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INFORMATION DISTRIBUTING METHOD AND
INFORMATION DISTRIBUTING SYSTEM

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

[0001] 1. Field of the Invention

[0002] The present invention relates to an information
distributing system and an information distributing method
for distributing various information via the Internet. In
addition, the present invention includes a technology relat-
ing to a system for realizing a printing service by causing a
printing apparatus connected to a set top box (STB) of each
home to print print information utilizing a two-way broad
band communication network such as a cable television
system.

[0003] 2. Related Background Art

[0004] Inrecent years, as a personal computer has become
inexpensive and personal computers have been introduced
into many homes, a personal computer is widely used for
enjoying the Internet at home by connecting the personal
computer to telephone lines. However, for those who have
not operated personal computers yet, operation of a personal
computer is complicated and may not be accepted easily. It
has been proposed that such people who do not have
personal computers connect to the Internet using televisions
for home use because operation of such televisions is easy.
A representative example is the WebTV provided by
Microsoft Corporation. The WebTV can be operated by a
user as if the user operated a television using a remote
controller. In addition, the WebTV has a configuration with
which a user can connect to the Internet via telephone lines
using the Windows CE and a browser installed in a set-top
box (STB) of the WebTV.

[0005] In addition, in recent years, cable televisions are in
wide use in Japan, and an increasing number of cable
television companies offer Internet services using cable
television lines that are two-way broad band communication
networks. In a cable broadcasting system, a lot of television
or radio programs, or contents such as those of shopping are
sent as images, voices and character data and are received by
each digital broadcast receiving apparatus through many
channels. Character data is received together with a program
itself (images and voices), which are included in a trans-
mission signal. In addition, a line usage fee of an ordinary
cable television is paid when a user makes connection to the
Internet using this cable line. Thus, there is an advantage in
that the user can connect to the Internet without paying a
calling fee, and can access information of all over the world
via the Internet using a television for home use free of charge
or by only paying a charge as low as a general provider
charge. In addition, since a broad band communication
network is used, data transmission of a large capacity can be
performed in a short time. Thus, Internet services using
cable television lines are in wide use not only in Japan but
also in other regions of the world.

[0006] In addition, a mechanism has been devised in
which a printer is connected to an STB of a conventional
WebTV and printing is performed by the printer in order to
obtain print output of a screen displayed on the WebTV. In
this case, a printer driver of a simple configuration is
provided in an NVRAM of the STB to output data to an
ink-jet printer as bitmap data of low resolution that is close
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to display resolution. Thus, even if the printer responds to
high resolution, a result of printing is low in quality when an
output of a bitmap image is performed.

[0007] That is, the conventional WebTV accesses the
Internet, displays information desired by a user on the
WebTV, generates a raster image of low resolution from the
information using the printer driver in the STB to output the
raster image to a low function printer. Thus, there is a
problem in that a resulting print image has low resolution of
the same level as display resolution of a TV display, and
contents such as a photograph cannot be obtained in a form
that satisfies the user.

[0008] In addition, a user accesses the Internet from a
WebTV to display desired information, and then causes a
printer to print the information by a printing instruction
using a remote controller or the like. Therefore, the user
needs to always retrieve required information by accessing
the Internet, which is a significant burden for the user.
Moreover, since a lot of users are likely to make an access
during a period of time when a general user makes an access,
there is a problem in that it takes long to retrieve or
download information due to increased loads to a provider
or a communication network. In addition, since a large load
is applied to the printer driver in the STB during print
processing, there is a problem in that a television screen
freezes and the user cannot perform other operations.

[0009] In addition, since information that a user desires on
the Internet is often included in a plurality of different home
pages, the user needs to obtain necessary information by
tracing each home page and print the information every time
the user finds it. Thus, there is a problem in that the user has
to bear significant burdens and it takes long time to obtain
the information. Moreover, since the user prints necessary
information every time the information is found even if little
information is required, there also is a problem in that the
number of printed sheets increases and costs of expendable
supplies amount to a large sum.

[0010] In addition, an advertisement company that wishes
to advertise something to many users cannot do anything but
wait for users to access his home page or other home pages
on which a banner advertisement is inserted. Thus, the
advertisement company has to insert a banner advertisement
linked to its own home page in many home pages to increase
the number of users who access the home page on which the
advertisement is inserted. Therefore, there is a problem in
that the advertisement company cannot easily place an
advertisement to users targeted for promotion. In addition,
since the advertisement company only shows an advertise-
ment to a user who visits the home page and cannot specify
an age of a user or a region where the user lives to place an
advertisement, efficiency is low. In addition, in order to
realize a user-specified advertisement, the advertisement
company can only advertise by direct mails conventionally.
Thus, there is a problem in that costs such as costs of paper
for direct mails, personell expenses, postage increase, or the
like.

[0011] In addition, a provider of information such as a
home page on the Internet can receive an advertisement fee
from an advertisement company in return for insertion of a
banner advertisement, and also can receive an contents fee
in return for provision of contents (information). However,
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there is a problem in that, for an information provider whose
home page users do not frequently visit, this does not pay as
a business.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

[0012] The present invention has been devised in view of
the above problems, and it is a first object of the present
invention to realize a print image of high resolution with a
printer connected to an STB (set-top box) of a TV for home
use.

[0013] Tt is a second object of the present invention to
provide a mechanism with which a user collects desired
information via the Internet and actively outputs the col-
lected information as print information, thereby passively
obtaining a desired print image. It is also an object of the
present invention to provide a mechanism with which a user
passively receives print data at a designated time via the
Internet and prints the received print data.

[0014] Ttis a third object of the present invention to reduce
burdens on a user and costs of expendable supplies by
collectively laying out information desired by the user and
existing in various locations on the Internet to generate
distribution information and distributing the distribution
information.

[0015] 1t is a fourth object of the present invention to
provide a mechanism with which active distribution pro-
cessing with high security can be realized by distributing
distribution information from an information providing
company using a private line of a cable television.

[0016] 1t is a fifth object of the present invention to
provide a mechanism that allows an advertisement company
to register advertisement information using the Internet and
conduct publicity activities aimed at specified target users.

[0017] An information distributing method of the present
invention for attaining the above-mentioned first object is
provided with, for example, the following configuration.
That is, an information distributing method using a cable
line for digital broadcasting, which comprises: an identifi-
cation step for identifying a type of a printing apparatus to
be connected to a set-top box of each user; an obtaining step
for obtaining data that should be printed for specific users;
a selection step for selecting a printer driver corresponding
to the printing apparatus based on the identification infor-
mation; a generation step for generating, using the selected
printer driver, print information that should be printed by the
printing apparatus of the specific users from the obtained
data that should be printed; and a distribution step for
distributing the generated print information to a set-top box
of the specific users via the cable line.

[0018] In addition, an information distributing method of
the present invention for attaining the above-mentioned
second object is provided with, for example, the following
configuration. That is, an information distributing method of
distributing print information to specific users based on
information to be obtained via the Internet, which com-
prises: a management step for managing selection conditions
for selecting distribution information which is obtained from
the specific users in advance; a collection step for collecting
distribution information that should be distributed to the
specific users from the information obtained via the Internet
based on the managed selection conditions; a generation step
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for generating print information that should be printed by the
specific users based on the above-mentioned collected dis-
tribution information; and a distribution step for actively
distributing the generated print information to the specific
users.

[0019] In addition, an information distributing method of
the present invention for attaining the above-mentioned third
object is provided with, for example, the following configu-
ration. That is, an information distributing method for dis-
tributing desired information to specific users, which com-
prises: a receiving step for receiving selection conditions for
selecting desired contents information from specific users; a
selection step for selecting contents information that should
be distributed to the specific users based on the above-
mentioned received selection conditions out of contents
information collected from a plurality of sites via the Inter-
net; a generation step for laying out the selected contents
information collected from the plurality of sites as one file
to generate distribution information; and a distribution step
for distributing the generated distribution information to the
specific users.

[0020] In addition, an information distributing method of
the present invention for attaining the above-mentioned
fourth object is provided with, for example, the following
configuration. That is, an information distributing method of
distributing print information via a cable network for a
digital broadcasting system to a user who has a set-top box
for transferring received print information to a connected
printing apparatus, which comprises: a receiving step for
receiving distribution information that should be distributed
to a user designated by an information distribution server; a
generation step for generating print information based on the
received distribution information for each user; and a dis-
tribution step for distributing the print information generated
for each user to the set-top box of the designated user
utilizing the cable network.

[0021] In addition, an information distributing method of
the present invention for attaining the above-mentioned fifth
object is provided with, for example, the following configu-
ration. That is, an information distributing method of dis-
tributing advertisement information to be generated at an
advertisement company to a plurality of users to be selected,
which comprises: a management step for managing profile
data of a plurality of users using a database; a receiving step
for receiving selection conditions for selecting specific users
to whom advertisement information should be distributed; a
selection step for selecting the specific users to whom
advertisement information should be distributed based on
the received selection conditions and the managed profile
data; and a distribution step for distributing advertisement
information to the selected specific users utilizing a digital
broadcasting system.

[0022] Other features and advantages of the present inven-
tion will be apparent from the following description taken in
conjunction with the accompanying drawings, in which like
reference characters designate the same or similar parts
throughout the figures thereof.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS
[0023]

[0024] FIG. 1 is an infrastructure diagram of a printing
system of the present invention using a digital broadcast;

In the accompanying drawings,
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[0025] FIG. 2 is a block diagram showing an internal
configuration of an STB and a printer;

[0026] FIG. 3 is a block diagram showing an internal
configuration of a CHE;

[0027] FIG. 4 is a block diagram showing an internal
configuration of a BPS server;

[0028] FIG. 5 is a flow chart showing a flow of entire
processing in the present invention;

[0029] FIGS. 6A and 6B illustrate user interface that is
displayed on a browser when contents of objects of distri-
bution in a contents server are registered in the BPS server;

[0030] FIG. 7 is an image view showing contents laid out
in the BPS server;

[0031] FIG. 8 is a flow chart showing first control pro-
cessing in the BPS server;

[0032] FIG. 9 is a data diagram showing contents of a
customer profile to be registered in a customer database of
the BPS;

[0033] FIG. 10 illustrates a user interface to be displayed
on a TV screen when registration of desired contents is
processed in the STB;

[0034] FIG. 11 is a flow chart showing control processing
in the CHE;

[0035] FIG. 12 is a flow chart showing control processing
in the STB;

[0036] FIG. 13 is a flow chart showing registration pro-
cessing of advertisement distribution in an advertisement
company (AD);

[0037] FIGS. 14A and 14B illustrate user interface to be
displayed on a browser when registration of advertisement
distribution is processed in the advertisement company;

[0038] FIG. 15 is a flow chart showing second control
processing in the BPS server;

[0039] FIG. 16 is a flow chart showing third control
processing in the BPS server;

[0040] FIG. 17 is a flow chart showing fourth control
processing in the BPS server;

[0041] FIG. 18 is a flow chart showing processing of
connection to a portal site from the STB;

[0042] FIG. 19 is a flow chart showing control processing
in a portal site server;

[0043] FIG. 20 illustrates a user interface showing an
expendable supplies request screen displayed on a TV via
the STB by an HTML document transmitted from the portal
site server;

[0044] FIG. 21 is a flow chart showing fifth control
processing in the BPS server;

[0045] FIG. 22 is a flow chart showing sixth control
processing in the BPS server;

[0046] FIG. 23 is a flow chart showing seventh control
processing in the BPS server; and

[0047] FIG. 24 is an image view for illustrating a charging
mechanism in the system of the present invention.
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS

[0048] Preferred embodiments of the present invention
will be hereinafter described in detail with reference to the
accompanying drawings.

