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BACKGROUND

1. Technical Field

The present invention relates generally to online sales and
marketing, and, more specifically, to the dispensing of rebates
and coupons to customers on the Internet and to the redemp-
tion of the rebates and coupons for customers by a system for
online sales during online purchase on the Internet.

2. Related Art

Coupons have been traditionally dispensed by manufactur-
ers and retailers to customers by means of inserts in newspa-
pers. Some manufacturers also mail coupons to customers.
Rebates have traditionally been offered by manufacturers to
push the volume of sales of specific products. Such products
are typically those for which the manufacturers have excess
inventories or those that are being phased out.

Of late Internet based sales have increased in volume.
Some manufacturers have made it possible for a potential
customer to obtain rebate forms or coupons from their web
site. These rebate or coupons can be downloaded and printed
by customers to be redeemed in traditional neighborhood
stores.
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In general, there are several problems associated with dis-
pensing and redeeming coupons in online sales and market-
ing activities. These include the frequent inability of a cus-
tomer to use a coupon placed by an advertiser or merchant in
a newspaper or brochure during the activity of online product
purchase due to the remoteness of the merchant or vendor.
That is because traditional coupon delivery and redeeming
methods do not integrate well with Internet based sales where
a customer visits a vendor or merchant’s web site rather than
a store for purchases. The customer and the vendor are also
typically located in different cities and it is not possible to
redeem traditional coupons in such a scenario.

These problems are also true for manufacturer’s rebates.
Such rebates are typically dispensed in traditional neighbor-
hood stores and are to be mailed back to manufacturers with
receipts for the related purchases. Customer’s seldom redeem
them as redemption requires making a photocopy of their
receipts and mailing the receipts along with the rebates to the
manufacturer and waiting a few weeks for a check from the
manufacturer.

Sellers often provide coupons and rebates as an incentive to
promote sales of specific products. A manufacturer attempts
to identify the amount and quantity of each rebate or coupon
and the time period during which such offer will be valid.
Such rebates and coupons are typically delivered in a paper
form to distributors and retailers. Distributors receiving such
rebates and coupons further forward the rebates and coupons
to their associated retailers.

To use the rebates and coupons online, the retailer often has
to modify the product database, web server content, and,
possibly, its sales application. This burden along with the
burden of having to collect from the manufacturer dissuades
the retailer from participating in the rebate and coupon pro-
cess. Without knowing whether or to what extent the retailers
will participate, a manufacturer may under or overestimate
the number or amount of rebates or coupon offerings.

An overestimation may, for example, cause a manufacturer
to over sell a product beyond an inventory. Similarly, an
underestimation may fail to move an inventory before the
value of such inventory plummets. Complicating this prob-
lem, a manufacturer by law must honor any coupon or rebate
once distributed at least for a period of time identified on the
rebate or coupon.

In addition to the difficulties associated with integrating
rebates and coupons into their online sales systems, retailers
have monetary disincentives to do so. In particular, a retailer
typically purchases goods expecting a certain profit margin
upon selling such goods. To apply a manufacturer’s coupon or
rebate at the time of the sale requires the retailer to seek at
least a part, if not all of their profit from the manufacturer
30-90 days after making the sale.

Some online retailers offer their own “coupons and
rebates”, hoping to capture the attention of price conscience
buyers. Such online retailers who post their own coupons or
rebates are typically suspect in creating a fagade pricing
scheme.

Because retailers have little incentive to provide support
for manufacturer’s coupons and rebates on-line, buyers are
left with coupon rebate options. In some cases, buyers may
still use such coupons and rebates but must do so via post
(snail mail) and subsequently receive the redemption value
via return post.

Afterreceiving a product, if a buyer is interested in redeem-
ing a coupon or rebate and/or registering the product, for
technical support or update reasons, the buyer must typically
fill out a form, which they mail via post to the manufacturer.
Upon receipt, the manufacturer will have to read the hand-
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writing of the buyer to add the buyer’s information from the
form to their database. If the good purchased is software, only
registration information may be gathered during installation.
The buyer is still forced to interact with the manufacturer via
post for coupons or rebates. The entire process fails if the
buyer misplaces the receipt or the coupon or rebate or fails to
file the same within a required timeframe. Upon receipt of
such information the manufacturer must determine whether
or not to honor a coupon or rebate. To do so, they must
determine whether the coupon or rebate applies to a specific
good that has been sold to the specific buyer. Because this
process is difficult, it is not only time consuming but is also
subject to fraud. Such fraud may involve a purported buyer
operating independently, a buyer and retailer operating
together, or a retailer operating independently.

To combat fraud, manufacturers apply complicated
approaches to attempt to link the coupon or rebate to the
specific good, often confusing and disappointing buyers and
retailers. For example, a fifteen digit model number may
appear to correspond to a coupon being offered and causing a
sale even though one digit may be off and only identified after
a manufacturer’s rejection has been received. If this happens
to a retailer, the retailer may lose money on the sale of the
item. If it happens to the buyer, the buyer may be angry with
the retailer and/or the manufacturer and avoid their busi-
nesses in the future.

With large distributed channels, manufacturers typically
do not know the identity of their retailers. This further com-
plicates the rollout of coupon or rebate offering.

Many other problems and disadvantages associated with
prior systems will become apparent to one of skill in the art
upon review of such prior systems and in light of the teachings
herein.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

A system and/or method is provided for an online promo-
tion system supporting buyers, sellers and promoters, sub-
stantially as shown in and/or described in connection with at
least one of the figures, as set forth more completely in the
claims.

Many other aspects and variations of the promotion system
of the present invention can be appreciated by one of skill in
the art through review of the detailed description, correspond-
ing drawings, and claims.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DIAGRAMS

The numerous objects and advantages of the present inven-
tion may be better understood by those skilled in the art by
reference to the accompanying figures in which:

FIG. 1 is a perspective diagram of an online buyer using a
computer, interacting with a system for online sales with
automatic rebate and coupon redemption, via the Internet, to
obtain savings from the automatic redemption of rebates and
coupons that can apply towards his online purchases;

FIG. 2 is a diagram showing the various inputs and outputs
of the system for online sales with automatic rebate and
coupon redemption;

FIG. 3 shows the various elements contained in a rebate or
a coupon in accordance with the present invention;

FIG. 4 is a block diagram showing exemplary components
of the system for online sales with automatic rebate and
coupon redemption;

FIG. 5 is a perspective diagram of an online sales environ-
ment having a promotional server that interacts with online
seller or non-seller, buyer, and issuer systems for offering
promotional services;
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FIG. 6 is a flow diagram illustrating rebate processing
functionality of one embodiment of the present invention;

FIG. 7 is a flow diagram illustrating coupon processing
functionality of another embodiment of the present invention;

FIG. 8 is a flow diagram illustrating the application of
various aspects of the present invention to any promotional
processing functionality including that of rebate and coupon
processing;

FIG. 9 is a flow diagram illustrating the application of
various aspects of the present invention to any promotional
processing wherein the promotion may involve more than a
discount off a purchase price;

FIG. 10 is a flow diagram illustrating the exemplary opera-
tion of a retail product or service sales server with a client and
with a plurality of manufacturer servers to support a promo-
tion such as a rebate or coupon;

FIG. 11 is a schematic block diagram of exemplary system
level interaction that illustrates the functionality described in
relation to FIG. 10,

FIGS. 12-15 are diagrams illustrating buying and selling
systems;

FIG. 16 is a block diagram of the Multi-Seller Interface
System’s role in the identification of Sellers for a Buyer
attempting to purchase products Product A and Product B
over the Internet;

FIG. 17 is a block diagram of the Multi-Seller Interface
System capable of interacting with Seller’s systems employ-
ing a Sales Bridge software that is installed on each of the
Seller’s systems;

FIG. 18 is a schematic block diagram illustrating various
functionality of a Multi-Seller Interface System’s and Sell-
er’s systems;

FIG. 19 is an exemplary flowchart of typical workflow at
the Multi-Seller Interface System;

FIG. 20 is an exemplary screen layout that a Buyer interacts
with in order to select products and obtain product prices
during an online purchasing activity supported by the MSIS;

FIG. 21 is a diagram that shows a list of products with
prices provided to Buyer by the MSIS;

FIG. 22 is a functional block diagram of buyer and seller
system interaction with the system of the present invention;

FIG. 23 is a functional block diagram of buyer and seller
system interaction with the Multi-Seller Interface System
(MSIS) of the present invention;

FIG. 24 is a block diagram illustrating web based, interac-
tive and non-web based, automatic access of software by
buyers and sellers of the present invention;

FIG. 25 is a diagram illustrating buyer’s use of web client
software to select and request server pages for one of a plu-
rality of application services of the present invention;

FIG. 26 is a diagram illustrating the interactions between
the software and the Seller’s system of the present invention;

FIG. 27 is a diagram illustrating an individual buyer inter-
face system that runs on the MSIS of the present invention;

FIG. 28 is a diagram illustrating an application service that
provides for up, cross and seller to seller opportunity man-
agement for automated, email-based target marketing with-
out the need to release buyer or specific seller information to
another participating seller of the present invention;

FIG. 29 is a block diagram illustrating channel services
offered in accordance with the present invention;

FIG. 30 is a block diagram illustrating channel services
offered in accordance with the present invention;

FIG. 31 is a diagram illustrating Sales Promotion Services
offered in accordance with the present invention;

FIG. 32 is a diagram illustrating an auction function
offered in accordance with the present invention;
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FIG. 33 is a diagram illustrating a Corporate and Govern-
ment Bidding Service offered in accordance with the present
invention;

FIG. 34 is a schematic diagram of an Integrated Channel
System comprising an Integrated Channel Service Manager,
amanufacturer environment comprising an Inventory system,
a Pricing system, a Configuration system, and an Order ful-
fillment system, a Reseller system for Reseller A comprising
an inventory system and an order system, a Reseller system
for Distributor B comprising a Seller’s system, and a Retailer
system for Retailer C comprising a Seller’s system in accor-
dance with the present invention;

FIG. 35 is a schematic diagram of an Integrated Channel
System comprising an Integrated Channel Service Manager
and a manufacturer environment of the present invention;

FIG. 36 is a perspective diagram of an online buyer inter-
acting with a server, via the internet, to specify products that
are to be purchased periodically, to selectively save the speci-
fication of products that are to be purchased periodically in a
Script Storage and Execution Environment, and to selectively
retrieve previously saved specification of products from the
Script Storage and Execution Environment for modification
or for purchasing;

FIG. 37 is a diagram showing the incorporation of the
Script Storage and Execution Environment into both the web
server and the manufacturer/merchant environment;

FIG. 38 is a block diagram showing the different functional
components of a web server environment that facilitates
email and script based sales transactions;

FIG. 39 is a block diagram of a scripting execution envi-
ronment that provides access to various resources and data via
appropriate interfaces during the execution of scripts;

FIG. 40 is a perspective diagram of an online customer
using a computer interacting with an online sales and pricing
system, via the internet, to conduct online purchases during
which the pricing computation employs, among other things,
the customer’s schedule of product delivery, the forecasts of
product prices provided by online futures trading systems and
the projected needs of the customer;

FIG. 41 is a diagram showing the various inputs and out-
puts of the online sales and pricing system;

FIG. 42 shows various forms of product price forecasting
information received by the online sales and pricing system
from pricing forecasting systems such as futures trading sys-
tems, commodity trading organizations, market research
institutions, manufacturers, etc.;

FIG. 43 is a block diagram showing exemplary compo-
nents of the online sales and pricing system; and

FIG. 44 shows the operation of the pricing logic based on
unit prices of the products as determined by forecasted pric-
ing information obtained from pricing forecast providers and
the delivery schedule provided by the customer.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE DIAGRAMS

FIG. 1 is a perspective diagram of an online buyer using a
computer 5, interacting with an online rebate and coupon
dispensing and redeeming system 15, via the Internet 10, to
obtain savings from the automatic redemption of rebates and
coupons that can apply towards his online purchases. The
system 15 is typically associated with a web server or server
environment 20 that provides Internet-based web hosting ser-
vices. In addition, the system 15 is linked via appropriate
connections 45 to information systems at one or more manu-
facturer or merchant environments 25. Such information sys-
tems include appropriate Internet web hosting services.
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The system 15 performs many functions. Among other
functions, in many embodiments, the system 15: (1) verifies
that a manufacturer’s rebate or coupon applies to an indepen-
dent retailer’s offering; (2) instantly applies such rebates or
coupons; (3) places control in the manufacturer for designing
and defining the number, amount and, if desired, applicable
timeframe of coupons or rebates in real time; (4) places con-
trol in the manufacturer for changing, replacing or canceling
of coupons or rebates; and (5) supports advertising of rebates
and coupons on many web servers by providing correspond-
ing coupon and rebate processing. Thus, the system 15 auto-
mates the traditional human intensive coupon and rebate pro-
cessing.

The system 15 supports automatic and manual adjustments
of promotional offerings, i.e., coupons, rebates, etc. Auto-
matic adjustments may be triggered by a variety of param-
eters such as the amounts of coupons and rebates distributed,
the amount of coupons and rebates redeemed, current product
inventory levels of the manufacturer or the distributor or
retailer, the shelf life of products in inventory, etc. Adjust-
ments may include increasing or decreasing the promotional
value, i.e., the amount of the coupon or rebate, the quantity of
coupons or rebates to be distributed, the term of the coupon or
rebate, the goods to which the coupon or rebate may apply, or
any other coupon or rebate parameter. The automatic adjust-
ment parameters may be set up by the manufacturer, retailer,
distributor, or system administrator via a web browser inter-
face. Such interface may also be used to: modify such auto-
matic adjustment parameters; change the coupon or rebate
parameters; or withdraw the coupon or rebate.

Customers are presented with a catalog of products to
choose from, by the web server or server environment 20
associated with the system for online sales with automatic
rebate and coupon redemption 15, when they visit the system
for online sales with automatic rebate and coupon redemption
15. If the customer selects one or more products from the
catalog or list of products available at the system for online
sales with automatic rebate and coupon redemption 15, they
are provided with the option of purchasing the products with
the automatic retrieval and application of rebates and cou-
pons. They are also provided with the option of downloading
them for purchasing those products at a future time.

If the customer elects to purchase the selected products
from the system for online sales with automatic rebate and
coupon redemption 15, all applicable rebates and coupons are
applied to the customer’s purchases by the system 15 in the
determination of a final purchase price for the customer. The
customer can consummate the purchase by using a credit card
for payment. The system 15 processes customer’s credit cards
for sales processing.

Customer profiles, typically provided by customers during
a customer profile generation activity, are selectively used by
the system 15 to complete sales transactions and to ship
products. Customer profile includes shipping address, credit
card related information, etc. Once a customer profile is cre-
ated, it is used to expedite subsequent customer purchases.
Customers who choose not to have a profile created for them
may be required to enter their shipping address, credit card
related information, etc. during each purchasing activity.

In one embodiment of the present invention, a customer
using the computer 5 and the Internet connection 30, accesses
one or more rebate and coupon dispensing web pages pre-
sented by a server environment 20 associated with and com-
municatively coupled with the system for online sales with
automatic rebate and coupon redemption 15. In this embodi-
ment, the customer would retrieve one or more coupons and
rebates for one or more products that the customer plans to
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purchase, by browsing through several categories of products
presented by the system for online sales with automatic rebate
and coupon redemption 15. The rebates and coupons for
products are also located by searching for them via a search-
ing interface. The customer then activates a purchase button
to purchase the products. The system 15 completes a purchase
order for the customer incorporating all the products selected
by the customer and applying all applicable rebates and cou-
pons. It also performs order fulfillment operations aimed at
assigning products from its inventory to the customer.

In one embodiment, the inventory of some of the products
purchasable from the system 15 is selectively maintained by
the manufacturer/merchant environment 25. For such prod-
ucts, to perform order fulfillment activities, the system 15
interacts with the manufacturer/merchant environment 25,
over the connection 45, in one of two approaches. In the first
approach, the manufacturer/merchant environment 25
receives purchase orders to some products currently available
in their inventory from the system for online sales with auto-
matic rebate and coupon redemption 15, along with rebate
and coupon information, in order to perform order fulfillment
for the customer. The customer profile, or a subset thereof, is
visible to the manufacturer/merchant environment 25 which
then ships the products to the customer. In effect, the cus-
tomer pays the manufacturer/merchant environment 25
directly for the products purchased from it.

In the second approach, the system 15 purchases the prod-
ucts using all associated coupons and rebates from the manu-
facturer/merchant environment 25 on behalf of the customer
and has the purchased products shipped directly to the cus-
tomer. In this scenario, the system 15 acts as a purchaser and
pays for the products purchased from the manufacturer/mer-
chant environment 25. It then bills the customer for the actual
purchase price that incorporates relevant rebates and cou-
pons. Thus, the customer benefits from the instantaneous
redemption of coupons and rebates facilitated by the coupon
dispensing and redemption system 15.

In one embodiment, the system 15 serves as a front end to
the e-commerce sites of manufacturers and merchants
wherein customers purchase products from the system 15 and
reimburse it, say via credit cards, for the products purchased
online. The system 15 in turn acquires the products purchased
by the customer from designated suppliers such as manufac-
turers, distributors or retail merchants. A supplier is selected
based on the product category, the inventories of products at
the various suppliers, the business arrangements made with
various suppliers and other criteria. In effect, the supplier
sells the products to the system 15 which ensures the redemp-
tion of all available coupons and rebates for the purchases.
The system 15 sells those products back to the customer
passing most of the savings from rebates and coupons to the
customer. The system 15 selectively charges the suppliers a
transaction fee for generating their business. The customer is
also selectively made to pay a service charge to the system 15
for its seamless and automatic rebate and coupon redemption.

In another embodiment of the present invention, the cus-
tomer retrieves rebates and coupons from the system 15 and
then saves these rebates and coupons, preferably in his
browser software or on the hard disk of his computer 5. Such
rebates and coupons are preferably saved in electronic form,
for subsequent submission to the system for online sales with
automatic rebate and coupon redemption 15, or to the manu-
facturer/merchant environment 25, during a purchasing activ-
ity. When presented with such coupons during any purchasing
activity, the manufacturer/merchant environment 25 presents
them, over the connection 45, to the system 15 for selective
coupon and rebate authentication and selective redemption.
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In another exemplary scenario, the online customer using
the personal computer 5 accesses the Internet via a connec-
tion 30 employing a modem on his computer and a browser
software on his computer. He then, using his browser soft-
ware, navigates to a manufacturer/merchant environment 25,
such as an electronic mall, to purchase one or more items of
his choice. A connection 50 established over the Internet
between the computer 5 and the manufacturer/merchant envi-
ronment 25 allows user selection of purchasable items,
optionally via a catalog of items presented to the customer by
the manufacturer/merchant environment 25. After selecting
the desired items into a shopping cart, the customer invokes a
rebate and coupon button on a screen presented by the manu-
facturer/merchant environment 25 that results in the submis-
sion of the shopping cart to the system 15 via a connection 45.
In response, the system 15 selectively returns all applicable
coupons to each of the items in the customers shopping cart.
This includes manufacturer’s coupons, retailer’s coupons etc.
In addition, if any items in the shopping cart are not specific
enough to unambiguously identify a manufacturer, the sys-
tem 15 returns coupons for multiple manufacturers of similar
products for the customer to choose from. The returned
rebates and coupons are automatically applied by the manu-
facturer/merchant environment 25 in the determination and
display of a final price for the customer.

To submit online information on coupons to the system 15
so that they can be dispensed to customers, one or more
manufacturer/merchant environments 25 employ a connec-
tion 55, which is some cases, such as the Internet, may be the
same as the link 45 used by the manufacturer/merchant envi-
ronment 25 to extract coupons on behalf of a customer from
the system for online sales automatic rebate and coupon
redemption 15.

The system 15 selectively provides manufacturers and
merchants information on the customer’s region, the volume
of'sales, the material velocity of the products, etc. thus giving
manufacturer/merchant environment 25 the ability to change
coupons based on their sales goals and other criteria.

FIG. 2 is a diagram showing the various inputs and outputs
of the system for online sales with automatic rebate and
coupon redemption 15. The system 15 receives Request for
Rebates and Coupons From Online Customers 105 and, in
response, returns Rebates and Coupons To Online Customers
110. In addition, it receives a List of Purchases or Shopping
Cart 115 from online merchants or online malls and, in
response, it returns Rebates and Coupons 120. It also receives
Scheduled and Unscheduled Update of Rebates and Coupons
125 from manufacturers and retailers. To automatically pro-
vide rebates and coupons to customers periodically, the sys-
tem 15 performs Targeted Online Delivery 130, typically via
email.

In one embodiment of the present invention, the system 15
receives a List of Purchases or Shopping Cart 115 from cus-
tomers. In response, it prices the shopping cart and automati-
cally applies all relevant rebates and coupons to the various
products in the shopping cart. It then performs order fulfill-
ment activities to ship the products to the customer.

FIG. 3 shows the various elements contained in a rebate or
a coupon in accordance with the present invention. The cou-
pon 300 dispensed by the system 15 are each a structured
collection of information including an identification 305,
information on the value of the coupon 320, an expiry date
325, images or links to one or more images 330 for display
purposes, links to a product manufacturer 310, and links to
productinformation 315. Other information such as a product
code 335, a geographic region code 340, etc. may also be
selectively included. Some of the information presented in a
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coupon may selectively be encrypted for subsequent decryp-
tion and/or display either by the software at a customer’s
computer 5 or at a manufacturer/merchant environment 25. In
this embodiment, the coupon is presented as an HTML docu-
ment with appropriate links to some of its elements as
described above. The coupon may be stored in other docu-
ment types also, as appropriate. Rebates are also structured
similarly to coupons, and they typically contain all the ele-
ments described here for coupons.

