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(57) ABSTRACT

An exemplary embodiment of the invention relates to a sys-
tem and method for providing digital messaging services
received from multiple sources over a communications net-
work. The system 1ncludes a client system, including a dis-
play screen coupled to a communications link; a workstation
including a web browser, a memory, and a processor, said
workstation coupled to said communications link; a hosting
system, including a graphics server, a content server, and a
scheduling server, each in communication with each other via
a communications link; and a workstation and data storage
device coupled to the communications link; and a data storage
device for storing data utilized by said hosting system.

The client system requests and receives digital messaging
services from said hosting system under a subscription agree-
ment. Digital messaging services include advertisements pro-
cured from said client system, and one or more local content
providers, national advertisers, local advertisers, corporate
marketing groups, and advertising agencies. Interactive digi-
tal messaging services are also available through the present
ivention. A user accesses these services via a variety of input
devices; such as a bar code scanner, a wireless telephone or
personal digital assistant, a kiosk with touch screen design,
microphone, or other similar input device.

2 Claims, 7 Drawing Sheets
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702

Berry Orchard Winery

White Zinfandel

A lightly textured, semi-dry wine
complementary with fish, seafood,
and chicken entrees.

May be served chilled or at room temperature.

Moderately priced

Suggested hors d'ceuvre accompaniments:
cheese (brie, cheddar, gorgonzola),
shrimp, or bruschetta

FIG. 7
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SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR PROVIDING
DIGITAL MESSAGING SERVICES

Matter enclosed in heavy brackets [ ]| appears in the
original patent but forms no part of this reissue specifica-
tion; matter printed in italics indicates the additions
made by reissue; a claim printed with strikethrough indi-
cates that the claim was canceled, disclaimed, or held
invalid by a prior post-patent action or proceeding.

BACKGROUND

The present mnvention relates generally to computer-imple-
mented digital messaging. More particularly, the present
invention relates to a method and system for communicating
consumer-oriented information to customers 1n a retail envi-
ronment via a computerized network system.

For marketing groups and corporate retailers, the media
advertising planning process 1s not an easy one. Numerous
marketing channels are available to choose from and include
mass media such as television, newspapers, radio, and maga-
zines, as well as out-of-the-home media such as outdoor and
transit advertising, and electronic billboards. Additionally,
support media such as direct marketing, interactive media,
promotional products advertising, and in-store point-of-pur-
chase options are also available options for consideration.
Selecting from these choices of media 1s cumbersome, 1n part
due to the nature of the media themselves. Each media chan-
nel has 1ts own advantages and disadvantages. TV features
both sight and sound, unlike most other media. Although TV
offers greater coverage capabilities, those capabilities may be
offset by 1ts expense and 1ntrusive ‘push’-type nature. View-
ers, 1n other words, are captive audiences of advertisements
and must take active measures to avoid them, e.g., changing
channels. It 1s also a nonselective medium, as 1t 1s difficult to
reach a precisely defined market segment. This 1s likely due to
changing variations in the composition of audiences due to
variables such as program content, broadcast time, and geo-
graphic coverage. Buying air time on a TV program does not
guarantee a product’s exposure but merely provides an oppor-
tunity to communicate a message to large numbers of con-
sumers. But there 1s increasing evidence that the size of the
viewing audience shrinks during a commercial break. Thus,
getting consumers to pay attention to commercials has
become a greater challenge. The increased presence of VCRs
and remote controls has led to the problems of zipping (i.e.,
fast forwarding through commercials during the playing of a
previously recorded program), or zapping (1.€., the changing,
channels to avoid commercials). Measuring the effectiveness
of a television advertisement on the sale of a product can also
be problematic for the product’s marketing group.

Advertising by radio offers a low cost alternative to televi-
s1on. It requires only a script to be read by the radio announcer
or a pre-recorded message to be aired. Air time 1s also mnex-
pensive to purchase. Radio, however, has creative limitations
owing to the absence of a visual image. The briel, fleeting
nature of the radio commercial, as well as the fragmented
composition of the radio audience, are also problematic.
Much like 1’ s television counterpart, measuring the effective-
ness of a radio advertisement can also be difficult. Audience
rating services such as Arbitron™ for local radio audiences
and RADAR™ studies for network audiences are sources of
ratings information.

Magazine advertising has the capability to convey more
information and keep that information available to a con-
sumer for a long time, unlike a newspaper alternative which 1s
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typically thrown away after it has been read. One advantage of
magazine advertising 1s its selective audience targeting. For

example, it comes as no surprise that a magazine such as
Modern Photography™ would be a suitable medium for the
likes of Nikon™, Polaroid™, and Canon™ for advertising
their cameras and equipment. Disadvantages of magazine
advertising include high cost and limited audience reach and
frequency. That 1s, while many people read one or more
consumer magazines each month, studies indicate the per-
centage of adults reading any individual publication tends to
be much smaller, resulting 1n a thin penetration of house-
holds. Newspapers also offer advantages, as do outdoor and
direct media. Each of these alternatives must be caretully
considered, along with many other factors. This process
becomes even more complicated when the advertiser 1s faced
with selecting between alternatives within the same medium,
(e.g., Time™ and Newsweek™). The product and/or service
being advertised also aflects the media planning process.
Businesses have found some media more usetul than others 1n
conveying their messages to specific target audiences. Mar-
keting budgets and availability of sales measurements also
alfect these decisions.

