JULY 2001

WRL
Technical Note TN-60

Reprint of the Factoid
Web Page

Robert N. Mayo

Western Research Laboratory 250 University Avenue Palo Alto, California 94301 USA

The Western Research Laboratory (WRL), located in Palo Alto, California, is part of Compaq’s Corporate
Research group. WRL was founded by Digital Equipment Corporation in 1982. We focus on information technology that is relevant to the technical strategy of the Corporation, and that has the potential to open new business
opportunities. Research at WRL includes Internet protocol design and implementation, tools to optimize compiled binary code files, hardware and software mechanisms to support scalable shared memory, graphics VLSI
ICs, handheld computing, and more. As part of WRL tradition, we test our ideas by extensive software or hardware prototyping.
We publish the results of our work in a variety of journals, conferences, research reports, and technical notes.
This document is a technical note. We use technical notes for rapid distribution of technical material; usually this
represents research in progress. Research reports are normally accounts of completed research and may include
material from earlier technical notes, conference papers, or magazine articles.
You can retrieve research reports and technical notes via the World Wide Web at:
http://www.research.compaq.com/wrl/
You can request research reports and technical notes from us by mailing your order to:
Technical Report Distribution
Compaq Western Research Laboratory
250 University Avenue
Palo Alto, CA 94301 U.S.A.
You can also request reports and notes via e-mail. For detailed instructions, put the word “Help” in the subject line of your message, and mail it to:
wrl-techreports@research.compaq.com

Reprint of the Factoid Web Page
Robert N. Mayo
Bob.Mayo@Compaq.com

ABSTRACT
This document serves as an archival copy of the Factoid web page.

1. Introduction
The Factoid project at Compaq Research has created quite a bit of interest in the technical community, and several papers and web sites have been published that refer to the Factoid web page. Since
web pages come and go, this technical note serves as an archival copy.
The Factoid web page first appeared on June 6, 1997, describing the Factoid concept. Subsequently
minor changes were made to the web page, the most notable one being the addition of references as related work was pointed out to me. The page reprinted here is dated July 25, 2001.
When referring to Factoid, please reference this technical note as:
Robert N. Mayo, Reprint of the Factoid Web Page, Technical Note TN-60, Compaq Computer
Corporation, Western Research Laboratory, July 2001.

2. Web Page
The web page follows.
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The Idea
The Factoid's purpose in life
is to accumulate information
that is broadcast from other
Factoids, and upload it to the
user's home base. The sort
of information envisioned are
tiny facts, such as one might
see on a sign, on a business
card, in an advertisement,or on the display of an
instrument like a thermometer or GPS receiver. These
facts are small, say 200 bytes.
While gathering up data, a Factoid is also on the
lookout for an Internet connected Factoid server.
When it finds one (that is, when you walk near one), it
uploads the facts to the user's home base in a reliable
and secure fashion, and deletes them from its own
memory.
Once uploaded, these facts are kept forever. There
simply is no need to delete things that are only 200
bytes in size. If you gathered 1,000 facts per day for a
year, that only comes to 73MB per year, and is highly
compressible. Thus, they can be saved forever and
constitute a sort of history of the user's life.
At home base, the user interacts with application
software to access his lifetime collection of facts.
Various reports could be generated, perhaps in the
format of a trip diary, a daily diary, or perhaps even
client billing records. Search engines could be used to
find that "needle in a haystack" fact that you want to
recall. Since this lifetime collection of facts is very
personal, privacy concerns are a major part of this
project.
A Factoid can be viewed in many ways. Perhaps the
simplest is to think of it as a minimal PDA. It is about
3" long, 3/4" wide, and 1/4" thick. It has no display, no
buttons, no microphone, and no speaker. The only I/O
device is a 900MHz radio with a range of 30 feet.
There is no power switch, as the Factoid is always
turned on. The device fits on a keyring using not much

http://www.research.compaq.com/wrl/projects/Factoid/factoid.html

7/25/2001

Western Research Laboratory - Compaq

Page 2 of 3

more space than a key. I expect people to carry their
Factoid around with them in their pocket, daypack, or
briefcase.
The Long Term Vision
The Factoid project sits in the context of this long-term
goal: Remember every piece of information a person
encounters during his entire life.
This goal implies recording every sound and every
sight encountered. Perhaps smell and touch, too, if we
can figure that out. And perhaps even information that
you didn't quite encounter, because you weren't
paying attention or were looking in the wrong direction.
It remains to be seen how useful such a log would be
to a person, and if the privacy concerns can be sorted
out. Until we build it, we won't know.
It is interesting to note that we have proof of a human
desire in this area, as we already build and buy
"remembering" devices. Some example include: voice
note recorders, cameras, camcorders, and written
memos. People regularly take photos during
vacations, for example, and arrange them into a neat
history of the trip. Would it be useful for this sort of
accumulation be automatic?
Project Plans
I'm actively designing and building the Factoid device.
The photo above is a non-functional mockup of what
should be feasible.
Power consumption is a big issue. Power draw while
inactive, but listening for facts, needs to be under 500
uW in order to have the three hearing aid batteries
(model 675) last for a month. This looks feasible, and
could even be improved upon if I was willing to design
a custom chip.
Privacy is another big issue. Will users be worred
about the log of facts getting into the wrong hands,
even if it is encrypted with their personal password?
What other privacy concerns are there?
There is a natural evolution for this device. The next
step is to add different types of data to the log. Voice
memos seem to be a popular choice, and would
involve adding a microphone, and perhaps a button
and a speaker. A tiny camera would also be a good
choice in a few years.
There are currently no product plans based upon
Factoid or related ideas. Our plan, as a research
project, is to build prototypes and learn from them.
We'll convey what we learn to the product groups in
Compaq, who can evaluate our ideas and
technologies for possible inclusion in future products.
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