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(57) ABSTRACT 

According to some embodiments of the present invention a 
system and method are provided for enabling a player to 
receive at least one entitlement to a product or service. The 
method may include receiving information about at least one 
merchant, enabling play of a game by a player, determining 
merchant information to communicate to the player, and 
providing at least one entitlement to the player. In some 
embodiments, one or more steps may be based on the 
player’s play of the game. 
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SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR PROVIDING 
PRODUCTS TO GAME PLAYERS 

[0001] The present Application claims the bene?t of pri 
ority of: 

[0002] a) US. Provisional Application No. 60/462,092 
?led Apr. 10, 2003, entitled “SYSTEM AND 
METHOD FOR PROVIDING PRODUCTS TO 
GAME PLAYERS,” in the name of Walker et al.; 

[0003] b) US. Provisional Application No. 60/463,134 
?led Apr. 15, 2003, entitled “SYSTEM AND 
METHOD FOR AWARDING RETAIL ENTITLE 
MENTS THROUGH AN ONLINE GAME,” in the 
name of Walker et al.; 

[0004] c) US. Provisional Application No. 60/512,869 
?led Oct. 21, 2003, entitled “APPARATUS, SYSTEMS 
AND METHODS FOR TRACKING THE REDEMP 
TION OF PROMOTIONAL OFFERS,” in the name of 
Walker et al.; 

[0005] d) US. Provisional Application No. 60/523,744 
?led Nov. 20, 2003, entitled “APPARATUS, SYS 
TEMS AND METHODS FOR PROVIDING INFOR 
MATION TO MERCHANTS,” in the name of Walker 
et al.; and 

[0006] e) US. Provisional Application No. 60/523,758 
?led Nov. 20, 2003, entitled “APPARATUS, SYS 
TEMS AND METHODS FOR TRACKING THE 
REDEMPTION OF PROMOTIONAL OFFERS,” in 
the name of Walker et al. 

[0007] The entirety of each of the above Provisional 
Applications is incorporated by reference herein for all 
purposes. 

BACKGROUND 

[0008] Numerous businesses in the United States and 
abroad are designed to serve local customer bases. Some 
eXamples of local merchants include restaurants, dry clean 
ers, barber shops, beauty parlors, tailors, convenience stores, 
car Washes, gas stations, auto-body shops, and so on. 
Attracting and retaining a base of local customers is impor 
tant to the success of most retail endeavors. Due to the 
relatively small volume of customers at many local mer 
chants, an eXtra feW customers per Week may signi?cantly 
increase pro?ts and revenue for the merchants. Historically, 
many retailers have tried to attract local customers through 
advertising and promotions. HoWever, advertising costs are 
on the rise, and many commentators argue that advertising 
is steadily becoming less effective. Further, promotional 
vehicles such as coupons are declining in effectiveness. 
Accordingly, an ongoing need exists among retailers for 
systems and methods designed to facilitate the acquisition of 
local customers. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE FIGURES 

[0009] The accompanying draWings depict some eXem 
plary embodiments of the present invention: 

[0010] FIG. 1 is a diagram illustrating an eXample system 
according to some embodiments of the present invention; 

[0011] FIG. 2 is a diagram illustrating an eXample con 
troller according to some embodiments of the present inven 
tion; 
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[0012] FIG. 3 is a diagram illustrating an eXample of a 
user device or merchant device according to some embodi 

ments of the present invention; 

[0013] FIG. 4 is a table illustrating an eXample data 
structure of a player database for use in some embodiments 
of the present invention; 

[0014] FIG. 5 is a table illustrating an eXample data 
structure of a game session database for use in some 

embodiments of the present invention; 

[0015] FIG. 6 is a table illustrating an eXample data 
structure of an offer database for use in some embodiments 

of the present invention; 

[0016] FIG. 7 is a table illustrating an eXample data 
structure of a presentation rules database for use in some 
embodiments of the present invention; 

[0017] FIG. 8 is a How chart illustrating an eXample 
process according to some embodiments of the present 
invention; 
[0018] FIG. 9 is a How chart illustrating an eXample 
process according to some embodiments of the present 
invention; and 

[0019] FIG. 10 depicts an eXample screen of a game 
according to some embodiments of the present invention; 

[0020] FIG. 11 depicts an eXample screen of a game 
according to some embodiments of the present invention; 

