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SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR PROMOTING
VIEWER INTERACTION IN A TELEVISION
SYSTEM

responses to the vieWer. The vieWer may interact by using a
remote control to register responses Within the set-top box,
or the response of the user may be communicated to a

service provider via a modem connection or other suitable
means.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention
The invention relates to interactive television systems and
more particularly to means for inserting interactive content

The types of interactive programs described above may be
directed to particular demographic groups among television
vieWers. More particularly, they may be directed to older
vieWers Who are likely to Watch game shoWs or Who can
10

into television programs through applications executed in
the set-top box of a television system.
2. Description of the Related Art

in?uenced by the associated interactive applications.

The emerging technology of interactive television sys
tems holds a promise of alloWing a television set to provide
various neW means for marketing products and services to

purchase the advertised products. There are some vieWers,
hoWever, Who are less likely to be interested in these types
of shoWs and Who may therefore be less likely to be

15

Children, for example, generally are not authoriZed to use
televised buying services, and may not be interested in the
subject matter of a game shoW designed for adults. As a

vieWers. Interactive television systems are typically capable
of displaying text and graphic images to facilitate interaction

result, they may not be affected by these types of interactive
television marketing. It Would therefore be highly desirable

With a user in addition to the normal video associated With

a television program stream. Proposed features of interactive

to design a neW means to utiliZe the interactive functionality
of a television system Which is more likely to attract such

television accommodate a variety of marketing, entertain

vieWers.

ment and educational capabilities such as alloWing a user to

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

interact With television programs by ordering advertised
products or services, competing against contestants in a

game shoW, or requesting specialiZed information regarding

25

a particular program.

television system in accordance With the present invention.

Typically, the interactive functionality is controlled by a

One embodiment of the inventive system and method com
prises an interactive television system Which displays a
genie associated With a particular channel or program. The
genie reacts to certain actions taken by the user and prompts

set-top box connected to the television set. The set-top box
receives television programs and interactive applications

through typical broadcast channels, such as cable television
(CATV) or direct satellite broadcasts. The interactive appli
cation may be designed to function in response to signals in
the broadcast or actions taken by the vieWer. The interactive
functionality is displayed upon the television set screen and
may include icons or menus to alloW a user to make

The problems outlined above are in large part solved by
a system and method for promoting vieWer interaction in a

the user to provide responses or take certain other actions.

The genie may require that the user periodically tune in to
the associated television program or channel to keep the
35

genie from getting sick or experiencing other undesirable
effects. The user may control certain characteristics of the

selections via the television’s remote control.
It is desirable in the marketing of products or services to
maximiZe the amount of time Which a vieWer spends Watch

genie, such as the Way it dresses, and the characteristics of
the genie may in turn affect the future actions of the genie.
The genie may be used in certain promotions, such as a

ing a particular program associated With the marketed prod

lottery in Which the broadcast service provider selects and

ucts or services. Manufacturers and service providers adver
tise during television programs in an attempt to reach the

retrieves the genie of a particular user so that the genie can
be displayed in a broadcast. The user Whose genie Was so
selected could then contact the broadcast service provider to
receive a priZe.

greatest possible number of vieWers. These advertisements
are designed to attract and retain the attention of vieWers,

usually Within a given demographic.
It is highly desirable in the marketing of products and

tion. Interactive functionality in a television system helps

The vieWer’s interaction may range from simply Watching
a television program to actively providing input to the
system. In one embodiment, the system comprises a set-top
box Which is con?gured to execute an interactive application
responsive both to signals conveyed With a television pro
gram and to inputs from the vieWer. The application is

further marketing goals by alloWing the vieWer to participate

con?gured to display the customiZable genie character

in the advertisement or television program. Because the
vieWer must pay attention to the televised material in order

generally representative of the overall level of the vieWer’s

45

services, as Well as in the marketing of individual television
programs, to be able to utiliZe the functionality of interactive
television systems to attract and retain the vieWer’s atten

to interact, the interactive functionality of a television sys
tem provides means by Which the vieWer can be encouraged
to Watch and listen to the television programs and adver
tisements and thereby increase his or her exposure to the

described above on the television screen. The genie is

interaction With the television program and the associated
55

application.
The method and apparatus are intended to increase the

likelihood that vieWers in the targeted demographic groups

marketing material.

Will Watch television programs and/or advertisements and

There are various examples of interactive applications
Which are directed toWard marketing products and services

participate in associated promotions. Accordingly, the
method in its broadest sense encompasses the broadcast of

to consumers. One example is a televised buying service in
Which a series of products are displayed through a television
program and the vieWer utiliZes the interactive functions of

broadcasts the program to a vieWer. Typically, an interactive

the television system to purchase the displayed products.

application is time-multiplexed into the television program

a program from a remote station to a broadcast station

operated by a broadcast service provider Which in turn

Another example is an interactive game shoW in Which a 65 transmission by the broadcast service provider and both the
vieWer Watches studio contestants participate While various
program and the application are transmitted to a set-top box

graphics are displayed to present questions or possible

in the home of the vieWer. The application is received and

US 6,513,160 B2
3

4

executed by the set-top box, Which also stores data re?ecting
the vieWer’s viewing history. Based upon the viewing his
tory data, the application generates a cartoon character such

