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COMPUTERIZED KNOWLEDGE BROKERAGE SYSTEM 

Technical Field 

This invention generally relates to a user-driven system, apparatus, and method for 

generating and sharing knowledge over a computer network. More particularly, this invention 

relates to a system, apparatus, and method for permitting users of a computer network to procure 

on-line consulting services. 

Background 

The emergence of the Internet is creating a rapid and profound effect on business today. 

The digital economy is changing the answers to basic business questions. However, not all 

companies possess the resources themselves to resolve all of the questions and issues that arise or 

the ability to do so in so-called "Internet time." Consequently, companies with the time and 

10 resources to do so may seek advice from conventional consultant services. If the consultant 

already has the answer(s) to resolve the company's question(s) or has ready access to other 

resources that can provide answers, a company's query can be answered reasonably quickly. If 

not, the consultant can conduct a tailored research project to find solutions or answers for the 

company. Both options, however, may be expensive. Ready access to resources and maintaining 

1 S an experienced consultant staff require significant expenditures. Likewise, the cost and time 

(typically 6-12 months) associated with many research projects are often prohibitive and/or 

unacceptable to many businesses. 

Furthermore, consulting as it is traditionally practiced can cause dissatisfaction among 

businesses. For example, consultants typically are available for in-person consultations for only 

20 brief periods of time (e.g., a week or two); the remainder of their time may be spent traveling 

and visiting other clients. The original consultant fteque~tly is unavailable to provide further 

assistance to the clients serviced earlier, even if pressing questions arise. Instead, a less­

experienced consultant, or a consultant unfamiliar with the original business, may be assigned to 

take over. The re-education process for the replacement consultant is costly, both in time and 

25 money. In addition, the end product of traditional consultations is typically a lengthy and 

expensive report. While the report may contain recommendations for the business, the solutions, 



W000/55785 PCI'/US00/06061 

-2-

as discussed above, often are presented well after the time at which the business.really needed to 

solve the problem. 

In contrast, presently available on-line consulting systems generally eschew the levels of 
analysis, research, and reports that are provided with traditional consulting services. Thus, 

' S answers are provided faster and at a lower cost. Moreover, the ''unavailable" consultant problem 
is obviated by the fact that on-line consultants are (at least theoretically) available anywhere, at 
anytime. 

For small businesses, on-line consulting services provide an opportunity to obtain the 
advice of an outside consultant at a price that the business can afford and in a time frame that 

10 works with the fast pace of the business world. Even for larger companies. on-line consulting 
can supplement (or even supplant) conventional "mainstream,, consultants. Because rapid, · 

iterative decision-making is essential in a competitive global economy, few businesses can afford 
to take their time seeking and getting strategic advice. 

Some presently available on-line consulting services attempt to fill this.need using "live" 
~S consultants. For example, one known service provides, for a fixed rate, the ability to seek the 

services ofa live consultant for a predetermined number of questions. Users submit questions to 
the service over a computer network, typically by typing up the question and sending it via 
electronic mail or a web page. When the question is received by the service, a "knowledge 
provider'' [a live employee] sorts it into a particular subject category so that it can be routed to 

~O the appropriate consultant (or other professional qualified to answer the question). Once 
contacted, the consultant provides an ans~er directly to the sender of the question. 

Other on-line consulting services primarily provide "pre-packaged" infonnation that is 
targeted to the user's business area. For example, users of one type of system have access to 

constantly updated information and data relating to various industries, computerized bulletin 
25 boards relating to different topics of interest, and a database of the "best practices" of worldwide 

businesses. The latter service includes features that permit a eompany to compare its practices 
with those of its peers and/or other companies in different business areas. Such comparisons 
generally are viewed as helpful in improving a company's own performance. For a fee, this 

system will provide a live consultant's services at an hourly rate. 

lo Because presently available on-time consulting services are not research-centric, the 

accuracy of the consultations provided often depends on the questions asked. For example, with 
one service, unless a question relates to an area that is already part of a pre-existing database of 
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re~ it is unlikely that the on-line consulting service can provide a satisfactory solution. In 

another example, the on-line consulting service merely provides a consultant to answer questions 

based on a consultant's own knowledge. More complex questions, such as those requiring 

custom industry research, are not provided for by any known systems. 

