTION BROKERAGE 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates to techniques for delivering 
information electronically. and more particularly. to tech 
niques for delivering positively and negatively priced intel 
lectual property (including advertising). Still more 
particularly. the present invention relates to systems and 
methods for attention brokering. orthogonal sponsorship 
and/or privacy protection in an electronic information deliv 
ery network. 

BACKGROUND AND SUMMARY OF THE 
INVENTION 

Historically. advertising has involved a battle of wits 
between advertiser and consumer. In the mass media. pro 
ducers of products and services vie with each other to 
capture the attention of potential consumers. while those 
same consumers (although generally endorsing the idea of 
advertising as a way of keeping entertainment and informa 
tion costs down) strive to evade as many advertising mes 
sages as they can. Consumers press the mute button on their 
TV remotes and “zap” advertisements by ?ipping between 
channels. they mentally tune out or “zap" radio 
commercials. they ?ip advertising pages of a newspaper or 
magazine without paying any attention to them. and they 
subscribe to non-commercial information and entertainment 
media. Rare indeed is the consumer who actually enjoys 
being at the receiving end of mass-media advertising. 

This state of affairs is not accidental. It is an inevitable 
result of the environment in which advertising came of age. 
To make contact with the relatively small percentage of 
people who might actually want to use a product or service. 
mass-media advenising has to impact everyone who uses the 
medium. For example. every reader of the New York Times 
has to see (though not necessarily read) the display ad for 
Macy’s; every viewer of popular television programs such 
as “Roseanne” has to sit through (though not necessarily pay 
attention to) the commercial for Diet Coke. 

Although the concept of a consumer’s attention as a 
commodity with intrinsic value has only recently entered 
public discussion. it has long been implicit in advertising. 
marketing. and public relations. Since advertisers know that 
only a small percentage of the audience has a real interest in 
the product or service being sold. they have learned to rely 
on entertainment values-constant repetition. snappy 
jingles. blaring headlines. and sex—to attract the attention of 
the audience and thereby sell their wares. 

In the traditional mass media advertising model. mass 
media (e.g.. television networks. radio stations. newspapers 
and magazines) develop particular content of interest to 
certain classes of consumers. The mass media also develops 
and provides a mechanism to deliver the content to as many 
potential consumers as possible (e.g.. over the air or by cable 
transmissions. by mass distribution of print media copies. 
etc). The mass media may charge audience members for 
content delivery (e.g.. magazine or newspaper subscription 
fees. cable television subscription fees. or “pay per view" 
fees). but mass media typically receives most of its revenue 
from advertisers. 

Advertising “sponsorship” in this traditional mass media 
advertising model has been a mechanism by which eco 
nomic value is passed indirectly from an advertiser to a 
consumer. Advertisers “sponsor" content by paying the mass 
media to deliver their advertisements with the content. 
Traditionally. advertisers often Want their advertisements 
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2 
inextricably embedded within the content itself so the adver 
tisements are more certain to reach the mass media audience. 
For example. some advertisers have television and radio 
commentators work advertising “pitches" into their com 
mentary. Other advertisers have televised/photographed race 
car drivers emblazon their cars with advertising slogans. 
Still other advertisers have ?lm actors or actresses use the 
advertiser’s products as part of their role playing. Moreover. 
the now-standard technique of pacing commercial television 
programming to intersperse advertising at various points 
within the programming is designed to make it more di?icult 
for viewers to not pay attention to the advertisements. 

