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(57) ABSTRACT 

An embodiment provides a method including: providing an 
interactive game application for execution on a client device; 
providing access to data for use in conjunction with said 
interactive game application; determining a specified event 
has taken place within the interactive game application in 
accordance with one or more user interactions with said inter 
active game application; requesting at least one asset identi 
fication from a server; after determining the specified event 
has taken place within the interactive game application, Sus 
pending the interactive game application; displaying at least 
one asset corresponding to the at least one asset identification; 
and resuming the interactive game application in response to 
displaying the at least one asset. Other embodiments are 
described and claimed. 
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SYSTEMAND METHOD FOR DISPLAYING 
COMMERCIALS IN CONNECTION WITH AN 
INTERACTIVE TELEVISION APPLICATION 

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED 
APPLICATIONS 

0001. This application is a continuation application of 
U.S. patent application Ser. No. 10/428,660, entitled SYS 
TEM AND METHOD FOR DISPLAYING COMMER 
CIALS IN CONNECTION WITH AN INTERACTIVE 
TELEVISION APPLICATION, filed on May 2, 2003, which 
in turn claims the benefit of U.S. Provisional Application No. 
60/380,146 entitled SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR DIS 
PLAYING COMMERCIALS IN CONNECTION WITHAN 
INTERACTIVE TELEVISION APPLICATION, filed on 
May 3, 2002, each of which is incorporated herein by refer 
ence in its entirety. 

FIELD 

0002 The present invention generally relates to interac 
tive television and more specifically to inserting a television 
commercial into an interactive television application. 

BACKGROUND 

0003 Interactive television systems offer subscribers a 
variety of services and applications such as an interactive 
program guide, Internet access, video on demand, ticket Ser 
vices and games. Some interactive television systems allow 
viewers to play along with game shows, Vote during reality 
TV programs, enjoy views from different camera angles, and 
access detailed Statistics during a sporting broadcast, to name 
just a few examples. 
0004 Another area of interactive television includes 
developing applications that operate on a viewers set top box 
but may not directly pertain to a traditional television broad 
cast. For example, cable and satellite providers may offer 
“virtual channels.” Virtual channels are fully interactive digi 
tal networks that combine live broadcast feeds, scheduled/ 
live data feeds, and/or video-on-demand programming to 
create the next generation of digital programming. These 
on-demand applications are being developed both to comple 
ment existing analog/digital networks and to deliver Such new 
services to the television experience as banking and shop 
ping. A virtual channel may be accessed as any other channel, 
by entering a channel number, or also through a separate 
menu selection system. 
0005. The virtual channel may, for example, offer a game. 
These virtual channels may be similar to a web browser and 
allow the user to request information by interacting with a 
menu on the screen and using a remote control. The virtual 
channel operates by running an application on the set top box 
and fetching data through the cable or satellite networks on 
demand content system. 
0006. By providing enhanced TV services, network opera 
tors gain not only better customer satisfaction but also 
increased revenues. Consumer demand for enhanced televi 
sion offerings attracts Subscribers; and by adding breadth and 
depth to the digital offering, enhanced services help to retain 
subscribers on the digital tier. 
0007 Network operators also use enhanced or interactive 
television to create new revenue streams, such as charging for 
participation (per Vote, per play, and other methods) in tele 
vision programs. Advertisers use enhancements during com 
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mercial spots to retain interest and provide instant access to 
more detailed information about their products. 
0008 Existing payment models for such applications gen 
erally include a combination of a Subscription model (gener 
ally fixed monthly fees paid by the subscriber) and a pay per 
use model. It would be advantageous to offer an interactive 
television system that incorporates alternative payment meth 
ods for-its interactive television services and applications. 

