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(57) ABSTRACT 

A system and method is provided that provides an early 
indication of consensus of opinion among a number of users 

regarding an event or observation indicated by a user. Such 

an opinion may be interesting to an information consumer, 

Who may be interested in determining the outcome of the 

consensus relating to the event or observation, or may 

otherwise desire to perform surveillance or survey of a 

particular issue or subject. Such recognition of early events 
or observations may be useful in different areas, such as 

healthcare, ?nance, etc., Where initial observations, if pro 
vided early, alloW resulting decisions to be made much 
earlier. The opinion may, for instance, be used as an early 
indicator of problem With a product, company, etc. that 
Would permit an information consumer to perform an action 

at a much earlier point than if he/she relied on traditional 

sources of information. Thus, such opinion information may 
be invaluable as a tool for monitoring events. 
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METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR CONDUCTING 
AN INFORMATION BROKERING SERVICE 

RELATED APPLICATIONS 

[0001] This application claims priority under 35 USC § 
ll9(e) to US. Provisional Application Ser. No. 60/697,213, 
entitled “SYSTEM, METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR 
ASSEMBLING IDEAS, PREDICTING OUTCOMES, 
GENERATING REVENUE, AND PROCESSING DATA 
IN A SELECTIVE MECHANISM,” ?led on Jul. 7, 2005, 
Which is herein incorporated by reference in its entirety. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0002] 1. Field of the Invention 

[0003] The ?eld of the invention relates to online infor 
mation systems, and more speci?cally, to online systems 
having communities of users that share ideas. 

[0004] 2. Discussion of the Related Art 

[0005] The phenomenon of like-minded people going 
online to share ideas, trade, or compete is Well-accepted. In 
moving from the physical World to the digital one, users 
create virtual “communities” Where they are bound together 
by the similarities of their interests or activities, rather than 
the proximity of their location. These communities can take 
any number of forms, the most basic being discussion 
groups, chat rooms, blogs, and forums, Which are, in effect, 
o?line communities reincarnated online. 

[0006] Social netWork theory (SNT) describes hoW indi 
viduals Within a community interact With one another and 
the community as a Whole. Prediction markets (PM) are a 
neWer discipline that have shoWn that individuals competing 
With one another for real or hypothetical reWards collec 
tively can make more accurate predictions than organiZed 
bodies, Who might have access to higher quality informa 
tion. Additionally, studies have shoWn that a modest number 
of users is su?icient to obtain a high degree of accuracy. 
Various ideas relating to Social NetWork Theory (SNT) and 
the Prediction Markets (PM) are disclosed in detail beloW. 

Social NetWork Theory (SNT) 

[0007] Social netWork theory illustrates the ability of 
persons to in?uence one another. What might appear as 
random conversations betWeen people in the off-line World, 
When vieWed on-line, can shoW clear patterns of in?uence. 
In practice, people relate to one another in different Ways. 
For example, certain people are more promiscuous in their 
interactions, speaking With several different people simul 
taneously, While others interact With feWer users, but per 
haps more frequently. One of the reasons SNT is studied is 
that by understanding the mappings connecting an indi 
vidual to others, one can evaluate the social and or profes 
sional “capital” of that individual. In practice, this social 
capital refers to the netWork position of the person and 
re?ects their ability to draW on the resources available to the 
members of the netWork. Human social netWorks comprise 
individuals that interact With each other through family, 
Work, recreation, community, social, and other activities. 
Common to these interactions is the establishment of rela 
tionships that rely on patterns of connection and information 
exchange processes. 
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[0008] An effective on-line system mimics these interac 
tions. Individuals are able to re-identify each other in the 
system, as Well as identify all the additional members that 
the system alloWs them to come in contact With. Individuals 
in?uence each other directly, through, for example, persua 
sion, orders, providing information and acting as role mod 
els, and they adjust or modify their behavior in consequence 
of their interaction With other individuals, and the environ 
ment in Which they operate. Communication, and thus social 
comparison, depends on the individuals. NeW issues pro 
mote discussion and comparison as agreement patterns 
emerge. 

Prediction Markets (PM) 
[0009] Markets are considered to be a method of allocat 
ing resources among competing uses. Markets can also be 
used When there is an absence of an arbiter With helpful 
information. Prices ensure that the different agents compet 
ing for access have a common standard for comparison 
across different choices. The market clearing process 
ensures that each resource is assigned to its best use. 
Di?‘erent market designs satisfy different purposes. 
[0010] Continuous double auction markets provide goods 
on demand to buyers Who are Willing to pay the going rate, 
While call or options markets improve prices for buyers and 
sellers When time is not the most crucial factor, alloWing for 
hedging and risk allocation. When a plurality of buyers have 
needs for different goods, Which also are interdependent, 
combination markets may be necessary. 

