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(57) ABSTRACT 

A computer-implemented method of updating an electronic 
schedule is provided. The method includes a step of statis 
tically analyzing a collection of data representing historical 
interactions With a plurality of previous potential buyers. 
The method also includes a step of developing at least one 
recommended action item to be taken With respect to a 
current potential buyer based on results of the statistical 
analysis. Finally, the method includes the step of automati 
cally updating an electronic schedule With at least one task 
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CUSTOMER MANAGEMENT SYSTEM 

[0001] The present application is based on and claims the 
bene?t of US. provisional patent application Serial No. 
60/263,019, ?led Jan. 19, 2001, the content of Which is 
hereby incorporated by reference in its entirety. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0002] The present invention relates generally to a cus 
tomer management system. More particularly, the present 
invention relates to a customer management system particu 
larly Well suited for application Within a sales-related indus 
try, such as the automobile sales industry. 

[0003] Attempts have been made to design a system, such 
as a softWare system, that effectively manages interactions 
With customers of a single seller organiZation or multiple 
seller organiZations Within a sales-related industry. Attempts 
have also been made to design a system, such as a softWare 
system, that improves the ef?ciency and accuracy of the 
collection of customer interaction data by a single seller 
organiZation or multiple seller organiZations Within a sales 
related industry. Generally speaking, those attempts have 
generated systems Wherein the decision of Whether to make 
a record of speci?c customer interactions is broadly subjec 
tive in nature and largely dependent on the judgment of a 
human being, such as a seller’s employee. Within those 
systems, in instances When the decision is made to record an 
occurrence of customer interaction, the decision as to 
eXactly What information should be recorded is also broadly 
subjective in nature. Accordingly, many of the customer 
management systems available to seller organiZations Within 
sales-related industries produce inconsistent data. Accord 
ingly, information that can be gleaned from that data (e.g., 
information obtained based on data analysis) Will be tainted 
With inconsistency. 

[0004] A seller’s manager Who accesses statistics derived 
based on inconsistent records of customer interaction has no 
Way to knoW hoW complete or accurate the statistics might 
be. Without generally uniform treatment and processing of 
multiple types of customer interactions, signi?cant customer 
interactions are inaccurately re?ected in the statistics. In 
fact, there are many reasons Why some signi?cant customer 
contacts are not re?ected in the statistics at all. For eXample, 
some customer interactions get lost because the customer 
interaction With the seller Was through an undocumented 
Internet contact, because the customer contacts the seller by 
?lling out a survey that is ?led aWay and forgotten, or 
because the customer interacts With numerous employees of 
the seller including one or more Who make no record of the 
customer contact. Seller-customer interactions get lost for 
all of these and other reasons. 

[0005] Inconsistent and/or incomplete customer interac 
tion information can detrimentally affect the employee’s 
decision making process or strategy implementation. For 
eXample, an employee of a seller organiZation Who accesses 
information pertaining to a particular customer’s interac 
tions With the seller may be presented With generally incon 
sistent and potentially incomplete information. Decisions 
and/or strategies based on inconsistent and/or incomplete 
information are susceptible to inaccuracy. 

[0006] For these reasons and others, systems that do not 
provide a generally standard format for documenting differ 
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ent types of customer interactions and/or systems that place 
unnecessarily high reliance on the diligence of individual 
employees to keep records of customer interactions can be 
problematic. Many employees have little motivation or 
incentive to keep detailed records for their employer. A 
system that requires too much of an employee’s time and 
energy, hoWever, can also be problematic in that the 
employee is forced to expend time and energy that can 
otherWise be devoted to folloWing up on sales contacts and 
completing sales. 

[0007] The present invention addresses at least one of 
these and other problems and offers advantages over the 
prior art. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0008] One aspect of the present invention pertains to a 
computer-implemented method of updating an electronic 
schedule. The method includes a step of statistically ana 
lyZing a collection of data representing historical interac 
tions With a plurality of previous potential buyers. The 
method also includes a step of developing at least one 
recommended action item to be taken With respect to a 
current potential buyer based on results of the statistical 
analysis. Finally, the method includes the step of automati 
cally updating an electronic schedule With at least one task 
representing the at least one recommended action item. 

