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METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR ISSUING AND 
MANAGING GIFT CERTIFICATES 

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED 
CORRESPONDING APPLICATIONS 

[0001] This is a continuation-in-part of commonly owned, 
co-pending US. patent application Ser. No. 08/762,128 
entitled “Postpaid Traveler’s Checks” ?led Dec. 9, 1996 and 
commonly oWned, co-pending US. application Ser. No. 
08/858,738 entitled “System and Process for Issuing and 
Managing Forced Redemption Vouchers having Alias 
Account Numbers” ?led May 19, 1997, the entirety of each 
incorporated by reference herein. 

[0002] This application is related to co-pending applica 
tion (attorney title: “Dynamically Changing System for 
Ful?lling Concealed Value Gift Certi?cate Obligations,” 
attorney docket number WD2-96-445, ?led Dec. 19, 1997, 
inventors: Jay S. Walker, AndreW S. Van Luchene, Daniel E. 
Tedesco, James A. Jorasch), the entirety of Which is incor 
porated by reference herein. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0003] 
[0004] The present invention relates generally to the ?eld 
of transaction processing methods and apparatus. More 
particularly, the present invention relates to methods and 
apparatus for issuing and processing gift certi?cates Which 
may be issued and redeemed in conjunction With credit card 
accounts. 

[0005] 2. Description of the Related Art 

1. Field of the Invention 

[0006] Businesses and consumers have employed a vari 
ety of transaction processing methods and apparatus to 
facilitate commerce While preventing fraud. In particular, 
credit card issuers facilitate hundreds of billions of dollars of 
purchases every year by alloWing customers to conveniently 
pay for purchases utiliZing their account services. For these 
services, the credit card issuers receive transaction fees from 
the merchants, as Well as interest payments on all outstand 
ing balances and annual fees from customers. In an effort to 
generate more revenues, many credit card issuers have 
developed marketing programs to encourage card holders to 
make more purchases With their credit cards. 

[0007] In addition, the existence and use of store-type or 
speci?c-use gift certi?cates have proven transaction pro 
cessing bene?ts. Typically, such gift certi?cates are issued 
by a store in pre-de?ned face value amounts. The consumer 
pays for the gift certi?cate in advance and then gives the 
certi?cate to a recipient Who later redeems the certi?cate. A 
signi?cant disadvantage associated With traditional gift cer 
ti?cates, hoWever is that since the certi?cates are prepaid, 
the card holder pays for the certi?cates even if they are 
subsequently lost or never used. Further, there is presently 
no Way to verify the authenticity of such gift certi?cates, 
making them prone to fraudulent duplication or alteration. 

[0008] Some shopping malls offer mall-Wide gift certi? 
cates Which can be used at any store in a particular mall. 
Typically, these certi?cates are standard commercial checks 
With the mall checking account number printed thereon. 
Usually, any store in the mall accepts the gift certi?cate 
because it can be deposited in the same manner as a personal 
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check. Typically, the mall takes the money from customers 
and places it in a checking account to “back-up” or cover the 
gift certi?cate check. These certi?cates, hoWever, have the 
disadvantage of being easy to fraudulently duplicate. 

[0009] Credit card companies have developed marketing 
programs that incorporate many of the features of gift 
certi?cates as described above. General Electric Company’s 
GE ReWards Visa Credit Card program, for example, alloWs 
a credit card customer to automatically receive a ?ve dollar 
rebate certi?cate for a speci?ed volume of charges. The 
rebate certi?cates are automatically included in the credit 
card customer’s monthly billing statement in the form of 
laser-printed vouchers. Although the rebate certi?cates are 
bearer instruments, making them easily redeemable, they 
may only be redeemed at the speci?c merchant or franchise 
printed on the face of the rebate certi?cate, reducing the 
redemption options of the recipient. Additionally, because 
there is no online veri?cation of authenticity, the rebate 
certi?cates are vulnerable to counterfeit fraud. 

[0010] To provide greater access to funds to card holders 
and to promote account activity, some credit card issuers 
offer convenience checks to their customers. These checks 
carry indicia directly linking the check to a customer’s credit 
card account and can be used by the card holder as payment 
in the same manner as conventional personal checks. One 
difference betWeen convenience checks and personal checks 
is that the former are treated as cash advances against a card 
holder’s available credit line, instead of being deducted from 
money on deposit in a checking account. Large numbers of 
convenience checks are regularly mailed by banks and card 
issuers as Way to promote additional consumer charge 
volume, encouraging consumers to build up credit card 
balances. Moreover, convenience checks are also used to 
encourage card holders to pay off other credit cards they 
might hold, thereby, effectively transferring the balance. 
Because there is no online authentication process, hoWever, 
these checks are subject to the same fraud problems as 
conventional checks and gift certi?cates. 

