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(57) ABSTRACT 

A noti?cation system method is disclosed for alerting sub 
scribers to a status of their rental queues, Which may be 
associated With tWo different delivery channels, including a 
physical delivery channel and a broadband delivery channel. 
The system includes a number of components that interoper 
ate to improve a subscriber’s experience, including an intel 
ligent queue monitor Which Works on his/her behalf to ensure 
that an adequate and interesting list of titles are brought to the 
attention of subscribers. 
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Fig. 2 
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NOTIFICATION SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR 
MULTIPLE MEDIA QUEUES 

RELATED APPLICATION DATA 

[0001] The present application is a continuation of and 
claims priority to Ser. No. 10/771,049, now US. Pat. No. 
7,389,243 Which latter application in turn claims the bene?t 
under 35 U.S.C. ll9(e) of the priority date of Provisional 
Application Ser. No. 60/443,940 ?led Jan. 31, 2003. Both of 
these applications are hereby incorporated by reference. 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

[0002] The present invention relates to electronic com 
merce systems and methods of monitoring purchase orders 
and/or rental selections made by consumers, and providing 
automatic selections and noti?cations of neW items. The 
invention has particular applicability to applications in Which 
entertainment media are rented on a temporary or short term 
basis by subscribers over the Internet. 

BACKGROUND 

[0003] The Internet is noW being used for a number of 
commercial purposes, including purchase and rental of movie 
?lms in different media formats. One such popular Website is 
maintained by Net?ix®, Where subscribers can search, 
revieW and select movie titles (in DVD media format). If a 
particular title is available, the subscriber’s choice is then 
placed into a rental selection “queue.” During an interactive 
online session, a subscriber can select a number of titles, and 
then prioritize them in a desired order for shipment Within the 
selection queue. 
[0004] During this same sessions, the system can also make 
recommendations for titles to a user using a Well-knoWn 
recommender algorithm. Such algorithms are commonplace 
in a number of Internet commerce environments, including at 
Amazon, CDNOW, and Net?ix to name a feW. While the 
details of such algorithms are often proprietary, the latter 
typically use a number of parameters for determining a user’s 
movie “tastes” so to speak, including demographics, prior 
movie rentals, prior movie ratings, user navigation statistics, 
comparison With other users, etc. 
[0005] After the movie title selection session is over, the 
system proceeds to ship the desired titles in the order 
requested by the subscriber. The selections are mailed to the 
user in special packaging, Which include return mailers pre 
printed and adapted for such movie media. This minimiZes 
the inconvenience to the subscriber, but there is an indeter 
minate processing and mailing delay therefore associated 
With each selection. In most instances, a selection is mailed 
the same day, but even in such cases, there is typically a three 
day transaction period associated betWeen the selection, pro 
cessing, shipment, mail transit and receipt of a particular title. 
[0006] After shipment, these titles then appear in a list 
identi?ed essentially as items that are outstanding (i.e., mov 
ies that have not yet been returned by the user) Within a “titles 
out” queue. Under the Net?ix terms of service, the system 
places a limit on the number of outstanding titles that a sub 
scriber may have at any one time (typically, a function of the 
level of service agreement, With more $$/month resulting in 
more titles). Thus, if the user selects more movies than they 
can acquire at one time, the remaining movie titles remain as 
un-shipped items in the rental selection queue. Additional 
titles in the rental selection queue are only shipped to the user 

Oct. 9, 2008 

after the system logs a returned item from that same user. This 
happens automatically, so the user does not need to return to 
the Net?ix Website to request the shipment. 
[0007] A limitation of the aforementioned system is that 
While the system automatically ships the next items in the 
rental queue it fails to notify the subscriber When the rental 
queue is empty, near-empty, or perhaps contains less desir 
able selections than those that the user Would otherWise select 
if they Were aWare of more recent available titles. This is 
undesirable because if the rental queue runs empty, the user is 
not made aWare of the fact that no additional titles are forth 
coming. By the time the user discovers that no neW titles are 
in the rental queue, it is noW no longer possible for the sub 
scriber to receive a neW title any earlier than the minimum 
delay period noted above (typically three days). This is 
clearly unattractive from the subscriber’s perspective, espe 
cially since the latter typically pay a ?xed fee per month for 
the bene?ts of the Net?ix service. In other Words, unless they 
constantly monitor their oWn rental queue to make sure it is 
stocked With selections for shipping, subscribers run the risk 
of being “title-less” for several days. 
[0008] Aside from the lack of noti?cation noted earlier, 
another limitation of the Net?ix system is that it does not give 
subscribers any ?exible degree of control over their rental 
selection queue or shipments. For example, subscribers are 
not given an option of Whether a particular title in the rental 
queue should be shipped; it is automatically shipped, even if 
they may have changed their minds. 
[0009] In addition, there is no barter or exchange available 
Within such systems for subscribers. For example, some sub 
scribers may Wish a particular title, and others may have such 
title in a rental selection queue available for shipping. By 
permitting the subscribers to negotiate directly, demand could 
be satis?ed through another dynamic. Similarly, there is no 
provision in such systems for identifying stock-out situations 
for particular subscribers; i.e. situations Where a subscriber 
has a long Wait associated With every entry in their rental 
queue. In such cases, the subscriber’s business can be lost, 
simply because he/ she is not receiving even a single title for 
several days or Week. An automatic exchange system, there 
fore, is greatly needed in this instance, to reduce customer 
cancellations or defections. 

[0010] Furthermore, subscribers cannot make optimal use 
of the recommender system employed in the Net?ix system. 
In other Words, While the latter provides recommendations of 
titles to users While they are online during a particular session, 
it does not perform any active monitoring of their selections 
after such time to see if a neW selection is noW available that 
may be desirable for consideration in (or automatic insertion 
into) their rental selection queue. This further means that the 
Net?ix system does not provide any mechanism for monetiZ 
ing such recommendations to subscribers. Subscribers are not 
likely to object to a small surcharge for speci?c rentals that are 
achieved by virtue of the help of an automatic queue moni 
toring/recommendation system, particularly When it Would 
mean that they did not have to constantly monitor and update 
their rental queue. 

