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(57) ABSTRACT 

Methods, systems, and articles of manufacture consistent 
With the present invention provide an electronic marketplace 
that matches units of content from secondary content provid 
ers With suitable vacancies from primary content providers. 
Vacancies may constitute, or be included in, any digital trans 
mission containers, such as a television or radio program 
ming, Web pages, and the like. Speci?cally, the electronic 
marketplace automatically matches content offered by sec 
ondary content providers With vacancies offered by primary 
content providers thus ?lling the vacancies in these containers 
through a real -time content trading, placement, and distribu 
tion system. To do so, attributes associated With the vacancies 
and With units of secondary content are used to trade and 
match suitable vacancies With suitable content. This inven 
tion enables both secondary content oWners and vacancy 
oWners (primary content providers) to obtain the full com 
mercial bene?t of their secondary content and containers. 
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CONTENT DISTRIBUTION SYSTEM AND 
METHOD 

RELATED APPLICATIONS 

[0001] This application claims priority to and is a continu 
ation of US. patent application Ser. No. 12/891,921 entitled 
the same and ?led on Sep. 28, 2010, Which is a continuation 
of US. patent application Ser. No. 11/355,204 entitled the 
same and ?led on Feb. 16, 2006 (now US. Pat. No. 7,831,512 
issued on Nov. 9, 2010), Which is a continuation-in-part of 
US. patent application Ser. No. 09/ 630,720 ?led on Aug. 2, 
2000, Which is a continuation-in-part of US. patent applica 
tion Ser. No. 09/532,048 ?led on Mar. 21, 2000, Which relies 
upon and claims priority to US. Provisional Application No. 
60/155,015 ?led Sep. 21, 1999. US. patent application Ser. 
No. 09/630,720 also relies upon and claims priority to US. 
Provisional Application No. 60/155,015. All provisional and 
non-provisional applications listed above are hereby incor 
porated by reference herein in their entirety. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0002] A. Field of the Invention 
[0003] The invention relates generally to content distribu 
tion systems and, more particularly, to a system for distribut 
ing digital contents associated With a container based on a 
relationship betWeen attributes associated With the digital 
content and attributes associated With a de?ned region of the 
container. The container may constitute, or be included in, 
any digital transmission, such as a television or radio pro 
gramming, Web pages, and the like. 
[0004] B. Description of the Related Art 
[0005] Content generally comprises any kind of text, 
audible message, and/ or visual. Today, content is reduced to 
bits and bytes for transmission and visual and/or audible 
output. Content ?nds its Way into our homes via output 
devices such as televisions (With or Without set-top boxes), 
radios, computer netWorks (e.g., the Internet), and the like. 
Content also makes its Way into our everyday routine via 
portable output devices such as pagers, personal digital assis 
tants (PDAs), Wireless telephones (e.g. cellular or satellite), 
and the like. 
[0006] Generally, content is provided to these output 
devices based on arrangements made long before the trans 
mission from a source to the output devices. For example, 
primary content providers such as television stations, radio 
stations, publishers on the Internet, Internet Service Provid 
ers, pager service companies, and other entities that provide a 
medium or netWork for transmitting content to an audience 
enter into agreements With content providers, such as adver 
tisers, to transmit units of content, such as advertisements at 
predetermined times, intervals, locations, etc. to all or speci?c 
devices. 
[0007] But transmission of content-units is not limited to 
advertisements. Other types of content providers also prear 
range for the transmission or airing of their content. For 
example, entities that produce programs (secondary content) 
for television enter into agreements With television stations 
and netWorks (primary content providers) to transmit speci?c 
programs at predetermined times. The same is true for the 
other forms of entertainment, edutainment, and communica 
tion described above. 
[0008] Providers of primary and secondary content merge 
their content before delivery to the consumer. These arrange 
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ments are often negotiated long before delivery to the con 
sumer and through a labor intensive process. Therefore, at the 
time of transmission the predetermined cost to the content 
providers does not necessarily re?ect the current level or 
interest in the secondary or primary content at the time of 
transmission. For example, a primary content provider may 
experience an unexpected surge in interest in a particular 
program at a particular time but the provider may not be able 
to reap the ?nancial bene?t of the additional interest by, for 
example, charging secondary content providers, such as 
advertisers accordingly for advertising during the surge. 
Moreover, prearranged arrangements may prevent certain 
advertisers and producers from competing effectively for 
transmission time from the primary content provider. 

