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1 Introduction

What has email become?

Email was meant to be a way of peer-to-peer communication, but it has become a
dumping ground for marketing content, random distractions, and a few (actually
important) messages. We don’t check email to do a specific task. Instead, our
minds have to constantly context switch between work, personal, and
marketing-related emails. There have been numerous attempts to introduce clarity
and focus into email, but these services are all attempting to build upon a broken
system.

Email is a suitable platform for long-form asynchronous communication, but it's
not built to distribute content such as newsletters and marketing material.

What has content publication become?

Each platform, whether it be Reddit, Medium, or CNN, has its own private
repository of user data and its own recommendation engine. Content publishing
has largely become centralized to a few dominant entities, each with their own
private biases and political agendas.

With the budding popularity of independent journalism and the growth of more
“decentralized” platforms such as Substack, content publication is a field poised
for change.

Email is for peer-to-peer communication. ??? is for content delivery.

Let’s leverage web 3.0 to fill in the blank.
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2 The Platform
We set out to build a content creation and distribution platform that:

➔ Empowers content creators with a censorship and bias resistant platform
for content delivery

➔ Provides consumers with a focused medium for content consumption and
discovery

Content creators have control over their publications, and consumers have choice
over the content that they are served. At the core, our platform:

➔ Enables content creators to publish content to their own feed
➔ Enables subscribers to pull content from various feeds

I hesitate to use the word “publisher” because it implies that the platform is built
only for journalists. Although Substack is a centralized service, I would argue that
they are making strides in the right direction to serve journalism-level content.

That being said, Substack is not built for distributing general-purpose content. It is
targeted towards empowering independent journalists through paid publications,
and not necessarily towards a casual community newsletter or weekly marketing
flyers.

From this point onwards, I will use the word “publisher” to mean any entity that
currently maintains an email list. And yes - this includes marketing emails. I hate
being notified of the latest Gymshark sale not because I don’t want to know, but
because email is simply not the right context for me to discover that information.

Our platform enables any publisher to distribute content, but empowers the user
to be able to choose when and how to receive that content.

2.1 For Publishers
Our platform is tailored to the publishing of newsletter-like content. This means
that we will support any content type that can be currently sent out in an email
newsletter.
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Publishers should have full ownership over their content. Our platform enables a
censorship-free ecosystem where publishers have full control over their
distribution.

At the core, each publisher owns a decentralized database of their feed. Only the
publisher has write access to this database, but subscribers can help host this
decentralized database to increase data availability.

2.2 For Subscribers
Unlike the push-based model of email, our platform uses a pull-based workflow to
give subscribers full control over when and how they are served content.
Subscribers have the freedom of choice over which feeds that they are
subscribed to, and can help host content for publishers if they wish.

Our platform is open to a wide variety of use-cases that were previously all
“dumped” into email, but this doesn’t mean that we need to recreate a dumping
ground for information. Subscribers have full control over the categorization of
content as well as the polling frequency of said content.

An example “subscription list” might look like this:

➔ A daily economics newsletter, categorized under “Info”
➔ A weekly paid subscription to a local newspaper publisher, categorized

under “News”
➔ A marketing newsletter from an online retailer, which is updated daily, but

the subscriber has turned off auto-polling. This means that the user has a
choice over when to pull the latest marketing flyers.

3 The Right Level of Decentralization
The rise of web 3.0 was initially driven by decentralization maximalists. The aim of
many vanguard projects was to create a completely trustless solution that had no
reliance on a centralized entity.

However, we quickly learned that there are many trade-offs with this approach.
Certain use-cases were much more performant and user friendly when there was
some level of centralization.
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We first asked - what’s the right level of decentralization for this platform? Let’s
explore the extremes first.

3.1 A Fully Decentralized Solution
We can leverage IPFS and OrbitDB to create a fully decentralized network of
content publishers and subscribers. OrbitDB has the concept of a “feed” data
model, which is an editable log of data - perfect for our use-case of a content
publishing feed.

➔ Publishers would create and manage the feed OrbitDB database

The database would only allow writes from the publisher, so external entities
cannot corrupt the feed. This is enabled by OrbitDB access management, which
can be integrated with an Ethereum wallet or any custom solution.

➔ Subscribers would hold a read-only copy of each publication database.

Each publication is its own OrbitDB database with a unique address. To subscribe
to multiple content feeds, subscribers would retrieve data from multiple databases
from multiple publishers.

3.1 Trade-Offs
At the surface level, this seems like a suitable approach. Digging deeper into
currently available technologies, we see that:

➔ Each participant must run an IPFS node, which isn’t easily do-able on
mobile devices as of yet

○ As a side note - even if mobile IPFS clients are currently available,
they would likely be unable to support background polling for real
time updates and push notifications

➔ On clients that do support IPFS (ex. browsers), local data can be wiped
automatically by browser cleanup operations

➔ There must be online & discoverable IPFS nodes with a copy of the
database for data replication to happen
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As such, this decentralized solution is only usable at scale and on high resource
availability devices.