BRIEF SUMMARY 

0009. In summary, one aspect provides a method compris 
ing: providing an interactive game application for execution 
on a client device; providing access to data for use in con 
junction with said interactive game application; determining 
a specified event has taken place within the interactive game 
application in accordance with one or more user interactions 
with said interactive game application; requesting at least one 
asset identification from a server; after determining the speci 
fied event has taken place within the interactive game appli 
cation, Suspending said interactive game application; display 
ing at least one asset corresponding to the at least one asset 
identification; and resuming the interactive game application 
in response to displaying said at least one asset. 
0010. Another aspect provides a system comprising: a 
client device comprising a processor, memory, and commu 
nications link operatively coupled to a communications net 
work, the client device further comprising at least one inter 
active game application residing in its memory; the 
interactive game application being programmed to: insert at 
least one asset at points during the use of the interactive game 
application in accordance with one or more user interactions 
with the interactive game application; the client device 
requesting an identifier of the at least one asset in accordance 
with one or more user interactions with the interactive game 
application. 
0011. The foregoing is a Summary and thus may contain 
simplifications, generalizations, and omissions of detail; con 
sequently, those skilled in the art will appreciate that the 
Summary is illustrative only and is not intended to be in any 
way limiting. 
0012 For a better understanding of the embodiments, 
together with other and further features and advantages 
thereof, reference is made to the following description, taken 
in conjunction with the accompanying drawings. The scope 
of the invention will be pointed out in the appended claims. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

0013 FIGS. 1a-bare block diagrams illustrating the infra 
structure of a system in accordance with the present inven 
tion. 
0014 FIG. 2 is a flow diagram of one embodiment of an 
interactive television system in accordance with the present 
invention. 
0015 FIG. 3 is block flow diagram of an exemplary inter 
active application in accordance with the present invention. 
0016 FIG. 4 illustrates exemplary screens from an exem 
plary embodiment of the present invention wherein the inter 
active application is a trivia game. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

0017. In accordance with one aspect of the present inven 
tion, commercials are provided to a subscriber at the start of 
or during use of an interactive television application. 
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0018. Further in accordance with one aspect of the inven 
tion, a Subscriber may select to pay for use of the interactive 
television application by watching a specified amount of 
commercials in connection with use of the application. The 
Subscriber can thereby reduce or avoid any additional pay 
ment for Such services. 

0019. In accordance with another aspect of the invention, 
the subscriber is prompted to determine a preferred payment 
method. The payment method may include receiving com 
mercials in lieu of or in addition to traditional payment meth 
ods such as pay-per-view, pay-per-use, pay-per-play, and Sub 
Scription based payment. Alternatively the Subscriber may 
choose to pay for use of the application with traditional pay 
ment methods and forego viewing any advertisements. 
0020. In accordance with one embodiment of the present 
invention, an interactive television system determines 
whether the subscriber has selected to view commercials in 
connection with receiving a selected interactive television 
application or service. If the subscriber has selected to view 
commercials, then the system sends selected commercials to 
the subscriber. The commercials may be viewed at the initia 
tion of the interactive television service or alternatively can be 
viewed at selected points during the use of the application. 
Commercials are video assets that are delivered on demand to 
an individual subscriber. Alternatively, commercials may be 
either broadcast or narrow cast for reception by a selected 
Subscriber group. 
0021. In an exemplary embodiment of the present inven 

tion, the interactive television application is a trivia game. 
The game consists of the user being presented with a plurality 
of questions, and providing answers to each of the questions. 
The present invention provides a system and method for 
inserting commercials into the game. 
0022 Displaying commercials in conjunction with an 
interactive television application is quite different from 
inserting commercials into a traditional television broadcast. 
Since an interactive application is run on the user's set top 
box, and requires interaction by the viewer, the broadcasterno 
longer has total control of exactly when to transmit the com 
mercial. An interactive television application is considered 
non-linear programming, and therefore presents a challenge. 
It is an objective of the present invention to address the 
problem of inserting commercial advertising into non-linear 
programming. 
0023 FIGS. la-b are block diagrams illustrating an inter 
active television system 100 in accordance with the present 
invention. At the viewer end, the interactive television system 
generally consists of a client device 101 located at the view 
er's home or other location, as well as a television, monitor, or 
other display 102 connected to the client device. The user 
generally has an input device 103 Such as a remote control or 
keyboard that works in conjunction with the client device and 
allows the user to provide input. 
0024. In an exemplary embodiment of the present inven 