Broadcast station 12 also includes application source 18,

Which provides the interactive application to processing unit
17. Processing unit 17 combines the application and the
television program for transmission to the receiving station
13. In one embodiment, the application and television pro
gram are combined into a single signal through time
multiplexing, but this can be accomplished by any of a
number of methods, such as frequency-multiplexing or
transmission over separate channels. This signal is also
typically compressed at broadcast station 12 in order to
conserve broadcast bandWidth. The combined signal is then
converted by modulator 19 into a transmission signal and
conveyed to receiving station 13. Broadcast station 12 is
typically operated by a broadcast service provider such as a

as a genie in the television display. The characteristics of the
genie are therefore maintained even though the application
may be transient. Some of the characteristics of the genie
character, such as clothing and hair color, may be customi
Zable by the vieWer While other characteristics, such as the
health of the genie, are controlled by the application. The

application-controlled characteristics of the genie may be
dependent upon the vieWing history data, and are designed
to encourage vieWing of the associated programs and adver

tisements and participation in the associated promotions.
BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

CATV service operator or a direct satellite service operator.
15

Other objects and advantages of the invention Will
become apparent upon reading the folloWing detailed
description and upon reference to the accompanying draW
ings in Which:

exemplary rather than limiting.
Receiving station 13 includes set-top box 20 and televi
sion 21. Although the term “set-top box” is used herein, it is
understood that this term refers to any processing unit for

FIG. 1 is a block diagram illustrating the broadcast chain
by Which the television program and the application are

receiving and processing a transmitted signal and conveying

delivered to the vieWer.
FIG. 2 is a diagrammatic representation of a time multi

plexed signal transmitted from the broadcast station to a

25

receiving station.
receives the multiplexed television program and application.
FIGS. 4a—4d are illustrations of several states of an

adaptable genie character.
FIG. 5 is a How diagram of the execution of an interactive

video and/or audio generated by the application, as required
by the application. The modi?ed television program signal is

application.

then passed on to television 21. Television 21 may be a
television or a video monitor employing any suitable tele

While the invention is susceptible to various modi?ca
35

herein be described in detail. It should be understood,

hoWever, that the draWings and detailed description thereto
are not intended to limit the invention to the particular form
disclosed, but on the contrary, the intention is to cover all

modi?cations, equivalents and alternatives falling Within the
spirit and scope of the present invention as de?ned by the

appended claims.
DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
INVENTION

the processed signal to a television or other monitor. The
set-top box may be in a housing Which physically sits on top
of a television, it may be in some other location external to
the television (e.g., on the side or back of the television or

remotely located from the television), or it may be incor
porated into the television itself. Set-top box 20 serves to
demodulate the signal received from broadcast station 12
and to separate the application from the television program.
The set-top box executes the application and combines the
audio and video portions of the television program With

FIG. 3 is a block diagram of the set-top box Which

tions and alternative forms, speci?c embodiments thereof
are shoWn by Way of example in the draWings and Will

Again, the depiction of the transmission as a free-space
transmission via communications satellite is intended to be

vision format (e.g., NTSC or HDTV), or it may be replaced
by other devices, such as a video recorder. Receiving station
12 may also include a return path 22. Return path 22 may be
utiliZed by an application to provide data to the broadcast
service provider. The return path is commonly a modem
Within the set-top box connected to a standard telephone
line. Acorresponding modem at the broadcast station is also
connected to the telephone line to receive data from the

receiving station.
45

Referring to FIG. 2, a diagrammatic representation of the
signal transmitted from broadcast station 12 to receiving
station 13 is shoWn. This ?gure shoWs the manner in Which

Referring noW to FIG. 1, a block diagram illustrating one

packets of compressed audio 42, 46, compressed video 41,

embodiment of a broadcast chain from a remote station to a

43, 45, 47 and compressed interactive application 44 are
time multiplexed to form the transmitted signal. Each packet

vieWer’s television is shoWn. A remote station 11 is shoWn

transmitting a signal to broadcast station 12, Which then
transmits a signal to receiving station 13. Remote station 11

includes header information and data information to enable

includes a program source 14 Which generates a television
program and a modulator 15 Which converts the television

rate signals. It can be seen from the ?gure that there are

program into a signal for transmission to broadcast station
12. The television program is typically a netWork television
broadcast, but can be any of a number of program types,

such as taped shoWs, live broadcasts, advertisements and the
like. The ?gure depicts a free-space transmission via a
communications satellite, but it is contemplated that any
knoWn means for supplying a program to the broadcast
station may be used. In fact, the remote station is not a
necessary part of the system, but is shoWn as a reference to
indicate a typical source of a television program to the

broadcast station.
Broadcast station 12 includes a demodulator 16 Which
converts the signal received from the remote station to a

signal Which can be manipulated by processing unit 17.

reconstruction of the three portions of the signal into sepa

typically more packets of video data 41, 43, 45, 47 than
audio data 42, 46 or interactive application data 44 as a result
55

of the greater amount of video data Which typically must be
transmitted.
Referring to FIG. 3, a block diagram of a set-top box 20
is shoWn. The various components of the set-top box are
each coupled to system bus 33 and are con?gured to receive

control signals from control system 34. It is contemplated
that these and the other components of the set-top box may
also be directly interconnected or consolidated into one or

more physical units, as a matter of design choice. It is also

contemplated that the functions of the set-top box compo
65 nents may be distributed among the components in a manner

different from that described herein, as a matter of design
choice.

