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(57) ABSTRACT 

One embodiment of the present invention provides for: 
transmitting an offer for a credit card, the offer for the credit 
card comprising an offer for a ?rst reWard in exchange for 
each consumer of a group of consumers accepting a respec 
tive credit card, the group comprising a number of consum 
ers that is greater than a predetermined number of consum 
ers, the ?rst reWard comprising a ?rst monetary amount, and 
the ?rst reWard to be donated to a bene?ciary identi?ed by 
the group; an offer for a second reWard in exchange for the 
group transferring at least a predetermined aggregate 
amount of funds to the respective credit cards; and an offer 
for a third reWard in exchange for: each consumer of the 
group of consumers making a respective minimum payment 
Within a ?rst predetermined period of time, and each con 
sumer charging at least a predetermined minimum charge 
amount Within a second predetermined period of time. 
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METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR PROCESSING A 
REWARD OFFER FOR A SELF-FORMING GROUP 

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED 
APPLICATIONS 

[0004] This application is related to the following co 
pending US. Patent Applications: 

[0005] US. patent application Ser. No. 09/427, 
163, ?led Oct. 26, 1999; and 

[0006] (ii) US. patent application Ser. No. 09/422, 
415, ?led Oct. 21, 1999. 

[0007] Each of the above is herein incorporated by refer 
ence in its entirety for all purposes. 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

[0008] The present invention relates to methods and appa 
ratus for offering and managing reWard offers. More par 
ticularly, the present invention relates to methods and sys 
tems that facilitate generating, communicating and/or 
managing offers that provide a bene?t in exchange for a 
commitment by a group of consumers to an obligation. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0009] The lifetime value of a credit card holder to an 
issuing bank averages betWeen $600 and $1000. Issuing 
banks are therefore motivated to acquire neW card holders. 
In addition, increased usage of the issuing bank’s credit card 
by a card holder can increase the pro?tability of the card 
holder’s account. One tactic used by credit card issuers is to 
offer individual card holders loW introductory interest rates 
on balances transferred from other credit cards. 

[0010] Currently, there are approximately $700 billion in 
credit card receivables in the United States annually. Not all 
receivables are collected, hoWever. A charge-off is a credit 
card debt that a card issuer is not able to collect and is 
therefore removed from the books. Credit card charge-off 
rates range from four to seven percent. Accordingly, charge 
off amounts range from $28 billion to $49 billion annually. 

[0011] A consumer may pay high prices for being statis 
tically at risk, even When the particular consumer is rela 
tively safe or is risk-averse. For example, a young credit 
consumer With little credit history may be charged a higher 
interest rate for a credit card or loan, even though the young 
consumer is thrifty and has a support system of family or 
friends available to assist him ?nancially. In another 
example, a young male may be a careful driver, but is 
charged a high automobile insurance premium anyWay 
because he is a young male, a statistically risky group to 
insure. 

[0012] Tens of millions of credit card holders have an 
account Which is sponsored by an af?nity group partner. 
Methods and systems for promoting usage of credit card 
accounts based on af?nity relationships are Well knoWn. 
Such methods and systems are generally designed to reWard 
the af?nity group sponsor based on account usage of credit 
card holders belonging to the sponsor’s af?nity group. 
Examples of af?nity group sponsors include trade groups, 
alumni associations, religious organiZations, sports teams, 
and professional associations. 
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0013] Some embodiments of the present invention are 
described With reference to the accompanying draWings. In 
the draWings, like reference numbers indicate identical or 
similar elements. 

[0014] FIG. 1 comprises a How diagram illustrating an 
exemplary process according to an embodiment of the 
present invention; 

[0015] FIG. 2A is a block diagram of an embodiment of 
a system consistent With the present invention; 

[0016] FIG. 2B is a block diagram of another embodiment 
of a system consistent With the present invention; 

[0017] FIG. 3 is a block diagram of one embodiment of a 
gaming device; 
[0018] FIG. 4 is a block diagram of one embodiment of a 
controller; 
[0019] FIG. 5 is a table illustrating an exemplary data 
structure of a consumer database; 

[0020] FIG. 6 is a table illustrating an exemplary data 
structure of a group database; 

[0021] FIG. 7 is a table illustrating an exemplary data 
structure of a bene?ciary database; 

[0022] FIGS. 8A-8B is a table illustrating an exemplary 
data structure of a group offers database; 

[0023] FIG. 9 is a table illustrating an exemplary data 
structure of an accepted offer tracking database; and 

[0024] FIGS. 10A-10B comprise a How diagram illustrat 
ing an exemplary process according to an embodiment of the 
present invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
INVENTION 

[0025] 1. Introduction 

[0026] In accordance With one or more embodiments of 
the present invention, a consumer receives an offer for a 
bene?t to be provided in exchange for the ful?lling of an 
obligation by a group of consumers. Bene?ts provided to the 
group, to individuals in the group, or to bene?ciaries, thus 
depend upon the performance and behavior of others in the 
group. 

