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SYSTEMS AND METHODS FOR DETERMINING 
WHETHER TO OFFER A REWARD AT A POINT 

OF RETURN 

PRIORITY CLAIMS 

[0001] This application claims the bene?t of priority under 
35 U.S.C. § 119(e) of US. Provisional Application No. 
60/672,322, ?led on Apr. 18, 2005 and titled SYSTEM FOR 
COLLECTING, ANALYZING, AND MAKING DECI 
SIONS ON CONSUMER RETAIL DATA, and of US. 
Provisional Application No. 60/673,566, ?led on Apr. 21, 
2005 and titled SMART COUPONS, the entireties of Which 
are incorporated herein by reference. 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

[0002] The invention relates to offering reWards at a point 
of return. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0003] Many retail merchants have found that customers 
appreciate shopping at a store With a liberal merchandise 
return acceptance policy. HoWever, implementing a liberal 
return acceptance policy may signi?cantly decrease the 
store’s pro?tability When existing sales are rescinded and 
returned merchandise may need to be re-sold at a discount, 
if it is sold again at all. Merchants Would therefore like to 
provide the desired liberal return acceptance policy While 
reducing loss of sales. 

[0004] Furthermore, many merchants have found that cus 
tomers Who make returns often do not soon shop again at the 
store. For example, one study of consumer behavior at a 
number of retail stores found that less than 15% of custom 
ers Who returned merchandise made another purchase at the 
store Within the next thirty days, and that over 50% of 
customers Who returned merchandise did not make any other 
purchase at the store Within the next eighteen months. These 
?gures can be explained in part by customers Who are 
unhappy With the merchandise purchased at the store and 
Who may be disgruntled With the store as a Whole. The 
?gures may also be explained in part by shoppers Who are 
returning gifts purchased by others or Who may be otherWise 
in the store for the ?rst time. Merchants Would like to 
encourage both of these types of customers, as Well as 
others, to shop in their stores and to become long-term 
customers, especially if it can be determined that they are 
not engaging in merchandise return activity that is fraudu 
lent or abusive of store return policies. Currently, there is 
little, if any, incentive offered to a customer at the mer 
chant’s point of return to reconsider making a return, to 
immediately use any returned funds to re-purchase at the 
merchant’s store, or to otherWise make another purchase 
Within a de?ned span of time. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0005] Computerized decision-making systems and meth 
ods are described for determining Whether to provide one or 
more coupons or other rebates or reWards to a customer 

requesting to make a merchandise return at a store, and, if so, 
to determine the terms of the reWard, such as value of a 
coupon, expiration date/time and other limitations and/or 
options that may be included. Such coupons, especially if 
valid for only a very short duration, may encourage a 
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customer Who has made a merchandise return to make 
another purchase in the store before leaving. Furthermore, 
since research has indicated that as much as 70% of shop 
ping decisions are made inside the store, coupons o?fered 
in-store may be especially effective in generating additional 
sales. The reWard determination may be implemented in 
conjunction With a system for authorizing the requested 
merchandise return transaction. Embodiments of the sys 
tems and methods may intelligently identify customers 
Whose return and purchase behavior indicates that they are 
“good” customers and tailor the coupon offering or other 
reWard for the identi?ed customers. In various embodi 
ments, information about the requested return may be used 
together With data about the customer’s past purchase and 
return transactions, as Well as other customer-related data. In 
some embodiments, the determinations are based, at least in 
part, on current store conditions and policies, or on other 
store-related information. The reWard may be printed on a 
receipt issued to the customer at the point of return and/or 
may be provided to the customer using a Wide variety of 
other communications technologies 

[0006] Embodiments are described of a computerized 
method of determining Whether to offer a reWard to a 
customer in association With a requested merchandise return 
transaction at a merchant’s point of return. The method 
comprises: receiving information about the requested mer 
chandise return transaction and using at least a portion of the 
merchandise return transaction information to determine 
Whether to offer the customer a reWard at the point of return. 

[0007] Embodiments of a method of processing a 
requested merchandise return are described. The method 
comprises receiving information about a merchandise return 
requested by a customer, Wherein the information is received 
from a merchant’s point of return. The method further 
comprises using a computerized system to determine 
Whether to issue a reWard to the customer, and if a reWard 
is to be issued, transmitting information about the reWard to 
the point of return. 

[0008] Embodiments of a computerized system for pro 
cessing merchandise returns are described. The system com 
prises a processor communicatively coupled to a merchant’s 
point of return, Wherein the processor is con?gured to 
receive information about a merchandise return requested by 
a customer at the merchant’s point of return. The system 
further comprises a decision engine con?gured to receive the 
information about the merchandise return and to determine 
Whether to issue a coupon in association With the merchan 
dise returns, based, at least in part, on the information. 

[0009] Embodiments of a system for processing a mer 
chandise return are described. The system comprises: means 
for receiving from a merchant’s point of return information 
about a requested customer merchandise return, means for 
using a computerized system to determine Whether to issue 
a reWard to the customer, and if a reWard is to be issued, 
means for transmitting information about the reWard to the 
point of return. 