US 6,513,160 B2
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Typically, the audio/video stream is compressed prior to
transmission by broadcast station 12 using a compression

characteristics of the interactive character.) Application code
and data may nevertheless be stored in other locations or
devices in alternate embodiments.

algorithm such as one of the Motion Picture Expert Group

(MPEG) compression standards. The transmission signal

Interactive applications periodically require that the audio

from broadcast station 12 is received at receiving station 13,
Which is typically a home equipped With a set-top box 20
and a television 21. The transmission signal is fed to set-top

and video portions of the television program be combined
With interactive graphics and/or audio before they are trans
mitted to television 21. Control system 34 may therefore
transmit control signals to interactive audio and graphics
units 61, 62 in order to combine the audio and video of the
television program With the interactive audio and video for
output to display unit 39 and television 21. The function of
combining of the audio and video of the interactive appli

box 20 and input to signal processing unit 30. Signal
processing circuit 30 breaks doWn the transmission signal
into component parts such as the audio portion of the signal,
the video portion of the signal and the interactive application
Which Was injected into the signal at the broadcast station

cation and the television program may be allocated to the

prior to transmission. The audio portion of the signal is
routed to audio decompression unit 31. Audio decompres
sion unit 31 then reconstructs the audio portion of the
television program. The video portion of the signal is routed

15

interactive audio and graphics units 61, 62, the display unit
39, the decompression units 31, 32, the control system 34, or
one or more other processing units, depending on the design

to video decompression unit 32, Where the video portion of

of the particular set-top box. The interactive applications

the television program is reconstructed. The outputs of audio
and video decompression units 31, 32 are connected to
interactive audio unit 61 and interactive graphics unit 62,

may also occasionally prompt the vieWer for input, so the
set-top box may conveniently be con?gured With a receiver
to enable it to receive commands or other input from a
remote control.

respectively. Interactive graphics unit 62 overlays the inter
active graphics generated by the interactive application onto

One embodiment of the inventive interactive system is

directed toWard increasing the vieWership of children’s

the broadcast video and routes the combined video to

display unit 39. Interactive audio unit 61 combines the audio

generated by the interactive application With the broadcast

25

television programs. Because children may be more likely to
interact With a cartoon-type character, particularly one

audio and directs the combined audio to display unit 39,
Which formats the audio and video signals and produces an
output signal for a television.
In addition to separating the audio and video portions of
the television program from the transmission signal, signal

Which represents a living entity, the interactive application is

processing unit 30 separates the interactive application from

vieWer can simultaneously Watch the television program and

the transmission signal and routes the application to control
system 34. Control system 34 is con?gured With a micro

vieWership. The genie character may appear or disappear, it

processor (not shoWn) and is coupled to read-only memory
(ROM) 35 and random-access memory (RAM) 36 through

designed to generate such a character. More particularly, in
one embodiment the character is a genie. The interactive

application is con?gured to display the genie character
superimposed on a portion of the television screen so that the

interact With the genie, thereby increasing the program’s

35

may shrink or groW, it may be movably animated or
stationary, or it may behave in any manner calculated to

increase the interest of the targeted vieWer.

system bus 33. When the set-top box is turned on, control
system 34 executes operating system code Which is stored in
ROM 35. The operating system code of the set-top box

FIGS. 4a—4d illustrate one embodiment in Which a genie
character is superimposed on a corner of a television display.

executes in the same manner as the operating system code of

FIG. 4a illustrates a vieWer interacting With the television

a typical personal computer (PC) and enables the set-top box
to perform interactive functions through the execution of
application code. The set-top box also includes modem 38,

system via remote control input to the set-top box. The genie
in this ?gure is displayed in a preferred state, as indicated by
the healthy, robust appearance and smiling face of the genie.
In FIG. 4b, the genie is displayed in a less preferred state,
indicated by the thinner, less healthful appearance and
froWning face. FIG. 4c illustrates different clothing Which
the vieWer can select in setting up the genie. FIGS. 4c and

Which provides a return path by Which vieWer data can be
transmitted to the broadcast station.
One embodiment of the invention is designed to operate
in an environment in Which the softWare that generates the

45

interactive character is not alWays executing. In other Words,

4d depict articles (e.g., lamp and sWord) Which the genie

the application is transient. This may be a result of the
set-top box not being turned on, or it may result from the
set-top box being tuned to a channel not associated With the
interactive character. It may also be the case that several
interactive applications are broadcast and each generates the
character, but one application may terminate before the next
is executed. The application code need not be resident in the

may possess. These articles may be selectable by the vieWer

set-top box and it is contemplated that the code is cyclically

or, alternatively, they may be displayed by the interactive
means as an indication of special poWers obtained by the

55

broadcast to the set-top box and doWnloaded if the set-top
box is tuned to the proper channel. When the transmission

information is stored in a data ?le in the set-top box. When

signal received by set-top box 20 contains application code,
the application code is separated from the compressed audio

the application is executed, this data ?le is read into the
application and modi?ed according to the vieWer’s vieWing
history and participation. In one embodiment, the vieWer is

and video and conveyed to RAM 36. The operating system
code of set-top box 20 is con?gured to execute (“launch”)
application code When it is received from signal processing

required to tune in to the associated program or channel to

maintain the health of the genie. This may be implemented
by comparing the current date With the last vieWing date and
then comparing the elapsed time With a predetermined value

unit 30. RAM 36 includes non-volatile random access

memory (NVRAM) 37. Application code is preferably
stored in volatile RAM. NVRAM 37 preferably stores data
Which is intended to be used Within the application and

stored after execution of the application (eg user-de?ned

genie or status levels Which have been reached by the genie.
The interactive application is con?gured to vary the
appearance and actions of the genie to re?ect the “health” of
the character, Which is in turn dependent upon the time the
vieWer spends Watching the associated program and/or the
interactivity of the vieWer With the program. This vieWing