Interactive media such as Internet, online services, kiosks,
and interactive TV are becoming increasingly utilized and
present some significant advantages over the traditional “pas-
stve’ channels. Interactive media allows the consumer to lit-
crally interact with the source, offering targeted specific mar-
ket segments, as well as direct dealings with a user. Interactive
media are providing new ways of getting messages out to the
public. Digital signage companies are beginning to pop up,
taking advantage of the lowering costs of technology and
widespread use of the Internet by the public 1n general. Digi-
tal signage messaging enables variable, point-of-use infor-
mation, targeted for a selected audience.

Digital signage companies currently operating in the mar-
ket today are primarily designed around a business model that
targets captive audiences (e.g., visitors waiting 1n line, 1n an
clevator, 1n a waiting room, on an exercise bike, etc.). For
example, Netpulse™ provides digital messaging services to
health clubs via displays such as those found on a treadmall.
Information provided may include health and dieting tips, as
well as information targeted to the type of individuals likely to
be using that treadmuill. The value proposition to the viewer 1s
not so much to inform as 1t 1s to entertain, 1.e. to make the wait
more tolerable. In exchange for a more tolerable wait, the
viewer ‘agrees’ to watch advertising. Thus, the business
model currently used 1s a ‘push’ advertising model—an audi-
ence that, even 11 they are receptive to the advertising, cannot
act on the message (since they are preparing to leave the store,
are stuck in an elevator, waiting for a doctor, etc.).

It would therefore be desirable to provide a digital messag-
ing service at a point of purchase location, that 1s designed to
pull 1n a viewing audience and which provides customizable
and interactive capabilities.

SUMMARY

An exemplary embodiment relates to a computer network-
based system and method for providing digital information
and advertising to an active audience at a point of purchase
location via a commumnications network. The system includes
a client system comprising a display screen, a web-enabled
workstation, storage device, and server all of which are
coupled to a communications link. The system also includes
a hosting system, including a graphics server, a content
server, and a scheduling server, a workstation for accessing
applications stored on the servers; and a data storage device
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for storing data utilized by said hosting system all of which
are coupled to a communications link. Additional entities
interact with the system as described further herein.

The client system requests and receives digital messaging,
services over the Internet or other similar network configura-
tion from the hosting system under a subscription agreement.
Digital messaging services imnclude access to a data collection
resource whereby data 1s collected from many sources on the
web and 1s then assimilated for use and display by one or more
of these sources. Interactive digital messaging services are
also available through the present invention. A user accesses
these services visa variety of mput devices, such as a bar code
scanner, a wireless telephone or personal digital assistant, a
kiosk with touch screen design, microphone, or other similar
iput device.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Referring now to the drawings wherein like elements are
numbered alike in the several FIGURES:

FI1G. 1 1s a block diagram of a portion of a network system
on which the digital messaging system 1s implemented 1n an
exemplary embodiment of the invention;

FIG. 2 1s a flowchart representing the process of establish-
ing content for the digital messaging display as implemented
by a retailer client system:;

FI1G. 3 1s a flowchart representing the process of establish-
ing content for the digital messaging display as implemented
by an advertiser;

FI1G. 4 1s a sample digital messaging web page presented to
a visitor of the web site for accessing digital messaging ser-
ViCesS;

FI1G. 5 1s a sample display screen illustrating bundled con-
tent configured for a retail establishment;

FIG. 6 1s a block diagram of a portion of a network system
on which the digital messaging system 1s implemented 1n an
alternative embodiment of the invention; and

FI1G. 7 1s a sample display tile from a display screen depict-
ing user-customized content in accordance with an alternative
embodiment of the invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED
EMBODIMENT

A portion of an exemplary network system 100 on which
the imnvention might be used 1s shown in FIG. 1. System 100
comprises a hosting system 102 for implementing the digital
messaging system. Although not necessary to realize the
advantages of the present invention, hosting system 102 may
be part of a wide area network (WAN), virtual private network
(VPN), or a combination of both in which different geo-
graphical locations are interconnected, either by high-speed
data lines or by radio links, interconnecting multiple work-
stations at widely disparate locations. In the simplified dia-
gram of FIG. 1, hosting system 102 includes a graphics appli-
cations server 104, a content server 106, and a scheduling
server 108, all of which are in communication with each other
and with enftities associated with hosting system 102 via a
network connection 110. For purposes of illustration, net-
work 110 1s an intranet network infrastructure operating on a
local area network (LAN). Network 110 1s connected to the
Internet via content server 106. Content server 106 includes
web server software for hosting and serving web pages of
hosting system 102. Content server 106 also includes appli-
cations soltware for initiating customer registration, autho-
rizing access to hosting system’s 102 applications, directing,
visitor requests, forwarding screen-ready content to client
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4

system 120, and accessing image and templates databases
from data storage device 114 as will be explained further
herein.