Suromazy of the Invention 

Although on-line consulting is better than traditional consulting at providing answers to 

specific questions, many businesses would like a "best of both worlds" approach, combining 

quick responses with, research -oriented, well-analyzed answers to their business concerns. The 

10 present invention provides several approaches to meet this need. 

In one embodiment, the invention provides a method for networked consulting. A group 

comprising two or more members is established. Within a predetermined first time period, a first 

member of the group sends a message over a computer network to a central location. When the 

message is received at the central location, it is reviewed so that a query based on the message 

IS can be defined. This query is then sent from the central location to at least a portion of the group. 

Within a predetennined second time period, a ~essage is received at the central location in 

response to the query, the second message comprising a response to the query from a second 

member of the group. At the central location, an analysis relating to the query and to the 

response is prepared and sent to the members of the group. 

20 Embodiments of the invention can include the following. In one embodiment, the 

analysis is sent only to members of the gn;>up that responded to the query. In another 

embodiment, the query is sent to the first member for approval before sending it to the group. In 

still another embodiment, if no responses are received at the central location in response to the 

query, the query is sent from the central location to a non-group member, such as a consultant, 

25 and an analysis is prepared based on a response from the non-group member. 

In still another embodiment, the invention provides a method for networked consulting, 

comprising establishing a group comprising two or more members; receiving at a first location 

over a computer network, within a predetermined first time period, a plurality of first messages 

from members of the group; generating at least one set of queries based on at least a portion of 

30 the first messages; sending the at least one set ofqueries from the first location to the group; 

receiving at the first location over a computer network, within a predetermined second time 

period, a plurality of second messages responsive to at least a portion of the set of queries; 



WO 00/55'785 PCT/US00/06061 

-4-

preparing at least one analysis based on a query in the set and any corresponding responses; and 

sending the analysis· from the first location to the group .. 

The foregoing and other objects, aspe~ features, and advantages of the invention will 

become more apparent from the following description and from the claims 

S Brief Description of the Prawings 

FIO. 1 is a block diagram of a networked consulting system, in accordance with one 

embodiment of the invention. 

FIG. 2 is a flow chart of a method for networked consulting, in accordance with one 

embodiment of the invention. 

: 10 Description of the Invention 

FIO. 1 illustrates a block diagram of a system that can implement one embodiment of the 

invention. Central location 2 represents, in one embodiment, a computer capable of receiving 

and sending communications over a network. In one embodiment of the invention, central 

location 2 is a computer that communicates over a wide area network. In another embodiment, 

15 central location 2 is a "virtual" location, such as a web page on the World Wide Web ("WWW") 

that can receive and send communications to other locations. Typically, central location 2 is a 

computer that comprises at least a processor 3 and a memory 4. 

Group members 6 and consultants 10 are connected over a computer network, such as a 

wide-area computer network, so that all members and consultants communicate electronically 

20 with the central location 2. This communication can be in the form of electronic mail, access to 

one or more web pages, or any other electronic communication system. 

An executive group 5 comprises a plurality of group members 6. The executive group 5, 

in one embodiment, represents a set of group members 6 having some predetermined 

characteristic, such as business area, executive position, size. of company, yearly income, and the 

25 like. For example, an executive group 5 called "CEO" may be formed from a plurality of group 

members 6 that are each chief executive officers (CEOs) of a business. More than one 

characteristic is used, in some embodiments, to define the group. For example, an executive 

group 5 called "Telecom HR" may be fonned from the heads of human resolll'ces at 

telecommunications companies having gross incomes of greater than $8 billion dollars/year. 

30 In one embodiment, executive groups S are formed to provide a set of members of the 

business community to whom surveys, queries, and other types of information gathering are 

directed. Specifically, any group member 6 having a question about a particular business issue 

I 
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can, using the system described below~ submit the question to other members of the executive 

group 5. However, in a preferred embodiment, the group member 6 does not submit the question 

directly to the members. Rather, a group member 6 submits a question, over a computer 

network, to the central location 2. 