[0011] Thus, from a fundamental perspective, the Net?ix 
system (and other prior art systems like it) do not permit any 
signi?cant user interaction, control or monitoring of selec 
tions presented in a rental queue. While the Net?ix system has 
been operational for several years, the aforementioned limi 
tations have not been appreciated or addressed, and thus 
remain a continuing problem. Accordingly, there is clearly a 
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long-felt need to remedy the de?ciencies of such system, and 
other systems Which employ a type of “queue” for handling 
customer selections/shipments of products, including rental 
media. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0012] An object of the present invention, therefore, is to 
overcome the aforementioned limitations of the prior art. 
[0013] Another object is to implement an intelligent queue 
monitoring system that alloWs subscribers/purchasers to 
de?ne policies and rules to be used in determining What 
actions should be taken With respect to particular items in 
such queue, and at What times; 
[0014] A further object is to provide a noti?cation system 
that alerts and informs subscribers/purchasers of the status of 
items in a rental/purchase queue; 
[0015] A related object is to provide a feedback system that 
alloWs subscribers/purchasers to react and provide intelligent 
feedback in response to such noti?cations in a rental/purchase 
queue; 
[0016] Still another object is to provide a recommender 
system that coordinates With a queue monitoring system, so 
that the subscribers/purchasers can enjoy the bene?ts of such 
system even during periods When they are not actively 
engaged With an online rental/purchase system; 
[0017] Yet another object is to provide a monitoring system 
that imposes an optional surcharge to subscribers/purchasers 
When they avail themselves of recommendations generated 
and by an online rental/purchase system. 
[0018] A further object is to provide a system for encour 
aging subscribers to given meaningful feedback to the quality 
of services provided by Internet based companies; 
[0019] Another object is to provide an exchange system 
(and methods) to permit subscribers to offer, bid, negotiate 
and sWap titles (and access rights, capacity) directly, to 
improve overall customer satisfaction and respond to demand 
through another subscriber-based capacity tool; 
[0020] A further object is to provide an automatic exchange 
system (and methods) to identify situations in Which it is 
bene?cial to intervene directly and attempt to satisfy a sub 
scriber’s rental selection, such as by negotiating and sWap 
ping access rights to titles directly With inducements; 
[0021] Still other objects are to provide associated related 
methods of implementing the aforementioned systems. 
[0022] It Will be understood from the Detailed Description 
that the inventions can be implemented in a multitude of 
different embodiments. Furthermore, it Will be readily appre 
ciated by skilled artisans that such different embodiments 
Will likely include only one or more of the aforementioned 
objects of the present inventions. Thus, the absence of one or 
more of such characteristics in any particular embodiment 
should not be construed as limiting the scope of the present 
inventions. While described in the context of a rental system, 
it Will be apparent to those skilled in the art that the present 
teachings could be used in any Internet based rental or pur 
chase system that employs a queue of some form. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0023] FIG. 1 is an illustration of a queue status interface 
employed in the present invention that is adapted for assisting 
users/ subscribers to monitor the status of a rental queue; 

[0024] FIG. 2 is an illustration of a queue control electronic 
interface employed in the present invention that is adapted for 
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assisting users/ subscribers to set up queue monitoring control 
parameters, queue noti?cation parameters, queue replenish 
ment parameters and other queue control options; 
[0025] FIG. 3A depicts an embodiment of a ?rst type of 
email noti?cation provided to a subscriber in accordance With 
the teachings of the present invention; 
[0026] FIG. 3B depicts an embodiment of a second type of 
email noti?cation provided to a subscriber in accordance With 
the teachings of the present invention; 
[0027] FIG. 3C depicts an embodiment of a typical email 
con?rmation screen provided to a subscriber in accordance 
With the teachings of the present invention; 
[0028] FIG. 4 illustrates a preferred process employed in a 
preferred embodiment of a queue control system of the 
present invention; 
[0029] FIG. 5 illustrates a preferred process utiliZed in a 
preferred embodiment of a subscriber queue control set up 
system of the present invention; 
[0030] FIG. 6 illustrates an exemplary process for generat 
ing a recommendation pro?le for a subscriber suitable for use 
in the present invention; 
[0031] FIG. 7 illustrates an embodiment of a media distri 
bution system that distributes media in accordance With the 
teachings of the present invention; 
[0032] FIG. 8 illustrates a process employed in a subscriber 
based media title exchange system in accordance With the 
teachings of the present invention; 
[0033] FIG. 9 illustrates a process employed in an auto 
matic media title exchange system in accordance With the 
teachings of the present invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

Subscriber Queue Status Interface 
[0034] FIG. 1 illustrates an example of a queue status inter 
face 100 employed in the present invention that is adapted for 
assisting users/ subscribers to set up a queue monitoring sys 
tem for monitoring the status of a rental queue for renting/ 
purchasing playable media items, and speci?c set up controls 
for such monitoring. While the present preferred embodiment 
is directed to a rental service for distributing DVD movie 
titles, it Will be understood by those skilled in the art that, as 
used herein, the term “media item” or “playable media item” 
is intended to have its broadest meaning to include any 
machine readable media readable (including softWare pro 
grams) by a subscriber machine player (such as a DVD player, 
a computer, a video recorder/ receiver, an audio CD ROM 
Player, and the like). Furthermore, other queable content/ 
items that are not machine readable could be distributed in 
this fashion as Well, including human readable materials such 
as printed matter in the form of books, magaZines, and other 
general purpose items. Other useful articles can be rented and 
distributed in accordance With the present teachings as Well. 
[0035] During an interactive session With a subscriber over 
a netWork (such as the Internet), queue status interface 100 is 
generated under control of a media distribution system (such 
as an Internet Server maintained by a media distribution pro 
vider as shoWn in FIG. 7) as a World Wide Web (WWW) Web 
page and presented Within a client device (i.e., some form of 
computing system) Within a broWser softWare program. The 
details of such servers, client devices, broWsers, and WWW 
page codings are Well knoWn, and are not material to the 
present invention. Those skilled in the art Will appreciate that 
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any number of combinations of such elements Will interop 
erate With the present invention. 
[0036] As part of electronic interface 100, a number of 
vieWable ?elds are presented to a user by a WWW page for 
visualiZing media distribution information, Which, in a pre 
ferred embodiment, are movie titles distributed in a DVD 
format. These include, in this instance three primary areas: 

[0037] a ?rst display area 105 depicting status of a Titles 
Out Queue 106; 

