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(57) ABSTRACT 

A real estate computer network 10 facilitates a real estate 
transaction betWeen a buyer 13 and a seller 12 by electroni 
cally communicating betWeen the parties 12, 13 and third 
parties such as a real estate facilitating entities 24 (e.g., 
laWyer, mortgage provider, title provider) over a network 14, 
such as or including the Internet 16. Each stage of the 
transaction is supported by the parties utilizing an online real 
time interactive communication interface 120 to list property 
information; to search for a property in a property database 
20; to negotiate via an electronic purchase contract 96; and 
to schedule associated events (e.g., shoWings) and deadlines 
(e.g., closing, mortgage ?ling). Other real estate services are 
supported, such as electronic mortgage calculator 224, elec 
tronic mortgage application 226, searching for comparable 
sales 92, electronic document delivery 222, and others. 
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REAL ESTATE COMPUTER NETWORK 

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED 
APPLICATIONS 

[0001] This application is a continuation of US. patent 
application Ser. No. 09/362,107, ?led Jul. 7, 1999 by Vin 
cent S. Broerman (to be issued on Jul. 15, 2003 as US. Pat. 
No. 6,594,633), Which application is incorporated by refer 
ence herein. 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

[0002] The invention is generally related to computers and 
computer softWare, and to the provision of real estate 
brokerage and associated services to users coupled to an 
electronic communications medium. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0003] Selling and buying real property is generally a 
time-consuming process requiring the assistance of several 
professional services at a considerable cost. The typical 
seller is unfamiliar With the marketing required to sell their 
property and cannot access marketing channels used by real 
estate agents, such as the Multiple-Listing Service (MLS). 
Also, the typical seller does not have suf?cient familiarity 
With comparable sales in their area to assess the market price 
for their property. If a potential buyer is located, the typical 
seller does not have the legal resources necessary to nego 
tiate a purchase contract and to close the transfer. Conse 
quently, sellers often use seller agents to list and shoW the 
property for signi?cant commissions, as much as 6% or 7% 
of the sale price, even When the agents perform a very small 
service. In addition, sellers typically do not have the ability 
to sell by oWner on an equal footing, and thus may have no 
real alternative other than paying the large commission. 

[0004] Typical buyers are at a similar disadvantage in 
?nding and purchasing real property such as a home. Often 
buyers are unfamiliar With the area and What properties are 
listed for sale. Even if able to access a publicly-available 
Multiple-Listing Service (MLS), buyers generally cannot 
gain access to sales data to assess reasonable market values. 
Once a property is located, the typical buyer does not have 
the legal resources necessary to negotiate a purchase con 
tract and to close the transfer. 

[0005] Real estate transactions are typically accomplished 
through an assortment of communication systems that are 
largely not integrated and often not even electronic com 
munication. Each party (e.g., buyer, buyer’s agent, seller, 
seller’s agent, title provider, mortgage provider, real estate 
attorney, inspectors) generally keep their oWn personal 
schedules. The parties have to contact one another to estab 
lish appointments. This may be exceedingly dif?cult if more 
than tWo of the parties have to ?nd mutually convenient 
times. Also, having to contact parties by telephone is often 
inadequate due to unavailability. 

[0006] Moreover, the myriad of scheduling details that 
occur in negotiating and closing a purchase contract for real 
estate property can easily be overlooked. For eXample, a 
buyer and the seller may be unaWare that state regulations 
require certain inspections or that certain types of mortgage 
applications (e.g., VA loan) require a certain period of time 
and additional procedures (e.g., termite inspection). Conse 
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quently, these parties may not even be aWare of these 
scheduling considerations When negotiating a purchase con 
tract. 

[0007] Attempting to avoid the high commission of real 
estate agents means dif?culty in negotiating the purchase 
contract. Sellers and buyers may not have ready access to an 
appropriate form purchase contract. Assistance in complet 
ing the form purchase contract may not be available at 
minimal cost. In addition, the physical shuttling of offers and 
counter offers betWeen the parties may impose a time 
consuming burden, and may make negotiating more emo 
tionally difficult. Also, tracking the number of changes to the 
purchase contract during negotiation is difficult, especially 
given methods of modi?cation including handWritten 
changes and faXed changes. Furthermore, a party making the 
pending offer may bene?t from knoWing Whether the other 
party has received the document Without giving an impres 
sion of being anXious. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0008] The invention addresses these and other problems 
associated With the prior art by providing an apparatus, 
program product and method that assist in the automated and 
ef?cient provision of real estate services, particularly in the 
area of facilitating real estate sales transactions. 