In general, coupons and rebates dispensed by the system 15
may be selectively saved by customers for subsequent
redemption. Saved coupons and rebates have an associated
expiry date. The manufacturer/merchant environment 25 may
choose not to honor coupons that have expired. In one
embodiment of the present invention, the manufacturer/mer-
chant environment 25 interacts with the system 15 to deter-
mine if an expired rebate or coupon should automatically be
replaced by a newer one.

In another embodiment, the coupons and rebates being
dispensed are generated in Extensible Manipulation Lan-
guage (XML) format. The customer’s computer may or may
not be able to process such XML documents. If, for example,
the customer’s browser cannot process the coupon informa-
tion, then it does not display such information properly and
gives the customer the option to save the coupon in the com-
puter’s 5 hard disk. Such XML coupons may not be processed
by the manufacturer/merchant environment 25 either if the
information systems at their web site are not capable of pro-
cessing XML based coupons. In such situations, the XML
based coupons and other coupons that cannot be processed
are returned to the system 15 by the manufacturer/merchant
environment 25 for processing and for redemption.

FIG. 4 is a block diagram showing exemplary components
of the system for online sales with automatic rebate and
coupon redemption 15. The system 15 includes a browsable
catalog 480 through which customers can select one or more
products for purchasing, a search engine 485 for searching for
specific products based on one or more criteria, an Authenti-
cation Manager 405 for veritying the authenticity of coupons
and rebates presented to it for redemption, and a Dispenser
410 which dispenses coupons and rebates generated by a
Generator 420. It also includes a Customer Profile Manager
415 which is used to gather profile information of customers
and an optional Tracking Manager 425 that is used to track
user buying patterns over a long term. An optional Statistics
Reporting Unit 435 provides various statistical information to
manufacturers and online merchants periodically or on-de-
mand.

When customers decide to purchase products from the
system for online sales with automatic rebate and coupon
redemption 15, a pricing manager 470 provides pricing func-
tionality that incorporates calculation of prices based on sev-
eral factors including available rebates and coupons. The
pricing manager 470 also includes a credit card processing
unit that processes credit card based customer sales, and a
sales support unit that provides quote generation features. An
order fulfillment manager 475 provides information on avail-
able inventory of products. If a product purchased by a cus-
tomer is not in stock or not stored locally at the system for
online sales with automatic rebate and coupon redemption 15,
the order fulfillment manager 475 makes it possible to pur-
chase that product from the manufacturer, distributors or mer-
chants. Such purchases are done in one of two ways—seam-
lessly where the customer does not realize that the product is
being acquired from a manufacturer or merchant 460, or
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explicitly where the customer is aware of the participation of
a manufacturer or merchant in the fulfillment of his purchase
order.

Online Customers 450 access the system 15 over the con-
nection 455. They can browse through the online browsable
catalog of products and services 480 or search for a specific
product or service based on criteria such as product category,
geographical region, brand names, etc. Manufacturers and
Online Merchants 460 access the system 15 over the connec-
tion 465.

In one embodiment of the present invention, when provid-
ing access to customers who want to download coupons and
rebates, the system 15 contains a browsable indexed selection
software making it easy for the customer to locate or search
the required coupon or rebate. It also provides vectors to
advertising placed by manufacturers or online merchants
located either at the web server 20 or at an external web server.
In addition, it can provide vectors to sales points such as
online merchants or electronic malls where the associated
products may be available for sale if it is not currently avail-
able for sale at the system for online sales with automatic
rebate and coupon redemption 15. Moreover, the dispensed
coupons and rebates can be automatically incorporated into
the pricing logic of a merchant or manufacturer’s electronic
commerce system to which the system 15 provides links for
customer access.

In a similar embodiment of the present invention, coupon
verification is performed by the electronic commerce soft-
ware of the manufacturer or online merchant to which a
customer migrates to from the browsable indexed coupon
selection software, along with a coupon and/or rebate for one
or more products. This implies that a customer can consum-
mate a purchase of a product at a merchant or manufacturer’s
e-commerce site following the selection of a coupon or rebate
from the system 15 and subsequent vectoring with a coupon
and/or rebate to the e-commerce site.

The system 15 provides a circular path for identifying the
users of dispensed coupons and rebates when coupons previ-
ously downloaded by customers are returned by online mer-
chants or manufacturers for redemption. Thus, buying habits
and patterns of coupon access of individual customers can be
determined Such information may be used in the generation
ofappropriate coupons for individual customers as well as for
creating marketing plans by online merchants and manufac-
turers.

Downloaded coupons may be printed as bar-coded cou-
pons by customers for subsequent redemption at traditional
neighborhood merchant shops. The printing is facilitated by a
print engine that is either available at the customer’s com-
puter or can be easily downloaded to the customer’s com-
puter. The same is true for coupons and rebates emailed to
customers by the system 15 as part of a “targeted coupons
dispensing activity” in which individual customers are tar-
geted to receive appropriate coupons based upon their shop-
ping behavior, as determined by system for online sales with
automatic rebate and coupon redemption 15. Automatic tar-
geting of customers by the system 15 is based on customer’s
buying habits, current marketing promotions, etc., via for
e.g., electronic mail (email). Customers have the ability to
redeem them without having to print it, as is typically done for
purchases from online merchants.

In one embodiment, the system 15 provides credit to cus-
tomers for coupons redeemed by the customers. It subse-
quently dispenses further coupons to those customers based
on their credits earned. Such coupons may be used by the
customers either for further online purchases or for purchases
at a traditional store. In addition, coupons are obtained at a
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traditional neighborhood store redeemable during the cus-
tomer’s next online purchase. Such coupons are redeemed by
customers during online purchases where they are provided
with the opportunity to specify information about the cou-
pons.

Coupons typically have an associated expiry date. Vendors
assign expiry dates to not only the advertisements of products
but also for their associated coupons. While browsing the web
server 20 for products and coupons, when customers are
presented with an advertisement, they are also presented with
a coupon for it. A displayed advertisement vectors seam-
lessly, via a link, to an associated manufacturer’s or mer-
chant’s online information website. If a customer activates
such a link to a online merchant’s e-commerce site, if neces-
sary, in order to facilitate the expected sale. Information car-
ried by the coupon(s) may be employed by pricing and quote
generation components of a merchant’s e-commerce soft-
ware.

In general, the system 15 integrates with sales force auto-
mation (SFA) software employed by manufacturers and mer-
chants. It also integrates with e-commerce platforms that
provide multi-vendor sales. For the multi-vendor platforms
where similar products from multiple vendors are available
for sale, the system 15 selectively dispenses “generic” cou-
pons that will apply towards a product from any of the par-
ticipating vendors. Such generic coupons may be provided to
a customer along with a vendor-supplied coupon, if any.

In one embodiment of the present invention, information
related to the geographical location of a customer is selec-
tively used by system 15 in determining the type and/or value
of coupon to dispense. For example, a manufacturer may
desire to provide coupons of different value and expiry dates
for the same product in different sales regions. The system 15
makes it possible to customize the different attributes of a
coupon such as its value, expiry date etc. to specific geo-
graphical zones or to specific user types. For example, a
corporate customer may be provided a different coupon from
those provided to non-corporate customers.

The system 15 optionally charges manufacturers and
online merchants for its services. These charges may be lev-
ied by one of several different methods, some of them related
to the number of customers who download coupons, some
related to the number of customers who redeem those cou-
pons, and others related to both these attributes. For example,
local small businesses may provide a coupon and they are
charged based on the number of coupon’s accessed or
redeemed.

The system 15 captures the list of people who access it and
download coupons. The local small businesses that employ
the services of the system 15 pay a charge based on such a list.
They can also update their coupons automatically via an
interface to the coupon generation component of the system
for online sales with automatic rebate and coupon redemption
15.

To facilitate location of a coupon for a product by a cus-
tomer, in one embodiment, the system 15 provides a web
interface where coupons are categorized into different prod-
uct categories and a customer browses, using a web browser,
through categories and sub-categories of products to locate
one or more coupons. The system 15 also categorizes cou-
pons by manufacturers and merchants. If a customer pur-
chases one or more products on the system for online sales
with automatic rebate and coupon redemption 15, the rebates
and coupons, if any, are automatically applied to the final
price for the customer.

Internet portals, such as Yahoo, and Internet web services,
such as Internet service providers (ISPs), can provide an
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automatic connection to the system for online sales with
automatic rebate and coupon redemption 15, so as to provide
their readers information on available coupons on one or
more products associated with the currently displayed web
page. Such coupon related links or information is displayed in
one of the frames displayed on the customer’s web browser.
Alternatively, these portals can route web browsers automati-
cally to the system 15 to retrieve associated coupons if nec-
essary, say in a pop-up screen (or frame) automatically cre-
ated by the currently visible web-page provided by the portal.
Thus, readers of web content provided by web page hosts and
portals can retrieve coupons while they browse product infor-
mation.

To facilitate the creation of coupons by manufacturers and
online merchants, the system 15 provides canned images and
coupon frames based on category that may be further custom-
ized by manufacturers and online merchants to suit their
needs.

Customers search for coupons by category and region. In
general, four types of coupons are supported, coupons from
retailer, coupons from distributors, coupons from manufac-
turer, and coupons from managers of point of sale devices.
Other types of coupons can be easily incorporated.

The online nature of the coupon system provided by system
15 makes it possible for merchants and manufacturers to
devise a coupon based marketing and sales strategy where the
expiry date, and the volume of coupons in a marketing cam-
paign are dynamically adjusted to meet goals. For example,
current sales volume might determine changes to coupons
value and for expiry date. It would be possible to stop coupons
associated with a marketing campaign if sales targets are met.
It would also be possible to yank out a coupon based market-
ing campaign if necessary.

The success of a rebate and/or coupon based marketing and
sales campaign can be dynamically and frequently ascer-
tained. Automatic reports on coupon distribution and the
redemption rates of coupons are provided to the manufactur-
ers and merchants by the system for online sales with auto-
matic rebate and coupon redemption 15.

Identity of potential customers who access coupons and
those who redeem them are maintained by the system for
online sales with automatic rebate and coupon redemption 15.
Such customer related information can later be used for mass
mailing/distribution of coupons. Manufacturers and mer-
chants provide information on their mass mailing needs and
system 15 mails (or emails) coupons based on those needs and
on online customer information collected automatically.
Once coupons are mailed to potential customers, they are
tracked to see if they are ever redeemed. Tracking of mailed
coupons provides information related to the efficacy of sales
and marketing strategy employed.

If a new product is being released by a manufacturer, the
system 15 is used to setup, manage and monitor promotional
activities based on coupons and/or rebates. The time frame for
such promotional activities, the number of coupons and/or
rebates to be dispensed, the duration and time frame for the
promotional activities, etc., are set by the manufacturer using
the promotional server 505 of FIG. 5. The manufacturer may
modify the parameters of the coupons and/or rebates (such as
coupon or rebate amount, the quantity, the duration, the appli-
cable products, etc.) based on a preset threshold quantity of
dispensed coupons or rebates, based on monitored sales
activities, etc.

The system 15 can be used to adaptably move inventory by
managing the amount and quantity of rebates and coupons.
Therefore, the system 15 incorporates inventory tracking,
coupon and rebate amount management, marketing activities,
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sales tracking and other business functions so as to make it
possible to not only create promotional material but also to
manage/modify the promotional activities based on buyer
response to such promotional activities.

The system 15 makes it possible to integrate coupon deliv-
ery with software registration and product surveys. Custom-
ers who buy and install software are often reluctant to register
them with the vendor. This situation is true for other types of
products too. In order to provide an incentive for registration
of products, the manufacturers or vendors of such products
can integrate the system 15 with the registration process so
that customers might be enticed with coupons for their next
purchase.

The system 15 also provides support for the retrieval of
coupons for products to be purchased at neighborhood stores.
Such retrieved coupons are printed on laser printers and taken
by the customers to the stores for redemption during a pur-
chase.

An advantage of incorporating a coupon authenticator
component in the system 15 is the ability to verify if a coupon
has already been redeemed. This makes it possible to enforce
a redemption rule of one coupon per customer. Copies of a
redeemed coupon are disallowed, if necessary. Customers
can be informed when a coupon is being reused. For example,
they can be told to get newer ones rather than use old ones.

In one embodiment, coupons or rebates that have expired
are automatically exchanged with newer ones. If necessary, a
24-hour grace period may be permitted for redemption of
coupons to account for time zones t00.

FIG. 5 is a perspective diagram of an online sales environ-
ment 503 comprising a promotional server 505 that facili-
tates: management of promotional material by manufactur-
ers, retailers and distributors via an issuer’s web client 509;
participation in online promotional sales by non-seller web
servers 513, affiliated seller’s web and application server 517
and third-party seller’s web and application server 521; inte-
gration of credit card companies 529; and registration by
buyers via buyer’s web client 511. The promotional server
505 is selectively used by issuer’s of promotional material
such as coupons, rebates, etc.: to create and manage promo-
tional material (in real time or in non-real time) that are
applicable to online and offline sales; to provide an online
coupon and rebate redemption service that is integrated with
their own online sales systems or with online sales system
managed by any other third parties; and to collect/retrieve
information related to online sales and the efficacy of their
online promotions.

Online buyer’s register with the promotional server 505,
via buyer’s web client 511, in order to: automatically register
products purchased online with the manufacturers, for war-
ranties and other services, with the help of the promotional
server 505; receive refunds due to the buyer from the appli-
cation of coupons and/or rebates to online purchases consum-
mated by buyer on third-party seller’s web and application
server 521; and to receive information on product informa-
tion, sales, discounts, product recall, etc. via email or by other
mechanisms.

The promotional server 505 hosts promotional offer post-
ing from a plurality of issuers. The issuers may be manufac-
turers of goods, providers of services, distributors of manu-
factured goods, online retailers, etc. The promotional offer
postings hosted by the promotional server 505 are coupons,
rebates, etc. Promotional offer postings are governed by
parameters such as the manufacturer, the associated product,
the monetary amount of the promotional offer, the quantity of
the promotional offer, the time frame, and any other param-
eters that may govern promotions. The issuers have the ability

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

14

to manipulate these parameters using the issuer’s web client
509. They also have the ability to create promotional offer
postings 507, manage them and manipulate the associated
parameters via an issuer’s direct application interface 527.

In one embodiment, the promotional offer posting 507
comprises a portal that lists a plurality of promotions such as
coupons, rebates, etc. The promotions are categorized based
ontypes of goods and services being sold through the various
seller’s web servers. A search engine is also provided to assist
in locating specific promotions from the plurality. For
example, the buyer through the web client 511 might browse
to find the available coupons and rebates for a hand held
computer under the general category of computer systems.
Alternatively, the buyer might enter the terms “hand-held
computer” to direct a search through all of the plurality of
promotions to find promotions matching such terms.

This search engine may also be used to supplement other
search engines of sellers, portals, etc. For example, on a first
search engine, a buyer may enter search terms which are used
to search a corresponding database for information, goods or
services that are offered for sale. Such search terms are also
used by the promotional server 505 to search the plurality of
promotions stored therein. Alternatively, the plurality of pro-
motions may also be stored in/along with the first search
engine for searching through the first search engine.

Typically, promotional offer postings are visually pre-
sented to all users that invoke an associated “promotional
element” on a web page provided by non-seller web servers
513, affiliated seller’s web and application server 517 and
third-party seller’s web and application server 521. However,
some promotional offer postings are selectively provided
based on criteria specified by issuers. Such criteria may
include the number of past purchases of the same or similar
products by individual buyers, the random selection of recipi-
ents of specific promotional material by non-seller web serv-
ers 513, affiliated seller’s web and application server 517 and
third-party seller’s web or application server 521, etc.

Buyers have the option of registering with the promotional
server 505 over the Internet using the buyer’s web client 511.
During such online registration process, the buyer provides
personal information and credit card information that are
stored by the promotional server 505. The buyer’s personal
information is selectively used by the promotional server 505
to: register products subsequently purchased by the buyer
with the associated manufacturer; inform the buyer about
product recalls, etc.; selectively forward promotional mate-
rial to the buyer via email; selectively enhance the value of
promotional offer postings to specific buyers or to specific
category of buyers; etc.

In general, the promotional server 505 employs several
different processes to participate in the consummation of
online sales, depending upon the nature of integration of the
services offered by the promotional server 505 with the ser-
vices offered by other online sales systems such as the non-
seller web servers 513, affiliated seller’s web and application
server 517 and third-party seller’s web and application server
521. The specific process employed by the promotional
server 505 also determines the approach by which a buyer
redeems the amount associated with a coupon or rebate. For
example, in one embodiment, if the buyer consummates an
online purchase at the affiliated seller’s web and application
server 517, the promotional server 505: reimburses the affili-
ated seller’s web and application server 517 or its associated
merchant account, either immediately or in deferred mode,
for the amount of the coupon or rebate exercised by the buyer
towards the buyer’s purchase; conducts transactions with the
issuer(s) of the coupon(s) or rebate(s), in real time or in
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deferred mode, to redeem the amount of the associated cou-
pons or rebates; selectively charges the issuers (such as manu-
facturers providing rebates) for services rendered (such as
those rendered during the buyer’s transactions); selectively
registers products with associated manufacturers for tech
support and warranty purposes; and selectively updates buy-
er’s profile, if necessary, with the purchase related informa-
tion.

The affiliated seller’s web and application server 517 is
more tightly integrated with the promotional server 505 than
is the third-party seller’s web and application server 521. This
makes it possible for the promotional server 505 to interact in
more than one way with the affiliated seller’s web and appli-
cation server 517 in completing a buyer’s online purchases.
For example, in one embodiment, the affiliated seller’s web
and application server 517 charges the buyer only for the
actual purchase price taking into account any and all rebates
or coupons that may apply towards the buyer’s purchases, and
in turn conducts a transaction with the promotional server 505
to recover the amount of coupon or rebate that is not charged
to the customer. The promotional server later interacts with
one or more associated issuer to recover the cost of the cou-
pons or rebates redeemed by the buyer. Such interaction is
selectively conducted in online interactive mode with issuers
or in a batch or deferred mode.

In another embodiment, the affiliated seller’s web and
application server 517 charges the buyer only for the actual
purchase price taking into account any and all rebates or
coupons that may apply towards the buyer’s purchases and
recover such amounts associated with the applied coupons
and rebates later from the promotional server 505 by billing
the promotional server for those amounts. In a variant of this
approach, the affiliated seller’s web and application server
517 informs the promotional server 505 of all rebates and
coupons redeemed by its online buyers and the promotional
server 505 deposits money, such as via electronic fund trans-
fers, to any bank account associated or managed by the affili-
ated seller’s web and application server 517.

In another embodiment, the affiliated seller’s web and
application server 517 retrieves a registered user’s profile
from the promotional server to present the buyer, using the
buyer’s web client 539, with a set of coupons and rebates
tailored to the buyer’s interest based on the buyer’s profile.

The non-seller web server 513 typically carries promo-
tional offer posting 515 that typically provide a vector to
associated web pages hosted by the promotional server 505.
By activating the promotional offer posting 515 on web pages
provided by the non-seller web server 513, the buyer can
migrate to online sales related web pages provided by the
promotional server 505 and purchase associated products,
while also availing of rebates and/or coupons associated with
the purchased product(s). In completing the online sales
transaction with the buyer, the promotional server 505:
prompts the buyer for credit-card information and shipping
information if the buyer is not a registered buyer; retrieves
coupon or rebate amount for the product(s) selected by buyer;
applies all coupons and rebates retrieved for the purchased
products; selectively interacts with a credit card processing
service 531 or credit card company 529 in order to process
buyer’s credit card information; selectively interacts with the
issuer of associated promotional offer posting to inform
issuer of sales related information; and selectively interacts
with the issuer to charge the issuer for services provided
during the sale.

The third-party seller’s web and application server 521,
although not as integrated with the services provided by the
promotional server 505 as the affiliated seller’s web and
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application server 517, interacts with the promotional server
505 to inform the promotional server details of the buyer’s
online purchases, such as the identification and quantity of the
products purchased by the buyer along with buyer informa-
tion such as the buyer’s address or bank account, while charg-
ing the buyer for the full amount for the products purchased
without immediately applying the coupons and rebates, if
any. The promotional server 505 later sends a check to the
buyer via post or transfers money to the buyer’s bank account
or credit card account if such buyer information is provided
by the third-party seller’s web and application server 521.

In one embodiment, the interaction between the promo-
tional server 505 and the issuer’s is in real time. Such inter-
action is typically facilitated by integration software on the
issuer’s system 525. The promotional server 505 conducts
transactions with the integration software on the issuer’s sys-
tem 525 to send information on redeemed coupons and/or
rebates to the issuer and to achieve reimbursement for cou-
pons and rebates honored by the promotional server 505.

In another embodiment, the promotional server 505 com-
municates a list of coupons and rebates honored by buyers to
one or more issuer’s and the issuer’s, in turn, transfer reim-
bursements associated with those redeemed coupons and
rebates to the promotional server 505. Such reimbursements
may be conducted employing money transfer into an estab-
lished bank account or by other means such as electronic fund
transfer, checks, etc. The communication between the pro-
motional server 505 and the issuer’s systems, such as the
integration software on the issuer’s system 525 or the issuer’s
direct application interface 527, regarding redeemed coupons
and rebates may be conducted in interactive mode in real
time, in non-interactive mode in real time, in batch mode in
deferred mode, batch mode in real-time, etc.