[0010] For purposes of summarizing embodiments of the 
invention, certain aspects, advantages, and novel features of 
the invention have been described herein. It is to be under 
stood that not necessarily all such aspects, advantages, or 
novel features Will be embodied in any particular embodi 
ment of the invention. 
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0011] A general architecture that implements various 
features of speci?c embodiments of the invention will now 
be described with reference to the drawings. The drawings 
and the associated descriptions are provided to illustrate 
embodiments of the invention and not to limit the scope of 
the invention. Throughout the drawings, reference numbers 
are re-used to indicate correspondence between referenced 
elements. In addition, the ?rst digit of each reference num 
ber indicates the ?gure in which the element ?rst appears. 

[0012] FIG. 1 is a block diagram depicting one embodi 
ment of a merchandise point of return system. 

[0013] FIG. 2 is a block diagram depicting a closer view 
of one embodiment of a return authorization service. 

[0014] FIG. 3 depicts one embodiment of a dedicated 
point of return device. 

[0015] FIG. 4 depicts a series of user interface screenshots 
for one embodiment of a process for collecting data at a 
point of return. 

[0016] FIGS. 5A-5C depict embodiments of coupons that 
may be issued at a point of return. 

[0017] FIG. 6 depicts a set of factors that may be used to 
in?uence one embodiment of an authorization process and/ 
or a process for determining whether to provide a reward at 
a point of return. 

[0018] FIG. 7 is a ?owchart that illustrates one embodi 
ment of a process for collecting data at a point of return. 

[0019] FIG. 8 is a ?owchart that illustrates one embodi 
ment of a process for providing a coupon to a customer at a 
point of return. 

[0020] FIG. 9A is a ?owchart that illustrates one embodi 
ment of a process for determining whether to provide a 
coupon to a customer at a point of return that is carried out 
together with a return authorization determination. 

[0021] FIG. 9B is a ?owchart that illustrates one embodi 
ment of a process for determining whether to provide a 
coupon to a customer at a point of return. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 

[0022] Embodiments of computer-implemented systems 
and methods are described that provide rewards to custom 
ers who are requesting to return merchandise at a point of 
return at a merchant establishment. 

[0023] FIG. 1 is a block diagram depicting one embodi 
ment of a system for issuing rewards at a merchant’s point 
of return. A customer 110 who wishes to return previously 
purchased merchandise brings the merchandise to a point of 
return 125 at a merchant establishment 120 and requests to 
receive an equivalent dollar amount of either cash, credit, 
merchandise, or some combination or equivalent thereof. 

[0024] In some embodiments, the customer 110 may be 
offered an incentive not to return the merchandise. For 
example, the customer 110 may be offered an “instant 
discount,” a coupon, or other reward in exchange for agree 
ing not to return the merchandise. In various embodiments, 
an “instant discount” is a rebated amount of cash, credit, or 
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other tender that the merchant 120 provides to the customer 
110, either directly, into an account associated with the 
customer 110, as a store credit, or the like. The amount of the 
instant discount may be based, for example, on the original 
purchase price or current purchase price of the merchandise 
that the customer requested to return, such as an instant 
discount of 10% or 15% of the purchase price. The payment 
of such an instant discount to the customer may allow the 
merchant to avoid even higher costs associated with accep 
tance of the return. 

[0025] The merchant 120 may additionally or alternatively 
offer the customer 110 a coupon, valid for an immediate 
purchase or good towards a future purchase, as an incentive 
not to make the return. In some embodiments, the customer 
110 may be offered the choice of receiving an instant 
discount or a coupon as a reward for discontinuing the 
requested return. In some embodiments, the customer 110 
may be offered both the instant discount and the coupon. In 
some embodiments, the customer 110 may be offered 
another type of reward as an incentive. In some embodi 
ments, customers requesting returns may be allowed to 
accept an incentive even if the customer decides to make the 
return. 

[0026] If the customer 110 decides to go ahead with the 
merchandise return, a clerk at the point of return 125 may 
offer the customer 110 a coupon. Such a coupon may foster 
goodwill towards the merchant 120 on the part of the 
customer 110; the coupon may also encourage the customer 
to make another purchase. 

[0027] In some embodiments, as will be described in 
greater detail below, the merchant may make use of a 
computerized rewards authorization system to assess a like 
lihood of fraudulent behavior on the part of the customer 110 
and/or to select terms for an instant discount, a coupon, or 
other reward being offered to the customer 110. A comput 
erized rewards authorization system may also be used to 
track information about rewards that have been offered to 
customers. Such rewards may be issued selectively and/or 
may be customized to the customer and store, based on a 
wide variety of factors, as will be described in detail with 
reference to FIG. 6 to follow. Alternatively, the rewards may 
be issued to all customers requesting to make merchandise 
returns, or, may be issued on a random basis. 

