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METHOD AND SYSTEM FOR MANAGING 
REAL PROPERTY TRANSACTIONS HAVING 

INTERNET ACCESS AND CONTROL 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0001] 1. Field of the Invention 
[0002] This invention relates to the operation of residential 
real estate brokerages. More speci?cally, the invention relates 
to software and information processing methods and systems 
required to facilitate buying and selling of residential real 
estate using public Internet access to a virtual of?ce comput 
ing environment. 
[0003] 2. Description of the Related Art 
[0004] Residential real estate brokerages generally use a 
diverse set of computing technology. In some cases, personal 
computer-based softWare is used as contact management for 
agents, or for business form entry, storage and retrieval. Other 
softWare is used by brokers and agents to access local resi 
dence listing data services, such as the Multiple Listing Ser 
vice-MLS® (MLS® is a mark of The National Association of 
Realtors, Inc.) database system to obtain information on 
homes listed With MLS database subscribers (typically 
licensed real estate brokers) as being offered for sale. Still 
other softWare is used to perform of?ce functions, such as 
accounting and payroll. Some real estate brokers have Inter 
net Websites (sites on the World Wide Web, referred to herein 
as “We ”) used for the purpose of advertising their “listing 
information” (data on properties offered for sale through the 
respective brokerage) to the public. Typically, brokerage 
organiZations having multiple brokerage of?ces in various 
locations throughout the country Will try to standardize the 
softWare used in each of their of?ces. 
[0005] Within each brokerage o?ice in an organiZation hav 
ing a plurality of such o?ices, a limitation to using a diverse 
set of softWare tools is that information stored in one softWare 
system may be desirable to be used in another softWare. For 
example, client contact information may be used later as 
customer information entered on “offer-for-sale” forms. In 
order to maintain information continuity, current methods of 
storing data in a brokerage of?ce typically require hard-copy 
(paper) ?les. It is quite common for brokerage organizations 
to maintain an administrative staff entirely for the purpose of 
maintaining customer records in such ?les. Lack of ability to 
use data stored in a single location for multiple purposes 
hinders the ability of a multi-of?ce brokerage to manage its 
operations and consolidate its ?nancial management. 
[0006] Agent ef?ciency is another issue related to the abil 
ity to use customer data for multiple purposes. Real estate 
agents spend considerable time “shoWing” homes to prospec 
tive buyers, keeping track of Which homes that Were shoWn to 
particular prospective buyers, and scheduling appointments 
to shoW these homes to prospective buyers. Prospective buy 
ers may ?nd it inconvenient to use an agent for scheduling 
home vieWing appointments because prospective buyers have 
no Way to determine Whether they are making a vieWing 
selection from the entire pool of properties offered for sale, or 
the ones the agent himself has selected from the pool. Often, 
prospective buyers ?nd it inconvenient to keep accurate 
records detailing Which homes have been vieWed, particu 
larly after a continuous session of vieWing a large number of 
homes. 
[0007] The process of completing a residential real estate 
sale transaction is laden With forms. In most cases, each of 
these forms contains information that is common to all the 
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forms required to complete a sale transaction. The agent is 
typically responsible for obtaining information accompany 
ing an offer to buy, and acceptance of the offer to buy (typi 
cally embodied on a standard residential real estate sales 
contract form). HoWever, to complete the sale transaction 
(knoWn in the art as “closing” the transaction), doZens of 
other forms are required by third parties to the transaction. 
Third parties include mortgage providers, title insurance pro 
viders, casualty insurance providers and inspection service 
providers, among others. Many buyers are overWhelmed by 
the closing process and typically close a transaction Without 
really knoWing Which forms they have signed, or What con 
tract terms have been agreed to, just to get the transaction 
completed. Because of the number of such forms involved, it 
is estimated that betWeen ?ve and ?fteen percent of the cost of 
each major service (such as those listed above) in any trans 
action are attributable merely to document transcription and 
document courier costs. These costs consist of, among other 
things data on forms being entered into computer systems, 
and documents being transported from the point of origina 
tion to a processing location. 
[0008] What is needed is a system Which stores data on 
properties offered for sale, as Well as customer data, in a 
location Which is commonly accessible by all entities having 
an interest in the transaction. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0009] One aspect of the invention is a method for manag 
ing real estate transactions, particularly over the Internet. The 
method includes placing real property market-speci?c listing 
data in a user-accessible Internet accessible database, search 