In one embodiment, a buyer, using the buyer’s web client
541, interacts with the third-party seller’s web and applica-
tion server 521 to conduct online purchases. The third-party
seller’s web and application server 521 charges the buyer the
full amount on the purchased products including the amount
on the rebates and coupons, if any rebate or coupon are
associated with the purchased products, but displays the
amount of coupons and/or rebates that will be reimbursed to
them. Such charges are made to the credit card account pro-
vided by the buyer to the third-party seller’s web and appli-
cation server 521. The third-party seller’s web and applica-
tion server 521 then interacts with the promotional server 505
to communicate details of the online purchases made by the
buyer and buyer information, including the buyer’s credit
card account information. The promotional server 505 then
reimburses the buyer the total of all the coupons and/or
rebates that apply to the buyer’s purchases by conducting a
transaction with the credit card processing service 531 or the
credit card company/companies 529. Such reimbursement
transactions with the credit card processing service 531 or the
credit card company companies 529 are selectively con-
ducted in real-time or in deferred mode after batching one or
more buyer redemptions.

In one embodiment, the third-party seller’s web and appli-
cation server 521 does not provide any indication of the
completion of a buyer’s online purchase to the promotional
server 505. Instead, the promotional server 505 determines
the completion of online purchase by the buyer from the
third-party seller’s web and application server 521 and deter-
mines the buyer information details and details of products
purchased from sales completion document made available to
the buyer from the third-party seller’s web and application
server 521. Such sales completion document may be an
online purchase order provided to the buyer, or an online
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order tracking web page presented to the buyer. Other mecha-
nisms for determining purchase order completion may be
employed by the promotional server to determine the comple-
tion of online purchases by the buyer.

In one embodiment, manufacturers selectively use the pro-
motional server as a mechanism for providing up-sell infor-
mation to buyers when buyers, using buyer’s web client 537,
539, 541, access promotional offer posting 515, 519, 523
located at non-seller web servers 513, affiliated seller’s web
and application server 517 and third-party seller’s web and
application server 521, respectively.

In another embodiment of the present invention, when a
buyer, using one of buyer’s web clients 537, 539, 541,
accesses a specific promotional offer posting such as a cou-
pon or rebate presented by the non-seller web servers 513, the
affiliated seller’s web and application server 517 or the third-
party seller’s web and application server 521, respectively,
the buyer is presented with a list of promotional material for
other products that the buyer is deemed to be interested in by
the promotional server 505. Such a list of promotional mate-
rial may include: promotional materials for other similar
products by the same manufacturer; promotional materials
that belong to the same category of products as the one the
buyer initially evinced interest in; promotional materials for
only those products that the associated manufacturer consid-
ers relevant to the buyer; promotional material for all com-
peting or associated products from the same or different
manufacturers; or promotional material determined to be use-
ful to the buyer by the individual web servers 513, 517, 521.

In one embodiment, the buyer, using the affiliated seller’s
web and application server 517, the buyer can assemble a
shopping cart of products that is presented and maintained by
the affiliated seller’s web and application server 517. The
buyer can then request the affiliated seller’s web and appli-
cation server 517 to extract all applicable coupons and rebates
to the shopping cart. The affiliated seller’s web and applica-
tion server 517 interacts with the promotional server 505 to
extract all applicable coupons and rebates for the buyer’s
shopping cart. It then applies the extracted coupons and
rebates to the shopping cart.

In another embodiment, the buyer, using the buyer’s web
client 537, assembles a shopping cart with online products at
a different online sales web server than the affiliated seller’s
web and application server 517 and then transfers the shop-
ping cart to the promotional server 505 to extract all appli-
cable coupons and rebates. The transfer of the shopping cart
by the buyer to the promotional server 505 is implemented in
one of several ways: by the transfer of an XML file to the
promotional server 505 via an HTTP connection to the pro-
motional server 505; by uploading shopping cart information
stored in a file or in memory at the client computer to the
promotional server 505 via upload web pages provided by the
promotional server; by sending a shopping cart in an email to
the promotional server, the shopping cart represented as an
XML document or as some other structured document; or by
other common techniques to transfer a shopping cart to the
promotional server 505. A buyer may choose to retrieve appli-
cable coupons and rebates based on their current shopping
cart contents by interacting with the promotional server 505
via the affiliated seller’s web and application server 517 or via
the third-party seller’s web and application server 521. In
both cases, the promotional server facilitates the automatic
redemption of rebates and coupons that can apply towards the
buyer’s online purchases. In some embodiments, the buyer is
unaware of the promotional server 505 and presumes the
automatic redemption of rebates and coupons to be provided
by the web server that the buyer conducts his purchases from.
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In a multi-functional embodiment of FIG. 5, the promo-
tional server 505 supports multiple processing approaches for
facilitating promotion redemption. When a buyer attempts to
purchase a good or service on a third-party seller’s web and
application server 521, the third-party seller’s web and appli-
cation server 521 receives full payment for the good or service
offered. If the buyer’s account supports charge-back, then the
promotional server 505 will charge-back the promotional
amount to the buyer’s account after the buyer has completed
the purchase for the entire sales price. Otherwise, the promo-
tional server 505 will pay the third-party seller’s web and
application server 521 the full sales price itself and charge the
buyer’s account for the sales price less the promotional
amount. In either case, the promotional server 505 will charge
the issuer’s account for the promotional amount.

Service charges can be applied to the issuer, or the issuer’s
account, buyer’s account, and/or to the third-party seller’s
web and application server 521. Such surcharge (service
charges) can be used to collect value for services rendered by
the promotional server 505. In addition, the issuer and/or the
buyer may pay more than the promotional amount and/or
sales price less the promotional amount, respectively, as an
incentive to the buyer and/or the seller.

In such interaction, the third-party seller’s web and appli-
cation server 521 need not be aware of the issuer’s promotion
amount. Even if aware, the third-party seller’s web and appli-
cation server 521 need not account for the promotion amount
of the issuer in the offering price of the item. In either case,
however, the promotional server 505 identifies when the
transaction for the promoted item has been completed.

Similarly, a buyer interacts through the promotional server
505 and the affiliated seller’s web and application server 517
to purchase a good and exercise a promotion. This is accom-
plished by making two account transactions with the affiliated
seller’s web and application server 517. Specifically, the buy-
er’s account is used to pay the sales price less the promotion
amount, while the issuer’s account is used to pay the promo-
tion amount.

The promotional server 505 also supports full payment of
the sales price of an item by the issuer’s account. When so
charged, the promotional server 505 will assist in the payment
from the buyer’s account to the issuer for the purchase price
less the promotion amount. Of course, surcharges and incen-
tives might also be applied in such transactions.

The buyer’s account may comprise an account such as a
credit card or bank account that is independent of the promo-
tional server. Alternatively, the buyer’s account may be a
credit or deposit account managed directly by the promo-
tional server. Similarly, the issuer’s account might be a credit
or deposit account managed directly by the promotional
server. Promotional server may bill an issuer and/or buyer’s
account on a monthly basis or charge the issuer and/or buyer’s
account immediately.

The promotional server 505 can perform credit or account
processing directly through the processing service 531 or
allow such processing to be performed by the servers 517 and
521 via the corresponding services 533 and 535.

In another embodiment the promotional server 505 con-
structs a promotional offer posting 507 from a plurality of
issuers of promotions and corresponding sales information
retrieved from a seller or the seller’s web and application
server. A buyer browses (by category) or searches the sales
information in the promotional offer posting 507 to identify
an item for purchasing. Upon receiving a purchase request for
such item from the buyer, the promotional server 505 charges
the buyer’s account for the sales price less the promotional
amount, then uses the promotional server’s account (which
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may be set up by the issuer or through contributions from the
issuer, for example) to pay the full sales price directly to the
seller. Although, tighter integration may be used, the promo-
tional server 505 need only deliver its account information,
buyer’s shipping information and the sales item(s) informa-
tion to the non-integrated seller’s online sales system. The
seller’s system need not distinguish this interaction with tra-
ditional online sales interaction with a buyer without promo-
tions.

FIG. 6 is a flow diagram illustrating rebate processing
functionality of one embodiment of the present invention.
Specifically, at a block 609, a seller offers an item online for
sale at a sales price amount. At a block 613, a manufacturer’s
rebate having a rebate amount is associated with the item. A
purchase request from a buyer for the item being offered
online is received at a block 617. In response, at a block 621,
abuyer is required to pay a purchase amount corresponding to
the sales price amount less the rebate amount for the item.

Of course, there are many variations and further processing
functionality that may be applied to this process. For
example, the purchase amount may comprise the sales price
amount less the rebate amount, and may further comprise a
service charge amount. The purchase amount may also com-
prise an amount lower than the sales price amount, and greater
than the sales price amount less the rebate amount.

The manufacturer may also control the rebate. This may
involve adjusting a rebate parameter or canceling the rebate.
Rebate parameters may include, for example, a rebate
amount, quantity of rebates offered, rebate offering time
frame, rebate terms and conditions, goods or services associ-
ated with the rebate, particular sellers to which the rebate
applies, manufacturer and/or distributors involved, the issuer,
automatic thresholds and conditions under which other rebate
parameters will change, passwords and other account infor-
mation regarding the issuer or other parties involved, etc.

In certain embodiments, associated with the block 621, the
purchase amount is electronically collected by the seller. The
purchase amount may comprise the sales price amount less
the rebate amount plus a service charge amount. Similarly, the
manufacturer may be electronically charged at least the rebate
amount, which may consist of the rebate amount plus a ser-
vice charge amount. At least a portion of the service charge
amount, if not all, may be distributed to the seller. Similarly,
at least a portion of the service charge amount, if not all, may
be distributed to a promotional system for services rendered.

An account of the buyer is charged the purchase amount in
the block 621, in some embodiments. At least a portion of the
charged amount may be directly delivering to the seller. In
such configurations, the charging may be performed via a
promotional system. Alternatively, the buyer’s account may
be charged an amount corresponding to the sales price
amount and credited an amount corresponding to the rebate
amount. The purchase amount may include a service charge
amount that is also charged to the buyer’s account. In various
embodiments, the buyer interacts online to cause payment to
the seller of the sales price amount less the rebate amount, and
the manufacturer electronically pays the rebate amount to the
seller. A manufacturer’s account may be used for paying at
least the rebate amount. The manufacturer’s account may be
established in association with a promotional system or inde-
pendently. Such payments may be performed directly or via a
promotional system.

In Internet applications, a web server may be used to
deliver the manufacturer’s rebate to a browser of the buyer.
The manufacturer’s rebate may comprise one of a plurality of
manufacturer’s rebates delivered by the web server. The web
server may operate as at least a part of a promotional system,
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a seller’s system, an affiliate’s system or a third party’s sys-
tem. In any case, the system may comprise a rebate system
offering or supporting only promotional items for sale.

Other extensions of the present invention involve the selec-
tion of a potential buyer and delivering a manufacturer’s
rebate to the selected buyer. Among other traditional delivery
infrastructures, delivery may be performed via email. Selec-
tion of the potential buyer may be based on the previous
purchase history of the selected buyer and/or registration
information. The manufacturer through human interaction
may make such selection with information regarding each
potential buyer, or automatically pursuant to a manufacturer’s
defined set of filtering criteria. More than one manufacturer’s
rebate may be sent to the selected buyer.

The present invention also supports shopping cart interac-
tion. Shopping carts, or logical equivalents thereof, may con-
tain the item for sale and at least one other item for sale. The
promotional system may identify the item in the shopping
cart. After identifying the sales item, the purchase request
may be responded to.

A visual rebate element may be displayed for a buyer. The
element will typically contain at least one of the plurality of
rebate parameters. The visual rebate element can be involved
in the association of the rebate with the item for sale. Third
party systems may offer for a buyer’s selection one or more
visual rebate elements. The elements may also direct the
buyer to an item for sale on a sales system of the seller. Visual
rebate elements can be banner ads or other advertisements,
for example. Visual rebate elements may also direct the buyer
to other of the plurality of rebate parameters.

In some implementations, the seller will not fulfill a pur-
chase request without receiving an amount corresponding to
the purchase amount and the rebate amount. The language
“corresponding to” (as used herein and throughout the appli-
cation) attempts to clarify that any such amount need not be
exact. For example, a seller may fulfill the purchase request
by receiving the purchase amount plus the rebate amount but
less or plus a surcharge (e.g., for service rendered). Such
surcharge may be applied through the payment of the pur-
chase amount, the rebate amount, both the purchase and the
rebate amounts, or along with both amounts if the charges are
paid to the seller in one transaction, etc. Therefore, the use of
the language “corresponding to” anticipates that the exact
amounts need not be paid to accomplish the payment purpose.

FIG. 7 is a flow diagram illustrating coupon processing
functionality of another embodiment of the present invention.
Such processing may operate independently of rebate pro-
cessing or may operate together in a single system along with
other promotional functionality. At a block 709, a first party,
such as a seller, offers one or more items online for sale, each
item having a sales price amount. A coupon of a second party
is associated with at least one of the sales items at ablock 713.
A purchase request from a buyer for the item being offered
online is received at a block 717. In response, a buyer is
required to pay a purchase amount corresponding to the sales
price amount less the coupon amount for the item, at a block
721. At a block 725, the second party electronically pays to
the first party an amount corresponding to the coupon
amount.

As with the rebate processing functionality, there are many
variations and further functionality that may be applied to
such coupon processing. In fact, the aforementioned varia-
tions and further functionality of the rebate processing
described with reference to FIG. 6 can be applied to the
coupon embodiment of FIG. 7. For example, the purchase
amount may comprise the sales price amount less the rebate
amount and include a service charge amount, either party may



US 9,082,153 B2

21

control the coupon and coupon parameters (which parallel
that of rebates), payments of the purchase amount and coupon
amounts may be electronically made to the first party, buyer
and third party accounts may be used, etc. Similarly, in Inter-
net applications, a web server may be used to deliver a coupon
from one or more coupons stored on the web server to a
buyer’s browser. The web server may operate as at least a part
of a promotional system, a first party’s system, a second
party’s system, an affiliate’s system or a third party’s system.
In any case, the system may comprise a system supporting
coupon processing alone or in combination with other pro-
motional activities such as rebates. Many other extensions of
the present invention as applied to coupon processing can be
found above in relation to the processing of rebates as
described above with reference to FIG. 6.

FIG. 8 is a flow diagram illustrating the application of
various aspects of the present invention to any promotional
processing functionality including that of rebate and coupon
processing. Generally, at a block 809, a first party, such as a
seller, offers one or more items online for sale, each item
having a sales price amount. A promotion of a second party is
associated with at least one of the sales items at a block 813.
A purchase request from a buyer for the item being offered
online is received at a block 817. In response, a buyer is
required to pay a purchase amount corresponding to the sales
price amount less the promotion amount for the item, at a
block 821. At a block 825, the second party electronically
pays to the first party an amount corresponding to the promo-
tion amount. Then, at a block 825, the first party fulfills the
purchase request after receiving an amount corresponding to
the purchase amount and the payment amount.

As with the rebate and coupon systems (which constitute
promotional systems) described in reference to FIGS. 6 and 7,
respectively the aforementioned variations and further func-
tionality can be applied to the general case promotional
embodiment of FIG. 8.

FIG. 9 is a flow diagram illustrating the application of
various aspects of the present invention to any promotional
processing wherein the promotion may involve more than a
discount off a purchase price. In particular, at a block 909, a
first party (a “promoter”) offers one or more items online for
sale. A promotion of a second party is associated with at least
one of the sales items at a block 913. A purchase request from
abuyer for the item being oftered online is received at a block
917. Inresponse, a buyer is required to pay a purchase amount
corresponding to the sales price amount for the item, at a
block 921. Thereafter, at a block 925, the first party receives
an indication that the payment occurred. At a block 929, the
first party delivers the promotion value to the buyer.

In some embodiments, the delivery of the promotion value
will only occur after at least one promotion condition has
been met. For example, the promotion condition may require
that several of the items offered for sale is purchased; and/or
such items are purchased simultaneously or within a fixed
time period. Many other types of promotion conditions may
be applied which parallel traditional promotional techniques.

Nearly all of the aforementioned variations and further
functionality described with reference to FIGS. 6-8 applies to
the present embodiment illustrated in FIG. 9. Further, the
functionality of FIGS. 6-9 may be combined into a single
system to support all types of promotions with both price
discounting and non-price value offerings.

With reference to the above-described figures, a method of
processing a manufacturer’s rebate may comprise, for
example, the following. A manufacturer associates a rebate
with an item, where the rebate has a rebate amount. A seller
offers the item online for sale at a sales price amount that does
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not account for the rebate of the manufacturer. A purchase
request for the item being offered online is received from a
buyer. The purchase request is then responded to by requiring
the buyer to only pay a purchase amount corresponding to the
sales price amount less the rebate amount for the item.

The purchase amount may be, for example, the sales price
amount less the rebate amount. In addition, the purchase
amount may also include a service charge amount. The pur-
chase amount may alternatively be, for example, an amount
lower than the sales price amount, but greater than the sales
price amount less the rebate amount.

In one embodiment, the manufacturer may control the
rebate. For example, the rebate amount or a parameter of the
rebate may be adjusted, or the rebate may be disassociated
from the item for sale altogether.

The seller may also electronically collect the purchase
amount, which again may be, for example, the sales price
amount less the rebate amount plus a service charge amount.

In addition, the manufacturer may be electronically
charged at least the rebate amount, which may comprise, for
example, the rebate amount plus a service charge amount. A
portion of the service charge amount may further be provided
to the seller. Also, at least a portion of the service charge
amount may be provided for services rendered by a promo-
tion system.

In one embodiment, an account of the buyer is charged for
the purchase amount. In this case, at least a portion of the
charged amount may also be provided to the seller. The charg-
ing of the buyer’s account may be performed, for example,
via a promotion system.

When the buyer’s account is charged an amount corre-
sponding to the sales price amount less the rebate amount, the
account may also be credited for an amount corresponding to
the rebate amount. In addition, when the purchase amount
includes a service charge amount, the buyer’s account may
additionally be charged for the service charge amount.

In one embodiment, the buyer may interact online to cause
payment to the seller of an amount corresponding to the sales
price amount less the rebate amount. The manufacturer may
then electronically pay the rebate amount to the seller. Such
paying may be performed directly or via a promotional sys-
tem.

In one embodiment, an account may be established for the
manufacturer for paying at least the rebate amount. Such
payment may be assisted by a promotion system. The account
established for the manufacturer may be associated with the
promotional system or be independent of the promotion sys-
tem.

The method may also comprise delivering, by a web server,
the rebate to a browser of the buyer. Such rebate may be one
of'a plurality of rebates delivered by the web server. The web
server may be that of a promotion system or a system of the
seller. When it is a system of the seller, the system may be an
affiliate system, a non-seller system or a rebate system offer-
ing only promotional items for sale. In fact, in either case, the
system may be a rebate type system offering only promo-
tional items.

The method may also comprise selecting a potential buyer,
and delivering the rebate to the selected buyer. Such delivery
may be performed, for example, via email. The selection may
be, for example, based on a previous purchase history of the
selected buyer or on a registration of the selected buyer. The
manufacturer, for example, may perform the selection.

The method may further comprise delivering the rebate to
a selected buyer with at least one other of the manufacturer’s
rebates. Also, a shopping cart containing the item for sale and
at least one other item for sale may be constructed. A promo-
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tion system, for example, may identify the item in the shop-
ping cart, and the response to the purchase request occurs
after the item is identified.

In one embodiment, the rebate comprises a plurality of
rebate parameters. At least one of the plurality of rebate
parameters may be displayed within a visual rebate element.
Atleast aportion of the associating by the manufacturer of the
rebate with the item may involve the visual rebate element. A
buyer may then select the visual rebate element provided by a
third party system (e.g., promotional system). The buyer may
then be directed to the item on a sales system of the seller. In
addition, the buyer may be directed to at least one of the
plurality of rebate parameters. The visual rebate element, may
be, for example, a banner ad.

In one embodiment, the seller may wait to receive an
amount corresponding to the purchase amount and the rebate
amount before fulfilling the purchase request.

Alternatively, a method of processing a coupon may com-
prise, for example, the following. A first party offers an item
online for sale at a sales price amount. A coupon of a second
party is associated with the item, the coupon having a coupon
amount. A purchase request is received from a buyer for the
item being offered online. The purchase request is responded
to by requiring the buyer to pay a purchase amount corre-
sponding to the sales price amount less the coupon amount for
the item. And the second party electronically pays a payment
amount corresponding to the coupon amount to the first party.

The purchase amount may be, for example, the sales price
amount less the coupon amount. In addition, the purchase
amount may also include a service charge amount. The pur-
chase amount may alternatively be, for example, an amount
lower than the sales price amount, but greater than the sales
price amount less the coupon amount.

In one embodiment, the second party may control the cou-
pon. For example, the coupon amount or a parameter of the
coupon may be adjusted, or the coupon may be cancelled
altogether.

The first party may also electronically collect the purchase
amount, which again may be, for example, the sales price
amount less the coupon amount plus a service charge amount.

