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TELETEXT SYSTEMS

Home Computers Bring Services to Users
Electronic networks provide sidscitiers with at-home shopping, mail, news, banking, weathei,; arnid enlertaimelle!II

By Simson L. Garfinkel
SW-lw .i Th. ohrshon C enc Men;tot

- lOSTON

didn't know anybody inCHRISSY GIlBDERT. II.Denver when hier ilmils'
moved there in Octollel. but te 
dad had a home compter tied
into a national information net-
work.

"I wrote that I jst nmoved ill
Colorado and I didn'l I;have anl
friends, and if stomlholdv wni
write to me 1 would le really hap-IIi
py." she recalls. In a few days s:
had gtten electronic nmaii ms-
sages from morle than i30 peopll'
her age who wanted to chat. 

More and more peph' are is-.
ing home computers as gaitlea'l,
into national networks that ailow 
them to shop, make travel resetr-
vatiolns, and cmmunicate JIitl
other colllrter uisers. Thet
largest computer-network svstil
in the world is France's Minitel
with more than 5 million tsers
anl 10,000 services available.
The numbers of sstems and
subscriters in the United States
are growing riapidlyv.

The network Chrissy se is
operated by Prodigy Servite
Company. a oint venture e-
tween International Business Ma-
chines (IBM) Corporation tdh

ed in 1984, Prodigy has ieen
open to the pulblic since October
1918. More than 165.000 hote-
holds around the romutry have
signed utip in the past 14 months
- 5,000 of them in the past three
months, says Steven Hlein, a npro-
gram manager at Prodigy.

When Daniel Dodson comes
home at night, one of te lirs
things he does is call tip tilh
Prodigy service. "It's qticker than
waiting arotnd for the news to
come on," says Mr. Dodson, a
graduate student at the Hlarvard
Business School in (Camhridgc.
Mass. The news coveralge isn't in-
depth, ut it is comprehensive.
"Prodigy is a little bit abot every-
thing. It's also the fastest wa to
look at my stocks."

But Prodigy is more than et'c-
tronic mail, news, and stock
quotes. The system has more
than 750 different services. elachl
instantly availahle by typing a sitn-
gle "jumpword." Subscribers ule
Prodigy for banking, making air-
plane reservations, and readling
excerpts from Consumer Re-
ports. But the network's real
strength is home shopping: .\it'-
thing from the Sears orJ.C. Pen-
ney catalogs (and many more)
can le electronically ordered. Ii
some cities, subscribers can even
do their rocerv shortint hv

'nmpnter and ha-e heir pur-
-hases dlis creld.

It's ile (-cmnclter-trned-
ialesman, sA Mr. I ein., pointing

to a demogi iphi i hart of the US

ipopllalion. ,\s IIIc baby oomers
age andll Kn io their peak earn-
tig ears, I('' sI1'lt going to be
nybody It 't-e Ilcll." heli says.

tnc o Seas's It Iat ies for in-
vestintg mi Podr. blie .o s, is the
urr-elsig difiuhi of iding
Indl keepling I trined sales force.
I aving peopIle using a ompiler
1 sert\e t hwinclve is Prodigv's
alllSn'~vr,

I'ro(iJig i, ;1 ll'Ielit llipstart in
lhe S tclltxl m ln-kt, given the
name bci,rse i nes telephon e
linc,, li bring wtl.\lla hifri-alon
to the hiome. IThe odest and
largest tat t,)11 ,ldc ssltm i I ottu-

pnCr, m,w yar,i I-ol d withI
met 5.t(0 sulqrihers, says
Kaien Nielen. an ;tial\ t at ink
Re- urcl', it New York~.

Jill (Cltnp ,lve COSTS 6 

~'Y':~'0 ,~24"' ill

$12.50 for each hour that a per-
son is connected to thile network.
A similar sstem nt by General
Electric Infirnmation Services
costs $5 t 10 per hour.
Suhscrihers to Prodig- are illed
S9.95 per month. anti passwords
for utip to six lamily meibers are
intrluded. Ms. Nielsen says the flat
rate is responsible ifor Prodigy's
meteoric growth.