[0021] FIG. 12 depicts an eXample screen of a game 
according to some embodiments of the present invention; 
and 

[0022] FIG. 13 is a table illustrating an eXample data 
structure indicating an amount by Which a price level Will 
increase according to some embodiments of the present 
invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

[0023] Applicants have recogniZed that some types of 
game players Would ?nd it appealing to play a game that is 
con?gured, at least in part, based on geographic data. 
According to some embodiments of the present invention, 
one or more elements of a game may be con?gured based on 
geographic data associated With a player. For eXample, 
based on a player’s selection or indication of a particular 
geographic location, some associated game elements (e.g., 
subject matter of game questions, theme elements, graphics, 
audio, priZes) may be identi?ed and used to provide a “local 
edition” of a game to the player. 

[0024] Applicants have further recogniZed that some types 
of game players may ?nd it appealing to play for priZes that 
are relevant to their geographic area. Some embodiments 
alloW for an entity (e.g., a game server, a priZe server) to 
identify one or more available priZes based on geographic 
data associated With the player. For eXample, based on a 
player’s success in playing a game, the player may be 
alloWed to select (and/or may be aWarded) a priZe deter 
mined based on geographic data provided by the player (e. g., 
a selection of a particular “local edition” of a game, a 

residential address). 

[0025] According to some embodiments of the present 
invention, a priZe may comprise an entitlement (e.g., to a 
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retail product or service). In other embodiments, a prize for 
play of the game may be the opportunity to obtain at least 
one entitlement. For example, a player of a game may be 
permitted to receive at least one entitlement to a product or 
service based on the player’s play of the game. 

[0026] In at least one embodiment of the present inven 
tion, a player can earn (e.g., based on game performance) the 
ability to purchase one or more entitlements. According to 
some embodiments, the amount required to purchase an 
entitlement may be based on the player’s performance in a 
game. 

[0027] Various embodiments of the present invention 
alloW for an entity (e.g., a game server) to manage play of 
an online game that aWards priZe entitlements redeemable at 
retail merchants and/or to allocate such priZe entitlements 
(e.g., based on game performance) to geographically rel 
evant users. According to some embodiments, elements in 
the online game are con?gured based on geographic data 
associated With a prospective customer. For example, based 
on a prospective customer’s selection of a geographic loca 
tion, products from local retailers are selected from a data 
base and used to form a “local edition” of a pricing-themed 
game. Alternatively or additionally, based on geographic 
data associated With a prospective customer, the online game 
may be con?gured to aWard certain geographically relevant 
priZes (e.g., entitlements to products marketed by local 
retailers). 
[0028] Applicants have also recognized that some types of 
retailers may ?nd neW systems and methods that are useful 
in facilitating the acquisition of local customers to be 
appealing. For instance, attracting and retaining a base of 
local customers is important to the success of most retail 
endeavors. Historically, many retailers have tried to attract 
local customers through advertising and promotions. HoW 
ever, advertising costs are on the rise, and many commen 
tators argue that advertising is steadily becoming less effec 
tive. Further, promotional vehicles such as coupons are 
declining in effectiveness. One or more embodiments of the 
present invention provide for systems and methods that 
advantageously alloW for the distribution of various types of 
priZes, including entitlements redeemable at retail mer 
chants. In some embodiments, the distribution is managed in 
a centraliZed, online system (e. g., through presentation of an 
online game). 

[0029] Applicants have further recogniZed that retail mer 
chants may ?nd it appealing, in accordance With some 
embodiments of the present invention, to be able to promote 
goods and services to prospective customers from pre 
de?ned geographical regions by aWarding promotional 
entitlements through online games. In one or more embodi 
ments, the promotional entitlements may be based on geo 
graphic data associated With such prospective customers. 

[0030] Applicants have also recogniZed that some types of 
retailers Would ?nd it appealing, in accordance With some 
embodiments of the present invention, to utiliZe an enter 
taining Way to (a) distribute promotional entitlements to 
geographically relevant prospective customers, and/or (b) 
educate prospective customers about goods and services 
offered by local retail merchants (e.g., via an online game 
experience). For example, some types of retailers Would ?nd 
it appealing to use an online game system to entice players 
of the game (prospective customers) into customers. Simi 
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larly, prospective customers Would ?nd it appealing to be 
able to receive promotional entitlements and/or information 
about local products and services in an entertaining Way. 

