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(57) ABSTRACT 

The invention provides systems and methods for facilitating 
the sale of commodity-like goods/services. The commodity 

like goods/services at Which the invention is directed, are of 
a type that are relatively indistinguishable from one brand, 
identity and/or outlet to another in end-use functionality and 
features. These types of goods/services are many times sold 
at retail under various brands or identities at multiple 
locations, to the ?nal end user. Such goods/services may also 
or separately be of a type that are repeatedly purchased at 
intervals, and/or for Which the price varies betWeen pur 
chases, from outlet to outlet or brand to brand. The goods/ 
services may also be of a character such that they are not 
deliverable to the consumer, but require the consumer to 
travel to the retailer outlet. The system and methods also 
provide information relating to the consumers and competi 
tors of a retailer of such goods/services. The invention 
establishes methods and procedures to de?ne, organiZe, 
collect, distribute, and maintain information that can be used 
by the oWner of a business selling commodity-like goods/ 
services as Well as by its customers. This information may 
include, but is not limited to, name brand of the product, 
location of the retailer, price of the product, other related 
goods/services available and their prices, and promotions. 
These processes may be performed and implemented on a 
computer network that is accessible in real time via a 
suitable communication device, such as a computer, Wireless 
communication device, telephone or the like. A database of 
such information is created, alloWing the consumer and 
other retailers to query the database using various search 
criteria. The consumer has the opportunity to obtain infor 
mation about retailers of commodity-like goods/services 
that meet the consumer’s requirements, and pricing may be 
guaranteed by the retailer. 
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SYSTEMS, METHODS AND COMPUTER 
PROGRAM PRODUCTS FOR FACILITATING THE 
SALE OF COMMODITY-LIKE GOODS/ SERVICES 

[0001] This application is a continuation of co-pending 
application Ser. No. 09/630,514, ?led Aug. 2, 2000, the 
disclosure of Which is hereby incorporated herein by refer 
ence. 

TECHNICAL FIELD 

[0002] The present invention relates generally to systems 
and methods for facilitating the sale of retail goods and/or 
services that are not easily or readily delivered to the 
consumer, or Where the prices of such goods and/or services 
are not readily determined eXcept at the retail outlet, such as 
vehicle fuels. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0003] Various retail goods/services cannot be purchased/ 
performed other than at the outlet of the retailer of such 
goods/services. Goods such as gasoline, diesel fuel, propane 
and a variety of other fuels, as Well as services including 
vehicle repair or servicing, laundry and dry cleaning ser 
vices, food service and the like, must generally be physically 
acquired at the retail outlet. 

[0004] As With most items for sale, consumers of retail 
goods/services that are generally not deliverable to the 
consumer are interested in ?nding them at convenient and/or 
nearby locations, and/or ?nding them While traveling for 
other reasons, such as Work, recreation, and/or other shop 
ping. Unfortunately, the consumer presently has only limited 
Ways to determine if a particular retailer of such goods/ 
services has additional goods/services that may be of inter 
est. For eXample, vehicle fuel or like retailers often have 
convenience store items available at their outlet, or provide 
vehicle repair or servicing, but the consumer may generally 
be unaWare of these other goods/services unless/until they 
actually visit the outlet. In addition, vehicle fuel or like 
retailers have other features that are of interest to consumers, 
such as hours of operation, acceptance of credit cards, and 
automated teller machines (ATMs). From the point of vieW 
of both consumers and retailers, it Would be WorthWhile to 
provide consumers With information relating to the array of 
goods/services provided by the retailer Without the con 
sumer having to visit the outlet. 

[0005] Additionally, retail consumers of goods/services 
that are subject to frequent, volatile, and/or asynchronous 
(meaning non-uniform over time or Without a consistent 

pattern betWeen various retailers) price ?uctuations, are 
interested in ?nding the most attractive price for such 
goods/services. For eXample, a vehicle oWner typically 
purchases fuel about 1.2 times per Week, and the price of the 
fuel may vary Within this period. The most attractive price 
is not necessarily the loWest price, but it is that price Which 
the consumer judges to be best in terms of a variety of 
factors, including those such as quality, convenience, and 
other subjective factors. Unfortunately, in the case of these 
types of goods/services, the consumer often has to drive 
around to assess the prices of competing retailers in order to 
determine Which retailer has the most attractive price. As a 
result, much time, vehicle operating eXpense, and effort can 
be expended in trying to determine the most attractive price. 
Further, because of the frequent, volatile, and/or asynchro 
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nous price ?uctuations of such goods/services, consumers 
?nd that prices can change betWeen the time that they are 
observed and the time that the purchase is consummated. 
From the point of vieW of both consumers and retailers, it 
Would be WorthWhile to have the ability to provide consum 
ers With information relating to the pricing of the goods/ 
services Without the consumer having to visit the outlet, and 
to assure that the price information communicated to con 
sumers Was honored by the outlet, for at least a speci?ed 
period of time. 