[0009] Consistent With one aspect of the invention, bro 
kering a real estate transaction is facilitated by electronically 
communicating property information to potential buyers 
over a computer netWork such as the Internet. The property 
information is stored in a property database. The transaction 
is facilitated by one or more real estate documents retriev 
able by the buyer or the seller. By managing the How of 
information electronically, the need for professional assis 
tance is minimiZed, along With the associated costs. 

[0010] Consistent With another aspect of the invention, 
negotiation during a transaction includes electronically gen 
erating an offer by revising an electronic form under the 
direction of the ?rst party, either the seller or the buyer. This 
electronic form includes immutable contract terms and 
mutable contract terms. The buyer or seller making the offer 
is interactively assisted in completing the form. The revised 
electronic form is electronically transmitted to the other 
party. The second party may subsequently generate a counter 
offer by supervising changes to the mutable contract terms 
and by having the counter offer electronically transmitted to 
the ?rst party. Each version of the electronic form is tracked 
as to status and content. 

[0011] Consistent With a further aspect of the invention, 
eXecution of the transaction is facilitated by receiving dis 
closure information from a seller via electronic communi 
cation so the disclosure information may be stored, associ 
ated With a property record identifying a real estate property, 
and electronically communicated to another party, such as a 
buyer or a third-party facilitator. 

[0012] Consistent With an additional aspect of the inven 
tion, conduct of the transaction is facilitated by receiving 
scheduling information from the buyer party and/or the 
seller party via electronic communication to the other party. 

[0013] These and other advantages and features, Which 
characteriZe the invention, are set forth in the claims 
anneXed hereto and forming a further part hereof. HoWever, 
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for a better understanding of the invention, and of the 
advantages and obj ectives attained through its use, reference 
should be made to the DraWings, and to the accompanying 
descriptive matter, in Which there are described exemplary 
embodiments of the invention. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0014] FIG. 1 is a block diagram of a computer netWork 
consistent With the invention. 

[0015] FIG. 2 is a block diagram of an exemplary hard 
Ware and softWare environment for a computer from the 
computer netWork of FIG. 1. 

[0016] FIG. 3 is a block diagram illustrating the primary 
softWare components utiliZed by the computer netWork of 
FIG. 1 in a real estate application, including an illustration 
of electronic communication betWeen a buyer party, a seller 
party and a brokerage system. 

[0017] FIG. 4 is a block diagram of a property record from 
the property database of FIG. 3. 

[0018] FIG. 5 is a depiction of a home screen of an online 
real time interactive communication interface used by a 
buyer party or a seller party for electronic communication 
With the computer netWork of FIGS. 1-3. 

[0019] FIG. 5A is a depiction of a custom pro?le screen 
of the online real time interactive communication interface 
of FIG. 5. 

[0020] FIG. 5B is a depiction of an online real time 
interactive communications interface for con?dential, con 
current electronic communication betWeen a buyer party and 
a seller party With an accompanying electronic purchase 
contract. 

[0021] FIG. 5C is a depiction of an online real time 
interactive communication interface for generating a disclo 
sure document from disclosure information received from a 
seller party. 

[0022] FIG. 6 is a How chart illustrating the sequence of 
operations by a main routine of the computer netWork of 
FIGS. 1-3 for performing the electronic communication and 
utiliZing the primary softWare components of FIG. 3. 

[0023] FIG. 7 is a ?oWchart illustrating the sequence of 
operations performed by the seller and the computer net 
Work to list a sale property for the main routine referenced 
in FIG. 6. 

[0024] FIG. 8 is a ?oWchart illustrating the sequence of 
operations performed by the buyer and the computer net 
Work to search the property database of FIG. 3 for the main 
routine referenced in FIG. 6. 

[0025] FIG. 9 is a ?oWchart illustrating the sequence of 
operations performed by the buyer, the seller, and the 
computer netWork to negotiate sale of a property found in 
the search routine of FIG. 8 for the main routine referenced 
in FIG. 6. 

[0026] FIG. 10 is a ?oWchart illustrating the sequence of 
operations performed by the buyer, the seller, and the 
computer netWork to close the sale of the property negoti 
ated in FIG. 9 for the main routine referenced in FIG. 6. 
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[0027] FIG. 11 is a ?oWchart illustrating the sequence of 
operations performed by the computer netWork for post 
transaction monitoring for the main routine referenced in 
FIG. 6. 

[0028] FIG. 12 is a ?oWchart illustrating the sequence of 
operations performed by the seller and the computer net 
Work for creating or modifying a seller custom pro?le for the 
main routine referenced in FIG. 6. 

