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[57] ABSTRACT

An interactive purchasing system employs a station
transmitting signals adapted to be received by a plural-
ity of television receivers at a number of viewing sta-
tions via a given television channel. In one application,
the signals represent information relating to associated
merchandise in various stores. A viewer uses keyboard
controls to scan the “pages” of advertising on a video
display and to indicate a selected purchase. A telephone
coupling arrangement provided at each viewing station
is adapted to cooperate with a telephone in placing a
call via the telephone selectively to one of a plurality of
stores. Means are further provided at each viewing
station for selecting merchandise to be purchased in-
cluding means serving to operate a conventional tele-
phone at the viewing station to call the particular stores
related to the selected merchandise and to register a
request to purchase the selected merchandise.

6 Claims, 3 Drawing Figures
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INTERACTIVE VIDEO/TELEPHONE
TRANSMISSION SYSTEM

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

This invention pertains to an interactive transmission
system and more particularly to an interactive transmis-
sion system of a type in which a general transmission of
signals is provided in a manner adapted to be received
by a plurality of television receivers at viewing stations
while means at the viewing stations permits the viewer
to respond to the information transmitted and also to
register a telephoned report at an associated one of a
plurality of locations, such as stores. This invention is
particularly useful in providing an interactive purchas-
ing system in which shopping can be conducted in a
bi-directional manner based on the selection of mer-
chandise displayed at a video viewing station and entry
of a purchase order by telephone from the viewing
station. ‘

Heretofore interactive arrangments have been pro-
vided in which, for example, a subscriber can dial a
given broadcasting station. The station will then select
and address an appropriate predetermined program of
information to be transmitted to the particular sub-
scriber.

According to another arrangment a so-called “elec-
tronic newspaper” has been provided wherein there is a
continuous broadcast of information and the customer
can, at his viewing end, “flip” through the “pages”
broadcast at a desired rate.

According to a further arrangement, the viewer can,
using a decoder and key pad, select a page of text as
desired. A decoder memory or shift register is em-
ployed to store the digitized pages being broadcast. At
that point the pages are cycled at a rate on the order of
0.25 seconds per page.

As disclosed herein, a system is provided in which a
unit can be attached to a commercial television receiver
and simply coupled to a telephone to dial one of a num-
ber of telephone numbers and place a purchase order in
response to selecting an item of merchandise at the
viewing station. The dialed store provides an audio
response via the telephone as well as a recordation of
the purchase for the records of the store.

The called store identifies the calling party by means
of a code transmitted as a preamble to the buying infor-
mation. The code contains the credit card number and
telephone number of the caller. The caller has a row of
pre-set thumbwheel switches at his unit with this infor-
mation. The computer at the called station is of a type
which can perform a credit check on the caller by
means of the credit card number. This number also
gives the computer access to the name and billing ad-
dress of the caller.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION AND
OBJECTS '

In general, an interactive transmission system is pro-
vided comprising a station transmitting a general trans-
mission of signals adapted to be received via a given
channel of television receivers disposed at viewing sta-
tions. Telephone coupling means are provided at each
of the viewing stations and are adapted to cooperate
with a telephone in placing a call via the telephone to
one of a plurality of called stations. The signals gener-
ally transmitted include a plurality of information items,
each carrying information respectively associated with
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a given one of the plurality of called stations. Further,
means are provided for selecting an.information item -
and registering a report related thereto at a called sta-
tion associated therewith via the telephone.

In general, it is an object of the present invention to
provide an improved interactive transmission system
particularly adapted for purchasing items from stores
by selection at a viewing station. .

It is another object of the present invention to pro-
vide an improved viewing station for use in conjunction
with a system of the kind described.

A further object of the invention is to provide an
improved order-entry system with telephone response
to the ordering party.

The foregoing and other objects of the invention will
become more readily evident from the following de-
tailed description of a preferred embodiment when
considered in conjunction with the drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 shows a diagram representative of a system of
the kind described, according to the invention;

FIG. 2 shows a block diagram of a system of the kind
described in greater detail, according to the invention;

FIG. 3 shows a detailed block diagram of a consumer
terminal, according to the invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF PREFERRED
EMBODIMENT

While the present invention is not considered to be
limited to a single application the construction shall be
described hereafter in conjunction with a suitable appli-
cation involving its use in purchasing merchandise from
any one of a number of stores. Accordingly, as shown
generally in FIG. 1 a transmitter station 10 broadcasts
shopping information generally such as by the antenna
11 or by a coaxial cable, either of which is considered to
provide a general transmission of signals adapted to be
received by a plurality of television receivers such as
the receiver 12 and its associated antenna 13. The infor-
mation broadcast consists of groups of data each having
an address portion and data portion pertaining to mer-
chandise from each of the stores 14, 16, 17.