65

or range of values. If the elapsed time is greater than the
predetermined range, the character is made to appear less

healthy. If the elapsed time is less than the predetermined

US 6,513,160 B2
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It is contemplated the interactive application may perform

range, the character is made to appear more healthy. Because

the health of the genie is dependent upon viewing time and
participation, the vieWer is encouraged to Watch the associ
ated program and interact With the application in order to
maintain the health of the genie character.
The interactive application is associated With a particular

a Wide variety of functions, many of Which are essentially
aimed at comparing the vieWer’s activities to a set of

television program and is intended to increase the vieWer

standards Which de?ne “acceptable” levels of interaction. If
the vieWer meets the acceptable standards, the application
generated icon Will be displayed in a pleasing or preferred
state, but if the acceptable levels are not met, the icon Will

ship of that program. The application, as referred to herein,

be made to appear in a less pleasing or preferred state. In the

is contemplated to include one or more applications Which
are con?gured to access the same ?le containing the data

case of the genie described above, the preferred state is the
healthy state and the less preferred state is the sick state.
The function of the application may be as simple as to
display the genie character in a state Which varies according
to the time Which has elapsed betWeen successive vieWings

Which de?nes the characteristics of the vieWer’s genie. In
one embodiment, several different applications are transmit

ted to the set-top box at different times, thereby alloWing the
genie’s behavior to be varied, While still maintaining certain
characteristics Which are de?ned by the data ?le. For

15

example, during a commercial, the vieWer may be prompted
to click Where the genie is hiding in the video, but during a

of the associated program, or it may be more complex and
take into account more speci?c input from the vieWer. For

example, the application may prompt the vieWer to take

vieWer plays along With the game. These different applica

certain actions at a certain time. The application may inform
the vieWer that the genie character needs to eat or needs
exercise. The vieWer Would then be required to press a

tions are transmitted to the vieWer’s set-top box Whenever
the applications are to be executed. The applications can be
broadcast before or simultaneously With an associated pro

play. The application may reWard the vieWer for such
interaction by making the genie character appear more

game shoW, the genie may track the vieWer’s score as the

certain button on a remote control to feed the genie or let it

gram and they may be conveyed in single or continuous
transmissions.
Referring to FIG. 5, a How diagram of the execution of an
interactive application is shoWn. At the start 50 of execution,
the interactive application checks 51 for an existing data ?le.
If there is no data ?le, the application queries 52 the vieWer

healthy, by aWarding points to the vieWer’s genie character
25

(e.g., healthy) state, or by inaction alloW the genie to revert
to a less preferred (e.g., sick) state. The application Will then
modify the appearance of the genie to re?ect its current state.
It is also contemplated that the interactive application may
be designed to alloW feedback to be conveyed from the
vieWer to the broadcast service provider. This feedback
Would utiliZe the return path described above. For example,
the broadcast service provider could occasionally conduct a
lottery in Which a vieWer’s genie character is selected to be

as to Whether he or she Wishes to set up the genie character.
If the vieWer does not Wish to set up the application so that
he or she can interact With it, the program terminates 53. If

the vieWer does Wish to set up the application, the vieWer is

queried 54 for information relating to the characteristics of
the genie character, such as name, hair color and type of
clothing. This information, or genie data, is stored in a data
?le. The genie data is also contemplated to include infor
mation Which relates the genie character to the vieWer’s
vieWing history. For example, the genie data may include a

35 broadcast on the associated television program as a live

character or as a cartoon character. The particular vieWer’s

genie could be selected randomly from the group of set-top
boxes for Which a genie has been set up, or it could be
selected based upon the genie’s health or other characteris
tics Which are collected from the set-top boxes. This infor

health index Which re?ects the amount of time the vieWer

spends Watching the associated television program. The
genie data may also include information on “special poWers”
Which the genie character has obtained through the vieWer’s

interaction With advertising promotions.
If, When the application is started 50, there is an existing
data ?le, the interactive application Will read 55 the data ?le

45

to determine the state of the genie character at the last

termination of an interactive genie application. The appli
cation Will then set up 56 the genie character. Setting up 56
the genie may include various modi?cations to the genie
data. For example, the application may compare the current
date to the last date on Which the associated program Was

vieWed and adjust the genie character’s health index upWard
or doWnWard depending upon Whether the elapsed time is
greater or less than a certain value. If the health index

increases, the genie character gets healthier, but if the health

or by giving the character special poWers. The vieWer can
thereby act to maintain the genie character in a preferred
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mation could be obtained by prompting the set-top boxes to
provide immediate feedback via the return path, or it could
be obtained from feedback collected from the set-top boxes
over a period of time. If feedback from a particular set-top
box is desired, the broadcast service provider can transmit a
prompt or an application con?gured to retrieve the desired
information directly to that set-top box. Alternatively, an
application or prompt could be broadcast to all set-top boxes
along With an identi?cation code Which alloWs only the
selected set-top box to respond and transmit the desired
information to the broadcast service provider. The genie
could then be displayed on the associated television program
and the vieWer could be given an opportunity to contact the
broadcast service provider to Win a priZe. Alternatively, the
vieWer could be granted a Wish or aWarded a priZe based

index drops beloW a certain value, the genie character can
get sick or eventually die.