[0029] FIG. 13 is a ?oWchart illustrating the sequence of 
operations performed by the buyer and the computer net 
Work for creating or modifying a buyer custom pro?le for 
the main routine referenced in FIG. 6. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

HardWare and SoftWare Environment 

[0030] Turning to the DraWings, Wherein like numbers 
denote like parts throughout the several vieWs, FIG. 1 
illustrates a real estate computer netWork 10 consistent With 
the invention. Real estate computer netWork 10 operates as 
a computing platform for providing real estate services to a 
plurality of sellers 12 and buyers 13 coupled thereto over an 
electronic communications netWork 14. Buyers 13 and sell 
ers 12 may couple to the real estate computer netWork 10 
through any number of electronic communications media, 
e.g., a global public netWork such as the Internet 16. 

[0031] The real estate computer netWork 10 includes a 
netWork server 18 containing a property database 20, and the 
netWork server 18 is coupled to a brokerage system com 
puter 22, such as over a netWork or through a global public 
netWork such as the Internet 16, although netWork server 18 
and the brokerage system computer 22 may be encompassed 
Within one system or device. The real estate computer 
netWork 10 is also shoWn coupled to a facilitator computer 
24, a payment transaction computer 26 for electronic pay 
ment transactions for fees such as a commission (e.g., credit 
card charge), and to a sales computer 28 containing a sales 
database 30. 

[0032] An advantage of the real estate computer netWork 
10 that Will become apparent through the discussion herein 
is to reduce or eliminate the need for a seller 12 and a buyer 
13 to Work through real estate agents. HoWever, for certain 
embodiments or due the preferences or limitations of a buyer 
13 or seller 12, an agent may be used. Consequently, 
hereafter a seller party 12 may be used to denote a seller 12 
and/or those Working for the seller 12 such as a seller’s 
agent. Similar, a buyer party 13 may be used to denote a 
buyer 13 and/or those Working for the buyer 13 such as a 
buyer’s agent. 

[0033] FIG. 2 illustrates in another Way an eXemplary 
hardWare and softWare environment for an apparatus 50 
consistent With the invention. For the purposes of the 
invention, apparatus 50 may represent practically any type 
of computer, computer system or other programmable elec 
tronic device, including a seller computer 12, a buyer 
computer 13, a brokerage system computer 22 or any of a 
number of computers in real estate netWork 10 (FIG. 1). 
Each such computer may be implemented as a desktop 
computer, a server computer, a Workstation, a portable 
computer, a handheld computer, an embedded controller, or 
another other type of single- or multi-user computer. Appa 
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ratus 50 may be coupled in a Wired or Wireless network 10 
as shown in FIG. 1, or may be a stand-alone device in some 
implementations. Apparatus 50 Will hereinafter also be 
referred to as a “computer”, although it should be appreci 
ated the term “apparatus” may also include other suitable 
programmable electronic devices consistent With the inven 
tion. 

[0034] Computer 50 typically includes at least one pro 
cessor 52 coupled to a memory 54. Processor 52 may 
represent one or more processors (e.g., microprocessors), 
and memory 54 may represent the random access memory 
(RAM) devices comprising the main storage of computer 
50, as Well as any supplemental levels of memory, e.g., 
cache memories, nonvolatile or backup memories (e.g., 
programmable or ?ash memories), read-only memories, etc. 
In addition, memory 54 may be considered to include 
memory storage physically located elseWhere in computer 
50, e.g., any cache memory in a processor 52, as Well as any 
storage capacity used as a virtual memory, e.g., as stored on 
a mass storage device 56 or on another computer coupled to 
computer 50 via netWork 62. 

[0035] Computer 50 also typically receives a number of 
inputs and outputs for communicating information exter 
nally. For interfacing With a user or operator, computer 50 
typically includes one or more user input devices 60 (e.g., a 
keyboard, a mouse, a trackball, a joystick, a touchpad, 
and/or a microphone, among others) and a display 62 (e.g., 
a CRT monitor, an LCD display panel, and/or a speaker, 
among others). For additional storage, computer 50 may also 
include one or more mass storage devices 60, e.g., a ?oppy 
or other removable disk drive, a hard disk drive, a direct 
access storage device (DASD), an optical drive (e.g., a CD 
drive, a DVD drive, etc.), and/or a tape drive, among others. 
Furthermore, computer 50 may include an interface With one 
or more netWorks 62 (e.g., a LAN, a WAN, a Wireless 
netWork, and/or the Internet, among others) to permit the 
communication of information With other computers 
coupled to the netWork. It should be appreciated that com 
puter 50 typically includes suitable analog and/or digital 
interfaces betWeen processor 52 and each of components 
54-62 as is Well knoWn in the art. 

