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(57) ABSTRACT 

An on-line commerce method and apparatus. A user can 
select products for purchase from plural merchant servers by 
examining product information stored on a shopping server. 
The product information related to selected products is 
veri?ed by accessing a checkout page of each merchant 
server. The veri?ed information is then presented to the user 
for con?rmation. Upon con?rmation, buy procedures are 
executed on each merchant server to purchase the products 
using existing account information for the user at each 
merchant server. 
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AUTOMATED ON-LINE COMMERCE METHOD 
AND APPARATUS UTILIZING SHOPPING 
SERVERS WHICH UPDATE PRODUCT 

INFORMATION ON PRODUCT SELECTION 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0001] 1. Field of the Invention 

[0002] The invention relates to systems for the purchase of 
goods and services over a communications netWork. More 
speci?cally, the invention is an automated purchase support 
method and apparatus for seamlessly integrating plural 
merchants into an on-line shopping system. 

[0003] 2. Description of the Related Art 

[0004] The Internet is a WorldWide netWork of computers 
linked together by various hardWare communication links all 
running a standard suite of protocols knoWn as TCP/IP 
(transmission control protocol/Internet protocol). The 
groWth of the Internet over the last several years has been 
explosive, fueled in the most part by the Widespread use of 
softWare vieWers knoWn as broWsers and HTTP (hypertext 
transfer protocol) Which alloW a simple GUI (graphical user 
interface) to be used to communicate over the Internet. 
BroWsers generally reside on the computer used to access 
content on the Internet, i.e. the client computer. HTTP is a 
component of TCP/IP and provides users access to ?les of 
various formats using a standard page description language 
knoWn as HTML (hypertext markup language), and more 
recently XML (extensible markup language) and XHTML 
(extensible hypertext markup language), a reformulation of 
HTML into XML. The collection of servers on the Internet 
using HTTP has become knoWn as the “World Wide Web” 
or simply the “Web.” 

[0005] Through HTML, XHTML, and interactive pro 
gramming protocols, the author of a particular Web page is 
able to make information available to vieWers of the Web 
page by placing the Web page on an Internet Web server. The 
netWork path to the server is identi?ed by a URL (Uniform 
Resource Locator) and, generally, any client running a Web 
broWser can access the Web server by using the URL. A 
client computer running a broWser can request a display of 
a Web page stored on a Web server by issuing a URL request 
through the Internet to the Web in a knoWn manner. A URL 
consistent With the present invention may be a simple URL 
of the form: 

<protocol identi?ers>://<server path>/<Web page 
path> 

[0006] A “protocol identi?er” of “http” speci?es the con 
ventional hyper-text transfer protocol. A URL request for a 
secure Internet transaction typically utiliZes the secure pro 
tocol identi?er “https,” assuming that the broWser running 
on the client and the Web server control program running on 
the Web server support and implement the secure sockets 
layer discussed beloW. The “server path” is typically of the 
form “pre?x.domain,” Where the pre?x is typically “WWW” 
to designate a Web server and the “domain” is the standard 
Internet sub-domain.top-level-domain of the Web server. 
The optional “Web page path” is provided to speci?cally 
identify a particular hyper-text page maintained on the Web 
server. In response to a received URL identifying an existing 
Web page, the Web server can return the Web page, subject 
to the HTTP protocol, to the client computer for display on 
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the client computer. Such a Web page typically incorporates 
both textural and graphical information including embedded 
hyper-text links that permit the user of the client computer 
to readily select a next URL or send other data over the 
Internet. Further, a Web page can have embedded applets, 
Written in JavaTM or another programming language, to 
present animation and/or audio. 

[0007] The URL issued from the client computer may also 
be of a complex form that identi?es a CGI (common 
gateWay interface) program (or script) on the Web server. 
The CGI program permits interactivity betWeen the client 
computer and the Web server via HTTP. CGI is a standard 
for external gateWay programs to interface With information 
servers, such as Web servers. Aplain HTML document that 
the Web server delivers is substantially static. A CGI pro 
gram, on the other hand, is executed in real-time so that it 
can process data or execute commands, such as executing a 
buy procedure Which authoriZes a purchase of products 
through a commerce Web server. A HTML form de?nition 
reference that identi?es a CGI program is commonly of the 
form: 