[0031] In some embodiments, merchants may be able to 
attract neW customers by providing products or services at 
sub-retail prices. Users may, in turn, obtain products at steep 
discounts While enjoying an entertaining game experience. 

[0032] In some embodiments, a controller may make a 
pro?t from selling game plays to users and/or from receiving 
payments from users based on a gap betWeen a price level 
provided to a user (e.g., through play of a game). Preferably, 
the gap or payment amount is greater than the price that the 
controller paid (if any) to obtain a corresponding product 
guarantee or other entitlement. 

[0033] Some embodiments of the present invention pro 
vide the bene?t that a controller needs not handle actual 
products. For example, While the controller may maintain 
information about What products are available at participat 
ing merchants, the controller need not itself take possession 
of actual merchandise. 

[0034] According to some embodiments of the present 
invention, a merchant sells a product guarantee to a con 
troller. The controller sells to a user a means for obtaining 
the product, and the user obtains the product from the 
merchant. 

[0035] Various embodiments of the present invention are 
described herein With reference to the accompanying draW 
ings. The leftmost digit(s) of a reference numeral typically 
identi?es the ?gure in Which the reference numeral ?rst 
appears. As Will be understood by those skilled in the art, the 
draWings and accompanying descriptions presented herein 
are exemplary arrangements for stored representations of 
information. A number of other arrangements may be 
employed besides the tables shoWn. Similarly, the illustrated 
entries represent exemplary information, but those skilled in 
the art Will understand that the number and content of the 
entries can be different from those illustrated herein. 

[0036] A. Introductory Example 
[0037] The folloWing scenario describes an exemplary 
embodiment in Which a user may Win a price level through 
play of a game. The example is provided merely as a brief 
introduction and to illustrate some embodiments and fea 
tures of the present invention, and should not be construed 
as limiting the scope of the invention in any Way. Various 
other embodiments and examples of embodiments are dis 
cussed in further detail herein, and others Will be apparent to 
those skilled in the art in light of the present disclosure. 

[0038] According to this example scenario, Susan used her 
home computer to log onto an online game shoW Website 
called “The Price is RightTM Online.” She had heard about 
the Website from a friend. Her friend had told her that The 
Price is Right Online is Where people can participate in an 
online game shoW in order to Win priZes for loW prices, 
typically for less than a dollar. Susan registered for the 
Website by providing her name, address, email address, and 
credit card number. As a ?rst time user, she Was provided 
With a free $5 .00 credit to an account established With The 
Price is Right Online. After reading through some brief 
instructions, Susan elected to begin play of the game. Her 
account Was charged $0.25 for the game, leaving her With 
$4.75. 
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[0039] Before beginning play of the game, Susan Was 
instructed to choose a product showcase. The product shoW 
case Would contain tWenty-four products or services for 
Which Susan Would play the game. Each of the tWenty-four 
products Would be from merchants in Susan’s local area. 
Several shoWcase descriptions Were listed, including a 
“General Showcase,” a “Dining ShoWcase,” a “Premium 
ShoWcase,” and a “Household Products” shoWcase. Each 
shoWcase had an associated target price, Which indicated the 
average retail price of all of the products Within the shoW 
case. Susan chose the General ShoWcase, Which had a target 
price of $10.00. 

[0040] At the beginning of the game, a meter Was dis 
played on Susan’s screen. The meter consisted of a box on 
her screen shoWing numerals displayed to indicate a price. 
The meter noW shoWed a starting credit amount or price 
level of $0.00. Beside the meter Was a graphic depiction of 
a thermometer. At the top of the thermometer Was printed the 
target price of $10.00. Currently, there Was no mercury in the 
thermometer. 

[0041] The game consisted of four multiple-choice ques 
tions. Each question related to the prices of products or 
services from Susan’s chosen shoWcase. After shoWing 
Susan the meter, a neW screen displayed the ?rst question. 
The question read, “Which three of the folloWing six prod 
ucts have the highest retail prices?” Six product images and 
corresponding text descriptions Were displayed beloW the 
question. 
[0042] Susan clicked on three of the products, and then 
clicked on a “submit ansWer” button. The screen on her 

computer then changed to shoW her a message, “Congratu 
lations, all your ansWers Were correct.” BeloW the message, 
her price meter Was displayed prominently. The price level 
displayed started at $0.00, but then started increasing rapidly 
until it reached $2.05. Beside the image of the price meter 
Was a thermometer. As the price level increased, the mercury 
in the thermometer Was shoWn to increase proportionally. 
The thermometer Was noW approximately 20% full. 