Graphics applications server 104 provides software for
creating, designing, and customizing content via in-house or
independent graphics artists, veritying design approvals and
disapprovals and forwarding them to designated entities,
sending notifications to interested parties concerming the
approvals or disapprovals of design templates and content,
and saving the finished products to data storage device 114 for
subsequent scheduling functions and retrieval by subscribing
entities.

Scheduling server 108 periodically pulls finished content
or display-ready materials from data storage device 114,
checks times, dates, and locations for these materials, and
prepares them for display. Server 108 delivers the finished
product by the Internet to server 1235 for delayed or immediate
display on screen 128. Delivery may be accomplished 1n
various ways. For example, client system 120 periodically
dials up or contacts hosting system 102 and downloads con-
tent via an automated or semi-automated process. Hosting
system 102 may also provide notification of content to be
delivered to client system 120, followed by transmission of
the content for storage and subsequent display at client sys-
tem 120. Server 108 also tracks and audits this information
and generates various reports in accordance with business
rules adopted by hosting system 102 and/or client system 120.

Also mcluded 1n hosting system 102 are workstations 112
utilized by hosting system 102. Workstations 112 communi-
cate with each other, as well as with servers 104, 106, 108, and
data storage device 114 via network 110. Workstations 112
may be general-purpose computers, or personal computers
(PCs) and include keyboards or other input devices for enter-
ing commands and accessing applications and data associated
with entities of hosting system 102 such as servers 104, 106,
108, and data storage device 114. In-house graphics artists,
system maintenance personnel, and administrative personnel
may be typical users of workstations 112. Alternatively, serv-
ers 104, 106, and 108 may include monitors, mput devices
and storage mediums 1n lieu of workstations 112 and data
storage device 114. Data storage device 114 houses databases
pertaining to customer registration data, customer billing and
reporting, marketing analyses and measurements, and any
other information desired by hosting system 102. Hosting
system 102 may be connected to the Internet via plain old
telephone service (POTS), DSL, T-1, ISDN, or other high-
speed communications medium known 1n the art.

Hosting system 102 provides digital advertising and infor-
mation services via the Internet to subscribing client system
120 vutilizing the digital messaging applications and system
devices. Hosting system 102 may provide the necessary hard-
ware, software, network connections, information services,
and system maintenance and repair to subscribing customers
such as client system 120 for a monthly fee. Customized
graphics services may also be provided by hosting system 102
for a fee. Hosting system 102 1s the conduit through which
national and local advertisers may market products on sub-
scribing systems and through which discounts or rebates are
tracked and delivered to those subscribing systems displaying
these advertisements.

Also included 1n system 100 1s client system 120 compris-
ing a workstation 122 coupled to a data storage device 124
and display screen 128 via a communications link 126. Client
system 120 1s typically a retailer who subscribes to hosting
system’s 102 services. A server 125 may also be imncluded 1n
client system 120 and 1s coupled to workstation 122 via
communications link 126, typically a cable line. Display
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screen 128 may be a monitor, kiosk, screen or other vehicle
that displays 1images and text. Display screen 128 may be a
cathode ray tube (CRT), liquid crystal display (LCD), gas
plasma, or other similar type display. Display screen 128 may
be connected to workstation 122 1n either a wired or wireless
fashion. Additionally, any number of display screens 128 may
be simultaneously utilized by client system 120, each capable
of displaying different content. For example, a retailer of
client system 120 may utilize one or more display screens 128
in each aisle of the retail store, or may target specific areas by
product or promotion, or ease ol viewing capabilities. The
term ‘content’ refers to formats of information display and
includes any type of format known in the art including voice,
video, and text materials.

Workstation 122 may be a personal computer (PC) includ-
ing an iput device such as a keyboard, mouse, etc. Worksta-
tion 122 also includes an mternal or external memory such as
data storage device 124, and web browser software capable of
communicating with hosting system 102. Alternatively, a
similar web-enabled device may be utilized in lieu of work-
station 122 such as a laptop, PDA, or other suitable appliance.
Data storage device 124 stores display-ready content, billing
information, reports, market analyses received from hosting
system 102, as well as any proprietary information desired by
client system 120. Alternatively, such data may be housed 1n
data storage device 114 for subsequent query and retrieval by
client system 120. A subscribing retailer at client system 120
logs on the hosting system’s 102 web site, accesses the digital
messaging application, and designs display screen templates
and generates content material to be delivered to display
screen 128 via the Internet. Alternatively, a retailer subscrib-
ing to these digital messaging services may choose not to
advertise 1ts own products but instead allow other advertisers
to design and display advertisements for viewing at the retail-
er’s establishment. Conversely, a retailer may choose to dis-
play only 1ts own proprietary advertisements and information
rather than accept advertisements from third parties. The
digital messaging services of this invention allows for each of
the above configurations.