<form action-http://WWW.vendor.com/cgi—bin/buy.cgi 
method=post> 

[0008] A hyper-text link of this form directs the execution 
of the buy.cgi program on the Web server in response to a 
command from the client computer. For example, buy.cgi 
can be a buy procedure of the Web server. The Web has 
become ubiquitous in businesses and homes because it has 
proven to be convenient for various applications, such as 
neWs and data delivery, conducting banking and investment 
transactions, and the like. The Web and its authoring, 
transmission, and display protocols, such as broWsers, 
HTML, CGI, Active Server PagesTM, and JavaTM, have 
become a WorldWide standard for information exchange. 

[0009] One of the primary applications of the Web has 
been shopping, i.e. the purchase of goods and services, i.e. 
products. Virtually every major commercial “bricks and 
mortar” merchant has established a Web site for the shoW 
case and sale of their products. Further many manufacturers 
sell products directly over the Web. Finally, a plethora of 
on-line merchants, not previously existing in the bricks and 
mortar World, have come into existence. As a result, virtually 
every product is available for purchase over the Web from a 
plurality of merchants. This situation has increased the 
ef?ciency of markets by permitting shoppers to readily 
compare products and terms of sale from plural merchants 
Without the need to travel physically to the merchant loca 
tions. 

[0010] HoWever, in order to compare products and terms 
of different merchants, one must “visit” the various mer 
chant Web sites individually. First, this requires knoWledge 
of the URLs for each merchant Web site or the use of a 
search engine Which can be cumbersome and inaccurate. It 
is possible to open the various sites in different broWser 
WindoWs for better comparison. HoWever, the various for 
mats of each merchant Web site render it tedious to compare 
products and terms directly. When a purchase decision is 
made, the purchase or purchases must be made through the 
individual merchant Web sites. Further, ordinarily the shop 
per is required to log in to each merchant Web site, by 
entering a username and passWord for example, prior to 
making a purchase and then proceed to the next site. For 
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example, if the shopper decides to buy three items from 
three different merchants, three log in procedures and three 
buy procedures, i.e. procedures for effecting a purchase on 
the merchant Web sites, must be manually executed respec 
tively through the three merchant Web sites and their pro 
prietary interfaces. 

[0011] Recently, it is knoWn to integrate a plurality of Web 
sites into a single environment knoWn as a “shopping 
portal.” Shopping portals ordinarily include a Web server 
presenting an integrated interface displaying plural products 
from various merchants. Accordingly, conventional shop 
ping portals facilitate comparison shopping and thus 
increase market ef?ciency. HoWever, conventional shopping 
portals merely serve as a gateWay to the individual merchant 
Web sites. In particular, When a purchasing decision is made, 
the shopper is directed to the merchant Web site and the 
purchase is completed manually through the merchant Web 
site using the merchant Web site buy procedures and inter 
face. Accordingly, When purchases are made from more than 
one merchant, conventional shopping portals require that the 
shopper execute the orders using different interfaces at the 
respective merchant Web sites. 

[0012] US. Pat. No. 5,895,454 discloses an interface for 
merchant Web sites. A shopper connects to a remote mer 
chant Web site through a shopping server. When a product 
is selected from a merchant server, a transaction noti?cation 
is transmitted to a database on the shopping server. When the 
shopper is ?nished shopping, the shopper server transmits 
purchase orders corresponding to the selected products to 
the merchant Web sites to complete the orders on behalf of 
the shopper. HoWever, the system disclosed in US. Pat. No. 
5,895,454 requires that the shopper navigate each merchant 
Web site individually to select products for purchase. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0013] It is an object of the invention to seamlessly 
integrate plural on-line merchants into a single shopping 
interface. 

[0014] It is another object of the invention to facilitate 
comparison shopping in an on-line environment. 

[0015] It is another object of the invention to retain 
individual merchant accounts While permitting purchasing 
from plural merchants through a single on-line interface. 

[0016] It is another object of the invention to permit a 
shopper to retain the advantages of shopping at a merchant 
site While using an integrated shopping interface. 

[0017] It is another object of the invention to permit a 
merchant site to obtain all the commercial advantages of an 
actual visit by a shopper While facilitating shopping from 
plural merchant sites. 