[0049] 1In the following embodiment, an information dis-
tribution system will be described in which a BPS (Broad-
band Printing Service) for performing main control of the
present invention collects contents information on the Inter-
net and transfers the information to a cable television head
end of a cable television company, and the cable head end
multicasts the information to each user (monocast is also
possible) in a digital broadcasting system with which con-
tents are transmitted via a two-way broad band communi-
cation network. According to this embodiment, the system is
a system for allowing a user to obtain a print image of high
resolution using a printer connected to an STB (set-top box)
of a TV for home use.

[0050] An infrastructure configuration for realizing an
embodiment of the present invention is shown in FIG. 1.
Reference numeral 1 denotes a BPS server having a char-
acteristic mechanism of the present invention. Print infor-
mation required for distribution is sent to the BPS server 1
from a provider of information (a request for advertisement,
a request for distribution of documents such as contents
provider and a payment slip) on a company side being an
information provider through the Internet 4 and via an
Internet proxy server 5. As the information provider, there
are advertisement company servers 2a and 26 to which an
advertisement request is sent, and contents servers 3a and 35
of a bank that holds payment slip and account entry infor-
mation, a newspaper publishing company that holds event
news and sports article information, a company that holds
contents such as photographs and novels, and the like.

[0051] Here, as print information that the BPS server 1
obtains, there are advertisement information such as an
advertisement and a coupon that the advertisement company
wishes to send to each user from the advertisement company
server 2a and 2b, and contents information such as image
contents, a bank deposit statement, a payment slip, a sports
article or the like that a user desires to collect from each of
the contents servers 3a and 3b.

[0052] The BPS server 1 collects advertisement informa-
tion obtained from each of the advertisement company
servers 2a and 2b and content information obtained from
each of the contents servers 3a and 35 over the Internet 4.
In addition, set-top boxes 11a to 11c¢ (hereinafter referred to
as STB) of each user obtain identification information of a
printer 12 that is connected to the STBs, and uploads the
information to a cable head end 8 (a server of a cable
television company; hereinafter referred to as CHE 8). The
CHE 8 gives an ID of each client user and the identification
information of the printer to the BPS server 1, and the BPS
server 1 retains the obtained information in a user profile
database 6 (hereinafter referred to as the user profile DB 6).
User individual information and contents history informa-
tion to be described later as well as a P-point (print point) are
stored in the user profile DB 6, which are updated appro-
priately. In addition, the BPS server 1 retains a plurality of
general printer drivers, which are supposed to be used by
users of this system, in a printer driver database 7 (herein-
after referred to as printer driver DB 7).
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[0053] The BPS server 1 generates print information of a
print image suitable for a destination user from the collected
advertisement information and contents information. This
processing is realized by the BPS server 1 accessing the user
profile DB 6 in which information peculiar to the user is
stored to obtain identification information of a printer 12
owned by a user being a destination of the print information
and selecting a corresponding printer driver out of the
printer driver DB 7 in order to recognize the printer 12 of the
destination user.

[0054] The BPS server 1 reads the selected printer driver
from the printer driver DB 7, activates the printer driver and
rasterizes advertisement information and contents informa-
tion to be distributed to develop the information in a
rasterized image that can directly drive the printer. The
rasterized print information prepared for each user in this
way is sent to the CHE 8 from the BPS server 1. The CHE
8 multiplexes the rasterized print information received form
the BPS server 1 together with information of a BS/CS
broadcast, a ground wave broadcast, a self-produced pro-
gram broadcast or the like, and forwards the multiplexed
information to a cable network 9. A hub 10 (HUB) is
installed in the cable network 9, which distributes a broad
band signal that is transmitted by the cable network 9 to
users in a specific area. An STB 11 of a user is connected to
the hub 10 via a cable line 94, and the user receives the broad
band signal transmitted from the CHE 8 via the STB 11.

[0055] The broad band signal received in the STB 11 via
the cable line 9a is separated into TV information consisting
of video and audio and the rasterized print information
distributed from the BPS server 1 by a multiple signal
separation technology. The TV information is sent to a TV
monitor 13 and displayed on a display to be viewed. The
rasterized print information is transferred to the printer 12
without being displayed on a display 13, and the print
information is printed to be output to a recording medium 14
by the printer 12.

[0056] In addition, as described above, various statuses
and identification information of the printer 12 at the times
of printing and not printing can be sent to the CHE 8 via the
STB 11 making use of the cable network 9 being a two-way
communication network. In the CHE 8, the BPS server 1 can
find the status of the printer 12 on a real time basis by
demodulating the statuses and the identification information
to send them to the BPS server 1.

[0057] Inaddition, although the CHE 8 and the BPS server
1 are described as different devices in FIG. 1, in the case in
which the CHE 8 and the BPS server 1 preferably exist in the
same place but actually exist in different places, the printer
driver DB 7 may exist under the CHE 8. In this case, the BPS
server 1 specifies a user and a printer driver to send contents
information to the CHE 8, and the CHE 8 reads a suitable
printer driver from the printer driver DB to generate print
information and distributes the print information to a spe-
cific STB.

[0058] FIG. 2 is a block diagram of the STB 11 and the
printer 12 in the present invention. A broad band multiple
signal forwarded from the CHE 8 is inputted in the STB 11
via the cable line 9a. In a demodulation block, the broadband
multiple signal received in a tuner 15 as an RF signal
removes a carrier from a signal that is digitally modulated.
The CHE 8 adds a code for error correction to send the signal
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in order to correct an error in a transmission line as pre-
processing for transmission. An error correction block 17
corrects an error occurred in the transmission line by using
the error correction code added by the CHE 8. Information
of a user, particularly information such as a subscribed
channel is recorded in an IC card 21. Control information
(ECM) and individual information (EMM) 22 that are
detected in a de-scramble block are sent to the IC card 21.
The IC card 21 compares the control information (ECM) and
individual information (EMM) 22 with user information
registered in the IC card 21 to confirm coincidence, and
forwards a decryption key 23 to the de-scramble block 18.
The channel subscribed for by the user is reproduced when
the user decrypts the scramble for signal reproduction by the
decryption key 23.

[0059] Then, the de-scrambled signal is inputted in a
demultiplexer 19, and each piece of multiplexed information
of video, audio and printing is separated. The separated
video signal is decompressed by a video decoder to be an
ordinary video signal 26 and outputted. In addition, the
separated audio signal is decompressed by an audio decoder
to be an ordinary audio signal 27 and outputted.

[0060] The print information of the present invention is
restored as the rasterized print information transmitted by
the BPS server 1 via a print information decoder 25, and sent
to the printer 12 via a serial interface 26. The print infor-
mation sent to the printer 12 is stored in a line buffer 31. The
rasterized print information stored in the line buffer 31 is
sent to a printer engine 32 one after another, and is printed
on the recording medium 14 by a printer head 33. A status
controller 30 watches the printer engine 32, and sends a
status such as occurrence of an error, an end-of-print and a
distribution request of print information to the STB 11. The
STB 11 sends current status information of the printer 12 to
the BPS server 1 via the cable network 9 and the CHE 8.

[0061] In this way, since print information printed and
outputted by the printer 12 is developed in a rasterized image
by a corresponding printer driver in the BPS server 1 or the
CHE 8, the print output is as high in resolution as printing
from a personal computer (an image is generated with a
resolution of 1440x720 dpi in an ink-jet printer and resolu-
tion of 600x600 dpi in a laser beam printer). Thus, in the
mechanism of this embodiment, a high resolution image is
obtained to which an output by a conventional simple driver
held in an STB cannot be comparable.

[0062] An internal configuration of the CHE 8 will now be
described with reference to FIG. 3. FIG. 3 is an explanatory
diagram of a digital modulation block for modulating broad-
cast information 34 to 36 and distribution print information
37 in line with a transmission format.

[0063] Reference numeral 34 denotes an MOD1 for input-
ting a ground wave broadcast, reference numeral 35 denotes
an MOD2 for inputting a BS or a CS broadcast received by
aparabolic antenna, reference numeral 36 denotes an MOD3
for inputting a self-produced broadcast produced by a cable
TV station, and reference numeral 37 denotes an MOD4 for
inputting print information sent from the BPS server 1 that
is a characteristic of the present invention. Each of the
digital modulation blocks MOD1 to MODA4, for example,
modulates the information by 64 QAM, and sends outputs
from the digital modulation blocks MOD2 to MOD4, which
require further scramble processing, to a scramble process-
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ing block 38 to scramble them. Each signal processed in this
way is inputted in a mix processing block 39 and multi-
plexed.

[0064] The multiplexed signal is inputted in a downstream
distributor 43 and is added a modulation signal that is a
multiplexed pilot signal for transmission line gain control
generated by a pilot signal generation block 40. The multi-
plex modulation signal generated in this way is RF modu-
lated by the downstream distributor 43, and is sent to an
optical fiber cable 45. The optical fiber cable 45 is converted
to an electric signal by a photoelectric conversion block 47,
and is sent to users in a wide area via a coaxial cable 46
(cable network 9).

[0065] In addition, since two-way communication is pos-
sible with a cable line, user information (such as user
individual information and printer identification informa-
tion) sent from the STB 11 is received by an upstream
distributor 44, and is sent to a subscriber information pro-
cessing block 41. The user information in the subscriber
information processing block 41 is sent to the downstream
distributor 43, for example, as control information of a
charge-type broadcast such as a pay-per-view. In addition,
status information of a printer of a user which is one
characteristic of the present invention is also received by the
subscriber information processing block and is sent to the
BPS server 1.

[0066] An internal configuration of the BPS server 1 will
now be described. FIG. 4 is a block diagram for illustrating
an internal configuration module of the BPS server 1.
Reference numeral 48 denotes a collector module for receiv-
ing print request information from the information provider
(the advertisement company servers 2a and 25, the contents
servers 3a and 3b) on a company side being the print
information provider illustrated in FIG. 1.

[0067] Inthe case of an advertisement distribution request
from the advertisement company servers 2a and 25, adver-
tisement information received from the advertisement com-
pany servers is accumulated and registered in an advertise-
ment database 50, and its attribute is accumulated and
registered in an advertisement attribute database 203. Con-
tents information provided by the contents servers 3a and 36
is accumulated and registered in a contents database 49, and
its attribute is accumulated and registered in a contents
attribute database 76. Concerning a distribution request for
a document such as a payment slip and a bank deposit
statement, text information in a payment slip database 51
and its attribute are registered. Attribute profiles of many
users in a destination are stored in the form of a table in the
above-mentioned user profile DB 6.

[0068] A distribution manager 60 analyzes the user profile
DB 6, retrieves distribution information that should be
distributed for respective users from the contents database
49, the advertisement database 50 and the payment slip
database 51, and obtains the information. Distribution infor-
mation (including contents information, advertisement
information and payment slip information) that are deter-
mined to be distributed by the distribution manager 60 is
transferred to a distribution image generator 53. A final
distribution print information layout is determined as a print
image by combining respective pieces of print information.
The distribution print information completed in this way is
sent to a print information distribution engine 54. A corre-
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sponding printer driver is read from the printer driver DB 7
after confirming a printer model of a destination user, and
the distribution print information is then rasterized by a
rasterizer 56 to be held as a rasterized image and waits for
a distribution timing.

[0069] The distribution manager 60 obtains distribution
time information that is designated by a user in advance
from the user profile DB 6, and inform a scheduler 55 of a
timing (time) of distribution. When the distribution time has
come, the scheduler 55 notifies the print information distri-
bution engine 54 and distributes print information to the
STB 11 of the destination user from the print information
distribution engine 54 via an application server 57.