ing the database using search parameters input by a user from 
an Internet-connected terminal, and displaying to the user on 
a secure Web page any real property listings Which match the 
search parameters. 
[0010] One embodiment of the invention includes display 
ing, on the Web page, links to the database for the matching 
listings Wherein the links direct the user to more detailed 
information about the matching properties. One embodiment 
includes initiating a user account for the user prior to present 
ing the detailed information. One embodiment includes ini 
tiating a portfolio for the user, Wherein the user selects ones of 
the displayed real property listings to add to the portfolio. One 
embodiment includes the user entering an appointment 
request for at least one of the listings in the portfolio at the 
Internet-connected terminal, determining Whether a time in 
the appointment request matches times listed as available, 
and if such time is available posting on an agent terminal a 
vieWing appointment. One embodiment includes the user 
entering offer to purchase data for a listing in the portfolio in 
the Internet-connected terminal, posting the offer data at a 
transaction coordinator terminal, if any of the offer data are 
legally de?cient, generating an e-mail message identifying 
the de?ciency and transmitting the de?ciency e-mail message 
to the user, if any of the offer data are legally de?cient, 
correcting any such de?ciency, and generating an offer for 
sale document using a market-speci?c template. 
[0011] Another aspect of the invention is a method for 
managing real estate transactions over the Internet, including 
a user entering data including at least an address for a property 
to be listed as offered for sale in an Internet connected termi 
nal, entering the user entered data into a database, searching 
the database for complementary listing data on the property to 
be listed, and displaying data entry ?elds to the user. The data 
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entry ?elds include elements of the complementary listing 
data not found for the property in the database. 
[0012] In one embodiment, the database include informa 
tion from previously sold properties. In one embodiment, the 
complementary listing data includes at least one selected 
from structure area, number of bedrooms, number of bath 
rooms, total number of rooms and garage spaces. In one 
embodiment, the complementary listing data comprises at 
least one selected from school district, real property taxes and 
subdivision in Which the property is located. 
[0013] In another embodiment, the method in this aspect 
includes posting the property to be listed to anAgent desktop. 
The Agent desktop is also accessible from a secure Internet 
connected terminal. 
[0014] In one embodiment, the method includes generating 
a listing contract form for the property to be listed, and post 
ing the listing contract form to the Agent desktop. In a par 
ticular embodiment, the listing contract is generated from a 
market speci?c template. 
[0015] In one embodiment, the method includes transmit 
ting the listing contract form to the user for execution. Trans 
mitting can be one selected from generating an electronic 
mail message, generating a facsimile message and printing a 
copy at a computer accessing the Agent account. 
[0016] In one embodiment, the method includes posting 
appointments to vieW the property to be listed to an Agent 
desktop. In one embodiment, the appointments are deter 
mined by at least one prospective buyer vieWing selected data 
on the property from an Internet connected terminal and 
entering a selected appointment time. 
[0017] Another aspect of the invention is a system for man 
aging real estate transactions including an application server 
operatively coupled to the Internet and operatively coupled to 
a database. The application server is adapted to present to a 
user logged on to a respective Internet connected terminal 
identi?ed as an agent at least a list of properties offered for 
sale by a broker and a schedule of vieWing appointments for 
each property on the list. The application server is adapted to 
present to a user logged on to a respective Internet connected 
terminal identi?ed as a buyer of a real property at least a data 
entry ?eld for search criteria for real properties having data 
thereon stored in the database. The applications server is 
adapted to search the database and return to the user identi?ed 
as a buyer on the respective terminal at least a number of 
properties matching the search criteria. The application 
server is adapted to present to a user logged on to a respective 
Internet connected terminal identi?ed as a seller of a real 
property at least a number of requests to vieW the real property 
entered by other users logged on to other respective Internet 
connected terminals identi?ed as buyers. The database is 
adapted to receive and store data on properties listed as 
offered for sale by a broker. The data include at least an 
address of each property listed for sale. The database is also 
adapted to receive and store at least a name and a contact 
means for each user identi?ed as a buyer. The database is also 
adapted to receive and store at least a name, a contact means 
and an address of a property listed for sale for each user 
identi?ed as a seller. 