Other content available to be displayed on display screen
128 originates from sources outside of client system 120 as
shown 1n system 100 of FIG. 1. Graphics services can be
provided via hosting system 102 by establishing an agree-
ment with independent graphic artists 130 who employ Inter-
net and web-enabled devices. Hosting system 102 operates a
web site (not shown) through which interested parties such as
graphic artists 130 can communicate their desire in providing
these services. Graphics artists 130 may register at the web
site and this information 1s made available to subscribing
entities 120-170 of system 100. Hosting system 102 may also
employ its own graphics artists for these services as well.
These services are also listed and provided to requesting
entities 120-170. Another source of content to be displayed on
display screen 128 originates from national and local adver-
tisers 140. National and local advertisers access hosting sys-
tem’s 102 web site and are allowed to register with hosting
system 102 for advertising services to be performed at one or
more client systems. Registered advertisers 140 provide
detailed information concerning the advertisement as well as
any display requirements (e.g., times, dates, locations for
display) at the web site. A subscribing retailer such as client
system 120 periodically dials up or contacts the web site 1n
order to view, select, retrieve, and display those advertise-
ments which comport with the advertiser’s 140 requirements
and the retailer’s 120 requirements. Alternatively, such con-
tact may be automated 11 desired.
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Yet another source of content includes local content from
providers 150 which comprises news, weather, sports, stock
market information and the like for viewing on display screen
128. Local content providers 150 are typically under agree-
ment with hosting system 102 to provide these services, and
client system 120 may choose one or more of these content
providers 150. Once selected, the local content data may be
directly disseminated from content provider 150 to client
system 120 for display on screen 128. Client system 120
periodically contacts content provider 150 for any updates or
changes.

Large client systems 160 with large or dispersed corporate
olfices can collaborate on the design and nature of content to
be displayed utilizing the digital messaging services. For
example, a corporate marketing department or visual mer-
chandizing department for a large retail chain can access
hosting system’s 102 web site and provide content for one or
more retail stores such as client system 120. Finally, an adver-
tising agency 170 may access hosting system’s 102 web site
on behalf of 1ts client 1n order to assist 1ts customers with their
advertising needs.

A subscribing retailer 120 of the digital messaging system
may create and update content for viewing on display screen
128 as described 1n FIG. 2. The retailer at client system 120
accesses the digital messaging web site via a web-enabled
workstation 122 at step 202. Hosting system 102 responds by
presenting its web page via content server 106 to client sys-
tem 120 via the Internet. The retailer 1s prompted to enter a
pre-assigned 1dentification and password at step 204. Server
106 authenticates the client’s ID and password and if
approved, authorizes access to hosting system’s 102 services.
Services include creating screen displays, adding or changing
retail-specific content, approving third-party advertisements,
account information and reports. Hosting system 102 then
presents the retailer with a main menu screen at step 205
which 1temizes the services listed above. A subscribing
retailer who wants to generate or modily the layout of a
display screen selects “Select Screen Design™ at step 2060,
whereby content server 106 presents the retailer with a variety
ol screen templates to choose from at step 208. Screen tem-
plates comprise multi-tiled windows for displaying a variety
of advertisements and other content. Tiles include large and
small rectangular shaped windows as well as elongated strips
ol text-formatted windows for displaying ‘looping’ text or
data matenals. Images and graphics can be still frames or
fixed 1mages, or may be moving multi-media graphics and
text with audio accompaniment. The retailer selects a tem-

plate for use and the content menu screen 1s then presented at
step 210.

The content menu allows the retailer to create advertise-
ments, select from a list of local content providers, determine
display criteria, and transmit display-ready content for view-
ing. Display-ready content includes pre-designed advertise-
ments and information that 1s in final form and ready to
display on display screen 128. Display-ready content can be
transmitted to hosting system 102 via e-mail attachment, file
transter protocol (F'TP), snail mail followed by manual load-
ing into storage device 114, or other transmission means.
Retailer content includes advertisements pertaining to 1in-
store products, promotions, or services and may be updated as
often as desired by retail client system 120. Other content
menu options nclude local content information sources pro-
vided by third parties under an agreement with hosting sys-
tem 102. Local content information sources provide news,
weather, sports, stock market indexes, theatre or movie trivia,
and other types of information of entertainment value. By
providing local content, viewers are attracted or ‘pulled’ to
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display screen 128 rather than display screen 128 ‘pushing’
continuous advertisements at the viewers. Examples of local
content providers include Reuters™, MediaCast™, Dfilm-
com™, and Newstream.com™. The retailer 120 may select
one or more of these 1tems that 1t believes will complement
the needs of 1ts customers. The retailer selects the desired
local content provider service and transmits the selection to
hosting system 102 at step 228 for storage and scheduling
functions.