[0043] A neW screen appeared With another question and 
more products. “Which one of the folloWing six products has 
the loWest retail price?” Susan again selected an ansWer and 
again Was taken to screen With her price meter. She had 
gotten the correct ansWer, so her price level increased from 
$2.05 to $4.10. The next question Was “Which three of the 
folloWing six products have the loWest retail prices?” Susan 
clicked on three ansWers and Was again taken to the screen 
With her price meter. This time, the message read, “Con 
gratulations, tWo of your three ansWers Were correct.” The 
screen also shoWed the six possible ansWer choices from the 
question, With the proper choices highlighted. Susan’s price 
level noW increased from $4.10 to $6.50. The level of 
mercury in her thermometer also increased proportionally. 

[0044] On Susan’s ?nal question, she selected tWo of three 
correct ansWers. Susan’s price level noW increased from 
$6.50 to a ?nal price level of $8.80. The mercury in her 
thermometer again increased. The thermometer Was noW 
almost 90% full. A neW screen then displayed the message, 
“Congratulations, you have Won a price level of $8.80. This 
leaves you With a gap of only $1.20 betWeen your price level 
and the average retail price of the products beloW. You may 
noW select up to three of the folloWing 24 products to 
purchase. You may purchase each by paying only $1.20. You 
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have already Won the remainder of the purchase price!” 
Under the message Were graphic illustrations and short text 
descriptions of tWenty-four products. Among the products 
Were piZZas, appetiZers, entrees, and desserts at local res 
taurants, car Washes, haircuts, oil changes, manicures, dry 
cleanings, and more. Susan noticed that all of the products 
presented Were products she had been asked about during 
the game. 

[0045] Susan selected three of the products by clicking on 
their respective images. Her account Was charged $3.60 
(3><$1.20), leaving her With $1.15. Susan’s screen then 
displayed a message, “Thank you for playing. To obtain your 
products just click on the ‘print’ button beloW. Your printer 
Will print out three certi?cates, one for each product you 
purchased. Just bring each certi?cate to the indicated local 
merchant in order to receive your product.” 

[0046] Susan clicked on the print button, and her printer 
printed out the three certi?cates. Susan took each certi?cate 
to the local merchant offering the corresponding product. At 
each merchant’s store, she Was able to exchange a certi?cate 
for one of her products. Also, once at the stores, Susan Was 
able to learn more about What types of other products and 
services Were available. At one store, much to the mer 
chant’s satisfaction, Susan made several purchases in addi 
tion to redeeming her certi?cate. 

[0047] B. Terms and Example Meanings 

[0048] Throughout this disclosure and unless otherWise 
indicated, the folloWing terms may include and/or encom 
pass example meanings described herein. Of course, other 
meanings encompassed by such terms may be understood by 
those of ordinary skill in the art in light of the disclosure. 

[0049] Central computer, controller, central controller, 
server: An electronic device (e.g., a computer) that prefer 
ably is con?gured to communicate With one or more other 
devices, such as a user device and/or a merchant device. In 
one example, a central controller may be con?gured to 
communicate With one or more retailer devices so that 

promotion data can be uploaded, accessed, updated, and the 
like. In another example, a central controller may be con 
?gured to Write to and read from local and/or remote 
databases that store data concerning retailers, customers, 
games, and the like. In another example, a central controller 
may be con?gured to host a Website (e.g., a game-themed 
Website that alloWs remote users to play games and poten 
tially Win retail entitlements). 

[0050] Customer, player, prospective customer, user: A 
consumer Who communicates With the central computer 
through a user device. For example, a user may participate 
in one or more online games that potentially aWard retail 
entitlements. 

[0051] Game element: A feature or aspect of a game. 
Game elements may include, but are not limited to, (a) visual 
images of products for sale at retail merchants, (b) visual 
images of products that may be aWarded through an online 
game, (c) prices of products for sale at retail merchants, and 
(d) visual images of geographic areas or landmarks therein. 
In some embodiments, the game may be an online game that 
potentially aWards retail entitlements. 