[0018] To achieve these and other objects, a ?rst aspect of 
the invention is method of effecting commerce in a net 
Worked computer environment comprising the steps of iden 
tifying a user of a client computer to a shopping server 
having a database, selecting a product, based on product 
information in the database, for purchase from a merchant 
server that is remote from the shopping server, verifying the 
product information related to the selected product by com 
municating updated information related to the selected prod 
uct from the merchant server to the shopping server, pre 
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senting veri?ed product information to the user for 
con?rmation of a purchase, and executing a buy procedure 
on the merchant server for purchase of the selected products 
from the merchant server if the user con?rms the purchase. 

[0019] A second aspect of the invention is a computer 
architecture for effecting commerce in a netWorked envi 
ronment comprising a client computer, a shopping server 
executing an agent application and including a memory 
device having a database stored therein, a merchant server 
executing a commerce server application and being remote 
from the shopping server, and a communication channel 
coupling the merchant server With the shopping server and 
the shopping server With the client computer. The agent 
application is operative to identify a user of the client 
computer to the shopping server, permit the user to select a 
product, based on product information in the database, for 
purchase from the merchant server, verify the product infor 
mation related to the selected product by communicating 
updated information related to the selected product from the 
merchant server to the shopping server over the communi 
cation channel, present veri?ed product information to the 
user for con?rmation of a purchase, and execute a buy 
procedure on the merchant server for purchase of the 
selected products from the merchant server if the user 
con?rms the purchase. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWING 

[0020] The invention is described through a preferred 
embodiment and the attached draWing in Which: 

[0021] FIG. 1 is a block diagram of a computer architec 
ture in accordance With a preferred embodiment of the 
invention; 
[0022] FIG. 2 is a block diagram of a portion of the 
architecture of FIG. 1 schematically illustrating the com 
munication channel connections for an automated purchase 
procedure; 
[0023] FIG. 3 is a block diagram of the cookie handling 
procedure of the preferred embodiment; and 

[0024] FIG. 4 is a schematic representation of the internal 
automated purchase procedure of the shopping server of the 
preferred embodiment. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
PREFERRED EMBODIMENT 

[0025] Apreferred embodiment of a computer architecture 
of the invention is illustrated in FIG. 1. Commerce system 
10 includes client computer 12 executing broWser applica 
tion 14 that supports the HTTP protocol. Client computer 12 
is connected, typically through an ISP (Internet Service 
Provider), to Internet 100 serving as a communication 
channel. For example, client computer system 12 can be 
coupled to the ISP via a conventional dial up connection 
using a modem or through a broadband connection such as 
ISDN (Integrated Services Digital Network), a cable 
modem, or a DSL (Digital Subscriber Line) connection. 
Shopping server 20 is also coupled to Internet 100 in a 
knoWn manner. Shopping server 20 executes a Web server 

control application 22, knoWn as an HTTP server applica 
tion, stored in a memory device. For example, public domain 
Web server softWare applications from NCSA or APACHE 
can be used. 
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[0026] Shopping server 20 also executes agent server 
control application 24, (the function of Which is described in 
detail beloW) utilizing a secure connection for privacy. 
Agent server control application 24 can utiliZe SSL (secure 
sockets layer), S-HTTP (secure HTTP), or any other type of 
secure connection (standard protocols for transmitting pri 
vate documents via the internet). SSL Works by using a 
private key to encrypt data that is transferred over the SSL 
connection. It is common for Web sites to use SSL to obtain 
con?dential user information, such as credit card numbers. 
As noted above, Web pages that require an SSL connection 
have a URL starting With “httpsz” instead of “httpz.” 
Whereas SSL creates a secure connection betWeen a client 
and a server over Which any amount of data can be sent 

securely, S-HTTP is designed to transmit individual mes 
sages securely. 

[0027] A plurality of merchant servers 40 provide on-line 
shopping using conventional commerce server control appli 
cations, i.e. softWare that runs some of the main functions of 
an online storefront such as product display, online ordering, 
and inventory management. Merchant servers 40 and com 
merce server softWare are Well knoWn and thus are not 
described in detail herein. 