[0038] a second display area 111 depicting status of a 
Subscriber Selection Queue 110; 

[0039] a third display area 115 depicting What Queue 
Control Options 116 are in place; 

[0040] an (optional) avatar FIG. 120 representing a 
“Queue Keeper” character to assist subscribers; 

[0041] Other aspects of a WWW page commonly associ 
ated With such types of rental distribution systems (search 
engines, ads, administrative options, links to other related 
pages of the site) are not shoWn in FIG. 1 (or FIG. 2) so as to 
better emphasiZe the nature of the present invention. Thus, it 
Will be understood, of course, that other items may be present 
and displayed Within such page(s), including other URL tags, 
Java applets, etc. along With header 125. 
[0042] As is apparent, Titles Out Queue 106 identi?es a ?rst 
list of movie titles (AAA, BBB, CCC) that are designated 
With a ?rst deployment status, namely, that they are still “out” 
to the subscriber in an out queue. In other Words, the sub 
scriber still has these titles outstanding in his/her possession, 
or they are in transit (to or from the subscriber). This display 
area is formatted essentially the same as a prior art system 
described earlier. As noted earlier, in a typical ?xed price 
rental service, the capacity of a Titles Out queue is typically 
?xed to some predetermined number, so that the subscriber 
cannot exceed this limit Without additional authorization. 
[0043] Second display area 110 identi?es a second list of 
movie titles (DDD through HHH) in a Subscriber Selection 
Queue 116 that have a second deployment status, namely, that 
they have been selected by the subscriber but are still Waiting 
to be distributed. Generally speaking these titles are to be 
distributed to the subscriber When space is made available in 
Titles Out queue 106 shoWn in ?rst ?eld 105ialthough other 
schemes are possible. Typically, in a prior art system, a movie 
title (such as entry 111) is moved from Subscriber Selection 
Queue 110 to the Titles Out Queue 106 When it is actually 
shipped (or otherWise distributed) to the subscriber. This in 
turn happens in response to the fact that one of the movies 
from the Titles Out queue 106 list is returned by the sub 
scriber, or in some cases upon some other triggering event 
(such as the subscriber altering a subscription level). Unlike 
Titles Out queue 106, Subscriber Selection Queue 110 is 
usually not ?xed to some predetermined capacity (but it can 
be if desired). Accordingly, a subscriber can load as many of 
his his/her preferences in advance as they desire. 
[0044] In some instances a subscriber may in fact “over 
load” a Subscriber Selection Queue 116 because they have 
limited access opportunities to monitor their selections, or 
they simply do not Wish to constantly monitor later for neW 
selections that may be available. Nonetheless, this situation is 
not optimal, because subscribers are often forced to select 
What can be described as essentially second rate (or even third 
rate selections) during a particular session/visit, simply 
because they do not have time to visit the site at a later time to 
check for neW releases or other selections that may be more to 
their liking. One advantage that can be realiZed in queue 
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monitoring embodiments of the present invention is the fact 
that this requirement of overloading by the subscriber (Which 
takes time) is avoided because the system automatically 
ensures that his/her preference queue is never alloWed to 
completely run “dry” so to speak. 

[0045] As can be seen in second display area 111, Sub 
scriber Selection Queue 110 contains a number of roWs Which 
identify particular subscriber selections, and a number of 
columns Which provide unique information about a particular 
selection. As an example, in roW 112, a subscriber selection is 
associated With the folloWing queue control information: (1) 
a selection priority indicator (a numerical ranking Within the 
queue to indicate Where the title ranks in sequence to be 
shipped); (2) a selection title (in this case DDD); (3) a selec 
tion availability (in this case indicating that the title is avail 
able at this time); (4) and a selection type (in this case, the 
letter “P” indicating that the subscriber personally selected 
the title). In contrast, for example, a selection 112' indicates 
that the selection Was automatically selected for the sub 
scriber by the present system (by the letter “A” designation). 
In some embodiments, an additional designation (such as an 
* for example) can be used to designate those titles Which 
have been automatically selected (or reserved) but not yet 
?nally approved (or con?rmed) by the subscriber. Thus, this 
serves to designate a form of tentative selection. 

[0046] Another characteristic of such systems is the fact 
that While a ?rst title may be prioritized by the subscriber 
higher than a second title in the Subscriber Selection Queue 
110, this does not mean that the ?rst title Will be shipped ?rst. 
This is because, in many cases, the systems are con?gured so 
that if the ?rst title is not yet available, the next title after this 
is examined to see if it is available instead. Thus, if possible, 
the system attempts to ship “a” title to the subscriber. A 
limitation of this, of course, is that the subscriber can some 
times be left With only titles that are unavailable, or Which 
have a long Wait. In such instances, again, the subscriber is not 
satis?ed, because there is an inordinate amount of time 
betWeen deliveries. The present invention can accommodate 
for such problematic scenarios, as Well, both by informing the 
subscriber of such scenarios, and by further taking proactive 
steps to remedy the logjam (as explained beloW in connection 
With the exchange mechanism). 
[0047] It Will be appreciated, of course, that this is merely 
exemplary media selection information, and other informa 
tion could be provided on an as-needed or as-desired basis. 
Furthermore, it Will be understood by those skilled in the art 
that While movies are used as an example, other items can be 
easily incorporated Within an electronic interface 100 of the 
present invention, and that the nature of the interface Will of 
course vary according to the type of media item presented. 