[0028] As depicted in FIG. 1, aspects of the system for 
issuing rewards at a point of return may be carried out by a 
service provider that also provides merchant return transac 
tion authorization services. Thus, in some embodiments, 
some or all of the information that may be gathered and 
analyzed for purposes of authorizing a requested merchan 
dise return may also be used, either alone or in combination 
with other information, to determine whether to provide a 
reward to a customer at a point of return 125, and, if so, to 
determine what type of reward to offer. Such a service is 
referred to with reference to the embodiment depicted in 
FIG. 1 as a merchandise return and reward authorization 
service 100. However, it should be understood that, in other 
embodiments, the reward-related systems and methods 
described herein may be carried out by another embodiment 
of a reward authorization service 100, such as a provider that 
makes automated retum-related coupon determinations, but 
that does not make risk assessments or other determinations 
regarding the acceptance, denial, or authorization terms of 
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merchandise return transactions requested by customers. In 
some embodiments, for example, reWards may be provided 
to randomly selected customers Who are requesting to make 
merchandise returns. Alternatively, the systems and methods 
described herein may be used to provide incentives, in the 
form of return-related reWards, to customers not to make 
returns. Thus, the description of the coupon-related systems 
and methods carried out in conjunction With various return 
authorization systems and methods is intended as an 
example for purposes of illustration only and is not intended 
to limit the scope of the reWard-related systems and methods 
described herein. 

[0029] In some embodiments, a clerk processing the return 
may send data about the requested return transaction to a 
merchandise return and reWard authorization service 100 
and may receive in response a return authorization determi 
nation that instructs the clerk to either accept or deny the 
return transaction. The clerk may offer the customer 110 a 
coupon, as Will be described in greater detail, either in 
response to the authorization determination received for the 
requested transaction, or as part of a return transaction that 
does not include an authorization determination. In some 
embodiments, the merchandise return and reWard authori 
zation service 100 may randomly select customers request 
ing merchandise returns to Whom to issue a coupon. 

[0030] The point of return 125 may be a desk or location 
Within the merchant establishment 120 that is dedicated for 
processing merchandise returns. Alternatively, the point of 
return 125 may be a normal cashier’s station that may be 
additionally used for processing purchases and other types 
of business transactions, or the point of return 125 may be 
another location. 

[0031] In still other embodiments, especially Where the 
merchant is operating via the Internet or other online or 
electronic system, or in association With a television-based 
or telephone-based merchant system, the point of return 125 
may not be at a speci?ed physical location. For example, for 
an Intemet-based retailer operating over the World Wide 
Web, the point of return 125 may be embodied as part or all 
of a Web page that can be used by customers to transact some 
or all of a merchandise return process. As another example, 
in conjunction With a phone-based merchant system, a 
customer may transact some or all of a merchandise return 

process by using a telephone keypad and/or interactive voice 
response (IVR) system to access a portion of the merchant’s 
system that serves as the merchant’s point of return 125. 
Embodiments of the point of return coupon system 
described herein may be carried out at any of these or other 
physical or non-physical types of merchant points of return 
125. 

[0032] For purposes of this disclosure, the systems and 
methods described herein Will frequently be described With 
reference to a clerk or other merchant employee Who 
receives a merchandise return request from a customer 110 
and Who accepts or denies the return request, based, at least 
in part, on a recommendation received from one or more of 

the systems and methods described herein and Who may 
offer a coupon or other reWard to a customer according to 
systems and methods described herein. In various embodi 
ments, the actions that are attributed to the clerk may 
alternatively or additionally be carried out by another type of 
merchant employee or representative, or other person autho 
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rized to handle the merchandise return, or by an automated 
process or system or apparatus con?gured to process the 
return request and/or the coupon distribution. Thus, While, 
for ease of description, the systems and methods Will be 
described With reference to a clerk at a point of return 125, 
it should be understood that embodiments of the systems and 
methods may also be carried out With one or more of the 

above-listed, or other, clerk alternatives. 

[0033] The clerk may use an automated point of return 
(POR) device 126 for processing the requested merchandise 
return. In various embodiments, the POR device 126 may be 
used to input information about the requested return and to 
provide a clerk With authorization information for the return. 
The POR device 126 may also provide a recommendation to 
the clerk to offer the customer an “instant discount” as an 
incentive not to make the merchandise return. The POR 
device 126 may also be used to provide a coupon to be 
presented to the customer Who is making a return. In various 
embodiments, the POR device 126 may print the coupon for 
offering to the customer, may instruct another device to print 
the coupon, may electronically enter data about the coupon 
to a loyalty or other store-related card or data storage 
medium, may instruct a clerk to provide or not to provide a 
pre-printed coupon to the customer, or may participate in 
another form in the process to provide coupons to customers 
at a point of return 125. 