Thus, blocks of digital information are encoded in the
RF signal. This digital information describes the char-
acter set so that when it is decoded, text may be recov-
ered. Each block of digital information has a unique
address.

As shown in FIG. 1, the receiving antenna 13 feeds
signals through a controller 18 wherein the RF informa-
tion is continuously modulated and decoded. From the
decoded information, controller 18 recognizes the ad-
dress of the blocks of information as they are received.
The viewer selects which block he wants to see by
means of a keyboard 19. The broadcast of the informa-
tion is continuously repeated or “‘cycled” whereby after
the viewer selected the block which he wants to see
controller 18 awaits the proper block to arrive at an-
tenna 13. When using the standard N.T.S.C. time base
of U.S. broadcasts, there are 60 frames per second and
the waiting period for any one of the blocks will be a
relatively short time. The time can be further shortened
by broadcasting multiple blocks per T.V. frame such as
ten blocks. per frame whereby the maximum waiting
period for one of ten thousand blocks would be a maxi-
mum of 16.6 seconds and an average of 8.3 seconds.

A switch box 20 (FIG. 3) (controlled by the two
position switch button 20a) is coupled by suitable
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. known circuitry whereby when in one position it will
allow the operator to selectively use the T.V. as a con-
ventional broadcast T.V. receiver, in which case the
signal from antenna 13 are routed directly to T.V. 12. In
a second position of button 20a, the T.V. is used as a
shopping terminal in which case the signal from antenna
13 are simply routed internally through the circuitry of
controller 18 and RF signal generated in controller 18
are then fed to T.V. receiver 12.

As shown in FIG. 3, when the proper information
block arrives via antenna 13 to input 15 entering con-
troller 18 the information is loaded into a scan memory
21 described more fully below. The scan memory 21
continuously feeds the information into a T.V. receiver
12 after processing it into the proper video format so as
to refresh T.V. 12.

If it is assumed that the various blocks to be selected
are pages of a catalog with text and illustrations, the
wait involved in processing is small since only a one-
way T.V. channel is employed, and the display process-
ing is straight forward. When the viewer sees an item
that he wants he can indicate that he wants to but it by
depressing the proper keys on keyboard 19.

Controller 18 as noted below then by known means
generates telephone dialing signals to be fed to a tele-
phone coupler 22. Coupler 22 can, for example, be of
the acoustic type wherein a telephone hand set 23 can
be inserted through openings formed in coupler 22 or
the unit can be wired directly into the telephone lines
via a jack. This method would make the placing of an
order fully automatic. Thus when the dialing signals are
generated by controller 18, the appropriate store will be
dialed through the telephone company transmission
lines 24 to enter a purchase order as described further
below.

At this point computer 68 at the store (FIG. 2) will
run a standard routine associated with the entry of such
purchase order such as checking credit, checking inven-
tory, etc. and finally authorizing the sale of the mer-
chandise selected by the viewer. If the credit check etc.
can be run immediately, the called computer 68 will
respond to the caller immediately after the call is placed
by means of line 70 (FIG. 2) to mux 67 and modem 66
via the phone line 31, coupler 28, and line 29 to the
caller through speaker 75 (FIGS. 1 and 3) at the cus-
tomer’s station (FIG. 3).

If the information is delayed in processing, the com-
puter confirms this as above and once the purchase has
been authorized a voice synthesizer 26 generates an
appropriate signal through a modulator/demodulator
unit 27, to a telephone coupler 28 whereby a synthe-
sized acknowledgement by voice can be returned to the
viewer by an output lead 29 directed to the phone com-
pany lines 24. Dialing information generated along lead
31 serves to activate coupler 28 for transmitting the
synthesized voice report to the viewer. In either case
computer 68 will request some extra bit of identifica-
tions e.g. mother’s maiden name, etc. This data can be
sent to computer 68 via keyboard 19, etc. The use of the
telephone line and answer back allows positive confir-
mation of the purchase order and permits the use of low
"cost standard telephone lines instead of expensive T.V.
channels or conditioned phone lines.