[0048] Queue Control Options display area 115 is unique to 
the present invention. This ?eld identi?es a set of subscriber 
queue control options in place for a subscriber, as Well as links 
to additional features by Which the subscriber can add or 
modify such options. Thus, as shoWn, an exemplary set of 
subscriber queue control options 116 indicate that the sub 
scriber Wishes that a queue monitor system monitor the Sub 
scriber Selection Queue 110 and With controls such that: 

[0049] 1. When his/her queue is completely empty (i.e., 
there are no titles left in Subscriber Delivery Queue 116 
to be moved to a Titles Out Queue 106); 

[0050] 2. a notice Will be sent indicating such fact, and a 
neW title Will be automatically shipped (or distributed). 
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[0051] 3. the selection of the title should be automati 
cally recommended by the service provider) based on 
prior ratings provided by the subscriber for other ?lms 

[0052] Other options Will be discussed beloW, and it Will be 
understood that this is simply an example of the many differ 
ent types of setups that could be used by a subscriber. 
[0053] A queue control setup link 117 is provided (i.e., 
using a highlighted link Within the Web page 100) to alloW a 
subscriber to alter or modify subscriber queue control options 
116 through the use of an additional Web page (shoWn beloW 
in FIG. 2). A legend area 118 provides a notice to the sub 
scriber that an additional (optional) fee may be charged for 
selections that are automatically shipped in this fashion. 
[0054] Finally, an electronic avatar 120 is further provided 
to interact and assist the subscriber With features of the queue 
monitoring system of the present invention. Since some 
aspects of the invention may be foreign or unfamiliar to 
certain types of subscribers, it may be desirable to include 
some human like interaction in such cases. In this instance, 
electronic avatar 120 is generally referred to and designated 
as a “Queue Keeper” to denote to subscribers that (as With a 
“Zoo” keeper for example) another entity is attentive, respon 
sive and mindful of their preferences and desires as concerns 
movie selections, and is Working on their behalf behind the 
scenes so to speak to effectuate their Wishes and desires. 
Avatar 120 can take on a variety of customiZed appearance 
desired by the user in accordance With Well-knoWn tech 
niques. In some incarnations avatar 120 can also provide 
visual feedback to a user by Way of facial expressions (froWn 
ing, smiling, etc.) to respond to user input. The avatar can in 
turn communicate to a user both by text, audio output, etc. 
[0055] Again, other examples of the ?elds discussed above 
Will be apparent to skilled artisans as simple design choices 
based on the particular characteristics of the display being 
used, and the type of media being rented. Furthermore, to 
better illustrate the features of the present invention, other 
aspects of interface 100 have been omitted, and it Will be 
understood that such interface could include other options, 
features, entries, etc., that are not speci?cally shoWn. Finally, 
as Will be apparent to skilled artisans, it is possible in home 
video recorded/satellite receiver systems that interface 100 
(and the other interfaces described herein) Will be generated 
and driven by a menu program Within such systems, and not 
by connection of a broWser to a WWW page per se. 

Noti?cation Shipping and Recommendation Preference 
Setup 

[0056] FIG. 2 illustrates a queue control electronic inter 
face employed in the present invention that is adapted for 
assisting users/ subscribers to set up queue monitoring control 
parameters, queue noti?cation parameters, queue replenish 
ment parameters and other queue control options. It Will be 
understood, of course, that many of these display areas/?elds 
could be integrated as desired into queue status interface 100 
as Well if desired. 

[0057] As can be seen herein, a queue monitoring system 
can be con?gured to be extremely active, mostly passive, or 
something in betWeen, all the subscriber’s control. Further 
more, all or most of these services/features can be monetiZed 
if desired by a service provider to enhance pro?tability as Well 
as customer satisfaction. 

[0058] Accordingly, a ?rst preference display area 210 pro 
vides a short description of the reasons and functions associ 
ated With the queue monitoring system to interested subscrib 
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ers.A preliminary question is posed to the subscriber, such as, 
for example, Whether they Want to employ the bene?ts of auto 
queue monitoring, auto noti?cations, auto recommendations, 
auto shipments, etc. At this point, if the subscriber Wishes to 
simply elect certain default values (shoWn in shaded form in 
the interface) he/ she simply selects a FINISHED ?eld 295, 
and the choices indicated by such shadings Would then be 
stored for such subscriber. If the user prefers not to use a 
queue monitoring logic feature, they can depress the CAN 
CEL ?eld 296 and return to the prior interface. 

[0059] Alternatively, assuming that the subscriber Wishes 
to select their oWn customiZed controls, they then interact 
With and select from a number of selection areas Within inter 
face 200. The nature of the questions and selections posed in 
such interface areas is preferably designed to alloW even less 
experienced computer users to glean the meaning of the 
options presented. 
[0060] In some instances, as suggested earlier, the service 
provider may Want to charge a monthly fee for such monitor 
ing services, as Well as additional fees for each title that is 
reserved or shipped. In other instances, a service provider 
may provide the monitoring service free of charge (or par 
ticular selections free of charge) based on a subscriber’s ser 
vice level, and/ or maintaining a level of average tum-around 
time that is beloW a certain threshold. In other Words, if a 
subscriber routinely receives and returns titles Within a feW 
days, this practice helps in managing inventory and in spread 
ing out/satisfying demand for media inventory, particularly 
popular titles. Thus, in contrast to many brick and mortar 
enterprises Which punish late rentals With penalties/fees, the 
present invention in fact attempts to reWard early rental 
returns With various incentives. Accordingly as this type of 
behavior can be reWarded, including through non-monetary 
considerations such as the services described herein, this 
further enhances the useability and marketability of a service 
provider system con?gured as described herein. 
[0061] Thus in a second preference display area 220, a 
so-called queue trigger threshold question is ?rst posed to the 
subscriber. In other Words, “When” should the queue moni 
toring logic revieW Subscriber Selection Queue 110? As seen 
in this area of interface 200, the subscriber is given four 
threshold options, including generally the following: (1) 
When the Subscriber Selection Queue 110 becomes com 
pletely empty (i.e., as a result of moving the last selection into 
Titles Out Queue 106); (2) When the number of remaining 
titles in Subscriber Selection Queue 110 falls beloW a certain 
number (selectable by the user) of movies left; (3) When a 
desirable selection is available at the service provider (as 
determined by certain auto-recommend logic described 
herein); (4) at certain predetermined (selectable by the user) 
time interval sii.e., every day, every Week, etc. Some of these 
options are not mutually exclusive, and, therefore they can be 
selected in tandem of course. Other options may be 
employed, as Well, depending on the nature of the media, 
subscriber preferences, etc. 
[0062] Threshold Option #1 (default) of course is the least 
“proactive” of course, but still serves to accomplish the goal 
of reducing the chances that the Subscriber Selection Queue 
110 Will become completely empty. In some instances it may 
be desirable to incorporate a “sWap” feature, for example, that 
operates as a last minute check. Thus, When the system 
detects that the last selection to be moved into Titles Out 
Queue 106 is less desirable than another selection that is 
available, the user can opt for the better selection to be 
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shipped instead (either automatically, or through an email 
con?rmation), thus avoiding a Wasted shipment, Wasted time, 
etc. In another variation the user can also set up a limited 
response period (i.e., 1 day) so that if he/she does not reply 
favorably to the neW choice, the original choice is shipped as 
planned to avoid delays. 
[0063] Threshold Option #2 gives additional ?exibility for 
a variety of reasons. First, if there are lesser desirable selec 
tions remaining, these can be supplemented by (or even 
sWapped out for) better selections before the former are actu 
ally moved into Titles Out Queue 106 for shipment. Further 
more, in some instances it may be desirable for the system to 
compare user selections (Which may be identi?ed in a queue 
With a high priority) against automatically recommended 
selections (Which may be identi?ed With a loWer priority but 
predicted to be more “desirable” to the subscriber) to see if the 
latter should “bump” the former in shipping priority. Again, 
this serves to improve the overall user experience by ensuring 
that better quality selections are actually shipped and 
received. 
[0064] Threshold Option #3 is useful for ensuring that the 
Subscriber Selection Queue 110 is continually updated With 
better or fresher selections to supplement those that might be 
present in the queue. For example, if a neW release comes out 
that is likely to be of interest, the user is not required to 
physically log on to the site, look for, revieW or study the 
particular selection. Instead, the system automatically deter 
mines this for the subscriber, and adds the same to his/her 
Subscriber Selection Queue 110. In some instances, an addi 
tional control could be added to make sure that these types of 
selections are merely designated as “tentative” until the sub 
scriber accepts them into his/her selection queue. Again, 
since this feature acts as a form of “reserve” it is possible that 
the service provider could associate a fee for such preferential 
treatment. Furthermore it may be desirable to automatically 
move such popular selections into the Titles Out Queue 106 to 
ensure that they are quickly received, seen and returned by the 
subscriber for use by other subscribers. 
[0065] Threshold Option #4 replaces the typical user expe 
rience of logging on every day, Week, month, etc., to check for 
titles, and is useful as an additional check for the subscriber to 
make sure that any interesting selections have been consid 
ered. Again, in some instances, and particularly Where third 
party monitoring services are used, a nominal fee could be 
associated With “checking” the Subscriber Selection Queue 
110. 