[0018] Other aspects and advantages of the invention Will 
be apparent from the description Which folloWs. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0019] FIG. 1 shoWs one implementation of a system 
according to the invention. 
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[0020] FIG. 2 shoWs one example of a data entry Web page 
for registering a neW user to the system. 
[0021] FIG. 3 shoWs one example of a “Terms of Use” 
statement Web page to be presented to a user at the time of 
registration of a neW user. 

[0022] FIG. 4 shoWs one example of a personal data entry 
Web page to be presented to a user at the time of registration 
of a neW user. 

[0023] FIG. 5 shoWs a How chart of one embodiment of a 
Buyer using the system to search for, select and purchase a 
home using the system of the invention. 
[0024] FIG. 6 shoWs a How chart of one example of a 
Buyer’s interaction With the system of the invention. 
[0025] FIG. 7 shoWs a How chart of one example of a 
Seller’s interactions With the system of the invention. 
[0026] FIG. 8 shoWs a How chart of one example of an 
Agent’s interactions With the system of the invention. 
[0027] FIG. 9 shoWs a How chart for one embodiment of 
processing orders for closing services in the system of the 
invention. 
[0028] FIG. 10 shoWs an example of data management 
available through a Market Development Manager desktop in 
one embodiment of the invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

[0029] 1. Overview of Residential Real Property Transac 
tions and HoW They Relate to the Invention 
[0030] Generally speaking, the invention provides a soft 
Ware system and a method for enabling a residential real 
estate brokerage entity (hereinafter called the “broker”) to 
have a centraliZed computing environment to service multiple 
real estate transactions. The system is capable of operating in 
multiple markets, While requiring only one physical of?ce 
(although the number of markets and number of physical 
of?ces does not limit the scope of the invention). The inven 
tion facilitates residential real estate transactions for buyers, 
sellers and third party service providers from the beginning to 
closing each real property sale transaction. 
[0031] From the broker’s perspective, for a property buyer 
(hereinafter called the “Buyer”), the transaction process 
begins When the Buyer begins looking for a property, or needs 
assistance in understanding the real estate purchase transac 
tion process. Also from the broker’s perspective, for a prop 
erty seller, (hereinafter called the “Seller”), the transaction 
process begins When the Seller either makes a decision to sell 
a real property, or begins to research the fair market value of 
a particular real property. The transaction process ends When 
both the Buyer and Seller are successfully relocated. For the 
Buyer this means having moved his personal effects (and 
typically his primary residence) into the property Which 
forms the subject of the transaction, and for the Seller having 
this means given up title to and possession of the property. 
The transaction process includes the mediation and assistance 
of licensed real estate agents local to both the Buyer and the 
Seller and central to the brokerage business. 
[0032] A centraliZed computing facility (“the system”), 
Which can be equipped With commercially available com 
puter hardWare and softWare, according to the invention can 
be accessed through standard Internet connections (such as 
by personal computer connected to a telephone line con 
nected to an Internet service provider) and any Web broWser 
knoWn in the art, Secure access to the system is provided 
through passWord-protected entry, and for sensitive informa 
tion transmissions, through a Secure Socket Layer (“SSL”) 
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server. The system is based on a client-server model utilizing 
Web technology to construct its application sets. Each user 
(Which can be the broker, an Agent, a Buyer, a Seller or a third 
party service provider), regardless of the user’s role in the real 
estate sale transaction, can use a standard Web broWser and a 
standard Internet connection as the user’s primary interface to 
the system. This provides, among other bene?ts, a high 
degree of ?exibility in the physical location of the various 
users in the system. As previously explained, the system can 
operate in more than one real estate market While having only 
one physical o?ice. Similarly, employees of the broker (e.g., 
Agent, Transaction Coordinator, Market Development Man 
ager) may have access to any and all of their Work-related 
information and applications at any physical location at 
Which an Internet connection is available. 