5 It should be understood that the group member 6 need not submit only a question to the 

central location 2. The group member 6, in one embodiment, can submit other information, such 

as the statement of a problem, an observation, a series of questions, and the like. Ind~ the 

message from a group member 6 might not contain an actual question or might contain the wrong 

question. That is, a group member 6 may have a problem, but might not know the question to 

10 ask that may result in answers (from other group members 6) that may help address the problem. 

To ensure that the other members 6 of an executive group 5 are able to provide useful. 

input or answers to the group member with the query or issue, the central location 2 takes the 

message sent from the group member and turns it into a targeted query or series of queries. This 

is accomplished, in a preferred embodiment, by communicating the original message over the 

15 computer network from the group member 6 to one or more consultants 10. A consultant 10-is a 

"live'' perso~ typically sitting at a computer communicating over a computer network with the 

central location 2. The consultant 10 is trained to recognize, refme, edit, summarize, and/or 

rephrase questions from a group member 6 into one or more queries that are potentially 

answerable by other members of the executive group S and that may result in useful information 

20 for the group member 6 (as well as other group members 6). In addition, in one embodiment, 

more than one consultant 10 may particiJ>8:te in refining the group member's question. 

In one embodiment, the central location 2 waits a certain predetermined length of time 

before transmitting the query to the group members 6. Thus, this permits multiple group 

members 6 to ask questions and have the consultant 10 refine and organize the questions into one 

25 or more surveys that are submitted to group members 6. For example, the central location 2, in 

one embodiment, provides a two-week interval during which group members 6 may submit 

questions. During this perio~ central location receives questions and messages from group 

members 6 and provides them to the one or more consultants 10 to be refined. After the two­

week interval is over, the consultant 10 organizes the questions into a useful format, such as by 

30 category, and develops a set of queries that effectively summarize the questions that are received. 

Questions that do not fit into other categories may be saved in memory 4, but preferably are 

segregated into an "other'' or ''miscellaneous" type category in the query set. · 
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When the consultant 10 has refined the question into one or more queries, the query is 

sent to each group member 6 in the executive group S. In one embodiment, as a condition of 

group membership, each group member 6 is obligated to participate in answering queries sent to 

it from central location 2. The queries can be provided to the group members 6 from the central 

i 5 location 2 in several ways. In one embodiment, the query is sent as an electronic 

communication, such as an electronic mail message, to which the group member replies. In 

another embodiment, the query is provided on a web page that a group member 6 accesses. For 

example, as a condition of belonging to the executive group 5, a group member 6 must agree to 

access a particular web page at least one a month. When the group member 6 accesses that web 

page, one or more "refined" queries from other group members are listed th.ere. Thus, it is seen 

that the central location 2 can cluster together questions that it receives from different group 

members 6; the invention is not limited to asking and answering one question at a time. In 

another embodiment, submission of queries and responses is accomplished using non-electronic 

communication, .such as conventlonal mail. 

1:5 As group member 6 responds to the one or more queries that it receives from central · 
1 

location 2, it sends its response back to central location 2. Central location 2 transmits the 

replies to one or more consultants 10. Consultants I 0 review the results and prepare an 

analysis/summary of the results for each query. Typically, the type and level of analysis depends 

on the topic area(s) of the queries, the sophistication of the group members 6, the level (e.g., 

2b cost) of consultant service for which group members 6 have paid, and the like. When the 

analysis is complete, the consultant 10 tr~smits it to central location 2, which then transmits it to 

all group members 2. This transmission may be in any manner known to those skilled in the art, 

such as regular mail delivery, electronic communication, posting to a web page, and the like. 

In one embodiment, the invention provides a level of anonymity, if desired. For example, 

25 in one embodiment, the identity of the group member 6 that submitted the question is concealed 

from one or more of the other group members 6 or the consultant 10. In another embodiment, 

the identities of one or more group members 6 providing responses are kept anonymous. In yet 

another embodiment, a group member 6 responding to a query (which may or may not be 

anonymous) from the central location 2 indicates in its response that it does not wish to conceal 

30 its identity from the group member 6 that submitted the question. In fact, the responding group 

member 6 may expressly indicate that it is open to receiving direct communication from the 

questioning group member 6. Likewise, a questioning group member 6 might indicate that it is 
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receptive to receiving direct communications from other group members 6 in response to its 

question. The direct communications can occur, in some ·instances, even without revealing the 

identities of the participants. 

