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(57) ABSTRACT 

Amethod and apparatus for enabling or allowing a merchant 
to sell one or more products to different customers at 
different prices and to adjust the prices of one or more 
products sold or offered for sale on a customer-by-customer 
basis. More speci?cally, the method and apparatus enables 
or allows a customer to commit or agree to perform a 
qualifying action in return for receiving a price adjustment 
for one or more products sold by or available from a 
merchant. The qualifying action may be part of a subsidy 
offer provided by the merchant to the customer. In exchange 
for accepting the subsidy offer or completing the qualifying 
action, the customer receives the price adjustment. 
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METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR ESTABLISHING 
PRICES FOR A PLURALITY OF PRODUCTS 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0001] 1. Field of the Invention: 

[0002] This invention relates generally to a method and 
apparatus for establishing prices betWeen a merchant and a 
customer and, more particularly, to a method and apparatus 
for adjusting prices for goods and services offered by the 
merchant to the customer. 

[0003] 2. Description of the Prior Art: 

[0004] For a merchant that provides products (e.g., goods 
and/or services) to a Wide range or number of customers, the 
merchant may ?nd it dif?cult to price its products or services 
such that each individual customer’s price sensitivity is 
taken into account While maXimiZing the merchant’s rev 
enue. Price discounting by a merchant often results in a 
reduced pro?t margin per sale for the merchant, and gener 
ally must be compensated by an increase in sales volume in 
order to raise overall pro?ts for the merchant. Unfortunately, 
merchants may ?nd it dif?cult to predict Which price for a 
product Will optimiZe pro?ts for the merchant on sales of the 
product. Price discounts are also inef?cient for the merchant 
since the discounts are also available to customers Willing to 
pay more for the product than the discounted price. More 
over, a competitive market environment poses additional 
problems to a merchant reducing a price for a product in that 
it may encourage competitors to also loWer their price for the 
product, thereby reducing pro?ts for all merchants selling 
the product. 

[0005] In general, a merchant may like to be able to price 
differentiate among customers such that the merchant 
increases pro?ts by selling each item to a speci?c customer 
at or near the maXimum price that the speci?c customer is 
Willing to pay. Such a strategy is dif?cult for the merchant 
to implement, hoWever, as it may require the merchant to 
price products differently for different customers, usually 
Without de?nite information regarding the customers’ price 
sensitivity. Thus, the merchant may price a product too loW 
for some customers, thereby unnecessarily reducing pro?t 
margins on those sales, While also pricing a product too high 
for other customers, thereby losing some sales altogether. In 
addition, such a strategy does not necessarily achieve the 
goal of loWering prices for products in a Way that attracts 
neW customers to the merchant. 

[0006] A restaurant is one eXample of a type of merchant 
that does not traditionally discount prices. Restaurants are 
particularly vulnerable to brand dilution, since a customer’s 
perceived value of a restaurant or of the quality of food and 
clientele available at the restaurants is often based on the 
price range for food items available at the restaurants, 
thereby making restaurants hesitant to discount prices. HoW 
ever, on a nightly basis, restaurants have perishable food that 
the restaurant needs to sell and seating Which the restaurant 
hopes to ?ll. 

[0007] Some services, such as those available at WWW 
.monkeyrules.com, provide auction services for restaurant 
services or otherWise alloW a customer to bid on dining 
certi?cates for certain amounts. For eXample, a customer 
may bid tWenty dollars for a voucher valued at thirty dollars 
redeemable at a speci?c restaurant. Generally, the restaurant 
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pays for any difference betWeen the voucher value and the 
accepted bid price paid by the Winning customer. The 
restaurant generally hopes that the customer Will make up 
for any losses suffered by the restaurant by bringing addi 
tional people to the restaurant, ordering a sufficient amount 
of food, etc. While the customer obtains a voucher for use 
at the restaurant, the customer does not receive a commit 
ment from a restaurant regarding prices of any of the food 
items available at the restaurant. 

[0008] Other services, such as those provided by iDine 
Prime (WWW.idineprime.com), alloW a customer to receive a 
retroactively applied discount for a meal at a restaurant. 
Thus, the customer must pay fall price for the meal up front 
and receive a discount for the meal at a later time, often on 
their credit card bill. Typically, the restaurant pays a com 
mission to a discount program provider operating the ser 
vice. In many cases, restaurants only join such a service 
When they are neW and need to attract a customer base. The 
restaurants usually cease to participate after becoming estab 
lished as the service erodes the restaurant’s pro?t margins. 
As With the voucher system discussed above, a customer 
using the service does not receive a commitment from a 
restaurant regarding prices of any of the food items available 
at the restaurant. 