[0033] The system provides selected application program 
sets to each user based upon a de?ned role for each user. A 
Buyer, for example, gains access to a set of applications that 
are generally required by a buyer of residential real estate. 
Similarly, each other “role”, in the transaction including the 
Seller, for example, the real estate agent (“Agent”), a trans 
action coordinator (“TC”, Which Will be explained later) has 
his oWn application set. Within the broker organiZation each 
geographic area de?ned by the broker (referred to as a “mar 
ket”), Which may be managed by a market manager, has an 
hierarchy of roles, beginning With the brokerage manage 
ment, the market manager, the market TC, and Agents 
assigned to the particular market. In this embodiment of the 
invention, each level Within the role hierarchy can have 
increasing capabilities and focus Within the associated appli 
cation set. In one embodiment of the invention, the main focus 
of the market manager, for example, is to manage the inven 
tory of listings properties offered for sale Within the particular 
market by the broker), and to manage the activities of the TC’s 
and Agents assigned to the particular market. In this embodi 
ment, the market manager’s application set may also contain 
all the functionality of the TC’s application set as a redun 
dancy and convenience feature. The TC’s application set in 
this embodiment may contain all the functionality of the 
Agent’s application set as a redundancy and convenience 
feature. 

[0034] The system, in this embodiment of the invention, 
begins to facilitate the sales transaction process through inter 
action With buyers and sellers via the broker’s public Web site. 
Access to public information on the Web site leads the buyer 
or seller to register (automated account creation process) as a 
customer of the broker. Registration as a customer links the 
buyer or seller into the broker’s private Web site Where the 
buyer or seller may have “account” access via “userid” and 
passWord entry. 
[0035] Once registered, a buyer (after registering to 
become a Buyer as de?ned herein) can have access to the 
MLS database information (generally all active listings in the 
particular market). The MLS database information is pro 
vided to registered Buyers by the system through a search 
mechanism based on the Buyer-entered search criteria 
including selected type of property and a geographic refer 
ence. The Buyer can then broWse the listings in the MLS 
database on the private Website. The Buyer may “tag” 
selected ones of the listings, Where the tagged listings Will be 
stored in a Buyer’s “account portfolio”. From the portfolio, a 
Buyer can schedule home shoWings, make offers to buy, and 
can select certain third-party services and providers of those 
services. For particular third-party service providers, docu 
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ments Which Will be executed at the transaction closing can be 
available for previeWing through their account. 

[0036] Through the system’s ‘NeW Listing Alert’, a Buyer 
can enter and store selected property search criteria. The 
system Will alert the Buyer, via e-mail, When a neW listing 
comes on the market that meets the selected search criteria. 
The criteria can be changed at any time by the Buyer to suit his 
personal preferences. Similarly, a ‘Portfolio Alert’ feature of 
the system noti?es the Buyer by e-mail When a home in their 
portfolio changes status (for example from ‘for sale’ to ‘sold’, 
or ‘pending’ to ‘for sale’) or When a price change occurs. Each 
of these alerts can selected by the Buyer to be active or 
inactive to suit his personal preference. 

[0037] When a seller registers as a customer of the broker, 
the seller (Who then becomes a “Seller” as that term is used 
herein) can, among other functions, conduct market valua 
tions of the property the Seller Wishes to list for sale by the 
broker. Registration as a Seller typically includes agreeing to 
use the broker as the “listing” broker for the particular prop 
erty. The listed property is digitally represented on the bro 
ker’s Web site. In one embodiment of the invention, the Seller 
may receive periodically updated (e.g. daily, Weekly and/or 
monthly) reports on Web site activity on the listed property. 
These reports may include feedback (comments) from Buy 
ers Who have made visits to the home, and ‘Listing Alerts’ that 
notify the Seller of sales activity (such as listings and/or 
closings of sales of other properties) in the vicinity of the 
listed property. The Seller may also, on-line, receive and 
revieW offers to purchase the listed home, may present 
counter offers or accept the presented offers, and may previeW 
transaction closing documents from particular service pro 
viders. 