[0009] Another aspect of the present invention pertains to 
a computer-implemented method of assigning and perform 
ing tasks based on statistical analysis. The method includes 
a step of statistically analyZing a collection of data repre 
senting historical interactions With a plurality of previous 
potential buyers. The method also includes a step of devel 
oping at least one recommended action item to be taken With 
respect to a current potential buyer based on results of the 
statistical analysis. Finally, the method includes a step of 
performing a task that corresponds to the at least one 
recommended action item. 

[0010] Yet another aspect of the present invention pertains 
to a system for assigning and performing tasks based on 
statistical analysis. The system includes means for statisti 
cally analyZing a collection of data representing historical 
interactions With a plurality of previous potential buyers. 
The system also includes means for developing at least one 
recommended action item to be taken With respect to a 
current potential buyer based on results of the statistical 
analysis. Finally, the system includes means for performing 
a task that corresponds to the at least one recommended 
action item. 

[0011] Other features and bene?ts that characteriZe 
embodiments of the present invention Will be apparent upon 
a reading of the folloWing detailed description and revieW of 
the associated draWings. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0012] FIG. 1 is a block diagram of an eXemplary com 
puter system Within Which embodiments of the present 
invention can be implemented. 

[0013] FIG. 2 is a block diagram of an information access 
system. 

[0014] FIG. 3 is a block diagram of another information 
access system. 
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[0015] FIG. 4 is a schematic block diagram of an infor 
mation access system. 

[0016] FIG. 5 is a schematic block diagram of an infor 
mation input system. 

[0017] FIG. 6 is a block flow diagram of a software 
system. 

[0018] FIGS. 7-15 are sample screen shots associated With 
a softWare system. 

[0019] FIG. 16 is a schematic diagram of a particular 
client-seller interaction system. 

[0020] FIG. 17 is a schematic diagram of an automatic 
noti?cation method associated With a softWare system. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF ILLUSTRATIVE 
EMBODIMENTS 

[0021] 1. Exemplary Operating Environments 

[0022] While the present description Will be formulated in 
the general context of a customer management system for 
use Within the automobile sales industry, embodiments of 
the present invention can just as easily be applied in other 
contexts. For example, embodiments can be applied Within 
any sales environment, particularly those that operate in a 
manner that is similar to the automobile sales industry. 
Example alternate sales environments Within Which embodi 
ments of the present invention can be applied include but are 
not limited to those involving the sale of boats, campers, real 
estate, mobile homes, motorcycles, furniture and farm 
equipment. 
[0023] Embodiments of the present invention may illus 
tratively be applied in the context of a computer system. 
FIG. 1 is a block diagram of an exemplary computer system 
Within Which embodiments of the present invention can be 
implemented. The system includes a conventional personal 
computer 10, including a processing unit 12, a system 
memory 14 and a system bus 16 that couples the system 
memory 14 to the processing unit 12. System memory 14 
includes read only memory (ROM) 18 and random access 
memory (RAM) 20. Abasic input/output system 22 (BIOS), 
containing the basic routines that help to transfer informa 
tion betWeen elements Within the personal computer 10, is 
stored in ROM 18. 

[0024] Embodiments of the present invention can be 
applied in the context of computer systems other than the 
FIG. 1 personal computer 10. Other appropriate computer 
systems include handheld devices, multiprocessor systems, 
various consumer electronic devices, mainframe computers, 
and the like. Those skilled in the art Will also appreciate that 
embodiments can also be applied Within computer systems 
Wherein tasks are performed by remote processing devices 
that are linked through a communications netWork (e.g., 
communication utiliZing Internet or Web-based softWare 
systems). For example, program modules may be located in 
either local or remote memory storage devices or simulta 
neously in both local and remote memory storage devices. 
Similarly, any storage of data associated With embodiments 
of the present invention may be accomplished utiliZing 
either local or remote storage devices, or simultaneously 
utiliZing both local and remote storage devices. 