[0027] Such an offer may encourage the consumer to form 
his oWn group of consumers in order to take advantage of the 
offer. An example of a bene?t is a monetary amount given 
to the group, monetary amounts given to individual group 
members, or a monetary amount donated to a bene?ciary on 
behalf of the group. An example of an obligation the group 
needs to commit to in order to obtain a bene?t is each group 
member ?lling out an application for a credit card from a 
credit card issuer. Another example of an obligation is that 
a minimum amount be charged to group members’ credit 
card accounts during a prede?ned period. Another example 
of an obligation committed to by the group is that at least one 
group member Will satisfy an individual obligation custom 
iZed for the member, such as a customiZed minimum charge 
amount. Individual members of the group may thus be given 
different obligations to ful?ll, With the bene?t being pro 
vided if all of the group and individual obligations are met. 
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In some embodiments, the offer may be for a bene?t to be 
provided in exchange for a commitment to an obligation by 
a group of consumers. The offer may be subsidiZed by a 
subsidiZing entity (e.g., a credit card issuer in the above 
example). 

[0028] Embodiments of the present invention provide 
numerous bene?ts and advantages. Applicants have recog 
niZed that a need exists for systems and methods that help 
merchants and other entities acquire neW consumers, retain 
current consumers, and encourage behavior by consumers 
that is pro?table to the merchant. One bene?t of embodi 
ments of the invention is that a merchant may encourage the 
formation of a group of consumers that are likely to in?u 
ence each other to engage behavior that is pro?table for the 
merchant. For example, if the bene?t to be provided to the 
group may be forfeited, or the group may suffer a penalty, if 
an obligation is not met, the group members are likely to 
in?uence and encourage one another in order to satisfy the 
obligation. The merchant is thus able to promote the com 
mitment of consumers to obligations tailored to reduce costs 
or increase income for the merchant. 

[0029] Also, by encouraging consumers to seek out others 
to join a group, the present invention also reduces the 
dependency on labor in acquiring and selling to neW con 
sumers. Further, once a group is identi?ed, a merchant is 
able to tailor obligations, penalties and penalties based on 
group as Well as individual characteristics, making offers 
more likely to be accepted by the group and more likely to 
be effective in in?uencing the behavior of the group mem 
bers. 

[0030] In addition to providing bene?ts to merchants and 
other entities, embodiments of the present invention provide 
bene?ts to consumers. For example, consumers may be 
more Willing to join in a group reWard program if they can 
determine Who is in their group. Some embodiments of the 
present invention provide the bene?t that a consumer may 
bene?t not only from the behavior of other group members, 
but also from the in?uence, motivation, encouragement, or 
discouragement by those members of the consumer’s oWn 
behavior. 

[0031] Some embodiments may provide the opportunity 
for a consumer to bring account terms and conditions, such 
as insurance premiums or insurance rates, in line With his 
actual risk pro?le, or may alloW the consumer to bene?t 
from a loWer risk assessment of the group of Which he is a 
member. For example, a consumer may be classi?ed by an 
insurer as being in a statistically high risk pool of consum 
ers. The risk assessment may or may not re?ect the con 
sumer’s actual risk as an account holder. Some embodiments 
of the present invention alloW the consumer to associate 
himself With a group of others (some of Whom may be 
classi?ed in a statistically loWer risk pool). For example, a 
friend of a consumer might be Willing to form a group With 
the consumer and agree to a goal of less than tWo speeding 
tickets in a year because the friend knoWs that the consumer 
Was once a passenger in a high-speed accident and noW 
never drives above the speed limit. Because of the friend’s 
Willingness to commit to such an obligation, the consumer 
may look like a better risk to an automobile insurer, even 
though the insurer may not knoW of the consumer’s expe 
rience. Further, if the group’s ability to earn a reWard is 
dependent on the behavior of the consumer, the insurer may 
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determine that this incentive of the other group members to 
keep the consumer in line mitigates some of the risk factors 
that Would otherWise make the consumer appear a poorer 
risk. 

[0032] The present invention may be more ?lly under 
stood With reference to the folloWing draWings. In the 
folloWing description, reference is made to the accompany 
ing draWings that form a part hereof, and in Which is shoWn 
by Way of illustration, speci?c embodiments in Which the 
invention may be practiced. These embodiments are 
described in suf?cient detail to enable those skilled in the art 
to practice the invention, and it is to be understood that other 
embodiments may be utiliZed and that structural, logical and 
electrical changes may be made Without departing from the 
scope of the present invention. The folloWing description is, 
therefore, not to be taken in a limited sense but as an 
illustration of embodiments of the present invention. 

[0033] For example, although many of the embodiments 
are illustrated herein as involving a credit card issuer, a 
credit card issuer is not necessary for the implementation of 
the present invention. For example, an offer for a bene?t for 
a group in exchange for commitment to and/or ful?llment of 
an obligation may be generated, presented, and/or managed 
by various types of merchants. The merchant may be, for 
example, an account issuer (e.g., a credit card issuer, a loan 
provider, or an insurance provider), a retail merchant, a 
casino, or an entity that facilitates a group formation and/or 
offer management process on behalf of one or more other 
merchants. 