[0009] Despite the state-of-the-art in pricing systems, 
there remains a need for a method and apparatus for alloW 
ing or enabling a merchant, such as a restaurant, to offer 
different prices to different customers for the same products 
and to adjust prices for products on a customer-by-customer 
basis. Preferably, such a method and apparatus Would not 
subject the merchant to brand dilution, or at least reduce the 
occurrence and affect of brand dilution, and Would enable 
the merchant to maXimiZe pro?ts on the sales of its products 
and to attract neW customers having various levels of price 
sensitivity. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0010] Accordingly, it is an object of the present invention 
to provide a method and apparatus for enabling or alloWing 
a merchant to sell one or more products to different cus 

tomers at different prices and to adjust the prices of one or 
more products sold or offered for sale on a customer-by 
customer basis. More speci?cally, the method and apparatus 
enables or alloWs a customer to commit or agree to perform 
a qualifying action in return for receiving a price adjustment 
for one or more products sold by or available from a 
merchant. The qualifying action may be part of a subsidy 
offer provided by the merchant to the customer. In exchange 
for accepting the subsidy offer or completing the qualifying 
action, the customer receives the price adjustment. The 
qualifying action may include, but is not limited to, accept 
ing a magaZine subscription, dining at a speci?c restaurant, 
enrolling in a credit card program, purchasing a minimum 
number of products or spending a minimum amount at a 
designated merchant, sWitching long distance telephone 
service providers, etc. 

[0011] The method of the present invention may be imple 
mented or operated by a merchant or by a controller or other 
central source for or on behalf of one or more merchants. 

The method of the present invention, as implemented by a 
merchant or controller, includes a step during Which an 
indication of a plurality of items (e.g., cars, food items, 
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theater tickets, etc.) available from a merchant, each of the 
items having an initial price, is provided directly or indi 
rectly to a customer, a step during Which an indication of an 
available price adjustment is provided directly or indirectly 
to the customer, a step during Which an indication of a 
subsidy offer associated With the price adjustment is pro 
vided directly or indirectly to the customer, and a step during 
Which the initial price for at least one of the items in the 
plurality of items is adjusted to determine a second price for 
the item(s). 
[0012] Additional objects, advantages, and novel features 
of the invention shall be set forth in part in the description 
that folloWs, and in part Will become apparent to those 
skilled in the art upon examination of the following or may 
be learned by the practice of the invention. The objects and 
the advantages may be realiZed and attained by means of the 
instrumentalities and in combinations particularly pointed 
out in the appended claims. 

[0013] To achieve the foregoing and other objects and in 
accordance With the purposes of the present invention, as 
embodied and broadly described herein, a method for adjust 
ing a price of at least one of a plurality of products includes 
providing an indication of a plurality of products, each of the 
plurality of products having an initial price, providing an 
indication of an available price adjustment, providing an 
indication of a subsidy offer associated With the price 
adjustment, the subsidy offer including at least one qualify 
ing action, and determining a second price for at least one of 
said plurality of products. 
[0014] In another embodiment of a method of the present 
invention, a method for adjusting a total price for a plurality 
of products includes providing an indication of a plurality of 
products, providing an indication of an initial total price of 
the plurality of products and a price adjustment, providing 
an indication of a subsidy offer associated With the price 
adjustment, the subsidy offer including at least one qualify 
ing action, and adjusting the initial total price of the plurality 
of products by the price adjustment. 
[0015] In a further embodiment of a method of the present 
invention, a method for adjusting prices of one or more 
items available at a restaurant includes receiving a request 
for a list of items associated With a restaurant, providing an 
indication of the list, Wherein the list includes a plurality of 
items available from the restaurant, each of the plurality of 
items having an associated initial price and an associated 
price adjustment available upon completion of a qualifying 
action, receiving an indication of a commitment to complete 
the qualifying action, and adjusting the associated initial 
price of at least one of the plurality of items by its respective 
price adjustment. 
[0016] To achieve the foregoing and other objects and in 
accordance With the purposes of the present invention, as 
embodied and broadly described herein, a system for adjust 
ing the price of at least one product includes memory, a 
communication port, and a processor connected to the 
memory and the communication port, the processor being 
operative to provide an indication of a plurality of products, 
each of the plurality of products having an initial price, 
provide an indication of a price adjustment, provide an 
indication of a subsidy offer associated With the price 
adjustment, the subsidy offer including at least one qualify 
ing action; and determine a second price for at least one of 
the plurality of products. 
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0017] The accompanying draWings, Which are incorpo 
rated in and form a part of the speci?cation, illustrate the 
preferred embodiments of the present invention, and 
together With the descriptions serve to explain the principles 
of the invention. 

IN THE DRAWINGS 

[0018] FIG. 1 is a ?oWchart of a ?rst embodiment of a 
method in accordance With the present invention; 

[0019] FIG. 2 is a block diagram of system components 
for an embodiment of an apparatus usable With the method 
of FIG. 1; 

[0020] FIG. 3 is a ?oWchart of a method complementary 
to the method of FIG. 1 from the point of vieW of a customer 
device of FIG. 2; 

[0021] FIG. 4 is a ?oWchart of a second embodiment of 
the method of the present invention; 

[0022] FIG. 5 is a ?oWchart of a third embodiment of the 
method of the present invention; 

[0023] FIG. 6 is a ?oWchart of a fourth embodiment of the 
method of the present invention; 

[0024] FIG. 7 is a ?oWchart of a method complementary 
to the method of FIG. 1 from the point of vieW of a merchant 
device of FIG. 2; 

[0025] FIG. 8 is a block diagram illustrating a represen 
tative controller of FIG. 2; 

[0026] FIG. 9 is a tabular representation of a possible data 
structure for the merchant database of FIG. 8; 