[0009] For example, the barriers for publishing content on 
the Internet are loW. A computer equipped With a communi 
cation mechanism such as a modem and telephone connec 
tion is nearly all that is necessary to gain access to the Internet. 
A program called a Web broWser, such as the NETSCAPE 
NAVIGATOR from NETSCAPE Corporation, makes it a 
simple task to traverse the vast netWork of information avail 
able on the Internet and, speci?cally, its subpart knoWn as the 
“World Wide Web.” 

[0010] The architecture of the Web folloWs a conventional 
client-server model. The term “client” and “server” are used 
to refer to a computer’ s general role as a requester of data (the 
client) or provider of data (the server). In conventional set 
tings, a Web broWser resides in each client and is used to 
access specially formatted “Web pages” that reside on Inter 
net (Web) servers. Web clients and Web servers communicate 
using a conventional protocol called “HyperText Transfer 
Protocol” (HTTP). 

[0011] In operation, a Web broWser opens a connection to a 
Web server and initiates a request for a document using a 
Uniform Resource Locator (URL). The Web server delivers 
the requested document, typically in a standard coded format 
such as the “HyperText Markup Language” (HTML) format. 
After the document is delivered, the connection is closed. The 
Web broWser renders the document, displaying content or 
performing a function designated by the document. In this 
Way, tile Web server publishes content. 

[0012] With the explosive groWth of e-commerce, the Inter 
net is poised to realiZe its potential as a revolutionary Way for 
businesses to interact With their customers and each other. 
This potential is evident With the groWth of e-commerce as 
applied to certain business ?elds such as retailing, advertis 
ing, and content syndication. Certain knoWn business meth 
ods, and conventional implementations of these methods 
alloW for deployment of each of these ?elds on the Internet 
and for primary or secondary content providers to earn rev 
enue for participating in this market. HoWever, these ?elds 
remain arti?cially disjointed and monolithic in their deploy 
ment. 

[0013] Therefore, there is a need for a system that can 
combine the diverse area of commerce into a single univer 
sally accessible system to all content providers. Such a sys 
tem not only permits digital content providers to explicitly 
target consumers and medium, but also it permits primary 
content providers, such as Web publishers, cellular service 
providers, and broadcasters, or secondary content providers 
to maximiZe their revenues for part of their medium. 
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SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0014] Methods, systems, and articles of manufacture con 
sistent With embodiments of the present invention overcome 
the shortcomings of existing systems, for example, by pro 
viding a means for creating (Within content of any digital 
medium) designated regions (“vacancies”) Which are 
reserved to be ?lled by other secondary digital content, by 
providing a means for creating units of content Which can ?ll 
the vacancies, and by providing an automated broker that 
responds to real-time noti?cations of vacancies that need 
content, selects appropriate units of content for each vacancy, 
and transmits in real-time the content unit information to ?ll 
each vacancy. Both the vacancies and the content units that ?ll 
them have attributes that may be used to determine hoW and 
When a vacancy Will be ?lled by a unit of content, or hoW and 
When a unit of content can be used. The automated broker 
may use marketplace (trading) mechanisms to determine the 
matching and selection of content, A vacancy may be 
included in any digital medium such as digital video or digital 
audio, Web pages, email and the like, Correspondingly, the 
unit of content that ?lls a vacancy can constitute any digital 
medium. 
[0015] At different times, a single vacancy may be ?lled 
With a variety of types of different content from any source. 
Conversely, a single vacancy in content that is distributed to 
multiple consumers may be ?lled With different content for 
each consumer at the same timeithus making the vacancy 
also a method for seamlessly assembling multi-sourced, mix 
and-match content, on-the-?y. 
[0016] Trading and placing content units Within vacancies 
for content enables both primary content oWners and second 
ary content oWners to obtain the full commercial and con 
sumer bene?t of their content. 
[0017] In an implementation consistent With an embodi 
ment the present invention a method for creating vacancies 
Within content is provided. A vacancy is a designated region 
Within digital content Which is reserved to be ?lled by other 
(secondary) digital content. Each vacancy has attributes that 
can be used to determine hoW and When that vacancy Will be 
?lled by secondary content. At different times, a single 
vacancy may be ?lled With a variety of types of different 
content from any sourceithus making the vacancy also a 
method for assembling on-the-?y, mix-and-match content. 
[0018] In another implementation consistent With the 
present invention a method for creating a modular unit of 
digital content (a “snap-in”) is provided. For example, a snap 
in may be as simple as a graphic image, or as complex as a 
complete vieW of an email in-box, or a digital audio public 
message, or a digital video advertisement. The term “snap-in” 
connotes that it can ?t into a vacancy. Each snap-in has 
attributes that describe it fully, and that can be used to deter 
mine hoW and When that snap-in Will be used. 
[0019] In another implementation consistent With the 
present invention a method for creating a content broker that 
matches and selects snap-ins for vacancies is provided. The 
broker may be server softWare that runs on a service provid 
er’s computers. 
[0020] The broker may include softWare that manages a 
database of information about available snap-ins and vacan 
cies. The broker also includes softWare that can respond in 
real-time to noti?cations of content vacancies that need to be 
?lled, The broker includes softWare that can compare the 
attributes of a vacancy With available snap-ins, and that can 
apply market mechanisms (trading) in the course of selecting 
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a content snap-in for a vacancy. The broker can track the use 
of vacancies and the use of snap-ins. The broker also includes 
softWare that can distribute or transmit a snap-in to each 
vacancy to be ?lled. 
[0021] In another implementation consistent With an 
embodiment of the present invention, a method is provided 
for notifying a broker (or service provider) in real-time of a 
vacancy opening that needs to be ?lled With content. The 
noti?cation may be transmitted across a netWork such as the 