[0034] It should be noted that in the description herein the 
term “consumer device” shall refer to any device, including 
a conventional personal computer, a portable type of com 
puter (e.g., a laptop computer, a palm-top computer, a 
hand-held computer, or a Personal Digital Assistant (PDA)), 
point-of-sale (POS) terminal, kiosk, telephone, automatic 
teller machine (ATM), pager, slot machine (e.g., a slot reel 
machine, a video lottery terminal, a video poker machine, a 
video bingo machine, a video keno machine, a video black 
jack machine, etc.), facsimile machine, etc., or combination 
thereof, that facilitates one- or tWo-Way communication With 
an entity providing an offer, an entity managing an offer, an 
entity monitoring consumer behavior, and/or an entity pro 
viding a bene?t. 

[0035] Although many of the embodiments are illustrated 
herein as involving a consumer device, a consumer device is 
not necessary for the implementation of the present inven 
tion. For example, a credit card issuer could present an offer 
for a group bene?t in a magaZine, and a group could respond 
to the offer by mailing back an acceptance form torn from 
the magaZine. The credit card issuer and the group could 
correspond entirely by mail and/or in person (e.g., one or 
more members could meet With an employee of the credit 

card issuer). 

[0036] Referring noW to FIG. 1, a ?oW diagram illustrates 
an exemplary process 100 according to an embodiment of 
the present invention. The process 100 begins When an offer 
is presented (step 110). The offer de?nes a bene?t to be 
provided in exchange for the ful?lling of an obligation by a 
group of consumers. Bene?ts and obligations are described 
in more detail beloW. An offer may be presented to one or 
more consumers, for example as an advertisement in the 
mail, in a publication, or in a periodical; via an email; at a 
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Web site; or by a sales representative. The consumers to 
Whom the offer is presented may or may not already be 
associated With a group of consumers. The offer may be 
presented to a group of consumers, such as to one or more 

members of the group. The offer may be visually and/or 
audibly presented. For example, a visual presentation of the 
offer may be provided to a consumer via a pop-up WindoW 
at a Web page being vieWed by the consumer. In other 
embodiments a visual presentation may be presented to a 
consumer vieWing a Web page via a means other than a 
pop-up WindoW, such as an advertisement displayed on the 
Web page. 

[0037] If it is determined that a group of consumers has 
accepted the offer (step 115) an indication of the group and 
its members is stored (step 120) and an indication of the 
group’s commitment to ful?ll the obligation is stored (step 
125). 
[0038] A group may signal an acceptance of an offer in 
various Ways. For example, an individual consumer may 
visit a Web page indicated by the offer and indicate a 
Willingness to be associated With one or more other con 
sumers (e.g., if the obligation is to form a group). In other 
embodiments a group of consumers may signal acceptance 
of the offer by indicating their association With one another 
and ful?lling, or beginning to ful?ll, the obligation (e.g., if 
the obligation is for each member of a group to apply for a 
credit card). In other embodiments acceptance of the offer by 
a group may be signaled by one or more members of the 
group on behalf of the group (e.g., one member accepts the 
offer for the group and submits a list of the members of the 
group). If an acceptance of the offer is not received, in some 
embodiments a second offer or the ?rst offer in an altered 
form may be presented. 

[0039] The group is monitored (step 130). If it is deter 
mined that the group has ful?lled the obligation (step 135) 
the bene?t de?ned by the offer is provided to the group (e. g., 
a donation is made to a bene?ciary, or a monetary amount 

is given to the group and/or group members) and an indi 
cation of the group’s ful?llment of the obligation is stored 
(step 140). In some embodiments the bene?t may be pro 
vided to the group before the group actually ful?lls the 
obligation. For eXample, the bene?t may be provided When 
the group commits to the obligation. 

[0040] An indication of the group’s commitment may be 
stored in a database for use in determining Whether the group 
has ful?lled the obligation in a satisfactory manner (e.g., 
Within a speci?ed period of time) and/or Whether a penalty 
should be assessed to the group if the group fails to ful?ll the 
obligation. An indication of a group’s commitment to an 
offer may also be stored for future reference regarding, for 
eXample, What types of commitments are accepted by con 
sumers or groups in general and/or by this particular group 
or these particular consumers. 

[0041] Various other embodiments of the present inven 
tion are described beloW. An eXample of an implementation 
of the present invention folloWs: 

[0042] John, a member of the Stony Brook Church, 
received a credit card offer in the mail from AnyBank, USA. 
The offer had an interesting tWist: if ten people formed a 
group and signed up for AnyBank’s credit card and Were 
approved, then the group of account holders Would imme 
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diately earn $200 to be donated to any charitable organiZa 
tion. Furthermore, if the group transferred $10,000, in 
aggregate, from eXisting credit card balances onto their 
AnyBank credit cards, then the group Would earn another 
$100 for their favorite charity. 

[0043] John thought this offer Would be an effective Way 
to earn some of the money necessary to repair his church’s 
damaged sideWalk. He talked to some of his friends about 
the credit card offer. Some of the friends Were members of 
his church, and others Were co-Workers. John kneW that 
some of his friends could be relied upon to meet individual 
and group goals. He also kneW some of his friends Were 
typically a little loose With their spending, but he believed 
that With the amount of contact he and other group members 
Would have With them, and With the closeness of some his 
relationships, it Would be easy to discuss each other’s 
situations and to dispense a little friendly encouragement 
Where necessary to meet any obligations. 