[0034] In some embodiments, the POR device 126 may be 
a device that is dedicated for use With merchandise returns 
and may be used in association With the systems and 
methods described herein. One embodiment of such a dedi 
cated POR device 126 is described With reference to FIG. 3 
beloW. In other embodiments, the dedicated POR device 126 
is at least one of: a hand-held device, a Wireless device, a 
telephone-assisted device, a self-serve kiosk, an assisted 
return kiosk, or other suitable apparatus. 

[0035] In some embodiments, rather than using a dedi 
cated POR device 126, a multi-functional check-out termi 
nal or other computerized device may be con?gured to 
provide some or all of the functionality associated With the 
POR device 126 described herein. In some embodiments, 
more than one device may be used to provide some or all of 
the functionality described herein for the POR device 126. 
For example, an auxiliary printing device or other distribu 
tion device may be used in conjunction With the POR device 
126 to provide one or more coupons to a customer at a POR 

125. Thus, While the systems and methods described herein 
may be described With reference to a dedicated POR device 
126, it is to be understood that a Wide variety of dedicated 
and/or multi-purpose POR devices 126 may be used, alone 
or in combination, Without departing from the spirit of the 
invention as described herein. 

[0036] As depicted in FIG. 1, authorization determination 
for the customer’s requested return and/or determination of 
Whether to provide a reWard may be handled by an auto 
mated merchandise return and reWard authorization service 
100. The merchandise return and reWard authorization ser 
vice 100 may accept information input by the clerk at the 
point of return 125 and use various types of information 
associated With the requested return in order to implement 
the merchant’s 120 return policy to assess risk of exposure 
to fraudulent, abusive, or unpro?table behavior that may be 
associated With accepting the requested return and to deter 
mine Whether to offer a reWard to the customer. 
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[0037] Additional store-related information 128 that may 
not be directly related to the current return transaction may 
be received by the merchandise return and reWard authori 
zation service 100 from the merchant 120. For example, 
information about inventory, marketing promotions, sales 
transactions, other reWard programs, customers’ purchase 
and return histories, information on the return rates of 
speci?c items, and the like may be sent by the merchant 120, 
or by another entity on behalf of the merchant 120 to the 
merchandise return and reWard authorization service 100. 
Additionally or alternatively, information about the mer 
chant’s merchandise mix, mix of sales by SKU identi?er, 
mix of inventory by SKU identi?er, store sales performance, 
store pro?tability, average sale amount for the store, average 
return amount for the store, current coupon promotions, 
current sales promotions, store location, and local demo 
graphics may be provided to the merchandise return and 
reWard authorization service 100. The store-related infor 
mation 128 may be sent nightly, Weekly, on an as-need basis, 
on a continual basis, or at another convenient schedule. 

[0038] In some embodiments, the merchandise return and 
reWard authorization service 100 may be implemented, as 
depicted in FIG. 1, as an entity external to the merchant 120 
Whose services are contracted or otherWise provided to the 
merchant 120. Additionally or alternatively, some or all of 
the merchandise return and reWard authorization service 100 
may be implemented as one or more softWare and/or hard 
Ware components under the operation of the merchant 120 
that function in the POR device 126 and/or Within one or 
more computer devices at the point of return 125, at another 
location Within the same physical merchant establishment 
and/or at a geographically removed location used by the 
merchant 120. Thus, although the systems and methods 
described herein are most often described in association With 
an external merchandise return and reWard authorization 
service 100, it is to be understood that any combination of 
these or other implementation arrangements may be used 
Without departing from the spirit of the invention described 
herein. 

[0039] In embodiments Where the merchandise return and 
reWard authorization service 100 is a separate entity that 
authorizes requested returns presented to the merchant 120 
and that makes reWard-related determinations, communica 
tion betWeen the merchant’s point of return 125 and the 
merchandise return and reWard authorization service 100 
may be carried out using any of a Wide variety of appropriate 
devices and/or communications and data security technolo 
gies. For example, the communications betWeen a comput 
erized device at the merchant’s point of return 125 and a 
merchant interface 130 at the merchandise return and reWard 
authorization service 100 may be carried out using the 
Internet or other global netWork. In other embodiments, the 
communications may be carried out using any communica 
tion system including by Way of example, dedicated com 
munication lines, telephone netWorks, Wireless data trans 
mission systems, tWo-Way cable systems, customized 
computer netWorks, interactive kiosk netWorks, automatic 
teller machine-type netWorks, interactive television net 
Works, and the like. 

[0040] In various embodiments, the clerk handling the 
requested return uses the POR device 126 to send informa 
tion about an authorization request to the merchandise return 
and reWard authorization service 100. The merchandise 
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return and reWard authorization service 100 receives the 
information from the POR device 126, as Well as the 
store-related information 128 from the merchant 120, and 
uses the information, together With other stored information, 
to make an authorization determination for the requested 
merchandise return, assessing the risk of accepting the return 
and implementing merchant return policy preferences to 
recommend either that the clerk accept the requested return, 
refuse to accept the requested return, or take another course 
of action. The merchandise return and reWard authorization 
service 100 further uses at least some of the information 
received from the POR device 126 and the store-related data 
128 to determine Whether to issue a reWard to the customer 
and, if so, to determine terms associated With the reWard. 