The retailer may obtain graphics services to facilitate retail
content creation by selecting the 1image/text option at step
212, whereby content server 106 accesses data storage device
114 and retrieves a database of 1mages and graphics tools
based upon the nature of business the retailer engages . The
retailer views the selection of graphic images and creates
customized content for viewing on display screen 128 at step
214. If the retailer needs assistance 1n creating the content or
using the graphics tools, he/she can query content server 106
for help, whereby server 106 accesses graphics applications
server 104 which provides a selection of in-house or indepen-
dent graphics artists. This selection may be stored 1n data
storage device 114 for centralized applications and access.
Independent artists include graphics professionals who reg-
1ster with hosting system 102 to provide services on a contract
basis. Independent graphic artists are preferably situated
close to the retailer requesting the services. Services provided
by graphics artists whether in-house or on a contractual basis
are delivered to hosting system 102 which forwards the
design to the retailer for viewing at step 218. Alternatively, a
retailer who creates a design or content via the seli-help
image database may also view a prototype of the finished
design. Hosting system 102 prompts the retailer to enter an
approval or disapproval status for the design prototype at step
220. If the retailer does not approve ol the design, flow reverts
back to step 212 whereby the retailer repeats the design pro-
cess described above. 11 the retailer approves the design, flow
proceeds to step 222 where the approval notice 1s received by
hosting system 102 and scheduling functions may begin.

Content scheduling 1s executed by scheduling server 108
which recerves and/or ‘pulls’ information from various
sources for scheduling functions and subsequent transmis-
s1on to display screen 128. For example, a local or national
advertising business subscribes to hosting system 102 for
services and submits advertising content to hosting system
102 at step 224. This business selects the retailer at client
system 120 to host its advertisement as will be explained
turther 1n FIG. 3. Alternatively, an advertising agency may
subscribe to hosting system’s 102 services on behalf of 1ts
clientele. Additionally, a corporate office or merchandizing
department of retailer client system 120 may collaborate with
the retailer on the content to be provided on display screen
128 at step 226. Content scheduling server 108 delivers this
information upon request to server 1235, for delayed or imme-
diate viewing based upon the times selected by these content
sources at step 230. Local content sources provide 1ts services
directly to client system 120 at step 228. It 1s important to note
that retailer at client system 120 may have the option to reject
certain advertisements provided by external or third party
sources 11 desired. This approval or rejection occurs before
the information 1s processed by scheduling server 108.
Scheduling server 108 1s capable of tracking much of the
information transmitted to client system 128 and stores that
information in data storage device 114.

This information 1s subsequently processed 1n a manner
such that usetul reports, audits, measurements, and account-
ing information can be obtained. Some of this information 1s
available to retail client system 120 for assessing the eflec-
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tiveness of the advertisements displayed. For example, the
retailer obtains reports on what products were advertised
during a block of time and compares that information with the
sales receipts for that same time frame. The retailer 1s now
equipped to compare and contrast pre- and post-advertising
sales activities over time 1n order to obtain useful marketing
information. This information also enables the retailer to
better understand which types of content customers prefer,
facilitating quick and inexpensive alterations in the nature
and types of content to be scheduled 1n the future.
Advertisers who wish to market their products on a retail-
er’s display screen can do so utilizing the digital messaging
system as described in FIG. 3. The advertiser accesses the
digital messaging service web site at step 302 via a web-
enabled workstation. The web page provided by digital mes-
saging allows a prospective advertiser to receive additional
information and view demos of the process. A sample web
page 1s shown generally in FIG. 4. Those advertisers who
wish to initiate this service are prompted to designate whether
they are new or existing customers of digital messaging ser-
vice at step 304. If new, the advertiser enters general infor-
mation via a registration form such as 1identification, address,
location, type of business, payment method, etc. at step 306.
This sets up the advertisers account with digital messaging
service. The digital messaging application then allows the
advertiser to establish a password and 1dentification for secu-
rity purposes at step 308. If the advertiser already maintains
an account with digital messaging, it selects ‘no’ at step 304
and 1s asked to enter a password and 1dentification at step 310.
Whether a new account or existing account, the advertiser 1s
prompted to select from a list of advertisement locations or
industries with which the ad 1s to be displayed at step 312. If
the advertiser chooses a location, the digital messaging appli-
cation provides a list of retailers for that location from which
the advertiser may choose at step 314. Location fields may
include state, region, zip code ranges, or other criteria. Other
information to be provided by the advertiser includes the size
of the tile desired for 1ts ad and the duration of time the ad 1s
to be displayed. Time slots are blocks of time during which
content 1s displayed and are units of a loop. An advertiser may
select from a pre-defined list of time slots for a given loop
which may further be defined by the size and location of the
tile on the screen. For example, an advertiser may select its ad
to run for one time slot equaling 15 seconds for a specified
loop that runs e1ght 15-second slots before repeating 1tself. At
step 316, the advertiser 1s then prompted to select the dates for
which the ad should run. Once completed, the advertiser 1s
asked 11 1t has a current ad ready for delivery or display, or
whether the advertiser needs to design or create an ad at step
318. If the advertiser has 1ts ad ready for display, it is
prompted to send the ad to host system 102 for further action.
The advertiser may send the ad via any electronic or mechani-
cal means desired. If the advertiser does not have an ad but
would like assistance in creating one, 1t may notily host
system 102 of such at step 322 whereby digital messaging,
provides access to 1ts graphics database or 1t may provide the
advertiser with personalized, in-house services similar to
those described 1n FIG. 2. In-house services include digital
messaging service’s graphic artists or imndependent artists
local to the advertiser working on a contractor-type basis.
Once the ad 1s completed, it 1s delivered to the digital
messaging system for required approvals at step 324. Approv-
als come from host system 102, the retailer targeted for dis-
playing the ad, the corporate offices of the retailer, as well as
the advertisers themselves. Once accepted at step 326, the
advertiser 1s notified of the acceptance, payment procedures
are employed, and the ad 1s tracked by the digital messaging
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system at step 328. Discounts from advertisements displayed
on the retailer’s screen are transmitted to the retailer via these
tracking procedures.