[0011] With losses from check fraud noW exceeding ten 
billion dollars per year, many merchants are only Willing to 
accept a personal check if the check is accompanied by 
photo identi?cation as Well as a major credit card to prevent 
fraud. For this reason, convenience checks are not Well 
suited as gift items since a recipient’s name cannot be 
pre-printed on the check. Additionally, card holders With 
balances near their credit line may be reluctant to make 
further purchases after giving out convenience checks to 
recipients, thereby defeating the purpose of incenting charge 
volume. Convenience checks returned to the issuer for 
clearing might result in the card holder’s account exceeding 
the established limit if the card holder had made additional 
purchases. 

[0012] Some credit card companies have offered other 
limited-use programs combining credit cards With gift cer 
ti?cates, such as the AMERICAN EXPRESS GIFT CHECK 
program and the AMERICAN EXPRESS “BE MY GUEST” 
program. The AMERICAN EXPRESS GIFT CHECK pro 
gram alloWed card holders to purchase pre-paid “gift 
checks” in certain speci?ed denominations by either paying 
for them in cash or by charging them to their AMERICAN 
EXPRESS account. Once paid for and provided to a card 
holder, the gift check could be given to a recipient Who may 
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redeem the gift check at a merchant. Because the gift checks 
are processed in the same manner as traveler’s checks, the 
recipient can only redeem such checks Wherever AMERI 
CAN EXPRESS traveler’s checks are accepted, reducing the 
utility of the checks. Additionally, gift checks stolen in the 
mail may be fraudulently redeemed. 

[0013] The AMERICAN EXPRESS “BE MY GUEST” 
program used a variable-value gift certi?cate knoWn as a 
“BE MY GUEST” certi?cate. This gift certi?cate entitled a 
recipient, for example, to a meal at a participating restaurant 
at a card holder’s expense. The certi?cate is accompanied by 
an AMERICAN EXPRESS charge slip in Which the gift 
amount and card holder’s credit card account number are 
already recorded. The card holder obtains the certi?cate 
from AMERICAN EXPRESS by requesting the same, and is 
charged the full designated value When the certi?cate is used 
or presented to a participating restaurant. The conventional 
credit card clearing process provides online authentication 
of the certi?cate. Minimal fraud prevention is provided in 
that a user presenting falsi?ed duplicate certi?cates Will 
eventually be denied service since the card holder’s credit 
limit Will eventually be exceeded. HoWever, although losses 
to restaurants are potentially capped at the credit limit of the 
card holder, the card holder and card issuer still may 
experience substantial losses. In addition, attempts to 
fraudulently alter the amount of the certi?cate may not be 
detected, thereby alloWing for more casual fraud. There are 
also signi?cant security problems associated With the use of 
the certi?cates since the recipient can see the credit card 
account holder’s AMERICAN EXPRESS account number. 
The recipient or an unscrupulous third party may receive the 
certi?cate, Write doWn the account number, use the certi? 
cate, and then use the card number for purchases made over 
the Internet or by telephone. 

[0014] Accordingly, it Would be advantageous to provide 
an improved method and apparatus for issuing, redeeming 
and authorizing gift certi?cates that overcomes the short 
comings associated With the related art. The present inven 
tion addresses such problems by providing an apparatus and 
processing approach that have not previously been pro 
posed. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0015] The present invention provides a method and appa 
ratus for redeeming a gift certi?cate draWn on a credit card 
or other ?nancial account. A ?rst aspect of the present 
invention is directed toWard a merchant card authorization 
terminal. According to this ?rst aspect, the present invention 
includes the step of receiving a gift certi?cate for payment 
of an identi?ed value. The gift certi?cate, Which is issued by 
an account issuer, includes thereon a certi?cate identi?er 
corresponding to an account identi?er. The account identi 
?er identi?es the ?nancial account from Which funds Will be 
draWn to support the gift certi?cate transaction. 

[0016] The method of redeeming a gift certi?cate at a 
merchant card authorization terminal further includes the 
step of transmitting a request for authorization, including the 
certi?cate identi?er, to a central server. The merchant card 
authorization terminal then receives an authorization code 
from the central server. The received authorization code 
represents an indication that redemption of the gift certi? 
cate for the identi?ed value is authorized. The method also 
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includes receiving a payment from the account issuer based 
on said identi?ed value of the gift certi?cate. 