[0052] Geographic location, geographic position, position 
data, location data: A data element that includes an indica 
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tion of a location of a particular party or entity (e.g., a 
consumer or a retailer). Geographic location data may 
indicate, for example, a user’s residence, a user’s contact 
information, a merchant’s place of business, and/or a user’s 
current location. Such information may include, but is not 
limited to, a street address and/or ZIP code, global position 
ing system (GPS) coordinates, Internet Protocol address, and 
the like. In one embodiment, geographic location data may 
comprise or be included in a signal transmitted by a user 
(e.g., to a central computer). In one example, such a signal 
may indicate a customer’s selection of a geographic area 
and/or a version or edition of an online game (e.g., the 
version is associated With at least one particular geographic 

area). 
[0053] Geographic region: A geographic area that may be 
useful in determining the relative positions of system par 
ticipants (e.g., customers, retailers). Preferably, a geographic 
region includes more than one geographic location. Retailers 
and/or the operators of the central controller may de?ne 
geographic region data. In one example, geographic region 
data may be stored in a database (e. g., accessible by a central 

controller). 
[0054] Geographic data: Data that includes geographic 
region data and/or location data (e.g., that is associated With 
a user, merchant, or other entity). 

[0055] Local customer, local prospective customer, pro 
spective local customer: A consumer Who is associated With 
(e.g., resides at) a geographical location that is Within a 
geographical region associated With a particular retailer. 

[0056] Non-local customer, non-local prospective cus 
tomer, prospective non-local customer: A consumer Who is 
associated With (e.g., indicates to a central controller) a 
geographical location that is outside of a geographical 
region associated With a particular retailer. 

[0057] Retailer, retail merchant, participating retailer, 
merchant, participating merchant: A seller of goods and/or 
services. Preferably, a merchant registers With the operator 
of a central controller to provide retail entitlements to 
prospective customers (e.g., through a Website or other 
distribution means). 

[0058] PriZe, aWard: In some embodiments a priZe or 
aWard refers to a good, service or other bene?t (e. g., an offer, 
an entitlement) indicated or sponsored by a merchant. In one 
example, an aWard may be supplied by a merchant to a 
central controller (e.g., priZe server, game server) for distri 
bution to players of a game. In some embodiments, a priZe 
or aWard may refer to the granting of access to or the 
determining that a player is eligible to receive, purchase or 
otherWise obtain an entitlement. For example, a player of a 
game may be aWarded With the ability to select from one or 
more presented offers. Alternatively, or in addition, a priZe 
may refer to a good, service or other bene?t (e.g., an offer, 
an entitlement) provided or distributed to a user. For 
example, an aWard may include a voucher or other repre 
sentation of a user’s entitlement to a product, or, in some 
embodiments, may refer to the product itself. In one 
example, a priZe is provided to a player participating in an 
online game. In another example, game contestants may 
select (e.g., from an inventory of available priZes or “priZe 
shoWcase”) one or more bene?ts and “claim” or “accept” 
them (e.g., by printing out a “priZe claim ticket”) after 
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successfully completing a game session (or portion thereof). 
In some embodiments, a particular merchant may provide 
more than one offer to a system (e.g., a ?rst offer is a 
meatball sandWich and a second offer is a dessert). 

[0059] Retail entitlement, entitlement: In some embodi 
ments, an entitlement includes the right to receive a particu 
lar product or service from a retailer (e.g., by presenting a 
certi?cate to the retailer). In other embodiments, an entitle 
ment may include the right to purchase a product or receive 
a service from a retailer at a discounted price. In some 
embodiments, retail entitlements are aWarded through online 
games (e.g., based on a player’s play of a game). Some types 
of entitlements may be represented by vouchers and/or priZe 
codes. In some embodiments, an entitlement may include a 
product guarantee, Which is a promise (e.g., by a merchant) 
to provide a product or service When one or more conditions 

are satis?ed. In some embodiments, an entitlement may 
include or be associated With an offer for a product of 
service. For example, a retail entitlement may correspond to 
an offer for a product supplied to a central controller by a 
merchant. 