[0044] John convinced nine of his friends to join him in a 
group. They agreed on a group name (“The Stony Brooks”) 
and a passWord (“sideWalk2002”). John sent his friends a 
link to a Web site hosted by AnyBank, so that they could 
apply for the AnyBank credit card. John and the other 
members of the group applied for the card using an appli 
cation form on the Web site. 

[0045] John used his personal computer and an Internet 
connection to visit the Web site. At the Web site, John Was 
prompted to provide personal information and ?nancial 
information, such as age, address, and annual income, in an 
on-line form. John Was also prompted to indicate any 
af?liation With a group. He entered his group’s name and 
passWord at the Web site. 

[0046] AnyBank ultimately approved each of the applica 
tions and sent each of the applicants a neW credit card. Each 
group member had his oWn credit limit, and credit limits 
ranged from $1000 to $5000. AnyBank monitored activity 
related to the group. AnyBank determined that since ten 
people identifying themselves as members of The Stony 
Brooks group had been approved for AnyBank credit cards, 
the group had earned the $200 reWard. As the designated 
group leader, John received an email message from Any 
Bank, asking What he Would like to do With the $200 
charitable donation. John entered the address of Stony 
Brook Church into the AnyBank Web site and requested that 
a check in the donated amount be sent to Stony Brook 
Church along With a message that the check Was to pay for 
the sideWalk. AnyBank sent a check to Stony Brook Church 
as requested. 

[0047] AnyBank continued to monitor activity related to 
the group. Nine months later, AnyBank determined that the 
group, in aggregate, had satis?ed the $10,000 balance trans 
fer obligation (some members had not transferred any bal 
ance amount). Accordingly, AnyBank issued another check 
for $100 to Stony Brook Church. By encouraging one 
another to meet the group’s obligations, The Stony Brooks 
group Was provided With the reWard of a $300 donation to 
Stony Brook Church. 

[0048] 2. Description of the System 

[0049] Referring noW to FIG. 2A, a system 200 according 
to an embodiment of the present invention includes a 
controller 210 that is in communication With (Wired and/or 
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Wirelessly) one or more consumer devices 220 and one or 

more optional bene?ciaries 230 via a network such as an 

intranet, the Internet, via another netWork protocol, or via 
other means for communication as Would be understood by 
those of ordinary skill in the art. Although tWo consumer 
devices 220 are depicted in FIG. 2A, any number of 
consumer devices may be in communication With the con 
troller 210. Although tWo bene?ciaries 230 are depicted in 
FIG. 2A, any number of bene?ciaries may be in commu 
nication With the controller 210. The controller 210, con 
sumer devices 220 and/or bene?ciaries 230 may comprise 
one or more computing devices, such as those based on the 
INTEL® PENTIUM® processor. 

[0050] In operation, the controller 210 may function under 
the control of a merchant or other entity. For eXample, the 
controller 210 may be a Web server operated by or on behalf 
of a credit card issuing bank. In some embodiments, a 
merchant or other entity may control the consumer devices 
220. For eXample, the consumer devices 220 may be POS 
terminals operated by and located at a retail store. In some 
embodiments, some or all of the functions described herein 
as being performed by the controller 210 may be performed 
by any or all of the consumer devices 220. Similarly, in some 
embodiments of the present invention, some or all of the 
functions described herein as being performed by one or 
more of the consumer devices 220 may be performed by 
controller 210. 

[0051] Referring noW to FIG. 2B, 21 system 200 according 
to another embodiment of the present invention includes a 
primary controller 260 that is in communication With (Wired 
and/or Wirelessly) a secondary controller 270 and a second 
ary controller 280. Although tWo secondary controllers are 
illustrated in FIG. 2B it should be understood that any 
number of secondary controllers may be used. Secondary 
controller 270 is in communication With consumer devices 
275. Secondary controller 280 is in communication With 
consumer devices 285. It should be understood that second 
ary controller 270 and secondary controller 280 may be in 
communication With any number of consumer devices. Each 
of the devices of FIG. 2B are in communication With one 
another via a netWork such as an intranet, the Internet, via 
another netWork protocol, or via other means for commu 
nication as Would be understood by those of ordinary skill in 
the art. 

[0052] In some embodiments, some or all of the functions 
described herein as being performed by the primary con 
troller 260 may be performed by either or both of the 
secondary controllers 270 and 280. Similarly, in some 
embodiments of the present invention, some or all of the 
functions described herein as being performed by one or 
more of the secondary controllers 270 and 280 may be 
performed by the primary controller 260. 

[0053] A difference betWeen the tWo alternative embodi 
ments depicted in FIGS. 2A and 2B is that the embodiment 
of FIG. 2B includes the primary controller 260 being in 
communication With secondary controller 270 and second 
ary controller 280 rather than being in communication With 
any of the consumer devices. Of course in other embodi 
ments the primary controller may be in communication With 
any or all of the consumer devices 275 and 285 in addition 
to being in communication With any or all of secondary 
controllers 270 and 280. Another difference betWeen the tWo 
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alternative embodiments depicted in FIGS. 2A and 2B is 
that the embodiment of FIG. 2B does not depict the primary 
controller 260 as being in communication With any of the 
optional bene?ciaries 230. Of course in other embodiments 
the primary controller may be in communication With any or 
all of the optional bene?ciaries 230. Primary controller 260 
may be operable by an entity both distinct and physically 
remote from an entity operating the secondary controller 270 
and/or the secondary controller 280. 