[0017] A second aspect of the present invention is directed 
toWard a credit card issuer central controller. According to 
the second aspect of the present invention, a method is 
disclosed for authorizing the redemption of a gift certi?cate 
draWn on a credit card or other ?nancial account. The 
method includes the step of receiving a request to authorize 
redemption of a gift certi?cate for an identi?ed value. The 
request includes a certi?cate identi?er. The method further 
includes the steps of determining an account identi?er based 
on the certi?cate identi?er, and accessing stored account 
data associated With the account identi?er. 

[0018] According to the second aspect of the present 
invention, the method also includes the step of analyzing the 
account data to determine Whether to authorize the redemp 
tion of the identi?ed gift certi?cate. An authorization code is 
then transmitted to a remote terminal. The authorization 
code represents an indication that redemption of the identi 
?ed gift certi?cate is authorized. The method still further 
includes the step of updating the account data to re?ect 
redemption of the identi?ed gift certi?cate for the identi?ed 
value. 

[0019] An apparatus is also disclosed and claimed to 
implement the methods of the present invention. 

[0020] It is an object of the present invention to provide a 
method and apparatus for more securely redeeming gift 
certi?cates associated With a credit card or other ?nancial 
account. Another object of the present invention is to pro 
vide a method and apparatus for issuing and redeeming gift 
certi?cates utilizing a secure alias account identi?er. The 
above object and other objects features and advantages are 
readily apparent from the detailed description When taken in 
connection With the accompanying draWings. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0021] A more complete appreciation of the invention and 
many of the attendant advantages thereof may be readily 
obtained by reference to the folloWing detailed description 
When considered With the accompanying draWings, Wherein: 

[0022] FIG. 1 is a schematic block diagram illustrating the 
general information How betWeen parties according to a ?rst 
embodiment of the present invention; 

[0023] FIG. 2 is a schematic block diagram of a credit 
card issuer’s data processing system; 

[0024] FIG. 3 is a schematic block diagram of a credit 
card processor’s data processing system; 

[0025] FIG. 4 is a table illustrating the record structure of 
the credit card account table depicted in FIG. 2; 

[0026] FIG. 5 is a table illustrating the record structure of 
the certi?cate table depicted in FIG. 2; 

[0027] FIG. 6 is a table illustrating the record structure of 
the transaction table depicted in FIG. 2; 

[0028] FIG. 7 is a table illustrating the record structure of 
the transaction request table depicted in FIG. 3; 

[0029] FIG. 8 depicts an exemplary gift certi?cate having 
a certi?cate identi?er and additional relevant features; 
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[0030] FIG. 9 is a How chart illustrating the process steps 
performed by a merchant card authorization terminal during 
redemption of a gift certi?cate according to the present 
invention; 
[0031] FIGS. 10A-10B is a How chart illustrating the 
process steps performed by a credit card issuer central 
controller during redemption of a gift certi?cate according to 
the present invention; 

[0032] FIG. 11 is a schematic block diagram illustrating 
the general information How betWeen parties according to a 
second embodiment of the present invention; 

[0033] FIG. 12 depicts a second exemplary a gift certi? 
cate having a visually obscured security code for use With 
the system shoWn in FIG. 11; 

[0034] FIG. 13 is a How chart illustrating the process steps 
performed by a merchant card authorization terminal during 
redemption of a gift certi?cate according to the second 
embodiment of the present invention; and 

[0035] FIGS. 14A-14B is a How chart illustrating the 
process steps performed by a credit card issuer central 
controller during redemption of a gift certi?cate according to 
the second embodiment of the present invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

[0036] A ?rst embodiment of the method and apparatus of 
the present invention Will noW be discussed With reference 
to FIGS. 1-10B. Referring to FIG. 1, the general informa 
tion ?oW betWeen parties according to a ?rst embodiment of 
the present invention is depicted in schematic block diagram 
format. 