[0036] Computer 50 operates under the control of an 
operating system 64, and executes or otherWise relies upon 
various computer softWare applications, components, pro 
grams, objects, modules, databases, data structures, etc. 
(e.g., as represented by application 66). Moreover, various 
applications, components, programs, objects, modules, etc. 
may also execute on one or more processors in another 

computer coupled to computer 50 via a netWork 62, e.g., in 
a distributed or client-server computing environment, 
Whereby the processing required to implement the functions 
of a computer program may be allocated to multiple com 
puters over a netWork. 

[0037] In general, the routines executed to implement the 
embodiments of the invention, Whether implemented as part 
of an operating system or a speci?c application, component, 
program, object, module or sequence of instructions Will be 
referred to herein as “computer programs”, or simply “pro 
grams”. The computer programs typically comprise one or 
more instructions that are resident at various times in various 
memory and storage devices in a computer, and that, When 
read and executed by one or more processors in a computer, 
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cause that computer to perform the steps necessary to 
execute steps or elements embodying the various aspects of 
the invention. Moreover, While the invention has and here 
inafter Will be described in the context of fully functioning 
computers and computer systems, those skilled in the art Will 
appreciate that the various embodiments of the invention are 
capable of being distributed as a program product in a 
variety of forms, and that the invention applies equally 
regardless of the particular type of signal bearing media used 
to actually carry out the distribution. Examples of signal 
bearing media include but are not limited to recordable type 
media such as volatile and non-volatile memory devices, 
?oppy and other removable disks, hard disk drives, magnetic 
tape, optical disks (e.g., CDROM’s, DVD’s, etc.), among 
others, and transmission type media such as digital and 
analog communication links. 

[0038] In addition, various programs described hereinafter 
may be identi?ed based upon the application for Which they 
are implemented in a speci?c embodiment of the invention. 
HoWever, it should be appreciated that any particular pro 
gram nomenclature that folloWs is used merely for conve 
nience, and thus the invention should not be limited to use 
solely in any speci?c application identi?ed and/or implied 
by such nomenclature. 

[0039] Those skilled in the art Will recogniZe that the 
exemplary environments illustrated in FIGS. 1 and 2 are not 
intended to limit the present invention. Indeed, those skilled 
in the art Will recogniZe that other alternative hardWare 
and/or softWare environments may be used Without depart 
ing from the scope of the invention. 

Real Estate Transaction Services 

[0040] The various aspects of the invention Will noW be 
described in greater detail in connection With the provision 
of real estate transaction services by a plurality of buyer 
parties 13, including buyers and/or buyer agents, and by a 
plurality of seller parties 12, including sellers and/or seller 
agents, via a computer netWork, represented at 10 in FIG. 3. 
In particular, FIG. 3 illustrates in greater detail the elec 
tronic communication (i.e., ?oW of information) betWeen a 
buyer 13, a brokerage system 22, a seller 12, and perhaps 
third parties such as a facilitator 24 (e. g., a laWyer, mortgage 
provider, and/or title provider) and payment transaction 
system 26. 

[0041] The electronic communication performed by the 
real estate computer netWork 10 may include various types 
and formats for various functions such as messaging, noti 
fying, scheduling, and document transmittal. The content of 
the electronic communication may include audio, text and 
graphical information transmitted over Wires or Wireless 
channels and converted to a human legible form by a 
computer, fax machine, voice telephone mailbox, pager, 
automated message to a telephone, handheld personal assis 
tant, an/or e-mail system. 

[0042] One particularly important aspect of facilitating of 
real estate transactions in the manner described herein is 
providing an online real time interactive communications 
interface to both sellers 12 and buyers 13 to facilitate 
transacting real estate sales, especially in a con?dential 
fashion. Having a property database 20 accessible by both 
the buyer 13 and the seller 12 provides the means Whereby 
the parties can ?nd one another. Moreover, having electronic 
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communication between the parties allows for another 
important aspect of facilitating real estate transaction, elec 
tronically communicating a real estate document to either 
the buyer 13 or the seller 12 to facilitate the transaction. In 
particular, the electronically communicating the real estate 
transaction document may include negotiations for a pur 
chase contract for a selected real estate property entirely 
through electronic communications. Legal authoriZation for 
such entirely electronic communication may require recog 
nition of some form of document certi?cation such as a 
digital signature. If negotiation by entirely electronic com 
munication is not legally authoriZed or desired, traditional 
professional services through a real estate facilitating entity 
may be used to continue With the real estate transaction. 