"People dlon't like the feeling
that te clock is ticking," she says.
Two things help keep the costs
down for sbscrihers: advertise-
meints andl technology.L IKE most newspapers and

television shows, Prodigy
soiblits adveitising. Atg

with the inftrmaiion Prodigy sbh-
scrihers request,. the adls show tip
at the hbottom of nearl every
screen The system can even tar-
get ads for particlar audiences,
since the computer knows the age
and sex of every user. Prodigy re-

ceives a smnall commission on any-
thing sold through te sslrem.

Just as importat as tile ails,
says iHein, is the way Prodigy luss
the power hilt into tle iorn-
sumer's personal computer (PCI.
Most teletext systems tse the PC
as a simple display device. Witlt
the Prodigy service, it is actsel'
involved in formatting text, is-
playing graphics, and processng
the user's input.

"Sixty percent of the pIrocess-
lig is tdone n the PC," says IIin.

For example, if the user ells tile
computer to display a weatier
map ofthe UInited States. the oult-
line of the map itself is displaved
I'roin a chunk of inflrmatil
stored on the comphter's hard
disk: Only the "overlias" or tile
parts ofthe weather map that can
change. are transmitted over tilhe
telephone lines. Because le iu-
er's PC does so much work.
P'rodigy can use less powerful -
and less expensive - computers al

ON SCREN: I',olli nlffe tain array ofsenices, inrlhdmg prgramn for teather-ilmtctrs', kid, and mtaloag li plen.

The Computer Smiled When I Played Prodigy
CAMBRIDGE, MASS.

S'T IAI'. Its) I'ir ,"l
t
rodig" on the keyboard.

Ai\ftlt' Inlnlenel tnlv omplter asks me to type
my pcrum;:tl IDi ntl tny passwolrtld; then it calls the
ha-al B1ts Ii Prodigy site, and I'm of itand rn-

I Ie screen dlears and I'm looking at Prodigy's
"hint 1 i.la." In the tipper left-hand corner, the
flasing ttrds "nes mail" tell me that I have a
message. 1 Ite mitddle tf the screen are three se-
lrlolls frontl 'Prlulig's "News and Features"
ctoil e a. ni(otice that says that 40,000 titles tf the
"Reader's (.,ttalg" are now aailable tin the sys-
temln, anid a ireinide Ilo look ;it the "1089 in Re-
view" edition lo the Prodigy Star.

As I reald my mlssage, I see a teaser for an ad-
e'rtislllelll t ( Ihi btom of the screen: "Give me

ILihserl,! Financiall lilerty with Pivate Reserve.
.()OtK." l) pressing the letter "'' and the "en-
t,-r" ke, can lhk at the advertisement in
greater dtail. Prtodigy ads are worldls in them-
¢veli. sII1(lilt lites rollllpete with their owim games.

inftrmahim scretens, atnd order blanks. (Prodigy
tlls ive i-t s every time a iser looks into an ad.

'flit- tlsi, gel billed if a ser requests additional
infol-onatiolt.)

Bv ilyprg "p" for path"), I jmp to the
rwerather mt of the United States. (Path is a set
of atvollt rtiligy services that is customized for
ca t s('i.) At tlie ottorn of the map is another
advei t iicmn.ll..

The Prodigy software has been written for the
complete computer illiterate: \'irtully cvery-
thing is hantled atomatically by the conpan's
softliware, from installing itself on my computer's
hartl disk to dialing the telephone.

For a change of pace. 1 jlmp to "Siskel" Gene
Siskel's movie colimn, where I'm gien a il0-
word versiotln of his review of"Always." There's 
note after the review that Mr. Siskel is availale t
an expert on the "Ats Clu" bulletin board: usets
ran send im mail and hle answers.

Prtodligy feels a lot like television. oth in its
presentation and its content: a little bit of cvery-
thing, hbt nothing in any great depth. The same
is true of the service's home shopping eattres.

"You can get technical information [using
Prodigy) that isn't even available in the store. Oue
of the things that this will evolve into is a direct
communication medium between te vendor anil
the consumer, which until now has been a vee
expensive thing to do." says a Prodigy progralm
manager, Steve Hein. But right now, the nly
"technical information" that I coild get on IKo-
dak's TMAX P3200 professional film was that it is
"available in a 35 mm 3-exposure roll."