[0070] The STB 11 receives the print information and,
upon completion of printing by the printer 12, returns an
end-of-print status to the application server 57 via the cable
network 9 and the CHE 8. A history of print distribution is
registered in a distribution record manager module 61 from
the print information distribution engine 54 and is managed.
This history information of print distribution indicates the
number of users who received the print information and a
print distribution information receipt status of each user,
which can be accurately arranged as data. Based on the data,
an account engine 52 performs charge and payment pro-
cessing and processing for after-sales service for expendable
supplies or the like according to the number of print distri-
bution information receipt points of the user. Details of the
charge processing and the distribution processing of expend-
able supplies according to the number of points will be
described later.

[0071] FIG. 5 is a flow chart showing a flow of entire
processing of the present invention. FIG. 5 describes a
summary of processing in the information providers 2 and 3,
the BPS server 1 and the CHE 8.

[0072] First, in step S501, the information providers (the
advertisement company server 2 and the contents server 3)
access the BPS server 1 using a browser on each server and
via the Internet. The information providers log in the BPS
server 1 in step S501 and input registration ID numbers,
passwords or the like. The BPS server approves the access
based on this information. Then, in step S502, the informa-
tion providers transfer contents to be distributed to users and
contents attribute information to the BPS server 1 by “print
contents & attribute information transfer”. The contents
attribute information is such as a genre to which the contents
belong and a keyword representing the contents. The print
contents sent via the Internet by “print contents & attribute
information transfer” of step S502 are registered in the
contents database 49 of the BPS server 1, and the print
contents attribute information is registered in the contents
attribute information database 203 (S503).

[0073] Subsequently, in step S504, determination process-
ing of destination users according to attribute information is
performed. The distribution manager 60 in the BPS server 1
reads out the registered contents attribute information from
the content attribute information database 203 and analyzes
it. The distribution manager 60 also accesses the user profile
DB 6 and determines corresponding destination users. When
destination users are determined, insertion processing of
advertisement data is executed in step S505. The distribution
manager 60 obtains advertisement attribute information
from an advertisement attribute information database 204.
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The distribution manager then accesses the user profile DB
6 to determine an advertisement useful for the destination
users who have been determined in the preceding step, and
obtains the determined advertisement from the advertise-
ment database 50. Thus, destination users of the contents to
be distributed and an advertisement to be added for respec-
tive users are determined.

[0074] In step S506, layout determination processing of
distribution information is executed. The distribution image
generator 53 determines a layout drawing suitable for a
layout of combined contents and advertisement for each
destination user determined before from a plurality of layout
drawings held in the not-shown layout DB. Then, the
distribution image generator 53 determines a layout in which
distribution information to be eventually sent to the desti-
nation users is arranged based on the layout drawing.

[0075] In step S507, the BPS server accesses the user
profile DB 6, confirms printers of the destination users with
reference to printer identification information, and reads a
printer driver corresponding to the printers of the destination
users from the printer driver DB 7. Then, in step S508, the
BPS server converts a print image out of a plurality of pieces
of distribution information (including advertisement infor-
mation, contents information and payment slip information)
to a raster image (bitmap information) matched to the
destination printers by the rasterizer 56 using the printer
driver read in the previous step such that the print image is
arranged in the layout already determined. This processing
is performed for each user. Preparation of print information
for distribution ends in this way.

[0076] In step S509, the BPS server 1 obtains states of the
printers of the destination users to whom the information is
about to be distributed, and determines whether the printers
can print. More specifically, a status request signal is sent to
the printer 12 from the BPS server 1 via the STB 11. The
printer 12 having received this signal notifies the STB 11 of
the current state of the printer 12, and the STB 11 returns the
printer state to the BPS server 1 via the CHE 8.

[0077] In step S509, if it is determined that the printer 12
of the destination user is in the state in which it cannot print
(another print job being executed, running out of paper or
running out of ink), or if a status is not returned, processing
advances to step S516, the distribution record manager
module 61 of the BPS server 1 registers the print information
that was intended to be distributed and its job ID as
unprocessed, and manages it. A printer status ID showing a
status of the printer 12 in detail is added to information to be
notified from the STB 11. In step S517, the BPS server 1
starts a retransmission task based on this printer status 1D
and the job ID, and terminates the process.

[0078] 1If it is determined that the printer 12 of the desti-
nation user is in the state in which it can print, in step S510,
the BPS server 1 transfers the rasterized print information to
the CHE 8, and distributes the print information to the STB
11 of the destination user via the cable network 9. Upon
receiving print information from the BPS server 1, the STB
11 starts print processing by the printer 12 in step S511 and
watches the status of the printer 12.

[0079] In step S512, the STB 11 watches the status of the
printer 12, and determines if a print error has occurred or if
printing has been completed. If it is determined that a print
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error has been generated, an error message is returned to the
BPS server 1 and the STB 11 returns the processing back to
the above-mentioned step S516. If it is determined that
printing has been completed without an error, in step S513,
the STB 11 generates a status of end-of-print in which all the
pieces of distribution print information sent from the BPS
server 1 are printed, and notifies the BPS server 1 of the state
of end-of-print via the CHE 8.

[0080] Instep S514, the BPS server 11 having received the
status of end-of-print activates the distribution record man-
ager module 61, holds the distribution print information and
results of receiving information of a user who has completed
printing, and manages the information. Thus, distribution
results of requested distribution of an advertisement can be
correctly grasped.

[0081] When the registration in this distribution record
manager module ends, the distribution processing is termi-
nated in step S515.

[0082] In this way, the collection processing and the
distribution processing of information are performed in this
system.

[0083] FIGS. 6A and 6B illustrate a user interface to be
displayed on a browser when registration of distribution
contents are processed in a contents provider.

[0084] FIG. 6A shows a display image of a Web browser
when the information providers (the advertisement company
server 2 and the contents server 3) make a connection to the
BPS server 1 via the Internet.

[0085] The contents provider who made an access inputs
a registration ID number and a password via an input form
of a registration ID number and a password shown in the
area 204 in FIG. 6A to log in the BPS server 1. In addition,
if the contents provider has not been registered, it performs
registration processing for registration in the area shown on
the right side of the area 204. The registration processing
includes procedures for registering a company name, a
contact, designation of an account and the like. Since it is
generally performed on the Internet, description of the
processing is omitted herein.

[0086] When the registration procedures have been com-
pleted and the contents provider logs in the BPS server 1, the
contents provider starts registration processing of contents
that it desires distribution shown in FIG. 6B. Contents
registered by the information providers (including image
contents, article/news contents, use records, payment slips,
advertisements or the like) are simply displayed as a con-
tents preview image 206 in the figure to be confirmed. In
addition, attribute information of the contents to be regis-
tered such as a contents name, a genre of contents, a
keyword of contents and a massage that the contents pro-
vider wishes to add to the contents is inputted in a form 205.
In this way, the attribute information is inputted in the
contents collector module 48 of the BPS server 1. The
contents collector module 48 registers the collected contents
information and the attribute information in the contents
database 49 and the contents attribute information database
76, respectively.

[0087] The genre of contents includes image contents and
article/news contents as charged contents and use record
contents and payment slip contents as free contents, and
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further includes advertisement contents as contents that are
inserted free of charge and for which expendable supplies
are free. In addition, the keyword can be registered freely
and, for example, in the case of advertisement contents, a
keyword can be inputted in advance as a condition such as
“restaurant”, “Kanagawa-ken”, “Italian”, “fully provided
with a parking lot” or the like. The condition registered as a
keyword here are inserted as an advertisement if it matches
a keyword to be inputted as a condition of desired contents
by a user as described later.

[0088] If a genre is registered as advertisement contents,
the content collector module 48 registers the advertisement
contents and the contents attribute information in the adver-
tisement database 50 and the advertisement database 203,
respectively.

[0089] FIG. 7 illustrates an image showing contents laid
out by the distribution image generator module 53 of the
BPS server 1. A plurality of contents registered by the
information providers are laid out in an area 207. As shown
in the figure, there are a part for charged contents for
articles/news and a part for free contents such as weather
information and a use record, which are properly laid out.

[0090] Inan area 208, advertisements useful for respective
destination users are laid out, which are selected by the
distribution manager 60 out of the contents attribute infor-
mation and the user profile information. The advertisements
include a part for advertisements and a part for coupons as
shown in the figure.

[0091] FIG. 8 is a flow chart showing registration pro-
cessing for desired contents in an STB of each user and
registration processing of a customer profile in a BPS server.

[0092] In step S801, the STB 11 logs in the BPS server 1
according to an instruction from a user who receives distri-
bution utilizing a user interface to be displayed on a monitor
13 connected to the STB 11. Since this can be performed in
the same manner as a user generally makes a connection to
the Internet via the cable line 9a, detailed description is
omitted.

[0093] In step S802, the STB 11 indicates whether the
logged-in user is a new user or a registered user such that the
BPS server 1 can determine the same. This can be done by
causing a new user to indicate that the user is a new user or
causing a registered user to input a user ID.

[0094] In the case of a new user, the STB 11 requests a
user interface from the BPS server 1 in which the user inputs
basic data of the user such as a name, an age, a date of birth,
and downloads HTML format data prepared in the BPS
server 1 via the CHE 8 and the cable network 9 and displays
the data on the monitor 13 to solicit the user to input the
basic data. When the user basic data is inputted in the
displayed user interface, the STB 11 sends the user basic
information to the BPS server 1.

[0095] The BPS server 1 confirms that there is no fault in
the user basic data received from the user, approves the user
as a new user, and issues a user ID. In step S804, the STB
11 receives the issued user ID, and stores it in the IC card 21
or a not-shown NVRAM in the STB 11. In addition, the STB
11 simultaneously causes the monitor 13 to display a user
interface including the user ID and allows the user to
recognize it.
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[0096] When the user ID is issued, in the next step S805,
the STB 11 notifies the BPS server 1 that the user ID is
confirmed by the user. Thus, a user profile table is prepared
in the BPS server 1 and is registered in the user profile DB
6. In this way, the user is registered and logs in the BPS
server 1 again.

[0097] In step S806, input processing of the user ID is
performed. The STB 11 displays a user interface on the
monitor 13 being a display, and solicits the user to input the
user ID and the password. When the user ID and the
password are inputted, the STB 11 sends its authentication
information to the BPS server 1 via the cable line 9a and the
CHE 8, and authentication is performed in the BPS server 1.
When the user ID and the password are verified in the BPS
server 1, processing advances to step S808.

[0098] In order to allow the user who is allowed to log in
the BPS server to select desired contents out of distributable
contents, in step S808, a user interface including condition
input items for preparing a user profile is generated in the
BPS server 1 and is downloaded in the STB 11. This is
realized by the BPS server 1 reading out a contents attribute
list in which contents registered in the contents database 49
are classified by genre and generating a HTML format file
by a CGI program. The STB 11 displays the downloaded
user interface on the monitor 13 and allows the user to input
conditions or the like of the desired contents. A user inter-
face including condition input items to be displayed on the
monitor is shown in FIG. 10.

[0099] FIG. 10 is an example of a user interface to be
displayed on the TV screen (monitor) 13 when registration
of'the desired contents is processed in the STB 11. As shown
in FIG. 10, this user interface is for classifying in detail the
contents registered in the contents database 49 of the BPS
server 1 by genre and causing the user to select contents.

[0100] This image is displayed on a monitor connected to
the STB 11 and, in step S809, an instruction to check, for
example, “Classical-Opera” in “Music” is inputted in the
STB 11 by the user’s operation of a remote controller or the
like. After the user checks the desired contents, in step S810,
an instruction on information to be inputted is sent from the
STB 11 to the BPS server 1. The BPS server 1 updates a
corresponding user profile of the user already registered in
the user profile DB 6 by the user information (a genre or a
keyword of the contents desired by the user) received from
the STB 11, and terminates the processing.