[0043] Another important aspect of the facilitating of real 
estate transactions in the manner described herein is tracking 
interactions made With the system for a number of advan 
tages. Sellers 12 may bene?t from knoWing What the virtual 
“foot traf?c” is for their property so that they may gauge the 
effectiveness of their listing. The brokerage system 22 needs 
to knoW usage of certain features that Would Warrant pay 
ment. Parties to a negotiation of a purchase contract 96 
Would bene?t from knoWing Whether the other party has 
received a document such as counteroffer. Moreover, the 
recipient of such a counteroffer Would bene?t from tracking 
all changes made to the purchase contract 96 during the 
negotiation. In addition, listing, ?nding, negotiating and 
closing the sale of a real estate property requires a large 
number of scheduling considerations. Having a Way to track, 
display, update and notify parties of scheduling associated 
With a real estate transaction is a more efficient ansWer than 
relying on telephone calls and unconnected scheduling sys 
tems. Integrating real estate transactions With buyers 13 and 
sellers 12 virtually connected enables a number of advan 
tages for tracking usage by parties 12, 13 and real estate 
transaction documents. 

[0044] Provision of these features is illustrated by the 
electronic communication, or How of information, betWeen 
the seller 12 and the buyer 13. It Will be appreciated that 
although the brokerage system 22 is not depicted as directly 
connected to each component of FIG. 3, that the brokerage 
system 22 coordinates the real estate computer netWork 10 
in a Way that usage and actions are appropriately tracked and 
scheduled, as Will become more apparent in the discussion 
beloW regarding the sequentially organiZed ?oWcharts for 
the real estate computer netWork 10. 

[0045] As depicted by the diagram of FIG. 3, a large array 
of desirable or required services and electronic communi 
cation connections betWeen parties are shoWn via the con 
venience of a computer 50. It Will be apparent that although 
having the full complement available as described herein is 
advantageous, various elements and aspects of the embodi 
ments described herein could be omitted, or offered inde 
pendently of one another, in other applications. In addition, 
it is anticipated that bundling additional real estate services 
not speci?cally illustrated here Would be bene?cial in some 
applications. 

[0046] The real estate computer netWork 10 includes elec 
tronic communication betWeen the seller 12 and a seller 
custom pro?le 80, alloWing the system to access such 
information about and preferences of the seller 12 including 
hoW to contact, scheduling considerations, etc. Moreover, 
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payment information such as secure storage of credit card 
billing information for enhanced services may be included. 
Similarly, the buyer 13 electronically communicates With a 
buyer custom pro?le 82 for a similar purpose. The brokerage 
system 22 electronically communicates With custom pro?les 
80, 82 in order to coordinate services for the parties 12, 13. 

[0047] The seller custom pro?le 80 includes property 
information associated With a real estate property, and 
perhaps a plurality of such properties that are concurrently 
listed, although an illustrative case of one property is 
described herein. The brokerage system 22 communicates 
With the property database 20 to make this information 
available to buyer 13. The buyer 13 Would access the 
property information via an electronic request to search or 
notify the buyer 84 of properties matching certain selected 
criteria to a search engine 86 Which queries the property 
database 20. Advantageously, the search engine 86 may 
return a listing of appropriate properties so that the buyer 13 
may select those for Which detailed property information is 
required rather than providing all of the property informa 
tion Without further selection. This speci?c request Would 
identify a speci?c property for Which the buyer 13 is 
particularly interested. This contact information may be 
tracked for purposes such as shoWing “foot traffic” for the 
seller 12. Also, this contact information can be a trigger for 
sales veri?cation 88 by the brokerage system 22 to insure 
commission payment When Warranted. Thus, a transaction 
database 90 may receive information from, and be queried 
by the brokerage system 22 and provide limited information 
to the seller 12. In addition, the transaction database 90 may 
provide a Watch list for property/seller/buyer combinations 
to be monitored for a period of time by sales veri?cation 88. 

[0048] Sales veri?cation 88 is an important aspect of the 
real estate computer netWork 10 since payment for the 
services may largely arrive at the closing of a real estate 
transaction in the form of a ?Xed fee or percentage com 
mission (e.g., one percent). If the buyer 13 and seller 12 
choose to proceed outside (i.e., covert transaction) of the 
computer netWork 10, such commission may be lost. HoW 
ever, an advantage of the real estate computer netWork 10 is 
that usage that triggers the right to a commission under an 
agreement With the seller 12 and/or the buyer 13 may be 
tracked. If the transaction is discontinued, the brokerage 
system 22 utiliZes sales veri?cation 88 to monitor a sales 
database 30, such as an MLS system or public databases of 
recorded deeds for these parties and the associated property. 