[0027] FIG. 10 is a tabular representation of a possible 
data structure for the customer database of FIG. 8; 

[0028] FIG. 11 is a tabular representation of a possible 
data structure for the subsidy database of FIG. 8; and 

[0029] FIG. 12 is a block diagram illustrating a represen 
tative customer device of FIG. 2. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
EMBODIMENTS 

[0030] A ?rst embodiment 100 of a method in accordance 
With the principles of the present invention is illustrated in 
FIG. 1. The method 100 alloWs a merchant to sell products 
to different customers at different prices and to adjust the 
prices of one or more products sold or offered for sale on a 
customer-by-customer basis. More speci?cally, the method 
100 alloWs a customer to commit or agree to perform a 
qualifying action in return for receiving a price adjustment 
for one or more products sold by or available from a 
merchant. The qualifying action may be part of a subsidy 
offer provided by the merchant to the customer. In exchange 
for accepting the subsidy offer or completing the qualifying 
action, the customer may receive the price adjustment. The 
qualifying action may include, but is not limited to, accept 
ing a magaZine subscription, dining at a speci?c restaurant, 
enrolling in a credit card program, purchasing a minimum 
number of products at a designated merchant, sWitching 
long distance telephone service providers, etc. 
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[0031] A price adjustment may be a ?xed discount 
amount, a percentage discount, etc. Thus, a price adjustment 
may be of a certain type or designation. In addition, price 
adjustments may often have a value associated With them, 
Which value may comprise both real and perceived compo 
nents. 

[0032] For purposes of discussion and explanation, but not 
limitation, of the present invention, the term “products” and 
phrase “products offered by a merchant” Will be taken to 
include tangible goods and intangible services that may be 
offered by the merchant. The terms “product” and “item” 
Will also be used interchangeably herein. 

[0033] For eXample, a merchant may alloW a customer to 
purchase a product at an initial price or, if the customer 
satis?es or agrees to satisfy a qualifying condition, the 
customer may be entitled to receive a price adjustment 
applicable toWard the initial price of the product, Which may 
loWer the price for the product for the customer. In some 
embodiments of the method 100, the customer may knoW 
the available price adjustment applicable toWard the initial 
price prior to committing to satisfying or otherWise com 
pleting the qualifying action. 

[0034] As another eXample of an implementation or use of 
the method 100, a customer interested in purchasing several 
different products from a single merchant may be offered the 
opportunity via a subsidy offer to complete a qualifying 
action, thereby entitling the customer to receive a price 
adjustment for all of the products or individual price adjust 
ments applied to individual products. If the customer accepts 
the subsidy offer, the customer may pay a loWer price for the 
products. 

[0035] The method 100 may be implemented or operated 
by a merchant, or by a controller or other central source for 
or on behalf of one or more merchants. The method 100 

illustrated in FIG. 1 includes a step 102 during Which an 
indication of a plurality of items (e.g., cars, produce, food 
items, prescription drugs, pieces of electronic equipment, 
theater tickets, etc.) available from a merchant, each of the 
items having an initial price, may be provided directly or 
indirectly to a customer, a step 104 during Which an indi 
cation of an available price adjustment may be provided 
directly or indirectly to the customer, a step 106 during 
Which an indication of a subsidy offer associated With the 
price adjustment may be provided directly or indirectly to 
the customer, and a step 108 during Which the initial price 
for at least one of the items in the plurality of items may be 
adjusted to determine a second price for the item(s). TWo or 
more of the indications provided during the steps 102, 104 
and/or 106 may be combined into a single indication if 
desired. Similarly, any tWo or more of the steps 102, 104, 
106 and/or 108 may be combined into a single step or 
performed in alternative orders if desired. Each of the steps 
102, 104, 106 and 108 Will be discussed in more detail 
beloW. 

[0036] As a simple eXample of one implementation of the 
method 100, a customer may Wish to ascertain or establish 
prices for food items available at a restaurant. The customer 
may send a request for a menu or other list of food items to 
a controller or other device operated by or for the restaurant. 
Alternatively, the customer may provide an indication of a 
selection of food items or other products that the customer 
is interested in. In response to the customer’s request or 
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selection, the controller or other device may provide an 
indication of such a plurality of items during the step 102. 
Each of the food items described or listed in the indication 
sent during the step 102 may have an associated initial price, 
Which may or may not be communicated to the customer. 
Alternatively, a total price may be associated With all of the 
food items described or listed in the indication sent during 
the step 102. 

[0037] The controller or other device may also provide an 
indication to the customer of a price adjustment during the 
step 104, the price adjustment being applicable to one or 
more of the plurality of items indicated during the step 102. 
For eXample, the price adjustment may be a one-dollar 
discount applicable to one or more of the food items 
indicated during the step 102. Alternatively, the price dis 
count may be a ten percent (10%) discount off the initial 
price of one or more of the food items indicated during the 
step 102 or the total price for tWo or more of the food items 
indicated during the step 102. 