In addition, the second party may be electronically charged
at least the coupon amount, which may comprise, for
example, the coupon amount plus a service charge amount. A
portion of the service charge amount may further be provided
to the first party. Also, at least a portion of the service charge
amount may be provided for services rendered by a promo-
tion system.

In one embodiment, an account of the buyer is charged for
the purchase amount. In this case, at least a portion of the
charged amount may also be provided to the first party. The
charging of the buyer’s account may be performed, for
example, via a promotion system.

When the buyer’s account is charged an amount corre-
sponding to the sales price amount less the coupon amount,
the account may also be credited for an amount correspond-
ing to the coupon amount. In addition, when the purchase
amount includes a service charge amount, the buyer’s
account may additionally be charged for the service charge
amount.

In one embodiment, the buyer may interact online to cause
payment to the first party of an amount corresponding the
sales price amount less the coupon amount. The second party
may then electronically pay the rebate amount to the first
party. Such paying may be performed directly or via a pro-
motion system.

In one embodiment, an account may be established for the
second party for paying at least the coupon amount. Such
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payment may be assisted by a promotion system. The account
established for the second party may be associated with the
promotion system or be independent of the promotion sys-
tem.

The method may also comprise delivering, by a web server,
the coupon to a browser of the buyer. Such coupon may be one
of'a plurality of coupons delivered by the web server. The web
server may be that of a promotion system or a system of the
first party. When it is a system of the first party, the system
may be an affiliate system, a non-seller system or a coupon
system offering only promotional items for sale. In fact, in
either case, the system may be a coupon type system offering
only promotional items.

The method may also comprise selecting a potential buyer,
and delivering the coupon to the selected buyer. Such delivery
may be performed, for example, via email. The selection may
be, for example, based on a previous purchase history of the
selected buyer or on a registration of the selected buyer. The
second party, for example, may perform the selection.

The method may further comprise delivering the coupon to
a selected buyer with at least one other of the second party’s
coupons. Also, a shopping cart containing the item for sale
and at least one other item for sale may be constructed. A
promotion system, for example, may identify the item in the
shopping cart, and the response to the purchase request occurs
after the item is identified.

In one embodiment, the coupon comprises a plurality of
coupon parameters. At least one of the plurality of coupon
parameters may be displayed within a visual coupon element.
At least a portion of the associating by the second party of the
coupon with the item may involve the visual coupon element.
A buyer may then select the visual coupon element provided
by a third party system (e.g., promotional system). The buyer
may then be directed to the item on a sales system of the first
party. In addition, the buyer may be directed to at least one of
the plurality of coupon parameters. The visual coupon ele-
ment, may be, for example, a banner ad.

In one embodiment, the first party may wait to receive an
amount corresponding to the purchase amount and the cou-
pon amount before fulfilling the purchase request.

The method may alternatively comprise, for example, the
following. A first party offers an item online for sale at a sales
price amount. A promotion of a second party is associated
with the item, the promotion having a promotion amount. A
purchase request is received from a buyer for the item being
offered online. The purchase request is responded to by
requiring the buyer to pay a purchase amount corresponding
to the sales price amount less the promotion amount for the
item. The second party electronically pays a payment amount
corresponding to the promotion amount to the first party. And
the first party receives an amount corresponding to the pur-
chase amount and the payment amount before fulfilling the
purchase request.

In one embodiment, the promotion is a rebate and in
another the promotion is a coupon. The purchase amount may
be, for example, the sales price amount less the coupon
amount. In addition, the purchase amount may also include a
service charge amount. The purchase amount may alterna-
tively be, for example, an amount lower than the sales price
amount, but greater than the sales price amount less the pro-
motion amount.

In one embodiment, the second party may control the pro-
motion. For example, the promotion amount or a parameter of
the promotion may be adjusted, or the promotion may be
cancelled altogether.

The first party may also electronically collect the purchase
amount, which again may be, for example, the sales price
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amount less the promotion amount plus a service charge
amount. In other words, the first party may receive payment
(e.g., the sales price amount less the promotion amount)
electronically.

In addition, the second party may be electronically charged
at least the promotion amount, which may comprise, for
example, the promotion amount plus a service charge
amount. A portion of the service charge amount may further
be provided to the first party. Also, at least a portion of the
service charge amount may be provided for services rendered
by a promotion system.

In one embodiment, an account of the buyer is charged for
the purchase amount. In this case, at least a portion of the
charged amount may also be provided to the first party. The
charging of the buyer’s account may be performed, for
example, via a promotion system.

When the buyer’s account is charged an amount corre-
sponding to the sales price amount less the promotion
amount, the account may also be credited for an amount
corresponding to the promotion amount. In addition, when
the purchase amount includes a service charge amount, the
buyer’s account may additionally be charged for the service
charge amount.

In one embodiment, the buyer may interact online to cause
payment to the first party of an amount corresponding the
sales price amount less the promotion amount. The second
party may then electronically pay the promotion amount to
the first party. Such paying may be performed directly or via
a promotion system.

In one embodiment, an account may be established for the
second party for paying at least the promotion amount. Such
payment may be assisted by a promotion system. The account
established for the second party may be associated with the
promotion system or be independent of the promotion sys-
tem.

The method may also comprise delivering, by a web server,
the promotion to a browser of the buyer. Such promotion may
be one of a plurality of promotions delivered by the web
server. The web server may be that of'a promotional system or
a system of'the first party. When it is a system of the first party,
the system may be an affiliate system, a non-seller system or
apromotion system offering only promotional items for sale.
In fact, in either case, the system may be a promotion type
system offering only promotional items.

The method may also comprise selecting a potential buyer,
and delivering the promotion to the selected buyer. Such
delivery may be performed, for example, via email. The
selection may be, for example, based on a previous purchase
history of the selected buyer or on a registration of the
selected buyer. The second party, for example, may perform
the selection.

The method may further comprise delivering the promo-
tion to a selected buyer with at least one other of the second
party’s promotions. Also, a shopping cart containing the item
for sale and at least one other item for sale may be con-
structed. A promotion system, for example, may identify the
item in the shopping cart, and the response to the purchase
request occurs after the item is identified.

In one embodiment, the coupon comprises a plurality of
promotion parameters. At least one of the plurality of promo-
tion parameters may be displayed within a visual promotion
element. At least a portion of the associating by the second
party of the promotion with the item may involve the visual
promotion element. A buyer may then select the visual pro-
motion element provided by a third party system (e.g., pro-
motion system). The buyer may then be directed to the item
on a sales system of the first party. In addition, the buyer may
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be directed to at least one of the plurality of promotion param-
eters. The visual promotion element, may be, for example, a
banner ad.

Another method of processing a promotion may comprise
the following. A promotion of a second party is associated
with an item, the promotion having a promotion value. A first
party offers the item online for sale at a sales price amount
without advertising the promotion of the second party. A
purchase request is received from a buyer for the item being
offered online. The purchase request is responded to by
requiring the buyer to pay a purchase amount corresponding
to the sales price amount. The buyer’s payment is responded
to by electronically communicating an indication of the buy-
er’s payment to the second party. And the second party deliv-
ers the promotion value to the buyer after receiving the indi-
cation of the buyer’s payment.

In one embodiment, the second party is a promotion sys-
tem, which may or may not be managed by a third party. The
purchase amount may be, for example, the sales price
amount. In addition, the purchase amount may also include a
service charge amount.

In one embodiment, the second party may control the pro-
motion. For example, the promotion value or a parameter of
the promotion may be adjusted, or the promotion may be
cancelled altogether.

The promotion value may, for example, be delivered elec-
tronically. In addition, the second party may be electronically
charged a service charge amount. A portion of the service
charge amount may further be provided to the first party. Also,
at least a portion of the service charge amount may be pro-
vided for services rendered by a promotion system.

In one embodiment, an account of the buyer is charged for
the purchase amount. In this case, at least a portion of the
charged amount may also be provided to the first party. In the
case where the purchase amount includes a service charge
amount, the buyer’s account may additionally be charged for
the service charge amount. The charging of the buyer’s
account may be performed, for example, via a promotion
system.

In one embodiment, the buyer may interact online to cause
payment to the first party of an amount corresponding to the
sales price amount. Such paying may be performed directly or
via a promotion system. The delivering of the promotion
value may also be assisted by a promotion system.

The method may also comprise delivering, by a web server,
the promotion to a browser of the buyer. Such promotion may
be one of a plurality of promotions delivered by the web
server. The web server may be that of a promotion system or
a system of the first party. When it is a system of the first party,
the system may be an affiliate system, a non-seller system or
apromotion system offering only promotional items for sale.
In fact, in either case, the system may be a promotion type
system offering only promotional items.

The method may also comprise selecting a potential buyer,
and delivering the promotion to the selected buyer. Such
delivery may be performed, for example, via email. The
selection may be, for example, based on a previous purchase
history of the selected buyer or on a registration of the
selected buyer. The second party, for example, may perform
the selection.

The method may further comprise delivering the promo-
tion to a selected buyer with at least one other of the second
party’s promotions. Also, a shopping cart containing the item
for sale and at least one other item for sale may be con-
structed. A promotion system, for example, may identify the
item in the shopping cart, and the response to the purchase
request occurs after the item is identified.
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In one embodiment, the coupon comprises a plurality of
promotion parameters. At least one of the plurality of promo-
tion parameters may be displayed within a visual promotion
element. At least a portion of the associating by the second
party of the promotion with the item may involve the visual
promotion element. A buyer may then select the visual pro-
motion element provided by a third party system (e.g., pro-
motional system). The buyer may then be directed to the item
on a sales system of the first party. In addition, the buyer may
bedirected to at least one of the plurality of promotion param-
eters. The visual promotion element, may be, for example, a
banner ad.

The method may alternatively comprise the following. An
item is offered for sale on a first online system of a seller,
where the first online system requires payment of a sales price
amount for the item. A promotion having a promotion amount
is associated with the item. A purchase request is received
from a buyer for the item being offered online. The buyer is
required to pay a purchase amount corresponding to the sales
price amount less the promotion amount for the item. A
second online system electronically facilitates payment,
through communicative coupling with the first online system,
of a payment amount corresponding to the promotion
amount. And the seller receives an amount corresponding to
the purchase amount and the payment amount.

In one embodiment the promotion is a rebate and in another
the promotion is a coupon. The purchase amount may be, for
example, the sales price amount less the promotion amount.
In addition, the purchase amount may further include a ser-
vice charge amount.

The facilitation mentioned above may be achieved by the
gathering of sales transaction information from the first
online system. Such facilitation may further include the auto-
matic generation of an invoice corresponding to the sales
transaction information gathered.

Facilitation may also be achieved by the payment of an
amount corresponding to the promotion amount. Facilitation
in this case may further include the automatic generation of an
invoice corresponding to the promotion amount. In addition,
it may include the automatic generation of an offsetting
accounting entry corresponding to the promotion amount.
Such offsetting accounting entry may be, for example, a debit
entry or a credit entry.

The method may also permit control of the promotion via
the second online system. In this case a service charge may
also be assessed for services rendered by the second online
system.

FIG. 10 is a flow diagram illustrating the exemplary opera-
tion of aretail product or service sales server with a client and
with a plurality of manufacturer servers to support a promo-
tion such as a rebate or coupon. Specifically, a sales server
waits for a client, typically through web-browser interaction,
to request information about one or more products or services
from one or more manufacturers, suppliers or service provid-
ers. In a real time mode of operation, when such a client
request is received as indicated by the block 1013, the sales
server responds by performing the operations within a block
1015.

In particular, the sales server identifies the servers of the
manufacturers, suppliers and/or service providers (hereinaf-
ter “source servers”) underlying the client request at a block
1017. Thereafter, at a block 1019, the sales server establishes
secure communication with such source servers to retrieve
promotion information, including terms and conditions for
such promotions as “buy one item, get a different item for
free,” “buy 2 get one free,” coupons, rebates, etc., along with
related sales information, including, but not limited to pric-
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ing, inventory, images, descriptions, warranty information,
licensing information, third party reviews, and links to further
information.

In the real time mode of operation, the retrieval process
within the block 1015 occurs upon receiving each client
request. In a periodic mode of operation, the sales server only
performs the functions of block 1015, for example, once
every 24 hour period. Of course any period may be possible.
In an aged mode of operation, the sales server performs the
functions of the block 1015 only if the information underly-
ing the client request has not been retrieved for a period of
time. In other words, if a client request that occurred fifteen
minutes earlier caused the retrieval of information from a
source server, then such information need not be requested
again by the source server at least for a predetermined dura-
tion of time, such as for six hours. Thus, for example, a single
request from a client may cause the retrieval of locally stored
information (recently retrieved) regarding some products or
services along with remotely retrieved information regarding
other products or services (from source servers) that have old
information stored locally, with the old information being
updated in the process.

Regardless of the mode of operation of the sales server, at
a block 1021, the sales server uses the retrieved product
and/or service information to construct a web page which is
delivered to the client browser for viewing at a block 1023. Of
course, such construction and delivery may take any other
form. For example, the information may be constructed for
printing, emailed, faxed, voice synthesized for telephone
playback, etc. Many other construction and delivery mecha-
nisms are well known and may be used.

FIG. 11 is a schematic block diagram of exemplary system
level interaction that illustrates the functionality described in
relation to FIG. 10. A buyer (or client) accesses one of a
plurality of sales servers; such as sales or retailer’s servers
1117 and 1119, via Internet by sending a request for a web
page or web page content through a buyer’s browser 1121.

In response, the sales server 1117 (which may comprise
one or more servers) will respond by constructing the web
page or page content from product and/or service information
underlying the buyer’s request. As mentioned in reference to
FIG. 10, the sales server 1117 may retrieve the required
product and/or service information (hereinafter “sales infor-
mation”) from one or more of a plurality of source servers,
such as source servers or manufacturer’s servers 1111, 1113
and 1115, and/or from memory local to the sales server 1117.
The specific timing of such retrieval of sales information
depends entirely on the mode of operation in which the sales
server is operating, as previously described.

To retrieve sales information, the sales server 1117 estab-
lishes a secure link with one or more of the source servers
1111, 1113 and 1115. Each sales server 1111 typically com-
prises, among other things, a product or services database
1131 which itself may contain images 1141, promotion infor-
mation 1143, and other sales information 1145, for example.
Thus, after receiving a request from the buyer via the buyer’s
browser 1121, the sales server 1117, if operating in the aged
mode, will respond by first looking to local storage to deter-
mine whether the sales information underlying the request
exist locally. For portions of the sales information that exists
locally and is not too old, such information is used in the
construction of a response to be sent to the buyer’s browser
1121. For all portions of the sales information that is too old
or does not exist locally, the sales server 1117 establishes
secured links with one or more of the source servers 1111,
1113 and 1115 to retrieve such information. Similar operation
for the other modes of operation is also possible.
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Moreover, in some embodiments, the mode of operation of
the sales server is defined by the sales information itself. For
example, a buyer’s request may require that two products
from two different manufacturers be displayed in a single web
page. The first product may require the aged mode of opera-
tion, while the second product may require a real time mode.
Similarly, any portion of the sales information may define its
own required mode. For example, general image information
may operate under a periodic mode while the price or an
associated promotion might require the real time mode for
control purposes.

Fall back modes are also contemplated when the desired
mode fails. For example, if a real time mode fails, the sales
server may be authorized to resort to an aged or periodic mode
of operation, so long as the conditions underlying conditions
for use are met. Other variations such as modified or com-
bined versions of the modes or fall back strategies identified
above are also contemplated and will be apparent to one
skilled in the art after considering such disclosed modes.

The secured communication from the sales servers to the
source servers may occur through an ASP architecture. A
variety of encryption and compression techniques can be used
to provide secure and minimal bandwidth utilization between
servers.

The source servers 1111, 1113 and 1115 are thus able to
control and modify any of the sales content without worrying
about the buyer basing a purchase on outdated data existing at
the sales servers 1117 and 1119. For example, a coupon can
be tracked by the source server 1111 for a product sold by the
sales servers 1117 and 1119. Once a certain volume is
reached, as counted through direct feedback from the sales
servers 1117 and 1119 as sales occur, the source server 1111
can remove the coupon, ending this promotion. The source
server 1111 can make this decision automatically based on a
predetermined number or a number calculated based on cur-
rent warehouse inventory, for example.

Referring to FIG. 12, when a Buyer (i.e., individuals or
business entities, such as, for example, corporations, distribu-
tors, or retailers) desires to purchase several Products (i.e.,
goods or services) from a plurality of Sellers (i.e., manufac-
turers, distributors, or retailers) via the Internet 1201, the
Buyer typically must first, via the Buyer’s computer 1203,
search for the Products and locate the various Sellers online
using, for example, a listing site 1205 and/or search engine
1207. The search results may, for example, identify a Seller
System 1209 that only sells a desired Product A, a Seller’s
System 1211 that only sells a desired Product B, a Seller’s
System 1213 that sells both desired Products, a Seller’s Sys-
tem 1215 that sells neither of the desired Products and a Seller
that maintains a Non-Sales System 1217. The Buyer, how-
ever, does not know which System identified will support the
desired purchase until the Buyer undertakes the time-con-
suming process of accessing and navigating each of the iden-
tified Seller’s Systems. The Buyer must then find the prices
for the Products and select the Seller or Sellers from which to
buy the Products. Often, during the selection process, the
Buyer must access and re-access selected Seller’s System(s)
to compare the Products and their prices.

In other words, the Buyer is faced with the problem of
identifying the type and model of the Products desired, the
Seller(s) that carry them, and whether those Seller(s) support
on-line purchases. In addition, if the Buyer eventually iden-
tifies several Products that might meet the desired require-
ments, the Buyer has no easy way to compare the Products or
their prices, regardless of whether the Buyer is looking for the
Same Products (i.e., identical Products from a single manu-
facturer sold by multiple Sellers) or Similar Products (i.e.,
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like Products from different manufacturers sold by multiple
Sellers). Moreover, once the Product(s) and Seller(s) are
finally selected, the Buyer must often undertake multiple
transactions, with at least one transaction for each Seller.

The above process is further complicated by the fact that
the initial step of identifying via the internet the desired
Products and the Sellers who provide the Products is not
inherently easy. Search engines often provide unorganized
results. The Buyer is therefore required to undergo the further
time consuming process of sifting through the search results
just to locate possible matches.

In general, therefore, even though comparing Products and
prices by conducting searches using a search engine or listing
site (such as Excite or Yahoo) is possible, the process is not
very productive, especially if the Buyer wants to specify an
upper limit to the price the Buyer is willing to pay for one or
more Products. Search query formulations on typical search
engines simply do not enable a Buyer to specify upper limits
for Product prices. In addition, as mentioned above, ifa Buyer
locates one or more Sellers, the Buyer must interact with each
one individually, and often sequentially, to determine if a
purchase can be made. Of course, no two sales systems picked
at random are likely to be similar. Therefore, the Buyer must
learn to query the sales system of each and every Seller.

To make matters more complicated, Buyers often like to
receive quotes for the cost of purchasing a set of Products
from different Sellers without having to consummate any
purchase right away. The Buyer is usually not permitted to
save such quotes at the Sellers’ System, requiring the Buyer to
re-request quotes every time the System is accessed. This
problem is compounded when a Buyer identifies Products
desired from different Sellers and views quotes for some of
those Products without the ability to save any of the quotes for
subsequent access and use.

Even if a Buyer prints quotes provided by multiple Sellers,
if the Buyer wants to change the desired Product list and
generate a new quote for the changed Product list from a
particular Seller, the Buyer is often required to interact with
that Seller’s online Sales System to enter the information all
over again. In the rare situation where a Seller allows a Buyer
to save quotes for some duration, those saved quotes are likely
to be discarded by the Seller after a period of suspended sales
activity.

Once the Buyer finally gets to the point of actually pur-
chasing Products via the internet, the Buyer must interact
with each Seller individually, and sequentially, to provide the
Buyer’s shipping information and credit card related infor-
mation. Usually, the Buyer is prompted to provide such infor-
mation before the Buyer can consummate a purchase. If the
amount quoted by an online Seller for the currently selected
Products from a Buyer’s list is larger than the available credit
on the credit card provided by the Buyer, the sales activity is
often terminated. Even when the Buyer is in possession of
multiple credit cards and their combined available credit
exceeds the quoted amount for a Products list, it is often not
possible for the Buyer to complete the purchase due to the
inability of the online Sales System of the Seller to handle
such complicated transactions.

In addition to the problems discussed above, a Buyer that is
also a corporation experiences its own unique set of problems
when it buys in bulk from online Sellers. For example, the
Buyer often must have sufficient storage capacity to house the
Product purchased before the Product can be distributed. In
addition, when a Buyer is purchasing and storing the Product
as such, the Buyer is often paying a higher price for the
Product than it would have paid if the Buyer had simply
waited and bought the Product when the Buyer was ready to
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distribute it. This is particularly true of high technology Prod-
ucts, such as, for example, computers, whose prices drop
rapidly as the state of the art improves. Thus, it is often
desirable for a Buyer to determine the cost of purchasing just
some of the desired Products in the near future as opposed to
purchasing them all at a current time period. There is cur-
rently no online sales system in widespread usage that
enables a Buyer to obtain graduated quotes as such. Conse-
quently, the advantages of buying in bulk online are often
vitiated.