[0101] In this way, registration processing of desired con-
tents is performed by a user using a Ul in an STB and a BPS
server being allowed to perform update processing of a user
profile. In addition, the user can designate article/news
contents, a use record, a payment slip or the like that the user
desires as well as what kind of an advertisement the user
desires as advertisement contents for making expendable
supplies to be free of charge. Therefore, there is an effect that
the user receives less unnecessary direct mails and an
advertisement company can distribute advertisement con-
tents to users who desire them, and distribution costs can be
extremely lowered, thus all users (customers, advertisement
companies and contents providers) utilizing this mechanism
can be satisfied.

[0102] FIG.9is a data diagram showing contents of a user
profile registered in the user profile DB 6 of the BPS server
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1. Reference numerals 93 to 100 denote items of a table for
storing basic data of a user, which is registered in a user
profile DB when a new user is registered.

[0103] Reference numeral 93 denotes a user ID number,
which is issued to the STB 11 by the BPS server 1 and takes
a unique value for each user when the user is initially
registered. Reference numerals 94, 95, 96, 97, 98, 99 and
100 denote a name, a sex, a date of birth, a current address,
family members, an occupation, a hobby, respectively,
which are basic data of a user to be registered.

[0104] In addition, 101 and the following reference
numerals denote user basic data other than the above-
mentioned information. As information of user’s desired
contents explained in FIGS. 8 and 10, a genre keyword of
the selected contents is registered in a registered contents
histories (1) to (3) denoted by reference numerals 101 to
103. If there are many contents desired by a user or contents
are added, this data registration section is extended. A genre
keyword to be registered as a registered contents history
include information for designating charged contents of
article/news contents (a name of a newspaper such as ABC
news), information for designating free contents of a use
record (a name of a bank and an account number such as
XXX Bank/XXX account), and conditions information for
selecting contents of free expendable supplies of advertise-
ment content (e.g., information to be selected in FIG. 10
such as music and sports).

[0105] In addition, information of a print time designated
by a user is also stored in the contents history. When
selecting desired contents in step S809 of FIG. 8, the user
can designate a time when active print processing (push
print) from the CHE 8 is performed using a user interface.
The time information designated by the user in the UI is
registered in the CHE 8 or a user profile in the BPS server
1 from the STB 11, and a schedule is managed by the
scheduler 55 at the time of the push print. In addition, this
desired time of print information can be registered for each
content. For example, the desired time of print information
can be registered designating the time for outputting article/
news contents at 6 a.m. everyday and the time for outputting
a use record at 6 am. on XX every month.

[0106] In addition, a P-point value is also registered fol-
lowing the contents history. The P-point value is a point for
making expendable supplies to be free of charge when
advertisement information is printed. A P-point is added
every time advertisement information is printed and, when
distribution processing of expendable supplies is performed,
a P-point for the expendable supplies is consumed
(deducted) and the P-point value is updated. Update pro-
cessing of the P-point value is described in FIG. 17 later.

[0107] In this way, it becomes possible to automatically
select information to be distributed to each user properly by
registering or updating user basic data in the user profile DB
6 of the BPS server 1. In addition, it also becomes possible
for a user to designate a time when print information is
distributed and print processing is performed. For example,
a service for outputting a weather forecast of the day and
sports articles of the previous day to a printer every morning
can be offered.

[0108] Processing for converting distribution information
received from the BPS server 1 to print information in the
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CHE 8 will now be described. FIG. 11 is a flow chart
showing processing for generating a raster image by a
printer driver based on the distribution information from the
BPS server 1 in the CHE 8 and outputting the raster image
to the STB 11 of each user.

[0109] In step S1101, destination users are determined by
the distribution manager 60 of the BPS server 1 and a layout
of distribution information to be sent to respective users is
determined by the distribution image generator module 53.
The obtained user designation information and the distribu-
tion information are inputted by the CHE 8 from the BPS
server 1. The distribution information that the CHE 8
receives from the BPS server 1 is generated by the distri-
bution image generator module 53, and is prepared in the
format of either an HTML format file or a PDF file.

[0110] When recognizing the destination users designated
by the BPS server 1, the CHE 8 acquires an ID of the
destination printer 12 for the STB 11 of a destination user.
Since the set-top box (STB) used with a cable television
receiver is always turned on even while the power supply of
the TV is off, it can always respond to a request from the
CHE 8.

[0111] In step S1103, the CHE 8 reads a printer driver
corresponding to the acquired printer ID from the printer
driver DB 7. Further, as describe above, the printer driver
DB 7 may be disposed below the CHE 8, and this is the
processing for the case.

[0112] In step S1104, the distribution information in the
HTML format or the PDF format that the CHE 8 received
form the BPS server is rasterized by the printer driver which
reads the distribution information, and print information in
a data format printable by a printer to be connected to the
STB 11 is generated. In this embodiment, the printer to be
connected to the STB 11 is an ink jet printer, and the print
information to be generated is a raster image. In addition, a
laser beam printer may be connected to the STB 11 on rare
occasions, in which case the print information is PDL data
corresponding to the printer.

[0113] Then, in step S1105, a raster image being the
generated print information is temporarily saved.

[0114] In step S1106, the CHE 8 obtains states of printers
of the destination users, to which the print information is to
be distributed, from the STB 11 via the cable network 9, and
determines whether the print information can be printed.
More specifically, a status request signal is sent from the
CHE 8 to the printer 12 via the STB 11. The printer 12
having received this signal notifies the STB 11 of a current
state of the printer 12, and the STB 11 returns the state to the
CHE 8 via the cable network 9.

[0115] In step S1106, if it is determined that the printer 12
of the destination user is in the unprintable state (another
print job being executed, running out of paper or running out
of'ink), or if a status is not returned, the processing advances
to step S1110, and the CHE 8 registers print information that
was intended to be distributed and its job ID as unprocessed,
and manages it. A printer status 1D indicating the status of
the printer 12 in detail is added to information to be notified
by the STB 11. In step S1111, the CHE 8 starts a task of
re-transmission for this print distribution based on this
printer status ID and a job ID, and terminates the processing.
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[0116] If it is determined that the printer 12 of the desti-
nation user is in a printable state in step S1106, the CHE 8
distributes the rasterized print information to the STB 11 of
the destination user via the cable network 9 in step S1107.
When receiving the print information from the CHE 8, the
STB 11 starts print processing by the printer 12 and watches
the status of the printer 12 in step S1108.

[0117] Instep S1109, the STB 11 watches the status of the
printer 12 and notifies the CHE 8 of its result. The CHE 8
determines if a print error has occurred and if the print has
been completed. If the CHE 8 determines that a print error
has occurred, the processing is returned to the above-
mentioned step S1110. If the CHE 8 determines that the print
has been completed without any error, the STB 11 generates
a status of end-of-print meaning that the entire print infor-
mation sent from the CHE 8 has been printed, and notifies
the CHE 8 of the status of end-of-print via the cable network
9 in step S1112.

[0118] Instep S1113, the CHE 8 having received the status
of end-of-print holds the results of receipts of print infor-
mation and user information, which has completed printing,
as data, and manages the data. Thus, distribution results of
requested advertisements can be grasped accurately. In addi-
tion, the CHE 8 may send this information to the BPS server
1 and manage it in the BPS server, as described above with
reference to FIG. 5.

[0119] When this registration processing is completed, the
distribution processing is terminated in step S1114.

[0120] In this way, rasterizing processing of distribution
information received from the BPS server 1 and active
distribution processing of rasterized print information to
each user are performed. Therefore, there is an effect that the
CHE 8 can obtain a print output that is higher in resolution
compared with the case in which print information prepared
by a driver in an STB is printed in a conventional manner.
In addition, there is also an effect that a user can save time
and efforts for retrieving and collecting desired contents on
the Internet.

[0121] FIG. 12 is a flow chart showing processing for
analyzing data to be received from the CHE 8 in STB 11,
dividing the data into print information and broadcast infor-
mation, displaying the broadcast information on the TV
screen 13, outputting raster data being the print information
to the printer 12 without displaying the data on the TV
screen 13, and outputting information of a connected printer
to the CHE 8 in the case of a status request.

[0122] The processing is started by the CHE 8 requesting
status confirmation of the printer 12 of the destination user
via the STB 11, or distributing information to the STB 11.

[0123] In step S1201, the STB 11 obtains a status of the
printer 12 to be connected, and determines if the printer 12
is under processing. Here, if the printer 12 returns a status
indicating that printing is unavailable due to some factors
(another print being executed, running out of ink, running
out of paper or the like), in step S1202, the STB 11 sends a
retransmission request of a job and a current status of the
printer 12 to the BPS server 1 (or the CHE 8) in order to
request to start a task of retransmission later, and terminates
the job.

[0124] In addition, if the STB 11 determines that the
printer 12 is printable, it starts receipt processing of print
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information to be distributed from the CHE 8 in step S1203.
The STB 11 first converts a first line of the print information,
which has been converted to a raster image before, to a
signal transmittable to a cable by a digital modulation block
of the CHE 8, and receives the print information to be
multiplexed with other signals and forwarded to the cable
network 9. In step S1204, the signal conveyed by the cable
network 9 is received by the STB 11. In step S1205, the
received signal is demodulated by the STB 11, and a code
error that has occurred in a transmission step is corrected by
error correction processing.

[0125] In step S1206, the de-scramble module 18 of the
STB 11 de-scrambles the distribution information by the
processing described in FIG. 2, and accurately receives data.
Subsequently in step S1207, the demultiplexer 19 of the
STB 11 separates broadcast information of video and audio
and print information that are multiplexed in the distribution
information. Among the information, video and audio sig-
nals are outputted to the TV screen 13 by the video decoder
20 and the audio decoder 24 of the STB 11, and displayed
and vocally outputted in step S1208. In addition, print
distribution information extracted by the multiple signal
separation is transferred from the print information decoder
25 of the STB 11 to the printer 12 in step 51209.

[0126] One line of the print information transferred to the
printer 12 is stored in step S1209, and print processing is
executed in the following step S1210. During the print
processing, the STB 11 watches the status of the printer 12,
and determines if an error has occurred during printing in
step S1211. If the STB 11 determines that an error has
occurred during printing, the STB 11 returns the BPS server
1 Error message in step S1212, and leaves determination to
the BPS server 1.

[0127] On the other hand, in a state in which a print error
has not occurred, the STB 11 watches if all the data of a line
buffer has been printed in step S1213. If the print informa-
tion remains in the line buffer, the STB 11 waits for prints
to be executed by the printer 12. When the entire print
information of the line buffer is outputted, the STB 11
determines if information printed by the printer 12 is infor-
mation of the last line in step S1214. If the information is not
information of the last line, the STB 11 requests the CHE 8
to send print information of the next line in step S1215. In
addition, if the printed information is information of the last
line, the STB 11 informs the CHE 8 of end-of-print in step
S1216.

[0128] The STB analyzes distribution information
received form the CHE, outputs broadcast information to a
TV and outputs raster data to the printer 12, and prints it
without displaying it on the TV. Thus, burdens of a user for
having information that the user wishes to print displayed on
the TV screen and instructing printing thereafter are elimi-
nated, operations of the user are simplified, and it becomes
possible to display other programs and perform the Internet
operations even during printing.

[0129] FIG. 13 is a flow chart showing registration pro-
cessing of advertisement distribution in the advertisement
company (AD) servers (2a and 2b). This processing is
started by an advertisement company that requested the
advertisement distribution by accessing the BPS server 1 via
the Internet 4.

[0130] First, in step s1301, an advertisement company
server accesses a WWW server of the BPS server 1 from a
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Web browser, obtains a page including a user interface for
making an advertisement distribution request in the HTML
format, and displays the user interface on the Web browser.