upon the number of points accumulated by the vieWer’s

After the interactive application is initialiZed (i.e., the
genie is set up according to the data stored in the set-top box
or entered by the vieWer), it Will proceed to execute the body
of the application code. The body of the application may

Because particular manufacturers or service providers
may sponsor promotions based upon the characteristics of
the interactive applications’ genies, there may be a need to
implement security measures to ensure that the genie data in
a given set-top box cannot be modi?ed by the vieWer.

genie character.

vary as described herein and accordingly is not shoWn in

detail in FIG. 5. After the body of the application is
executed, the data associated With the genie is stored 57 so
that it can be used in the execution of subsequent genie

related applications. After the data is stored 57, the appli
cation terminates 53.

Accordingly, it is contemplated that unique identi?cation
codes may be associated With the applications or associated
65

television programs so that only authoriZed accesses to the
genie data can be made. These identi?cation codes can be
generated at the time an application or program is broadcast

US 6,513,160 B2
9

10
interaction, said microprocessor further being con?g

in order to prevent tampering With the codes. Additionally,
the applications can be signed. If the operating system code

ured to update said data in response to said vieWer

interaction,

of the set-top box checks ?le access based upon application

a display unit con?gured to combine said television
program and said icon into a display signal and to

certi?cates, access by unauthorized applications could

thereby be prevented.

transmit said display signal to said display device;

As noted above, the invention contemplates many varia

said icon being displayed in a preferred manner When said
level of vieWer interaction is high, and said icon being
displayed in a non-preferred manner When said level of
vieWer interaction is loW.
5. The apparatus of claim 4 Wherein said application is
con?gured to depict said icon as a living entity and Wherein
said preferred manner comprises a healthful manner, and
Wherein said non-preferred manner comprises an unhealth

tions Which Will be obvious to persons skilled in the art. For
example, the television system may have a broadcast chan
nel formed by a cable or by direct or satellite transmission,
and it may have a return path formed by a pair of modems
connected to a telephone line or by a portion of the band

Width of the broadcast channel. Similarly, the genie charac
ter may be replaced by another cartoon character, computer
generated graphic, or other icon. Such variations are
intended to be Within the spirit and scope of the claimed
invention.
Numerous variations and modi?cations Will become
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apparent to those skilled in the art once the above disclosure

is fully appreciated. It is intended that the folloWing claims
be interpreted to embrace all such variations and modi?ca
tions.
What is claimed is:
1. A method for displaying an interactive, animated car
toon ?gure on a television comprising the steps of:
executing an interactive application in a set-top box

attributes of said cartoon ?gure of said genie according to
said user inputs, said one or more attributes being selected

from the group consisting of hair color, clothing color,
25

coupled to said television;

9. The apparatus of claim 8 Wherein said application is
con?gured to increase said health index value When said

appearance indicative of a state of said ?gure;

vieWer Watches one or more predetermined programs and

Wherein said application is con?gured to decrease said

prompting a vieWer for a response;
35

10. The apparatus of claim 8 Wherein said application is
con?gured to prompt said vieWer for a response and to

increase said health index value if said vieWer provides said
response, said apparatus further comprising a remote control
con?gured to enable said vieWer to provide said response.
11. The apparatus of claim 4 Wherein said television

appearance indicative of said state of said animated

45

tion.
3. The method of claim 2 further comprising the step of
executing a second interactive application, said second inter
active application being con?gured to load said state of said
animated cartoon ?gure, generate said animated cartoon
?gure on said television, update said state, and regenerate
said animated cartoon ?gure on said television.
4. An apparatus for use in an interactive television system
having a broadcast station, a transmission medium and a

display device, the apparatus being designed to promote

health index value When said vieWer fails to Watch said one
or more predetermined programs.

television, said animated cartoon ?gure having said

set-top box; and terminating said interactive applica

clothing type and name.
8. The apparatus of claim 5 Wherein said data includes a
health index value and Wherein said application is con?g
ured to depict said icon in a healthy manner When said health
index value is greater than a predetermined value and in an
unhealthy manner When said health index value is less than

said predetermined value.

living entity, said animated cartoon ?gure having an

cartoon ?gure.
2. The method of claim 1 further comprising the steps of:
storing said state of said animated cartoon ?gure in said

6. The apparatus of claim 5 Wherein said application is
con?gured to accept user input and to customiZe said icon
according to said user input.
7. The apparatus of claim 6 Wherein said application is
con?gured to depict said icon as a cartoon ?gure of a genie
and Wherein said application is con?gured to set one or more

setting up a plurality of user-de?ned attributes of said
animated cartoon ?gure;
generating said animated cartoon ?gure on said television,
said animated cartoon ?gure being representative of a

updating said state, said state being a more preferred state
if said vieWer provides said response, said state being
a less preferred state if said vieWer fails to provide said
response; and
regenerating said animated cartoon ?gure on said

ful manner.