tion, the client device is a set top box. One example of a set top 
box for use in accordance with the present invention is 
Motorola's Digital Consumer Terminal. The set top box 
could also be a personal video recorder having a local video 
storage device 104. A client device or set top box in accor 
dance with the present invention generally runs a system 
software 106 that works in conjunction with a broadcast 
server, which orchestrates the delivery of applications and 
services. A broadcast server may for example, be an applica 
tion server 108, video broadcast server 109, or a video on 
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demand server 110. Application server 108 is server that 
provides client 101 with one or more applications. Video 
broadcast server 109 is server that receives broadcast signals 
from one or more sources and transmits them to client 101. 
Video on demand server 110 is a video on demand gateway 
providing access to one ore more video on demand systems. 
0025. It is to be understood that the client device could be 
any device with a processor, memory, and capable of receiv 
ing cable or satellite communication signals. The client 
device could for example, be a personal computer having a 
television tuner. Alternatively, the client device could also be 
a PDA, cellphone capable of displaying video, a videophone, 
etc 

0026 FIG. 2 illustrates a block flow diagram of one 
embodiment for inserting commercial programming into an 
interactive television application in accordance with the 
present invention. An interactive television application is sent 
to a user's set top box by either broadcasting 201 the appli 
cation or by writing it into the flash memory 202 resident on 
the set top box. 
0027. Therefore, the interactive television application can 
be transmitted to the user's set top box at the user's request, or 
transparently to the user, via cable or satellite broadcast. For 
example, game data files can be uploaded to servers at the 
cable head-end. The servers will broadcast the data to the set 
top box through an in-band carousel. Broadcasting applica 
tions on the cable network allows set top boxes to download 
multiple applications without needing a two-way connection. 
The set top box tunes to the in-band carousel, downloads the 
application and data and places it into the set top box's 
memory. After fully loading, the application appears on the 
television screen. Alternatively, the application can be 
installed to the memory of the set top box prior to receipt and 
installation in one's home. Applications could also be 
installed by the user by connecting a cable or personal com 
puter to the set top box and copying files to the set top box 
memory. 
0028. In one embodiment of the present invention the 
interactive television application is an interactive single 
player game. However, it should be understood that the prin 
ciples of the present invention apply to multiplayer games or 
to other types of interactive applications as well. 
0029. An interactive television user loads and initiates the 
application 203. The application runs until it determines 204 
that it is time to present a television commercial to the user. 
The application may, for example, be hard coded to include 
the display of commercials upon certain conditions or at 
predetermined times. There also may be another application 
on the client device that is responsible for displaying com 
mercials, which works in communication with the interactive 
application. Alternatively, the broadcaster may send a trigger 
or signal to notify an application that it is time to display a 
commercial. 
0030. In one embodiment, the application presents a set of 
commercials on start up of the application. In another 
embodiment, commercials are presented at various times dur 
ing the use of the application. The commercials may be pre 
sented at predetermined time intervals (e.g., every 10 minutes 
from the start of the application) or at predetermined times 
(e.g. Synchronized to a system clock). Alternatively, commer 
cials are shown at predetermined points in the running of the 
application. For example, in a game application where the 
game is organized into a series of rounds, commercials are 
presented at either the end or beginning of each round. As 
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another example, a game could have a series of progressive 
levels of difficulty through which a user may advance. Com 
mercials could be presented at the end or beginning of each 
progressive level. In yet another embodiment, commercials 
are triggered off of specified events in the application. For 
example, a pre-determined number of correct or incorrect 
answers, or a player's score could trigger the display of a 
commercial. 
0031. As mentioned above, in one embodiment of the 
present invention, the interactive application is hard coded to 
include the display of video assets. For example, in a trivia 
game application, the application may include in its design a 
commercial that is displayed whenever five questions are 
answered. In this manner, the display of the video asset is 
dependent on the nature of the interactive application. 
0032. In another embodiment, display of video assets may 
be controlled by a separate software module that operates on 
the client device in cooperation with the interactive applica 
tion. This way, a single software module is responsible for the 
display of video assets, and each of a plurality of interactive 
applications does not need to be separately coded for the 
display of video assets. 
0033. In yet another embodiment of the present invention, 
the interactive application receives notification to display a 
Video asset upon receipt of a signal from the broadcaster. 
Upon receipt of such a broadcast signal, the interactive appli 
cation may be designed to continue what it is doing at the 
moment, and at the next available moment, display a video 
asset. The broadcast signal could alternatively interrupt the 
interactive application and immediately display the video 
asset. In a multi-player game, for example, the display of the 
Video asset would pause the game and display a commercial 
to be displayed at the same time for every player. 
0034. After determining 204 that it is time to display a 
commercial, the system identifies 205 the video asset (e.g. the 
commercial) that is to be played. In one embodiment, the 
identifier of the video asset is retrieved using a video on 
demand assetgateway 208 that interfaces with and aggregates 
Video asset information from multiple video on demand sys 
tems. Another method of retrieving the identifier is retrieving 
the identifier from abroadcast of video asset information 209. 
Yet another method of receiving the video on demand asset 
information includes receiving it from information contained 
in the interactive television application 210. The commercial 
could be selected randomly from a collection of a plurality of 
commercials, or the application could designate specific 
commercials to be displayed. Also, the selection of the com 
mercial could depend on user preference or profile. 
0035) Next, the system 100 stops the application to present 
206 the commercial to the subscriber, in one embodiment, 
stopping is achieved without halting execution of the appli 
cation. The application itself invokes the process required to 
retrieve and display the commercial. Alternatively, stopping 
may be achieved by halting, Suspending or otherwise stop 
ping execution of the application and then resuming once the 
commercial has completed. By way of example, in one 
embodiment stopping a game means stopping the interactiv 
ity, on another it means stopping game play. 
0036. In one embodiment the commercial plays over the 