[0038] The controller or other device may provide an 
indication to the customer of one or more subsidy offers 
during the step 106 that is associated With the price adjust 
ment and/or one or more of the plurality of items indicated 
in the step 102. If the customer accepts the subsidy offer, the 
customer is then entitled to the price adjustment indicated 
during the step 104. A subsidy offer may require that the 
customer agree to a sWitch in long distance telephone 
service providers, that the customer agree to a magaZine 
subscription, that the customer agree to submit an applica 
tion for a neW credit card, or that the customer agree to 
complete or satisfy some other qualifying action. 

[0039] The customer may indicate an acceptance or rejec 
tion of the subsidy offer indicated during the step 106 by 
sending a message, signal or other indication back to the 
controller or other device. Alternatively, the customer’s 
acceptance of the subsidy offer indicated during the step 106 
may be implied or assumed unless the customer indicates 
otherWise. 

[0040] During the step 108, a neW or second price is 
determined for one or more of the food items indicated 
during the step 102. The neW or second price may be 
communicated to the customer immediately. Alternatively, 
in embodiments Where the customer is not at the restaurant 
When the method 100 is being performed, the customer may 
have to Wait until the customer visits the restaurant to learn 
What the neW or second price is. 

[0041] One of the signi?cant advantages provided by the 
method and apparatus of the present invention to a merchant 
is that the merchant can noW alloW different customers to 
obtain different prices for the same products, thereby alloW 
ing the customers to make purchasing decisions based on 
their oWn price sensitivity. In addition, the method and 
apparatus of the present invention alloWs a merchant to 
provide differential pricing among customers While mini 
miZing brand dilution. That is, because the prices for one or 
more items available at a merchant are unchanged, unless a 

customer commits to satisfying, or actually satis?es, a 
qualifying action, or accepts a subsidy offer, the merchant 
does not provide reduced prices to all customers. Further, the 
merchant may receive a bene?t from the completion of a 
qualifying action by the customer. 

[0042] In some embodiments, a third party entity may 
subsidiZe any losses incurred by the merchant When the 
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merchant adjusts a price downward. Third party participants 
(e.g., long distance telephone service providers, internet 
service providers) often face high costs When acquiring a 
neW customer. Traditional acquisition methods, such as 
direct mail offers, typically have a loW response rate to the 
offer. Thus, it is often dif?cult for third party participants to 
target the right offer to the right customer at the right time. 
By subsidizing some or all of a merchant’s price adjustments 
offered to a customer, the subsidiZing third party may gain 
access to the merchant’s customers and may obtain a mar 
keting opportunity to acquire neW customers. 

[0043] One of the signi?cant advantages provided by the 
method and apparatus of the present invention to a customer 
is that the customer may receive opportunities to receive 
price adjustments for products When making purchasing 
decisions regarding products offered by a merchant. For 
eXample, a customer may decide to pay the full price for an 
item sold by a merchant. Alternatively, the customer may 
elect to accept a subsidy offer, thereby enabling the customer 
to obtain a price that is loWer than full price for the item if 
the customer completes or otherWise satis?es a qualifying 
action associated With the subsidy offer. 

[0044] Each of these and other advantages of the method 
and apparatus of the present invention Will be disclosed in 
more detail beloW. 

[0045] NoW referring to FIG. 2, an apparatus or system 
200 usable With the method 100 is illustrated. The apparatus 
200 includes a controller 202 that may communicate With 
one or more customer or user devices 204, 206, one or more 

merchant devices 208, 210, and one or more subsidiZer 
devices 212, 214 directly or indirectly via a computer, data, 
or other communications netWork 216. The controller 202 
may perform some or all of the steps 102, 104, 106 and 108 
of the method 100 and receives information, indications, etc. 
from users Who may be using the customer devices 204, 206, 
from merchants via the merchant devices 208, 210, and/or 
from subsidiZers via the subsidiZer devices 212, 214. For 
eXample, during the step 102, the controller 202 may send or 
otherWise provide to a customer an indication of a plurality 
of items available at a merchant. If the merchant is a 
restaurant, the plurality of items may represent a menu or 
partial menu of food items available at the restaurant. As a 
further example, during the step 104, the controller 202 may 
provide an indication to the customer of a price adjustment 
available for one or more of the food items available at the 
restaurant if the customer agrees to the subsidy offer 
described in the indication provided by the controller 202 to 
the customer during the step 106. 

[0046] The controller 202 may complete some or all of the 
steps of the method 100 on behalf of a single merchant, a 
collection of merchants, a service provider supporting one or 
more merchants, etc. Moreover, the controller 202 may be 
located at a single merchant or be operated by, for, or on 
behalf of one or more merchants. In some embodiments, the 
controller 202 may also function as a customer device, a 
merchant device, and or a subsidiZer device. The con?gu 
ration, operation and use of the controller 202 Will be 
described in more detail beloW. 

[0047] The customer devices 204, 206 preferably alloW 
users to interact and communicate With the controller 202, 
merchant devices 208, 210, and the remainder of the appa 
ratus 200. The customer devices 204, 206 may also enable 
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a user to communicate With a merchant or subsidiZer. For 

eXample, a customer may send or otherWise transmit a 
request via a customer device to a merchant device or the 
controller 202 that the controller 202 or the merchant device 
provide to the customer a list of one or more items available 
at the merchant. More speci?cally, if the merchant supported 
by the controller 202 is a restaurant, the customer may send 
a request to the controller 202 to send a menu or list of food 
items available at the restaurant. 