[0011] Prediction markets are a form of market in Which 
the goods being traded are securities Whose values are 
determined by the outcomes of future events. The securities 
are structured so that trading betWeen buyers and sellers 
causes the price to re?ect the probability of the underlying 
event. When a trader sees a market price (probability) that is 
less than her expected probability for the event, she Will see 
a pro?t opportunity in buying more, thus likely driving the 
price up. The neW price re?ects a higher probability to others 
monitoring the market. 
[0012] Prediction markets have been applied to a variety 
of problems and questions. Several variations on the basic 
idea have been described, making it possible to ?nd ansWers 
for many different types of questions, or apply the concept 
in a Wider set of circumstances. NeW variations of the 
original prediction market concept suggested Ways to sup 
port conditional bets, Which Would elicit estimates about the 
relative chances that alternative approaches Would have of 
achieving certain outcomes. In these variations, pari-mutuel 
style betting is combined With standard double-auction 
prediction markets to increase the liquidity of the markets at 
the cost of having prices that don’t directly re?ect probabili 
ties. 

[0013] Several automated market makers have proposed 
different Ways to improve the predictive ability of markets 
With small numbers of traders (“thin markets”). In markets 
for general commodities, similar approaches can make thin 
markets more liquid and make it easier for traders to ?nd 
counterparties to trade With. Key, hoWever, is that most 
markets have been limited to questions of broad interest like 
national elections and the outcome of professional sporting 
events. This limitation re?ects a short falling of conventional 
prediction markets, that their predictive capability is a direct 
function of their liquidity, or ultimately their number of 
active users. 
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SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0014] According to one aspect of the present invention, a 
system and method is provided that provides an early 
indication of consensus of opinion among a number of users 
regarding an event or observation indicated by a user. Such 
an opinion may be interesting to a consumer of information, 
Who may be interested in determining the outcome of the 
consensus relating to the event or observation. Such recog 
nition of early events or observations may be useful in 
different areas, such as healthcare, ?nance, etc., Where initial 
observations, if provided early, alloW resulting decisions to 
be made much earlier. The opinion may, for instance, be 
used as an early indicator of problem With a product, 
company, neW insight on a disease, aWareness of a disease 
outbreak, etc. Such an opinion or observation may permit an 
investor or other information consumer to take a position or 
take action at a much earlier point than if s/he relied on 
traditional sources of information. Thus, such opinion infor 
mation may be a valuable tool for monitoring events. 

[0015] Similarly, such a tool may be also valuable for 
participants in the advancement of ideas, especially those 
that rely on collaboration betWeen people (e.g., research) 
and consensus betWeen observers. HoWever, conventional 
social networking systems or other online communities are 
insufficient for determining What information is likely to be 
quality information versus a random or incorrect observation 
or prediction. That is, it is appreciated that such conventional 
systems are incapable of distinguishing quality data from 
noise. 

[0016] Also, such netWorks do not provide proper incen 
tive for experts to contribute quality information in particu 
lar subject areas that Would be interesting to information 
consumers (e.g., corporations, equity traders, etc.). Further, 
prediction markets are insufficient for advancing original 
ideas and observations, as predictive events are de?ned in 
such systems by a system operator and users can only vote 
on the predictive events set forth by the system operator. 
Thus, such systems may not be used to submit and foster the 
ideas and observations originated by users. 

[0017] According to one aspect of the present invention, a 
distributed system is provided for determining a consensus 
of opinion among users. According to one embodiment, the 
system may be capable of accepting original observations 
and opinions submitted by users. The system may adjudicate 
and provide incentives for users to make and vote on 
observations, opinions and/or predictive events. 

[0018] Existing predictive markets and social netWorks 
are insufficient for such an application, for example, as they 
do not provide proper incentives for users to submit quality 
information and/or provide checks and balances to prohibit 
users from exploiting the system. To this end, a system is 
provided that provides incentives and disincentives for users 
to cooperatively contribute observations and opinions to an 
online system for the purpose of early detection of consen 
sus. 

[0019] Further, according to another aspect of the present 
invention, it is appreciated that existing predictive markets 
and social netWorks require a moderator to create issues to 
be voted on and adjudicate them. HoWever, according to one 
aspect of the present invention, users are permitted to de?ne 
the issues being voted on. Because users create the issues, an 
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online system that permits users to de?ne the issues can 
function as an early Warning system, Whereby users having 
an observation can submit the observation to the system. 
Such users may be in a position to make the observation at 
an earlier point than traditional methods of monitoring 
issues (e.g., Waiting for a journal article to come out on a 
particular issue, an FDA action in response to an issue, etc.), 
and thus the early observation may be useful. 