[0006] Further, retailers attempt to attract customers 
through costly advertising on television, radio, or in print, 
but again limitations eXist as to What information can be 
conveyed to the consumer. In some cases, the prices of these 
goods/services are so volatile that it is impractical to adver 
tise them other than at the outlet Where they are purchased. 
A retailer must also promote and advertise its other second 
ary goods/services such as convenience store items or 
vehicle repair, Which are often purchased in tandem With a 
product such as vehicle fuel. It Would be WorthWhile to 
retailers to have other media, and/or loWest cost media, for 
communicating With consumers. 

[0007] HoWever, advertising is a passive form of commu 
nication and it does not alloW the retailer of these commod 
ity-like goods or services to compile current, actual demo 
graphic data of its customers. Without this data, a retailer can 
only infer What the needs of his consumers are. As a result, 
the retailer may offer goods/services that do not precisely 
meet the needs of the consumer, or the retailer may miss out 
on revenue opportunities by not providing the goods/ser 
vices that consumers are interested in purchasing. It Would 
be WorthWhile to retailers to be able to collect better infor 
mation about the interests of their consumers. 

[0008] It is also dif?cult for retailers, relative to their 
competition, to assess pricing and other variables for these 
types of goods/services. Retailers of these types of goods/ 
services incur additional expenses, such as the labor and 
vehicle eXpense associated With driving around, in order to 
ascertain the current prices of such goods/services sold by 
their competitors. This is particularly true When the price of 
such goods/services may be subject to rapid, volatile, and 
asynchronous price ?uctuations in the marketplace. Further, 
retailers are sometimes limited in collecting this information 
because of Work schedules, distances betWeen competitors, 
traffic, and other factors. It Would be WorthWhile to retailers 
to reduce the eXpenses associated With gathering informa 
tion about the current prices of such goods/services sold by 
their competitors, and/or to be able to collect such informa 
tion more frequently and/or more easily. 

[0009] It Would thus be of great value to provide systems 
and methods Which better alloW the consumers and retailers 
of such goods/services to communicate and acquire infor 
mation relating to such goods/services Without having to 
travel to the retail outlet(s). 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0010] Based upon the foregoing de?ciencies in the prior 
art, it is an object of the present invention to provide systems 
and methods for facilitating the sale of commodity-like 
goods/services. The commodity-like goods/services at 
Which the invention is directed, are of a type that are 
relatively indistinguishable from one brand, identity and/or 
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outlet to another in end-use functionality and features. These 
types of goods/services are many times sold at retail under 
various brands or identities at multiple locations, to the ?nal 
end user. Such goods/services may also or separately be of 
a type that are repeatedly purchased at intervals, and/or for 
Which the price varies betWeen purchases, from outlet to 
outlet or brand to brand. The goods/services may also be of 
a character such that they are not deliverable to the con 
sumer, but require the consumer to travel to the retailer 
outlet. 

[0011] It is also an object of the invention to provide 
systems and methods for facilitating the sale of goods/ 
services Which are subject to rapid, volatile, and/or asyn 
chronous price ?uctuations. 

[0012] The present invention is also directed to providing 
information relating to the consumers and competitors of a 
retailer of such goods/services. 

[0013] The present invention establishes methods and 
procedures to de?ne, organiZe, collect, distribute, and main 
tain information that can be used by the oWner of a business 
selling commodity-like goods/services as Well as by its 
customers. This information may include, but is not limited 
to, name brand of the product, location of the retailer, price 
of the product, other related goods/services available and 
their prices, and promotions. These processes may be per 
formed and implemented on a computer netWork that is 
accessible in real time via a suitable communication device, 
such as a computer, Wireless communication device, tele 
phone or the like. The invention is directed to creating a 
database of such information, and alloWing the consumer 
and other retailers to query the database using various search 
criteria. The consumer has the opportunity to obtain infor 
mation about retailers of commodity-like goods/services 
that meet the consumer’s requirements. The consumer then 
has the opportunity to evaluate Which retailer to purchase 
items from. The pricing information the consumer is pre 
sented With for such goods/services may be guaranteed by 
the retailer. Other retailers have the opportunity to obtain 
information about retailers of commodity-like goods/ser 
vices With Whom they compete. They then have the oppor 
tunity to evaluate the scope of goods/services that the other 
retailers offer, their prices, and other terms and conditions. 