[0038] In this embodiment Buyers and Sellers are assisted 
by the TC in several Ways. The business model of this 
embodiment de?nes a central location Where technical and 
real estate professionals can have an of?ce in a common area 

referred to as a “call center”. This alloWs broker entity per 
sonnel to handle any customer service calls generated either 
from the Web site or from other contact methods such as the 
telephone or facsimile transmission. The TC acts as a call 
center customer service representative. The TC may be physi 
cally located other than in a call center. Because any user can 
access the system through the Internet With the proper user 
identi?cation, a TC might be local to a particular market, but 
may also be located in a different market. The system alloWs 
the TC to vieW all details in the Buyers’ and Sellers’ accounts. 
The system provides the TC With the ability to assist the 
Buyer and Seller in ordering third party closing-related ser 
vices, in making appointments for them, and in providing 
them With scheduling information. TC’s can receive call-back 
requests through the system and respond to online chat 
requests When speci?c real estate or system questions arise 
through a Buyer or Seller session on the system Web site. The 
TC also has the ability to schedule events for Agents in the 
Agents’ respective markets. The events include shoWing, 
closing and listing appointments all of Which can be sched 
uled for the Agents by a TC. 

[0039] In the present embodiment, the Agent interacts With 
the system for all personal contact, all scheduling, all real 
estate forms manipulation, and for all customer (Buyer and 
Seller) assistance functions. The system provides the Agent 
With access to all customer account information for custom 
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ers assigned to him/her by a TC. The system can create 
property brochures, listing appointment packages, and com 
parative market analysis reports for each Buyer. The Agent 
can be noti?ed, via e-mail, or Wireless telephone for example, 
of status updates on the Agent’s calendar, or through an active 
pager or Wireless telephone interface of any system-sched 
uled event requiring the Agents immediate attention. Such 
events could include, for example, a pending shoWing 
appointment, a change in scheduling or simply a reminder of 
an event. 

[0040] For any third party service provider (referred to 
hereinafter as “SP”), the system provides both a Web site 
presence and provides electronic service ordering and service 
status reporting capability. A presence is a set of distinct 
“pages” on the broker’s Web site that alloWs a system user 
(typically a Buyer or Seller) to become acquainted With the 
services provided by each SP. Each SP that has a presence on 
the system maintains a communications pro?le that the sys 
tem uses to communicate With the particular SP. The most 
advanced level of communication is a de?ned electronic data 
interchange that alloWs services to be ordered and service 
status to be updated over the Internet. The electronic data 
interchange is bi-directional so that Buyers and Sellers can 
vieW the status of their service orders. The loWest level of 
communications is called “on-behalf-of’ communications. 
On behalf of communications sends information to the TC, 
such as by telephone, for manual processing by the TC. Other 
communication levels include automated fax and e-mail mes 
sage transmission. 

[0041] For the broker, data and information integration pro 
vides strong business management capabilities. Very useful 
market information coupled With sales statistics, Agent e?i 
ciencies and inventories alloW the broker to manage person 
nel, advertising budgets and the overall business. Web based 
statistics and user account information provides immediate 
feedback on advertising methods and costs of capture for each 
customer. 