system further comprises a return path coupled to said
set-top box and said broadcast station and Wherein said
application is con?gured to provide said data to said broad
cast station via said return path.
12. The apparatus of claim 11 Wherein said return path
comprises a ?rst modem coupled to said set-top box, a
second modem coupled to said broadcast station and a

telephone line coupled to said ?rst and second modems, and
Wherein said application is con?gured to provide said data to
said broadcast station in response to a prompt from said
broadcast station.
13. The apparatus of claim 4 Wherein said memory unit
55

comprises a non-volatile random access memory and

Wherein said data is stored in said non-volatile random

vieWer interaction With a television program, the apparatus

access memory.

comprising:

14. The apparatus of claim 13 Wherein said application
comprises an initialiZation portion and a body portion, said
application being con?gured to execute said initialiZation

a signal processing unit con?gured to receive a program

signal from said broadcast station, said program signal
including said television program,

portion prior to said body portion, said initialiZation portion

a memory unit con?gured to store data used by an

being con?gured to read said data from said non-volatile

application, said data being indicative of a level of said

random access memory if said data exists and to generate
said data if said data does not exist.
15. The apparatus of claim 4 Wherein said set-top box is

vieWer interaction,
a microprocessor con?gured to execute said application,

said application being con?gured to generate an icon,
said icon being indicative of said level of said vieWer
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con?gured to execute said application upon receipt of said
application from said broadcast station.
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16. The apparatus of claim 4 wherein said set-top boX
further comprises a receiver con?gured to receive vieWer

response to a prompt Which is sent from said broadcast

station only to said one of said receiving stations.
25. The method of claim 23

input from a remote control.

17. A method for encouraging a plurality of vieWers’
participation in an interactive television system having a

Wherein said step of transmitting said portion of said
vieWer data is performed in response to a prompt Which
comprises an identi?cation code and Which is sent from
said broadcast station to each of said receiving stations
and

broadcast station and one or more receiving stations, each

receiving station having a monitor, the method comprising
the steps of:
(a) transmitting a television program from said broadcast

Wherein said one of said receiving stations has a corre

station to said one or more receiving stations;

sponding identi?cation number Which matches said
identi?cation code.
26. The method of claim 17 further comprising the steps
of:
transmitting an interactive application from said broad
cast station to said plurality of receiving stations, said

(b) performing steps (i)—(iii) one or more times for each

receiving station;
(i) detecting a level of participation of one of said

vieWers associated With said receiving station;
(ii) generating an adaptable depiction of a living entity,
said depiction having an appearance of a level of
healthfulness corresponding to said level of said

application being con?gured to perform steps (b)—(c),
said interactive application having an authoriZation
code associated thereWith; and
verifying said authentication code associated With said

associated vieWer’s participation;
(iii) displaying said television program and said depic
tion on said monitor; and

interactive application prior to said interactive applica

(c) storing vieWer data for each of said receiving stations,
said vieWer data being indicative of said level of each
of said vieWer’s participation.
18. The method of claim 17 Wherein said step of detecting
said level of said vieWer’s participation comprises determin
ing Whether a data ?le containing said vieWer data exists,
reading said vieWer data if said data ?le eXists, and gener
ating said vieWer data if said data ?le does not eXist.
19. The method of claim 18 Wherein said step of detecting
said level of said vieWer’s participation further comprises

tion performing steps (b)—(c).
27. A method for encouraging vieWer participation in a

television system, said method comprising:
25

vieWer participation;
detecting a second level of participation of said vieWer;
updating said state of said icon to correspond to said
second level of participation, in response to detecting
said second level of participation; and
regenerating said icon on said television, Wherein said
regenerated icon is indicative of said updated states;
said icon being displayed in a preferred manner When said
level of vieWer interaction is high, and said icon being

comparing one or more actions of said vieWer to one or more

corresponding standards and modifying said vieWer data
according to Whether said one or more actions meet said one
or more corresponding standards.

20. The method of claim 18 Wherein said vieWer data
comprises an indeX value and Wherein said step of detecting
said level of said vieWer’s participation further comprises
incrementing said indeX value When said vieWer Watches

generating an icon on a television, Wherein said icon is
indicative of a state corresponding to a ?rst level of
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displayed in a non-preferred manner When said level of
vieWer interaction is loW.

28. The method of claim 27, further comprising storing
said state of said icon in a set-top boX coupled to said

one or more predetermined portions of said television pro

gram and decrementing said indeX value When said vieWer

television, and Wherein said icon depicts a living entity, said

fails to Watch said one or more predetermined portions of
said television program.

preferred manner comprises a healthful manner, and said
non-preferred manner comprises an unhealthful manner.

21. The method of claim 20 Wherein said step of detecting
said level of said vieWer’s participation further comprises
prompting said vieWer for a response at a time unknoWn to 45

29. The method of claim 28, further comprising executing
an interactive application, said interactive application being
con?gured to:

said vieWer, incrementing said indeX value When said vieWer
provides said response, and decrementing said indeX value

load said state of said icon;
generate said icon on said television;

When said vieWer fails to provide said response.
22. The method of claim 21 further comprising the step of

update said state; and

assigning special attributes to said depiction of said living
entity When said vieWer provides said response.