[0037] As illustrated by system 100, in the ?rst embodi 
ment of the present invention, a credit card issuer 102 
produces a gift certi?cate associated With a credit card 
account. According to the present invention, a gift certi?cate 
may be any instrument or token Which represents ?nancial 
value, including a traditional paper certi?cate, a stored value 
card, or a magnetic stripe card having an alias account 
number thereon. Credit card issuer 102 may be a bank or 
other entity having the sub-systems necessary to issue and 
maintain general purpose credit/debit accounts. Credit card 
issuer 102 assigns a corresponding certi?cate identi?er 
Which may be used to identify the certi?cate and the 
associated credit card account. Accordingly, the certi?cate 
identi?er is an alias identi?er Which provides an indirect link 
to the credit card account of credit card holder 104. Prefer 
ably, the gift certi?cate identi?er is a sixteen digit numeric 
value, Which has not been previously assigned to an existing 
credit card account, so as to be compatible With conventional 
credit card transaction processing systems. The gift certi? 
cate, including the certi?cate identi?er, is distributed to 
credit card holder 104, the party responsible for the account. 

[0038] According to the ?rst embodiment, credit card 
holder 104 determines a maximum value for the certi?cate 
and transfers the certi?cate, including the certi?cate identi 
?er and an indication of the maximum value, to recipient 
106. Recipient 106 may then present the gift certi?cate to 
pay for goods and/or services at participating merchants, 
such as merchant 108. A participating merchant is one that 
is capable of processing credit card transactions on behalf of 
the credit card issuer designated on the gift certi?cate, such 
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as gift certi?cate 820 more fully described With reference to 
FIG. 8. Upon presentation of the gift certi?cate, merchant 
108 veri?es the authenticity of the gift certi?cate via credit 
card processor 110. 

[0039] To verify the authenticity of the gift certi?cate, 
merchant 108 transmits the certi?cate identi?er and a 
redemption amount to credit card processor 110. Such 
transmission may be accomplished using a conventional 
telecommunications link and a card authorization terminal 
(“CAT”) such as a VeriFone model OMNI® 490. Credit card 
processor 110, such as First Data Corp., acting as a com 
mercial clearing house for credit card transactions, receives 
the data and forWards the data to credit card issuer 102. 
Credit card issuer 102 determines Whether the gift certi?cate 
identi?er is valid and Whether the associated credit card 
account has suf?cient available credit to honor the gift 
certi?cate. If the received data indicates that the gift certi? 
cate is not authentic or that the credit card account cannot 
support the redemption amount, credit card issuer 102 
transmits an authorization code indicating that the transac 
tion is declined to credit card processor 110. OtherWise, 
credit card issuer 102 transmits an authorization code indi 
cating that the transaction is approved to credit card pro 
cessor 110. In either event, credit card processor 110 for 
Wards the authorization code to merchant 108 for 
completion of the transaction. 

[0040] Referring noW to FIG. 2, an exemplary credit card 
issuer central controller (“CCI”) 200 is illustrated. CCI 200 
could be any conventional programmable digital computer 
having suf?cient processing poWer, data storage, and com 
munications facilities to accomplish the data processing 
tasks typically required of a credit card issuer. As shoWn, 
CCI 200 generally includes a central processing unit 
(“CPU”) 210, a clock 212, a random access memory 
(“RAM”) 214, a read only memory (“ROM”) 216, a com 
munication port 218, and a data storage device 220. Com 
munication port 218 provides a connection betWeen CCI 200 
and transaction authorization netWork 112 alloWing com 
munication betWeen CCI 200 and transaction authorization 
netWork 112. 

[0041] As shoWn in FIG. 2, storage device 220 stores a 
database of account, certi?cate and transaction data, includ 
ing a credit card holder account table 400, a certi?cate table 
500 and a transaction table 600. Tables 400, 500 and 600 
comprise at least a portion of the database stored by storage 
device 220 and are described more fully With reference to 
FIGS. 4-6 respectively. Storage device 220 further stores 
instructions for performing credit card issuer redemption 
process 1000. Storage device 220 is preferably a magnetic 
disk drive, but could be a CD-ROM drive, optical disk drive, 
RAM drive or any other conventional data storage device. 

[0042] Referring noW to FIG. 3, an exemplary credit card 
processor central controller (“CCP”) 300 is illustrated. CCP 
300 could be any conventional programmable digital com 
puter having suf?cient processing poWer, data storage and 
communications facilities to accomplish the data processing 
tasks typically required of a credit card processor. As shoWn, 
CCP 300 generally includes a central processing unit 
(“CPU”) 310, a clock 312, a random access memory 
(“RAM”) 314, a read only memory (“ROM”) 316, a com 
munication port 318, and a storage device 320. Communi 
cation port 318 provides a connection betWeen CCP 300 and 