[0025] Personal computer 10 further includes a hard disc 
drive 24, a magnetic disc drive 26, and an optical disc drive 
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30. Magnetic disc drive 26 can illustratively be utiliZed to 
read from or to Write to a removable disc 28. Optical disc 
drive 30 can illustratively be utiliZed for reading data from 
(or Writing data to) optical media, such as a CD-ROM disc 
32. The hard disc drive 24, magnetic disc drive 26 and 
optical disc drive 30 are connected to the system bus 16 by 
a hard disc drive interface 32, a magnetic disc drive interface 
34, and an optical disc drive interface 36, respectively. The 
drives and their associated computer-readable media provide 
nonvolatile storage for the personal computer 10. Other 
types of media that are readable by a computer may also be 
used in the exemplary operation environment. 

[0026] Anumber of program modules may be stored in the 
drives and RAM 20, including an operating system 38, one 
or more application programs 40, other program modules 42 
and program data 44. In particular, one of the other programs 
modules 42 can illustratively be an automobile sales indus 
try system that demonstrates certain features and embodi 
ments of the present invention, Which are described beloW 
With reference to other Figures. 

[0027] Input devices including a keyboard 63 and a mouse 
65 are operably connected to system bus 16 through a serial 
port interface 46 that is coupled to system bus 16. Input 
devices could be connected utiliZing other interfaces such as 
a universal serial bus (USB). Monitor 48 is connected to the 
system bus 16 through a video adapter 50. Other peripheral 
output devices (e.g., speakers or printers) could also be 
included but have not been illustrated. 

[0028] The personal computer 10 may operate in a net 
Work environment utiliZing connections to one or more 
remote computers, such as a remote computer 52. The 
remote computer 52 may be a server, a router, a peer device, 
or other common netWork node. Remote computer 52 may 
include many or all of the features and elements described 
in relation to personal computer 10, although only a memory 
storage device 54 has been illustrated in FIG. 1. The 
netWork connections depicted in FIG. 1 include a local area 
netWork (LAN) 56 and a Wide area netWork 58. Such 
netWork environments are commonplace in the art. 

[0029] The personal computer 10 is connected to the LAN 
56 through a netWork interface 60. The personal computer 
10 is also connected to WAN 58 and includes a modem 62 
for establishing communications over the WAN 58. The 
modem 62, Which may be internal or external, is connected 
to the system bus 16 via the serial port interface 46. 

[0030] In a netWorked environment, program modules 
depicted relative to the personal computer 10, or portions 
thereof, may be stored in the remote memory storage device 
54. For example, application programs 64 may be stored 
utiliZing memory storage device 54 and may include an 
automobile sales industry system that demonstrates certain 
features and embodiments of the present invention, as 
described beloW in relation to other Figures. In addition, 
data associated With an application program, such as an 
automobile sales industry system demonstrating certain fea 
tures and embodiments of the present invention, may illus 
tratively be stored Within data storage 66, Which is associ 
ated With memory storage device 54 (alternatively, or in 
combination, the data may be stored Within one of the data 
storage locations associated With computer 10). It Will be 
appreciated that the netWork connections shoWn in FIG. 1 
are exemplary and other means for establishing a commu 
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nications link between the computers, such as a Wireless 
interface communications link, may be used. 

[0031] Notwithstanding the broad applicability of the 
principles of the invention described above, it should be 
understood that the con?guration of the exemplary embodi 
ment as an application program that is stored on, and enables 
data to be stored on, a remote computer such as remote 
computer 52 provides signi?cant advantages. For example, 
such a con?guration minimiZes the functional requirements 
(e.g., storage capacity) of personal computer(s) 10 and 
enables a broader range of potential adaptive control fea 
tures, simpli?ed system updating and upgrading features, 
and simpli?ed debugging and trouble shooting features. 

[0032] 2. Accessing Information—First Embodiment 

[0033] A.) System 100 

[0034] FIG. 2 is a block diagram of an information access 
system 100 in accordance With one aspect of the present 
invention. System 100 is con?gured such that a system user 
101 interacts With a computing device 102 in order to access 
information. 

[0035] System user 101 is illustratively an individual that 
is internally aligned With a sales-oriented organiZation. For 
example, user 101 may be an employee, manager or oWner 
of an automobile dealership. Accordingly, the information 
accessed from device 102 may pertain to internal client 
management or other dealership-related matters. User 101 is 
able to interact With computing device 102 and access 
information by utiliZing an interface 104. Interface 104 is 
con?gured to receive input from user 101 in the form of 
instructions, queries, commands, and the like. Interface 104 
is further con?gured to display, print, transmit electronic 
mail (e-mail) or otherWise supply information to user 101 
either automatically or in direct response to input(s) made by 
user 101. 