[0028] In the preferred embodiment, each of client com 
puter 12, shopping server 20, and merchant servers 40 are 
capable of communicating using a secure connection pro 
tocol, such as SSL or S-HTTP. For clarity, non secure 
connections 30 and secure connections 32 are illustrated 
separately. HoWever, typically, these connections Will be 
effected over the same physical connection or communica 
tion channel, such as Internet 100. Further, shopping server 
20 and merchant servers 40 can have many Web pages stored 
in memory devices thereof as ?les in HTML format and/or 
other formats. Shopping server 20 also includes product 
database 26 and shopper database 28 stored in a memory 
device thereof as described in detail beloW. 

[0029] Client computer 12 can request a display of a Web 
page stored on shopping server 20 by issuing a URL request 
through Internet 100 to shopping server 20. For eXample, a 
user of client computer 12, i.e. a shopper, can select a 
product, or plural products, for purchase by navigating Web 
pages stored on shopping server 20 and populated With 
product information from product database 26. Product 
database 26 can include product descriptions, pricing, deliv 
ery dates, and other product information for plural mer 
chants and culled from merchant servers 40 using automated 
Web craWlers or “bots” or gathered in any other manner. The 
product information in product database 26 should be 
updated periodically to correspond With current product 
information on merchant servers 40. HoWever, as Will 
become apparent beloW, the product information need not be 
updated in real time. 

[0030] The product information can be searched and dis 
played by product type, part numbers, price, keyWords, or 
product features in any desirable manner using an interface 
of shopping server 20 as presented to the shopper by broWser 
application 14 on client computer 12. The product informa 
tion in product data base 26 relating to products from plural 
merchant servers 40 can be displayed side by side in the 
broWser WindoW of client computer 12 to permit the shopper 
to comparison shop and choose products from any one or 
more of merchant servers 40 based on the product informa 
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tion. For eXample, the user may search for all instances of a 
particular item by product name or part number and may 
select for purchase the instance from the merchant having 
the loWest price. For eXample, the shopping interface knoWn 
as SMARTSHORCOMTM can be used in connection With 
the invention. Upon logging in to shopping server 20, by 
entering a username and user id as identi?cation data for 
eXample, a user can be identi?ed and thus can avoid the need 
for reentering previously registered data and preferences. 

[0031] FIG. 2 schematically illustrates the communica 
tions channel connections of the preferred embodiment 
during an automated purchasing procedure. For the sake of 
clarity, the remaining description refers generally to only 
one merchant server 40. HoWever, it should be understood 
that the procedure described beloW can be accomplished for 
plural products from plural merchant servers 40. When a 
user selects a product for purchase, by clicking on a “buy” 
button for eXample, secure connection 32 is established 
betWeen client computer 12 and agent server application 24 
of shopping server 20. Agent server application 24 then 
opens parallel secure connection 32 With the commerce 
server application of merchant server 40. Secure connec 
tions 32 are illustrated as direct connections betWeen com 

puters for clarity. HoWever, it should be understood that 
secure connections 32 can be SSL connections over Internet 
100 or any other type of communication channel. 

[0032] Also, as illustrated in FIG. 2, ?rst “cookie”29 (i.e. 
a ?le containing information, such as identi?cation infor 
mation, to be used by a server) is established on shopping 
server 20 and second cookie 18 is established on client 
computer 12. First cookie 29 alloWs merchant server 40 to 
track status of its order acceptance process and second 
cookie 18 alloWs shopping server 20 to track status of its 
order placement process. With reference to FIG. 3, ?rst 
cookie 29 contains information identifying the order accep 
tance session betWeen shopping server 20 and merchant 
server 40, i.e. a merchant session ID. The identifying infor 
mation can be any character string or code by Which 
merchant server 40 can identify the order acceptance ses 
sion. Similarly, second cookie 18 contains a “nonce” (i.e. a 
one-time random string), or other information identifying 
the order placement session betWeen client computer 12 and 
shopping server 20. Shopping server 20 maintains record 55, 
such as a database or a lookup table, that associates the 
nonce of second cookie 18 With the corresponding transac 
tion record 54 (see description of FIG. 4 beloW), by pointing 
to the transaction record 54 for eXample. Changes in trans 
action reporting from merchant server 40 are recorded in 
transaction record 54 because the tWo are synchroniZed by 
virtue of pointers from the nonces to transaction record 54. 
Transaction record 54 also contains the corresponding mer 
chant session ID. Accordingly, When the shopper resumes an 
idle session, such as by con?rming an order through client 
computer 12, shopping server 20 examines second cookie 18 
and identi?es the corresponding order placement session and 
status and is thus able to resume the session in a secure 
manner. Further, shopping server 20 Will locate the corre 
sponding ?rst cookie 29 and present it to merchant server 40 
to resume the corresponding order acceptance session. 