[0041] The embodiment of the merchandise return and 
reWard authorization service 100 that is depicted in FIG. 1 
includes a merchant interface 130, a decision engine 135, a 
customer identi?cation data repository 137, a customer 
return data repository 140, a merchant data repository 145, 
a repository of merchant return authorization policies 150, 
and a reWard quali?er 153. Other embodiments of the 
merchandise return and reWard authorization service 100 
may include other components and/or a subset of these 
components. Furthermore, some or all of the components 
130, 135, 137, 140, 145, 150, 153 may be implemented, in 
Whole or in part, in one or more locations remote from the 
merchandise return and reWard authorization service 100 
and/or under the management of entities other than the 
merchandise return and reWard authorization service 100. 
Some embodiments of the merchandise return and reWard 
authorization service 100 may include only the decision 
engine 135 and may access some or all of the functions and 
data content available from the other modules 130, 137, 140, 
145, 150, 153 from other external sources. For example, a 
database of coupon-related information may be provided by 
a third-party or other source and may include coupon-related 
information, such as, for example, Who received coupons, 
instant discounts, or other retum-related reWards, at What 
merchant they Were received, Whether or not the coupons 
Were redeemed, Whether merchandise purchased With a 
coupon Was subsequently returned, and the like. 

[0042] The merchant interface 130 receives an authoriza 
tion request from the merchant point of return device 126 
and accepts information about the requested merchandise 
return sent from the POR device 126. The received infor 
mation is sent to a decision engine 135 for determining 
Whether to offer a coupon and for assessing risk associated 
With accepting the requested merchandise return and for 
making an authorization determination that is based on the 
assessed risk as Well as on stored information about the 
merchant’s return authorization policies 150. The return 
policy 150 may be implemented in a variety of computer 
usable forms, including, but not limited to, rule-based sys 
tems, decision trees, scorecard systems, and the like. In 
various embodiments, the decision engine 135 may assess 
the requested return transaction With reference to one or 
more threshold conditions, such as an acceptable score. In 
some score-based embodiments, in Which, for example, a 
high score indicates loW authorization risk, if the requested 
return transaction meets or exceeds the threshold, the return 
is accepted, While if the requested return does not meet the 
threshold, the return is denied. In other embodiments, other 
methods of assessing Whether to accept the requested return 
may alternatively or additionally be used. 
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[0043] In various embodiments, the decision engine 135, 
in conjunction With the reward quali?er 153, determines 
Whether or not to issue a coupon for use by a customer at a 

point of return, and, if yes, determines terms to be included 
on the coupon, such as a percentage or dollar amount 
discount offered by the coupon, duration of validity, limita 
tions based on eligible products, departments, or merchants, 
Whether or not the coupon may be used online or in a 
physical store or both, and the like. 

[0044] In some embodiments, a determination Whether to 
offer a coupon at the point of return is carried out separately 
from the return authorization, if one exists. In other embodi 
ments, once the decision engine 135 has made a return 
authorization determination, the decision engine 135 
invokes the reWard quali?er 153 as a sub-process, requesting 
that the reWard quali?er 153 make the coupon-related deter 
mination and report back to the decision engine 135, so that 
the decision engine 135 may forWard the coupon-related 
result, together With the return authorization determination, 
to the point of return 125. 

[0045] In various embodiments, the decision engine 135 
and the reWard quali?er 153 may be con?gured in a Wide 
variety of con?gurations that alloW the decision engine 135 
and the reWard quali?er 153 to cooperate to carry out the 
decision-making functions described herein. In some 
embodiments, the reWard quali?er 153 is implemented as a 
set of rules or policies that are carried out by the decision 
engine 135. In some embodiments, the reWard quali?er 153 
is implemented as a component With decision-making capa 
bilities that can execute coupon-related determinations sepa 
rately from the decision engine 135. 

[0046] Functions performed by or in conjunction With the 
reWard quali?er 153 may be carried out in any of a Wide 
variety of suitable, computer-implemented forms, such as a 
decision tree, an expert system, or other ruled-based deci 
sion system, as a linear calculation or other scoring mecha 
nism, or as a form of probabilistic or neural netWork, 
genetic, or other statistical model or algorithm for decision 
making. A more detailed description of factors that may be 
used by the decision engine 135 and/ or reWard quali?er 153 
to make a return authorization determination and/or to 
determine Whether to issue a coupon associated With the 
requested return as Well as determining terms associated 
With an issued coupon Will be provided With reference to 
FIG. 6 to folloW. 

[0047] The decision engine 135 and/or reWard quali?er 
153 may use information from one or more other reposito 
ries of data collected and maintained by the merchandise 
return and reWard authorization service 100, or from one or 
more external merchant or non-merchant data sources 160. 