[0048] If desired, the customer devices 204, 206 may also 
be directly or indirectly connected to, or otherWise in 
communication With, other devices. In some embodiments, 
a customer device may also function as a merchant or 

subsidiZer device or as the controller 202. Acustomer device 
may include or comprise a telephone, cellular telephone, 
personal digital assistant (PDA), computer, Workstation, 
Web-enabled device, vending machine, kiosk, etc. The con 
?guration, operation and use of customer devices Will be 
described in more detail beloW. 

[0049] The merchant devices 208, 210 preferably alloW 
merchants to interact With the controller 202, subsidiZer 
devices, customer devices and the remainder of the appara 
tus 200. The merchant devices 208, 210 may also enable a 
merchant to communicate With a customer and/or a subsi 
diZer. A merchant device may perform some or all of the 
steps 102, 104, 106 and 108 of the method 100. For eXample, 
a merchant device operated by or for a restaurant may send 
or otherWise provide an indication of food items available at 
the restaurant during the step 102. 

[0050] If desired, the merchant devices 208, 210 may also 
be connected to or otherWise in communication With other 
devices. In some embodiments, a merchant device may also 
function as a customer or subsidiZer device or as the 

controller 202. Merchant devices may be or include point 
of-sale terminals or displays, cash registers, computers, 
servers, kiosks, vending machines, etc. The con?guration, 
operation and use of merchant devices Will be described in 
more detail beloW. 

[0051] The subsidiZer devices 212, 214 preferably alloW 
subsidiZers to interact With the controller 202 and the 
remainder of the apparatus 200. The subsidiZer devices 212, 
214 may also enable a subsidiZer to communicate With one 
or more merchants and/or subsidiZers. If desired, the subsi 
diZer devices 212, 214 may also be connected to or other 
Wise in communication With other devices. In some embodi 
ments, a subsidiZer device may also function as a customer 
or subsidiZer device or as the controller 202. The con?gu 
ration, operation and use of subsidiZer devices Will be 
described in more detail beloW. 

[0052] The communications netWork 216 might be the 
Internet, the World Wide Web, or some other public or 
private computer, Wireless, cable, telephone, vending, data 
or communications netWork or intranet, as Will be described 
in further detail beloW. The communications netWork 216 is 
only meant to be generally representative of cable, com 
puter, telephone or other communication netWorks for pur 
poses of elaboration and explanation of the present invention 
and other devices, netWorks, etc. may be connected to the 
communications netWork 216 Without departing from the 
scope of the present invention. The communications net 
Work 216 is also intended to be representative of, and 
include all or a part of, the Internet, the World Wide Web, 
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and other privately or publicly operated networks. The 
communications network 216 can also include other public 
and/or private wide area networks, telephone networks, 
wireless networks, local area networks, data communication 
networks or connections, intranets, routers, satellite links, 
microwave links, cellular or radio links or networks, wire 
less networks, ?ber optic transmission lines, ISDN lines, T1 
lines, telephone lines, DSL, etc. In some embodiments, a 
customer device, merchant device, and/or subsidiZer device 
may be directly connected to the controller 202 or each 
other, thereby reducing or even eliminating the use or need 
for the communications network 216. The methods of the 
present invention are not dependent on the type of connec 
tions or communications between the controller 202, cus 
tomer devices, merchant devices and subsidiZer devices of 
the system 200 or the con?guration, implementation, or use 
of the communications network 216. 

[0053] Now referring again to FIG. 1, the method 100 and 
the steps 102, 104, 106 and 108 will be discussed in more 
detail in relation to the system 200 illustrated in FIG. 2. For 
purposes of explanation, but not limitation of the present 
invention, the method 100 and the steps 102, 104, 106 and 
108 will be described as being implemented primarily by the 
controller 202. However, some or all of the steps 102, 104, 
106 and 108 can be initiated, completed and/or implemented 
by one or more other devices, such as a merchant device, 
subsidiZer device, customer device, etc. 

[0054] As previously discussed above, the method 100 
may include a step 102 during which the controller 202 
provides an indication of a plurality of items, typically to a 
customer, customer device or some other entity or device. 
The indication may include or comprise an e-mail message, 
a voice-mail message, Web page download, facsimile trans 
mission, etc. or some other form of communication between 
the controller 202 and a customer device. The indication 
provided by the controller 202 during the step 102 may be 
sent to a customer, customer device or other entity or device 
via the communications network 216 or via some other 
communication channel. The controller 202 may store infor 
mation regarding customers and customer devices in a 
customer database, which may be populated, accessed, 
updated, maintained and/or hosted by the controller 202 or 
some other device. 