[0020] According to one aspect of the present invention, a 
method is provided for determining consensus of opinion 
relating to an observation, opinion, and/or a predictive 
event, used herein interchangeably as set forth by a user. A 
user may submit an idea to an online system, and other users 
may submit their opinion of the observation. In one embodi 
ment, users of the system may be provided incentives to both 
create their oWn observations as Well as provide their 
opinions on observations created by other users. These 
incentives may be in the form of money paid to users for 
their observations and opinions of observations. 

[0021] According to one aspect of the present invention, 
users submit observations in the form of “tickets” to an 
online system, the tickets including information relating to 
the observation or opinion. These tickets may be, for 
instance, holders for an observation or opinion in the online 
system. These tickets may be displayed to other users of the 
online system, Where these other user users may vieW and 
cast a “vote” expressing their opinion on the observation. 

[0022] The system may permit a number of users to vote 
on the ticket, and, based on the voting performed by users, 
determine Whether there is consensus forming among the 
users regarding the observation or opinion. In this manner, 
the ticket and its associated observation or opinion may be 
submitted for feedback to the online system. There, the 
observation or opinion may be corroborated, refuted, and/or 
explained by others. 

[0023] Other users may, for example, corroborate or oth 
erWise agree With an observation, modify the observation, or 
disagree With the observation. In one example system, a user 
may be permitted to “agree” or “disagree” With an obser 
vation or opinion. That is, the user may be permitted to 
submit either a positive or negative response. 

[0024] In another example voting model, a user may be 
permitted to provide another response to the observation or 
opinion in addition to the binary yes/no, agree/disagree 
response model. The submitted response may be presented 
to other users as an option for response (e.g., in the form of 
a multiple choice selection), Where other users can select the 
submitted response as their vote on the observation or 

opinion. In this Way, users can propose neW responses 
relating to the observation or opinion that can be voted on by 
other users. 

[0025] In another example, users may be permitted to 
change their vote after placing their vote. For instance, it 
may be bene?cial for an early voter to change their response 
upon receiving information that might lead the early voter to 
change their response. For instance, if the early voter 
submits a vote that a particular drug prevents cancer, but 
later vieWs a journal article including a study that shoWs that 
the drug does not prevent cancer, then the early voter may 
be permitted to change their vote in response to the addi 
tional information. Further, the early voter may be informed 
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by the system of later responses (e.g., in the form of 
alternative responses provided by later users), Which may 
cause the user to change their response. 

[0026] Thus, according to one embodiment, the system 
may facilitate monitoring voting by later users, and if their 
voting or other observations (e.g., in the form of an alter 
native submitted response) changes the mind of the early 
voter, that voter may be permitted to change their vote. A 
change in voting may be permitted during the pendency of 
a ticket, alloWing the consensus result to be a more accurate 
re?ection of the users’ opinions, and alloWs for earlier voters 
to change their vote in response to later-posted observations. 
Further, an information consumer may permitted to observe 
the voting process, and any voting trends that may arise 
during the pendency of the ticket. The system may also 
provide the information consumer key information relating 
to the ticket during the voting process, such as trends, 
alternative responses, or other information. 

[0027] According to one aspect of the present invention, 
the tickets and the associated election is created and arbi 
trated by users rather than a system operator. That is, users 
(not an operator) create the issues Which are decided on by 
the online user community. In this Way, original observa 
tions usually made by people that are in the best position to 
report the observation are submitted to the system. Further, 
according to one embodiment, the system is con?gured to 
rapidly disseminate such observations to other users. Fur 
ther, according to another embodiment, it is left to the user 
community to agree, disagree, or offer an alternative 
response to the observation and otherWise determine collec 
tively among the user community any consensus of the 
observation. Also, the voting process may be monitored by 
the system, and length of the voting process may be varied 
depending on information relating to the opinions entered by 
users. Thus, in this Way, the users both create and vote on the 
issues in the online system. 