For the most part. ads in the mass media have been 
designed to appeal to as many potential consumers as 
possible. At best. an advertising agency may plan a handful 
of dilferent approaches based on demographics. For 
example. one soft-drink ad. aimed at the teenage audience. 
might employ cutting-edge video graphics and be shown on 
MTV. while another. using nostalgic poster art from the 
Stage Door canteen. might be placed in Life magazine to 
target an older audience. But this type of individualization is 
very limited 
Because of the lack of focus inherent in mass 

communication. today’s print and television advertising uses 
the concept of “linked sponsorship.” “Linked sponsorship" 
embeds ads within or accompany (sponsor) content most 
likely to reach the advertisers’target audience. For example. 
television shows are often designed to appeal to a particular 
audience. and usually have speci?c sponsors that explicitly 
support the show. In print media. advertisers choose maga 
zines and newspapers whose editorial policies or geographic 
coverage attract readers likely to be interested in the 
advertisers’products. These techniques allow the advertisers 
to “target" their advertisements to a subset of the general 
population that may be more likely to respond to the 
advertisements. 
As an example. a lingerie company may know that its 

products are purchased by a certain demographic group. e.g. 
mostly mid-to-upper class white women ages 18-35. When 
the lingerie company wants to advertise a new line of 
products. it may choose to link its ads to a TV program like 
Melrose Place (a television situation comedy aimed at young 
women) and to a young women‘s magazine-both of which 
appeal to young women in the socio-economic and age 
demographics the lingm'e company wants to sell its product 
to. By linking its ads to content being delivered to an 
audience of mostly mid-to-upper class white women ages 
18-35. the lingerie company can be assured that its adver 
tising is delivered to the consumers most likely to purchase 
its products. 
The advertising practices described above have a number 

of drawbacks. both for the advertiser and for society at large. 
The primary drawback for the advertiser is lack of e?iciency. 
Mass media advertising is inherent both over-inclusive and 
under-inclusive. For example. the lingerie ads aired during 
Melrose Place are not delivered to many consumers who are 
prime candidates for purchasing the product (for example. 
fashion conscious women who buy a lot of lingerie but don’t 
like Melrose Place and/or don’t Watch television). In 
addition. the advertisements are delivered to many consum 
ers (e.g.. men who watch Melrose Place) who have no 
interest in purchasing the products being advertised. From 
the advertiser’s point of view. a lingerie company could 
advertise more e?iciently if it could directly reach women 
who are explicitly interested in lingerie (or clothes. or 
fashion). 

Society at large is also harmed by this lack of e?iciency. 
As one example. television programming has. to a very large 
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extent. become dictated by factors that will make it appeal 
to the largest possible audience so it can generate the largest 
possible advertising revenue. The result is a decrease in the 
overall diversity of information available and an alarming 
increase in the homogeneity and “lowest common denomi» 
nator” appeal of mass media programming. Unlinking spon 
sorship from the content of the sponsored entertainment or 
service would bene?t the consumer and would also provide 
broad bene?ts to society such as greater freedom of speech 
and making a larger diversity of opinions available to the 
public. 

Advertisers have used targeted direct mailings and niche 
print media to overcome some of these problems. Direct 
mailings and niche magazines can be used to target speci?c 
potential purchasers or classes of purchasers. For example. 
the lingerie company can use mass mailings to deliver its 
advertising materials directly to fashion-conscious young 
women with income above a certain level. Skateboard 
companies can advertise in a small number of magazines 
directed to skate board enthusiasts. While these techniques 
can be very eifective. they cannot provide moving images 
and sound that can be used to create truly unforgettable. high 
impact messages. 

Advertisers also have come to rely on techniques for 
giving consumers an incentive (e.g..“rnoney saving” cou 
pons and discount offers) to encourage consumers to pur 
chase their wares. For example. if the lingerie company 
passes along a dollar to each targeted woman to attract her 
attention. she may in turn spend that dollar to purchase 
lingerie. The lingerie company can provide. by way of mass 
mailings or through printed media. coupons or discount 
sales offers to give the recipients a strong incentive to 
purchase the company’s lingerie. Some advertisers mail 
direct payments to consumers (e.g.. dollar bills. checks. or 
other rebates). The consumer can use these direct payments 
to help pay for purchasing the advertiser's goods. or to 
purchase other related or unrelated goods or services. 
Although these techniques can be effective. they cannot be 
used with television. radio and other popular forms of mass 
communication. 
The Internet is the ?rst medium that can claim to be both 