[0060] Price tag: In accordance With some embodiments, 
a price tag includes a graphical representation of a price that 
may decrease based on the performance of a player in a 
game (e.g., based on the degree to Which a player has 
ansWered at least one game question correctly). In one 
example that features a pricing-themed game, a price tag 
price decreases based on the number of price-oriented 
questions the player has ansWered correctly. In some 
embodiments, the value or price associated With a price tag 
(e.g., a ?nal or ultimate price tag) may be used as the basis 
for determining the price of one or more retail entitlements. 

[0061] PriZe meter: In accordance With some embodi 
ments, a priZe meter includes a graphical representation of 
a credit amount that may increase based on the performance 
of a player in a game (e.g., based on the degree to Which a 
player has ansWered at least one game question correctly). In 
one example that features a pricing-themed game, the credit 
amount increases based on the number of price-oriented 
questions the player has ansWered correctly. In some 
embodiments, the value or amount associated With a priZe 
meter (e.g., a ?nal or ultimate priZe meter) may be used as 
the basis for determining the price of one or more retail 
entitlements. 

[0062] Gap amount: In some embodiments, a gap amount 
describes a difference betWeen a value, price, or amount 
(e.g., one that is associated With a player’s performance in 
a game) and a target price that is associated With one or more 
products. In one example, the gap amount is the difference 
betWeen (a) the credit amount (e.g., as indicated by a priZe 
meter) earned by a user (e.g., by playing a game) and (b) a 
target price that is based on an average of the retail prices of 
products in a given group (e.g., a shoWcase of products). In 
another example, a gap amount is equal to a price indicated 
by a price tag (e.g., based on play of a game by a user). In 
some embodiments, in order to receive one or more retail 
entitlements, a player must pay the central controller an 
amount that is based on the gap amount. 

[0063] User device, customer device, player device: An 
electronic device (e.g., a computer, Personal Digital Assis 
tant, cell phone, kiosk, etc.) con?gured to communicate With 
a central controller (e.g., over a communications netWork). 
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[0064] Game device. Any electrical, mechanical, or elec 
tromechanical device con?gured or con?gurable to provide 
for play of a game by a user. In some embodiments, a game 
device may comprise a computer in communication over the 
Internet With a controller (e.g., a game server) to provide for 
play of an online game. 

[0065] Voucher, priZe code: Preferably, a voucher or a 
priZe code is a representation of a retail entitlement. In one 
example, a voucher is an evidentiary manifestation of a retail 
entitlement and is made available to a customer Who par 
ticipates in an online. Vouchers or priZe codes may be 
provided to customers in printed form (e.g., through the 
mail) and/or electronically (e.g., doWnloaded to a personal 
computer or a Personal Digital Assistant). In some embodi 
ments, a customer presents a voucher or priZe code to a retail 
merchant. In some embodiments, a merchant may con?rm 
the validity of a voucher or priZe code received from a 
customer and may also provide the customer With a good or 
service. 

[0066] C. System 

[0067] An example embodiment of the system 100 of the 
present invention is depicted in FIG. 1. The present inven 
tion can be con?gured to Work as a system 100 in a netWork 
environment including a controller 102 (e.g., a computer 
based server) that is in communication, via a communica 
tions netWork, With one or more user devices 104 (e.g., 
personal computer) and/or merchant devices 106 (e.g., POS 
terminals, personal computer, validator device). The con 
troller 102 may communicate With the devices directly or 
indirectly, via a Wired or Wireless medium such as the 
Internet, LAN, WAN or Ethernet, Token Ring, or via any 
appropriate communications means or combination of com 
munications means. Each of the devices 104, 106 may 
comprise computers, such as those based on the Intel® 
Pentium® processor, that are adapted to communicate With 
the controller 102. Any number and type of devices 104, 106 
may be in communication With the controller 102. 

[0068] Communication betWeen the devices 104, 106 and 
the controller 102, and among the devices 104, 106, may be 
direct or indirect, such as over the Internet through a Web 
site maintained by computer on a remote server or over an 

online data netWork including commercial online service 
providers, bulletin board systems and the like. In yet other 
embodiments, the devices 104, 106 may communicate With 
one another and/or the controller 102 over RF, cable TV, 
satellite links and the like. 