[0131] FIGS. 14A and 14B illustrate an example of a user
interface to be displayed on a browser when registration of
advertisement distribution is processed in an advertisement
company. The user interface to be displayed in step S1301
is shown in FIG. 14A. FIG. 14A is an image on a Web
browser to be displayed at the time of an initial log-in. An
advertisement client can input a registration ID number and
a password from an input form denoted by reference
numeral 209. The advertisement company server 2 inputs an
ID number of the advertisement company, which has already
been distributed from the BPS server 1, in the input form
displayed on the Web browser, and sends the advertisement
company 1D to the BPS server (S1302).

[0132] Instep S1303, the advertisement company server 2
waits for an approval of the BPS server 1 and, when an
approval is obtained, browses a registration screen of adver-
tisement information provided by the BPS server 1. In step
S1304, the advertisement company server 2 being an adver-
tisement client transfers advertisement information that the
advertisement company wishes to distribute to the BPS
server 1 by the HTTP via the Internet 4 in order to perform
processing for registering the advertisement information in
the advertisement database 50 of the BPS server 1. It is
assumed that the advertisement information is written in a
PDF file or an HTML file. The BPS server 1 obtains the
advertisement information sent from the advertisement com-
pany server 2 and registers the information in the advertise-
ment database 50. The BPS server 1 then generates an
HTML format file by the CGI, which includes a form for
indicating that the advertisement information has been reg-
istered and inputting conditions for selecting a destination
user, and distributes the file to the advertisement company
server 2. In step S1305, the advertisement company server
displays the file received from the BPS server 1 on the Web
browser, checks an attribute list of a destination user dis-
played on the Web browser to find what kind of users the
advertisement company wishes to distribute advertisements
registered in the BPS server, and returns its result to the BPS
server 1 as an argument. As a designation of a destination
user, “distribution region”, “target age of a distribution user”
or “occupation of the distribution user” (see FIG. 14B) can
be designated in addition to those in the check list.

[0133] Based on distribution destination attribute informa-
tion with a desired destination sent from the advertisement
company server 2 being an advertisement client, the BPS
server 1 compares the user profile DB 6 and the above-
mentioned distribution destination attribute information, and
selects a user who is most beneficial if this advertisement is
distributed in step S1306. During this processing, the adver-
tisement company server 2 inputs attributes of an advertise-
ment to be distributed by using a user interface in step
S1307. The attributes of this advertisement include, for
example, “term during which this advertisement is distrib-
uted”, “size of print image of this advertisement”, “key-
words for each genre of advertisement contents” or the like.
A selection list of attribute information to be displayed is
now shown in FIG. 14B. FIG. 14B is a screen for selecting
attributes of an advertisement distribution destination to be
displayed on a Web browser. A term for distributing an
advertisement and attribute information of a desired distri-
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bution destination are inputted on this form. The term for
distributing an advertisement is a designation of dates such
as “from xxx until xxx”, and a keyword for each genre is a
designation such as “Japanese style restaurant”, “with a
coupon” or the like. Here, the inputted attribute information
concerning advertisement distribution is sent to the BPS
server 1 from the advertisement company server 2 via the
Internet in the same manner as designation of a destination
user. In addition, designation of a destination user and
attribute designation of advertisement information may be
simultaneously performed as shown in FIG. 14B, which are
simultaneously sent to the BPS server 1 from the advertise-
ment company server 2 in this case.

[0134] The attribute information sent from the advertise-
ment company server 2 to the BPS server 1 is, in association
with advertisement information, registered in the advertise-
ment attribute information database 203 of the BPS server 1.
In addition, the BPS server 1 estimates an amount of
expendable supplies to be used in print processing on a
printer of a user based on “size information of a print image
of an advertisement” included in the attribute information of
the advertisement, determines a point value of the P-point
(printer point) for making expendable supplies to be free of
charge. This P-point value is, in association with the adver-
tisement, also registered in the advertisement attribute infor-
mation database 203. Utilization of the P-point is described
later.

[0135] Processing for estimating charges in the current
advertisement distribution for the advertisement client is
executed in this way based on the registered advertisement
and attributes of the advertisement in the BPS server 1. In
step S1308, the advertisement company server 2 receives a
result of the estimation, and executes an order after con-
firming the estimation. Lastly, in step S1309, the advertise-
ment company server 2 terminates the registration process-
ing of the advertisement in the BPS server 1, and logs off the
BPS server.

[0136] As described above, an advertisement company
server can register advertisement information in a BPS
server while requesting a destination user, and an advertise-
ment company can specify a user to whom advertisement
information is distributed because a distribution term and
advertisement attributes are registered together. Therefore,
there is an effect that an advertisement can be efficiently and
actively placed compared with the case in which an adver-
tisement is registered in a plurality of home pages, which are
likely to be related, to allow unspecified number of users to
browse the advertisement as in a conventional banner adver-
tisement of the Internet. In addition, there also is an effect
that the advertisement company needs to bear less costs
because distribution costs are significantly reduced com-
pared with those for direct mails.

[0137] FIG. 15 is a flow chart showing processing for
retrieving a destination user designated by an advertisement
company in a BPS server and multicasting an advertisement
to a pertinent user.

[0138] In step S1501, the BPS server 1 reads advertise-
ment attribute information associated with a registered
advertisement to be held in the advertisement attribute
database 203, and recognizes what kind of users the adver-
tisement company wishes to distribute target advertisement
information. More specifically, “place of living of a distri-
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2 & 29 <

bution user”, “target age of a distribution user”, “occupation
of a distribution user”, “sex of a distribution user”, “family
members of a distribution user” and “content attributes of
advertisement information” are obtained out of keywords

included in the advertisement attribute information.

[0139] In step S1502, the BPS server 1 compares the
destination attribute information obtained from the adver-
tisement attribute database 203 with user profiles registered
and managed in the user profile DB 6 to select beneficial
users who match a condition for distributing an advertise-
ment of an object of processing.

[0140] In step S1503, the BPS server 1 reads out contents
desired by distribution users selected in the preceding step
for each user. Then, in step S1504, the distribution manager
60 of the BPS server 1 determines each content to be
distributed to respective users based on the contents attribute
information database 76.

[0141] Then, in step S1505, each content determined by
the distribution manager 60 is read out from the contents
database 49 and is transferred to the distribution image
generator 53. In addition, in step S1506, advertisement data
to be added is read out from the advertisement database 50
by the distribution manager 60 and is transferred to the
distribution image generator module 53 in the same manner.
Advertisement information to be read out here is to be
selected by the distribution manager 60 for each user based
on a user profile held in the user profile DB 6.

[0142] Then, in step S1507, the distribution image gen-
erator module 53 applies arrangement determination pro-
cessing of a distribution image with a layout different for
each user to the transferred content and advertisement
information. When the layout arrangement processing is
executed, in step S1508, the print information distribution
engine 54 of the BPS server 1 reads out a printer driver
corresponding to each user from the printer driver DB 7
based on distribution information generated by the distribu-
tion image generator module 53 to activate it, thereby
generating print information for each user. Thus, print infor-
mation is distributed to a plurality of pertinent users by an
application server 57.

[0143] Further, although print information is distributed to
a plurality of users, the distribution forms actually monocast
distribution because different print information is distributed
with different layout for each user. However, in the case
where a size of advertisement information is large and
contents information is not added to an advertisement, a
layout of distribution information is identical for all the
users, and print information varies according to types of
printers used by the users. In this case, a printer driver
corresponding to a printer currently used multicasts print
information for an identical user.

[0144] As described above, a user suitable for a designated
condition is retrieved to actively distribute advertisement
information registered by an advertisement company to
pertinent users in a BPS. Thus, there is an effect that
advertisement information can be effectively sent only to
customers desired by the advertisement company and dis-
tribution costs are significantly reduced compared with those
for direct mails.

[0145] In addition, print information arranged and gener-
ated with a layout suitable for each user is distributed. Thus,
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there is an excellent effect that a user can obtain only desired
information and can obtain an output image of higher
resolution.

[0146] In addition, if distribution information consisting
of advertisement information is sent, a layout of the distri-
bution information is the same for all the users, and identical
print information can be multicast to users using an identical
printer. Thus, there is an effect that loads on a cable network
can be reduced.

[0147] A mechanism for distributing contents such as a
use record and a payment slip to a user will be described
next. FIG. 16 is a flow chart showing processing in response
to a payment slip distribution request from the contents
servers 3a and 3b, which are companies, and singlecasting
(monocasting) a payment slip to pertinent users in a BPS.

[0148] Instep S1601, the BPS server 1 receives a payment
slip distribution request from the contents server 3 of use
records and payment slips. This processing is for a Web
browser of the contents server 3 to access the BPS server 1
and notify a payment slip distribution request similarly to
advertisement registration processing and contents registra-
tion processing. Subsequently in step S1602, the BPS server
1 receives an input of a registration ID number and a
password from the contents server. Then, in step S1603, the
BPS server 1 verifies the registration ID number and the
password received from the contents server 3 and, if they are
correct, the BPS server 1 allows login from the contents
server 3.

[0149] In step S1604, the BPS server 1 receives payment
slip data that is requested to be distributed from the contents
server 3 via the Internet, and registers the received payment
slip data in the payment slip database 51. Then, in step
S1605, the BPS server 1 receives information of a destina-
tion user to whom a payment slip is distributed from the
contents server 3. Subsequently in step S1606, the BPS
server 1 receives information on whether advertisement
inclusion is appropriate when the payment slip is distributed
from contents server 3, and determines whether or not the
payment slip should distribute with an advertisement. If the
payment slip is distributed without an advertisement, in step
S1607, the BPS server 1 generates print information in the
same manner as the above-mentioned processing based on
the payment slip information registered for the user desig-
nated by the contents server 3, and scrambles the print
information to singlecast it to the user via the cable network
9. The BPS server 1 further accumulates results of receiving
by the user to whom the print information has been distrib-
uted, and terminates the processing.

[0150] In addition, if it is determined in the step S1606
that an advertisement should be attached, the BPS, server 1
selects from the advertisement database 50 an advertisement
to be attached to a payment slip to be distributed with
reference to the user profile DB 6 in S1608 and based on a
profile of a user intended to distribute. Then, the BPS server
1 generates a layout in which an advertisement is attached to
the payment slip to be distributed in the distribution image
generator module 53. In step S1609, the BPS server 1 reads
out a printer driver by the rasterizer 56 and activates it in the
same manner as the above-mentioned processing. Then, the
BPS server 1 further scrambles the print information, and
distributes the print information of a payment slip with an
advertisement to a designated user by the application server
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57 via the cable network 9. Then, the BPS server 1 accu-
mulates results of receiving of users to whom the print
information has been distributed and terminates the process-
ing.

[0151] As described above, a BPS server receives a dis-
tribution request of contents such as a payment slip from a
contents server such as a bank to register the contents, and
the contents are actively distributed. Therefore, a payment
slip can be distributed simply and with lower costs than a
direct mail to a user designated by the contents server.

[0152] In addition, information to be distributed is
scrambled using a cable network. Therefore, there is an
effect that excellent security is realized and leakage of
information lessens compared with the case in which infor-
mation is mailed or sent by public lines.

[0153] A mechanism for making expendable supplied free
of charge for a user who has printed advertisement infor-
mation that is a content for which expendable supplies are
free will now be described. FIG. 17 is a flow chart showing
accumulation processing of a P-point (print point) in a BPS
server.