“mass.” in the sense that it reaches millions of people all 
over the globe. and “specialized." in the sense that its 
technology is capable of targeting information directly to the 
individual consumer. This is such a fundamental change 
from all previous information technologies that it has the 
potential to transform the advertising transaction into an 
alliance between consumer and advertiser. based on mutual 
respect and mutual bene?ts. 
The Internet is a system of linked computers that permits 

fast. low-cost. global communication. entertainment. and 
information exchange. The Internet may be considered the 
test-bed for a “Future Net” which will likely encompass the 
functions now provided by today’s Internet. cable and 
broadcast television. telephone communications (including 
voice and picture) and other linear and interactive business. 
telecommunication and entertainment systems. This “Future 
Net” may be a single network or an amalgamation of two or 
more independent networks. It is likely that new forms of 
entertainment and business will emerge. made possible by 
the Future Net. 

Even with the current form of the Information Superhigh 
way (Internet. cable television. video conference. “zines” 
created by desktop publishing. etc.). competition for the 
public’s time and attention will become increasingly keen. 
Consumers with hundreds of competing. independent. and 
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4 
widely distributed sources of entertainment and information 
to choose from will no longer be the passive prisoners of 
advertising messages that they were in the era of the 
centralized mass media. So far. however. advertising has 
been only a marginal—and somewhat unwelcome 
presence on the Information Superhighway. 
Many consumers of the Information Superhighway view 

the recent advent of advertising to the wide open spaces of 
the Internet with deep suspicion and an almost instinctive 
aversion. But the kind of advertising the skeptics are think 
ing about—and rejecting-bears little resemblance to the 
advertising of the future. 
The present invention provides a new approach to adver 

tising for the digital age. Advertising in accordance with the 
present invention is based on the new realities of commu 
nication and commerce on the Internet. on-line services. the 
Future Net. and other computer networks. including net 
worlm that distribute information via physical media such as 
CD-ROM. 

‘The innovations provided by the present invention have 
the potential to turn what has historically been an uneasy and 
sometimes hostile stand-01f between advertiser and con 
sumer into an alliance based on mutual respect and mutual 
bene?ts. The approach provided by the present invention is 
based on four principles: 

attention. 
interest. 
sponsorship. and 
privacy. 

Attention 
A fundamental premise underlying the present invention 

is the idea that a consumer‘s attention is a valuable com 
modity. The present invention will allow advertisers to pay 
consumers directly for their time and attention. The notion 
of direct. immediate payment in this context is new. The 
rationale for direct payment. from the advertiser’s point of 
view. is that direct payment is a cost-effective way of getting 
the attention of targeted customers as compared to mass 
media advertising. 
The present invention provides mechanisms for “attention 

brokerage”—the business of buying and selling (brokering) 
the “attention” of consumers. Attention brokerage estab 
lishes a market that allows advertisers to compete for the 
attention of a particular consumer or group of consumers 
thereby maximizing e?iciency and creating value. 

“Negative pricing” is one means by which advertisers 
could compete for available attention in the system provided 
in accordance with the present invention. In its simplest 
form. negative pricing is a "passive” competition: advertis 
ers make ?xed offers and viewers select among them. 
Another innovative idea is “attention bidding.” a mechanism 
by which advertisers actively compete by bidding for a 
viewer's attention. These bids might be based. in part. on 
estimates of the viewer’s interest and likelihood to buy— 
estimates derived from access to the viewer’s electronic 
pro?les detailing preferences and past consuming behavior. 
Bids might also be based on other bids. via an “auction” 
protocol by empowered bidding “agents.” The bidding may 
be explicit or automatic. Viewers may elect to have adver 
tisers bid for their attention or the system may offer bidding 
without the viewers’knowledge. 
Interest 
As discussed above. traditional advertising was both 

under-inclusive and over-inclusive. In contrast. technology 
provided in accordance with the present invention permits 
the design of ads that are virtually custom-?tted to consumer 
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preferences. thus ensuring that the ad messages will be 
welcomed and attentively viewed by the consumer. This 
ability to ?nely target (and customize) ads based on the 
interests of particular individual consumers maximizes effi 
ciency and bene?ts both the advertisers and the consumers. 