FIG. 5 illustrates a sample retailer display screen 128 with
the collected content from local content providers and adver-
tisers factored in. Display screen 128 includes multi-tiled
windows of various sizes for providing multiple displays of
news and advertising content. Window 302 displays the cus-
tomized content as selected by a retailer and as described in
FIG. 2 above, pertaining to store products, services, and sales.
Window 504 depicts advertiser-generated content as
described 1n FIG. 3. Directly below windows 502 and 504 1s
window 506. Window 506 includes content provided by local
content provider 150 and selected by the retailer as described
in FIG. 2. Window 506 may also include content provided by
the retailer if desired. Window 508 1s sized proportionately to
simulate a business card and can provide advertising content
from a national or local advertiser 140. Display times/dura-
tions and tile size determine 1n part the cost of running an ad
for an advertiser.

FIG. 6 1llustrates a diagram of a portion of a network for
implementing the digital messaging system 1n accordance
with a second embodiment of the invention. System 600
includes a hosting system 602 for implementing the digital
messaging system. Similar to system 100 of FIG. 1, hosting,
system 602 may be part of a wide area network (WAN),
virtual private network (VPN), or combination of both in
which different geographical locations are interconnected,
either by high-speed data lines or by radio links, intercon-
necting multiple workstations at widely disparate locations.
In the simplified diagram of FIG. 6, hosting system 602
includes a graphics applications server 604, a content server
606, and a scheduling server 608, all of which are 1n commu-
nication with each other and with entities associated with
hosting system 602 via a network connection 610. For pur-
poses ol 1llustration, network 610 1s an intranet network infra-
structure operating on a local area network (LAN). Network
610 1s connected to the Internet via content server 606. Con-
tent server 606 includes web server software for hosting and
serving web pages of hosting system 602. Content server 606
also includes applications software for imtiating customer
registration, authorizing access to hosting system’s 602 appli-
cations, directing visitor requests, forwarding screen-ready
content to client system 620, and accessing 1image and tem-
plates databases from data storage device 614.

Graphics applications server 604 provides software for
creating, designing, and customizing content via in-house or
independent graphics artists, veritying design approvals and
disapprovals and forwarding them to designated entities,
sending notifications to interested parties concerming the
approvals or disapprovals of design templates and content,
and saving the finished products to data storage device 614 for
subsequent scheduling functions and retrieval by subscribing
entities.

Scheduling server 608 periodically pulls finished content
or display-ready materials from data storage device 614,
checks times, dates, and locations for these materials and
prepares them for display. Server 608 collects these materials
and delivers the fimshed product by the Internet to server 6235
for delayed or immediate display on screen 628. Delivery
may be accomplished in various ways as described 1n FI1G. 1.
For example, client system 620 periodically dials up or con-
tacts hosting system 602 and downloads content via an auto-
mated or semi-automated process. Hosting system 602 may
also provide notification of content to be delivered to client
system 620, followed by transmission of the content for stor-
age and subsequent display at client system 620. Server 608
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also tracks and audits this information and generates various
reports 1 accordance with business rules adopted by hosting
system 602 and/or client system 620.

Also included 1n hosting system 602 are workstations 612
utilized by hosting system 602. Workstations 612 communi-
cate with each other, as well as with servers 604, 606, 608, and
data storage device 614. Workstations 612 may be general-
purpose computers, or personal computers (PCs) and include
a keyboard or other input device for entering commands and
accessing applications and data associated with entities of
hosting system 602 such as servers 604, 606, 608, and data
storage device 614. Alternatively, servers 604, 606, and 608
may include monitors, input devices and storage mediums in
lieu of workstations 612 and data storage device 614. Data
storage device 614 houses databases pertaining to customer
registration data, customer billing and reporting, marketing
analyses and measurements, and any other information
desired by hosting system 602. Hosting system 602 may be
connected to the Internet via plain old telephone service
(POTS), DSL, T-1, ISDN, or other high-speed communica-
tions medium known 1n the art.

Hosting system 602 provides digital advertising and infor-
mation services via the Internet to subscribing client systems
620 utilizing the digital messaging applications and system
devices. Hosting system 602 may provide the necessary hard-
ware, software, network connections, information services,
and system maintenance and repair to subscribing customers
such as client system 620 for a monthly fee. Customized
graphics services may also be provided for a fee. Hosting
system 602 1s the conduit through which national and local
advertisers may market products on subscribing systems and
through which discounts or rebates are tracked and delivered
to subscribing systems which display these advertisements.