Additionally, when a Seller sells one or more Products to a
Buyer on the internet, there is often an opportunity for the
Seller, or for other Sellers, to sell a related but distinct item to
the Buyer that is perhaps available at another Seller’s online
Sales System. For example, a Buyer purchasing a computer
from an online Seller may also be in the market for a computer
desk and a computer chair. However, nearly all such sales
opportunities go undetected and untapped because Sellers do
not have the ability or motivation to automatically share sales
related activity information with each other.

Further, if a Seller has built up inventory of one or more
Products that it wants to dispose of at an accelerated rate, it
has no means to offload such inventory online.

Small Sellers experience even more difficulty in selling
Products online. Before even buying Products via the inter-
net, Buyers generally need to have confidence in the Sellers,
which may not be the case unless the seller is well known or
has a good reputation. Absent such confidence, Buyers may
decide to pay a higher price simply for the comfort of dealing
with a known Seller.

In addition, small online Sellers often do not have the Sales
Systems necessary to provide online sales support. Such
online Sales Systems often require web hosting services,
product configuration and pricing databases, credit-card pro-
cessing systems, etc. Small online Sellers often purchase
web-hosting and sales support services from internet service
providers or from online malls. However, Buyers can only get
to such Seller’s Sales System when Buyers locate and subse-
quently migrate to them for browsing.

Sellers often provide coupons and rebates as an incentive to
promote sales of specific Products. Sellers who offer coupons
on the internet experience their own unique set of problems.
More specifically, referring to FIG. 13, in a typical scenario,
a manufacturer 1301 first must speculate to identity the tim-
ing, amount and quantity of each rebate and coupon. The
manufacturer 1301 creates and delivers paper rebates/cou-
pons to a distributor 1303, who forwards the paper rebates/
coupons to a retailer 1305. The manufacturer 1301 may
deliver the paper rebates/coupons directly to the retailer 1305.
To use a rebate/coupon, the retailer 1305 must modify their
product database, web server content, and, possibly, their
sales application. This burden, along with the burden of hav-
ing to collect from the manufacturer 1301, dissuades the
retailer 1305 from participating in the rebate/coupon process.

Alternatively, the manufacturer may use a third party 1307
to deliver the coupons/rebates directly to the Buyer.

In addition, Sellers who provide coupons and rebates for
Products on the internet often do not have the ability to control
the amounts dispensed or to whom they are dispensed. This
often leads to problems when too many, or too few, rebates/
coupons, are dispensed online by a Seller. A manufacturer
desires to determine the rate at which the rebates/coupons are
accessed and redeemed by Buyers so as to alter the volume of
rebates/coupons offered or discount given. However, rebates
offered on the internet cannot be easily tracked, and without
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such tracking, a Seller cannot determine when to alter the
rebate/coupon value or the number of rebates/coupons dis-
pensed.

Furthermore, in most situations, retail Sellers on the inter-
net do not have the ability or the facility to honor rebates
supplied by manufacturers or distributors. This is also true for
coupons. Buyers are then left with no option for redeeming
such coupons and rebates. In the case of rebates, Buyers
might be able to send the rebates along with the Buyer’s sales
receipts to manufacturers via post (snail mail) and subse-
quently redeem them via post.

Additionally, when Buyers are typically provided a quote
by the online sales system of online Sellers for the products
selected for purchase, the Buyers have the option to cancel the
transactions and not purchase any Products. When they
choose not to consummate a sale after a quote is provided to
them, the Sellers do not have a second opportunity to provide
a better quote or “sweeten the deal”, causing the Seller to lose
a potential sale.

After receiving the Products purchased from various Sell-
ers, if the Buyer is interested in registering the Products with
the manufacturers for technical support reasons or for Prod-
uct update reasons, the Buyer must typically fill in registra-
tion cards and mail them to the manufacturers via post (snail
mail) In the case of software purchased over the internet, the
buyer if often prompted by the software during its installation
to fill in a registration form full of questions. Such online
registrations for each software purchased is a chore that Buy-
ers often bypass at the risk of foregoing tech support from the
manufacturer.

In general, without registering the product purchased, Buy-
ers are not likely to receive warranty support or tech support.
If Buyers are interested in registering the Product purchased
with the manufacturer, the Buyer must mail receipts of the
Products purchased, and sometimes even proofs of purchase,
such as barcodes, along with registration cards, to the manu-
facturer. If a Buyer misplaces either the receipt or the regis-
tration card, registering the products with the manufacturers
is very difficult.

When manufacturers offer rebates on specific Products, the
Buyer, in general, must mail in the rebates that apply to the
Products purchased. Again, mailing in rebates to manufactur-
ers requires an investment of time and energy. For rebates
being offered over the internet, Sellers must request and col-
lect the information, print it, and mail it with receipts and
sales information for redemption.

The problems related to redemption of rebates are in some
ways similar to the problems with the redemption of coupons.
Even if buyers can locate coupons for some of the products
that they intend to buy on the internet, typically there is no
easy way to redeem them on internet purchases.

Referring now to FIG. 14, quite often, manufacturers of
products employ several distributors and retailers to sell their
products. Often these distributors and retailers have their own
internet sales presence and endeavor to sell the manufacturers
products on the internet. One of the common problems faced
by these distributors and retailers is their inability to assure
Buyers of the availability of products, whether the product is
coming from theirs or the manufacturer’s inventory. This
causes problems during order fulfillment activities after a
Buyer makes a purchase and delay in delivery follows. Manu-
facturers do not have the ability to determine the sales
executed by their various retailers and distributors. This
causes the Seller problems in determining production targets.

Often, a Seller would want to determine the selling price of
specific Products being offered for sale by other online Sellers
(see, e.g. FIG. 15). This, however, is not easy. Such informa-
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tion may be gathered by visiting the online sales sites of
various vendors and browsing or executing queries on each of
those sales sites to extract pricing information. This solution
does not scale up.

If manufacturers want to control the flow of rebates in an
automated way, they require information, such as the volume
of sales, from their distributors and retailers. In the online
internet based sales environment, coupons and rebates dis-
pensed to Buyers cannot be easily tracked and reported, espe-
cially if the individual distributors and retailers have online
sales systems that don’t interact with each other and don’t
communicate information easily, as is the situation when they
all have heterogeneous sales environments. A related problem
is one of determining the sale prices for similar products from
different retailers and distributors that sell the same family of
products from a manufacturer.

Quite often, third party web-hosting companies host online
sales systems for multiple vendors, some of whom might be
involved in selling Similar or Same Products (see e.g., FIG.
14). If online vendors have to determine prices of similar
Products or the same Products sold by their competition, it is
often difficult to obtain such information in a timely manner
even when the competing vendors are hosted by the same
web-hosting service provider. Among other reasons for this,
one important reason is the fact that each vendor employs
their own proprietary tools and system design to store product
information, customer information, sales information etc.

If a product manufacturer, their distributors and retailers
each manage their own online sales system, then it is difficult
for them to correlate similar or the same information con-
tained in each of their systems. If they choose to install and
use similar sales systems to alleviate this problem, then the
distributors and retailers are either constrained to carrying
products from that single manufacturer or they are forced to
support several such manufacturer specific proprietary sales
systems. Therefore, in order to minimize the number of such
sales systems that they have to support and interact with and
yet not limit themselves to a few manufacturers, distributors
and retailers are often forced to maintain their own individual
and customized sales system that is not necessarily tied to any
individual manufacturer. By doing so, they encounter the
problems of correlation of data in their sales systems and in
those of the manufacturers.

FIG. 16 is a block diagram showing the Multi-Seller Inter-
face System’s 1603 role in the identification of Sellers for a
Buyer attempting to purchase products Product A and Prod-
uct B over the internet. The Buyer, using the Buyer’s com-
puter 1601, interacts with the Multi-Seller Interface System
1603 to specify information about the products Product A and
Product B that he intends to purchase from online Sellers on
the internet. The Multi-Seller Interface System 1603 identi-
fies the various Seller’s systems based on the category of
products the Sellers carry, the Seller’s capability to provide
quality goods and services, and other criteria. For example,
the Multi-Seller Interface System (MSIS) 1603 identifies
Seller’s systems 1611, 1613, 1615 as those that are capable of
selling one or more products desired by the Buyer. It also
determines that the Seller’s System 1617 is incapable of
selling one or more products desired by the Buyer and that the
Non-Sales System 1619 should be ignored for possible sales
transactions initiated by the Buyer.

The Buyer’s computer 1601 interacts with the MSIS 1603
via internet 1623. Similarly, the MSIS 1603 interacts with the
Seller’s systems 1611, 1613, 1615, 1617 and 1619 via inter-
net 1623. Optionally, the MSIS 1603 may choose to interact
with any of the Seller’s systems 1611, 1613, 1615, 1617 and
1619 via a dedicated network or via an intranet.
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Typically, in response to a Buyer’s selection of product
categories, the MSIS 1603 sends queries to one or more
Seller’s systems 1611, 1613, 1615, 1617, 1619 to extract
product and pricing information from the corresponding Sell-
er’s system. In response, the Seller’s systems typically return
shopping carts filled with those Buyer specified products that
they are capable of selling, along with prices for the products
and, optionally, their inventory of the products.

FIG. 17 is a block diagram showing the Multi-Seller Inter-
face System 1703 capable of interacting with Seller’s systems
1707, 1715, 1717 employing a Sales Bridge software 1711
that is installed on each of the Seller’s systems 1707, 1715,
1717. The Sales Bridge software 1711 is used by the MSIS
1703 to execute queries sent to the Seller’s systems 1709,
1715, 1717 from the MSIS 1703 and, in response, return
shopping carts with prices back to the MSIS 1703. In general,
the Sales Bridge 1711 is used by the MSIS 1703 as a remote
database layer that is capable of translating queries received
from the MSIS 1703 into queries and processes that retrieve
the requested information, such as configuration, pricing and
inventory, from the Seller’s Sales software 1709.

A Buyer using a Buyer’s computer 1701 interacts with the
MSIS 1703 over internet 1705 to specify queries related to
products that he intends to purchase. Such interactions typi-
cally involve navigating down a hierarchy of product catego-
ries to identify those that the Buyer is interested in, or speci-
fying a search criteria via a search interface to extract
information on products and product categories and to iden-
tify relevant product categories.

FIG. 18 is a schematic block diagram illustrating various
functionality of a Multi-Seller Interface System’s 1803 and
Seller’s systems 1819 and 1821. The MSIS 1803 includes one
or more web server software 1809 with which Buyer’s com-
puters 1801 interact, one or more Application server software
1811 that provide various Sales services to buyers accessing
them over internet 1805 and one or more Sales databases
1813 that is used to save various kinds of information such as
customer profile, saved quotes, product categories, etc.

Among other things, the MSIS also supports product cat-
egory selection, search query formulation, instant coupon and
rebate processing, shopping cart comparison, composite
shopping cart review, shopping cart pricing and saved quote
repricing, quote persistence and query persistence, scheduled
delivery information from Buyers, customer profile auto
transactions, opportunity management and sales agent sup-
port, automatic registration of products on behalf of Buyers,
Warranty management. In addition, it also includes Sales
Bridge software interface that makes it possible to interact
with Seller’s systems 1819 and 1821.

Seller’s system 1819 comprises a Seller’s sales software
1835 and a Sales Bridge software 1823. The Seller’s Sales
software 1835 includes a web server software 1829, an Appli-
cation server software 1831 and a Sales databases 1833. The
Sales Bridge software 1823 comprises a Query Bridge 1825
and a Transaction Bridge 1827.

The Query Bridge 1825 is used to query one or more Sales
databases 1833 using queries formulated by the MSIS 1803
or queries created from search information sent by the MSIS
1803. Information extracted by the Query Bridge 1825 is
communicated to the MSIS 1803 over communication links
1837. The Transaction Bridge 1827 is typically employed by
the MSIS 1803 to conduct credit-card based sales transac-
tions with the Seller’s system 1819.

FIG. 19 is an exemplary flow chart showing typical work
flow at the Multi-Seller Interface System 1803. At a block
1901, the MSIS 1803 attempts to generate a sale employing
automatic marketing and sales functionality. These activities
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include emailing potential buyers information such as saved
persistent quotes, current inventory information, quote
updates based on repricing existing quotes, product upgrades
that might have become available, up and cross-selling oppor-
tunity detection from an individual Seller’s sales activity or
from monitoring sales activities across multiple Sellers. The
automatic marketing and sales functionality activities also
include directed advertising, coupon and rebate delivery to
potential Buyers based on Buyer profile provided by Buyers
or based on information gathered by tracking Buyer’s buying
habits.

Later, at a block 1903, the MSIS 1803 assists Buyers in
generating a query for subsequent submission of those que-
ries to Seller’s systems. Queries can take the form of old
saved quotes or shopping carts, coupons selected, rebates
selected, query text, third party shopping carts, sales bro-
chures, persistent queries, etc.

Later, at a block 1905, the MSIS 1803 preprocesses Buyer
specified queries and delivers them to selected Seller systems
that are identified based on one or more search criteria includ-
ing, in some cases, product categories, customer profiles, etc.
Some of these queries are selectively cached in memory by
the MSIS 1803.

When the Seller’s systems respond with product and pric-
ing information, for example, with priced shopping carts that
include all or a subset of the Buyer’s product list, the MSIS
1803 presents the information to Buyer for interaction with
the Buyer. Optionally, such information is presented as a
comparison of products and prices, at a block 1907. If a
customer’s query fails to retrieve results from Seller’s sys-
tems, the MSIS 1803 makes a transition to the block 1901.

Otherwise, the MSIS 1803 continues to a block 1909 where
it responds to Buyer’s selection and acceptance of product
prices by interacting with none or more corresponding Sell-
er’s systems to complete the sales transactions. Subsequently,
atablock 1911, the MSIS 1803 performs post sales functions
which selectively include registration, warranties, updates,
maintenance contracts, opportunity management etc. Oppor-
tunity management is employed to generate additional sales
or repeat sales.

FIG. 201is an exemplary screen layout that a Buyer interacts
with in order to select products and obtain product prices
during an online purchasing activity supported by the MSIS
1803. The MSIS presents a Buyer with a screen of informa-
tion that includes a button for Query terms that the Buyer can
select from, a button for Query Text that is optionally entered
by the user to facilitate product and price searches, a button
that when activated, results in sending a query to one or more
Seller’s systems, and a button that makes it possible to view
the hits following the receipt of responses to Buyer’s queries.

FIG. 21 is a diagram that shows a list of products with
prices provided to Buyer by the MSIS 1803. It shows a com-
parison of prices, for products acquired from two different
shopping carts. In this exemplary scenario, products bought
from two different Sellers add up to a total that is less than the
total quoted by another single Seller. Addition, the Sellers are
rated with asterisks (**) indicating the ratings.

FIG. 22 provides a functional block diagram of buyer and
seller system interaction with the system of the present inven-
tion. Therein, the system comprises a web based, Multi-Seller
Interface System (MSIS) and a plurality of Sales Bridge
Software (SBS) modules through which buyer’s computers
can simultaneously access many independent and differing
sellers’ sales systems.

To interact with the system of the present invention, a
buyer, corporate or individual, merely accesses web pages
provided by the MSIS with conventional web browser soft-
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ware on the buyer’s computer. The buyer interacts with the
MSIS to define queries relating to one or more desired prod-
ucts. The MSIS automatically attempts to identify those of the
plurality of participating sellers that might carry such prod-
ucts. Once defined, each query is simultaneously communi-
cated by the MSIS to each of Seller’s Sales System (SSS) via
the SBS modules of the identified ones of the plurality of
participating sellers. Using a query bridging approach, each
SBS module performs a search of product, pricing, inventory,
etc., database(s) based on the query. All sales information
relating to each product identified in the search is delivered to
the MSIS for the buyer’s review, comparison and selection.
The MSIS permits concurrent selection and single transaction
purchasing of products from more than one seller. Caching of
common queries on a day to day basis is also supported by the
MSIS to minimize communication overhead.

The sales information returned from each SSS represents
complete, real time public and private sales information,
catering not only to individual buyers, but, more importantly,
to sellers. For example, in response to queries from individual
buyers or competitors, the query bridge of the present inven-
tion may easily be configured to deliver public information
such as pricing and product descriptions. For queries gener-
ated within a selling channel (i.e., by a manufacturer, distribu-
tor or retailer or by their sales systems), private information
relating to each product such as inventory, inventory projec-
tions, numbers sold, margins, etc., may be easily and auto-
matically exchanged. Such information can be used for fore-
casting inventory, pricing, planning promotional activities
(e.g., instant coupons, auctioning and rebate programs), and
production planning, for example.

The MSIS supports query definition in several ways to
provide the buyer with greatly needed yet currently unavail-
able functionality. For example, through a category selection
process and/or textual search term entry, a buyer can construct
a query to simultaneously retrieve from all sellers all under-
lying product sales information matching the query. The
buyer can also generate a query from online rebate and cou-
pon information for true instant processing, unlike current
online rebate and coupon vendors who incorrectly claim to do
the same. Queries may be generated from third party seller
shopping carts for comparison with participating sellers’
products. Saved quotes may be converted to queries for updat-
ing and verification, and may be used as a persistent basis via
sales email for attempting to complete the transaction with
the buyer. Further, queries may be generated from advertising
information, e.g., online auction descriptions, online sales
brochures, etc., whether or not such information originates
within the MSIS.

Selling channel systems also generate queries in a number
of, ways with or without interaction through a web client
(user interface). Automatic data gathering between partici-
pants in the selling channel will permit an application (based
on a toolkit) to automatically (1) place or suggest placing
orders to replenish inventory, (2) identify new product offer-
ings, (3) suggest pricing changes, (4) facilitate just in time
delivery, (5) identify and/or maintain appropriate inventory
levels, (6) suggest or carry out changes or additions to adver-
tising and promotional programs, (7) schedule release of
upgraded or superseding products, etc. Competing selling
channel systems may also be queried (automatically or oth-
erwise) to gather public information regarding competing
product lines. Such information may be used to supplement
the automatic processes identified in items 1-7 above, for
example. A toolkit underlying the MSIS simplifies prepara-
tion of application software to carry out such and other pro-
cesses. Such application software may run on any or all sys-
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tem(s) within a sales channel. In fact, such application
software, or portions thereof, may be placed at many loca-
tions within a single organization to carry out internal, enter-
prise sales functions.

The toolkit underlying the MSIS also provides for up, cross
and seller to seller opportunity management for automated,
email-based target marketing without the need to release
buyer information to a participating seller. For example, the
MSIS permits a first seller to establish relationships between
completed and/or queried sales transactions within categories
and/or by a specified second seller. Based thereon, predefined
email is automatically sent to buyers or potential buyers
advertising sales of the first seller’s products that relate to the
category or to the second seller’s product.

From a buyer’s online perspective, the MSIS performs a
single transaction (e.g., credit card) processing of multiple
product selections spanning more than one seller. Based on
final configuration, the underlying transaction may actually
involve (1) a plurality of transaction processes between each
seller and the buyer using the buyer’s credit card information,
and/or (2) a single credit card transaction for the total from the
buyer to the MSIS along with a plurality of transaction pro-
cesses with each seller involving account information of the
MSIS.

As part of the sales transaction, or in follow up thereto, the
MSIS performs automated registration, warranty delivery
and acceptance, maintenance contract offerings and pur-
chases, and emailed product information regarding updates
and upgrades services. Stored buyer profiles minimize buyer
interaction required to carry out sales transactions and such
associated services. Stored buyer transaction records enable
targeted email advertising, persistent query support, oppor-
tunity management, etc.

The MSIS can, upon a seller’s request and in addition to or
in replacement of the seller’s sales system, perform transac-
tion and/or other sales processing for the seller. In addition,
the MSIS provides each seller with real time access to product
sales information from the seller’s competitors and own sales
chain. The query protocol and the SBS enable a corporate
buyer to develop specifically desired sales interfaces into one
or more seller systems. The underlying functionality and
software libraries used in the MSIS may be specifically
licensed for such purpose. Corporate buyers are also sup-
ported through scheduled purchasing and just in time delivery
functionality within the MSIS.

The present invention may generate revenue by taking a
percentage of each completed sales transaction conducted
through the MSIS. To generate further revenue, the MSIS
tracks each buyer’s use of the web-site, whether or not a
transaction is completed, and offers to provide sellers with
information for potential future sales opportunities. Simi-
larly, the System offers instant rebate and coupon processing,
direct email targeted sales, advertising space, and persistence
in exchange for transaction percentages. Credit card process-
ing, delivery tracking, customer support, and other backend
sales functions can be offered, generating further revenue
streams.

The System may be based on web server and application
server software products offered by Trilogy Development
Group, a company located in Austin, Tex.

FIG. 23 is a functional block diagram illustrating buyer and
seller system interaction with the Multi-Seller Interface Sys-
tem (MSIS) of the present invention. The MSIS comprises
SalePoint and SaleBridge Software. The SalePoint software
runs on one or more conventional web and application servers
to provide a multi-seller interface.
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The SaleBridge software is placed on each seller’s online
sales system to bridge communication between the SalePoint
software and each seller’s online sales databases and appli-
cations. Buyers may then simultaneously access many inde-
pendent and different seller’s sales systems. Similarly, groups
of sellers (within one or more sales channels) can easily and
automatically share sales and product information.

As shown in FIG. 24, the SalePoint software will support
web based, interactive access by buyers and sellers through
their web clients, and non-web based, automatic access by the
sellers through an interface.

The SaleBridge software uses both query and transaction
bridging functionality to couple each seller’s system with the
SalePoint software. Alternatively, such bridging functionality
may be partially or entirely integrated into the seller’s system.