For example. when selecting ads for viewing. the con 
sumer would be given the chance to express a preference for 
certain kinds of ad content. For example. if the consumer is 
shopping for a computer. he/she might ask to see an adver 
tisement that provides straightforward technical speci?ca 
tions of speci?c models or con?gurations. For a movie 
commercial. one consumer might request a ?lm clip while 
another asks for a plot summary. Some consumers might 
enjoy the entertainment value of celebrity-spokesperson ads. 
while a consumer viewing an ad for food or drink might ask 
for a list of ingredients or nutrients. 
A related innovation. “demographic routing.” is a mecha 

nism by which an information package or its agent (or an 
agent for any goods or service) can be routed directly to 
interested and willing buyers. Conceptually. this is an 
addressing mechanism that can be used to route the infor 
mation to more than one individual. e.g.. to all users who are 
demographically suitable (e.g..“anyone who ?ts the follow 
ing pro?le”). 
Sponsorship 

Since all the ads on the list will be targeted to the 
consumer's needs. interests. and preferences. it is very likely 
that she would be inclined to view them even without a cash 
incentive. However. the system provided by the present 
invention will o?’er her one. The present invention provides 
a “consumer interface button"—for example. the image of a 
little gold coin (“CyberCoin”) next to each title on a list. 
This use of a consumer interface button-the 

“CyberCoin"—though reminiscent of the prior art “gems” in 
video game adventures. is innovative and unique in that it 
transfers real value. 
The “CyberCoin” transaction re?ects a radical and inno 

vative change in the meaning of sponsorship. In effect. the 
advertisers have elected to sponsor the consumer who 
selects the CyberCoin—that is. they have chosen to pay the 
consumer directly for her attention rather than using the 
same funds for mass-market ad campaigns that are far less 
likely to hit the mark Thus. the present invention provides 
a method of separating advertising sponsorship from the 
editorial content of the medium in which the adve?ising 
appears. We call this ability to decouple the advertising 
content from other content “orthogonal sponsorship.” 
The technology offered by the present invention breaks 

(or make inexplicit) the link between the ad and the content 
of the sponsored material. Advertisers will not necessarily 
know what content of entertainment or information they are 
sponsoring. Instead. advertisers will simply provide ads to 
the service. explicitly delineate their target audience. and 
offer some form of compensation for time and attention 
directly to those viewers willing to “view" ads. 

In orthogonal sponsorship. how will advertisers know that 
they are getting their money‘s worth? What is to prevent a 
consumer from clicking the CyberGold button. collecting 
the credit. and NOT reading the ad? The system provided by 
the present invention can. as one example. have a built-in 
system of incentives and checks—a “carrot and stick" 
approach—to solve this problem. The "carrot” in this 
example is the consumer’s interest in the product or service. 
which will make him or her unlikely to ignore the ad once 
it is presented. The “stick" is an element of interactivity 
designed into the ad that requires the consumer to provide a 
response or otherwise interact with the ad (thus allowing the 
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6 
service to assure the advertiser that the consumer did indeed 
watch and pay attention). 
The present invention also introduces the concept of 

“negative pricing of information." In today’s marketplace. 
entertainment and information (sometimes generically 
referred to as “intellectual property”) carries a positive price. 
or is free. “Negatively priced information" pays the con 
sumer for his or her attention. This is a generalization of 
direct payment for ad viewing. since the information or 
content need not be an advertisement in the conventional 
sense. There is a ?ne line between certain kinds of infor 
mation and advertising. particularly when an advertising 
message can be as straightforward as the technical specs of 
a new car or computer. and an information message or 
entertainment can change minds and in?uence people. 
Negative pricing could work well for information of this 
type. For example. it could be used as a means of expressing 
a political viewpoint. raising the priority of an e-mail 
message. or getting potential employers to read a resume. 
Negatively-priced information would ?nd its audience 
through personal pro?les of potential consumers on ?le in 
the database. 
Privacy 