[0054] The primary controller 260 may perform various 
methods of the present invention by sending signals to the 
secondary controller 270 and secondary controller 280 to be 
relayed to the consumer devices 275 and the consumer 
devices 285, respectively. For example, a merchant or a 
subsidiZing entity may operate a primary controller 260 that 
communicates With a Web server (functioning as a second 
ary controller 270 and/or secondary controller 280) to pro 
vide a consumer vieWing a Web site using a personal 
computer (functioning as any of the consumer devices 275 
and/or consumer devices 285) an offer for one or more 
bene?ts in eXchange for ful?llment of an obligation by a 
group of tWo or more consumers. 

[0055] In some embodiments, the primary controller 260 
may perform various methods of the present invention by 
receiving signals from the secondary controller 270 and/or 
secondary controller 280. For eXample, a merchant or a 
subsidiZing entity may operate a server (functioning as a 
secondary controller 270 and/or secondary controller 280) to 
receive and/or store information related to a consumer, such 
as information about a transaction betWeen the merchant and 
the consumer and/or information about an account the 
consumer has With the merchant, and to send signals indi 
cating any such information to a group reWard controller 
(functioning as a primary controller 260). Alternatively, a 
merchant may operate a server (functioning as a secondary 
controller 270 and/or secondary controller 280) to relay such 
information from the consumer devices 276 and/or the 
consumer devices 285 to the primary controller 260 Without 
storing the information. Information from one or more 
merchants may be used by the group reWard controller, for 
eXample, in determining Whether an obligation of a con 
sumer or group of consumers has been ful?lled, such as by 
meeting certain purchase requirements. 

[0056] In one embodiment of the system illustrated in 
FIG. 2A, the functions of the primary controller 260 are 
consolidated into the controller 210. In some embodiments, 
the secondary controller 270 and secondary controller 280 of 
FIG. 2B may each be controlled by different merchants or 
by different af?liates (e.g., franchisees, subsidiaries) of the 
same merchant. 

[0057] Referring noW to both FIG. 2A and FIG. 2B, 
communication With the controller 210, the primary con 
troller 260, and/or either of the secondary controllers 270 
and 280 may be direct or indirect. For eXample, communi 
cation (Wired and/or Wireless) may be via an intranet; the 
Internet through a Web site maintained on a remote server by 
controller 210, the primary controller 260, and/or either of 
the secondary controllers 270 and 280; or an on-line data 
netWork, including commercial on-line service providers, 
bulletin board systems and the like. In some embodiments, 
the consumer devices 220 and the bene?ciaries 230 may 
communicate With controller 210 (and the consumer devices 
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275 and 285 may communicate With secondary controller 
270 and 280, respectively) over radio frequency (“RF”), 
infrared (“IR”), cable TV, satellite links and the like, includ 
ing combinations thereof. 

[0058] Those skilled in the art Will understand that devices 
in communication With each other need not be continually 
transmitting to each other. On the contrary, such devices 
need only transmit to each other as necessary, and may 
actually refrain from exchanging data most of the time. For 
example, a device in communication With another device via 
the Internet may not transmit data to the other device for 
Weeks at a time. 

[0059] The controller 210, the primary controller 260, 
and/or either of the secondary controllers 270 and 280 may 
function as a “Web server” that generates Web pages (docu 
ments on the Web that typically include an HTML ?le and 
associated graphics and script ?les). Such Web pages may be 
accessed via the Web and alloW communication With the 
controller 210, the primary controller 260, and/or either of 
the secondary controllers 270 and 280 in a manner knoWn in 
the art. The controller 210, the primary controller 260, 
and/or either of the secondary controllers 270 and 280 may 
function in such a capacity, for example, in embodiments 
Wherein a merchant comprises an online store or catalog. 
Those of skill in the art Will understand that there are a 
variety of Well-knoWn Ways for creating and operating Web 
pages, and accordingly a detailed description of such knoWn 
processes is omitted here. 

[0060] Any or all of the controller 210, the optional 
bene?ciaries 230, the primary controller 260, the secondary 
controllers 270 and 280 and the consumer devices 220, 275, 
and 285 may comprise, e.g., a conventional personal com 
puter, a portable type of computer, such as a laptop com 
puter, a palm-top computer, a hand-held computer, or a 
Personal Digital Assistant (PDA), or combinations thereof. 