Internet, and may include vacancy information, such as the 
attributes of the open vacancy, and other information includ 
ing data on the consumer of the digital content that contains 
the vacancy. 
[0022] In another implementation consistent With an 
embodiment of the present invention, a method for merging a 
snap-in’s content into the reserved region designated by a 
vacancy in digital content is provided. This merging may 
occur in real-time. This merging Will provide the end con 
sumer of content that contained vacancies With a seamless 
and personaliZable experience of ?nal content that may have 
been assembled on-the-?y from multiple units of content 
from multiple sources. 
[0023] Systems and articles of manufacture corresponding 
to these implementations are also provided Within the scope 
of the present invention. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0024] The accompanying draWings, Which are incorpo 
rated in and constitute a part of this speci?cation, illustrate an 
implementation of the invention and, together With the 
description, serve to explain the advantages and principles of 
the invention. In the draWings: 
[0025] FIG. 1A depicts a content trading, placement, and 
distribution system, according to an embodiment of the 
present invention; 
[0026] FIG. 1B depicts a content trading, placement and 
distribution system, according to another embodiment of the 
present invention; 
[0027] FIG. 2 depicts an exemplary vacancy and snap-in, 
according to an embodiment of the present invention; 
[0028] FIG. 3 depicts an exemplary content distribution 
system suitable for practicing methods and systems, accord 
ing to an embodiment of the present invention; 
[0029] FIG. 4 depicts a more detailed diagram of the con 
sumer computer depicted in FIG. 3; 
[0030] FIG. 5A depicts a more detailed diagram of the 
primary content distribution server depicted in FIG. 3; 
[0031] FIG. 5B depicts a more detailed diagram of the 
snap-in provider server depicted in FIG. 3; 
[0032] FIG. 5C depicts a more detailed diagram of the 
service provider server depicted n FIG. 3; 
[0033] FIGS. 6A and 6B each depicts a How chart of the 
steps performed When creating a vacancy, according to an 
embodiment of the present invention; 
[0034] FIG. 7 depicts a How chart of the steps performed 
When creating a snap-in, according to an embodiment of the 
present invention; 
[0035] FIG. 8 depicts a How chart of the steps performed by 
the service provider server When trading vacancies and snap 
ins, according to an embodiment of the present invention; 
[0036] FIG. 9 depicts a How chart of the steps performed by 
the data processing system When inserting a snap-in into a 
vacancy, according to an embodiment of the present inven 
tion; 
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[0037] FIG. 10 depicts an exemplary Web page for use, 
according to an embodiment of the present invention; 
[0038] FIG. 11 depicts an example embodiment suitable for 
methods and systems consistent With embodiments of the 
present invention; and 
[0039] FIG. 12 depicts an alternative content distribution 
system suitable for practicing methods and systems consis 
tent With the present invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