There are golden nuggets, like te 20-screen
history of the US space program that I sttrnbled
across. I you don't know a hit from a byte, if you
think a Madcintosh is a fruit, yet you want discount
airline tickets and the convenience of shopping at
home, then Prodigy may be for you.

- SL.G.

tihe ocr end of'thc phone ]hm',.
Bnll Prodigy's o cirllng

tocesn't to(p the. letext ss-
tems he, traditiomal In'd on1
large central mt ul;tll s. iapable

ill serving thllSalldi '1 111 ., io

tel il l(l lll ( . I Prill ige ((' s s l tl l i c iats inty tl tion al stl t e it .say Siljid li,un hc u,,npair'smanager of ('ijntnll1it aion,V'dllolog). Podigy ntes nl;/nll
mhlcompnrll, called "loca es"
in each cirv, hInch call relvc lhl

a lit, mllntl'drl peophl at a tite.

AIttllhougt eatIl s sill ' is ((in-
nctv I Prodig's" I(cor al yon-

prier -1'cr ; hg-wdCllnl
nication line. lie l sitle ;Iho
have sc'sreal hnlred million
hlai - t;' It-I- thelir -ll n ill -lla-
lion sorage.

O(rte a i't'l i .1 I v asks fil d

pic(e If tIIlt} 1 alitt. stltch as tile
wea tr mawrl h-fro Pdi-
g i's hladcnlll.rl'( in \l- il t'

Plains. N.Y.. ai infTi.maumi
Slavs it til e ltxal iclli' ges 5%-
tetli, in case ohir 1i1cr ill it'
same i ask it it

Lh Ls, er atiolal i l lt ( 5I I'.S.
Videonld. a Ikx.v ,0,dcl'ex
systen. Unlike i'rttgy. Videot(.l
"is a tcal scr5le." ,.(I Stell(,

oI l' , i. ll'h l r tnp:ll rs sIle 'lo1r Ci -

ing. l' catsc iif tihl 1( ;Itl teclill
UI.S. Videoh'l is aaih'in only
two ties - horust,. ;d Dalla -
hi I'- conmpau pt;ns to e il
" 0 1O 20 mfnlkels ttihitil Ih e next
wo vears," \r. itrodlsay,1

A' clnsinltl d(o-in'i eed 

hotne ( rnlpulter toi use 1 .S.

Videotel: I lie erv'icc's SI 1.95
mtntlih ice inchdlIs rental tf a

teirimil. Videolel (crret; llas
2 .tno0 Sellibers.

Pr'oditg reqnlirc snscribelr
to ita'e their OttI/ (otnpotitrs. but
IIhill th'esn'u sce that as a tig dis'-
advintae. "Right non., wre re

1 5 million honselmhds with at per-
soral tipilfer," lic msAS. Of[
those tiaciites. mote than 8 il-

lion an rn lit Pt-titt' s.fiware
- a n lmber hiat is aising 25

percett in l Ianyi) , it e i adds.
Despite is hwpe to appeal to

the mass mark,, (1' pr(es. lf
Prdig's uers oeriate frnl~ic,s

-

llllrli a eti froll t ion t kei
ilTe home t 1ic c hnuceold i s
a pre y Starslp Tlln tint ila ill

term, orthe ad(~ptlm*'ehll-
ogy;" says Jeannete Noyes. e-

sea rch direlr' (iItni stltt r u - oii

rinnlication lt ;It tile \ aillrd e
Grol'p: a loston Inarket rca 
firm. "They arc the kind 
house'holds thai like mt h.earn
about iet{7 hlng "

S, fr, S-ars and IMN hiave ml-
vetdmore than SfIM~ nillli¢) in

Pt ... igy, rporis lTnlk Rsources.
Anal,, , pap, a mm'h ;I,
$.10/( million more N;ill hec II--
quircd beforcte %(-ciri'e hemins
to Im-in a profill - i it evecr dehws-
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