FIGS. 25 and 26 are detailed drawings of the SalePoint and
SaleBridge software. As shown in FIG. 25, buyers use their
web client software (e.g., a browser) to select and request
server pages for one of a plurality of application services. A
web server and server script environment responds by serving
html files, server pages, and images that correspond to the
selected application service. The server pages executed by the
environment typically incorporate method invocations on
objects stored in an object layer or object backbone and
associated databases. In addition, the server pages identify
transaction logic for the selected application service.

For each of the application services, transaction logic (a
high level scripting language) is written to include a sequence
of'tasks that each manipulate data or objects, with each of the
tasks executed by underlying task specific transaction logic or
compiled code (hereinafter a “workflow object”), or both.
Although transaction logic is specifically written for each of
the application services, many of the workflow objects and
underlying task specific transaction logic are shared by dif-
ferent application services.

Some examples of the application services contemplated
by the present invention can be found with reference to FIGS.
27-33 below. The tasks executed by the transaction logic
engine may include, for example, credit card related transac-
tions, database searches, database updates, remote transac-
tions executed on one or more seller’s systems, etc.

The transaction logic engine interacts with several other
web server components of the SalePoint Software, such as a
query generator, scheduling component, usage tracking,
management component, email component, 3rd party web
server interface, credit card processing interface and a remote
transaction handler. The query generator creates queries
based on information provided by buyer, data retrieved from
database(s), information provided via method invocations
from non-web server interface, etc. The queries generated by
the query generator are selectively sent to SaleBridge soft-
ware associated with remote Seller’s systems to extract vari-
ous kinds of sales information.

The scheduling component is used to periodically initiate
various tasks, transaction logic, and activities such as report-
ing or re-pricing, etc. For example, a buyer or seller can
schedule various activities and specify when and how fre-
quently they should be executed through associated applica-
tion services. The schedules and the activities are saved in
databases by the scheduling component for subsequent
retrieval and execution by the transaction logic engine.

Although usage tracking might have been implemented via
transaction logic, it is implemented as a separate component
to collect, process and report information regarding the use of
the SalePoint Software by buyers and sellers. The usage
tracking component provides information on products sold
by various sellers, product sales volume, type of products
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being sold, inventory information, and various other sales
related information. The usage tracking component provides
information with different levels of granularity, as required
and authorized by various buyers and sellers.

The management component is used to manage various
activities, scheduled or unscheduled, for buyers and sellers. It
is also used to manage initializations, application service
deployment, updates, recycling, and shutdown of various
resources.

The email component is used to send email to one or more
buyers or buyer groups after the processing of certain events
or after the execution of a scheduled or unscheduled transac-
tion logic command. It is also used to send various informa-
tion, such as, for example, buyer purchasing and query pro-
files, to sellers and to email promotional material such as
coupons and rebates to one or more buyers.

The 3rd party web server interface is used to interact with
remote web servers to retrieve or to provide various kinds of
information. Using this interface, it is possible to interact with
remote web servers just like web clients on those web servers.

The credit card processing component is used to interact or
conduct transactions with remote credit card processing
units. Such remote credit card processing units may be
located at seller’s environments or incorporated into a seller’s
system. The credit card processing component enables a
buyer to selectively spread purchases over one or more credit
cards owned by the buyer, and to spread a buyer’s shopping
cart purchase over several sellers.

The remote transaction handler provides support for inter-
actions with SaleBridge Software installed with one or more
remote seller’s sales systems. It employs one or more com-
munication mechanisms such as Remote Method Invocation
(RMI), Common Object Request Broker Architecture
(CORBA), TCPIIP, Voyager, etc., to communicate with
remote software and retrieve information. Remote
SaleBridge Software can initiate communications with the
SalePoint Software in order to retrieve information, provide
information, or request some service. It also supports com-
munication with external systems such as third party credit-
card systems and monitoring tools.

FIG. 26 shows the interactions between the SaleBridge
software and the Seller’s system. The seller’s system may
have its own web server to provide an interface to web clients.
The seller’s system also typically incorporates seller’s data-
bases that comprise, among other things, product, promo-
tional, order fulfillment, product registration, warranty and
customer databases. An object layer on top of the database
layer enables the application layer to manipulate objects.

The seller’s system may also contain the seller’s non-web
applications, web based applications, and card processing
application. The SaleBridge Software may also interact with
the seller’s applications to extract product, pricing, and inven-
tory information as well as to conduct credit-card based trans-
actions.

If'the seller’s system includes a web server, the SaleBridge
Software may also provide a web based application bridge to
assist the query bridge in extracting product, pricing and
inventory information. The query bridge is responsible for
mapping or translating queries sent by SalePoint Software
into one or more queries executable on the seller’s databases
to retrieve, and possibly update, information in the seller’s
databases.

The SaleBridge Software also provides a non-web based
application bridge to extract information from the seller’s
system via the seller’s non-web applications interface. The
non-web based application bridge IS employed via an inter-
face supporting remote access based on CORBA, RM], etc.
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The SaleBridge software also includes a transaction bridge
that can be used to interact with the seller’s card processing
application to process credit card purchases. For example, a
buyer’s credit card and shopping cart related information may
be communicated to the seller’s card processing application
to complete a transaction for the buyer.

FIG. 27 illustrates an individual buyer interface system,
SaleBlazer that runs on the MSIS. The interface may also be
tailored to the corporate buyer, with extended functionality
supporting, for example, scheduled buying and just-in-time
delivery.

To interact with the SaleBlazer service, a buyer merely uses
conventional web browser software on the buyer’s computer.
The buyer interacts to define a query relating to one or more
desired products. The SaleBlazer service via the SalePoint
Software identifies those of the plurality of participating sell-
ers that might carry such products. Once defined, the Sale-
Point Software simultaneously communicates the query to
SaleBridge Software at each of the identified participating
sellers.

Using the query and transaction bridging approach of the
present invention, each SaleBridge Software component per-
forms a search of product, pricing, inventory, etc., databases
based on the query. All sales information relating to each
product identified in the search is delivered to the SalePoint
Software for presentation to the buyer. The buyer may review,
compare and select one or more of the products returned from
one or more of the participating sellers. Caching of common
queries on a day to day basis will also be supported by the
SaleBlazer service to minimize communication overhead.

From an individual buyer’s online perspective, the Sale-
Blazer service will perform a single transaction (e.g., credit
card) processing of multiple product selections spanning
more than one seller. Based on final configuration, the under-
lying transaction may actually involve (1) a plurality of trans-
action processes between each seller and the buyer using the
buyer’s credit card information, and/or (2) a single credit card
transaction for the total from the buyer to the MSIS along with
aplurality of transaction processes with each seller involving
account information of the MSIS.

As part of the sales transaction or in follow up thereto, the
SaleBlazer service will perform automated registration, war-
ranty delivery and acceptance, maintenance contract offer-
ings and purchases, and emailed product information regard-
ing updates and upgrades services. Stored buyer profiles will
minimize buyer interaction required to carry out sales trans-
action and such associated services.

FIG. 28 illustrates an Opportunity Management applica-
tion service that provides for up, cross and seller to seller
opportunity management for automated, email based target
marketing without the need to release buyer or specific seller
information to another participating seller. For example, the
Opportunity Management service will permit a first seller to
contact a buyer that has completed a sales transaction for a
product of a second seller. Similarly, a buyer showing interest
but not buying one of a seller’s products can be automatically
contacted via email offering another of the seller’s products.
The buyer may choose to remain anonymous and still receive
such email through our email forwarding functionality of the
Opportunity Management service.

FIGS. 29 and 30 illustrate Supply, Competition & Sales
Channel Services (“Channel Services”) offered in accor-
dance with the present invention. Each seller’s sales system
contains complete, real time public and private sales infor-
mation. The Channel Services will provide each participating
seller with access to other participating seller’s sales infor-
mation. For example, in response to manually or automati-
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cally generated queries from a seller, the Channel Services
instantly deliver public information such as pricing and prod-
uct descriptions from competing participating sellers. For
queries generated within a sales channel (i.e., by a manufac-
turer and the manufacture’s distributors and retailers), private
information relating to each product such as inventory, inven-
tory projections, numbers sold, margins, etc., can be instantly
exchanged. Such public and private information will also be
used by SFA (Sales Force Automation), ERP (Enterprise
Resource Planning), and SC (Supply Channel) tool vendors
to forecasting inventory, pricing, promotional activities (e.g.,
instant coupons, auctioning and rebate programs), and pro-
duction planning, for example.

FIG. 31 illustrates Sales Promotion Services offered in
accordance with the present invention. Using the Sales Pro-
motion Services, a buyer can generate a query from online
rebate and coupon information for true instant processing,
unlike current online rebate and coupon vendors who incor-
rectly claim to do the same. Further, queries may be generated
from advertising information, e.g., online auction descrip-
tions, online sales brochures, etc., whether or not such infor-
mation originates within the MSIS.

FIG. 32 illustrates an auction function offered in accor-
dance with the present invention. The MSIS supports auction-
ing of products by one or more Seller’s in an environment
where a Buyer using a Web Client(s) can make a bid for one
or more products put up for auction by a Seller via the Seller’s
Web Client software. The Sellers typically employ Auction
Posting to which Buyers send bids. The MSIS Running Auc-
tion Application maintains bids offered by potential Buyers
for one or more Auction Postings put up for auction by Sell-
ers. When the Seller selects one or more Buyers to consum-
mate an auction sale, the MSIS makes it possible to execute
credit-card based transactions employing the Credit Card
Processing Service and one or more Credit Card Companies.

FIG. 33 illustrates a Corporate and +Government Bidding
Service offered in accordance with the present invention. The
MSIS can be used as a bid processing system to support
bidding by multiple Seller’s to meet the requirements of
Buyers, typically corporate buyers. The MSIS Running Bid-
ding Application interacts with multiple Sellers who can par-
ticipate in the bidding process in response to a bid request
posting (BRP) from Buyers. Buyers or Requesters can access
bidding information on the MSIS via the Requester’s Web
Client. Using the Bidder’s Web Client, Bidders can review or
selectively change their bids and also review the status of the
BRP.

SaleBridge Software on Bidder’s System is employed by
the MSIS to interact with the bidder’s system and periodically
update information on the status on bids. In addition, the
inventory of various products available on the bidder’s sys-
tem is selectively accessed by the MSIS via the SaleBridge.

Requesters using a Requester’s Web Client and Bidders
using a Bidder’s Web Client may interact with the MSIS via
an Affiliated Bidding Web & App Server, which selectively
sends Requests or bids to the MSIS and provides information
about them to Requesters and Bidders. Similarly, 3rd Party
Bidding Web & App Servers employ the services of the MSIS
to save bid-related information and to conduct the bid reso-
Iution activities. The various participants in the request and
bidding process are periodically informed about the status of
the bids via email. When bids are decided and the Requester
selects a Bidder, say a lowest bidder, the MSIS facilitates the
execution of the transactions to consummate the purchase of
the products by the Requester.

In one embodiment, the MSIS automatically provides to
the Requester a reference bid that comprises lowest bids for
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individual products from multiple Bidders, thereby assem-
bling the lowest total bid to be used, whether as a reference or
as an actual bid which can be used for purchase by the
Requester. Multiple Sellers may be included in such a refer-
ence bid. When multiple Bidders are selected by a Requester,
where each Bidder supplies part of the Request, the MSIS
facilitates the completion of the purchase by the Request from
multiple Bidders.

FIG. 34 is a schematic diagram of an Integrated Channel
System comprising an Integrated Channel Service Manager,
amanufacturer environment comprising an Inventory system,
a Pricing system, a Configuration system, and an Order ful-
fillment system, a Reseller system for Reseller A comprising
an inventory system and an order system, a Reseller system
for Distributor B comprising a Seller’s system, and a Retailer
system for Retailer C comprising a Seller’s system. In addi-
tion, aretailer sales system for Retailer C is also incorporated.

In general, the Integrated Channel Service Manager com-
municates with SalesBridge software integrated with indi-
vidual Seller systems. Specifically, the Integrated Channel
Service Manager communicates with the SalesBridge soft-
ware installed with each of the Seller systems, namely, the
manufacturer environment, Reseller A, Distributor B, and
Retailer C.

More specifically, the Integrated Channel Service Manager
sends queries related to order status, inventory levels, pricing
and product configuration to the manufacturer environment
and receives information from the manufacturer environ-
ment. It also selectively sends information related to product
sales, pricing, inventory, order status, etc. retrieved from
Reseller A and Distributor B to the manufacturer environ-
ment. In addition, the Integrated Channel Service Manager
facilitates the selective exchange of sales, inventory, pricing,
configuration, order status, etc. between the manufacturer
environment, the Reseller A, Distributor B and Retailer C.
Such selective exchange of information between the manu-
facturer environment, Reseller A and Reseller B occurs via
the SalesBridge software integrated with their respective sys-
tems, under the supervision or control of the Integrated Chan-
nel Service Manager.

As discussed above, quite often, manufacturers of products
employ several distributors, resellers and retailers to sell their
products. Often these distributors and retailers have their own
internet sales presence and endeavor to sell the manufacturers
products on the internet. One of the common problems faced
by these distributors and retailers is their inability to assure
Buyers of the availability of products, whether the product is
coming from their own or the manufacturer’s inventory. This
causes problems during order fulfillment activities after a
Buyer makes a purchase and delay in delivery follows. In
general, manufacturers do not have the ability to determine
the sales executed by their various retailers and distributors.
This causes (the Seller) problems in determining production
targets.

These problems are solved by integrating the sales, order
fulfillment and manufacturing systems of all sellers in the
channel, as shown, for example, in FIG. 34. Such integration
is facilitated by the Integrated Channel service Manager and
the individual SalesBridge software incorporated in the soft-
ware of each of the partners in the channel

Specifically, in the manufacturing environment, in accor-
dance with the present invention, the sales systems of manu-
facturers and their distributors is integrated with (a) the order
fulfillment systems of the manufacturer and all the resellers
and distributors, (b) the inventory management systems of the
manufacturer, (c) the pricing systems of the manufacturer(s)
and distributors (d) the promotion systems of all Sellers, and
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(e) the Configuration systems of the manufacturer which may
be shared by all the distributors and resellers. This makes it
possible to not only provide the ability to fulfill orders for an
individual Buyer from multiple sellers (i.e. one or more dis-
tributors and manufacturers) but also the ability to incorpo-
rate different pricing schemes and promotional schemes in
fulfilling the order. In addition, such integration makes it
possible to incorporate information about the inventory levels
of'the manufacturer and distributors in determining the deliv-
ery date and shipping costs for the Buyer.

In an environment where a manufacturer is not directly
involved, such as in a sales environment incorporating a large
master reseller and their distributors and retailers, the sales
systems of master resellers and their distributors and retailers
is integrated with each Seller’s (a) order fulfillment systems,
(b) inventory management systems, (c) pricing systems, and
(d) promotion systems to accrue the benefits described in the
previous paragraph.

Often a Seller, such as a manufacturer, desires to determine
the selling price of specific Products being offered for sale by
other online Sellers, and their current inventory levels of those
Products, especially if the other Sellers are the Seller’s own
distributors. This, however, is not easy. Such information may
be gathered by visiting the online sales sites of various Sellers
(distributors) and browsing or executing queries on each of
those sales sites to extract pricing information. However, the
integration of the sales systems and inventory management
systems of the various distributors and retailers of a Product
manufacturer makes it possible for the manufacturer to
extract pricing and inventory information from the various
distributors and retailers. It is also possible for the manufac-
turer to not only provide the distributors and retailers with a
centrally maintained and shared set of product information
and marketing collateral, but also provide forecasts of future
pricing changes, delivery schedules, manufacturing sched-
ules and inventory levels.

Another benefit of such integration is the ability to control
promotions. For example, the integration of sales and inven-
tory systems from multiple sellers such as those of a manu-
facturer and the manufacturer’s distributors and retailers
would make it possible to control the flow of promotional
offerings (coupons, rebates, etc.) in an automated way that
would also permit adjusting the promotional offerings
dynamically to meet sales targets. In such an integrated envi-
ronment, the adjustments of promotional offerings is driven
by several parameters, including the volume of sales from the
distributors and retailers, the product inventory levels at vari-
ous shelves and warehouses maintained by the manufacturer
and distributors, the shelf life of the products, etc. In the
online internet based sales environment, the value of coupons
and rebates dispensed to Buyers are thus easily tracked
altered dynamically.

The integration of sales systems from multiple sellers,
especially the integration of sales systems of manufacturers
and their distributors, makes it possible to determine the sale
prices for similar products from different retailers and dis-
tributors that sell the same family of products from a manu-
facturer.

The partners of an integrated channel can retrieve configu-
ration related information from the Manufacturer’s configu-
ration system, via the Integrated Channel Service Manager.
Such information may also be selectively cached by the Inte-
grated Channel Service Manager. The same is true for Pricing
information. Similarly, catalogs of products may be main-
tained by the manufacturer which are then accessed by the
resellers, distributors and retailers via the Integrated Channel
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Service Manager, and optionally directly from the manufac-
turer environment in coordination with the Integrated Chan-
nel Service Manager.

The integration of sales, order fulfillment, inventory man-
agement systems, pricing systems and promotion systems
from various Selling entities that form a part of a manufac-
turer’s channel organization is achieved by (a) specifying
interactions between these systems, (b) identifying informa-
tion exchange (c) specifying programming interfaces (APIs)
and protocols for information exchange and (d) constructing
transactional systems that support such interactions based on
the protocols.

The interactions between the various systems are
expressed as Use-Cases and scenarios. The Use-Cases also
capture details of information exchange. Information
exchange is typically expressed in terms of business objects
such as Quotes, Line Items, Shopping Carts, Prices, Dis-
counts, Orders, Contracts, etc. that are exchanged between
systems. The actual transfer of information is carried out in
one oftwo ways: (1) using XML based information structures
for transfer of structured data between systems or (2)
exchanging references to objects that are saved or instantiated
in a common data exchange layer that is accessible to all
participating systems.

In one embodiment of the present invention, the Integrated
Channel Service Manager is capable of interacting with Sell-
er’s systems (manufacturers, resellers, distributors and retail-
ers) employing a SalesBridge software that is installed on
each of the Seller’s systems. The SalesBridge software is
used by the Integrated Channel Service Manager to execute
queries sent to the Seller’s systems from the Integrated Chan-
nel Service Manager. The Seller systems of the manufactur-
ers, resellers, distributors and retailers, in response, return
shopping carts with prices back to the Integrated Channel
Service Manager. In general, the SalesBridge is used by the
Integrated Channel Service Manager as a remote database
layer that is capable of translating queries received from the
Integrated Channel Service Manager into queries and pro-
cesses that retrieve the requested information, such as con-
figuration, pricing and inventory, from the Seller’s Sales and
other software.

The Integrated Channel Service Manager includes one or
more web server software components with which Buyers’
computers interact, one or more Application server software
components that provide various Sales services to Buyers
accessing them over the internet, and one or more Sales
databases that is used to save various kinds of information
such as customer profile, saved quotes, product categories,
etc.

Among other things, the Integrated Channel Service Man-
ager also supports product category selection, search query
formulation, instant coupon and rebate processing, shopping
cart comparison, composite shopping cart review, shopping
cart pricing and saved quote re-pricing, quote persistence and
query persistence, scheduled delivery information from Buy-
ers, customer profile auto transactions, opportunity manage-
ment and sales agent support, automatic registration of prod-
ucts on behalf of Buyers, and Warranty management. In
addition, it also includes a SalesBridge software interface that
makes it possible to interact with the Seller’s systems.

The Integrated Channel Service Manager activities include
identifying potential Sellers for Buyers based on the Buyer’s
preferences and the actual inventory levels of the Sellers in
the Channel. In addition, it identifies one or more Seller
systems in the Channel as potential participants in a sale.
Should the Buyer decide to consummate a sale based on the
recommendation of Sellers by the Integrated Channel Service
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Manager, the Seller systems participating in the sale are
informed of their role in fulfilling the Buyer’s order by the
Integrated Channel Service Manager. Subsequently, the order
fulfillment systems of the Sellers are queried by the Integrated
Channel Service Manager to retrieve order status information
on behalf of the Buyer.

The Integrated Channel Service Manager assists Buyers in
generating a query for subsequent submission of those que-
ries to Seller’s systems. Queries can take the form of old
saved quotes or shopping carts, coupons selected, rebates
selected, query text, third party shopping carts, sales bro-
chures, persistent queries, etc. The Integrated Channel Ser-
vice Manager preprocesses Buyer specified queries and
delivers them to selected Seller systems that are identified
based on one or more search criteria including, in some cases,
product categories, customer profiles, inventory levels, pric-
ing information, etc.

When the Seller’s systems respond with product and pric-
ing information, for example, with priced shopping carts that
include all or a subset of the Buyer’s product list, the Inte-
grated Channel Service Manager presents the information to
Buyer for interaction with the Buyer. Optionally, such infor-
mation is presented as a comparison of products and prices.

Typically, if a Buyer’s order cannot be fulfilled by one
individual Seller, the Integrated Channel Service Manager
responds to Buyer’s specification of product and pricing
selection by interacting with one or more corresponding Sell-
er’s systems to complete the sales transactions. Subsequently,
the Integrated Channel Service Manager performs post sales
functions which selectively include registration, warranties,
updates, maintenance contracts, opportunity management
etc. Opportunity management is employed to generate addi-
tional sales or repeat sales.