FIG. 2 shows in greater detail the transmitter station
10 and the purchase order entry system as used by each
of the stores. Transmitter station 10 includes a studio
portion comprising an operator CRT terminal 32 for
controlling the input of data to be broadcast.
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For purposes of adding pictures to the general trans-
mission, an optical digitizer unit 33 is coupled to the
digitizing computer system 34. Means for digitizing
analog signals for transmission via computer system 34
constitutes a known development and is not considered
to be, per se, the invention disclosed herein. Computer
system 34 is coupled to a disc drive storage 36, equiva-
lent solid state or other unit, for storing a digital catalog
of data. At this point the data may be read off the stor-
age unit in-situ for use or more generally be transferred
from the disc storage and stored and duplicated on
video tape for general distribution to any number of
broadcasting points. The output of storage 36 passes to
a power transmitter unit 37, a portion of which regener-
ates a sync signal for maintaining computer system 34
synchronized with the remainder of the transmitter
system 10, during the data recording phase.

Accordingly, the output transmitter unit 37 feeds to
antenna 11 as above described (or to a cable transmis-
sion system) for providing a general transmission (in
either case) of signals including encoded groups of data
pertaining to information items each respectively asso-
ciated with a given one of the several called stations,
such as the stores.

Controller 18, as disclosed in more detail further
below, employs keyboard 19 for selecting groups of
data and information items from the video information
appearing on the screen of receiver 12. '

When the desired page or block is selected by de-
pressing one or more keys of keyboard 19, an address
associated with the item is entered into computer 38 and
passed to an address register 39 for comparison with the
coded addresses of items of information being received
by antenna 13 and receiver 12. The input to receiver 12
includes digitally coded information associated with the
items of information displayed on the screen thereof and
this information is passed to the frame sync detector and
data decoder circuitry 41 wherein the decoded ad-
dresses are continuously fed to a block address compari-
son circuit 42. Accordingly, when the address being
entered by lead 43 compares to the desired address via
lead 44 an output control signal for an address switch 46
appears on line 47.

Address switch 46 serves to switch the decoded in-
formation item or group of data into the T.V. frame
memory 21 by lead 48.

Memory 21 is of known construction and is arranged
whereby it can be cyclicly read out so as to continu-
ously “refresh” the screen of receiver 12.

Thus, the video data is passed from memory 21 by a
line 52 to video summer 53 for combining therewith
sync pulses from sync generator 49 to provide a com-
posite video display signal on line 54.

Composite video on line 54 is modulated by the RF
modulator 56 and fed back to drive the input to receiver
12 via switch box 20.

Timing signals for the overall system are provided by
oscillator 57 as represented by the output 59 thereof.

In short, upon making a selection by keyboard 19 as
to merchandise to be purchased, dialing pulses are gen-
erated by controller 18 for a telephone coupler for pur-
poses of calling the appropriate store advertising the
particular merchandise being purchased. Thus, means
for generating telephone dialing signals to be fed to a
coupling means in response to selecting an associated
group of data is provided primarily from computer 38
providing dialing pulses on line 60.
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In one preferred embodiment, the félephone number
of the actual store involved is encodeéd with the trans-
mitted video data in a known location of T.V. frame
memory 21. This data is accessed by computer 38 via
address bus 40, control line-45 and-data lines 50.

Thus, the called store identifies‘the calling party by
means of a code transmitted as a pre-amble to ‘the buy-
ing information. The code contains the credit card num-
ber and telephone number of the caller. The caller hasa

row of pre-set thumbwheel switches at his unit with this '

information. The computer at the called station is of a
type which can perform a credit check on the caller by
means of the credit card number. This number also
gives the computer access to the name and blllmg ad-
dress of the caller.

In another embodiment, the call will be placed to a
known telephone number preprogrammed in computer
38 for a central clearing house which will route the
call’s information to the proper store. In this method of
decoding, the identity of the particular store to be di-
aled is known by limiting advertising on any given
“page” to a single store.

Thus, the page number itself can be used as the identi-
fication of the store to be called. In response to entering
the “page” number via keyboard 19, computer 38 then
generates dialing pulses associated with the central
clearing house for the telephone associated with cou-
pler 22 which operates via conventional phone lines 24.
In the event that a busy signal occurs, with either
method, the busy signal is picked up by a return line 62
to be fed into computer 38 for purposes of re-dialing
coupler 22.

Once a telephone connection has been made between
computer 38 and a selected store the coded output of
computer 38 representing particular merchandise to be
purchased is passed through a modulator/demodulator
unit (modem) 63 and coupler 22 to phone lines 24. Audi-
ble acknowledgement of the order is heard at controller
18 from speaker 75 (FIG. 3) coupled to phone lines 24
by lead 80 and modulator/demodulator 63.

After controller 18 has dialed the appropriate number
as designated by computer 38, the telephone 23 dis-
posed in coupler 22 is coupled via lead 64 to an available
one of the modulator/demodulator units 66 forming
part of the input to multiplexing circuitry 67 for feeding
into computer system 68 controlling operations of the
system at the selected store.