Also included 1n system 600 1s client system 620 compris-
ing a workstation 622 coupled to a data storage device 624
and display screens 628 via a network connection 626. Client
system 620 1s typically a retailer who subscribes to hosting
system’s 602 services. A server 625 may also be included 1n
client system 620 and is coupled to workstation 622 via a
network connection 626. Network connection 626 may be
any suitable communications link capable of quickly trans-
mitting information between display screens 628 and server
625. Display screens 628 may be include monitors, kiosks,
screens or other vehicles that display images and text. Display
screens 628 may be cathode ray tubes (CRT's), liquid crystal
displays (LCDs), gas plasma, or other similar type displays.
Display screens 628 may be connected to workstation 622 1n
either a wired or wireless fashion. Additionally, any number
of display screens 628 may be simultaneously utilized by
client system 620, each capable of displaying different con-
tent. Display screens 628 may be coupled to bar code scanner
devices 630 for allowing interactive communications
between a user, client system 620, and hosting system 602.

Workstation 622 may be a personal computer (PC) includ-
ing an input device such as a keyboard, mouse, etc. Worksta-
tion 622 also includes an internal or external memory such as
data storage device 624, and web browser software capable of
communicating with hosting system 602. Data storage device
624 stores display-ready content, billing information, reports,
market analyses recerved from hosting system 602, as well as
any proprietary information desired by client system 620.
Alternatively, data storage device 614 may store this data for
subsequent query and retrieval by client system 620. A user,
typically a customer of client system 620, accesses product
information for viewing on either of display screens 628 via a
selected input device, such as cell phone 636, personal digital
assistant 634, bar code scanner 630, or other similar mnput
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device. The mnput device provides a user interface indirectly
through client system 620 to the source of the requested
information. Sources of information may include a product
information database stored in data storage device 624 and/or
614, or sources may 1nclude hypertext links to external sup-
plier data located outside of system 600. Modern telecommu-
nications systems such as wireless cellular, voice or digital
networks, RFE, IR, or global satellite technologies may also be
employed by system 600 for implementing the digital mes-
saging system and applications of the present application. For
example, client system 620 may utilize a satellite dish 638 for
receiving wireless communications from hosting system 602
via satellite 660. Additionally, a customer or sales represen-
tative at client system 620 may access digital messaging,
services via a cellular or digital telephone operating on a radio
frequency via communications towers 662 and 664 or via
satellite ground station 666 and global satellite 660. Further
one or more combinations of these technologies may be
employed by system 600 in order to realize the advantages of
the digital messaging system and applications.

System 630 represents one source of information identified
by a user at client system 620 who 1s requesting product
information. System 650 may be a manufacturer of a product
sold by client system 620, a database supplied by client sys-
tem 620 housing product information, or other similar source
ol information.

FIG. 7 1llustrates a portion of a sample display screen 702
as seen by a consumer at retail establishment 620 and which
1s enabled by system 600 in accordance with the second
embodiment. A customer, visitor, or sales associate of retail
client system 620 obtains specific product information to be
displayed on display screen 628 for viewing. As indicated
carlier, the requester of the information may obtain this infor-
mation by various input devices such as a cell phone 636,
personal digital assistant (PDA) 634, bar code scanner 630,
keyboard (not shown), or other similar means. For example, a
customer 1s browsing through the aisles of retail client system
620 looking for a bottle of wine. The customer may have no
knowledge or limited knowledge about wines in general or
may be curious about a new product on display within that
aisle. The customer may utilize one or more of the following
methods of obtaining information. A customer dials a toll-
free phone numbered located near the product in question and
1s prompted to enter a product code identification. Alterna-
tively, a voice recognition system may be implemented
whereby the customer speaks directly into cell phone 636,
directing the mquiry through available options. A recorded
message 1s retrieved and delivered to the cell phone including,
detailed product information. An option remains for the cus-
tomer to speak directly with a sales representative of the
product’s manufacturer.

The customer may choose to access information pertaining,
to a product or manufacturer by accessing a web site via PDA
device 634. The user enters a web site address located at or
near the product or manufacturer display in question and
receives a web page prompting the customer to 1dentify the
product or question of a given subject matter. The information
1s presented to PDA 634 either directly via the manufacturer
or via the hosting system’s 602 web site, depending upon the
network configuration.

Yet another method of obtaining product or manufacturer
information 1s via bar code scanning device 630 coupled to
one of display screens 628 located near the product or manu-
facturer display 1n question. The customer scans the bar code
label located on the bottle of wine or on the wine’s display
shelf, and display screen 628 displays a variety of useful
information pertaining to the product scanned within a des-
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ignated tile such as tile 702 of FIG. 7. It should be noted that
only a portion of display screen 628 displays this information,
namely tile 702. The other tiles remain unaifected and ready
for viewing by other visitors of retail client system 620. For
example, referring back to FIG. §, tile 502 would change to
reflect the requested mnformation by a visitor, while tiles 504,
506 and 508 remain in tact. Further, a plurality of display
screens 628 and associated bar code scanners 630 may be
utilized by retail client system 620 1n order to allow simulta-
neous use by multiple customers.