[0033] Keep in mind that there typically are a plurality of 
order placement and corresponding order acceptance ses 
sions occurring simultaneously. The cookie management 
procedure described above alloWs all sessions to be corre 
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lated properly and thus permits a seamless shopping expe 
rience. Shopping server 20 uses information stored in shop 
per database 28 to act on the shopper’s behalf during 
execution of a buy procedure of merchant server 40. Shop 
per database 28 can include any appropriate information 
about registered shoppers, such as their name, address, 
shopping preferences, credit card numbers, merchant 
account information (such as a username and user id for the 
shopper at each particular merchant), and the like. Of course 
all data in shopper database 28 can be collected during a 
registration procedure and encrypted for security in a knoWn 
manner. 

[0034] FIG. 4 illustrates the purchase procedure, ie the 
function of agent server 24, of shopping server 20 in greater 
detail. Keep in mind that the purchase procedure ordinarily 
begins after the shopper has logged in to shopping server 20 
or otherWise identi?ed themselves uniquely. The ?rst phase 
of the purchase procedure permits the shopper to search 
products, broWse for products in various Ways, and select 
one or more products for purchase from one or more 

merchant servers 40. After logging in, main process 50 of 
agent server control application 24 generates buy form 52 
for display to the shopper. In the event that the shopper 
desires to change information in buy form 52 for the current 
purchase procedure, the shopper can merely edit buy form 
52. For example, the shopper may Wish to change the 
shipping address or shipment method. Of course, the shop 
per pro?le can be edited to change the default shopper 
information in shopper database 28. Buy form 52 is auto 
matically pre-?lled With default shopper information corre 
sponding to the shopper if such information exists as a 
shopper pro?le in shopper database 28. If such information 
does not exist for the shopper, the shopper can be prompted 
to enter the information and the information can be used in 
the current purchase procedure. Main process 52 also creates 
transaction record 54 Which keeps track of all transaction 
information, including transaction status, for the current 
transaction procedure (such as credit card information, bill 
ing addresses, and the like from shopper database 28 and 
merchant SKUs of selected products, shipping options, and 
the like from product database 26). 

[0035] Also, main process 50 spaWns buy process 56 and 
points buy process 56 to the corresponding transaction 
record. As the shopper selects various products and options 
using the broWser interface of client computer 12, transac 
tion record 54 is updated. Note that, at any given time, there 
can be plural purchase procedures for plural shoppers each 
having a respective buy process 56 and corresponding 
transaction record 54. Buy process 56 Will continue to run in 
parallel With main process 50 until the purchase procedure 
is completed. Buy process 56 continually updates transac 
tion record 54 based on shopper selections. MeanWhile, 
main process 50 polls transaction record 54 for updated 
status. In this manner, main process 50 is updated With the 
status of each purchase procedure. 

[0036] When the ?rst phase of the purchase procedure is 
complete, ie the shopper has selected all desired products 
and options from all desired merchants, main process 50 
presents con?rmation page 58 to the shopper, through the 
broWser interface of client computer system 12, for veri? 
cation of an order by the shopper. Con?rmation page 58 is 
generated by communication betWeen shopping server com 
puter system 20 and the appropriate merchant server 40 
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using secure connection 32 betWeen shopping server com 
puter system 20 and the appropriate merchant server 40. In 
particular, shopping server computer system 20 uses the 
information in transaction record 54 to verify pricing infor 
mation, shipping information, and other details of the 
desired purchase With merchant server 40 by automatically 
going to each merchant checkout page, or other information 
page, and retrieving the updated information. Buy proce 
dures of merchant server 40 are integrated into buy pro 
cesses of shopping server 20 to alloW buy process 56 to 
automatically navigate merchant server 40. Back end test 
scripts or the like can be used to determine the particular buy 
procedure steps of merchant server 40. 