[0154] First, in step S1701, the BPS server 1 prepares print
distribution information such as contents with an advertise-
ment and a payment slip for distribution to a user, and
distributes print information with advertisement information
to a specific user. The STB 11 in a destination user receiving
the print information returns a status of end-of-print to the
BPS server 1 when it receives the print information and
printout is finished by the printer 12. In step S1702, when the
BPS server 1 receives the end-of-print status sent from each
STB 11, the processing advances to the next step S1703.

[0155] 1In step S1703, the BPS server 1 confirms the
P-point number granted to the user when the user receives
the print information distributed this time. The BPS server 1
reads out attribute information from the advertisement
attribute information database 203 concerning all pieces of
advertisement information attached to the print information
distributed this time, adds the P-point in the attribute infor-
mation, and obtains the total P-point number corresponding
to the distributed print information.

[0156] Then, in step S1704, the BPS server 1 also adds the
P-point number in the print distribution information received
this time to the P-point number of the user, who received the
print information this time, accumulated to that point in the
distribution module 53 based on the end-of-print status
received from each user, and updates the user profile DB 6
again.

[0157] Inthis way, a BPS server adds the P-point to a user
who printed the print information in which advertisement
information is included and updates a user profile. There-
fore, there is an effect that a user can accumulate P-points as
much as the user prints advertisement information, and can
easily request to have record color material such as ink and
toner as well as a recording medium sent.

[0158] Access processing to a portal site will now be
described which realizes processing of sending expendable
supplies free of charge such that a user requesst to have
expendable supplies sent free of charge utilizing accumu-
lated P-points. FIG. 18 is a flow chart showing processing
of connecting from the STB 11 to a portal site for sending
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expendable supplies. This processing is executed by a user
requesting “connection processing to a portal site” operating
a remote control of the STB 11

[0159] In step S1801, the STB 11 selects an Internet CH
(channel) to select a service of Internet connection among
channels of a cable TV, and allows a user to make a
connection to the Internet via the TV screen 13. In the
following step S1802, the STB 11 automatically inputs a
URL of a portal site of a company operating a BPS service
in a form for inputting a URL of a browser displayed on the
TV screen 13. This is realized by receiving a URL of a portal
site when receiving information distribution from the BPS
server 1, holding information of the URL in the IC card 21
or a not-shown NVRAM in advance, and reading out the
URL therefrom.

[0160] In step S1803, the STB 11 sends the inputted URL
to the CHE 8 via the cable network 9, and issues a request
for obtaining information of the destination URL. In step
S1804, the CHE 8 receives the URL sent from the STB 11.
Then, in step S1805, the CHE 8 demodulates the informa-
tion for accessing the Internet by a received signal, and
accesses the Internet via a gateway provided in the CHE 8.
In step S1806, the STB 11 obtains Web information from the
portal site of the company operating the BPS service via the
CHE 8 to display a top page to the portal site of the company
operating the BPS service on the TV screen 13, and termi-
nates the processing.

[0161] In this way, the STB 11 holds the URL obtained
upon receiving information distribution from the BPS server
1, and reads out the URL to instruct the CHE 8 to access a
portal site, thereby automatically realizing an access to a
portal site providing expendable supplies. Therefore, there is
an effect that a user can make a connection to a portal site
without searching it and bears less burdens.

[0162] Delivery processing for a user to have expendable
supplies distributed free of charge utilizing accumulated
P-points in the accessed portal site will now be described.
FIG. 19 is a flow chart showing processing for receiving a
request and mailing arrangement for expendable supplies in
a portal site server. This processing is started by the STB 11
accessing a portal site of a company operating a BPS service
of a user who receives print information (distribution infor-
mation).

[0163] In step S1901, the STB 11 of the user receiving
print distribution information connects to the portal site of
the company operating the BPS service via a channel of
Internet connection of a cable TV and accesses a home page
for requesting expendable supplies as shown in FIG. 18. As
describe above, a service of expendable supplies request by
a user who receives this print distribution information is a
system in which print distribution information is sent to the
user from the BPS server 1, and when the user receives the
sent print distribution information, the P-point is given to the
user as the user’s result of receiving the print distribution
information. Therefore, the user can receive expendable
supplies such as ink for a printer, paper or the like in
exchange for this P-point.

[0164] In step S1902, a server of the portal site of the
company operating the BPS service obtains a user ID from
the STB of the user currently accessing it who receives the
print distribution information, and requests the number of
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P-points of the user from the BPS server 1 via the Internet
based on the user ID to obtain it. When the BPS server 1
receives a request for obtaining the P-point from the portal
site server with the user ID used as an argument, the
distribution record manager module 61 refers to a value of
a table in which the number of P-points of the pertinent user
is recorded based on the user ID, and returns the P-point to
the portal site server. In addition, processing for obtaining a
user ID in step S1902 can be performed simultaneously with
step S1901 if the user accessed the portal site at least once
in the past. In that case, when the user accesses the portal site
for the first time, the user ID is recorded in a browser
(Windows CE is generally used) in the STB 11 as “cookie”
information. Then, when the browser in the STB accesses
the portal site server next, the portal site server sees the
“cookie” to recognize the user and confirms the user ID.
However, in this case, it is not desirable to leave the user 1D
itself of the main service, and it is rather desirable to manage
the user ID of the main service in the portal site server and
leave a user ID given to the user anew in the portal site
server in the “cookie” considering security. In this way, the
processing of step S1901 to the processing for obtaining a
user Id in step S1902 can be simultaneously performed when
the portal server is accessed for the second time or more.

[0165] In step S1903, the portal site server returns the
number of P-points of the user currently accessing it
acquired from the BPS server 1 to the STB 11. Through such
processing, the STB 11 can display P-points accumulated of
the user on the browser of the TV screen 13. The STB 11
notifies the user of the number of points of the user currently
accessing it by this process.

[0166] Then, in step S1904, the portal site server generates
a list of expendable supplies associated with the number of
P-points as expendable supplies provision information writ-
ten in the HTML format in order to allow the user to select
expendable supplies and instruct delivery according to a
P-point. The list consists of P-points of a user and a list of
associated expendable supplies in which consumption points
required for providing expendable supplies. The portable
site server sends the list to the STB 11 via the Internet 4 and
the cable network 9, and the STB 11 displays a list of
expendable supplies associated with the number of P-points
shown in FIG. 20 on the browser of the TV screen 13. The
list of expendable supplies associated with the number of
P-points includes a list of expendable supplies in which a
recording color material such as ink and a recording medium
such as paper which the user requests delivery in exchange
for a P-point are included.

[0167] FIG. 20 illustrates a user interface showing an
expendable supplies request screen displayed on the TV
display 13 via the STB according to expendable supplies
provision information in the HTML format to be sent from
a portal site server. In an area denoted by reference numeral
211, the current number of P-points of a user currently
accessing a portal site which is acquired by the portal site
server from the distribution record manager module 61 of
the BPS server 1 is shown. An area denoted by reference
numeral 212 shows a list of expendable supplies that the user
requests delivery in exchange for a P-point, in which a
consumption point indicating a point for each item of
expendable supplies is displayed. The user having accessed
the portal site checks an item of expendable supplies that the
user requests in this expendable supplies list and makes an
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instruction to deliver by pressing an exchange button. Thus
the user can notify the portal site server of an item of
expendable supplies that the user requests delivery from the
STB 11. In addition, contents is obtained from the portal site
server and displayed, in which the total number of P-points
displayed in an area denoted by reference numeral 210 is
updated by subtracting the number of P-points of the
selected item of expendable supplies. In addition, a WWW
server of the portal site server may generate expendable
supplies provision information such that only expendable
supplies that can be provided free of charge with a current
P-point is displayed in the area of the associated expendable
supplies list of the expendable supplies provision informa-
tion.

[0168] Then, in step S1905, the STB 11 allows the user to
input an item of expendable supplies selected within the
total number of P-points of the user, and sends information
of the inputted item of expendable supplies that the user
requests delivery to the portal site server. In step S1906, the
portal site server confirms a type and a total number of items
selected by the user, and determines whether or not the total
number is within the current P-point of the user, that is,
whether or not the item should be provided free of charge.
If it is confirmed that the consumption point of the selected
and designated item of expendable supplies is within the
P-point, the portal site server notifies the user that the order
for the item has been taken. If it is confirmed that the
consumption point of the selected and designated item of
expendable supplies is equal to or more than the current
P-point of the user, the portal site server generates a file of
the HTML format explaining that the order of the item
cannot be taken because the user has made a selection equal
to or more than the P-point or costs for compensating for the
shortage of P-point will be incurred, and sends the file to the
user via the STB 11. In addition, the portal site does not
make a determination in itself, and sends the type and the
total number of items of expendable supplies selected by the
user to the BPS server 1. The BPS server 1 then determines
whether or not the consumption point of the selected item is
within the current P-point of the user who executed the
selection, that is, whether or not the item should be provided
free of charge. A result determined by the BPS server 1 is
sent to the portal site.

[0169] Ifitis determined that the consumption point of the
selected item is within the current P-point of the user, or if
it is confirmed that the user will pay costs for compensating
for shortage of the P-point, the order of the item of expend-
able supplies is considered to be formally taken. Then, in
step S1907, the portal site server comuptes a new number of
P-points by subtracting the number of P-points used in the
request for the item of expendable supplies this time based
on the correspondence table in which items of expendable
supplied managed by itself and P-points. Then, the portal
site server notifies the BPS server 1 of the updated P-point
via the Internet. The BPS server 1 having received the
updated P-point updates the total number of P-points of the
user in profile data to be stored in the user profile DB 6 by
the distribution record manager module 61, and saves the
updated value in the user profile DB 6 again.

[0170] In step S1908, the portal site server requests and
obtains user information such as an address of the user who
changed the P-point to the item of expendable supplies this
time from the BPS server 1. Then, the portal site server
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prepares a list of the obtained user information and the item
selected by the user as expendable supplies delivery data.

[0171] Then, in step S1909, the portal site server sends the
prepared expendable supplies delivery data to a shipping
division server of a sales company of a company operating
the BPS service. In step S1910, the shipping division server
prints and outputs a delivery slip in which the address of the
user and a method of paying the balance based on the
received expendable supplies delivery data, and lets a deliv-
erer to surely deliver the item selected by the user to the
designated user’s home. In this way, the deliverer can easily
recognize information required in delivering an item, such
as which item of expendable supplies is delivered to which
address, and whether a method of paying the balance is cash
on delivery or payment into a bank account if there is the
balance.

[0172] In addition, the BPS server 1 and the portal site
may be an identical server. In that case, time and labor
required for processing for acquiring the P-point of step
S1902 and processing for notifying update of a P-point of
step S1907 can be saved. In this way, the user can access the
portal site server from the STB 11 and request expendable
supplies using the user interface displayed on the TV screen,
and exchanges the P-point accumulated by printing adver-
tisement information for expendable supplies. Therefore,
expendable supplies can be obtained without any costs or for
a discounted price, and costs born by the user can be
significantly reduced.

[0173] Charge processing between an advertisement com-
pany server and a BPS server which takes place by distrib-
uting print information including advertisement information
will now be described. FIG. 21 is a flow chart showing
charge processing in the case of contents distribution with an
advertisement in a BPS.

[0174] In step S2101, the BPS server 1 receives attribute
information of users who desire distribution of advertise-
ment information from the advertisement company server 2
requesting advertisement. Then, in step S2102, in order to
select destination users desired by the advertisement server,
the BPS server 11 refers to and retrieves through profiles of
respective users managed in the user profile DB 6 based on
the attribute information of the users who desire distribution,
and determines destination users of print distribution infor-
mation of this time. This retrieval varies depending on
attribute information of the users who desire distribution.
For example, the BPS server 1 retrieves addresses of the user
profiles if a designation of the attribute information is
“region”, retrieves ages of the user profiles if the designation
of the attribute information is “age”, and retrieves “genre of
interest” of contents histories of the user profile if the
designation of the attribute information is “genre”.