[0066] A third preference display area 230 is used to 
specify options for “What” the system should do When the 
so-called triggering threshold is met. Again, these noti?cation 
selections can vary from very simple directives, to very 
detailed instructions, and it Will be understood that What is 
shoWn in FIG. 2 is merely exemplary of What canbe provided. 
[0067] Noti?cation Option #1 indicates that only a noti? 
cation should be sent to the subscriber When the triggering 
threshold is reached. Preferably this information is sent elec 
tronically to ensure expedient receipt by the subscriber. For 
instance, a simple e-mail, text message or instant message 
could be used. In other instances a hard-copy regular mail 
notice could be sent as Well. The content/ substance of a pre 
ferred noti?cation is discussed beloW in connection With FIG. 
3A. 
[0068] Noti?cation Option #2 indicates that a noti?cation 
should be sent to the subscriber When the triggering threshold 
is reached, and that an additional media title should be auto 
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matically selected (and if necessary shipped), Without further 
prompting or feedback from the subscriber. This option may 
be desirable by some types of subscribers Who do not Wish to 
be bothered With the task of selecting titles. An additional 
reminder ?eld can be associated With this option, so the 
subscriber can indicate hoW often he/ she should receive 
notices. This is useful so that if the Subscriber Selection 
Queue 110 is not replenished Within a certain time frame, the 
subscriber can receive another notice. 

[0069] In response to the subscriber selecting Noti?cation 
Option #3, the system Will skip any o?icial noti?cation to the 
subscriber, and simply select a neW title to be inserted into 
Subscriber Selection Queue 110 or Titles Out Queue 106. 
Again, this option may be of interest to certain subscribers 
Who prefer not to receive additional emails. 

[0070] Noti?cation Option #4 gives the subscriber more 
control, in that a noti?cation is sent, but it speci?cally directs 
the system NOT to actually move a title into Subscriber 
Selection Queue 110 (or Titles Out Queue 106 as the case may 
be) until an actual or “constructive” con?rmation is obtained. 
An actual con?rmation Would require, for example, that the 
subscriber either visit the site to remove a tentative designa 
tion, con?rm the shipment in a later e-mail, etc. A construc 
tive con?rmation can be based on time, for example, so that 
the system Will automatically remove any tentative designa 
tion (if such exists) and move or ship the title Within a prede 
termined (controlled by the user) number of days. 
[0071] A fourth preference display area 240 is used to 
specify options for “hoW” the system should replenish or 
supplement the Subscriber Selection Queue 110. Again, these 
replenishment/addition options can vary signi?cantly accord 
ing to the type of media, other system features, etc., and it Will 
be understood that What is shoWn in FIG. 2 is merely exem 
plary of What can be provided. 

[0072] In the present invention, the service provider pref 
erably automatically recommends a title to be included in 
Subscriber Selection Queue 110/Titles Out Queue 106. A 
variety of arti?cial intelligence, or preference determination 
systems are knoWn in the art for predicting preferences of 
individuals. These systems Work based on such simple factors 
as demographics, prior selections, expressed preferences, 
questionnaires, etc. 
[0073] In the present system, an auto-recommend feature 
can be based, for example, on prior ratings given by a sub 
scriber to certain movies Which he/she has seen, and/or just 
based on the identity if all prior rentals. In this instance, the 
system uses prior ratings by default, as these tend to more 
accurately re?ect a particular individual’s tastes. HoWever, 
the invention is by no means limited to any particular mecha 
nism, and it Will be understood that any suitable system can be 
employed for this purpose. The only criterion, of course, is 
that recommender should Work in the background, seam 
lessly and Without extensive burdensome participation by the 
subscriber so that the queue is automatically replenished. 
[0074] Additional replenishment options are based on vari 
ous categories of selections available at the media service 
provider. Thus, a subscriber can ask that any automatic selec 
tion be restricted to one or more particular categories, such as 
a NeW Release, a particular genre, a particular collection, 
from the top 100 most popular choices, from a Critic’s choice 
selection, etc. Again, additional fees may be identi?ed and 
collected for NeW Releases or other categories of titles. Other 
examples Will be apparent. 
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[0075] Finally, a ?fth preference display area 250 provides 
additional levels of queue management control. For example, 
in response to a Queue Management Option #1, a subscriber 
can elect to have any neW automatically selected title “bump” 
the next to be shipped item in the Subscriber Selection Queue 
110. In some instances, additional sub-control features can be 
employed so that the neW automatically selected item 
“alWays” bumps such existing queue item, or only does so 
When it is of a higher preference for the particular user. Again, 
this type of feature can be used to further improve the overall 
experience by the subscriber, Who is then ensured to receive 
media that is more tailored to their particular tastes. Alterna 

tively, a Queue Management Option #2 can be selected, in 
Which case the auto recommended title is simply placed in the 
order in Subscriber Selection Queue 110 behind any other 
existing entries. In such instance, the item Will be shipped 
automatically after the other entries are shipped, unless the 
subscriber speci?cally vetoes such selection either during a 
noti?cation process, or manually later by visiting the site on 
his/her oWn. 