[0037] If account information for a particular merchant 
exists for the shopper in shopper database 28, that account 
information is used When executing the buy procedures With 
the merchant server 40. If not, a neW account is created for 
the shopper With the merchant and the account information 
is stored in shopper database 28 for subsequent use. Since 
shopping server 20 uses merchant account information that 
corresponds to the shopper, the shopper can retain preferred 
buyer points and other bene?ts and discounts as if shopping 
directly at merchant server 40. 

[0038] Keep in mind that, in the preferred embodiment, up 
to the time of generating con?rmation page 58 communi 
cation has been betWeen client computer system 12 and 
shopping server 20 using information from product database 
26, Which might not be entirely updated due to the ?uid state 
of on-line commerce. Accordingly, con?rmation page 58 
includes real-time pricing and shipping information 
obtained from merchant server 40 for each selected product 
in transaction record 54. Upon receiving shopper con?rma 
tion of the order summariZed in con?rmation page 58, all 
transaction information in transaction record 54 is saved and 
second cookie 18 is saved to alloW the procedure to restart 
later on With the same user session. Buy process 56 remains 
idle While Waiting for the shopper to con?rm the order by 
selecting a button on con?rmation page 58 or taking other 
action. 

[0039] In the second phase of the purchase procedure, the 
purchase transaction is completed. In particular, second 
cookie 18 is used to resume the previous user session on 
merchant server 40. Subsequently, the order is executed on 
merchant server 40 using information in transaction record 
54 to run a buy procedure and thus execute a buy process, 
on merchant server 40. The order is then con?rmed on 
shopping server 20, transaction record 54 is updated and 
receipt page 60 is generated shoWing the transaction infor 
mation and con?rmation numbers and the like from mer 
chant server 40. Once again, it is important to note that 
products can be selected from plural merchant servers 40 
and, in such a case, plural buy procedures Will be executed 
and con?rmed on the respective merchant servers 40 using 
the appropriate shopper account information automatically 
for each merchant server 40. 

[0040] It can be seen that the purchase procedure dis 
cussed above permits shopping server 20 to act on as an 
agent behalf of the shopper in interactions With merchant 
servers 40. HoWever, some merchants do not feel comfort 
able With shoppers using an agent Web site. In particular, 
many merchants rely on advertising, affiliate programs, and 
the like in their business model and thus can only accom 
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plish their business objective if the shopper “visits”, i.e. 
directly vieWs, their Web site and its buy pages in particular 
during shopping. Accordingly, a proxy server mode of 
shopping server 20 can be used to offer many of the 
advantages of the integrated purchasing procedure disclosed 
above, While satisfying vendors that desire to have the 
shopper visit their Web site buy pages. 

[0041] Internet proxy servers are Well knoWn. The phrase 
“proxy server” refers generally to a server that sits betWeen 
a client application, such as a Web broWser, and a Web 
server to intercept requests. The proxy server then serves up 
substantially the same content as the Web server to Which the 
request Was directed While also performing an auxiliary 
function such as ?ltering data, monitoring data, or serving 
up a cached copy of the Web page. In the preferred embodi 
ment, this general concept is expanded and applied to an 
integrated shopping environment. In proxy server mode, 
parallel secure connections 32 are set up betWeen client 
computer and shopping server 20 and betWeen shopping 
server 20 and merchant server 40, as illustrated in FIG. 2. 
The ?rst phase of the purchase procedure is accomplished in 
the same manner as described above With respect to the 
standard mode. To utiliZe proxy server mode, merchant 
database 28 preferably includes form maps for mapping 
?elds in the order forms of merchant server 40 to ?elds in 
shopper database 26. An external editing tool can be pro 
vided to develop the form maps in a knoWn manner. For 
example, the editing tool can be con?gured to read the 
HTML forms and parse out the data ?elds. These data ?elds 
can then be correlated to corresponding ?elds in custom 
database 28. 

[0042] During second phase of the purchasing procedure, 
When client computer 12 requests a Web page from mer 
chant server 40, shopping server 20 (in proxy server mode) 
handles the request and ?lters out the HREFs, i.e. HTML 
document references, and POSTs, i.e. HTML form submis 
sions, to point to shopping server 20 instead of merchant 
server 40. When merchant server 40 sends a blank form to 
client server 12, the form is intercepted by shopping server 
20 and the form is ?lled out With information from shopper 
database 26. When client computer 12 posts a form back to 
merchant server 40, shopping server 20 reproduces the post 
keeping intact all changes in the form content made by the 
shopper. First cookie 29 and the second cookie 18 track the 
sessions as described above. 