[0061] In operation, the consumer devices 220, 275 and 
285 may exchange information about a consumer or group 
of consumers With the controller 210, the primary controller 
260, and/or the secondary controllers 270 and 280. The 
consumer devices 220, 275, and 285 may also exchange 
information about an offer provided to a consumer or group, 
or accepted by a consumer or group, With the controller 210, 
primary controller 260, and/or secondary controllers 270 
and 280. The controller 210, the primary controller 260, 
and/or the secondary controllers 270 and 280 may, for 
example, provide information about an offer such as obli 
gation information, penalty information, bene?t information 
and/or other information to the consumer devices 220, 275 
and 285 and/or the bene?ciaries 230. The consumer devices 
220, 275, and 285 may, for example, provide acceptance 
information, obligation information, penalty information, 
bene?t information, information related to a consumer’s 
account and/or information related to a transaction to the 
controller 210, the primary controller 260, and/or the sec 
ondary controllers 270 and 280. The secondary controllers 
270 and 280 may provide information about accepted offers 
and/or information related to a consumer or to a group of 
consumers to the primary controller 260 and also may 
provide control signals to the consumer devices 220, 275, 
and 285 directing them to provide bene?ts or to apply 
penalties to groups. The secondary controllers 270 and 280 
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may also provide control signals to the consumer devices 
220, 275, and 285 directing them to provide bene?ts or to 
apply penalties to groups. 

[0062] Referring noW to FIG. 3, depicted therein is a 
block diagram illustrating details of an example of 
consumer device 300. Consumer device 300 may be 
any and all of consumer devices 220, 275 and 285. 
A consumer device may comprise any device facili 
tating one- or tWo-Way communication With an entity 
providing an offer, an entity managing an offer, an 
entity monitoring consumer behavior, and/or an 
entity providing a bene?t. Consumer devices may or 
may not be oWned by a merchant and/or may or may 
not be located Within a merchant establishment (e. g., 
a merchant corporate headquarters, a retail store). 
For example, in an embodiment Wherein a merchant 
comprises an online store or catalog, consumer 
device 300 may comprise a personal computer or 
other computing device operable to run a program 
that simulates the functions of the components of a 
consumer device as described herein. 

[0063] For illustrative purposes, FIG. 3 depicts an 
example of a consumer device that comprises a conventional 
personal computer. As Would be understood by one skilled 
in the art, if other consumer devices are used additional or 
substitute components may be included in consumer device 
300. The consumer device 300 includes knoWn hardWare 
components, such as a processor 305, Which may be one or 
more processors such as an INTEL® PENTIUM® proces 
sor. Processor 305 is shoWn as being in communication With 
each of a data storage device 310, (ii) an output device 
315, (iii) a communications port 320, and (v) an input device 
330. Processor 305 can be in communication With the data 
storage device 310, output device 315, communications port 
320, random number generator 325 and input device 330, for 
example, by means of a shared data bus or by dedicated 
connections, as is Well knoWn in the art. Consumer device 
300 may comprise additional conventional components such 
as, for example, a poWer supply. 

[0064] The processor 305 may include or be coupled to 
one or more clocks or timers (not pictured), Which may be 
useful for determining information relating to, for example, 
Whether an obligation is ful?lled Within a speci?ed time. The 
processor 305 may also include or be in communication With 
one or more communication ports 320 through Which the 
processor 305 communicates With, for example, controller 
210, primary controller 260, and/or secondary controllers 
270 and 280. The processor 305 is also in communication 
With a data storage device 310. The data storage device 310 
includes an appropriate combination of magnetic, optical 
and/or semiconductor memory, and may include, for 
example, additional processors, communication ports, Ran 
dom Access Memory (“RAM”), Read-Only Memory 
(“ROM”), a compact disc and/or a hard disk. The processor 
305 and the storage device 310 may each be, for example: 
(i) located entirely Within a single computer or other com 
puting device; or (ii) connected to each other by a remote 
communication medium, such as a serial port cable, a LAN, 
a telephone line, radio frequency transceiver, a ?ber optic 
connection or the like. In some embodiments for example, 
the consumer device 300 may comprise one or more com 

puters (or processors 305) that are connected to a remote 
server computer operative to maintain databases, Where the 
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data storage device 310 is comprised of the combination of 
the remote server computer and the associated databases. 

[0065] The data storage device 310 stores a program 335 
for controlling the processor 305. The processor 305 per 
forms instructions of the program 335, and thereby operates 
in accordance With the present invention, and particularly in 
accordance With the methods described in detail herein. The 
present invention can be embodied as a computer program 
developed using an object oriented language that alloWs the 
modeling of complex systems With modular objects to create 
abstractions that are representative of real World, physical 
objects and their interrelationships. HoWever, it Would be 
understood by one of ordinary skill in the art that the 
invention as described herein can be implemented in many 
different Ways using a Wide range of programming tech 
niques as Well as general purpose hardWare systems or 
dedicated controllers. The program 335 may be stored in a 
compressed, uncompiled and/or encrypted format. The pro 
gram 335 furthermore may include program elements that 
may be generally useful, such as an operating system, a Web 
broWser, a database management system and “device driv 
ers” for alloWing the processor 305 to interface With com 
puter peripheral devices. Appropriate general purpose pro 
gram elements are knoWn to those skilled in the art, and need 
not be described in detail herein. 

[0066] According to some embodiments of the present 
invention, the instructions of the program 335 may be read 
into a main memory of the processor 305 from another 
computer-readable medium, such from a ROM to a RAM. 
Execution of sequences of the instructions in the program 
335 causes processor 305 to perform the process steps 
described herein. In alternative embodiments, hard-Wired 
circuitry or integrated circuits may be used in place of, or in 
combination With, softWare instructions for implementation 
of the processes of the present invention. Thus, embodi 
ments of the present invention are not limited to any speci?c 
combination of hardWare, ?rmWare, and/or softWare. 