[0076] In yet another (optional) Queue Management 
Option #3, a subscriber can elect to have entries moved into 
Subscriber Selection Queue 110 and simply designated as 
tentative. In such cases, these types of titles are NOT auto 
matically shipped unless the subscriber speci?cally requests 
such action at a later time. Thus, any such entries can essen 
tially ?oat in the queue until they are given a non-tentative 
status. This alloWs for subscribers to further designate a class 
of selections for Which they are not entirely sure that they 
Want shipped, but Which can Wait in abeyance in the queue 
until they are con?rmed. Again, to ensure that subscribers 
make fair use of such system, it may be desirable to charge a 
fee for any title that is reserved in this fashion, and even if it 
is not actually shipped. 
[0077] As a ?nal note, it Will be understood by those skilled 
in the art that at least some of the options presented in the 
Threshold, Noti?cation, Replenishment and Management are 
related to each other, and that additional selection logic Would 
be employed to make sure that the subscriber elects options in 
such areas that are consistent With each other. Thus, for 
example, if the subscriber selects Noti?cation Option #3 (au 
toship Without notice) they Will NOT be presented With 
Queue Management Option #3, to avoid a con?ict in the 
management logic. To avoid such possibilities, the system can 
selectively enable and disable options betWeen display areas 
based on the user’s selections. Other examples Will be appar 
ent to those skilled in the art. 

[0078] The ?nal ?elds in interface 200 represent standard 
FINISHED 270 and CANCEL 271 operations. If the user is 
done providing his/her preferences, the FINISHED ?eld 270 
is activated, the preference data is saved, and the user is taken 
back to Interface 100. If the user merely selects CANCEL 
271, no changes are saved. 

[0079] Again, it Will be understood from the present 
description that preference interface 200 shoWn in FIG. 2 is 
merely exemplary, and that any particular commercial imple 
mentation is likely to deviate from the same. Furthermore, it 
is not necessary to include all the options indicated, and other 
options could be substituted in lieu of the same. Accordingly, 
the ?nal look of any interface is expected to be a matter of 
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routine design skill based on particular needs of a particular 
media service provider and their respective subscribers. 

Electronic Noti?cation, Con?rmations & Feedback 

[0080] An exemplary noti?cation message 300 in accor 
dance With the present teachings is shoWn in FIG. 3A. As 
noted earlier, this message is preferably an email based text/ 
graphics message With embedded links that can be clicked 
through by a recipient. For example, as seen in FIG. 3A, a 
noti?cation message header 310 contains basic identifying 
information, including a sender ?eld, recipient ?eld, and a 
byline ?eld. An optional graphical character can be included 
to associate message 300 With a queue keeper. 
[0081] A ?rst message notice ?eld 320 includes informa 
tion pertaining to a basic notice that Would be elected pursu 
ant to Notice Option #1 or #2 above. This Would also be sent 
after a period of time that exceeds a subscriber default con 
?rmation time as provided in Notice Option #3 above. Again, 
the description provided in FIG. 3A is merely exemplary, and 
any suitable form can be used for the notice. An additional 
optional clickably URL could be embedded in the message to 
permit the subscriber to see the status of their particular 
Subscriber Selection Queue 110. A further optional ?eld 
could identify, by title, an additional selection already pre 
selected for the subscriber to consider for inclusion in their 
Subscriber Selection Queue 110 When he/ she visits the media 
service provider site. 
[0082] In the event the subscriber has elected some kind of 
auto-ship feature as Well from the con?guration options 
above, the message 300 can include an additional second 
message ship ?eld 330. This ?eld provides details on the title 
of the automatically selected item for the subscriber, and an 
approximate shipping date for the same. Again, optional 
clickable URLs are embedded in the message to permit the 
subscriber to see more information about the item in question. 
[0083] An additional feedback link ?eld 335 causes an 
additional feedback WindoW to open for the subscriber to 
provide his/her feedback on the quality of the selection made 
by the queue monitoring logic. This can be implemented in 
any conventional fashion, using numerical rankings, sliders, 
etc. The feedback data can be tabulated to monitor the per 
formance of the queue monitoring logic, to compile user 
preferences, etc. 
[0084] A con?rmation ?eld 340 provides an opportunity 
for a subscriber to opt-out of receiving the preselected item. A 
clickable URL link is thus provided for the user to change or 
cancel the particular selection. 
[0085] FIG. 3B illustrates yet another example of a con?r 
mation-request type notice 300 Which may be sent in accor 
dance With selecting noti?cation option #3 above. In this type 
of notice, a user is informed of the fact that a queue monitor 
ing system has identi?ed a title that he/ she may be interested 
in, and a speci?c request for feedback is made to con?rm 
acceptability of the choice. Thus, in the body of such mes 
sage, a subscriber is given essentially the same information as 
for the message of FIG. 3A, except that a click through to a 
speci?c URL is made to cause the subscriber to interact With 
an interface shoWn in FIG. 3C. As shoWn in FIG. 3C, a 
subscriber can then elect to have the item shipped, not 
shipped, or even have the title modi?ed for another selection. 
Again, an optional ratings ?eld can then be employed to 
solicit feedback on the performance of the system for moni 
toring purposes, for updating a subscriber pro?le, for use by 
a recommender system, etc. 
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[0086] It Will be understood by those skilled in the art that 
the above are merely examples of a type of noti?cation that 
can be sent to subscribers. The precise format, Wording and 
style Will be a matter of design choice for any particular 
application, and the invention is not limited by the same. 
Again, the primary advantage of the present invention lies in 
the fact that, unlike the prior art systems, a subscriber is 
noti?ed of the de?ciency in his/her selection queue, and is 
thus given an opportunity to address the same in a prompt 
fashion. 
[0087] Furthermore, an ancillary bene?t to the service pro 
vider is that they can determine, from available inventory, 
particular titles Which may be of interest to subscribers, and 
ship them as a Way of “?lling” subscriber queues in advance. 
This can be done, again, by auto-recommender systems, such 
as by the Cinematch system employed by Net?ix, or other 
comparable system. In other Words, every title preemptively 
shipped by the service provider acts to supplant a subscriber 
choice that may be harder to satisfy (i.e., because the desired 
title is scarce). For example, if the service determines that a 
customer is highly likely to enjoy title A, if the subscriber 
agrees to select title A, and if the title is shipped to the 
subscriber, this ?lls an available spot in the Titles Out Queue 
106 and reduces the expectation/opportunity by the sub 
scriber of receiving another (potentially more popular) title. 
This further frees up an opportunity for the service provider to 
ship the more popular title to another subscriber, thus giving 
more ?exibility in responding to demand. Furthermore, a 
service provider can determine Which titles have a higher 
pro?t margin (i.e., loWer sharing expenses With distributors, 
studios, etc.) and control the distribution of titles more closely 
using cost/pro?t as an additional factor as Well. 
[0088] Finally, it should be noted that this type of proactive 
inventory management helps to expand the reach and desir 
ability of the system to other types of Would-be renters, 
including persons Who are too busy, laZy, or unable to deter 
mine appropriate choices on their oWn. Moreover, since some 
renters are impulsive, they can be presented automatically 
With title choices to increase their participation rates as Well. 
[0089] In other circumstances, a notice can be sent auto 
matically to those subscribers (i.e., Without a setup process by 
a subscriber) upon determining that their rental selection 
queue only contains titles that are unavailable (or subject to a 
long Wait). In those instances, again, it is preferable to alert a 
subscriber to such fact before an undue amount of time 
passes, and so the subscriber (and/or the system) can take 
some form of corrective action. 
[0090] Of course, from a customer satisfaction perspective 
it makes no sense to send a title that is likely to be undesirable 
to a subscriber, so it is imperative to select good alternative 
choices, and this practice must be tempered to some extent. 
Furthermore, it may be desirable, in some instances, to not 
impose a fee for an automatic recommendation if the title in 
question is not particularly popular, or based on the subscrib 
er’s status (i.e., if he/ she is a preferred customer, has a certain 
subscription level, etc.) Nonetheless, it should be apparent 
that the monitoring logic of the present invention can operate 
to spread out demand for popular titles, While achieving a 
greater degree of customer satisfaction, and increasing reach 
of the service provider to other audiences. 