30. An apparatus for promoting vieWer participation in a

23. The method of claim 17 further comprising the steps
of:
transmitting a portion of said vieWer data from each of
said receiving stations to said broadcast station;
selecting said vieWer data from one of said receiving

regenerate said icon on said television.

television system, said apparatus comprising:
a signal processing unit con?gured to receive a television

programming signal; and
55

participation;

stations;

said icon being generated for display in a preferred

transmitting to each of said receiving stations a selected

manner When said level of vieWer participation is high,
and said icon being generated for display in a non
preferred manner When said level of vieWer participa
tion is loW.
31. The apparatus of claim 30, Wherein said vieWer
participation comprises being tuned to a ?rst program

depiction of said living entity corresponding to said
selected vieWer data from said one of said receiving

stations; and
aWarding a priZe to a selected vieWer corresponding to
said one of said receiving stations if said selected
vieWer contacts said broadcast station in response to

said transmitting of said selected depiction.
24. The method of claim 23 Wherein said step of trans

mitting said portion of said vieWer data is performed in

a control unit con?gured to generate an icon for display,
Wherein said icon is indicative of a level of vieWer

included in said programming signal.
65

32. The apparatus of claim 30, Wherein said vieWer

participation comprises said vieWer providing input to said
apparatus.
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33. The apparatus of claim 30 wherein said control unit

participation is high and in a less healthful manner When said

comprises a microprocessor executing an application.
34. The apparatus of claim 33, further comprising a
storage device, Wherein said application is further con?g

level of said vieWer participation is loW.
46. The television system of claim 45, Wherein said

vieWer participation comprises being tuned to said ?rst

ured to store data corresponding to said icon on said storage

program.

device, Wherein said data is indicative of said level of vieWer

47. The television system of claim 45, Wherein said
vieWer participation comprises said program instructions
detecting input from said vieWer.

participation.
35. The apparatus of claim 34, Wherein said application is
con?gured to detect said stored data and generate said icon

48. A method for encouraging vieWer participation in an
interactive television system having a broadcast station and
one or more receiving stations, each receiving station having
a monitor, the method comprising:
transmitting a television program from said broadcast

in a manner indicative of said level indicated by said stored
data.

36. The apparatus of claim 33, Wherein said icon depicts
a living entity, and Wherein said application is con?gured to
depict said living entity in a more healthful manner When
said level of said vieWer participation is high and in a less
healthful manner When said level of said vieWer participa
tion is loW.
37. The apparatus of claim 36, Wherein said entity has a

station to said one or more receiving stations;
15

detecting a level of participation of one of said vieWers

associated With said receiving station;
generating an icon having an attribute indicative of a level

of said associated vieWer’s participation; and

corresponding health index value and Wherein said applica
tion is con?gured to depict said entity in a healthy manner
When said health index value is greater than a predetermined

displaying said television program and said icon on said

value and in an unhealthy manner When said health index

Wherein detecting said level of said vieWer’s participation

value is less than said predetermined value.
38. The apparatus of claim 33, Wherein said application is
con?gured to customiZe said icon according to vieWer

further comprises comparing one or more actions of
said vieWer to one or more corresponding standards and

monitor;

25

preferences.

modifying said vieWer data according to Whether said
one or more actions meet said one or more correspond

39. The apparatus of claim 38, Wherein said application is

ing standards.

con?gured to set one or more attributes of said entity
according to said vieWer preferences, said one or more

49. The method of claim 48, further comprising storing
vieWer data for each of said receiving stations, said vieWer

attributes being selected from the group consisting of: hair

data being indicative of said level of each of said vieWer’s

color, clothing color, clothing type, and name.
40. The apparatus of claim 34, Wherein said programming

participation.

signal is conveyed from a broadcast station, and Wherein
said apparatus further comprises a return path coupled to
said broadcast station, Wherein said control unit is con?g

of said vieWer’s participation comprises determining

50. The method of claim 48, Wherein detecting said level
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ured to provide said data to said broadcast station via said

return path.
41. The apparatus of claim 33, Wherein said application is
received via a programming signal received by said signal

processing unit.
42. The apparatus of claim 33, Wherein said apparatus is
coupled to a display device, and Wherein a ?rst program
included in said programming signal and said icon are

station to said one or more receiving stations;

detecting a level of participation of one of said vieWers

displayed concurrently.
43. A television system for increasing vieWership com

45

prising:

associated With said receiving station;
generating an icon having an attribute indicative of a level

of said associated vieWer’s participation; and

a broadcast station con?gured to broadcast a program

displaying said television program and said icon on said

ming signal including a ?rst program and an executable

monitor;

application, said application comprising program

Wherein said vieWer data comprises an index value and

instructions executable to:
detect a level of vieWer participation in a ?rst program;

Wherein detecting said level of said vieWer’s partici
pation further comprises incrementing said index value

and
generate an icon indicative of said level of participa

When said vieWer Watches one or more predetermined

portions of said television program and decrementing

tions;
said icon being displayed in a preferred manner When
said level of vieWer interaction is high, and said icon
being displayed in a non-preferred manner When said
level of vieWer interaction is loW.
44. The television system of claim 43, Wherein said

Whether a data ?le containing said vieWer data exists,
reading said vieWer data if said data ?le exists, and gener
ating said vieWer data if said data ?le does not exist.
51. A method for encouraging vieWer participation in an
interactive television system having a broadcast station and
one or more receiving stations, each receiving station having
a monitor, the method comprising:
transmitting a television program from said broadcast
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said index value When said vieWer fails to Watch said
one or more predetermined portions of said television
program.