[0069] Some, but not all, possible communication net 
Works that may comprise the netWork or be otherWise part 
of the system 100 include: a local area netWork (LAN), a 
Wide area netWork (WAN), the Internet, a telephone line, a 
cable line, a radio channel, an optical communications line, 
and a satellite communications link. Possible communica 
tions protocols that may be part of the system include: 
Ethernet (or IEEE 802.3), SAP, ATP, BluetoothTM, and 
TCP/IP. Communication may be encrypted to ensure privacy 
and prevent fraud in any of a variety of Ways Well knoWn in 
the art. 

[0070] 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 
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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. 

[0071] As described in further detail herein, the controller 
102 (e.g., a game server, offer server) is operable to manage 
and/or optimiZe the distribution and display of offer, prod 
uct, and/or merchant information. For example, the control 
ler 102 may manage the communication of merchant-related 
information to potential customers (e.g., users playing one 
or more online games). In various embodiments, the con 
troller 102 (or, in an alternative embodiment, a peer-to-peer 
netWork) can control, for example, Whether an entitlement 
Will be provided at a given time, Whether a user should be 
alloWed to play a game, and/or determine What types of 
merchants and/or offers should be presented to a user (e.g., 
in a game, in a shoWcase of priZes). 

[0072] In some embodiments, the controller 102 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) that may be accessed via 
the Web and alloWs communication With the controller 102 
in a manner knoWn in the art. In some embodiments, the 
controller 102 may function as a server for providing online 
game play (e.g., via the Internet, via an intranet). 

[0073] Any or all of the devices 102, 104, 106 may be, 
e.g., conventional personal computers, portable types of 
computers, such as a laptop computer, a palm-top computer, 
a hand-held computer, or a Personal Digital Assistant 
(PDA), or they may be specialiZed devices built for speci?c 
purposes such as publicly-available terminals or kiosks. 

[0074] In some embodiments, a controller 102 may not be 
necessary and/or may not be preferred. For example, the 
present invention may, in one or more embodiments, be 
practiced on a stand-alone user device 104. In such embodi 
ments, any functions described as performed by the control 
ler 102 or data described as stored on the controller 102 may 
instead be performed by or stored on one or more gaming 
devices 104, 106. 

[0075] In operation, the controller 102 and the devices 
104, 106 may exchange information about the use of the 
devices by individual users and/or merchants, messages, 
merchant information, information about game conditions, 
and the like. In embodiments With a third-party server, the 
controller 102 and/or the device 104 may exchange infor 
mation about the use of the user device 104 by individual 
players, data about the players, messages, parameter infor 
mation, and the like, via the third-party server. The device 
104 may, for example, provide information related to param 
eters and conditions to the controller 102 (and/or a third 
party server). The user device 104 (e.g., a game device) may 
further provide game performance and player data to the 
controller 102 (and/or a third-party server). The controller 
102 (and/or a third-party server) may provide information 
about parameters and/or historical information about the 
player to other devices. 

[0076] It is WorthWhile to note that the system 100 (and 
other systems described herein) may be arranged into a 
variety of con?gurations, With functionality residing in 
various locations. Various types of information may be 
transmitted betWeen different devices. For example, the 
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controller 102 may control most aspects of initiating a game 
session and/or providing one or more entitlements to a 

player. A signal may be received, for example, by a user 
device 104, Which then displays information about the game 
session and/or entitlement selection. 

[0077] In some embodiments as indicated above, the con 
troller 102 may reside in a user device 104. For example, a 
user device 104 (e.g., a kiosk) may control most aspects of 
playing a game. A user device 104 may not even have a 
netWork connection. In some embodiments, merchant infor 
mation (e.g., an offer, an entitlement sponsored by a mer 
chant) may be determined by the controller 102, but a user 
device 104 may control When to provide game play. For 
example, a user device 104 may receive an indication of a 
product to offer the player from the controller 102, and the 
user device 104 then provides game play, monitors play and 
game parameters during the game session, and provides 
merchant-related information to the player (e.g., at the end 
of the game so the player can select a priZe). 

[0078] Note that a Wide variety of other con?gurations are 
possible, some of Which are discussed herein. It should be 
understood that methods of the invention may be imple 
mented by one or more devices 104, 106, one or more 
controllers 102, other devices, and/or any combination 
thereof. 