full screen space allocated for the application. In other 
embodiments, the commercial is scaled to occupy a portion of 
the full screen space. When the presentation of the commer 
cial or set of commercials is complete, the application 
resumes. In the case of a game application, game play 
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resumes 207. The application continues until the subscriber 
ends the game or until the application determines that it is 
time to present more commercials. In one embodiment, the 
application itself determines when the commercials are to be 
played. In another embodiment, the game is interrupted by 
another module that controls the playing of the commercials. 
0037. In one embodiment, the commercials are sent as 
Video-on-demand streams that are received from a video-on 
demand server 211 located at a cable head end. In another 
embodiment, commercials are sent as a narrow-cast video 
stream to a selected Subscriber group so that more than one 
subscriber can view the video asset simultaneously. Alterna 
tively, the commercial that is displayed could be one that is 
broadcast to all subscribers simultaneously. 
0038. In an alternative embodiment of the present inven 
tion, video assets are provided to a client device such as a 
personal video recorder having local storage such as a hard 
drive. Video assets are then stored on the local storage for later 
retrieval and display. 
0039. In yet another embodiment, video assets are pro 
vided to a client device by providing a separate channel dedi 
cated to the broadcast of video assets. Display of a video asset 
is achieved by Switching channels and displaying the dedi 
cated commercial transmission. In this embodiment of the 
present invention, there may be a synchronization or timing 
aspect involved Such that the commercial is displayed from 
beginning to end, and display does not start at a random time 
in the middle of a commercial. 
0040. The system 100 of the present invention can deliver 
commercials in connection with an interactive television 
application. In one embodiment of the present invention, 
commercials are presented at the option of the subscriber. The 
system determines whether a subscriber prefers to run the 
application (e.g., play the game) with commercials or without 
commercials. If the system determines that the user has 
selected to receive commercials, then in one embodiment, the 
system permits the operation of the interactive application 
without passing any charges (fees) to the Subscriber. In 
another embodiment, fees are still charged but are discounted 
in proportion to the number of commercials selected by the 
user. The system and method of the present invention there 
fore provides a method of selecting and providing payment 
for the use of an interactive television application. 
0041 FIG. 3 illustrates a flow diagram of one exemplary 
embodiment of the present invention wherein the interactive 
television application is a play at home version of a popular 
televised trivia game show. 
0042. Upon execution of the game application, an intro 
ductory screen 300 is displayed. The user is prompted 301 to 
start the game or view help which may consist of instructions 
on how to play the game. 
0043. Upon choosing to start the game, data is fetched and 
loaded into the application while displaying a data loading 
screen 302. The main question screen is displayed. Most of 
the game's layout is based on a question screen. The back 
ground of this screen consists of an MPEG frame. The upper 
corner of the background contains a photo of the on-air set. 
This area will later be covered up by other elements, such as 
Video on demand commercials, timers, final answer buttons, 
etc. Exemplary screens from the game are illustrated in FIG. 
4 