[0048] For example, in addition or as an alternative to the 
store-related data 128 received from the merchant 120, the 
decision engine 135 and/or reWard quali?er 153 may access 
stored merchant data 145 that may include any of a Wide 
variety of types of information associated With the merchant 
120, including, but not limited to: information about current 
sales promotions, information about current inventory, and 
other information that might in?uence a retailer’ s decision to 
offer a coupon to a consumer. 

[0049] In addition, the stored merchant data 145 may 
contain: information about the location(s) of the merchant’s 

Oct. 19, 2006 

stores or other establishments, information about the mer 
chant’s employees (including names, identi?cation num 
bers, hire dates, home addresses, past association With 
proper, fraudulent, and/ or questionable merchandise returns, 
and the like), and information about the merchant’s 120 
inventory of merchandise. 

[0050] The decision engine 135 and/or reWard quali?er 
153 may use information stored in a repository of customer 
identi?cation data 137. The repository of customer identi 
?cation data 137 may store information about a large num 
ber of customers, including, for example, information about 
customer names, addresses, identi?cation numbers, such as 
driver’s license and other identi?cation numbers, biometric 
identi?cation information, and the like. This information 
may be used in an effort to positively identify the customer 
110 and/or to correlate data about the customer received 
from other sources. 

[0051] The decision engine 135 and/or reWard quali?er 
153 may also use information from one or more repositories 
of customer return data 140, Which include a Wide variety of 
information about past merchandise return activity associ 
ated With the individual customers 110, including past 
coupon-related activity. Some examples of information 
associated With past purchase and return transactions are 
described in greater detail With reference to FIG. 6 beloW. 
In some embodiments, the customer return data repository 
140 may also include information about the customer’s 110 
purchase history. Using the customer identi?cation data 137 
and the customer return data 140 alloWs the decision engine 
135 and/or reWard quali?er 153 to link information about 
past merchandise purchase and/or return activity With the 
customer 110 requesting the return at the point of return 125. 
Such information alloWs the decision engine 135 and the 
reWard quali?er 153, among other capabilities, to assess the 
customer’s product preferences, return and purchase pat 
terns, and past coupon use patterns. In various embodiments, 
this information may be used by the decision engine 135 
and/or the reWard quali?er 153 to determine Whether to 
provide a coupon as Well as to identify coupon terms that are 
expected to appeal to the customer and further the mer 
chant’s business goals. 

[0052] In some embodiments, a “negative ?le,” such as a 
listing of customers 110 Who are knoWn to have been 
involved With past fraudulent returns or past criminal activ 
ity, may be maintained and used to make return authoriza 
tion determinations. In some embodiments, one or more 
“positive ?les” may exist that list customers Who may be 
accorded special treatment by the return authorization ser 
vice. For example, one or more positive ?les may be 
maintained to list customers knoWn to be pro?table to the 
merchant and/or customers in the entertainment or fashion 
industries Who may need to purchase and return merchan 
dise on a frequent basis, or other categories of customers, 
Who may be accorded special return privileges. Such posi 
tive and negative ?les may be used to make return autho 
rization determinations, and, Where appropriate, they may be 
used as part of a process for making coupon-related deter 
minations, as Well. 

[0053] In some embodiments, agreements may be imple 
mented alloWing merchants to share their collected data for 
return authorization purposes. 

[0054] Furthermore, the decision engine 135 and/or 
reWard quali?er 153 may additionally or alternatively access 
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and make use of information stored in data repositories that 
are external to the merchandise return and reWard authori 
zation service 100. External data sources may be used to 
access information such as, for example: customer and/or 
employee identi?cation information, address information 
including postal box information, credit data, shoplifting 
data, crime data, identi?cation theft data, sales tax data, 
online shopping data, such as from Internet retailers or other 
e-commerce data sources, or any of a Wide variety of other 
useful information types. Such external data may be 
accessed externally on an as-needed basis and/or may be 
stored by the merchandise return and reWard authorization 
service 100 for subsequent use. 

[0055] In some embodiments, once the decision engine 
135, in conjunction With the reWard quali?er 153, has made 
an authorization determination for the requested return and 
an associated coupon determination, the merchant interface 
130 may send a message to the point of return device 126, 
informing the clerk of the determinations. In some embodi 
ments, the point of return device 126 may print a record of 
the requested return, indicating that the return has been 
accepted or denied. The POR device 120, or another device, 
may further print or otherWise make available a coupon, as 
Will be described in greater detail With reference to FIGS. 
5A and 5B. 

[0056] For ease of description, the merchandise return and 
reWard authorization service 100 as depicted thus far in the 
disclosure and With reference to FIG. 1 has been described 
as providing merchandise return authorizations, reWard 
determinations, and other related services to a single mer 
chant 120. HoWever, it is to be understood that, in practice, 
it is much more common for the merchandise return and 
reWard authorization service 100 to serve a plurality of 
merchants 120. When the merchandise return and reWard 
authorization service 100 serves a plurality of merchants 
120, it may maintain an associated plurality of data stores, 
including, but not limited to: the customer return data 
repository 140, the merchant data repository 145, the mer 
chant return authorization policies 150, and the reWard 
quali?er 153, for each of the merchants 120 for Whom it 
provides return authorization and/or coupon-related ser 
vices. The merchandise return and reWard authorization 
service 100 may maintain these data stores separately, either 
logically and/or physically. Furthermore, the merchandise 
return and reWard authorization service 100 may combine 
some or all of the various data stores described above. 