The following examples explain how several embodiments of the invention work. It 

5 should be understood that these examples are not intended to be limiting. Those skilled in the art 

will recognize other types of questions and responses that are usable in connection with the 

invention. 

With reference to FIO. 1, suppose that one of the group members 6 is having problems 

determining whether or not to migrate the computers that its company uses to a different 

10 operating system. The group member 6 is a member of an executive group 5 that comprises 

companies involved in the financial services business. That group member 6 submits the 

following question to the central location 2: 

''Should I, as a financial services business, upgrade from operating system X to operating 

system Y? What are the advantages and disadvantages of doing this? How much will it 

15 cost? Who should I use to perform the upgrade?" 

Central location 2 forwards this message to consultant l O. who develops a brief survey to 

send to members of the executive group 5 (of financial services industry members), to help find 

an answer to the question sent by the group member 6. The survey has the following questions: 

What operating system do you use? 

20 How long have you used it? 

What operating system did you u~e previously? 

Why did you change operating systems? 

How much did it cost? 

Are you planning on upgrading your system? 

25 If so, when? 

To what? 

Who did you use or will you use to perform the upgrade? 

The central location 2 then sends this set of queries to members 6 of the executive group 

5; Note that the set of queries may have as few or as many queries as the consultant 10 deems 

30 necessary. Further, the question might be sent to other groups that a consultant 10 might deem 

relevant or interested in the answer. 
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Jn response, group members 6 send replies to the central location 2 that respond to the set 

of queries received, Central location 2 transmits these responses to consultant 10, which 
analyzes the results. Typically, the analysis tabulates the answers to the questions, looks for 

trends or particularly helpful responses, generates advice based on the responses, and the like. 
5 When the analysis is complete, the consultant 10 provides it to the central location 2, which it 

sends to each group member 6. In this example, based on the answers received, an analysis sent 
to the group 5 might read: 

Question: "Should I, as a financial services business, upgrade from operating 

system X to operating system Y? What are the advantages and disadvantages of doing 
0 this? How much will it c.ost? Who should I use to perform the upgrade?" . 

Answer based on service results: "No, it is probably not recommended to upgrade to 

operating system Y at this time. Fewer than 10% of your peer group is presently using 

this operating system and only 5% plan to migrate to it in the future. Instead, nearly 45% 
of your peer grQUp have already migrated to operating system Z and another 20% plan to 

15 do so within the next two years. The most commonly used upgrade provider is Acme 

Services (used by 80% of those upgrading or planning to upgrade). The average cost of 

this upgrade is approximately $5000 per user." 

As the above example illustrates, using the system described in FIG. 1, a group member 
can obtain useful, immediately implementable advic~ directly related to its short and/or long 

~O term needs. Moreover, because the survey results are obtained from members of peer groups, the 
group member 6 can determine the "best practice" or course of action for its particular business 

segment. This feature is also illustrated in the following example: 

25 

30 

In this example, a group member submits a "best practices" type question to central 

location 2: 

"What are the best practices around the organizational structure of 

cross-functional Internet teams to achieve maximum results?" 

Jn response, central location 2 forwards this message to consultant 10, who develops the 

following survey for group members 6: 

Does the Internet team co-locate during the period that they are 

working on a project? 

Are members of the Internet team motivated or given incentives based 

on results achieved with the Internet team? 
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Do members of the Internet team have direct or indirect reporting 

relationships with the head of the Internet project? 

PCT/USOO/G6061 

As with the previous example, the central location 2 then sends this set of queries to 

members 6 of executive group 5. 

5 Note that the type of executive group 5 that is formed helps to ensure the relevance of the 

information related to and from group members. For example, members of the Telecom HR 

group may have very different concerns and opinions about a particular topic, such as upgrading 

computer systems, than the CEO groups described above, or the fmancial services industry group 

of the example. Yet, each group can provide valuable insight to the same problem. The same 

10 question in the above example might be submitted to other groups as a· way for a group member 

6 of one group to ascertain whether the business world as a whole has a positive or negative view 

of operating system Y. 