For example, computer system 68 can be arranged by
known means to provide data to be supplied to a voice
synthesizer circuit 26 of known construction whereby
an audible response can be supplied to telephone 23
disposed in coupler 22. By use of an extension phone 69
or speaker built into unit 18, the audio response con-
firming the purchase can be heard by the viewer.’

In addition, a disc drive or equivalent data storage
apparatus 71 serves to retain large volumes of informa-
tion, such as credit ratings, prior balances, and the like
with regard to the purchaser calling in on the system
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other decision inputs, status display information, and
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appropriately up-to-date information.

Once computer 68 has received an order to buy par-
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computer, it forwards the data via line 73 and 2 modula-
tor/demodulator unit 74 to a telephone coupler 76 con-
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‘nected-foa convent10nal computer 77 used by the store.

Computer 77 serves primarily asan inventory control
and credit check ‘device. Then'if all conditions are ap-
propriate for permitting purchase of the given merchan-
dis¢ a purchase order is printed by a conventional
printer 79 under instructions from computer system-68.

“This order is printed to Have a'manual record of the

transaction and will'be‘done at the store computer and

‘optionally if a clearmg house 1s used at the clearmg

house and store ‘computer. .
" ‘While the foregomg example pértains primarily to-a

'purchasmg application involving the entry of a “buy”
‘ordér, it is readily ‘evident that means have been pro-

v1ded for selecting an information item and régistering a
report related thereéto’ at -a called statlon assomated
therewith via a telephone.’

In view of the foregoing, it should be readily evident
that there has been provided an improved interactive
T.V./telephone transmission system.

What is claimed is:

1. An interactive purchasing system comprising a
transmitting station providing a general transmission of
signals adapted to be received by a plurality of televi-
sion receivers at viewing stations via a given channel
thereof, said signals representing information relating to
associated merchandise, telephone coupling means at
said viewing stations adapted to cooperate with a tele-
phone in information transfer relation with respect to a
selected one of a plurality of stores, means at each view-
ing station for indicating the selection of merchandise to
be purchased, and means operable in response to indi-
cating said selection serving to a request to purchase the
selected merchandise, the last named means serving via
said telephone to place a call to a store relating to the
selected merchandise.

2. An interactive transmission system comprising a
transmitting station providing a general transmission of
signals adapted to be received via a given channel of
television receivers disposed at viewing stations, tele-
phone coupling means at said viewing stations adapted
to cooperate with a telephone in placing a call via said
telephone to a plurality of called stations, said signals
including a plurality of information items each being
respectively associated with a given one of the plurality
of called stations, arid.means for indicating the selection
of an information item and in response thereto register-
ing via said telephone a report related to the selected
information item at a-called station associated with said
information item.-

3. An interactive-transmission system comprising a
transmitting station serving to transmit to a plurality of
viewing stations a general transmission of signals con-
taining groups of data therein adapted to be received via
a geiven television receiver channel, said viewing sta-
tion including telephone coupling means adapted to
cooperate with a telephone in calling a plurality of
called stations, means for indicating the selection of one
of said groups of data for transmitting information re-
lated thereto to a called station associated therewith,
and means responsive to the last named means for gen-
erating telephone dialing signals to be fed to said cou-
pling means for transmitting information related to said
selection to a called station.

4. An interactive purchasing system according to
claim 3, in which said viewing stations comprise means
for receiving a continuous transmission of signals con-
taining said groups of data therein adapted to be cou-
pled to a television receiver, means for selectively ac-
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quiring and storing a portion of said data, means opera-
tive in response to selection of one of said portions of
data for generating telephone calling signals associated
with said one portion of said data to be applied to said
coupling means for calling a station associated with said
selected portion of said data.

5. A viewing terminal comprising means for receiv-
ing a continuous general transmission of signals contain-

ing groups of data therein adapted to be coupled to a .

television receiver, means for selectively acquiring and
recording a portion of said data, telephone coupling
means adapted to receive portions of a telephone for
transmitting information representative of said portion
of said data via said telephone, means coupled to the
second named means for generating telephone calling
signals associated with each said portion of said data,
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and means for applying said calling signals to said tele-
phone via said coupling means to call a station related to
said selected portion of said data.

6. In an interactive transmission system having a
transmitting station providing a general transmission of
groups of data adapted to be received by a plurality of
receiving stations via a given channel thereof, the view-
ing stations including means for selecting and calling
the telephone of a station associated with each selected
group of data and providing a report thereto. the called
station comprising telephone means for receiving such
calls, means responsive to receipt of such calls for pro-
viding an audible synthesized acknowledgment thereof.
and means responsive to receipt of such calls for print-

ing an acknowledgment thereof.
* * * * *