52. The method of claim 51, Wherein detecting said level

of said vieWer’s participation further comprises prompting

program instructions are further executable to store data

said vieWer for a response at a time unknoWn to said vieWer,

corresponding to said icon on a storage device, Wherein said

incrementing said index value When said vieWer provides
said response, and decrementing said index value When said

data is indicative of said level of vieWer participation.
45. The television system of claim 44, Wherein said
program instructions are further executable to generate said

icon as depicting a living entity, and Wherein said program
instructions are executable to depict said living entity in a
more healthful manner When said level of said vieWer

65

vieWer fails to provide said response.
53. A method for encouraging vieWer participation in an
interactive television system having a broadcast station and
one or more receiving stations, each receiving station having
a monitor, the method comprising:
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transmitting a television program from said broadcast
station to said one or more receiving stations;

detecting a level of participation of one of said vieWers

associated With said receiving station;
generating an icon having an attribute indicative of a level

of said associated vieWer’s participation;
displaying said television program and said icon on said

monitor;
storing vieWer data for each of said receiving stations,

10

said vieWer data being indicative of said level of each
of said vieWer’s participation;
transmitting a portion of said vieWer data from each of
said receiving stations to said broadcast station;
selecting said vieWer data from one of said receiving
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stations;
transmitting to each of said receiving stations a selected
depiction of said icon corresponding to said selected
vieWer data from said one of said receiving stations;
and
aWarding a priZe to a selected vieWer corresponding to
said one of said receiving stations if said selected

?rst attribute is a visual representation of a ?rst level of
health of said entity, and Wherein said second attribute is a
visual representation of a second level of health of said

entity.
63. The method of claim 57, further comprising convey

vieWer contacts said broadcast station in response to

said transmitting of said selected depiction.
54. The method of claim 53, Wherein transmitting said
portion of said vieWer data is performed in response to a
prompt Which is sent from said broadcast station only to said
one of said receiving stations.
55. The method of claim 53, Wherein transmitting said
portion of said vieWer data is performed in response to a
prompt Which comprises an identi?cation code and Which is
sent from said broadcast station to each of said receiving
stations, and Wherein said one of said receiving stations has
a corresponding identi?cation number Which matches said
identi?cation code.

ing said stored ?rst data to a broadcast station via a return
25

64. An apparatus for maintaining a vieWer state in a

a signal processing unit con?gured to receive a television

programming signal; and
a storage device; and
a control unit, Wherein said control unit is con?gured to:
execute a ?rst application, in response to detecting a
?rst program in a ?rst programming signal received
35

programming signal received by said signal process

interactive application having an authoriZation code
associated thereWith; and
verifying said authoriZation code associated With said

ing unit;
retrieve said stored ?rst data from said storage device;
and
45

tion performing said transmitting, detecting, generating
and displaying.
57. Amethod for maintaining a vieWer state in a television

system comprising:
receiving a programming signal including a ?rst program
at a receiver;

executing a ?rst application in said receiver, in response
to detecting said ?rst program;

storing said ?rst data;
receiving a programming signal including a second pro
gram at said receiver;
eXecuting a second application in said receiver, in
response to detecting said second program;
retrieving said stored ?rst data;

by said signal processing unit;
generate a ?rst data, Wherein said ?rst data indicates a
vieWer state corresponding to said ?rst program;
store said ?rst data on said storage device;
eXecute a second application in said receiver, in
response to detecting a second program in a second

application being con?gured to perform said
transmitting, detecting, generating and displaying, said

generating a ?rst data, Wherein said ?rst data indicates a
vieWer state corresponding to said ?rst program;

path.
television system, said apparatus comprising:

56. The method of claim 48, further comprising:
transmitting an interactive application from said broad
cast station to said plurality of receiving stations, said

interactive application prior to said interactive applica

detecting said vieWer state in said retrieved ?rst data.
58. The method of claim 57, Wherein said ?rst application
and said second application are the same application.
59. The method of claim 57, Wherein said vieWer state
corresponds to a level of vieWer participation.
60. The method of claim 57, Wherein said vieWer state
includes a ?rst attribute, said method further comprising
displaying a ?rst icon on a display coupled to said receiver,
Wherein said icon is indicative of said vieWer state and said
?rst attribute.
61. The method of claim 60, further comprising:
updating said vieWer state to include a second attribute;
and
displaying a second icon on said display, Wherein said
second icon is indicative of said updated vieWer state
and said second attribute.
62. The method of claim 61, Wherein said ?rst icon and
said second icon represent a living entity, and Wherein said
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detect said vieWer state in said retrieved ?rst data.
65. The apparatus of claim 64, Wherein said vieWer state
includes a ?rst attribute, and Wherein said control unit is
further con?gured to display a ?rst icon on a display coupled
to said apparatus, Wherein said ?rst icon is indicative of said
vieWer state and said ?rst attribute.
66. The apparatus of claim 65, Wherein said control unit
is further con?gured to:
update said vieWer state to include a second attribute; and
display a second icon on said display, Wherein said second
icon is indicative of said updated vieWer state and said
second attribute.
67. The apparatus of claim 64, Wherein said apparatus is
coupled to a broadcast station via a return path, and Wherein
said control unit is con?gured to convey said stored ?rst data
to said broadcast station.