[0014] Based upon the foregoing, in one aspect of the 
invention, there is provided a system for acquiring and 
disseminating information related to goods/services com 
prising a user interface having at least one input device to 
enable a user to input predetermined information relating to 
predetermined goods or services. The predetermined goods/ 
services may have pricing Which is subject to substantial 
variations, or are not deliverable to a consumer. There is also 
provided a method for generating a database relating to 
goods/services sold via retail outlets, comprising the steps of 
prompting a user to input information related to a retail 
outlet selected from the group of vehicle fuel outlets, vehicle 
servicing outlets, convenience food stores and combinations 
thereof. The input information is selected from the group 
consisting of location of the retail outlet, brand information, 
price information, goods sold, services offered, special pro 
motions on goods or services, price guarantees on goods or 
services or combinations thereof. 

[0015] Additionally, a method of providing a guaranteed 
price in the sale of goods/services is set forth. Firstly, the 
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consumer is provided With predetermined information relat 
ing to at least the price of goods/services presently being 
offered. The consumer is also provided With a predetermined 
guarantee related to at least the price of goods/services, for 
some pre-authoriZed period of time, Which guarantee can be 
authenticated and redeemed at the outlet Where said goods/ 
services are offered for sale. Other methods and a computer 
program product are also set forth. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0016] Other aspects, advantages and attributes of the 
invention Will become apparent upon a reading of the 
description of embodiments thereof along With the ?gures, 
Wherein: 

[0017] FIG. 1 is a schematic illustration of an embodi 
ment of the present invention, implemented via a site on a 
global information system, ie a Website on the World Wide 
Web. 

[0018] FIGS. 2-9 shoW pages associated With a site on a 
global information system such as shoWn in FIG. 1, accord 
ing to an embodiment of the invention. 

[0019] FIG. 10 shoWs a block diagram of an Interactive 
Voice Response (IVR) subsystem according to an embodi 
ment of the invention. 

[0020] FIGS. 11-15 shoW further pages associated With a 
site on a global information system according to an embodi 
ment of the invention. 

[0021] FIG. 16 shoWs a block diagram of a further 
embodiment according to the invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
PREFERRED EMBODIMENT 

[0022] The present invention is fully described hereinafter 
With reference to the draWings, in Which preferred embodi 
ments of the invention are shoWn. The invention may also be 
embodied in many different forms and should not be con 
strued as limited to only the disclosed embodiments. The 
provided embodiments are included so the disclosure Will be 
thorough, complete and Will fully convey the scope of the 
invention to persons of ordinary skill in the art. 

[0023] A person of ordinary skill in the art Would appre 
ciate that the present invention may be embodied as a 
method, data processing or acquisition system, or computer 
program product. As such, the present invention may take 
the form of an embodiment comprised entirely of hardWare; 
an embodiment comprised entirely of softWare or an 
embodiment combining softWare and hardWare aspects. In 
addition, the present invention may take the form of a 
computer program product on a computer-readable storage 
medium having computer-readable program code means 
embodied in the medium. Any suitable computer readable 
medium may be utiliZed including hard disks, CD-ROMs, 
optical storage devices, or magnetic storage devices. 

[0024] The present invention is described With reference 
to ?oWcharts and/or diagrams that illustrate methods, appa 
ratus or systems and computer program product. It should be 
understood that each block of the various ?oWcharts, and 
combinations of blocks in the ?oWcharts, can be imple 
mented by computer program instructions. Such computer 
program instructions can be loaded onto a general-purpose 
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computer, special purpose computer, or other programmable 
data processing device to produce a machine, such that the 
instructions that execute on the computer or other program 
mable data processing apparatus create means for imple 
menting the functions speci?ed in the ?oWcharts. The com 
puter program instructions can also be stored in a computer 
readable memory that directs a computer or other 
programmable data processing device to function in a par 
ticular manner, such that the instructions stored in the 
computer-readable memory produce an article of manufac 
ture including instruction means Which implement the func 
tion speci?ed in the ?oWcharts or diagrams. The computer 
program instructions may also be loaded onto a computer or 
other programmable data processing apparatus to cause a 
series of operational steps to be performed on the computer 
or other programmable apparatus to produce a computer 
implemented process such that the instructions Which 
execute on the computer or other programmable apparatus 
provide steps for implementing the functions speci?ed in the 
?oWcharts or diagrams. 

[0025] It Will be understood that blocks of the ?oWcharts 
support combinations of systems for performing the speci 
?ed functions, combinations of steps for performing the 
speci?ed functions and program instructions for performing 
the speci?ed functions. It is also to be understood that each 
block of the ?oWcharts or diagrams, and combinations of 
blocks in the ?oWcharts or diagrams, can be implemented by 
special purpose hardWare-based computer systems Which 
perform the speci?ed functions or steps, or combinations of 
special purpose hardWare and computer instructions. 