FIG. 2 is a flow chart representation of a method of on-line consulting, in accordance 

with the present invention. After establishing the executive group (step 100), the central location 

IS receives one or more messages from group members (step 110) during a fJ.rst time period (step 

120). Using a first time period to accumulate questions helps ensure that a group member's 

question does not sit unanswered for an excessively long time. It also permits the central 

location to group related questions together, as described previously. 

When the first time period for receiving questions is over, the central location provides 

20 the questions to a consultant so that the consultant can define a set of one or more queries based 

on the received messages (step 130). The central location then sends the set of queries to the 

group (step 140). Responses to the queries are then received at the central location {step 150) 

until a second time period expires. The second time period, like the first time period, helps to 

ensure that the group member's question can be analyzed and answered in the quickest possible 

25 time frame. However, the second time period typically is selected to give group members 

sufficient time to answer the queries. In one embodiment, as each response is received it is saved 

at the central location (step 160), until the second time period is over. 

When the second time period is over, one or more consultants review the responses and 

prepare an analysis based on the one or more queries and the respective responses (step 180). 

30 The consultant then transmits the analysis to the central location, which then transmits it to the 

group (step 190). In another embodiment (not shown in Figure 2), the central location can store 

the analysis for future reference by group members and/or consultants. 

-.1· 
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Variations. modifications, and other implemen~tions of what is described herein will 

occur to those of ordinary skill in the art without departU!g from the spirit and scope of the 

invention as claimed. Accordingly. the invention is to be defined not by the preceding 

illustrative description but instead by the spirit and scope ofthe following claims. 

I 
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A method for networked consul~ eomprising: 

a) establishing a predetermined group comprising more than two members; 
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b} receiving at a central location over a wide-area computer network, within a 

predetennined first time period, a first message from a first member of the group; 

c) defining a first query based on the first message; 

d) sending the first query from the central location to at least a portion of the 

predetermined group; 

e) receiving over the wide-area computer network at the central location, within a 

predetennined second time period, a message from a second member of the group comprising a 

response to the first query; 

f) preparing an analysis at the central location related to the first query and the 

response to it; and 

g) sending the analysis over the wide-area computer network from the central 

location to the predetermined group. 

2. The method of claim 1 wherein step (g) further comprises sending the analysis only to 

members of the predetermined group that responded to the first query. 

3. The method of claim 1 further comprising the step of submitting the first query from the 

central location to the first memb~r for approval before sending the first query from the central 

location to the portion of the group. 

4. The method of claim 1 wherein st~p (d) further comprises sending the first query to the 

predetermined group. 

5. The method of claim 1 :further comprising the steps of storing the first analysis in the 

central location such that it is accessible to members of the predetermined group. 

6. The method of claim 1 further comprising the steps of 

(i) sending the first query from the centra1 location to a non-group member if no 

messages are received within the predetermined second time period; 

(ii) preparing a non-group analysis related to the non-group member's response to the 

first query; and 

(iii) sending the non-group analysis from the central location to at least the first 

member of the group. 

7. The method of claim 1 wherein 
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(i) step (a) further comprises establishing a predetermined group comprising two or 

more members that are required to respond to queries sent to them from a centrallocation; and 

(ii) step (d) further comprises sending the first query from the central location to the 

predetermined group; and 

(iii) step (g) further comprises sending the first analysis from the first location to the 
' 
: 7 group. 

' 1 8. The method of claim 1 wherein the identity of the first member is kept anonymous. 

9. The method of claim 1 wherein the identity of the second member is kept anonymous. 

10. The method of claim 1 wherein the identifies. of the members of the predetermined group 

2 are kept anonymous. 

; 1 11. A method for networked consulting, comprising: 

'2 a) establishing a predetermined group comprising two or more members; 

3 b) receiving at a central location over a wide-area computer network, within a 

4 predetermined first time period, a plurality of first messages from members of the pre-determined 

5 group; 

'6 c) generating at least one set of queries based on at least a portion of the first 

i 7 messages; 

8 d) sending the at least one set of queries from the central location to the 

; 9 predetermined group; 

\10 e) receiving at the central location over the wide-area computer network, within a 

[ 1 predetermined second time period, a plurality of second messages responsive to at least a portion 

~2 of the set of queries; 

13 f) preparing at least one analysis based on a query in the set and any corresponding 

14 responses; and 

15 g) sending the analysis from the central location to the predetemiined group. 
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