In one embodiment, in order to share information in the
channel, the Integrated Channel Service Manager provides an
information exchange layer that is populated with relevant
data extracted from each of the participants in the Integrated
Channel. Such information is later accessed by other partici-
pants under the control and coordination of the Integrated
Channel Service Manager. The information exchange layer is
implemented using an object-oriented database, objects of
information being transferred to or retrieved from the partici-
pants of an Integrated Channel as XML based structured data.
In another embodiment, the information exchange layer
maintained by the Integrated Channel Service Manager is an
object-oriented layer of software and associated processing
software implemented over a relational database.

The Integrated Channel Service Manager thus makes it
possible to provide a Buyer with a quote for the set of products
the Buyer desires, the quote being assembled from informa-
tion extracted from one or more participants of the Integrated
Channel System and including products and prices provided
by one or more of such participants. When such a quote is
found acceptable by the Buyer and the Buyer places an order
based on the quote provided, the Integrated Channel Service
Manager disassembles the quote to provide relevant portions
of'the quote to the actual participant selling the product to the
Buyer as sub-quotes, and then forwards the sub-quotes to the
participants involved. The Integrated Channel Service Man-
ager selectively, when required, executes credit card process-
ing to execute a single sales transaction for the Buyer that
covers all of the sub-quotes, and thus stands in and executes
sales transactions on behalf of all the participants. In addition,
order status information is retrieved, as necessary and when
required, to enable the Buyer to follow-up on the order
placed.
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FIG. 35 is a schematic diagram of an Integrated Channel
System comprising an Integrated Channel Service Manager
and a manufacturer environment. The manufacturer environ-
ment comprises a data warchouse, a data mining system, and
a SalesBridge software component, a Pricing system and an
Order fulfillment system (and other Configuration and Inven-
tory Systems not shown). The Integrated Channel System
further comprises a Reseller system for Reseller A compris-
ing an inventory system and an order system, a Reseller
system for Distributor B comprising a Seller’s system, and a
Retailer system for Retailer C comprising a Seller’s system.

In general, the Integrated Channel Service Manager com-
municates with SalesBridge software integrated with indi-
vidual Seller systems. Specifically, the Integrated Channel
Service Manager communicates with the SalesBridge soft-
ware installed with each of the Seller systems, namely, the
manufacturer environment, Reseller A, Distributor B, and
Retailer C.

More specifically, the Integrated Channel Service Manager
sends queries related to order status, inventory levels, pricing
and product configuration to the manufacturer environment
and receives information from the manufacturer environ-
ment. It also selectively sends information related to product
sales, pricing, inventory, order status, etc. retrieved from
Reseller A and Distributor B to the manufacturer environ-
ment. In addition, the Integrated Channel Service Manager
facilitates the selective exchange of sales, inventory, pricing,
configuration, order status, etc. between the manufacturer
environment, the Reseller A, Distributor B and Retailer C.
Such selective exchange of information between the manu-
facturer environment, Reseller A, Distributor B and Retailer
C occurs via the SalesBridge software integrated with their
respective systems, under the supervision or control of the
Integrated Channel Service Manager.

As discussed above, quite often, manufacturers of products
employ several distributors, resellers and retailers to sell their
products. Often these distributors and retailers have their own
internet sales presence and endeavor to sell the manufactur-
ers’ products on the internet. One of the common problems
faced by these distributors and retailers is their inability to
assure Buyers of the availability of products, whether the
product is coming from their own or the manufacturer’s
inventory. This causes problems during order fulfillment
activities after a Buyer makes a purchase and delay in delivery
follows. In general, manufacturers do not have the ability to
determine the sales executed by their various retailers and
distributors. This causes (the Seller) problems in determining
production targets.

These problems are solved by integrating the sales, order
fulfillment and manufacturing systems of all sellers in the
channel, as shown, for example in FIG. 35. Such integration
is facilitated by the Integrated Channel Service Manager and
the individual SalesBridge software incorporated in the soft-
ware of each of the partners in the channel

SalesBridge software, in addition to facilitating sales trans-
actions and providing a querying interface, also provides
support for the following services:

Mapping tool

Data WareHousing

Data Mining

As sales software and the ERP market becomes more
mature, a critical need arises for tools that allow two commu-
nicating systems to query each other and selectively exchange
data. An obvious example of this is the scenario where a
company is using SAP as their back-office system, and wishes
to make it interact with the SalesBridge software. An over-
riding concern for customers will probably be SalesBridge
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integration with their current system. The front office suite
(e.g., Multi Seller Interface System (MSIS—or the Integrated
Channel System would need to be able to send quotes, con-
figurations, pricing details, etc. to a seller having SAP for
order fulfillment, inventory and manufacturing. The main
point of integration then becomes the data exchange that
needs to take place: The SalesBridge software translates its
quote object and its config object into the details the SAP
system needs, and sends those details to the SAP database. In
addition, the SalesBridge software translates queries sent by
the Integrated Channel System or MSIS into queries that can
be executed on the databases or back-office systems available
at the Seller (e.g., the manufacturer, reseller, distributor or
retailer).

SalesBridge MapTool (or simply MapTool) is a data map-
ping system or tool. It consists of the three pieces mentioned
above:

a) a GUI and programmatic events that allow a consultant
to map SalesBridge objects to/from fields and tables in a
foreign database;

b) a data transfer engine which (at run time) connects to the
foreign database and allows the actual transfer of information
between the two systems; and

¢) a report kit that provides reporting functionality.

In addition, the SalesBridge software makes use of some of
the artifacts captured by the SalesBridge MapTool to extract
information, save information and to modify information, as
necessary, in the database or associated software systems at
the Seller’s environment.

Details of the Mapping Activity

The mapping between the Seller’s database or run-time
systems and the SalesBridge component is performed as fol-
lows:

1 The MapTool, using JDBC or ODBC (or IDBC/ODBC)
based programming api’s, interacts with the foreign database
(Seller’s database) and retrieves schema information using
Seller provided username and passwords.

2 The MapTool accesses SalesBridge metadata informa-
tion from the SalesBridge software (or retrieves them from
the MSIS system) to identify mapping requirements.

3 The MapTool facilitates the creation of mapping infor-
mation for mapping the SalesBridge metadata to the Seller’s
database.

4 Tt also identifies mapping necessary but not possible, so
that it may be remedied Via additional tables created in the
Seller’s and or SalesBridge environment.

5 Tt also facilitates identification of metadata mapping that
is to be supported by programmatically creating mapping
code components.

Once the mapping is created, it is saved in the SalesBridge
component at the Seller’s environment.

Mapping is used, for example, for all the following types of
information handled by the SalesBridge software:

Inventory

Product Information

Configuration

Pricing

Supplier Related Information

Promotional Information

Order Fulfillment

Transaction Completion (Credit Card Info, etc.)

Order Status

Shipping

Billing

Other . . ..

While SalesBridge enables the Seller to execute sales,
inventory and other related activities, it is desirable to facili-
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tate the collection, processing and archival of such informa-
tion over time in a Data Warehouse. The SalesBridge soft-
ware, via its MapTool, makes it possible to not only map
sales, inventory and other related information into a Data
Warehouse, but also makes it possible to populate such a Data
Warehouse with relevant information at run-time. This
enables the SalesBridge software to act as an interface to the
Data Warehouse for other systems on an Integrated Channel
System or an MSIS system.

Thus, SalesBridge Data Warehouse capabilities include:

Providing a means of creating a mapping between sales,
inventory and other related information and a data ware-
house.

Providing means to save such mapping information in the
SaleBridge.

Providing the means to selectively populate such a Data
Warehouse at run-time.

Providing means to retrieve information from the Data
Warehouse using the SalesBridge querying interface as
well as by a special Data Warehouse service. Addition-
ally, the SalesBridge software can be installed with its
own Data Warehouse so as to provide warehousing ser-
vices to the Seller.

Data Mining is supported by SalesBridge by providing an
ad hoc querying interface to a Data Warehouse that is popu-
lated. Such ad hoc querying interface makes it possible for
other managers of information in the Integrated Channel sys-
tem or at the Seller’s environment to extract information to
enhance their decision making capabilities. In addition, third
party decision support systems are provided an interface to
interact with the Data Mining service.

The partners of an integrated channel can perform Data
Mining transactions and retrieve configuration, pricing, dif-
ferent types of forecasts, sales, marketing, and other related
information from the Manufacturer’s Data Warehouse using
the Data Mining tool. The access to such information is coor-
dinated by the Integrated Channel Service Manager. Such
information may also be selectively cached by the Integrated
Channel Service Manager. The same is true for access to
archived information maintained by the manufacturer at the
Data Warehouse. Similarly, statistical information on prod-
ucts and sales may be maintained by the manufacturer which
is then accessed by resellers, distributors and retailers via the
Integrated Channel Service Manager, the SalesBridge soft-
ware and the Data Mining Tool. Optionally, a reseller or
retailer can directly access such information from the manu-
facturer environment by interacting with the SalesBridge
software in coordination with the Integrated Channel Service
Manager.

The integration of a Data Warehouse and Data Mining tool
that forms a part of a manufacturer’s channel organization is
achieved by a) specifying interactions between these systems
and the SalesBridge, b) identifying information exchange, ¢)
specifying programming interfaces (APIs) and protocols for
information exchange between these systems and the Sales-
Bridge; and d) constructing transactional systems that sup-
port such interactions based on the protocols.

The interactions between the various systems are
expressed as Use-Cases and scenarios. The Use-Cases also
capture details of information exchange. Information
exchange is typically expressed in terms of business objects
such as Quotes, Line Items, Shopping Carts, Prices, Dis-
counts, Orders, Contracts, etc. that are exchanged between
systems. The actual transfer of information is carried out in
one of several ways: a) using XML based information struc-
tures for transfer of structured data between these systems
and the SalesBridge software, b) exchanging references to
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objects that are saved or instantiated in a common data
exchange layer that is accessible to all participating systems,
¢) providing a query interface on the Data warehouse and the
Data Mining tool that is accessed by the SalesBridge soft-
ware, or d) providing a set of application programming inter-
faces using programs written to enable the SalesBridge soft-
ware to interact with the Data Warehouse and the Data Mining
tool.

The SalesBridge software is used by the Integrated Chan-
nel Service Manager to execute Data Mining queries sent to
the Seller’s systems from the Integrated Channel Service
Manager or from other resellers and retailers in the Channel.
The Seller’s systems of the manufacturers, resellers, distribu-
tors and retailers, in response, return the retrieved informa-
tion, if any, back to the Integrated Channel Service Manager
orto the Seller that sent the query. In general, the SalesBridge
software is used by the Integrated Channel Service Manager
as a remote database layer that is capable of translating que-
ries received from the Integrated Channel Service Manager
into queries and processes that retrieve the requested infor-
mation from the Data Mining tool or directly from the Data
Warehouse.

The SalesBridge software is used to populate data into the
Data Warehouse, either directly or via a pipeline of process-
ing software that massages the data before entering it into the
Data Warehouse.

FIG. 36 is a perspective diagram of an online buyer using a
computer 3605 interacting with a server 3620, via the Internet
3610, to specity products that are to be purchased periodi-
cally, to selectively save the specification of products that are
to be purchased periodically in a Script Storage and Execu-
tion Environment 3615, and to selectively retrieve previously
saved specification of products from the Script Storage and
Execution Environment 3615 for modification or for purchas-
ing. The Script Storage and Execution Environment 3615 is
typically associated with a web server 3620 that provides
internet-based web hosting services. In addition, the Script
Storage and Execution Environment 3615 is linked via appro-
priate connections 3645, 3655 to information systems at one
or more manufacturer or merchant environments 3625, 3627.
Such information systems include appropriate internet web
hosting services.

In one embodiment of the present invention, customers to
the web server 3620 are presented with lists of products
extracted from one or more catalogs or from one or more web
content providers such as manufacturers 3625, 3627. If the
customer selects one or more products from the catalogs or
list of products provided by the web server 3620, the customer
is provided with the option of either purchasing the products
selected, saving a selection of products, preferably as a script,
or purchasing as well as saving the selection of products. The
customer is also provided with the option of downloading the
selection of products as a script that can be used to purchase
those products at a future time.

If'the customer chooses to save the selection of products for
subsequent retrieval and purchase, the web server 3620 saves
it as a script in the Script Storage and Execution Environment
3615. Subsequently, the customer can establish a new session
with the web server 3620 to request execution of the saved
script by the Script Storage and Execution Environment 3615
resulting in the purchase of the product. Alternatively, the
customer can send an email from the customer’s computer
3605 to the Script Storage and Execution Environment 3615
over the link 3647 or via the Internet 3610 requesting execu-
tion of one or more previously saved scripts. In response, the
Script Storage and Execution Environment 3615 retrieves the
saved scripts for the customer and executes the scripts. It also
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creates a report including the results from the execution of the
scripts and sends it to the customer as an acknowledgement.

Ifthe customer elects to interactively purchase the selected
products from the web server 3620, the customer can con-
summate the purchase by using a credit card for payment or
by accessing a previously established customer account. The
customer is then given the option of saving the details of the
online sales transactions, including the credit card informa-
tion or customer account used for the sale, for a repetition of
the sales transaction on another occasion. The customer can
selectively retrieve saved sales transaction information in the
form of scripts of structured data, and download it to the
customer’s computer 3605.

The web server 3620 is used by customers to create cus-
tomer profiles. A customer profile includes shipping address,
credit card related information, etc. Once a customer profile is
created, it is used to expedite subsequent customer purchases.
Customers who choose not to have a profile created for them
may be required to enter their shipping address, credit card
related information, etc., during each purchasing activity.

Customer profiles, typically provided by customers during
acustomer profile generation activity, are selectively saved by
the web server 3620 so that they may be used during the
execution of a saved sales transaction script. Such saved
customer profiles are then used to complete sales transactions
and to ship products after executing saved scripts.

Products are located for purchase either by browsing
through several categories of products presented by the web
server 3620 or by searching for them. In one embodiment of
the present invention, a customer, using the computer 3605,
and the Internet connection 3630, accesses one or more cata-
logs presented by the web server environment 3620 associ-
ated with, and operatively coupled to the Script Storage and
Execution Environment 3615. The customer then activates a
purchase button to purchase the products selected. In
response, the web server 3620 creates a transaction script and
communicates the transaction script to the Script Storage and
Execution Environment 3615 via connection 3640. The
Script Storage and Execution Environment 3615 completes a
purchase order for the customer incorporating all the products
selected by the customer and optionally applying all appli-
cable rebates and coupons, based on the transaction script.
Also, based on the transaction script, it performs order ful-
fillment operations aimed at assigning products from the
inventory of one or more manufacturers 3625, 3627 (or retail-
ers or distributors, not shown) to the customer.

In one embodiment, the inventory of some of the products
purchasable from the web server 3620 are selectively main-
tained by the manufacturer/merchant environment 3625. For
such products, to perform order fulfillment activities, the
Script Storage and Execution Environment 3615 interacts
with the manufacturer/merchant environment 3625, over the
connection 3645, in one of two approaches. In the first
approach, the manufacturer/merchant environment 3625
receives purchase orders or purchase order scripts to some
products currently available in their inventory from the Script
Storage and Execution Environment 3615, in order to per-
form order fulfillment for the customer. The manufacturer/
merchant environment 3625 executes the received script or
processes the purchase order to perform order fulfillment. To
provide the customer profile to the manufacturer/merchant
environment, the customer’s profile or a subset thereof, is
made visible or is sent to the manufacturer/merchant environ-
ment 3625, which then ships the products to the customer. In
a second approach, the Script Storage and Execution Envi-
ronment 3615 executes the script representing the customer’s
sales transaction in its environment and interacts with the
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manufacturer/merchant environment 3625 to retrieve order
fulfillment information and to convey shipping information.

In addition to sales transaction scripts, customers may
create order status scripts, report generation scripts, etc. and
save them in the Script Storage and Execution Environment
3615. Such scripts may subsequently be executed at the web
server. They may also be sent to the manufacturer environ-
ment 3625 for execution. The manufacturer environment
3625 can be made capable of executing scripts by incorpo-
rating an instance of the Script Storage and Execution Envi-
ronment 3615 within its environment.

In another embodiment, the manufacturer 3625 is capable
of saving and or executing saved sales transaction scripts or
other scripts sent to it by the web server 3620. Such scripts are
executed by the manufacturer environment 3625, and the
results of the execution are selectively communicated to the
web server 3620 and to the customer using the computer
3605.

Customers can create and save scripts at the Script Storage
and Execution Environment 3615 specifying their preferred
vendor list, product preferences, accounting preferences,
payment methods, reporting preferences, etc. Such scripts are
subsequently accessed by the Script Storage and Execution
Environment 3615 during the execution of sales transaction
scripts.

In one embodiment, the web server 3620 serves as a front
end to the e-commerce sites of manufacturers and merchants
wherein customers purchase products from the web server
3620 and pay for the products purchased via credit cards. The
web server 3620 in turn acquires the products purchased by
the customer from customer designated suppliers (via scripts)
such as manufacturers, distributors or retail merchants. A
supplier is selected based on customer’s profile, the saved
scripts indicating the customer’s preferred vendor list, the
product category, the inventories of products at the various
suppliers, the business arrangements made by the customers
or by the owners of the web server 3620 with various suppli-
ers, and other criteria. In effect, one or more suppliers sells the
products to the web server 3620 which uses the Script Storage
and Execution Environment 3615 to execute the sales trans-
actions and to save such sales transactions information.

In one embodiment, the web server 3620 sends promo-
tional material via email to customers and attaches a script
associated with the purchase of the products being promoted.
The customer selectively edits the attached script and emails
it back to the web server 3620. The web server 3620 selec-
tively forwards the received script attachments to the Script
Storage and Execution Environment 3615 for execution. The
Script Storage and Execution Environment 3615 selectively
executes the scripts and collects the results of the execution to
the web server 3620 and to the customer.

In a similar embodiment, the customer sends an email to an
email address associated with the web server 3620. The email
includes a script that extracts product and pricing information
from the web server 3620 and specifies a destination for the
extracted information. The web server 3620 receives the
email and the script via the associated email address, for-
wards the script to the Script Storage and Execution Environ-
ment 3615, and sends an acknowledgement email to the cus-
tomer. The Script Storage and Execution Environment 3615
executes the script received from the customer and extracts
the required information and forwards it to the destination
specified by the customer in the script.

In one embodiment of the present invention, the script
executed by the Script Storage and Execution Environment
3615 comprises one or more of the commands supported by
the PANINI Language presented in the Appendix A. In this
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embodiment, customers email scripts written in the PANINI
Language to the web server 3620 or directly to the Script
Storage and Execution Environment 3615 for execution. In
addition, the web server 3620 creates scripts in the PANINI
language specifying sales transactions from online customers
and sends it to the Script Storage and Execution Environment
3615 for execution.

In another embodiment of the present invention, a scripting
language other than the PANINI language is employed by
customers, the web server 3620 and the Script Storage and
Execution Environment 3615. The Script Storage and Execu-
tion Environment may be incorporated into the web server
3620 or into a manufacturer’s environment 3625, 3627.

FIG. 37 is a diagram showing the incorporation of a Script
Storage and Execution Environment 3745 into both a web
server 3720 and a manufacturer/merchant environment 3725.
The web server 3720 downloads scripts (of different kinds) to
the manufacturer/merchant environment 3725, as needed,
and requests the manufacturer/merchant environment 3725 to
execute them. The manufacturer/merchant environment 3725
saves the downloaded scripts in its Script Storage and Execu-
tion Environment 3745 and executes the required scripts as
necessary. For example, it executes scripts under the direction
of the Script Storage and Execution Environment 3745, in
response to events during computation of certain services
provided by the manufacturer/merchant environment 3725,
or in response to requests received from the customer’s com-
puter 3725A via link 3750 or 3730. The scripts saved in the
manufacturer/merchant environment 3725 can be selectively
updated by the Script Storage and Execution Environment
3745 when better or newer versions of the scripts become
available. Customers can send requests directly to the manu-
facturer/merchant environment 3725 and to the Script Stor-
age and Execution Environment 3745 as email based scripts.
In addition, they can also send requests via GUI based inter-
actions with web servers, such as web server 3720.

FIG. 38 is ablock diagram showing the different functional
components of a web server environment 3800 that facilitates
email and script based sales transactions. The web server
environment 3800 comprises a script saving and execution
engine 3805, a manufacturer/merchant interface 3810, an app
server interface 3815, an email server interface 3835, an RMI
interface 3820, an HTTP interface 3825, a catalog interface
3830, and a database interface 3840. Other interfaces may
also be incorporated into the web server environment 3800.

The script saving and execution engine 3805 is used to
execute scripts received from customers, manufacturers, mer-
chants and those retrieved from script repository such as a
database. The email server interface 3835 is used to retrieve
scripts sent as email from customers, manufacturers, and
merchants. It is also used to send email to customers, manu-
facturers, and merchants along with attachments of scripts or
reports. The email server interface 3835 provides an interface
that is used to communicate with mail servers such as SMTP
servers, POP mail servers and IMAP servers.

FIG. 39 is a block diagram of a scripting execution envi-
ronment 3900 that provides access to various resources and
information via appropriate interfaces during the execution of
scripts. The Scripting Execution Environment 3900 com-
prises a script execution engine 3920, a script saving unit
3910, an order fulfillment manager 3975, an authentication
manager 3905, a catalog manager 3980, a customer profile
manager 3915, a pricing manager 3970, a search engine 3985,
atracking manager 3925, a statistics reporting manager 3935,
and other related functionality 3930. The various managers
provide a mechanism to access associated services during the
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execution of scripts by the script execution engine 3920
within the scripting execution environment 3900.