[0042] When referring to the system architecture, com 
ments are con?ned to the hardWare and softWare con?gura 
tion that are designed to provide direct computing resources 
for a residential real estate brokerage. The system illustrated 
in FIG. 1 is comprised of standard commercial hardWare and 
softWare With particular softWare applications designed for 
the invention. The core of the system is designed around a set 
of servers that are task speci?c. The design is common and 
based upon shared netWorked appliances that can be exter 
nally accessed through gateWay devices connected to the 
public Internet, through an Internet service provider (“ISP”). 
Each core server executes a task or set of tasks that provide a 

portion of the entire system functionality. The mail server 
handles the electronic mail, the Web server serves the Internet 
Web page requests, the database server houses and serves 
information from the database and so on. Task segmentation 
is an important aspect of the architecture of any client/ server 
based system 
[0043] Internet/Intranet users can access the system via a 
standard Web broWser from any device that runs this type of 
softWare. Applications (Web page sets) are served from a Web 
server, but are constructed using Whichever server resources 
in the system are required by the application. The system 
utiliZes standard HTTP to communicate betWeen the client 
broWser and the Web server. 

Jun. 12, 2008 

[0044] 2. Description of the System According to the Inven 
tion 
[0045] To aid in a complete understanding of the invention, 
the description of the system is arranged Within the folloWing 
sections: 
[0046] A. Glossary of Terms 
[0047] B. OvervieW of the System and its Components 
[0048] C. Data Assimilation 
[0049] D. Customer Registration 
[0050] E. Property Searching 
[0051] F. VieWing Appointment Requests 
[0052] G. Making an Offer to Purchase 
[0053] H. Services Transaction Management 
[0054] I. Listing Services 
[0055] J. Transaction Coordinator (TC) Desktop and Event 
Scheduling 
[0056] K. Market Manager Desktop and Inventory Man 
agement 
[0057] L. Market Management 
[0058] M. Administration 
[0059] N. Conclusion 
[0060] A. Glossary of Terms 
[0061] Telephony ServeriThe system has an integrated 
telephony server that facilitates communication (facsimile 
and voice) both inside and outside the brokerage organiza 
tion. The server is integrated With an e-mail server and alloWs 
desktop control of all communications aspects of the system. 
Each communication event is logged on a user console and is 
distributed through an exchange server to each individuals 
email client. In this manner all e-mail, voice mail and faxes 
shoW up in a users “inbox” for that mail client. The server can 
be a central processing unit (CPU) such as one made by Intel, 
Inc. running softWare sold by Microsoft, Inc. under the trade 
name “Windows NT 4”. The server may have some third 
party ISA boards and softWare that integrates the digital com 
munications lines from the outside to the internal phone and 
mail system. 
[0062] Mail ServeriThis server runs server softWare sold 
by Microsoft, Inc. under the trade name “Microsoft 
Exchange” to facilitate its electronic mail. Although most 
users Will have softWare sold by Microsoft, Inc. under the 
trade name “Outlook” or “Outlook Express” for e-mail ser 
vice, any POP3 capable client can be served. This system is 
also an Intel-made CPU running the Microsoft, Inc. softWare 
knoWn by the trade name “WindoWs NT 4”. 
[0063] Application ServeriAll application sets (Agent/ 
TC and Market Development Manager desktops, database 
administration and system administration) are run on this 
server. Database update routines are also run on this server. 

This server in the present embodiment is also an Intel-made 
CPU running Microsoft, Inc. softWare knoWn by the trade 
name “WindoWs NT 4”. The Application Server also runs a 
local Web server (such as Microsoft, Inc., “MS Internet Infor 
mation Server 4”). 
[0064] Secure Socket Layer ServeriA server that provides 
specialiZed encryption of parts of applications that require 
more secure transmission of information. 