[0028] To foster such participation, various mechanisms 
may be used by the system to motivate users. For instance, 
monetary or any other type of value (e.g., points) may be 
attributed to tickets, Which may increase or decrease based 
on the opinions submitted by users. Thus, if other users 
agree With an observation, a consensus measurement 
(referred to herein as a signal strength) of the ticket is 
increased. Similarly, if users disagree With an observation, 
the consensus measurement of the ticket is decreased. 
Whether other users agree or disagree With the observation, 
a ranking of the user originating the ticket may be affected. 
Other mechanisms may be used by the system to encourage 
desired participation (e.g., submitting opinions by particular 
users in their ?eld of expertise, users encouraged to both 
create observation and express opinions) and to discourage 
undesired participation (e.g., gaming of the system, submis 
sion of non-unique observations, etc.). Further, the system 
may encourage users to submit tickets in particular subject 
areas to foster ideas in those areas (e.g., by valuing tickets 
and voting more highly in such areas). According to one 
embodiment, the system may use rules to provide such 
incentives and disincentives for user behavior. 

[0029] According to one aspect of the present invention, 
an online system may be provided for users to submit 
observations, insights, and/or questions. Such observations, 
insights, and/or questions may be submitted in the form of 
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tickets. Information consumers that desire to have exclusive 
access to voting results of a particular ticket may be per 
mitted to bid on the ticket. Once a particular information 
consumer has agreed to pay a particular price for the voting 
results, that ticket is referred to herein as being cultivated. 

[0030] Users may vote on a ticket until some predeter 
mined criteria is reached. In one embodiment, a consensus 
determination is performed that indicates When the voting 
process is complete, and the ticket is closed. Consensus may 
be measured, for instance, using a parameter (referred to 
herein as signal strength) that determines Whether the voting 
process is complete. Signal strength may be measured, for 
example, by the number of users responding to a particular 
ticket, the number of votes cast for a particular ansWer, or 
any combination of information associated With the ticket 
and/or statistic in voting on the ticket. In addition, the 
information consumer may be permitted to specify param 
eters that determine When signal strength is reached (e.g., 
When a particular number of users vote on the ticket, When 
a particular number of votes are received, When the ticket 
should close, etc.). The information consumer may be per 
mitted to vieW voting results in real time, and may be 
provided exclusive access to the results after ticket closing. 
In one example, the exclusive access may be granted for a 
particular period of time, after Which the results may be 
made available to other users of the online system. 

[0031] Further, according to another aspect, it appreciated 
that conventional online predictive markets may run afoul of 
online gambling laWs, including the United States. In par 
ticular, one of several obstacles faced by prediction markets 
is that the gambling laWs in several jurisdictions are Written 
broadly enough so that they can be construed to prohibit use 
of these markets With real money. Thus, according to one 
aspect of the invention, an online information brokering 
service is provided that permits users to de?ne and place 
opinions regarding future outcomes, yet not impinge on US. 
gaming laWs. In particular, users may be compensated for 
their opinions regarding predictive events Without placing a 
Wager. Rather, they are compensated if their opinion is 
correct, but not charged if their opinion is incorrect. Other 
non-monetary mechanisms (e.g., a ranking) may be used to 
re?ect a user’s ability to place correct opinions. Further, 
information consumers that purchase the opinion informa 
tion (e.g., government of?cials, investors) are not Wagering, 
because, according to one embodiment, the purchase of 
opinion information is completed independent of the out 
come of the “ticket/s.” Thus, neither action performed by the 
user or information consumer is a speculative Wager. 

[0032] According to another embodiment of the present 
invention, a system may be provided that permits users to 
associate classi?cation information With tickets. For 
instance, users may be permitted to associate classi?cation 
information such as “tags” in order to classify tickets to 
permit searching by the system, other users, programs, etc. 
Further, a computer system associated With the system may 
process tickets to create classi?cations for a ticket. In one 
example, the system may process one or more keyWords 
associated With the ticket and classify the ticket using those 
keyWords. Further, the computer system may be adapted to 
search one or more databases to locate similar keyWords 
With Which the ticket may be associated. After such classi 
?cations are de?ned, the ticket may be located using such 
classi?cation. 
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[0033] According to another aspect of the present inven 
tion, tickets may be identi?ed in the system and matched to 
particular users based on their classi?cation information. For 
instance, a ticket may be classi?ed by a submitting user, 
along With any classi?cations assigned by the system, and 
based on the assigned classi?cations, the submitting user is 
displayed tickets already submitted to the system having 
similar classi?cations. In this Way, the user may more easily 
locate similar tickets. Tickets may be associated With users 
in other Ways, such as, for example, identifying tickets to 
users that voted on similar tickets, identifying tickets to 
users Who are identi?ed as experts in a particular area, 
identifying tickets to particular consumers of ticket infor 
mation that may have previously bid on such information, 
among others. 