[0057] Thus, although a Wide variety of embodiments 
exist, for ease of description in this disclosure, it Will be 
assumed that the embodiments of the merchandise return 
and reWard authorization service 100 described herein main 
tain data received from different merchants 120 separately, 
and do not use data received from one merchant to make 
authorization return determinations or coupon determina 
tions for another merchant. In other embodiments, hoWever, 
modi?cations may be made to the systems and methods 
described herein such that the systems and methods may 
store data from a plurality of merchants together and/or may 
use data from one merchant in a return authorization and/or 
coupon determination request from another merchant. Fur 
thermore, data from external third-party data providers, such 
as government information sources, credit bureaus, police 
information sources, and the like may be used by the 
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merchandise return and reWard authorization service 100 to 
make authorization and/or coupon determinations for the 
merchant 120. 

[0058] The merchandise return and reWard authorization 
service 100 and included modules 130, 135, 137, 140, 145, 
150, 153, as depicted in FIG. 1, are one embodiment of a 
merchandise return and reWard authorization service 100 in 
connection With the systems and methods described herein. 
It is to be understood that in other embodiments, the 
structures and functions of these modules may be imple 
mented in a Wide variety of different con?gurations Without 
departing from the spirit of the systems and methods 
described herein. For example, some or all of the data 
storage functions, the decision-making functions, the com 
munications functions, the authorization determination, the 
reWard quali?er 153 and the like, may be provided by 
external third-party service providers, may be implemented 
at one or more merchant locations, including Within the POR 
device 126, and/or may be implemented differently using 
different internal structures. Furthermore, although the mer 
chandise return and reWard authorization service 100 is 
depicted in FIG. 1 as being a single entity located at a single 
location, it is to be understood that in other embodiments, 
the structures and functions of the coupon/retum authoriza 
tion service 100 may be implemented in total or in part by 
a distributed system of hardWare and softWare that may be 
located at tWo or more physically distinct locations. 

[0059] FIG. 2 is a block diagram depicting a closer vieW 
of one embodiment of a merchandise return and reWard 
authorization service 100 that provides a variety of services, 
including coupon quali?cation and generation, as Well as 
return authorization, to the merchant 120. In FIG. 2, the 
various repositories of data used by the merchandise return 
and reWard authorization service 100 for purposes of coupon 
quali?cation and/ or return authorization, as described in part 
With reference to FIG. 1, are combined conceptually as a 
single shared database 210. As described With reference to 
FIG. 1, the data stored for use by the merchandise return and 
reWard authorization service 100 may be stored and main 
tained as a single or a plurality of data repositories. 

[0060] The data in the shared database 210 is managed by 
a data accessor 215 that receives data for storage in the 
shared database 210 from a variety of sources and that 
receives requests for data from the shared database 210 for 
a variety of purposes. In various embodiments, the data 
accessor 215 may manage the various types of data using 
any of a variety of computer-implemented platforms suitable 
for such purposes, including, but not limited to, DB2, 
Oracle, other SQL-based systems, or other database or ?le 
storage technology. 
[0061] As depicted in FIG. 2, merchandise data 225 from 
a merchant 120 may be sent to a merchandise data interface 
220 of the merchandise return and reWard authorization 
service 100 for storage in the shared database 210 by the 
data accessor 215. For example, sales data, including very 
current sales data that may track real-time response to a 
given type of coupon, and/ or real-time inventory levels may 
be included in the merchandise data 225. 

[0062] Administrators 270 may use an administrative 
interface 260 of the return authorization service to send and 
receive data to the data accessor 215. 

[0063] The data accessor 215 may further provide data to 
a report generator 230 that provides reporting services 235 
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to the merchant 120. For example, one or more reports about 
levels of coupon redemption, about choices made by cus 
tomers With respect to coupon redemption, and the like, may 
be included in reports from the report generator 230. Reports 
for merchants may include daily transaction reports, as Well 
as longer term reports for loss prevention analysis. 

[0064] Reports may additionally or alternatively be made 
available to customers 110 Who have received coupons, 
instant discounts, or other return-related reWards. The 
reports may include, for example, information about a dollar 
amount and/ or a percentage saved by the customer 110 using 
one or more coupons, information about types of merchan 
dise purchased With a coupon, information about a number 
or percentage of coupons received at a point of return that 
Were actually redeemed by the customer, and/ or information 
about a potential percentage or dollar amount saved if all 
return-related coupons had been redeemed by the customer. 