[0175] Then, in step S2103, the BPS server 1 determines
contents to be added to advertisement information and sent
to users to whom the advertisement information is deter-
mined to be distributed. This processing is realized by the
BPS server 1 comparing user profiles of the users to whom
the advertisement information is determined to be distrib-
uted with the contents attribute database 76 to determine
contents that respective users desire, and transferring the
contents selected from the contents database 49 to the
distribution image generator 53. In addition, as described
above, advertisement information may be attached later. In
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that case, when distribution of free contents such as a use
record and a payment slip that are requested by the contents
server 3 to distribute is processed, advertisement informa-
tion that should be distributed to the user is retrieved from
the user profile DB 6 by the above-mentioned processing,
and the advertisement information is attached to the con-
tents. In addition, distribution of charged contents such as
article/news contents or image contents to be distributed
according to a request from a user is carried out at one time
or regularly with a time designation. When this distribution
is processed, advertisement information is retrieved in the
similar manner, and the advertisement information is
attached to the contents.

[0176] Then, in step S2104, the distribution image gen-
erator module 53 of the BPS server 1 determines a layout
arrangement as distribution information from the distribu-
tion contents selected in the preceding step and the adver-
tisement information to be forwarded to the destination user
this time. The distribution image generator module 53 then
generates distribution information, and notifies the print
information distribution engine 54 that the information that
should be distributed has been generated.

[0177] Subsequently in step S2105, the print information
distribution engine 54 of the BPS server 1 sends distribution
information including the advertisement information gener-
ated by the distribution image generator module 53 to the
rasterizer 56. The rasterizer 56 reads out a printer driver
from the printer driver DB 7 and activates it to generate print
information of a rasterized image from the distribution
information, and returns the print information to the print
information distribution engine 54. The print information
distribution engine 54 distributes the prepared print infor-
mation from the application server 58 to the STB 11 of each
user home via the CHE 8 and the cable network 9. Further,
if a desired distribution time is designated in user profiles in
the user profile DB 6, a schedule is managed by the
scheduler 55, and a time for activating the print information
distribution engine 57 is controlled for each user.

[0178] When the STB 11 installed in each user home
receives this print distribution information and sends the
print distribution information to the printer 12 by the above-
mentioned processing, and the entire print distribution infor-
mation is printed by the printer 12, the STB 11 sends a print
end status to the BPS server 1. When the BPS server 1
receives the print end status, the BPS server 1 computes the
total number of users who has printed and received the
distributed print information in step S2106. This value is
updated every time the print end status is received.

[0179] Then, in step S2107, the BPS server 1 computes an
advertisement distribution fee concerning the advertisement
distribution in this time to generate charge information
based on a print size of print information (applied to charge
for expendable supplies because this relates to a P-point of
expendable supplies) and a computed and updated result of
the number of users to whom the print information is
distributed. The BPS server 1 sends the generated charge
information to the advertisement company server 2 who
requests advertisement and charges the costs.

[0180] In this way, advertisement information can be
distributed to users who are targets of distribution (desiring
distribution), and an advertisement costs is charged accord-
ing to distribution results for users who actually received



US 2006/0168628 Al

and printed the advertisement information. Therefore, there
is an effect that an advertisement company can effectively
place an advertisement. There is also an effect that costs of
an advertisement is minimum because the costs are charged
based on distribution results, and a service is easily used
because the costs is charged after the advertisement distri-
bution.

[0181] Charge processing between a contents server and a
BPS server concerning information sending costs generated
by distributing contents requested by the contents server will
now be described. FIG. 22 is a flow chart showing charge
processing in the case of a payment slip distribution request
in the BPS server 1.

[0182] In step S2201, the BPS server 1 receives text
information of a payment slip that users request distribution
and information of destination users from the contents server
3 requesting a payment slip. Here, the BPS server 1 esti-
mates a payment slip distribution fee from the number of
users to whom contents are distributed, and notifies the
contents server 3 requesting a payment slip of a distribution
fee estimation.

[0183] Getting an approval on the distribution fee estimate
from the contents server 3, in step S2202, the BPS server 1
reads out a printer driver corresponding each user and
generates print information of a raster image by developing
distribution information in the same manner as the above-
mentioned processing in order to distribute payment slip
print information to users designated by the contents server
3, respectively. Then, the BPS server 1 scrambles the
generated print information by user ID and singlecasts
(transmission to one designated user) the print information
to designated users via the cable network 9. When the printer
12 of each user home finishes payment slip printing, the STB
11 returns a print end status to the BPS server 1.

[0184] When the BPS server 1 receives a print end status
notice from the users and confirms distribution of the
payment slip print information, in step S2203, the BPS
server 1 confirms users who have finished the payment slip
printing from this status for ending the payment slip print-
ing, and computes a total number of users who have printed
and received the distributed print information. This value is
updated every time the BPS server 1 receives the print end
status. Then, the BPS server 1 accumulates distribution
results of users to whom the print information have been
distributed, and notifies the contents server 3 requesting a
payment slip via the Internet. In step S2204, the BPS server
1 also charges the contents server 3 a payment slip distri-
bution fee of this time. In addition, for users who could not
print a payment slip due to inability of receiving the print
information, the BPS server 1 makes a list of a status
indicating reasons for the print inability and information of
the users who could not receive the print information, and
sends the list to the payment slip client.

[0185] Thus, the information distribution system is supe-
rior in security compared with the Internet distribution
because payment slip information is distributed to desig-
nated users via a cable network. In addition, the information
distribution system is suitable for keeping secret because
contents cannot be found due to scrambling processing by
user 1D even if an illegal access occurred. In addition, since
print information is electronically distributed via a cable
network, distribution costs are significantly lowered. Thus, a
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different payment slip can be distributed to each user at
extremely low costs compared with direct mails or the like,
and a service that is convenient for a distribution client can
be provided. Moreover, there is also an effect that, since
users who could not print a payment slip can be specified, a
distribution client can surely confirm distribution process-
ing.

[0186] Market consulting processing will now be
described. FIG. 23 is a flow chart showing market consult-
ing processing in a BPS server.

[0187] In step S2301, upon receiving login from a search
server (not shown) of a market search client that desires
information of users via the Internet, the BPS server 1
prepares a file in the HTML format for providing a user
interface to allow the market search client to input search
items to indicate information on what kind of users and
markets the search server desires, and sends the file to the
search server via the Internet. At this point, the BPS server
1 notifies the market search client of an estimation of a
market search fee by an identical file.

[0188] When the search items are inputted by the search
server, in step S2302, the BPS server 1 refers to user profiles
registered in the user profile DB 6 based on these search
items. Then, in step S2303, the BPS server 1 analyzes the
user profiles along the search items inputted by the market
search client, and prepares market search data that does not
include individual information.

[0189] Then, in step S2304, the BPS server 1 sends the
market search data prepared by analyzing the user profiles in
the preceding step to the market search client via the
Internet. Then, in step S2305, the BPS server 1 confirms
receipt of the market search data to the market search client.
When the receipt is confirmed, in step S2306, the BPS server
1 charges the market search client a market search fee.

[0190] In this way, search results to be obtained by ana-
lyzing a database in which results of distribution to users are
accumulated are provided, which allows market consulting
companies to have a site for providing information.

[0191] FIG. 24 is an image view illustrating a mechanism
of charging in a BPS service. An advertisement client 184
(an advertisement company server) desiring distribution of
its own advertisement distributes its own advertisement to a
user receiving the BPS service utilizing an advertisement
distribution service 190 provided by the BPS server 1. Thus,
the advertisement client can surely send advertisement print
information to a printer at a user’s home 197 as printed
information.

[0192] The advertisement distribution service 190 means
that the advertisement client 184 transfers “attribute infor-
mation of users that it wishes to distribute” to the BPS server
1 via the Internet, then the BPS server 1 compares user
profiles in the user profile DB 6 with the “attribute infor-
mation that the advertisement client 184 wishes to distrib-
ute” transferred from the advertisement client 184 and
analyzes them to determine a destination user who is most
beneficial for the advertisement client 184. The advertise-
ment client 184 can receive a service in which the BPS
server 1 determines a most effective destination user by
distributing an advertisement of the advertisement client 184
other than a service for surely delivering requested adver-
tisement distribution information to the destination user. In
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addition, the BPS server 1 can manage a distribution state in
real time via the printer 12 and the STB 11 of the destination
user and can notify advertisement client 184 of the distri-
bution results of accurate advertisement information. Thus,
the BPS server 1 can propose an accurate charge system for
distribution results to the advertisement client 184, and the
advertisement client 184 can always investigate a state of
distributing its own advertisement to users. The advertise-
ment client 184 pays a distribution fee 191 for an adver-
tisement to the BPS server 1 with respect to this service.

[0193] The payment slip client 182 desiring distribution of
text information such as a payment slip and a bank use
record to specific users distributes such text information to
users receiving the BPS service utilizing the payment slip
distribution service 186 provided by the BPS server 1. Thus,
the payment slip client 182 can receive a service of surely
delivering the text information such as a payment slip and a
bank use record to the printer at the user’s home 197 as
printed information. The payment slip client 182 transfers
information that it wishes to distribute from a Web browser
to the BPS server 1. Thus, since the BPS server 1 manages
a distribution service of print information to the user’s home,
the payment slip client can utilize a low cost service for
distribution processing to users. The payment slip client
pays the distribution fee 187 to the BPS server 1 for this
payment distribution service 186.

[0194] The contents provider 183 (contents server) regis-
ters contents 188 created by itself in the BPS server 1,
thereby taking part in the BPS business. The contents
include image contents such as a photograph, article/news
contents such as an article or news of a newspaper, weather
forecast contents and the like. The contents provider 183 can
determine the contents ranking from those which can be
inserted free of charge to those which are charged to be
inserted. The BPS server 1 distributes the contents in
response to a request from the user 197, and receives a
contents use fee from the user 197 in accordance with
distribution of charged contents. In addition, the BPS server
1 pays a fee for using contents 189 to the contents provider
183 according to results for distributing the registered con-
tents 188 to users.

[0195] The market search client 185 desiring information
of users of a BPS service receives a consulting service 192
from the BPS server 1. The BPS server 1 receives search
items requested by the market search client 185, and, based
on the user profile DB 6, provides the consulting service 192
of market search results based on detailed data of the user.
The market search client 185 pays a fee 193 to the BPS
server 1 for this service.

[0196] The user 197 who receives print distribution infor-
mation from the BPS server 1 receives print information
distribution service 200 from the BPS server 1. If the user
197 prints and receives information sent by a print distri-
bution service 200, the user 197 receives a point 201
corresponding to the print information. The point 201 is
provided by the BPS server 1 for the user 197 as a fee for
the user 197 receiving information of a company side. The
user 197 receives the print information distribution service
200, thereby receiving an advertisement of the company side
as described above and providing the BPS server 1 with
marketing information such as demand information of the
user 197. In addition, the user 197 can perform “point-
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supply exchange” denoted by reference numeral 199 for
requesting expendable supplies such as ink and paper in
exchange for the point 201 sent from the BPS server 1. This
request is sent to a sales company 194, which delivers
expendable supplies 196 to the user 197 in exchange for the
point 201. A fee 198 incurred here is paid from the BPS
server 1 to the sales company 194.

[0197] Inthis way, the BPS server 1 receives a distribution
fee from a payment slip client and an advertisement client,
receives a charged contents use fee from a user, pays a
contents use fee to a contents provider, pays costs for
expendable supplies to a sales company, and receives a fee
for a service provided for a market search client. Thus the
BPS server 1 establishes a charging system and obtains the
balance as a profit.