[0067] Communications port 320 may be any input/output 
port commonly used for computer communications, such as 
a modem or other data transfer device. The communications 
port 320 enables the consumer device 300 to communicate 
With another device such as, for example, controller 210. It 
is also contemplated that the consumer device 300 may be 
in communication With other devices via the communica 
tions port 320. Among other functions, the communications 
port 320, under the control of the processor 305, may receive 
and/or transmit data relevant to providing an offer to a 
consumer that is interacting With the consumer device 300. 
The communications port 320 may also receive and/or 
transmit data, such as information related to the consumer, 
information relevant to an offer, information related to a 
transaction by the consumer, information related to an 
account of the consumer, and/or information related to a 
group in Which the consumer is a member, received through 
the input device 330, described beloW. The communications 
port 320 may include multiple communication channels for 
simultaneous connections With a plurality of external 
devices. 

[0068] The output device 315 may comprise any device 
capable of providing information and/or a bene?t to a 
consumer (it should be noted that in some embodiments of 
the present invention a bene?t may comprise information). 
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An output device may communicate With or be part of 
another device (eg a bene?t dispensing device, a touch 
screen display that may also comprise input device 330). 
Possible output devices include: a cathode ray tube (CRT) 
monitor, liquid crystal display (LCD) screen, light emitting 
diode (LED) screen, a printer, an audio speaker, an infra-red 
transmitter, and a radio transmitter. In embodiments Wherein 
the output device 315 also functions as a bene?t dispensing 
device, the output device 315 may comprise any device 
capable of providing a bene?t such as: dispensing money 
and/or casino tokens; dispensing a product of value (e.g., a 
ticket, a coupon); printing a con?rmation of a bene?t (e.g.,. 
a receipt con?rming reservations at a restaurant); and/or 
printing or otherWise outputting coupons and/or cashless 
gaming receipts. In some embodiments output device 315 
may comprise a printing device capable of printing a Written 
agreement describing an offer that a consumer Was presented 
With and/or Was accepted. It should be noted that although 
output device 315 is depicted as a component of consumer 
device 300, in some embodiments output device 315 may 
comprise an output device that is external to the consumer 
device 300 (e.g., located near consumer device 300). 

[0069] The input device 330 may include a keyboard, a 
numeric keypad, a pointer device (e.g., a mouse), a micro 
phone, a touch screen display With an associated consumer 
interface, and/or a card reader for reading input from credit 
cards and/or tracking cards (e.g., a casino consumer tracking 
card). One such card reader is the OMNI 490 by VERI 
FONE, INC. 

[0070] Referring noW to FIG. 4, depicted therein is a 
block diagram illustrating details of an example of a con 
troller 400. Controller 400 may be controller 210 of FIG. 
2A, and/or the primary controller 260 and the secondary 
controllers 270 and 280 of FIG. 2B. The controller 400 is 
operative to manage the system and execute the methods of 
the present invention. The controller 400 may be imple 
mented as one or more system controllers, one or more 

dedicated hardWare circuits, one or more appropriately pro 
grammed general purpose computers, or any other similar 
electronic, mechanical, electromechanical, and/or human 
operated device. 

[0071] The controller 400 may include a processor 405, 
such as one or more INTEL® PENTIUM® processors. The 

processor 405 may include or be coupled to one or more 
clocks or timers (not pictured), Which may be useful for 
determining information relating to, for example, Whether an 
obligation is ful?lled Within a speci?ed time. The processor 
405 may also include or be in communication With and one 
or more communication ports 410 through Which the pro 
cessor 405 communicates With other devices such as the 
consumer devices 220, 275, and 285. The processor 405 is 
also in communication With a data storage device 415. The 
data storage device 415 includes an appropriate combination 
of magnetic, optical and/or semiconductor memory, and may 
include, for example, additional processors, communication 
ports, Random Access Memory (“RAM”), Read-Only 
Memory (“ROM”), a compact disc and/or a hard disk. The 
processor 405 and the storage device 415 may each be, for 
example: located entirely Within a single computer or 
other computing device; or (ii) connected to each other by a 
remote communication medium, such as a serial port cable, 
a LAN, a telephone line, radio frequency transceiver, a ?ber 
optic connection or the like. In some embodiments for 
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example, the controller 400 may comprise one or more 
computers (or processors 405) that are connected to a remote 
server computer operative to maintain databases, Where the 
data storage device 415 is comprised of the combination of 
the remote server computer and the associated databases. 