[0040] The following detailed description of the invention 
refers to the accompanying draWings. Although the descrip 
tion includes exemplary implementations, other implementa 
tions are possible, and changes may be made to the imple 
mentations described Without departing from the spirit and 
scope of the invention. The folloWing detailed description 
does not limit the invention. Instead, the scope of the inven 
tion is de?ned by the appended claims. Wherever possible, 
the same reference numbers Will be used throughout the 
draWings and the folloWing description to refer to the same or 
like parts. 
[0041] OvervieW: 
[0042] Methods, systems, and articles of manufacture con 
sistent With an embodiment of the present invention provide a 
marketplace and distribution mechanism that matches and 
trades units of content and containers of content, using 
attributes associated With the content units and containers, 
and merges matched content Within the matched containers. 
Such methods, systems, and articles enable primary content 
providers to make available and ?ll these containers in real 
time using a content trading and placement process facilitated 
by the marketplace. This enables Web publishers, information 
providers, and broadcasters to receive content for their con 
tainers in real time and obtain value-based returns for permit 
ting secondary content providers to ?ll these containers With 
content. Similarly, this marketplace approach enables content 
providers to de?ne units of content and distribute them in real 
time into suitable containers, and to obtain value-based 
returns for permitting Web publishers, information providers, 
and broadcasters to use these units of content. 
[0043] Vacancies are spatial or temporal regions that may 
constitute or be included in content containers. A vacancy is 
a place reserved to hold a unit of content created by a content 
provider. In one example, a container such as a Web page, may 
contain vacancies in the form of spatially de?ned regions 
Within the Web page. In another example, a container such as 
an audio program may contain vacancies in the form of tem 
porally de?ned regions designated for embedding units of 
second-party content, such as advertising or public service 
announcements. In yet another example a container, such as a 
text message intended for devices, such as pagers, cellular 
phones, or PDAs, may contain a vacancy in the form of a 
region designated for a unit of embedded data sourced from a 
secondary content provider, such as personalized neWs, 
sports, or advertising. 
[0044] A consumer may receive the container as a primary 
content stream. Any vacancies in the container are open to 
accept suitable content from a suitable secondary content 
provider. The marketplace may locate a suitable secondary 
content provider Whose content stream is transmitted to the 
consumer Within any designated portions (vacancies) Within 
the primary content stream. 
[0045] A vacancy is a region oWned by a vacancy provider 
that can be used for any suitable use by any secondary content 
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provider for any number of use-units (e.g., impressions) at 
any monetary price (or in exchange for any other instrument 
of value Within the marketplace). A vacancy provider may be 
a Web publisher, broadcaster, information providers, or any 
other entity that makes vacancies available to secondary con 
tent providers. A vacancy provider may allocate permanent or 
temporary occupancy to secondary digital content providers 
based on content/ context suitability and pricing consider 
ations that are negotiated by the marketplace. In other Words, 
the vacancy provider may dictate the type of content needed 
for allocated regions Within the vacancy provider’ s medium. 
The suitability, pricing matching is negotiated in a market 
place based on the vacancy attributes that the vacancy pro 
vider attaches to the vacancy and attributes that a secondary 
content provider attaches to a particular unit of content. 

[0046] Vacancy providers create vacancies With attributes, 
such as dynamic attributes and static attributes. These 
attributes identify each vacancy by type, methods, systems, 
and articles of manufacture consistent With an embodiment of 
the present invention provide a marketplace and distribution 
mechanism that matches and trades units of content and con 
tainers of content, using attributes associated With the content 
units and containers, and merges matched content Within the 
matched containers. Such methods, systems, and articles 
enable primary content providers to make available and ?ll 
these containers in real time using a content trading and 
placement process facilitated by the marketplace. This 
enables Web publishers, information providers, and broad 
casters to receive content for their containers in real time and 
obtain value-based returns for permitting secondary content 
providers to ?ll these containers With content. Similarly, this 
marketplace approach enables content providers to de?ne 
units of content and distribute them in real time into suitable 
containers, and to obtain value-based returns for permitting 
Web publishers, information providers, and broadcasters to 
use these units of content. 

[0047] Vacancies are spatial or temporal regions that may 
constitute or be included in content containers. A vacancy is 
a place reserved to hold a unit of content created by a content 
provider. In one example, a container such as a Web page, may 
contain vacancies in the form of spatially de?ned regions 
Within the Web page. In another example, a container such as 
an audio program may contain vacancies in the form of tem 
porally de?ned regions designated for embedding units of 
second-party content, such as advertising or public service 
announcements. In yet another example a container, such as a 
text message intended for devices, such as pagers, cellular 
phones, or PDAs, may contain a vacancy in the form of a 
region designated for a unit of embedded data sourced from a 
secondary content provider, such as personalized neWs, 
sports, or advertising. 
[0048] A consumer may receive the container as a primary 
content stream. Any vacancies in the container are open to 
accept suitable content from a suitable secondary content 
provider. The marketplace may locate a suitable secondary 
content provider Whose content stream is transmitted to the 
consumer Within any designated portions (vacancies) Within 
the primary content stream and the suitable secondary content 
to ?ll the vacancy. Static attributes may include required 
secondary content type (such as teenage advertising, sales 
opportunity, syndicated neWs, an audio stream), the physical 
siZe and location of the vacancy, time and date quali?cations 
for the vacancy, or classi?cation of the vacancy. Dynamic 
attributes are de?ned as attributes that can change or be 
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