Online customers 3950 interact with the scripting execu-
tion environment 3900 via communication links 3955. Online
customers 3950 can download scripts from the scripting
execution environment 3900. They can also communicate
scripts to the scripting execution environment 3900 for execu-
tion. Similarly, manufacturers and online merchant environ-
ments 3960 interact with the scripting execution environment
3900 via communication links 3965.

FIG. 40 is a perspective diagram of an online customer
using a computer 4005 interacting with an online sales and
pricing system 4015, via the Internet 4010, to conduct online
purchases during which the pricing computation employs,
among other things, the customer’s schedule of product deliv-
ery, the forecasts of product prices provided by online futures
trading systems and the projected needs of the customer. The
online sales and pricing system 4015 is typically associated
with a web server 4020 that provides internet-based web
hosting services. In addition, the online sales and pricing
system 4015 is linked via appropriate connections 4045 to
information systems at one or more online futures trading
system 4025. Such information systems include appropriate
internet web hosting services.

Customers are presented with a catalog of products to
choose from by the web server 4020 associates with the
online sales and pricing system 4015, when they visit the
online sales and pricing system 4015. If the customer selects
one or more products from the catalog or list of products
available at the online sales and pricing system 4015, they are
provided with the option of purchasing the products.

If the customer elects to purchase the selected products
from the online sales and pricing system 4015, all applicable
rebates and coupons are applied to the customer’s purchases
by the online sales and pricing system 4015 in the determi-
nation of a final purchase price for the customer. The cus-
tomer can consummate the purchase by using a credit card for
payment. The online sales and pricing system 4015 processes
customer’s credit cards for sales processing. Corporate cus-
tomers are allowed to open an account with the online sales
and pricing system 4015 that will permit them to purchase
products online and settle their accounts periodically.

Customer profiles, typically provided by customers during
a customer profile generation activity, is selectively used by
the online sales and pricing system 4015 to complete sales
transactions and to ship products. Customer profile includes
shipping address, credit card related information, etc. Once a
customer profile is created, it is used to expedite subsequent
customer purchases. Customers who choose not to have a
profile created for them may be required to enter their ship-
ping address, credit card related information, etc. during each
purchasing activity.

In one embodiment of the present invention, a customer,
using the computer 4005, and the Internet connection 4030,
accesses one or more catalogs presented by a server environ-
ment 4020 associated with and connectively coupled to, the
online sales and pricing system 4015. In this embodiment, the
customer would optionally retrieve product information on
one or more products that the customer plans to purchase by
browsing through several categories of products presented by
the online sales and pricing system 4015. The customer then
activates a purchase button to purchase the products selected.
The online sales and pricing system 4015 completes a quote
containing a price for the customer incorporating all the prod-
ucts selected by the customer and optionally applying all

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

54

applicable rebates and coupons. If the customer agrees to the
quote, the quote is converted into a purchase order for the
customer.

The quote and the purchase order would therefore include
prices that are determined by incorporating the schedule of
delivery optionally provided by the customer. The computa-
tion of the prices for the products would also involve infor-
mation on the forecasted prices for the products acquired
from one or more online futures trading systems. For some
products, such forecasted pricing information is accessed
from the manufacturers.

In one embodiment, forecasted pricing information for
both the short-term and the long-term of some of the products
purchasable from the online sales and pricing system 4015
are selectively maintained by the online futures trading sys-
tem 4025. For such products, to perform pricing activities, the
online sales and pricing system 4015 interacts with the online
futures trading system 4025, over the connection 4045, in one
of two approaches. In the first approach, the online futures
trading system 4025 receives a list of products from the online
sales and pricing system 4015 in order to provide futures
related forecasted prices. The online futures trading system
4025 then returns the forecasted prices to the online sales and
pricing system 4015. The returned forecasted prices are used
by online sales and pricing system 4015 in determining the
prices for the products purchased by the customer.

Inthe second approach, the online sales and pricing system
4015 requests live data (or periodically delivered data) on
various products from one or more futures trading systems
and processes such received futures related information in
order to calculate the product prices for the quotes and pur-
chase orders of online customers.

The determination of the total purchase order price
involves identification of delivery schedules for each of the
products on the purchase order and the calculation of prices
for those products using the forecasted prices derived from
futures information provided by the online futures trading
systems. In forecasting the price of a product in the future,
sources of information other than online future trading sys-
tems may also be selectively employed.

In one embodiment, the online sales and pricing system
4015 serves as a front end to the e-commerce sites of manu-
facturers and merchants wherein customers purchase prod-
ucts from the online sales and pricing system 4015 and reim-
burse it, say via credit cards, for the products purchased
online. The online sales and pricing system 4015 in turn
acquires the products purchased by the customer from desig-
nated suppliers such as manufacturers, distributors or retail
merchants. A supplier is selected based on the product cat-
egory, the inventories of products at the various suppliers, the
business arrangements made with various suppliers and other
criteria. In effect, the supplier sells the products to the online
sales and pricing system 4015 which ensures the pricing of
products in a customer’s purchase order based on their deliv-
ery schedules and the forecasted prices for the various prod-
ucts. The online sales and pricing system 4015 selectively
charges the suppliers a transaction fee for generating their
business. The customer is also selectively made to pay a
service charge to the online sales and pricing system 4015 for
its services.

To submit online information on forecasted prices of prod-
ucts to the online sales and pricing system 4015 so that they
can be used to determine purchase prices for customers, one
or more online futures trading systems 4025 establish con-
nections 4055 with the online sales and pricing system 4015.
In some embodiments, the connection 4055 is the internet.
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FIG. 41 is a diagram showing the various inputs and out-
puts of the online sales and pricing system 4015. The online
sales and pricing system 4015 receives Shopping Cart and
Delivery Schedule 4105 and, in response, returns a Quote
4110 containing the prices for various products. In addition, it
optionally receives Customer’s Schedule Changes 4115 from
customers subsequent to a sale and, in response, it returns
Pricing Updates to Quote 4120. It also receives scheduled and
unscheduled Forecasted Prices 4125 from various sources
such as future trading systems and market research firms.
Future trading systems typically provide information on vari-
ous commodities markets and forecasts of prices of various
products from those markets. Market research firms such as
Gartner Group, Forester Research, etc. provide periodic
research reports on various technologies and products. In
order to selectively provide automatic refunds to customers
when the actual costs of products previously purchased by
customers is considerably below the purchasing price paid for
by the customer via an initial quote, the online sales and
pricing system 4015 returns selective Refunds to Customers
4130.

FIG. 42 shows various forms of product price forecasting
information received by the online sales and pricing system
4015 from pricing forecasting systems such as futures trading
systems, commodity trading organizations, market research
institutions, manufacturers, etc. Price forecasting informa-
tion may be received as a table of forecasted product prices
4205, as a graph 4215 showing quarterly variation in product
prices, or as a graph showing trends 4210 such as the graph
depicting an exemplary technology adoption process.

The online sales and pricing system 4015 of FIG. 40 may
receive pricing forecasts categorized by geographic region
where they apply. Some of the pricing forecast information
presented to the online sales and pricing system 4015 from
information providers such as the online futures trading sys-
tem 4025 may selectively be encrypted for subsequent
decryption and processing by the online sales and pricing
system 4015.

In general, pricing quotes for products purchase and the
price forecasts that they are based on may be selectively saved
by customers for subsequent processing. The online futures
trading system 4025 may choose not to honor coupons that
have expired.

In another embodiment, the pricing and forecasting infor-
mation dispensed by information providers such as the online
futures trading system 4025 and received by the online sales
and pricing system 4015 is generated in eXentisible Manipu-
lation Language (XML) format. Such XML formatted fore-
casting information sent by the online futures trading system
4025 is processed by the online sales and pricing system
4015.

FIG. 43 is a block diagram showing exemplary compo-
nents of the online sales and pricing system 4015 of FIG. 40.
The online sales and pricing system 4015 includes a brows-
able catalog 4380 through which customers can select one or
more products for purchasing, a search engine 4385 for
searching for specific products based on one or more criteria,
an Authentication Manager 4305 for veritying the authentic-
ity of customer account information, and a Delivery Manager
4310 which manages the delivery of products to the customer
based on the customer’s schedule of delivery, and a Quote
Generator 4320 that generates quotes for the customer
employing product prices generated by a Pricing Manager
4370. It also includes a Customer Profile Manager 4315
which is used to gather profile information of customers and
an optional Tracking Manager 4325 that is used to track user
buying patterns over a long term. An optional Statistics
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Reporting Unit 4335 selectively provides various statistical
information and pricing related forecast information to cus-
tomers periodically or on-demand.

When customers decide to purchase products from the
online sales and pricing system 4015, the pricing manager
4370 provides pricing functionality that incorporates calcu-
lation of prices based on several factors including the custom-
er’s schedule of product delivery and the forecast of prices
provided by pricing forecast providers 4360. The pricing
manager 4370 also includes a credit card processing unit that
processes customer sales that are based on credit cards, and a
pricer database employed to store pricing related data. An
order fulfillment manager 4375 provides information on
available inventory of products. If a product purchased by a
customer is not in stock or not stored locally at the online sales
and pricing system 4015, the order fulfillment manager 4375
makes it possible to purchase that product from the manufac-
turer, distributors or merchants. Such purchases are done in
one of two ways—seamlessly where the customer does not
realize that the product is being acquired from a manufacturer
or merchant, or explicitly where the customer is aware of the
participation of a manufacturer or merchant in the fulfillment
ot his purchase order.

Online Customers 4350 access the online sales and pricing
system 4015 over the connection 4355. They can browse
through the online browsable catalog of products and services
4380 or search for a specific product or service based on
criteria such as product category, geographical region, brand
names, etc. Pricing forecast providers 4360 access the online
sales and pricing system 4015 over the connection 4395.

In a similar embodiment of the present invention, quote
generation is performed by the electronic commerce software
of a manufacturer or online merchant to which a customer
migrates to from the browsable indexed coupon selection
software, along with a shopping cart with one or more
selected products, a delivery schedule for the products, and
forecasted prices for the products corresponding with their
delivery schedule. This implies that a customer can consum-
mate. a purchase of a product at a merchant or manufacturer’s
e-commerce site following the selection of products from the
online sales and pricing system 4015 and subsequent vector-
ing with pricing forecasts and delivery schedule to the e-com-
merce site.

Quotes created by the online sales and pricing system 4015
may be printed by customers for tracking ofthe delivery of the
products. The printing is facilitated by a print engine that is
either available at the customer’s computer or can be easily
downloaded to the customer’s computer.

In one embodiment, the online sales and pricing system
4015 provides insurance to customers, via an insurance com-
pany, for optionally insurance against losses occurring from
an overestimated quote which, by the time of delivery per the
customer’s schedule, is worth substantially less than the pur-
chasing price of the quote. In another embodiment, the online
sales and pricing system 4015 dispenses refunds or coupons
for subsequent purchases to those customers based on the
price difference between the actual sales price taking into
account the actual prices of the purchased products at delivery
time and the quoted sales price for the products. The coupons
may be redeemed by the customers during subsequent online
purchases at the online sales and pricing system 4015.

To facilitate location of products by a customer, in one
embodiment, the online sales and pricing system 4015 pro-
vides a web interface where products are categorized into
different product categories. A customer browses, using a
web browser, through categories and sub-categories of prod-
ucts to locate and purchase one or more products. The online
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sales and pricing system 4015 also categorizes products by
manufacturers and merchants. If a customer purchases one or
more products on the online sales and pricing system 4015,
the rebates and coupons, if any, are automatically applied to
the final price for the customer.

Internet portals, such as Yahoo, and internet web services,
such as internet service providers (ISPs), can provide an
automatic connection to the online sales and pricing system
4015, so as to provide their readers information on available
products, including forecasted prices for the short or long
term, associated with one or more products on the currently
displayed web page. Alternatively, these portals can route
web browsers automatically to the online sales and pricing
system 4015 to retrieve associated pricing information if nec-
essary, say in a pop-up screen (or frame) automatically cre-
ated by the currently visible web-page provided by the portal.
Thus, readers of web content provided by web page hosts and
portals can retrieve forecasted prices (for short term and/or
long term) while they browse product information.

The online sales and pricing system 4015 makes it possible
to integrate purchasing with software registration and product
surveys. Customers who buy and install software are often
reluctant to register them with the vendor. This situation is
true for other types of products, too. In order to provide an
incentive for registration of products, the manufacturers or
vendors of such products can integrate the online sales and
pricing system 4015 with the registration process so that
customers might be enticed with coupons for their next pur-
chases.

FIG. 44 shows the operation of the pricing logic based on
unit prices of the products as determined by forecasted pric-
ing information obtained from pricing forecast providers and
the delivery schedule provided by the customer. The custom-
er’s delivery schedule 4405 provides information on when the
customer plans to use or consume the products being pur-
chased. The forecasted prices 4410 provides pricing forecasts
obtained from one or more pricing forecast, providers for one
or more products being purchased by the customer, for the
entire duration of the delivery schedule. The online sales and
pricing system 4015 of FIG. 40 generates an online quote
4415 for the customer using the delivery schedule 4405 and
forecasted pricing 4410. The online sales and pricing system
4015 provides support for applying various types of discounts
to the quote of the customer and generates a total price for the
customer. Subsequently, the purchase order is selectively
updated by the application of rebates and coupons that may
become available before the delivery of the products to the
customer, thereby automatically providing savings to the cus-
tomer.

In general, delivery schedules are provided by the customer
to determine pricing based on proposed consumption rate,
consumption schedule or deployment plans of the products.
Refunds or coupons are optionally provided to customers if
the quoted price is significantly greater than the actual selling
price.

Although a system and method according to the present
invention has been described in connection with the preferred
embodiment, it is not intended to be limited to the specific
form set forth herein, but on the contrary, it is intended to
cover such alternatives, modifications, and equivalents, as
can be reasonably included within the spirit and scope of the
invention as defined by this disclosure and appended dia-
grams.

We claim:

1. A searching system supporting a plurality of buyer com-
puters used by a corresponding plurality of buyers, the
searching system comprising:
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a server system communicatively coupled to:

a first seller’s computer used by a first seller to support
promotions for selling a first plurality of products,
each of the first plurality of products having associ-
ated first product data and first promotion information
stored in a first configuration, the first seller having
first web page information available on the Internet;

a second seller’s computer used by a second seller to
support promotions for selling a second plurality of
products, each of the second plurality of products
having associated second product data and second
promotion information stored in a second configura-
tion, the second seller having second web page infor-
mation available on the Internet; and

the plurality of buyer computers, wherein:

the server system accesses:

a first data set comprising both the first web page infor-
mation and the second web page information;

a second data set comprising the first product data, the
first promotion information, the second product data,
and the second promotion information;

the server system converts at least a portion of one of the

first product data, the second product data, the first pro-

motion information or the second product information
from its respective configuration to a local configura-
tion;

the server system accesses the associated first product data

and the associated second product data, the first product
data including a first promotional amount and a first
service charge amount, the second product data includ-
ing a second promotional amount and a second service
charge amount; and

the server system responds to a user query received from

one of the plurality of buyer computers by delivering

selections from the associated first product data and the
associated second product data to the one of the plurality
of buyer computers for display to a corresponding user.

2. The searching system of claim 1, wherein the server
system services a sales transaction between a buyer corre-
sponding to the one of the plurality of buyer computers and
the first seller, the sales transaction for a product of the first
plurality of products.

3. The searching system of claim 2, wherein in servicing
the sales transaction, the server system:

collects payment via interaction with the buyer’s com-

puter;

keeps a first service charge from the payment correspond-

ing to a first service charge; and

facilitates payment to the first seller in an amount of a first

product price less the first promotional amount.

4. The searching system of claim 1, wherein the server
system manages a single sales transaction for a first product
from the first seller and a second product from the second
seller.

5. The searching system of claim 1, further comprising
storage that stores at least a portion of: the first product data
and the second product data correspondingly received from
the first seller’s computer and the second seller’s computer in
a local format.

6. The searching system of claim 1, wherein the server
system, based upon the query, accesses the associated first
product data and the associated second product data from the
first seller’s computer and the second seller’s computer,
respectively.

7. The searching system of claim 2, wherein the server
system is further operable to assess a fee for facilitating the
sales transaction.
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8. The searching system of claim 7, wherein the fee is based
upon value of a payment.

9. The searching system of claim 2, wherein a payment
processed for the sales transaction is a credit card payment.

10. The searching system of claim 9, wherein the server
system spreads the single sales transaction over multiple
credit cards.

11. The searching system of claim 2, the server system
further facilitates warranty registration for the product.

12. The searching system of claim 1, wherein the first
promotional amount corresponds to one or both of an instant
coupon and a rebate.

13. The searching system of claim 1, wherein the server
system further interacts with one or both of the first seller’s
computer and the second seller’s computer to identify the
buyer.

14. The searching system of claim 1, wherein the server
system further interacts with the buyer’s computer to identity
the buyer.

15. The searching system of claim 1, wherein the server
system:

identifies the buyer;

accesses user profile data based upon the identity of the

buyer; and

selects the product based upon the user profile data.

16. The searching system of claim 1, wherein the server
system identifies the buyer for subsequent presentation of
promotions.

17. The searching system of claim 2, wherein the server
system presents a shopping cart to the buyer’s computer
having the product represented therein.

18. The searching system of claim 17, wherein the server
system uses customer profile data corresponding to the buyer
to create the shopping cart.

19. The searching system of claim 18, wherein the server
system presents delivery options for the product with the
shopping cart.

20. The searching system of claim 2, wherein the server
system further presents shipping costs to the buyer’s com-
puter respective to the product.

21. The searching system of claim 2, wherein the server
system transmits an email to the buyer’s computer confirming
the sales transaction.

22. A method of supporting a plurality of buyer computers
used by a corresponding plurality of buyers by a server sys-
tem, the method comprising:

communicatively coupling to a first seller’s computer used

by a first seller to support promotions for selling a first
plurality of products, each of the first plurality of prod-
ucts having associated first product data and first pro-
motion information stored in a first configuration, the
first seller having first web page information available
on the Internet;

communicatively coupling to a second seller’s computer

used by a second seller to support promotions for selling
a second plurality of products, each of the second plu-
rality of products having associated second product data
and second promotion information stored in a second
configuration, the second seller having second web page
information available on the Internet;

accessing a first data set comprising both the first web page

information and the second web page information;
accessing a second data set comprising the first product
data, the first promotion information, the second product
data, and the second promotion information;
converting at least a portion of one of the first product data,
the second product data, the first promotion information
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or the second product information from its respective
configuration to a local configuration;

accessing the associated first product data and the associ-

ated second product data, the first product data including
a first promotional amount and a first service charge
amount, the second product data including a second
promotional amount and a second service charge
amount; and

responding to a user query received from one of the plu-

rality of buyer computers by delivering selections from
the associated first product data and the associated sec-
ond product data to the one of the plurality of buyer
computers for display to a corresponding user.

23. The method of claim 22, further comprising servicing a
sales transaction between a buyer corresponding to the one of
the plurality of buyer computers and the first seller, the sales
transaction for a product of the first plurality of products.

24. The method of claim 23, further comprising:

collecting payment via interaction with the buyer’s com-

puter;

keeping a first service charge from the payment corre-

sponding to a first service charge; and

facilitating payment to the first seller in an amount of a first

product price less the first promotional amount.

25. The method of claim 22, wherein further comprising
managing a single sales transaction for a first product from the
first seller and a second product from the second seller.

26. The method of claim 22, further comprising storing at
least a portion of:

the first product data and the second product data corre-

spondingly received from the first seller’s computer and
the second seller’s computer.

27. The method of claim 22, further comprising, based
upon the query, accessing the associated first product data and
the associated second product data from the first seller’s
computer and the second seller’s computer, respectively.

28. The method of claim 23, further comprising assessing
a fee for facilitating the sales transaction.

29. The method of claim 28, wherein the fee is based upon
value of a payment.

30. The method of claim 23, further comprising processing
payment for the sales transaction of a credit card payment.

31. The method of claim 30, further comprising spreading
the single sales transaction over multiple credit cards.

32. The method of claim 23, further comprising facilitating
warranty registration for the product.

33. The method of claim 22, wherein the first promotional
amount corresponds to one or both of an instant coupon and a
rebate.

34. The method of claim 22, further comprising interacting
with one or both of the first seller’s computer and the second
seller’s computer to identify the buyer.

35. The method of claim 22, further comprising interacting
with the buyer’s computer to identity the buyer.

36. The method of claim 22, further comprising:

identifying the buyer;

accessing user profile data based upon the identity of the

buyer; and

selecting the product based upon the user profile data.

37. The method of claim 22, further comprising identifying
the buyer for subsequent presentation of promotions.

38. The method of claim 23, further comprising presenting
a shopping cart to the buyer’s computer having the product
represented therein.

39. The method of claim 38, further comprising using
customer profile data corresponding to the buyer to create the
shopping cart.
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40. The method of claim 39, further comprising presenting
delivery options for the product with the shopping cart.

41. The method of claim 23, further comprising presenting
shipping costs to the buyer’s computer respective to the prod-
uct. 5

42. The method of claim 23, further comprising transmit-
ting an email to the buyer’s computer confirming the sales
transaction.
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