[0065] An authoriZer module 240, Which may comprise, 
for example, reWard quali?er 153 and/or the decision engine 
135 that are described With reference to FIG. 1, provides 
coupon determinations 251 and return authorization. As 
depicted in the embodiment shoWn in FIG. 2, the authoriZer 
240 may communicate directly With a stand-alone terminal 
245 that is dedicated for point of return use. The authoriZer 
240 is further con?gured to communicate With a point of sale 
or other system 255 used by the merchant to process 
merchandise returns, issue coupons, and to communicate 
With the merchandise return and reWard authorization ser 
vice 100. 

[0066] In various embodiments, transfer of some or all of 
the data into and out from the merchandise return and reWard 
authoriZation service 100 may be implemented, for example, 
using FTP transfer protocols. For protection of consumer 
privacy and merchant business information, the data is 
preferably transferred into and out from the merchandise 
return and reWard authoriZation service 100 in an encrypted 
form, for example using PGP (Pretty Good Privacy) or other 
suitable encryption technology. 

[0067] The functions and/or components of the merchan 
dise return and reWard authorization service 100 described 
With reference to FIG. 2 may be implemented, in some 
embodiments, as a plurality of servers operating as a server 
farm under the management of any of a variety of clustering 
technologies. Such an arrangement typically alloWs for 
relatively seamless replacement of components as Well as 
upgrades and additions to the system as transaction volume 
increases. 

[0068] Furthermore, the functions and/or various modules 
of the merchandise return and reWard authoriZation service 
100 may be implemented in various embodiments using 
personal computers (PCs), Workstations, other processors, 
program logic, or other substrate con?gurations representing 
data and instructions, Which operate as described herein. In 
various embodiments, the processors may comprise control 
ler circuitry, processor circuitry, processors, general purpose 
single-chip or multi-chip microprocessors, digital signal 
processors, embedded microprocessors, microcontrollers 
and the like. 

[0069] FIG. 3 depicts one embodiment of a dedicated 
point of return (POR) device 300 for use in association With 
requested merchandise returns. The POR device 300 in FIG. 
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3 is con?gured to use a telephone dial-up connection or 
netWork cable connection to communicate With a reWard 
authoriZation service such as the merchandise return and 
reWard authoriZation service 100 described With reference to 
FIGS. 12 and 3. In other embodiments, one or more other 
Wired or Wireless communications systems are used for 
communicating. In some embodiments, some or all of the 
functions provided by the reWard quali?er 153 may be 
provided by components that are internal to the POR device 
300. 

[0070] As depicted in FIG. 3, the POR device 300 
includes a display screen 310 for communicating visually 
With a clerk or other person handling the requested return 
transaction. Examples of communications that may be pre 
sented on the display screen 310 are described With refer 
ence to FIG. 4 to folloW. In other embodiments, the POR 
device 300 may include audio speakers, video display, or 
any of a Wide variety of other communications technologies 
for communicating information to the clerk. 

[0071] The POR device 300 also includes a keyboard 315 
With a plurality of buttons that alloW the clerk to input 
information to the POR device 300. Additionally, other 
buttons and input systems in other parts of the POR device 
300 also alloW the clerk to input information to the POR 
device 300. In other embodiments, any of a Wide variety of 
other input systems, such as voice recognition systems, 
keyboards, touch screen systems, camera or video systems, 
biometric systems, and the like, may be used additionally or 
alternatively for alloWing the clerk to input information into 
the POR device 300. Furthermore, other forms of electronic 
reading devices, including, but not limited to, l-dimen 
sional, 2-dimensional, or 3-dimensional barcode scanners, 
magnetic stripe readers, readers for other electronically 
readable codes, RFID readers, any of a Wide variety of 
biometric data input devices, and the like, may be used to 
input data to the POR device 300. For example, the POR 
device 300 depicted in FIG. 3 includes a built-in magnetic 
stripe reader 320 for scanning identi?cation cards, credit 
cards, and the like that include a magnetic stripe, and a 
peripheral 2-dimensional bar code scanner 325 for reading 
cards provided With a 2-dimensional barcode. Other periph 
erals for inputting data about a Wide variety of other iden 
ti?cation and informational sources may also be used. 

[0072] Various types of data about the requested return 
merchandise may be collected for a return transaction, 
including, for example, amount, type, and value of items 
being presented for return. In some embodiments, product 
identi?ers, such as a Stock Keeping Unit code (SKU), 
Universal Product Code (UPC), Radio Frequency Identi?er 
(RFID), and the like, may be used to identify the merchan 
dise and may be further used to access stored information 
about the merchandise. Other data about the current return 
transaction, and about one or more original purchase trans 
actions associated With the merchandise to be returned, such 
as receipt identi?er, date and time, and store number and 
location, transaction identi?er, cashier identi?er, register 
number, and the like may also be collected by the POR 
device 300. 

[0073] As shoWn in FIG. 3, the POR device 300 may be 
con?gured to produce a paper receipt 330 or other record of 
the merchandise return transaction for the customer 110 
and/or for the clerk on behalf of the merchant 120. In other 




