0044) The application receives data from the broadcaster 
in the form of questions and answers. For example, for each 
question, data representing the text of a question, and its four 
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possible answers is sent to the application. The application 
displays the text of the question in the question field, and the 
four possible answers in the answer field. The correct answer 
is also sent. A point value may also be sent with each question. 
0045. Many other types of data can also be broadcast to the 
application. For example, images and graphics may be sent 
for display within the application. In the present example of a 
trivia game, data representative of global score information 
Such as other high score players could be sent to the applica 
tion. 

0046. The user uses arrow keys on a remote control to 
move the onscreen highlight across the active buttons. Click 
ing the “Select/OK” button will activate the currently high 
lighted button. The user selects from a choice of four answers 
what they believe to be the correct answer. The user is 
prompted if this is their final answer 305. Once the user 
validates that this is their final answer, the answer screen 306 
is displayed, showing if they are correct or not. 
0047. In this particular game, the game only continues if 
the user answers correctly. If the answer is correct, a winnings 
screen 307 is displayed with the user's score. 
0048. At this point, a video asset such as a commercial 
may optionally be displayed 308. As mentioned earlier, a 
commercial may be displayed after each question is 
answered, upon completion of a predetermined number of 
correct or incorrect answers, may be dependent upon a users 
score, or at the start or end of a game. 
0049. In one embodiment the commercial screen displays 
a full-screen video of a commercial using video on demand 
technology. Text is placed across the bottom of the Screen 
telling the user, for example, “We will return after this com 
mercial break”. When the ad finishes playing, the question 
screen will appear and the game will continue. Several video 
on demand commercials will be available and chosen at ran 
dom. 

0050. The system and method of the present invention is 
applicable to other interactive television applications besides 
the exemplary trivia game as has been discussed thus far. For 
example, the interactive television application could be a 
sports game, a simulated card game, a role playing game, etc. 
The interactive application could also be an informational 
application, and quite similar to a web browser. The interac 
tive application could even be a television email utility. 
0051. It should be understood that the principles of the 
present invention apply to otherpayment adjustment methods 
and models. In one embodiment, a user is prompted at the 
commencement of each interactive session as to the user's 
preferences as to whether and quantity of commercials to be 
received. In another embodiment, a user profile is stored and 
retrieved that contains the user's preference profile and the 
system presents commercials in accordance with the profile. 
0052. This invention addresses and alleviates the growing 
need for payment methods for Subscription based, pay-per 
play/view and other pay services in correlation to the lack of 
back-end billing capabilities on MSO systems and end-users 
not willing to pay out of pocket money for services. 
0053. The present invention applies to launch or use a 
service, whether a game service, Sweepstakes, free movie or 
any pay for service application into which video commercials 
or advertising is dynamically served as payment for use of 
said service. The end-user can pay for services by (1) watch 
ing a video advertisement; or (2) using standard payment 
methods (credit card or cable bill). Using video on demand or 
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standard broadcast services, the end-user can watch a video 
commercial as payment into the pay service. 
0054 The current way to use a subscription based or pay 
perplay/view service is to have the end-userpay out of pocket 
money or have the fee invoiced on the monthly cable bill. 
0055. The invention creates an additional method of pay 
ment based on TV, that the end-user, Content provider and 
MSO are used to: TV Commercial viewing. 
0056. This invention is different from previously invented 
methods of inserting commercials into a video on demand 
linear program Such as a movie in that commercials are 
inserted into interactive content that is non-linear, Such as a 
Video game. 
0057 This method will create pay models for all interac 
tive television applications by leveraging advertising into 
interactive television applications. Currently the only way to 
include advertising in Such applications is through a series of 
banner ads. This will allow content providers, MSO and 
Advertisers to use current video assets and methods that 
demand higher prices for air time on all applications. TV is 
based on commercial viewing, this inventions allows the 
method to expand to stand alone applications and services. 
0058. The present invention provides a significant com 
petitive advantage over competitors by leveraging current TV 
ROI models into non-linear interactive television. Advertis 
ers, PayTV, MSO and Content Providers and Broadcasters 
will all benefit from this application. 
0059. In closing it is to be understood that the embodi 
ments disclosed herein are illustrative of the principals of the 
invention. Other modifications may be employed which are 
within the scope of the invention. Accordingly, the present 
invention is not limited to that precisely shown and described 
in the present specification. 
What is claimed is: 
1. A method comprising: 
providing an interactive game application for execution on 