[0198] In addition, it is needless to mention that the object
of the present invention can be also attained by supplying a
storage medium (or recording medium), in which a program
code of software for realizing the function of the above-
mentioned embodiment is recorded, to a system or an
apparatus, and a computer (or a CPU or an MPU) of the
system or the apparatus reads out and executes a program
code stored in the storage medium. In this case, the program
code itself read out from the storage medium realizes the
function of the above-mentioned embodiment, and the stor-
age medium storing the program code constitutes the present
invention. In addition, it is needless to mention that the
present invention includes not only the case in which the
function of the above-mentioned embodiment is realized by
the computer executing the read out program code but also
the case in which an operating system (OS) or the like
running on the computer based on an instruction of the
program code performs a part or all of the actual processing
and the function of the above-mentioned embodiment is
realized by the processing.

[0199] In addition, since the function processing of the
present invention is realized by a computer, a program code
itself to be installed in the computer also realized the present
invention. That is, claims of the present invention include a
computer program itself for realizing the function process-
ing of the present invention.

[0200] As described above, a method of supplying such a
computer program of the present invention is not limited to
causing an FD or a CD-ROM to store it and a computer to
read and install it therein. The computer program can also be
supplied by connecting to a home page of the Internet using
a browser of a client computer to download the computer
program itself or a file including a compressed automatic
install function from the home page. In addition, the supply
of'the computer program of the present invention can also be
realized by dividing a program code forming the program of
the present invention into a plurality of files and download-
ing each file from a different home page. That is, a WWW
server for causing a plurality of users to download a program
file for realizing the function processing of the present
invention is also included in the claims of the present
invention.

[0201] In addition, the program of the present invention
may be encrypted and stored in a storage medium such as an
FD and distribute it to users. Then, users who clear prede-
termined conditions are allowed to download key informa-
tion for decryption from a home page via the Internet and to
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execute the encrypted program using the key information.
Thus, it is also possible for the users to install the program
in computers to realize it.

[0202] As described above, according to the present
invention, a type of a printing apparatus to be connected to
a set-top box of each user is identified, data that should be
printed for specific users is obtained, a printer driver corre-
sponding to the printing apparatus is selected based on the
identification information, print information that should be
printed by the printing apparatus of the specific users is
generated from the data that should be printed using the
selected printer driver, and the generated print information is
distributed to the set-top boxes of the specific users via a
cable line. Thus, it is possible for a user to obtain a print
image of high resolution by a printer connected to a set-top
box of a TV for home use.

[0203] In addition, according to the present invention,
selection conditions for selecting distribution information
that is obtained from specific users in advance are managed,
distribution information that should be distributed to the
specific users is collected from information obtained via the
Internet based on the managed selection information, print
information that should be printed by the specific users is
generated based on the collected print information, and the
generated print information is actively distributed to the
specific users. Thus, it is possible for a user to passively
obtain a desired print image and to passively receive print
data from the Internet at a designated time to print the data.

[0204] In addition, according to the present invention,
selection conditions for selecting desired contents informa-
tion are received from specific users, contents information
that should be distributed to the specific users is selected out
of contents information collected from a plurality of sites via
the Internet, the selected contents information collected
form a plurality of sites is laid out as one file to generate
distribution information, and the generated distribution
information is distributed to the specific users. Thus, bur-
dens on a user and costs of expendable supplies can be
reduced by collectively laying out information desired by
the user and existing in various locations on the Internet to
generate distribution information and distributing the distri-
bution information.

[0205] In addition, according to the present invention,
distribution information that should be distributed to users
designated by an information distribution server is received,
print information based on the received distribution infor-
mation is generated for each user and is distributed to a
set-top box of the user, and the set-top box transfers the print
information to a printing apparatus to be connected. Thus,
active distribution processing with high security is possible
for distributing distribution information from an information
providing company using a private line of a cable television.

[0206] In addition, according to the present invention,
profile data of a plurality of users is managed using a
database, selection conditions for selecting specific users to
whom advertisement information should be distributed are
received, the specific users to whom the advertisement
information should be distributed are selected based on the
received selection conditions and the managed profile data,
and the advertisement information is distributed to the
selected specific users utilizing a digital broadcasting sys-
tem. Thus, it is possible for an advertisement company to
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register advertisement information using the Internet and
specify target users to conduct advertisement and publicity
activities.

[0207] As many apparently widely different embodiments
of'the present invention can be made without departing from
the spirit and scope thereof, it is to be understood that the
invention is not limited to the specific embodiments thereof
except as defined in the appended claims.

1.-40. (canceled)
41. An information distributing method using a cable line
for digital broadcasting, comprising:

an identification step for identifying a type of a printing
apparatus to be connected to a set-top box of each user;

an obtaining step for obtaining data that should be printed
for specific users;

a selection step for selecting a printer driver correspond-
ing to said printing apparatus based on the identifica-
tion information;

generation step for generating, using said selected
printer driver, print information that should be printed
by said printing apparatus of the specific users from
said obtained data that should be printed; and

a distribution step for distributing said generated print
information to set-top boxes of the specific users via
said cable line.

42. An information distributing method according to
claim 41, wherein said identification step identifies the type
of' said printing apparatus by recognizing a device ID of said
printing apparatus to be notified by said set-top box via said
cable line.

43. An information distributing method according to
claim 41, wherein said set-top box transfers the distributed
print information to the printing apparatus to be connected.

44. An information distributing method according to
claim 43, wherein said set op box separates a print infor-
mation portion from said distributed information and
decodes it to original print information, and transfer said
print information to said printing apparatus without display-
ing it on a monitor.

45. An information distributing method according to
claim 41, wherein said cable line is a two-way broad band
communication network; and said distribution step distrib-
utes said print information as distribution information
together with broadcast information that should be outputted
on a display to be connected to said set-top box of the user.

46. An information distributing method according to
claim 45, wherein distribution information is separated into
said print information and said broadcast information in said
set-top box, and said print information is transterred to said
printing apparatus without being displayed on said display.

47. An information distributing apparatus for distributing
information using a cable line for digital broadcasting,
comprising:

identifying means for identifying a type of a printing
apparatus to be connected to a set-top box of each user;

obtaining means for obtaining data that should be printed
for specific users;
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selecting means for selecting a printer driver correspond-
ing to said printing apparatus based on the identifica-
tion information;

generating means for generating, using said selected
printer driver, print information that should be printed
by said printing apparatus of the specific users from
said obtained data that should be printed; and

distributing means for distributing said generated print
information to set-top boxes of the specific users via
said cable line.

48. A control program stored on computer readable
medium and to be executed in an information distributing
apparatus for distributing information using a cable line for
digital broadcasting, said program comprising:

an identification step for identifying a type of a printing
apparatus to be connected to a set-top box of each user;

an obtaining step for obtaining data that should be printed
for specific users;

a selection step for selecting a printer driver correspond-
ing to said printing apparatus based on the identifica-
tion information;

a generation step for generating, using said selected
printer driver, print information that should be printed
by said printing apparatuses of the specific users from
said obtained data that should be printed; and

a distribution step for distributing said generated print
information to set-top boxes of the specific users via
said cable line.

49. A computer-readable storage medium storing a control
program to be executed in an information distributing appa-
ratus for distributing information using a cable line for
digital broadcasting, wherein the control program com-
prises:

an identification step for identifying a type of a printing
apparatus to be connected to a set-top box of each user;

an obtaining step for obtaining data that should be printed
for specific users; a selection step for selecting a printer
driver corresponding to said printing apparatus based
on said identification information;

a generation step for generating, using said selected
printer driver, print information that should be printed
by said printing apparatuses of the specific users from
said obtained data that should be printed; and

a distribution step for distributing said generated print
information to set-top boxes of the specific users via
said cable line.

50. An information distributing method of distributing
print information via a cable network for a digital broad-
casting system to a user who has a set-top box for transfer-
ring received print information to a connected printing
apparatus, comprising:

a receiving step for receiving distribution information that
should be distributed to a user designated by an infor-
mation distribution server;

a generation step for generating print information based
on said received distribution information for each user;
and
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a distribution step for distributing said print information
generated for each user to said set-top box of the
designated user utilizing said cable network.

51. An information distributing method according to
claim 50, wherein said distribution step distributes said print
information after scrambling it.

52. An information distributing method according to
claim 50, wherein said information distribution server is a
server of a bank that desires distribution of a use record as
distribution information.

53. An information distributing apparatus for distributing
print information via a cable network for a digital broad-
casting system to a user who has a set-top box for transfer-
ring received print information to a connected printing
apparatus, comprising:

receiving means for receiving distribution information
that should be distributed to a user designated by an
information distribution server;

generating means for generating print information based
on said received distribution information for each user;
and

distributing means for distributing said print information
generated for each user to said set-top box of the
designated user utilizing said cable network.

54. A control program stored on a computer-readable
medium and to be executed in an information distributing
apparatus for distributing print information via a cable
network for a digital broadcasting system to a user who has
a set-top box for transferring received print information to a
connected printing apparatus, said program comprising:

a receiving step for receiving distribution information that
should be distributed to a user designated by an infor-
mation distribution server;

a generation step for generating print information based
on said received distribution information for each user;
and

a distribution step for distributing said print information
generated for each user to said set-top box of the
designated user utilizing said cable network.

55. A computer-readable storage medium storing a control
program to be executed in an information distributing appa-
ratus for distributing print information via a cable network
for a digital broadcasting system to a user who has a set-top
box for transferring received print information to a con-
nected printing apparatus, wherein the control program
comprises:

a receiving step for receiving distribution information that
should be distributed to a user designated by an infor-
mation distribution server,

a generation step for generating print information based
on said received distribution information for each user;
and

a distribution step for distributing said print information
generated for each user to said set-top box of the
designated user utilizing said cable network.

56. A digital broadcasting system comprising a server and

a head end for distributing multiplexed broadcast informa-
tion and print information to a set-top box via a cable
network, the system comprising:
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a user profile database for storing identification of a
printer connected to the set-top box, and

a printer driver database for storing a printer driver
corresponding to the identification of the printer,

wherein said server refers said user profile database for
the identification of the printer connected to the set-top
box of a destination of the print information, reads,
from said printer driver database, the printer driver
corresponding to the identification of the printer con-
nected to the set-top box, and converts, using the
printer driver, the print information to be distributed to
the set-top box, and

said head end distributes the converted print information

to the set-up box to which the printer is connected.

57. A digital broadcasting system according to claim 56,
wherein said server converts the print information using the
print driver corresponding to the identification of the printer
connected to each of the set-top box.

58. A digital broadcasting system according to claim 56,
wherein said server converts the print information selected
among the print information provided from a providing
server connected via the internet.

59. A digital broadcasting system according to claim 41,
wherein said server converts a layout of the print informa-
tion selected among the print information provided from a
plurality of providing servers.

60. An information distributing method in a digital broad-
casting system for distributing multiplexed broadcast infor-
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mation and print information to a set-top box via a cable
network, the method comprising:

a reading step of reading, from a printer driver database,
a printer driver corresponding to identification of the
printer stored in a user profile database referred by a
destination of the print information;

a converting step of converting, using the printer driver,
the print information to be distributed to the set-top
box; and

a distributing step of distributing the converted print
information to the set-up box to which the printer is
connected.

61. An information distributing method according to
claim 60, wherein the print information is converted in said
converting step using the print driver corresponding to the
identification of the printer corrected to each of the set-top
box.

62. An information distributing method according to
claim 60, wherein the print information is selected among
the print information provided from a providing server
connected via the internet.

63. An information distributing method according to
claim 60, wherein a layout of the print information is
selected among the print information provided from a plu-
rality of providing server.