Although not shown 1n FIG. 6, other interactive devices of
communicating messages may be utilized by system 600. For
example, a kiosk device may be employed to provide not only
product and consumer information, but may also be config-
ured to dispense cash for customers with authorized access.
Kiosks are well-known computerized devices that are becom-
ing more and more prevalent 1n highly-tratfficked areas such
as airports, museums, etc. Kiosks are information dissemi-
nating devices tailored to meet the needs of the types of
visitors located 1n that area or space. A display screen on a
kiosk device provides interactive communication and
retrieval of information requested by a customer or visitor of
retailer client system 620. A user at a kiosk selects from menu
items displayed on screen 628. Responses to the user’s que-
ries are presented on the screen.

As described above, the present invention can be embodied
in the form of computer-implemented processes and appara-
tuses for practicing those processes. The present invention
can also be embodied 1n the form of computer program code
containing instructions embodied 1n tangible media, such as
floppy diskettes, CD-ROMs, hard drives, or any other com-
puter-readable storage medium, wherein, when the computer
program code 1s loaded 1nto and executed by a computer, the
computer becomes an apparatus for practicing the invention.
The present mnvention can also be embodied in the form of
computer program code, for example, whether stored 1n a
storage medium, loaded 1nto and/or executed by a computer,
or transmitted over some transmission medium, such as over
clectrical wiring to cabling, through fiber optics, or via elec-
tromagnetic radiation, wherein, when the computer program
code 1s loaded 1nto and executed by a computer, the computer
becomes an apparatus for practicing the invention. When
implemented on a general-purpose microprocessor, the com-
puter program code segments configure the microprocessor
to create specific logic circuits.

While preferred embodiments have been shown and
described, various modifications and substitutions may be
made thereto without departing from the spirit and scope of
the mmvention. Accordingly, it 1s to be understood that the
present mvention has been described by way of 1illustration
and not by limitation.

The mvention claimed 1s:

[1. A system for providing digital messaging services
received from multiple sources over a communications net-
work, comprising:

a client system, including;:

a display screen coupled to a communications link; and

a workstation including a web browser, a user interface, a

memory, and a processor, said workstation coupled to
sald communications link;

a hosting system, including:

a server coupled to a communications link;

a workstation for:

accessing applications stored on said server;

inputting and retrieving information stored within said
hosting system,
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wherein said workstation 1s coupled to said communica-
tions link; and
a data storage device for storing data utilized by said

hosting system:;
wherein said hosting system 1s accessible to said commu-
nications network:;
wherein said client system and said hosting system are in
communication with each other, and wherein further,
said hosting system provides digital messaging ser-
vices to said client system:;

an mmput device for entering product information and
imitiating selection of display-ready content related to
the product from said storage device for display on
said display screen;

said mput device 1s a bar code reader and the product
includes a bar code, said input device mitiating selection
of said display-ready content upon said bar code reader
reading the bar code, said bar code reader and said
display screen being located proximate to the product 1n
a retail establishment; wherein said display displays
information 1n a number of windows, said 1nitiating
selection of display-ready content related to the product
from said storage device for display on said display
screen altering the display of only one the windows
related to in-store products.]

2. A system for displaying content, comprising:

a workstation coupled to a communication link;

a display screen coupled to the workstation configured to
display multiple windows related to plural in-store prod-
ucts; and

a bar code reader coupled to the workstation configured to
enter product information relating to a product and ini-
tiate selection of content related to the product upon
reading a bar code included on the product,

wherein said initiating selection of content includes the
steps of.
querying a server coupled via the communication link

for content related to the product,
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receiving via the communication link content related to
the product; and
altering the display of only one of the windows on the
display device in accovdance with the content related
to the product, and
wherein said bar code reader and said display screen are
proximate to the product in a retail establishment.
3. A system for providing digital messaging services to one

or more client system, comprising:

a server coupled to a communication link configured to
provide content to said one or movre client system; and
a data storvage device for storing data coupled to said
server,
wherein said providing content to said one or more client
system includes the steps of:
receiving a query from a client system via the commu-
nication link for content related to a product to alter
the display of only one window of a display device
operatively coupled to the client system;
querying said data storage device for the content;
receiving the content from the data storage device; and
sending the content to the client system to alter the
display of the one window of the display device opera-
tively coupled to the client system, and
wherein the client system is coupled to a bar code reader
for entering product information and initiating selection
of display-ready content related to the product from the
data storage device for display on the display device,
wherein the display device includes a screen and dis-
plays information in a number of windows,
wherein the product includes a bar code, said bar code
reader initiating selection of the display-ready content
upon the bar code reader reading the bar code, and
wherein the bar code reader and the display screen are
located proximate to the product in a rvetail establish-
ment.
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