[0034] According to one aspect of the present invention, a 
method is provided for conducting an online information 
brokering service. The method comprises acts of permitting 
a creation of a ticket by at least one user, the ticket 
comprising at least one observation generated by a user, 
presenting, by a computer system, the ticket to at least one 
other user, and accepting, from the at least one other user, an 
opinion of the at least one other user regarding the at least 
one ticket. According to one embodiment of the invention, 
the method further comprises an act of presenting, to the at 
least one user, an interface that permits the at least one user 
to selectively create the ticket. According to another 
embodiment, the method further comprises an act of pre 
senting, to the at least one other user, an interface that 
permits the at least one other user to submit an opinion 
relating to the created ticket. According to another embodi 
ment, the method further comprises an act of providing for 
the at least one other user to submit a vote With respect to the 
observation. According to another embodiment, the method 
further comprises an act of providing for the at least one 
other user to submit an alternative opinion With respect to 
the observation. 

[0035] According to one embodiment of the invention, the 
computer system accepts a plurality of user opinions relating 
to the created ticket. According to another embodiment, a 
length of time by Which the computer system accepts the 
plurality of user opinions is determined based on a deter 
mination of consensus among the plurality of user opinions. 
According to another embodiment, the length of time is 
determined Without intervention by an operator of the online 
information brokering service. 

[0036] According to another embodiment, the method 
further comprises an act of determining a value of the ticket. 
According to another embodiment, the act of determining 
the value of the ticket comprises an act of determining the 
value by a bid process. According to another embodiment, 
the bid process includes an act of permitting at least one 
information consumer to bid on the ticket. According to 
another embodiment, the act of determining the value of the 
ticket further comprises an act of classifying the observation 
in a predetermined class, the predetermined class having a 
predetermined value, and determining the value of the ticket 
based on the predetermined value of the predetermined 
class. 

[0037] According to one embodiment of the invention, the 
method further comprises an act of providing an incentive, 
by an operator of the online information brokering system, 
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to users to submit tickets relating to a particular predeter 
mined class. According to another embodiment, the method 
further comprises an act of permitting the at least one user 
to send the created ticket to the at least one other user. 
According to another embodiment, the method further com 
prises an act of sending the created ticket to a group of users 
to Which the at least one user has a relationship. According 
to another embodiment, the act of determining a value of the 
ticket further comprises an act of valuing the ticket at a 
higher value than a later-created ticket that relates to a 
similar subject as the ticket. According to another embodi 
ment, the method further comprises acts of permitting a user 
to create a proposed ticket and determining Whether the 
proposed ticket is similar to the created ticket. 

[0038] According to one embodiment of the invention, the 
method further comprises an act of presenting to the user, the 
created ticket if the proposed ticket is similar to the created 
ticket. According to another embodiment, the method further 
comprises an act of reWarding the at least one other user 
based on the opinion of the at least one other user regarding 
the at least one ticket. According to another embodiment, the 
method further comprises an act of determining a reWard 
based on a ranking of the at least one other user. 

[0039] According to another embodiment, the method 
further comprises an act of determining the ranking of the at 
least one other user. According to another embodiment, the 
act of determining the ranking of the at least one other user 
further comprises an act of determining the ranking based on 
a history of voting of the at least one other user. According 
to another embodiment, the act of determining the ranking 
of the at least one other user further comprises an act of 
determining the ranking based on an ability of the at least 
one other user to vote for a correct outcome of the ticket. 

According to another embodiment, the act of determining 
the ranking of the at least one other user further comprises 
an act of reducing the ranking if the at least one other user 
places a vote for an incorrect outcome of the ticket. 

[0040] According to one embodiment of the invention, the 
act of determining the ranking of the at least one other user 
further comprises an act of determining the ranking of the at 
least one other user based on a ratio of a number of agreeing 
votes and a number of disagreeing votes received after the 
opinion of the at least one other user has been made. 
According to another embodiment, the act of determining 
the ranking of the at least one other user further comprises 
an act of reWarding an earlier vote more highly than a later 
vote on a same ticket. According to another embodiment, the 
act of determining the ranking of the at least one other user 
further comprises an act of determining user income based 
on at least one of a group comprising a ranking of the user, 
a number of votes in agreement With the de?ned ticket, a 
Weight of the de?ned ticket, a number of outstanding tickets, 
and a consensus quality parameter associated With the 
de?ned ticket. According to another embodiment, the 
method further comprises an act of conducting a bid process 
to determine a sale of opinion information associated With 
the ticket to a Winning bidder. According to one embodi 
ment, the method further comprises an act of displaying, to 
the Winning bidder, the opinion information in a display of 
a computer system. 

[0041] According to one embodiment of the invention, the 
act of determining the value of the ticket includes an act of 




