OPERATION OF THE PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENT 

[0091] A preferred Auto-Notify/Auto-Ship process 400 
used by a media distribution system With intelligent queue 
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monitoring con?gured in accordance With the present inven 
tions is illustrated in FIG. 4. Again, as noted herein, such 
process is expected to be embodied in a variety of softWare 
programs, routines, etc., that run on one more servers coupled 
to the Internet. In other embodiments these programs and 
routines Will run directly on a computing machine at the 
subscriber’s premises, such as a digital video recorder, 
receiver, etc. 
[0092] As a ?rst step, a subscriber con?gures his/her pref 
erences as noted in step 405, including the various options 
noted above in connection With FIG. 2. In the event that a 
ratings survey is determined at step 410 to be necessary from 
the subscriber (i.e., there is insu?icient information for a 
recommender system to generate a meaningful recommenda 
tion for a title) this is effectuated at steps 415 (present ratings 
schedule) and 420 (tabulate pro?le) at Which time a prelimi 
nary preference pro?le is created and maintained thereafter 
for the particular subscriber. As noted beloW, recommender 
systems are Well-knoWn in the art, and the present invention 
can thus be used With any number of suitable implementa 
tions. The present invention enhances the value of such rec 
ommender systems, in fact, by more proactively “pushing” 
valuable, interesting and high pro?t margin titles to subscrib 
ers in an optimal location along the distribution chain. Fur 
thermore, in some implementations a recommender system 
can further consider a title popularity, a subscriber status, a 
subscriber turn-around time for titles, etc., before ?naliZing a 
particular choice, to ensure that a title is appropriate and/or 
cost-effective for a particular subscriber. As an example, a 
very popular neW release may be recommended only to cer 
tain kinds of subscribers Who routinely return titles quickly. 
[0093] After such initialiZation steps, a queue monitoring 
procedure is performed in a loop-like fashion at step 410, 
again, in accordance With the directives selected by the sub 
scriber, and/or in conduction With other instructions from a 
service provider. If no triggering event is detected at step 430, 
the system returns back to a monitoring mode. 
[0094] When a triggering event is detected, the system then 
generates an auto-recommended title at step 435 for the par 
ticular subscriber using the subscriber’s preference pro?le. A 
preliminary preference pro?le is obtained as noted above, and 
is supplemented later, of course, With additional feedback 
from the user and observation of user selections. A number of 
conventional and customiZed programs can be con?gured for 
performing this type of task; for example, Net?ix uses a 
system identi?ed as Cinematch for such purpose. Other alter 
natives are of course acceptable, and could be used With the 
present system to ensure a title that is likely to be of interest to 
the subscriber. Again, in some embodiments, the system may 
merely alert the subscriber to the queue de?ciency Without 
generating a recommendation, or, at least, the latter operation 
may be performed after such alert. 
[0095] At step 440, a determination is made to see if the 
subscriber is supposed to receive a notice or not. Again, in 
some instances, for simplicity, a subscriber may opt out of 
further noti?cations and simply elect to receive the recom 
mended title. 

[0096] In such case, as noted at step 445, the Subscriber 
Selection Queue 110 is updated, or, if necessary, at step 450, 
the Titles Out Queue 106 as Well (in the event the subscriber’s 
queue Was completely empty and the title should be shipped). 
The title is then shipped to the subscriber in a conventional 
fashion as practiced in the prior art. Again, as noted above, in 
some instances a nominal fee can be associated With such 
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activities to re?ect the bene?ts conferred on the subscriber. 
Finally, in some instances, it is possible that before moving 
the title to a Titles Out Queue, the subscribe may elect to 
barter and/or exchange the title With another subscriber in 
return for additional inducements or consideration. 