[0026] The present invention could be Written in a number 
of computer languages including, but not limited to, C++, 
Basic, Visual Basic, Fortran, Cobol, Smalltalk, Java, and 
other conventional programming languages. It is to be 
understood that various computers and/or processors may be 
used to carry out the present invention Without being limited 
to those described herein. The present invention runs on 
standard computers such as IBM or IBM-compatible or 
Apple/Macintosh personal computers, utiliZing suitable 
operating systems. HoWever, it should be understood that the 
present invention could be implemented using other com 
puters and/or processors, including, but not limited to, 
mainframe computers and mini-computers. 

[0027] Currently consumers of price sensitive or commod 
ity-like retail goods/services often drive to the outlet at 
Which the commodity-like goods/services are being sold in 
order to determine the current selling price of the particular 
item or service. Speci?cally, both private and commercial 
consumers are interested in the price of commodity-like 
goods/services such as vehicle fuels because the product’s 
price is often subject to rapid, volatile, and asynchronous 
?uctuations. Furthermore, operators of ?eet and cargo trans 
portation companies must constantly scrutiniZe the price of 
these fuels because of the impact that vehicle fuel prices 
have on their cost structure. HoWever, even though fuel 
prices affect a vast array of business and personal decisions, 
there is presently no method or system for tracking prices in 
real-time, reserving a price in advance for commodity-like 
goods/services, such as vehicle fuels, and/or accessing com 
petitor information relating to such commodity-like goods/ 
services. Commercial and private consumers of these and 
similar goods/services often drive to the outlet at Which the 
commodity-like goods/services are sold to determine the 
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price, expending valuable time, effort, and resources. It 
Would therefore be desirable to provide a method and system 
for compiling prices of commodity-like goods/services in 
one central location, such as a Web site or other easily 
accessible location. The present invention provides this 
ability, by alloWing a user to determine the current price of 
commodity-like goods/services among various competitors. 
This creates a tremendous breakthrough from a buyer’s 
perspective. HoWever, the invention builds on its foundation 
of centraliZed commodity-like goods/services price data and 
has increased the utility of its system to the user, by creating 
a method Where a consumer can receive a price guarantee on 
particular commodity-like goods/services for a ?xed amount 
of time. Commercial and private consumers of vehicle fuel 
as an example, Would then be able to save time, money and 
effort by simply accessing the interface of the invention, 
such as a Web site, comparing the prices of the commodity 
like goods/services among various retailers, and then print 
ing a price guarantee for that item. Furthermore, by alloWing 
a commercial consumer to be able to “lock into” commod 
ity-like goods/services at a speci?c price, the business can 
take advantage of market conditions to make a large pur 
chase for its entire ?eet. As a result, the invention can be an 
essential tool in the competitive ?eet and transportation 
industries Which purchase hundreds of thousands of gallons 
of fuel each year. By having the ability to instantly deter 
mine the most attractive vehicle fuel price among competing 
vehicle fuel retailers prior to purchasing, commercial enti 
ties can budget and reduce costs. Thus, the invention can 
be/can become a valuable tool for accessing price informa 
tion of commodity-like goods/services, that is easy to use 
and Will save both private and commercial consumers time, 
effort and money. 

[0028] As a further aspect of the invention, ?eet operators 
have the ability to plan a route in Which ?eet trucks Will be 
able to get extended term fuel price guarantees to provide for 
the long distance that the trucks Will be traveling. Therefore, 
as the truck goes from vehicle fuel retailer to retailer, the 
truck operator Will have in advance, established a guaranteed 
price along the travel route. 

[0029] It is also a distinct advantage of the present inven 
tion to provide the retailer With an enhanced ability to 
monitor its competition. This enhanced ability Will alloW the 
business oWner to monitor price movement of a product or 
service over time, and trends relating to competitors and 
consumer purchasing activities. Additionally, the business 
oWner noW has a tool to inform the consumer of its 

attributes, specials or other information, Which Will facilitate 
draWing the consumer to their facility. 

[0030] Referring noW to FIG. 1, a diagram of a preferred 
embodiment of an interactive commodity-like goods/ser 
vices price reservation and data collection/dissemination 
system and computer netWork is shoWn. The system may be 
embodied in a computer netWork comprising an input/output 
system 10 that alloWs consumers a simple and convenient 
method of determining What the price of certain commodity 
like goods/services in a certain user-de?ned area. Retailers 
of commodity-like goods/services are also able to input 
current price data and other advertising or service informa 
tion into the system as Well as receive information on What 
price competitors are selling their goods/services. This 
input/output system 10 may comprise any modality of 
communication, such as a telephone 11, a computer 12, and 