3.2 A Fully Centralized Solution
A fully centralized solution can be easily prototyped using traditional databases
and a centralized backend service. This has a wide range of benefits:

➔ For the company, user analytics can be easily collected for
recommendations

➔ For users, their settings and preferences are persisted beyond their local
device, meaning that they can restore their account subscriptions easily

➔ From a technical standpoint, it is much easier to manage and debug
different content feeds

But of course, centralization is not without its problems:

➔ The platform is open to censorship. As an example, Facebook must take
down content if coerced by the government

➔ While user analytics might be useful for the company’s own private
incentives, users should have ownership over the usage of their own data

3.3 Striking a Balance
A fully decentralized solution may not yet be feasible in terms of usability and a
fully centralized system suffers from the shortcomings of Web 2.0. What would a
balanced solution look like?

We can still leverage the decentralized nature of IPFS and OrbitDB, enabling both
publishers and subscribers to operate a mesh-network of decentralized
databases. This means that the platform is censorship resistant and publishers
ultimately have ownership of their content.

To overcome the usability concerns of this decentralized solution (inability to
operate IPFS reliably), we can leverage a centralized database as a source of
truth. This can initially take the form of a database such as MongoDB, but we can
eventually switch this “source of truth” to a persistent, high-resource IPFS node
that holds the entirety of ecosystem data.
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From a technical standpoint, this entails that:

➔ Publishers can (but do not need to) run their own OrbitDB instance to write
to their publication

➔ All published content is also sent to the centralized instance, with the
appropriate authentication

➔ Subscribers can (but do not need to) run their own OrbitDB instance to hold
a local copy of their subscriptions

➔ Subscriber clients can automatically default to retrieving data from the
centralized instance, if another peer with the requested data cannot be
found.

This means that:

➔ This decentralized model can be applied to mobile clients and
resource-constrained devices

➔ Some level of data backup and storage of user preferences can be
delegated to the centralized database, but the user is free to disconnect
and rely only on decentralized information retrieval

The key point is that we are able to leverage many of the benefits of having a
centralized service, while giving both users and publishers the freedom to operate
in a fully decentralized manner if they wish.

Under this model, we have the following key components to our platform:

Packet: The Open Content Protocol
Packet is the open-source protocol for the future of content publishing and
subscription. The protocol is based on the decentralized nature of IPFS

➔ Content creators publish content to a feed identified by a public address. In
our use-case, this feed is an OrbitDB address hash

➔ Subscribers maintain a list of feed addresses, and can pull updated data
through IPFS
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The protocol would define schemas for each content feed, as well as the
expected storage of content feed metadata (for example, the use of a OrbitDB
key-value store).

Packet Registry: The Publication Platform
Registry is a suite of tools to help content publishers create content and manage
their own feed, this can include:

➔ Tools to maintain access control to their unique feed (for example,
authentication using a Ethereum account)

➔ Tools to manage metadata for their feed
➔ Tools to create and distribute content according to the Packet schema

Packet Intake: The Email Packet Client
Intake is the client “reader app” that enables users to:

➔ Easily subscribe to content feeds
➔ Customize and maintain the categorization (ex. Marketing vs informational)

and polling frequency (ex. Constant polling vs. on-request) of different
feeds

➔ Browse and discover feeds relevant to their preferences

4 Business Model
Centralized content distribution services often leverage advertising and the
exploitation of user data in order to offer a free service. My goal of this platform is
to pave the road for a better technological future, not to continue the existing
trend of exploitation.

I believe that users will be willing to pay for the convenience and ease-of-use of
our platform. While a fully decentralized (and thus free) solution is always
available, our platform is rewarded for building a great product that serves the use
cases of our stakeholders.

We will leverage a freemium model to make the platform available to all users
(thus paving the way to a replacement for the deprecated email system).
Subscribers will only be charged for using advanced features, and publishers will
only be charged for high demand use cases. Note that there is no consideration
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for the exploitation of user data for advertising revenue. A few monetization
opportunities include:

Paid Features for Publication Tools
We can have paid quotas for high-throughput use cases (ex. Charging publishers
if they send out more than 1 publication per day). Additionally, we can limit the use
of advanced editor features (ex. Custom theming) to paid publishers.

Percentage Fees on Paid Subscriptions
The unlock protocol has built a suite of Ethereum-based tools that enables the
monetization of content on the web. We can adopt a similar protocol, likely on the
more scalable, EVM compatible, Polygon Network to enable publishers to
monetize their content. We can encode a fee-per-transaction in our monetization
smart contracts to charge a % fee for each paid subscription.

Advanced Capabilities on Packet Intake
For power-users on the subscriber side, we can have a “Pro” subscription to
enable features such as dictation (to convert informational newsletters into audio
format) or for advanced categorization of content feeds.

5 User Acquisition
As we are building a platform for content distribution, we inherently run into a
chicken-or-the-egg problem in terms of growing usage. This means that we need
to seed both the distribution and consumption sides of Packet.

My belief is that we can leverage the highly engaged developer community within
the web 3.0 ecosystem as early adopters of this protocol. We can begin outreach
to current content publishers within the space to pipe their existing content
through our platform. This means that we will work with them to publish content
through Packet in addition to their current distribution network.

With the content in place, we can then begin outreach to the developer
community to grow the subscriber base of the platform. My hope is that the
growth of Packet will begin within the web3.0 community and expand throughout
the developer ecosystem. The ultimate goal of our expansion is to begin
encompassing a wide variety of use-cases outside of software development, such
as the usage of Packet to distribute marketing flyers for eCommerce retailers.
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