[0079] 1. Controller 

[0080] FIG. 2 illustrates an embodiment 200 of the con 
troller 102 of FIG. 1. The controller 200 may be imple 
mented as a system controller, a dedicated hardWare circuit, 
an appropriately programmed general purpose computer 
such as an Intel-based PC, a server computer or any other 
equivalent electronic, mechanical or electromechanical 
device suited for providing any of various functionality 
described herein. 

[0081] The controller 200 comprises a processor 205, such 
as one or more Intel® Pentium® processors. The processor 
205 is in communication With a communication port 270 
through Which the processor 205 is able to communicate 
With one or more other devices. 

[0082] The processor is in communication With at least 
one input device 340 and at least one output device 345. 
Various types of input devices such as keyboards, micro 
phones, touch screens, and pointer devices (e.g., a mouse), 
are knoWn to those of skill in the art. Similarly, various types 
of output devices such as display devices (e.g., LCD panel 
displays), speakers, printers, and infrared transmitters are 
knoWn to those of skill in the art. 

[0083] The processor 205 is also in communication With a 
data storage device 210. The data storage device 210 com 
prises an appropriate combination of magnetic, optical and/ 
or semiconductor memory, and may include, for example, 
Random Access Memory (RAM), Read-Only Memory 
(ROM), a compact disc and/or a hard disk. The processor 
205 and the storage device 210 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, tele 
phone line or radio frequency transceiver. In one embodi 
ment, the controller may comprise one or more computers 
that are connected to a remote server computer for main 
taining databases. 
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[0084] The data storage device 210 stores a program 215 
for controlling the processor 205. The processor 205 per 
forms instructions of the program 215, and thereby operates 
in accordance With the present invention, and particularly in 
accordance With the methods described in detail herein. The 
program 215 may be stored in a compressed, uncompiled 
and/or encrypted format. The program 215 furthermore 
includes program elements that may be necessary, such as an 
operating system, a database management system and 
“device drivers” for alloWing the processor 205 to interface 
With computer peripheral devices. Appropriate program 
elements are knoWn to those skilled in the art, and need not 
be described in detail herein. 

[0085] The term “computer-readable medium” as used 
herein refers to any medium that participates in providing 
instructions to the processor of the user device or central 
computer for execution. Such a medium may take many 
forms, including but not limited to, non-volatile media, 
volatile media, and transmission media. Non-volatile media 
include, for example, optical or magnetic disks, such as 
memory. Volatile media include dynamic random access 
memory (DRAM), Which typically constitutes the main 
memory. Transmission media include coaxial cables, copper 
Wire and ?ber optics, including the Wires that comprise a 
system bus coupled to the processor. Transmission media 
may carry acoustic or light Waves, such as those generated 
during radio frequency (RF) and infrared (IR) data commu 
nications. Common forms of computer-readable media 
include, for example, a ?oppy disk, a ?exible disk, hard disk, 
magnetic tape, any other magnetic medium, a CD-ROM, 
DVD, any other optical medium, punch cards, paper tape, 
any other physical medium With patterns of holes, a RAM, 
a PROM, an EPROM, a FLASH-EEPROM, any other 
memory chip or cartridge, a carrier Wave as described 
hereinafter, or any other medium from Which a computer can 
read. 

[0086] Various forms of computer readable media may be 
involved in carrying one or more sequences of one or more 

instructions to a processor for execution. For example, the 
instructions may initially be borne on a magnetic disk of a 
remote computer. The remote computer can load the instruc 
tions into its dynamic memory and send the instructions over 
a telephone line using a modem. A modem local to a gaming 
device (or, e.g., a server) can receive the data on the 
telephone line and use an infrared transmitter to convert the 
data to an infrared signal. An infrared detector can receive 
the data carried in the infrared signal and place the data on 
a system bus for the processor. The system bus carries the 
data to main memory, from Which the processor retrieves 
and executes the instructions. The instructions received by 
main memory may optionally be stored in memory either 
before or after execution by the processor. In addition, 
instructions may be received via a communication port as 
electrical, electromagnetic or optical signals, Which are 
exemplary forms of carrier Waves that carry data streams 
representing various types of information. Thus, the user 
device or central computer may obtain instructions in the 
form of a carrier Wave. 

[0087] According to an embodiment of the present inven 
tion, the instructions of the program 215 may be read into a 
main memory from another computer-readable medium, 
such as from a ROM to a RAM. Execution of sequences of 
the instructions in program 215 causes processor 205 to 






