In the system provided by the present invention. the link 
between the ad and the appropriate viewer is provided by 
reference to a data base of digitally stored electronic demo 
graphic pro?les of potential viewers. The viewer pro?les are 
to be private. dynamic. and interactive. The system protects 
member privacy while at the same time maintaining the 
personal information ?les that permit specialized targeting 
of ads. 
Many businesses keep pro?les of customer interests and 

transactions. (For example. some supermarkets keep cus 
tomer pro?les via “savings cards” that allow the market to 
track each person's purchases and tailor individual 
promotions.) The system provided by the present invention 
offers several innovative features and applications for such 
pro?les. Pro?les can be private (pseudonymous). That is. 
they can be used and even marketed while protecting the 
customer’s identity. For example. a merchant may be per 
mitted scan a pro?le to determine his af?nity for the 
customer. but cannot learn the customer's name or address. 
Contacts between advertisers and consumers can be bro 
kered by a “pro?le bank” that protects the consumer’s 
privacy. 
The demographic pro?les can be constructed through 

interest questionnaires that the consumer completes when 
subscribing to the service. and also through electronic track 
ing of his/her usage of the service (and other habits). Thus. 
the pro?les can be dynamic. evolving with the customer’s 
transaction history. A customer can choose to exclude any 
transaction (e.g.. viewing of certain material or purchasing 
of certain products) from his pro?le. Pro?les can also be 
interactive in that a customer may edit his pro?le at any time 
to add or delete interest features. and to delete any transac 
tion records. Thus. for example. the customer can delete 
historical transaction entries evidencing her purchase of an 
“adult” ?lm if desired. Similarly. the customer can change 
her pro?le to express interest in seeing certain types of 
automobile advertisements. and then. after she has selected 
and purchased a new car. delete those pro?le entries. 

In addition to the viewer pro?les. the system provided by 
the present invention also may keep the contact information 
of each member con?dential. For example. if an advertiser 
wants a consumer’s name and address. he has to offer to buy 
it. and the consumer has to agree to the price. Furthermore. 
the consumer can specify that no advertiser can resell his/her 
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name without permission. An offer to buy a consumer’s 
name and address might look like this: “Please accept $2.00 
for your name and address so we can send you more info.” 
If the consumer accepts (e.g.. by clicking on the associated 
“CyberCoin). her name and address (from her personal data) 
will be forwarded to the advertiser. and $2 will be trans 
ferred from the advertiser to the consumer’s account. 

Another aspect of the present invention provides a two 
step technique for the development of an accurate consumer 
pro?le. First. a consumer is asked to pro-actively describe 
him or herself. This forms a “base pro?le.” Then the 
consumer’s actions can be monitored in this example such 
that a representation of the consumer’s actions are “over 
laid” upon the self description. This combination of self 
description combined with monitored actions yields highly 
accurate and granular consumer pro?le which can be used to 
predict consumer interests and behaviors. The system also 
can generate a base pro?le from historical data as well as self 
description. 

EXAMPLE 

To show how the approaches discussed above transform 
a typical advertising transaction. consider a brief scenario 
starring “Cynthia.” an Internet surfer who has recently 
signed on to the service provided in accordance with the 
present invention. 
Upon logging on to her customized home page. Cynthia 

would be presented with a list of ads that she may elect to 
view. The ads would be preselected for her on the basis of 
a personal pro?le questionnaire that she has completed plus 
automatic tracking of her previous Internet usage. For 
example. today’s list might contain ads for medium-price 
hotels in Mazatlan (where Cynthia is planning a vacation). 
a do-it-yourself telescope kit (a possibility for her son's 
upcoming birthday). San Francisco Forty-Niner football 
tickets (she’s a fan). new nonfat organic dessert items (she’s 
on a diet). and heavy equipment for earth moving (she is 
part-owner of a construction company). In the system pro 
vided by the present invention. not only are the subjects of 
the ads keyed to Cynthia's interests. but certain aspects of 
their style. depth. and content can also be customized to her 
as well. For example. Cynthia’s love of sunsets. independent 
rock groups. and dancing (all available from her pro?le) can 
be used to customize ads so that she will enjoy them more. 
This marks another important change from prior practice in 
the advertising business. 