a client device; 
providing access to data for use in conjunction with said 

interactive game application; 
determining a specified event has taken place within the 

interactive game application in accordance with one or 
more user interactions with said interactive game appli 
cation; 

requesting at least one asset identification from a server, 
after determining the specified eventhas taken place within 

the interactive game application, Suspending said inter 
active game application; 

displaying at least one asset corresponding to the at least 
one asset identification; and 

resuming the interactive game application in response to 
displaying said at least one asset. 

2. The method of claim 1, wherein the at least one asset is 
a commercial. 

3. The method of claim 2, wherein the commercial is dis 
played on a portion of a screen shared with the interactive 
game application. 

4. The method claim of 2, wherein the commercial is dis 
played on a full screen. 

5. The method of claim 1, wherein suspending the interac 
tive game application comprises halting execution of the 
interactive game application. 
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6. The method of claim 1, wherein suspending the interac 
tive game application comprises pausing the interactive game 
application without halting execution of the interactive game 
application. 

7. The method of claim 6, wherein suspending the interac 
tive game application comprises continuing to run the inter 
active game application in the background. 

8. The method of claim 1, wherein requesting at least one 
asset identification from a server comprises requesting the at 
least one asset identification after determining the specified 
event has taken place within the interactive game application. 

9. The method of claim 1, wherein the at least one video 
asset is selected based upon a user profile. 

10. A system comprising: 
a client device comprising a processor, memory, and com 

munications link operatively coupled to a communica 
tions network, 

the client device further comprising at least one interactive 
game application residing in its memory; 

the interactive game application being programmed to: 
insert at least one asset at points during the use of the 

interactive game application in accordance with one 
or more user interactions with the interactive game 
application; 

the client device requesting an identifier of the at least one 
asset in accordance with one or more user interactions 
with the interactive game application. 
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11. The system of claim 10, wherein the at least one asset 
acts as payment for use of the interactive game application 
based on a profile of user preferences for payment. 

12. The system of claim 10, wherein the at least one asset is 
a commercial. 

13. The system of claim 12, wherein the commercial is 
displayed on a portion of a screen shared with the interactive 
game application. 

14. The system claim of 12, wherein the commercial is 
displayed on a full screen. 

15. The system of claim 10, wherein suspending the inter 
active game application comprises halting execution of the 
interactive game application. 

16. The system of claim 10, wherein suspending the inter 
active game application comprises pausing the interactive 
game application without halting execution of the interactive 
game application. 

17. The system of claim 16, wherein suspending the inter 
active game application comprises continuing to run the inter 
active game application in the background. 

18. The system of claim 10, wherein requesting an identi 
fier of the at least one asset in accordance with one or more 
user interactions with the interactive game application com 
prises requesting the at least one asset identification after 
determining a specified eventhas taken place within the inter 
active game application 

19. The system of claim 10, wherein the at least one video 
asset is selected based upon a user profile. 

k k k k k 