[0097] At step 455, if the subscriber has elected to receive 
a noti?cation, the substance of a message (such as illustrated 
in FIGS. 3A and 3B) is prepared. The auto-noti?cation mes 
sage is then sent, (preferably) electronically, at step 460, 
using any conventional delivery mechanism, such as email, 
text message, Wireless alert, etc. 
[0098] At step 465, if the noti?cation consists solely of a 
notice (pursuant to the subscriber’s request) the process 
branches to step 495, Where a notation is made for the sub 
scriber’s pro?le that the subscriber Was indeed noti?ed. Con 
trol then returns to the queue monitor step 410; as noted 
earlier, a notice can be re-sent if the subscriber has elected 
such option. 
[0099] At step 470, if the noti?cation does not require an 
af?rmative reply con?rmation, then the subscriber’s prefer 
ences are examined to see if he/she has elected for a prede 
termined delay period at step 475. In other Words, this proce 
dure determines if the subscriber has asked for a constructive 
con?rmation option in the form of a certain number of days. 
If the ansWer is no, the process proceeds to step 445 and 
continues as noted above. If the ansWer is yes, then a delay 
period is introduced at step 480 equal to the subscriber’s 
request, and thereafter the process picks up step 445 as before. 
[0100] In the event the user has opted for an actual con?r 
mation (as opposed to a constructive con?rmation) the pro 
cess then moves to step 485. At this point, the system deter 
mines Whether it has received actual con?rmation, or if the 
user has canceled or modi?ed the selection. If yes, the system 
shifts to step 445 as noted earlier. If no, the system updates the 
subscriber pro?le to indicate that a notice Was sent, and ini 
tiates a re-noti?cation process 490 to be executed at a later 
time to remind the subscriber if need be. 
[0101] At this point, a designation (such as an *) can be 
made to the particular title as it is sitting in the Subscriber 
Selection Queue 110, so that if the subscriber logs on to vieW 
his/her account, they Will understand immediately that the 
automatically selected title is merely tentative. In a preferred 
approach the subscriber can elect to remove the designation 
directly at the service provider Website through interface 100, 
rather than Wait for another email noti?cation/ con?rmation. 
[0102] It Will be understood by those skilled in the art that 
the above is merely an example of an auto-notify/auto-ship 
process for a media distribution system, and that countless 
variations on the above can be implemented in accordance 
With the present teachings. A number of other conventional 
steps that Would be included in a commercial application have 
been omitted, as Well, to better emphasiZe the present teach 
ings. 
[0103] In addition, the present invention could be extended 
to perform additional administrative functions as Well, such 
as determining optimal service plans for subscribers. By 
monitoring the levels of subscriber queues, and the frequency 
at Which they are replenished by subscribers, the system can 
provide recommendations to subscribers on an optimal ser 
vice plan. For example, for full-service subscribers Who 
rarely check out more than 1 title at a time, a noti?cation 
(email) could be sent to suggest that they alter their service 
plan to a lesser service. Similarly, for loWer service subscrib 
ers Who appear to have large numbers of titles in their Sub 
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scriber Selection Queue, a noti?cation could be sent to sug 
gest that they upgrade their service. Other examples Will be 
apparent to those skilled in the art. This type of feature Will 
further alloW a service provider to determine an appropriate 
service plan for each subscriber, and thus improve overall 
customer retention rates. 

Subscriber Preference Procedure 

[0104] Apreferred subscriber preference setup process 500 
used by a media distribution system With intelligent queue 
monitoring con?gured in accordance With the present inven 
tions is illustrated in FIG. 5. Again, as noted herein, such 
process is expected to be embodied in a variety of software 
programs, routines, etc., that execute Within a conventional 
user broWser program. 

[0105] Thus, as seen in FIG. 5, a subscriber enables an 
Auto-Notify/Auto-Ship process at step 510. Thereafter, the 
subscriber either elects a number of default values, or begins 
the process of con?guring particular parameters to be used in 
a queue monitoring system. For example, at step 520, the 
“trigger events” are provided by the subscriber, to identify 
When the monitoring logic should examine the subscriber’s 
selection queue. At step 530, the subscriber identi?es What 
type of movie (or other media format) he/she Wants to be 
considered for an auto-recommendation system. At step 540, 
the subscriber identi?es speci?cally What type of policies/ 
rules should be employediie, What notice and action 
should be sent to him/her, including the Noti?cation Options 
described earlier. Finally, at step 550, any other additional 
management options (such as a sequence for placement of 
automatically selected features) are provided. 
[0106] It Will be understood by those skilled in the art that 
the above is merely an example of an auto-notify/auto-ship 
con?guration process for a media distribution system, and 
that countless variations on the above can be implemented in 
accordance With the present teachings. A number of other 
conventional steps that Would be included in a commercial 
application have been omitted, as Well, to better emphasiZe 
the present teachings. 

Subscriber Pro?ling Procedure 

[0107] A preferred subscriber pro?ling process 600 used by 
a media distribution system With intelligent queue monitoring 
con?gured in accordance With the present inventions is illus 
trated in FIG. 6. Again, as noted herein, such process is 
expected to be embodied in a variety of software programs, 
routines, etc., that execute Within a conventional user broWser 
program. 
[0108] As seen in FIG. 6, a subscriber is presented With a 
movie “survey” application, to collect data on a subscriber’s 
tastes in movies. Thus, at step 610 an interface shoWing one or 
more movie titles, and an entry ?eld for the subscriber to 
provide a rating is provided. The movie titles can be selected 
for presentation based on an evaluation by the system of 
movies most likely to have been by the subscriber, movies 
that are rated mo st popular by other subscribers, movies that 
have been determined to provide the best discrimination in 
tastes betWeen subscribers, etc. Again, the particular logic 
used to provide the sample list Will be a function of the 
particular recommender system employed. Additional ?elds 
for providing short summaries of the movies could be pro 
vided as Well. The movies could appear in a list, a table, or as 
a sequence of separate pages. The precise format of the inter 
