Next to some of the titles on the ad list displayed to 
Cynthia is the image of a little gold coin--a “consumer 
interface button” or “CyberCoin"-with a distinctive style. 
When Cynthia clicks her mouse on the CyberCoin. it opens 
up the ad and simultaneously causes a transfer of cash or 
credit directly to Cynthia’s desktop (or to a specialized 
account. credit card or bank account associated with her). 
This gives Cynthia an important incentive to watch the ad. 
The ad can include some degree of interactivity (e.g.. 
Forty-Niners game stadium seating preference. choice of 
diet dessert. etc.) to allow the service to give the advertiser 
a guarantee that Cynthia paid attention to the ad. This 
interactivity can make the ad more fun (e.g.. by providing a 
guessing game. quiz or joke). 
The ad might ask Cynthia if she is interested in having the 

merchant contact her directly. and can include another 
CyberCoin that compensates Cynthia for the informing the 
merchant of her identity. Cynthia can be given the choice of 
whether her identity is to be released-thereby protecting 
her privacy. 
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Applications Beyond Advertising 

Although the present invention is very useful in purveying 
advertising. many of its underlying principles can be carried 
much further. into the realm of any type of valuable 
information—including for example entertainment and 
information on the Internet. The present invention is par 
ticularly useful with regard to information that “pursues the 
consumer” rather than waiting to be discovered. In the past. 
buyers have been the more active party in the entertainment 
and information marketplace. Sellers publish and advertise 
their wares. but buyers do the searching. The present inven 
tion allows these roles to be reversed. It allows the creators 
of entertainment and information (writers. ?lm makers. 
journalists. musicians. graphic artists) or their agents to 
actively seek out their potential audience. based on the 
personal pro?les on ?le in the database. As with advertising. 
such contacts would only take place with the permission of 
the receiving party. 
The following additional features are provided in accor— 

dance with the present invention: 
Trading Houses 

Eventually. advertising. information. and entertainment 
may all exist amicably side by side in a cyberspace To 
handle a wide variety of different transactions. the present 
invention provides a “trading house"—an electronic analog 
of a stock exchange. This is an on-line trading “?oor” where 
buyers and sellers (or their software agents) can actively ?nd 
each other and negotiate transactions. Initially. such trans 
actions would probably be handled through a central server 
facility. but eventually the work could be spread among 
many local entrepreneurs who would franchise the necessary 
software and set themselves up as independent agents to 
service their community and local businesses (akin to the 
shopping newspapers common in most local communities). 
Highly targeted. localized. low-volume advertising might 
enable some small mom-and-pop businesses and specialized 
low-tech cottage industries—for example. someone who 
repairs antique violins—to use advertising to reach custom 
ers for the ?rst time. 
Points of Interest 

Various prior art techniques available on the Internet— 
speci?cally bookmarks. history tracking in searching. and 
On Technology's “On Location” product—permit consum 
ers to track back to items of interest. The present invention 
can provide “points of interest” that establish a mechanism 
for tracking all consumption and viewing. and keeping 
indexed content summaries that allow the viewer to conduct 
free-form searches of the recent past. 
Private Home Pages 
The World Wide Web allows anyone to maintain public 

“home pages” that are visible to all. and are accessible to all 
with optional name-password access restrictions. The sys 
tem provided by the present invention adds the capability of 
maintaining private home pages that are accessible and 
visible only to their owners. Another example feature of 
these pages is the capability of “dragging and dropping" 
content between one’s private and public home pages. 
Pricing 
The service provided by the present invention can be 

o?ered free to the consumer. with the service operator 
receiving compensation from advertisers. 

BRJEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

These. as well as other objects and advantages of this 
invention. will be more completely understood and appre 
ciated by careful study of the following more detailed 
description of a presently preferred exemplary embodiment 
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