[0036] Box 106 contains exemplary types of information 
that may be accessed by user 101 through interface 104. The 
exemplary types of information include client ?les 108, 
plans/forecasts 110, goals information 112 and daily planner 
information 114. As is indicated by block 116, other types of 
information should be considered Within the scope of the 
present invention. 

[0037] Computing device 102 may include, although it 
need not necessarily include, some or all of the features and 
elements described in relation to personal computer 10 in 
FIG. 1. Computing device 102 can be a handheld computing 
device, a multi-processor computing device, a microproces 
sor-based or programmable consumer electronic computer 
device, a mini-computer device, a mainframe computer 
device or some other computing device. 

[0038] Computing device 102 illustratively includes a 
database manager 118 that includes a search engine 120 and 
an analysis component 122. While database manager 118 
has been illustrated as being internally located Within com 
puter device 102 (e.g., accessibly stored Within an internal 
storage location), database manager 118 may alternatively 
be accessibly stored on an independent, remotely connected 
computing device. In accordance With the latter embodi 
ment, computing device 102, utiliZing a conventional net 
Work connection such as but not limited to those described 
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above in relation to FIG. 1, is able to remotely access and 
utiliZe database manager 118 and its components. 

[0039] Not all of the components of database manager 118 
need be stored in the same location or on the same com 

puting device. For example, search engine 120 can be 
remotely stored, accessed and operated While analysis com 
ponent 122 is locally stored, accessed and operated from a 
location Within computing device 102 (or vice versa). In 
addition, any sub-components of search engine 120 and/or 
analysis component 122 can similarly be stored Within a 
single computing device or Within multiple computing 
devices capable of communicating With one another. 

[0040] Search engine 120 is communicatively associated 
Within a database 128. Dealership database 128 is illustrated 
as being externally located from computing device 102. For 
example, dealership database 128 may be accessibly located 
on an independent, remotely connected computing device 
that is connected to computing device 102 utiliZing a typical 
connection such as, but not limited to, the remote connec 
tions described in relation to FIG. 1. Dealership database 
128 may alternatively be internally located Within comput 
ing device 102 and communicatively connected to search 
engine 120 therein. 

[0041] Database 128 contains a plurality of sub-databases 
130 and 131. Database 128 is illustratively a large database 
associated With a sales-oriented organiZation such as a 
dealership in the business of selling automobiles, and Will be 
referred to hereafter for exemplary purposes as dealership 
database 128. Each one of the multiple sub-databases 130 
illustratively contains information pertaining to one of the 
dealership’s clients (client sub-databases 130). 

[0042] For the sake of the present example, assume that 
dealership has a plurality of clients, namely client A through 
client N. As is illustrated, dealership database 128 thus 
contains a plurality of client sub-databases 130 labeled client 
A through client N. There need not necessarily, hoWever, be 
as many client sub-databases 130 as the dealership has 
clients. 

[0043] Each one of the sub-databases 131 (A-X) contains 
various other information pertaining to the administration of 
the dealership. Sub-databases 131 may be larger or smaller 
than client sub-databases 130 and there need not necessarily 
be as many sub-databases 131 as client databases 130. In 
accordance With one embodiment, at least one of the sub 
databases 131 contains a listing of the dealership’s inventory 
(e.g., automobiles available for sale, automobile service 
parts available, etc.). 
[0044] In accordance With another embodiment, client 
sub-databases may share client information With at least one 
of the sub-databases 131. In other Words, each client sub 
database 130 is not necessarily an exclusive collection of all 
information pertaining to a given client. Other information 
pertaining to the same client may be stored in sub-databases 
131. The content of client sub-databases 130 Will be 
described beloW in greater detail in relation to FIG. 6. 
UtiliZing its remote connection to dealership database 128, 
search engine 120 is able to access and interact With deal 
ership database 128, and therefore With client sub-databases 
130 and sub-databases 131. 

[0045] In most instances, the information to Which user 
101 is given access is either directly obtained or directly 
