[0049] Having electronic communications With a sales 
database 30 provides an additional feature of alloWing 
search for comparable sales by utiliZing a comparables 
search 92 component accessible by the buyer 13 and the 
seller 12 to query the sales database 30. This capability 
alloWs the parties 12, 13 to ascertain a market price or price 
range for a property. 

[0050] Facilitating the negotiation and closing of a real 
estate transaction is further assisted by assistance from a 
scheduling database 94 and elements required to negotiate a 
purchase contract, such as an electronic purchase contract 
96, electronic disclosure document 98, and electronic con 
tract tracking 99. A scheduling database 94 alloWs various 
parties to determine available time for required parties to 
attend shoWings or to complete contract contingencies, such 
as inspections or closings. Moreover, such a scheduling 
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database 94 can remind parties of required or suggested 
appointments and avoid con?icting appointments. Such a 
scheduling database 94 may utilize existing commercial 
groupWare. 

[0051] Negotiations in particular may be enhanced by the 
electronic purchase contract 96 Which contains immutable 
contract terms Which should remain to avoid possible illegal 
or ill-advised contract terms or omissions. The electronic 
purchase contract 96 is an example of a real estate document 
that may be electronically communicated by the parties to 
facilitate the transaction. Con?dence in such terms may be 
advanced by incorporating state realty board recommended 
contracts appropriate for the property location. The elec 
tronic purchase contract 96 further includes mutable contract 
terms that are modi?ed, selected, or completed by the 
parties. Examples Would include sales price, ?xtures or 
chattel to be included or excluded from the sale, earnest 
money to be held in escroW, closing date, occupancy date, 
additional inspections, risk borne for defects, etc. Just as the 
custom pro?les 80, 82 may advantageously guide the parties 
12, 13 in correctly providing contact and property informa 
tion, the electronic purchase contract 96 may include error 
checking and help resources. In addition, the electronic 
purchase contract 96 may utiliZe electronic contract tracking 
99 to capture each change to the electronic purchase contract 
96 to assist in negotiation and in any eventual interpretation 
of an executed contract should a dispute arise. Not only 
Would versions of the electronic purchase contract 96 be 
tracked, but also Which party proposed and accepted or 
rejected each version, along With the date. Advantageously, 
the tracking Would include a pending status as to Whether the 
receiving party has been noti?ed and has revieWed the latest 
offer or counteroffer. 

[0052] The disclosure document 98 is depicted separate 
from the electronic purchase contract 96 since the seller 12 
may provide such a document before an offer is made, as 
may be preferable or legally required. Typically, the disclo 
sure document 98 Would thereafter be incorporated into the 
electronic purchase contract 96 or be an accompanying 
document. 

[0053] It is contemplated that the real estate computer 
netWork may be utiliZed to achieve the substantial portion of 
or entire assistance required by the buyer 13 and seller 12 in 
the real estate transaction. HoWever, in some embodiments, 
especially Where required by state and local regulation, a 
real estate transaction facilitator 24, or facilitating entity, 
may receive documentation from the real estate computer 
netWork 10 in order to complete the transaction. Such 
facilitators 24 may include, for instance, a laWyer, a mort 
gage provider, and/or a title provider. 

[0054] The real estate computer netWork 10 may further 
include a range of associated services 100 shoWn electroni 
cally communicating With the buyer 13 and the seller 12. For 
example, associated services 100 may include an electronic 
application to a mortgage provider, contact information such 
as hypertext markup language (HTML) links to services 
such as home inspection and movers, and information 
resources such as a mortgage calculator 224 so that the buyer 
13 may focus a home search and negotiations to an afford 
able price range. 

[0055] Referring to FIG. 4, a block diagram of a property 
record 102 for the property database 20 of FIG. 3 is 

Mar. 18, 2004 

provided. Thus, property information for a speci?c real 
estate property Would be contained Within the property 
record 102. An illustrative listing of ?elds in the property 
record 102 include a property description 104 Which 
includes information such as contained in a Multiple-Listing 
Service (e.g., number, type and dimension of rooms; 
address; directions to the property; ?xtures and features; 
acreage). Taking advantage of the efficiencies inherent in an 
interactive communications interface, as Will be described 
for FIG. 5, a seller 12 Would be assisted in providing such 
property description 104 in a number of Ways. In particular, 
graphical user interfaces such as often used for a computer 
50 Would alloW familiar pull-doWn menus, radio buttons, 
pop-up help information, scrollable text boxes, etc. 