[0065] Web ServeriThe system’s main Web presence is 
hosted on a system poWered by dual Intel-made CPU’s run 
ning Microsoft, Inc. softWare knoWn as “WindoWs NT” and 
“MS IIS” softWare. 
[0066] Database ServeriThe database is housed on a sys 
tem running dual Intel-made CPU’s Which uses Microsoft, 
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Inc. “Windows NT” software. The database is implemented 
and managed With SQLServer 7 softWare. 
[0067] DesktopiA Desktop is a set of applications pro 
grams made available to a particular user by the system, 
typically from the Application Server. In the present embodi 
ment, there are 3 primary Desktops, the Agent Desktop, the 
Transaction Coordinator Desktop and the Market Develop 
ment Manager Desktop. The Desktop may be accessed from 
any Internet connected computer by a selected login proce 
dure Which identi?es the user. 
[0068] Domain Name ServeriA domain name service is 
typically provided by a local server. It also provides netWork 
monitoring and site monitoring services 
[0069] B. OvervieW of the System and its Components 
[0070] One embodiment of the system is adapted to operate 
in more than one market at the same time. Because this 
embodiment is designed to be used in more than one market 
at the same time, the database architecture is designed to 
integrate a diverse set of database data sources, including 
MLS databases from a plurality of different markets, into one 
listings data model. As Will be further explained, the system 
has the capacity to accept data from sources other than from 
MLS databases. The entire business architecture of the sys 
tem is supported through administration applications that 
alloW the creation of roles and privileges for various types of 
system users. These roles and privileges are de?ned and 
stored in the database, and each application set uses the access 
rights de?ned in the database to set the particular environment 
(application sets). 
[0071] The database provides a system of domains that deal 
With the data, the users, and the administration of the system. 
There are market-speci?c aspects of the system that can 
become part of the application environment When the appli 
cation interface (Web page) is generated. This overall model 
for the system depends upon integration of source-speci?c 
listing data and speci?c storage of any market-related differ 
ences for generation at run time. In this model, heavy use of 
dictionary information (data about the data) is stored Within 
the database. It provides the ability to regenerate a source 
speci?c data set in its original form as a veri?cation of the 
source data. 

[0072] A substantial portion of the data in the system data 
base typically consists of MLS database listing information. 
These data are characteriZed by a large volume of read access 
and a ‘once a day’ type of insert, update and delete session. 
The database is ‘freshened’ With neW images of all the data 
sources. This is accomplished by an image comparison set of 
update routines and rules. The updates can be run at any time, 
but typically only need to be run once a day. Very active 
markets, for example, use four hour updates. Less active 
markets may require less frequent database updating. The 
update frequency is therefore not intended to be a limitation 
on the invention. 