[0043] In proxy server mode, When the shopper selects a 
buy button from con?rmed page 58 or another page dis 
played on client computer 12, the shopping cart page, or 
other buy page, of merchant server 40 is displayed. The 
shopper manually executes the buy procedure of merchant 
sever 40 using the interface of merchant server 40 as 
displayed on client computer 12. This manual procedure is 
accomplished for each merchant server 40 requiring the 
proxy mode. Accordingly, in proxy server mode, the shopper 
vieWs all the buy pages and executes the buy procedures on 
merchant server 40. HoWever, shopping server 20 mediates 
and assists in ?lling out forms. Other aspects of the purchase 
procedure using proxy server mode can be similar to the 
purchase procedure described above Without proxy server 
mode. 

[0044] The invention facilitates on-line commerce by per 
mitting an integrated buying experience from plural mer 
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chants. The invention can be implemented over any type of 
communications channel, such as the internet, a local area 
netWork (LAN), a Wide area netWork (WAN), direct com 
puter connections, or the like, using any type of communi 
cation hardWare and protocols. Any type of hardWare or 
combination of hardWare can be used for the various clients 
and servers. Accordingly, the term “computer” as used 
herein, refers to any type of computing device or data 
terminal, such as a personal computer, a portable computer, 
a dumb terminal, a thin client, a hand held device, a Wireless 
phone, or any combination of such devices. The various 
clients and servers can be a single computer at a single 
location or multiple computers at a single or multiple 
locations. For example a server may be comprised of a 
plurality of redundant computers disposed in co-location 
facilities at various locations to facilitate scalability. Any 
appropriate server or client softWare can be used and any 
communication protocols can be used. Communication can 
be accomplished over electric cable, ?ber optic cable, any 
other cable, or in a Wireless manner using radio frequency, 
infrared, or other technologies. Any interface can be used for 
selecting products for purchase. The various information can 
be stored in any format and thus the term “database” as used 
herein refers to any collection of information such as a 
database ?le, a lookup table, or the like. 

[0045] The invention has been described through a pre 
ferred embodiment. HoWever various modi?cations can be 
made Without departing from the scope of the invention as 
de?ned by the appended claims and legal equivalents. 

What is claimed: 
1. A method of effecting commerce in a netWorked 

computer environment comprising the steps of: 

identifying a user of a client computer to a shopping 

server having a database; 

selecting a product, based on product information in the 
database, for purchase from a merchant server that is 
remote from the shopping server; 

verifying the product information related to the selected 
product selected in said selecting step by communicat 
ing updated information related to the selected product 
from the merchant server to the shopping server; 

presenting veri?ed product information veri?ed in said 
verifying step to the user for con?rmation of a pur 

chase; and 

executing a buy procedure on the merchant server for 
purchase of the selected products from the merchant 
server if the user con?rms the purchase. 

2. A method as recited in claim 1, Wherein the database 
comprises a product database having product information 
and a shopper database having shopper information. 

3. A method as recited in claim 2, further comprising the 
steps of: 

checking if there is account information in the shopper 
database related to the user for the merchant server; 

establishing an account related to the user With the 
merchant server if said checking step indicates that 
there is not account information in the shopper database 
related to the user for the merchant server; and 



US 2004/0078284 A1 

wherein said executing step comprises executing a buy 
procedure on the merchant computer in association 
With the account information related to the user for the 
merchant server. 

4. A method as recited in claim 1, Wherein said executing 
step comprises automatically executing a purchase proce 
dure on the shopping server, the buy procedure of the 
merchant server being integrated into the purchase proce 
dure. 

5. A method as recited in claim 2, Wherein said executing 
step comprises manually executing a buy procedure of the 
merchant server through an interface of the merchant server. 

6. A method as recited in claim 5, Wherein said executing 
step further comprises ?ltering out form submissions sent by 
the merchant server and ?lling in the ?ltered forms With 
information related to the user from the shopper database. 