[0056] Moreover, the real estate computer netWork 10 may 
perform data checking and prompt the seller 12 for more 
information or corrections. For example, a prompt may 
occur if the seller 12 entered the number of rooms in a house 
and the number Was less than the number of bedrooms, 
bathrooms and other speci?c rooms entered. As another 
example, a prompt may occur if an important ?eld Was left 
blank. In addition, a ?eld may require data of a certain type, 
such as a year Within a certain range for the building date and 
a dollar ?gure for the price. Such receiving of disclosure 
information from a seller party 12 is thus an improvement 
over paper forms requiring a person to check for errors. 
Moreover, the disclosure information may have to be created 
and recreated a number of times, such as by a handWritten 
entry by a seller party 12, folloWed by data entry into a 
listing means such as an MLS, and further folloWed by data 
entry into a purchase contract, and yet further folloWed by 
data entry into other documents for a mortgage application 
and a land title. Each such data entry may introduce errors 
and economic cost of labor and delay. 

[0057] The property record 102 may contain property 
graphics ?eld or pointer 106 so that the buyer 13 may vieW 
exterior or interior depictions of the property. Another ?eld 
or other data structure included in the property record 102 
may be contractual terms 108 supplied by the seller 12. For 
example, the seller 12 may have non-negotiable or initial 
negotiating positions such as sale “as-is,” occupancy no 
sooner than a speci?c a date or a given interval, etc. The 
record may contain a scheduling database pointer 110 to the 
scheduling database 94, or other such data structure so that 
the buyer 13 may initiate a shoWing, for instance. The 
property record 102 may contain a contract period ?eld 112 
utiliZed by the seller 12 and the brokerage system 22 in 
determining the period Wherein the seller 12 is committed to 
the listing contract. The property record 102 may contain a 
usage tracking pointer 114 or other information storage such 
as a counter so that the seller 12 may monitor virtual “foot 
traffic” or hits for the listing. Also, the property record 102 
may contain a sales veri?cation pointer 116 or other means 
to designate the property as being on a Watch list for 
subsequent sale outside of the listing contract. 

[0058] Although a ?at ?le is depicted as a property record 
102 in FIG. 4, it Would be readily apparent to those skilled 
in the art that a number of database and data structures may 
be used to store and access such ?elds 104-116. Moreover, 
such data structures may be distributed throughout a number 
of data structures and storage media. Furthermore, the listing 
of ?elds 104-116 is an illustrative list Whereas feWer ?elds 
or additional ?elds may be used. In addition, the various 
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databases depicted in FIGS. 3-4 may speci?cally be com 
bined or further decentralized. 

[0059] The electronic communication betWeen users such 
as the buyer 13 and the seller 12 described for FIG. 3 may 
advantageously be performed as depicted in FIG. 5 With an 
online real time interactive communication interface 120 
such as by the broWser WindoW or broWser 122 on a 
computer screen 124 displaying a portion of the real estate 
transaction application 66. The illustrative depiction 
includes a series of selectable buttons 130-146 alloWing the 
buyer 13 and seller 12 to readily access desired features. 
Speci?cally shoWn is a “HOME” button 130 to readily 
return to the top-level page; an “ABOUT US” button 132 to 
revieW material about the real estate computer netWork 10 or 
its controlling entities; a “BUYER” button 134 to go to 
features speci?c for a potential buyer 13; a “SELLER” 
button 136 to go to features speci?c for a seller 12; a “MY 
ACCOUNT” button 138 for those having a custom pro?le 
80, 82 so that information speci?c to this party 12, 13 may 
be provided; a “LIST HOME” button 140 for potential 
listing sellers 12; a “CONTACT US” button 142 for inquir 
ies to the real estate computer netWork 10; a “SEARCH 
HOME” button 144 for potential buyers 13 to utiliZe the 
search engine 86; and a “FAQ’S” button 146 to provide 
information regarding services provided on the real estate 
computer netWork 10. In addition, other buttons such as 
blank button 148 may be included that could be de?ned by 
the party 12, 13. 

[0060] The interface 120 is shoWn including a “LOGIN 
NAME” data entry boX 150 and “PASSWORD” data entry 
boX 152 to alloW con?dentiality and ready access to indi 
vidualiZed content. Initiating the login is accomplished by 
selecting a “LOGIN” button 154. For those unfamiliar With 
the services of the real estate computer netWork 10, tWo 
buttons, “I AM A BUYER” button 156 and “I AM A 
SELLER” button 158 alloW rapid access to important infor 
mation for ?rst-time users. 