[0055] The indication sent by the controller 202 during the 
step 102 may be in response to a request by a customer sent 
via a customer device for such a list or menu of products 

available at a particular merchant, such as a restaurant, toy 
store, pharmacy, department store, hardware store, etc. 
Alternatively, the indication sent by the controller 202 
during the step 102 may be in response to an indication from 
a customer sent via a customer device regarding one or more 

speci?c products or product groups (e.g., camping equip 
ment, dinner specials, books, clothing, automobile tires) that 
the customer is interested in learning more about. For 
eXample, in an implementation wherein the controller 202 is 
implementing the method 100 for a restaurant, a customer 
may be interested in learning about the food selections or 
options available at the restaurant. The customer may send 
a request via e-mail or other electronic signal, telephone call, 
facsimile, etc. for the controller 202 to send a menu or other 
list of some or all of the food selections or options available 
at the restaurant or to send information regarding speci?c 
food items available at the restaurant. 

Nov. 7, 2002 

[0056] In a second eXample, the controller 202 may oper 
ate a World Wide Web site (“Web site”) that a customer can 
access via a customer device. The Web site may provide a 

list of products available from one or more merchants, 
thereby providing the indication of a plurality of products 
during the step 102 when a customer accesses the Web site. 
Alternatively, the Web site may enable or allow the customer 
to make a general (e.g., tennis rackets or sports equipment) 
or speci?c (e.g., a speci?c tennis racket) request for infor 
mation about one or more products, to make a selection of 

one or more products, etc. 

[0057] In an implementation wherein the controller 202 is 
implementing the method 100 via a Web site for or on behalf 
of a restaurant, the customer may be able to receive a list or 
menu of food items available at the restaurant via the Web 
site that the customer can display on a customer device. In 
some embodiments, only some of the food products avail 
able at the restaurant will be displayed or otherwise indi 
cated to the customer during the step 102. In other embodi 
ments, all of the food products available at the restaurant 
will be displayed or otherwise indicated to the customer 
during the step 102. In still other embodiments, some or all 
of the food products (e.g., a complex or expensive dessert, 
an entrée that is time-consuming to prepare) indicated 
during the step 102 may not be orderable by the customer at 
the restaurant and may only be orderable by the customer via 
the Web site. 

[0058] The indication provided by the controller 202 dur 
ing the step 102 may or may not include price or other 
information for one or more of the products indicated. For 
eXample, in the previous restaurant implementation, the 
indication may include price, calorie-count, spiciness, 
preparation time, ingredient or other information for some or 
all of the plurality of indicated products. In some embodi 
ments, a customer may be able to receive a price adjustment 
for one or more products even though the price(s) to be 
charged for the product(s) is not determined until a later 
time. For eXample, a price for a “?sh of the day” menu item 
for a restaurant may change depending on the type of ?sh, 
the amount of ?sh in inventory, seasonal variations, etc. A 
customer may be able to obtain information regarding the 
“?sh of the day” menu item from information the controller 
202 provides during the step 102, even if the restaurant does 
not establish the price for the menu item until the customer 
dines at the restaurant. The controller 202 may store infor 
mation regarding the products indicated during the step 102 
in a product database, which may be populated, accessed, 
updated, maintained and/or hosted by the controller 202 or 
some other device. The controller 202 may also query a 
merchant, merchant device, or other entity or device for such 
information. 

[0059] After the controller provides an indication of a 
plurality of products during the step 102, during the step 
104, the controller 202 provides an indication of at least one 
price adjustment during the step 104 that may be applicable 
to one or more of the plurality of products indicated during 
the step 102. The indication provided during the step 102 
may be combined with the indication provided during the 
step 104. The steps 102 and 104 may be combined into a 
single step, performed simultaneously, performed in the 
opposite order, performed with a small or large time delay 
in between them, etc. 



US 2002/0165771 A1 

[0060] In a similar manner to the indication sent by the 
controller 202 during the step 102, the indication sent during 
the step 104 may include or comprise an e-mail message, a 
voice-mail message, Web page doWnload, facsimile trans 
mission, etc. or some other form of communication betWeen 
the controller 202 and a customer device. The indication 
provided by the controller 202 during the step 104 may be 
sent to a customer, customer device or other entity or device 
via the communications netWork 216 or via some other 
communication channel. In some embodiments, the indica 
tion sent during the step 102 may be provided in a different 
format or via a different communication channel than the 
indication sent during the step 104. 

[0061] The price adjustment indicated by the controller 
202 during the step 104 may be a ?xed price discount 
available for one or more of the products indicated during 
the step 102, a percentage discount available for one or more 
of the products indicated during the step 102, etc. The price 
adjustment may also be variable or otherWise a function of 
one or more factors, such as, for example, the day of the 
Week, the number of products indicated, the Wholesale or 
retail price of one or more of the products indicated, a 
merchant’s inventory level of one or more of the products 
indicated, an expiration date for one or more of the products 
indicated, the occurrence of a speci?c external event (e.g., 
rain, a holiday, a change in the DoW Jones Industrial 
Average, a sale, product shortage), the demographic pro?le 
of a customer to Whom the indication is sent, the credit 
balance, history or rating of a customer to Whom the 
indication is sent, the shopping history of a customer to 
Whom the indication is sent (e.g., is the customer a neW or 
frequent customer of a particular merchant), etc. 

[0062] The price adjustment indicated during the step 104 
may be applicable to one, some or all of the plurality of 
products indicated during the step 102. Alternatively, the 
price adjustment may be allocated for a group of the 
products indicated during the step 102. For example, a price 
adjustment may be applicable to the total price of group of 
food products available to a customer at a restaurant, even 
if the individual prices of the food products are not com 
municated to the customer. 