7. A method as recited in claim 1, Wherein said selecting 
step comprises selecting products for purchase from plural 
merchant servers and said executing step comprises execut 
ing buy procedures of each of the plural merchant servers. 

8. A method as recited in claim 1, Wherein said verifying 
step comprises accessing a checkout page of the merchant 
server and doWnloading the product information related to 
the selected product from the checkout page. 

9. A method as recited in claim 1, further comprising the 
steps of: 

establishing a ?rst cookie on the shopping server contain 
ing a merchant server session identi?cation; 

establishing a second cookie on the client computer 
identifying a user session betWeen the client computer 
and the shopping server corresponding to the merchant 
serve identi?cation; and 

correlating the second cookie With a transaction record 
established in connection With the ?rst cookie. 

10. A method as recited in claim 1, further comprising the 
steps of: 

spaWning a buy process in the shopping server for accom 
plishing said selecting step; and 

updating a transaction record based on the status of the 
buy process. 

11. A method as recited in claim 2, further comprising 
displaying a buy form to the user containing information 
from the shopper database corresponding to the user and to 
be used in the buy procedure. 

12. A computer architecture for effecting commerce in a 
netWorked environment comprising: 

a client computer; 

a shopping server executing an agent server application, 
said shopping server including a memory device having 
a database stored therein; 

a merchant serve executing a commerce server applica 

tion and being remote from said shopping server; and 

a communication channel coupling said merchant server 
With said shopping server and said shopping server 
With said client computer; 
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Wherein, said agent server application is operative to 
permit the user of said client computer to select a 
product based on product information in said database 
for purchase from said merchant server, verify the 
product information related to the selected product by 
requesting updated information related to the selected 
product from said merchant server over said commu 
nication channel, present veri?ed product information 
to the user for con?rmation of a purchase, and execute 
a buy procedure on said merchant server for purchase 
of the selected products from said merchant server if 
the user con?rms the purchase. 

13. An architecture as recited in claim 12, Wherein said 
agent server application is operative to identify the user of 
said client computer. 

14. An architecture as recited in claim 12, Wherein said 
database comprises a product database having product infor 
mation and a shopper database having shopper information. 

15. An architecture as recited in claim 14, Wherein said 
agent server application is operative to check if there is 
account information in said shopper database related to the 
user for said merchant server, establish an account related to 
the user With said merchant server if there is not account 
information in said shopper database related to the user for 
said merchant serve, and execute a buy procedure on said 
merchant computer in association With the account infor 
mation related to the user for said merchant server. 

16. An architecture as recited in claim 12, Wherein said 
agent server application is operative to automatically 
execute a purchase procedure on said shopping server, the 
buy procedure of said merchant server being integrated into 
the purchase procedure. 

17. An architecture as recited in claim 12, Wherein said 
agent server application is operative to permit the user to 
manually execute a buy procedure of said merchant server 
through an interface of said merchant server. 

18. An architecture as recited in claim 17, Wherein said 
agent server application is operative to ?lter out form 
submissions sent by said merchant server and ?ll in the 
?ltered forms With information related to the user from said 
shopper database. 

19. An architecture as recited in claim 12, Wherein said 
agent server application is operative to alloW the user to 
select products for purchase from plural of said merchant 
servers and execute buy procedures of each of said plural 
merchant servers. 

20. An architecture as recited in claim 12, Wherein said 
agent server application is operative to access a checkout 
page of said merchant server and doWnload the product 
information related to the selected product from the check 
out page. 

21. An architecture as recited in claim 12, Wherein said 
agent server application is operative to establishing a ?rst 
cookie on said shopping server containing a merchant server 
session identi?cation, establish a second cookie on said 
client computer identifying a user session betWeen said 
client computer and said shopping server corresponding to 
the merchant serve identi?cation, and correlate the second 
cookie With a transaction record established in connection 
With the ?rst cookie. 
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22. An architecture as recited in claim 12, wherein said 
agent server application includes a main process operative to 
spaWn a buy process for accomplishing selection of products 
and update a transaction record based on the status of the 
buy process. 

23. An architecture as recited in claim 14, Wherein said 
agent server application is operative to display a buy form to 
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the user containing information from the shopper database 
corresponding to the user and to be used in the buy proce 
dure. 

24. An architecture as recited in claim 12, Wherein said 
communication channel comprises the Internet. 