[0072] The data storage device 415 stores a program 420 
for controlling the processor 405. The processor 405 per 
forms instructions of the program 420, and thereby operates 
in accordance With the present invention, and particularly in 
accordance With the methods described in detail herein. The 
present invention can be embodied as a computer program 
developed using an object oriented language that alloWs the 
modeling of complex systems With modular objects to create 
abstractions that are representative of real World, physical 
objects and their interrelationships. HoWever, it Would be 
understood by one of ordinary skill in the art that the 
invention as described herein can be implemented in many 
different Ways using a Wide range of programming tech 
niques as Well as general purpose hardWare systems or 
dedicated controllers. The program 420 may be stored in a 
compressed, uncompiled and/or encrypted format. The pro 
gram 420 furthermore may include program elements that 
may be generally useful, such as an operating system, a 
database management system and “device drivers” for 
alloWing the processor 405 to interface With computer 
peripheral devices. Appropriate general purpose program 
elements are knoWn to those skilled in the art, and need not 
be described in detail herein. 

[0073] Further, the program 420 is operative to execute a 
number of invention-speci?c modules or subroutines includ 
ing, but not limited to: one or more routines to generate an 
offer to be provided to a consumer or a group; one or more 

routines to receive information about an offer to be provided 
to a consumer or a group; one or more routines to identify 

a consumer or group as a potential candidate to be provided 
With an offer; one or more routines to provide an offer or 
cause an offer to be provided to a consumer or a group; one 

or more routines to receive information about a consumer; 
one or more routines to receive information about a group; 

one or more routines to receive information about a bene? 
ciary; one or more routines to associate a consumer With a 

group of consumers; one or more routines to determine if a 
consumer or a group accepts an offer; one or more routines 

to signal consumer devices 220, 275 and/or 285 to output a 
bene?t to a consumer or to a group; one or more routines to 

verify a consumer’s ful?llment of an obligation that Was the 
subject of an offer Which the consumer or a group accepted; 
one or more routines to verify a group’s ful?llment of an 
obligation that Was the subject of an offer Which the group 
accepted; one or more routines to impose a consequence 
upon a consumer or a group that fails to ful?ll an obligation; 
and one or more routines to control databases or softWare 

objects that track information regarding, for example, con 
sumers, subsidiZing entities, groups of consumers, consumer 
devices 220, 275 and 285, offers, and ful?llment of obliga 
tions. Examples of these routines and their operation are 
described in detail beloW in conjunction With the How 
diagrams. 

[0074] According to some embodiments of the present 
invention, the instructions of the program 420 may be read 
into a main memory of the processor 405 from another 
computer-readable medium, such from a ROM to a RAM. 
Execution of sequences of the instructions in the program 
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420 causes processor 405 to perform the process steps 
described herein. In alternative embodiments, hard-Wired 
circuitry or integrated circuits may be used in place of, or in 
combination With, softWare instructions for implementation 
of the processes of the present invention. Thus, embodi 
ments of the present invention are not limited to any speci?c 
combination of hardWare, ?rmWare, and/or softWare. 

[0075] In addition to the program 420, the storage device 
415 is also operative to store a consumer database 425, 
(ii) a group database 427, (iii) a bene?ciary database 430, 
(iv) a group offers database 435, (v) an accepted offer 
tracking database 450, and (vi) a consumer transaction 
database 455. The databases 425, 427, 430, 435, 450, and 
455 are described in detail beloW and example structures are 
depicted With sample entries in the accompanying ?gures. 
As Will be understood by those skilled in the art, the 
schematic illustrations and accompanying descriptions of 
the sample databases presented herein are exemplary 
arrangements for stored representations of information. Any 
number of other arrangements may be employed besides 
those suggested by the tables shoWn. For example, even 
though six separate databases are illustrated, the invention 
could be practiced effectively using one, tWo, three, four, 
?ve, seven, or more functionally equivalent databases. Simi 
larly, the illustrated entries of the databases represent exem 
plary information only; those skilled in the art Will under 
stand that the number and content of the entries can be 
different from those illustrated herein. Further, despite the 
depiction of the databases as tables, an object based model 
could be used to store and manipulate the data types of the 
present invention and likeWise, object methods or behaviors 
can be used to implement the processes of the present 
invention. These processes are described beloW in detail 
With respect to the How diagrams. 

[0076] 3. Description of Databases 

[0077] 3.1. Consumer Database 

[0078] Referring to FIG. 5, a table represents the con 
sumer database 425 that may be stored at the controller 210, 
primary controller 260 or one or more of the secondary 
controllers 270 and 280 according to some embodiments of 
the present invention. According to another embodiment, 
some or all of the information in the consumer database 425 
may be stored at one or more of the consumer devices 220, 
275, and 285 instead. The table includes entries identifying 
consumers. The table de?nes ?elds 502, 504, 505, 506, 512, 
514, 516, and 518 for each of the entries. The ?elds specify: 
a consumer identi?er 502; a consumer name 504; a con 

sumer address 505; an account identi?er 506; demographic 
information 512; other information 514; consumer obliga 
tion 516; and a date 518. 

[0079] The information in the consumer database 425 may 
be created and updated, for example, based on information 
received from a consumer. For example, the information 
may be created When a consumer registers With a credit card 
issuer and receives a credit card having a credit card account 
identi?er. The information may be subsequently updated 
When a consumer requests to update the information (e.g., 
When a consumer indicates a desire to change his address of 
record) or When additional information is obtained about the 
consumer via the credit card issuer’s interactions With the 
consumer (e.g., the shopping habits of the consumer may be 
updated over time). 






