[0063] In some embodiments, the indication provided 
during the step 104 may include more than one price 
adjustment. Different price adjustments may be associated 
With different products indicated during the step 102 or With 
different subsidy offers or qualifying actions indicated dur 
ing the step 106. For example, in the restaurant implemen 
tation discussed above, the indication sent by the controller 
202 during the step 104 may provide a percentage or ?xed 
price discount for one or more of the food items indicated 
during the step 102. The price adjustment indication sent 
during the step 104 can be sent to a customer even if the 
initial prices for the food items indicated during the step 102 
is not communicated to the customer. Thus, for example, the 
customer may be in a position of learning about a ten percent 
or ten-dollar discount available from a restaurant for one or 

more food items Without knoWing the restaurant’s current 
price of the food items. Such an implementation may be 
particularly valuable to a restaurant When the prices of food 
items changes daily, Weekly, seasonally, etc., When the food 
items offered by the restaurant change, etc. 

[0064] In some embodiments, a price adjustment might be 
or represent a range of price changes. For example, a price 
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adjustment may provide betWeen ?ve percent (5%) and ten 
percent (10%) off a price of a product. The price adjustment 
available to a customer may be determined by a customer’s 
completion percentage of a qualifying action, the success of 
a customer’s performance regarding a subsidy offer, etc. For 
example, a price adjustment might entitle a customer to 
receive a ?ve percent (5%) discount off the price of a 
product identi?ed during the step 102 if the customer 
completes ?fty percent (50%) of a qualifying action (e.g., 
delivering ?ve hundred advertising lea?ets, ansWering 
tWenty survey questions) associated With the price adjust 
ment, a six percent (6%) discount off the price of a product 
identi?ed during the step 102 if the customer completes 
sixty percent (60%) of a qualifying action associated With 
the price adjustment, etc. 

[0065] After the controller provides an indication of a 
plurality of products during the step 102 and indication of at 
least one price adjustment during the step 104, the controller 
202 provides an indication of at least one subsidy offer 
during the step 106 that may be applicable to or associated 
With one or more of the plurality of products indicated 
during the step 102 and/or the price adjustment indicated 
during the step 104. The indication provided during the step 
102 and/or the indication provided during the step 104 may 
be combined With the indication provided during the step 
106. TWo or more of the steps 102, 104 and/or 106 may be 
combined into a single step, performed simultaneously, 
performed in the opposite or different order, performed With 
a small or large time delay in betWeen them, etc. 

[0066] In a similar manner to the indication sent during the 
steps 102 and 104, the indication sent during the step 106 
may include or comprise an e-mail message, a voice-mail 
message, Web page doWnload, facsimile transmission, etc. 
or some other form of communication betWeen the control 
ler 202 and a customer device. The indication provided by 
the controller 202 during the step 106 may be sent to a 
customer, customer device or other entity or device via the 
communications netWork 216 or via some other communi 
cation channel. In some embodiments, the indication sent 
during the step 106 may be provided in a different format or 
via a different communication channel than the indication 
sent during the step 102 and/or the step 104. 

[0067] The subsidy offer indicated during the step 106 
may alloW or enable a customer to obtain or be entitled to 
receive the price discount indicated during the step 104 for 
one or more of the products indicated during the step 102. 
In some embodiments, the subsidy offer may include or be 
associated With a qualifying action. If the customer receiv 
ing the indication of the subsidy offer satis?es the qualifying 
action, or otherWise commits to satisfying the qualifying 
action, the customer Will be entitled to receive the bene?t of 
the price adjustment indicated during the step 104. Quali 
fying actions may be just about any sort of activity. For 
example, satisfying a qualifying action may require a cus 
tomer to test drive a vehicle at a automobile dealer by a 
certain date, to spend a certain dollar amount of food at a 
supermarket, to shop at a particular store, use or visit a 
particular vending machine, use a speci?c credit card during 
the customer’s next purchase, sWitch long distance tele 
phone service providers, accept a magaZine subscription, use 
a particular mortgage or investment broker, meet With an 
insurance salesperson, etc. Information regarding subsidy 
offers, associated subsidiZers, etc. may be stored in a subsidy 
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database, Which may be populated, accessed, updated, main 
tained and/or hosted by the controller 202 or some other 
device. 

[0068] In some embodiments, the level or degree of com 
pleXity of a qualifying action for a subsidy offer may be 
small, or even non-existent. For eXample, a customer may 
qualify to receive a price adjustment simply by having or 
meeting a desired or designated demographic pro?le. Thus, 
the customer does not have to perform any additional actions 
to satisfy the qualifying action or the subsidy offer associ 
ated With the price adjustment. In another eXample, the 
controller 202 may offer a price adjustment to a customer 
free of charge When the customer visits a Web site operated 
by the controller 202. Thus, the customer’s visit to the Web 
site is assumed or considered to be a completion of quali 
fying action or the subsidy offer associated With the price 
adjustment. 