[0061] Logging into a custom pro?le 80, 82 may include 
going to an individualiZed screen 124, such as is depicted in 
FIG. 5A. Advantageously, such an individualiZed screen 
124 may have predictable locations and formats for infor 
mation regardless of Which property is associated With the 
login, Whether the party is a buyer 13 or seller 12, and on the 
phase of the transaction (e.g., searching, negotiating, clos 
ing). Thus, a scheduling boX 160 provides an interactive 
display and data entry means for Working With the sched 
uling database 94. Asystems noti?cation boX 170 alloWs for 
automatic alerts of approaching deadlines, eXceeded dead 
lines, completion of tasks, etc. A messages and documents 
received boX 180 may provide a graphical user interface 120 
to electronic documents received from other parties or 
received from the user. Also, a quick links boX 190 alloWs 
for retention of links to properties selected by a potential 
buyer 13, for instance, or links to services appropriate for 
inspecting a house after negotiating a purchase contract, etc. 

[0062] Referring to FIG. 5B, an online interactive com 
munication interface 124 illustrates hoW con?dential, con 
current electronic communication may be achieved in some 
instances to negotiate an electronic purchase contract 96, or 
similar inter-party communication. Buyer party WindoW 191 
Would shoW information appropriate for a multi-party com 
munication betWeen a buyer 13, a buyer’s agent, and a seller 
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party 12. Buyer party WindoW 191 thus Would shoW the 
buyer 13 and the buyer’s agent messages betWeen them 
selves and also a message to the seller party 12. HoWever, 
only the message C from the buyer agent to the seller Would 
be visible to the seller party 12. Similarly, seller party 
WindoW 192 shoWs a message B from the seller With any 
other messages hidden from the buyer 13 and buyer’s agent. 
Moreover, multiple parties may be interacting With interface 
124 on behalf of the seller 12 and communicating con?den 
tially to the seller 12 Without the aWareness of the buyer 13. 

[0063] Also depicted in FIG. 5B is an electronic purchase 
contract 96 having mutable contract terms 194, speci?cally 
a ?ll-in closing date ?eld and a radio button selection for 
mortgage application Wherein “VA” is selected. The elec 
tronic purchase contract 96 also has immutable contract 
terms 195 displayed. Another feature of electronic purchase 
contract 96 is the annotation “[ABC: DD/MMYY]” after 
“VA” denoting the initials of the party adding the “VA” 
selection and the date made. Such comments Would advan 
tageously be displaced and stored for retaining the full 
chronology of versions of the electronic purchase contract 

[0064] Referring to FIG. 5C, another eXample of a real 
estate transaction document is depicted. A disclosure docu 
ment 98 is generated by the real property computer netWork 
10 from both immutable terms, such as instructions 196 to 
assist the seller in providing disclosure information, and 
mutable terms, such as Water supply data ?elds 197, Wherein 
the seller is provided radio buttons to select betWeen public, 
private, Well, and cistern and has selected private. The 
immutable terms 196 may advantageously be derived from 
state realty board approved disclosure forms. The mutable 
terms 197 may be bounded by suggested or required ?elds 
also from the approved disclosure forms, Wherein the seller 
party 13 provides disclosure information. The online inter 
active communication interface 124 facilitates the electronic 
communication of disclosure information from the seller 
party 12 and may similarly electronically communicate, 
such as by electronic transmission, to the buyer party 13 as 
shoWn in FIG. 5B. 

[0065] Generation of the electronic real estate documents 
(e.g., electronic purchase contract 96 and electronic disclo 
sure document 98) shoWn in FIGS. 3, 5B, and 5C may be 
accomplished by storing a Word processing template on a 
computer in the real estate computer netWork 10. Informa 
tion supplied by the buyer party 13 or the seller party 12 may 
be merged With the Word processing template and stored as 
a document or the mutable terms may be stored separately 
as a record in a database. The latter may have advantages in 
reduced storage requirements. Annotations as to revision 
history and status of revieW may be similarly merged into 
the stored document or stored separately as records. 

[0066] It Would be apparent to those skilled in the art that 
a broad range of graphical user interfaces and other elec 
tronic communication approaches may be practiced. For 
eXample, formats suitable for small portable devices may be 
provided. Screens customiZed for a buyer 13 and for a seller 
12 may be provided. Also, additional functionality may be 
obtained by having such functions integrated With other 
email and scheduling softWare. 

[0067] Although a number of softWare design approaches 
Would be appropriate for providing the electronic commu 