[0069] The customer receiving the indication of the sub 
sidy agreement may need to provide or send an indication of 
an acceptance of the subsidy offer, a compliance With the 
subsidy offer, a Willingness or commitment to complete a 
qualifying action associated With the subsidy offer, etc. In 
some embodiments, such an indication may be assumed or 
implied, thereby resulting in an assumption that the cus 
tomer has accepted the subsidy offer. Thus, the customer 
may obtain the bene?t of the price adjustment indicated 
during the step 104 Without the customer providing any 
response or indication of any kind to the controller 202 or 
Without the controller 202 receiving any sort of veri?cation 
or indication that a subsidy offer has been agreed to by the 
customer or that a qualifying action has been completed by 
the customer. For eXample, a subsidy agreement offered by 
the controller 202 to a customer may require that the 
customer test drive a particular car in order to receive a price 
adjustment on the prices of products sold by an automobile 
parts store. The controller 202 may assume that the customer 
Will accept the subsidy offer and complete the qualifying 
action and, as a result, the controller 202 informs the store 
to provide the price adjustment to the customer, even though 
the customer never indicated to the controller 202 that the 
customer Would or had test driven the car. 

[0070] In some embodiments of the method 100, the 
indication provided by the controller 202 during the step 106 
may include information regarding more than one subsidy 
offers and/or qualifying actions. Different subsidy offers 
may be applicable to, or associated With, different products 
indicated during the step 102 or different price adjustments 
indicated during the step 104. For eXample, in a restaurant 
oriented implementation of the method 100, the controller 
202 may provide an indication to a customer during the step 
102 of four dinner entrees available at a restaurant. During 
the step 104, the controller 202 may provide an indication of 
three different price adjustments, the ?rst of Which provides 
a ten percent (10%) discount off the price of any one of the 
four dinner entrees, the second of Which provides a ?ve 
dollar discount off the price of any one of the four dinner 
entrees, and the third of Which provides a ten-dollar discount 
off the price of the ?rst dinner entree. During the step 106, 
the controller 202 may provide an indication of three dif 
ferent subsidy offers, the ?rst of Which is associated With the 
?rst price adjustment and, as a result, any of the four dinner 
entrees, the second of Which is associated With the second 
price adjustment and, as a result, any of the four dinner 
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entrees, and the third of Which is associated With the third 
price adjustment and, as a result, the ?rst dinner entree. In 
an alternate embodiment the customer may specify What 
types of subsidy offers the customer is Willing to consider 
and the controller may only provide the customer With the 
subsidy offers that meet the customer’s speci?cations. For 
eXample, the customer may indicate to the controller that he 
Wishes to pay a maXimum of 8x for an entrée or meal and 
request that the controller only present subsidy offers to the 
customers that Would result, once accepted and applied to 
the customer, in the customer paying no more than $X for the 
entrée or meal. 

[0071] The ?rst subsidy offer may require that the cus 
tomer use a designated taXi service to get to the restaurant in 
order to be entitled to the ?rst price adjustment. The second 
subsidy offer may require that the customer agree to try a 
neW type of shampoo in order to be entitled to the second 
price adjustment. The third subsidy offer may require that 
the customer agree to spend ten dollars on clothes at a 
department store in order to be entitled to the third price 
adjustment. Thus, accepting or otherWise complying With, or 
committing to complete, the ?rst subsidy offer Will entitle 
the customer to obtain a ten percent (10%) discount off any 
one of the four dinner entrées. Accepting or otherWise 
complying With, or committing to complete, the second 
subsidy offer Will entitle the customer to obtain a ?ve-dollar 
discount off any one of the four dinner entrées. Similarly, 
accepting or otherWise complying With, or committing to 
complete, the third subsidy offer Will entitle the customer to 
obtain a ten-dollar discount off the ?rst dinner entrée. 

[0072] During the step 108, the controller 202 determines 
a neW or second price for one or more of the products 
indicated during the step 102. In general, the controller 202 
adjusts one or more prices for one or more of the products 
indicated during the step 102 by one or more price adjust 
ments indicated during the step 104. The relationship 
betWeen the application of a price adjustment to a price of 
a product is based on the subsidy agreement indicated during 
the step 106. 

[0073] For example, if the customer agrees to the third 
subsidy offer described in the eXample immediately above, 
the price of the ?rst dinner entrée Would be reduced by ten 
dollars. A noti?cation or other indication of a change in the 
price of the ?rst dinner entrée may or may not be sent or 
provided to the customer, depending on the implementation 
of the method 100. Thus, the customer may knoW that he or 
she is entitled to receive the ten-dollar discount on the price 
of the ?rst entrée , but the customer may not knoW What the 
initial price Was for the ?rst entrée or What the neWly 
determined price is for the entrée. In some embodiments, the 
customer may have to shoW up at the restaurant before he or 
she is privy to the price information. In other embodiments, 
the customer may never learn What the original and/or 
adjusted prices are for the ?rst entrée, particularly in situa 
tions Where the customer is not actually paying for the ?rst 
entrée. 

[0074] In some embodiments, the controller 202 may not 
initiate or complete the step 108 until after receiving a notice 
or other indication of a completion of a qualifying action 
associated With a subsidy offer and a price adjustment, a 
Willingness or other commitment to complete the qualifying 
action, or an acceptance or other agreement to a subsidy 


