[0073] The general application architecture in this embodi 
ment is a standard, three-tiered client/ server model, the thin 
client provided by any user’s broWser, the Web/application 
server and a database server. The client/ server model used in 
this embodiment of the system is supported by both publicly 
available softWare, and custom softWare. For each applica 
tion, the user interface is dynamically generated based upon 
style sheets and user responses. 
[0074] Market-speci?c information, images and text are 
isolated and dynamically presented Within the application. 
This is performed by associating a particular market With 
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each user account, and setting a session variable When the 
user logs on to the system. In this manner, forms and infor 
mation Which are speci?c to each market can be presented in 
the correct context and format. As an example, real estate sale 
contracts used by many brokers in a particular market may be 
on a “standard” form such as provided by a local board of 
realtors. Such localiZed forms can be generated as needed for 
particular users based on data entered by the user at the time 
the account is setup. 
[0075] Each application set (public Web, Agent desktop, 
Transaction Coordinator desktop, Market Manager desktop, 
Service Provider Exchange, etc.) is a set of Web pages 
dynamically generated by the Web server. The resources 
required to generate the pages, subsequent system events and 
requests are supplied, in the present embodiment, by the 
database server and other application servers (for example the 
e-mail server, telephony server, etc.). 
[0076] Application sets (Web page groups) are de?ned by 
the particular user’s role and requirements. All employees of 
the brokerage organization, for example, access a private, 
passWord-protected environment. Each brokerage employee 
in this embodiment also is assigned a speci?c role (such as 
Transaction Coordinator, Agent, Market Development Man 
ager, etc., each of Which Will be further explained). Public 
users and customers of the brokerage do not enter this part of 
the site (logical segment) until after they have registered as 
customers of the brokerage, as previously explained. The 
registration process provides the passWord and account cre 
ation activities that identify each registered user. 
[0077] A substantial portion of the brokerage Web site can 
be made available to the general public, and Wouldnot require 
passWord entry. The demarcation point for passWord-pro 
tected access to the Website is tied to the actual vieWing of 
MLS database information. In this embodiment, general 
searches can be conducted by public access (unregistered) 
users, but MLS database information Will not be shoWn to 
anyone other than to a registered user. Many of the features of 
registered user system access are centered around the prop 
erty broWsing process, alerting the user of changes in his/her 
area of interest, and passively guiding the user through the 
vieWing process. 
[0078] The applications are sets of pages (grouped or 
linked) that deal With the focus of the user. The pages them 
selves can be constructed using standard HTML With VB 
Script, Java Script and images, for all public and registered 
user applications. Speci?cally targeted at Version 4.0 compli 
ant broWsers, no application set or page can contain a require 
ment for the loading of a Java applet or ActiveX control. In 
this embodiment, for the customer to vieW virtual images of 
the properties listed in the database, the customer machine 
should have a PDF ?le vieWer. A small Java applet Will be 
loaded on to the customer (public user) machine from the Web 
site When vieWing virtual images of listed properties. 
[0079] In this embodiment, subsequent, server side Java 
scripts exist and all gateWay access is accomplished through 
MS ASP (application server pages) interface. All database 
access is handled through this interface With standard SQL 
queries and native record set manipulations. This includes 
nearly all of the database administration and updating func 
tions. 
[0080] Much of the Web page design can be reused through 
out the application sets (home clips, home details). Market 
speci?c information can be maintained through the use of 
included ?les for each page, and the page content dependents 
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upon a session market variable and session user role. This 
architecture is easily scaled for neW markets, so that a single 
set of system hardWare can be applied to operate Within a 
plurality of different markets Without the need to have a 
physical presence in the particular market. 
[0081] In this embodiment, each Web page, Whether public 
or customer access, is “security aWare” in that the page checks 
for the presence of a ‘userid’ established as a session variable. 
This enables the recognition of past users through cookie 
storage, facilitates an internal session timeout and disables 
‘bookmark’ access to private portions of the site. If a session 
is not active, or there is no ‘userid’ (session variable stored in 
the database among the accounts), then the page Will enter an 
error handler that redirects the user to an appropriate page 
With activity messaging. Each session represents a connec 
tion to the database from the same ‘system user’. Each is 
validated through the stored account information established 
at registration time. 
[0082] An overvieW of one embodiment of the system 
according to the invention is shoWn in FIG. 1. In this embodi 
ment, the database server 111, the Web server 109, the appli 
cation server 110 can be physically located in the same facil 
ity as the TC’s. The TC’s may serve separate markets, but may 
be in a location other than in the market served by that TC. 
Each TC, therefore may Work at a respective terminal 102, 
103, 104 connected to a local area netWork (LAN) 105 for the 
system. A market development manager 101 may also have a 
terminal located in the same facility as the TC’s. The LAN 
105 is connected in this embodiment to the servers 109, 110, 
111 through a hub 106, and ultimately through a router 107 
and ?reWall 108 to the Internet I. Mass storage of data can be 
performed on a disk array 112 or similar mass storage. Equip 
ment connected to the system LAN 105, and importantly the 
servers 109, 110, 111, are preferably coupled to an uninter 
ruptible poWer supply (UPS) 113 so that the system can 
continue to operate in the event of poWer failure at the system 
hardWare location. 
[0083] Buyers may log on to the system though respective 
Internet connected terminals, such as 116, 118. Similarly, 
Sellers may log on to the system through respective Internet 
connected terminals 115, 117. The application server 110 
presents market speci?c pages to the logging on Sellers and 
Buyers, depending on the market in Which each of the Sellers 
and Buyers Wishes to become a customer of the broker oper 
ating the system. Each market served by the system includes 
local Agents Who log on to the system through respective 
Agent Internet connected terminals, such as 119, 122. Some 
markets may be better served by having TC’s present in the 
market. The system provides for such local TC’s by enabling 
log on to a TC desktop at a TC respective Internet connected 
terminal such as 120, although having a TC physically located 
in the market is not a requirement for the system of the 
invention. Service providers Who have electronic data com 
munication facilities may also log on to the system through 
respective Internet connected terminals, such as 121 and 123. 
In every case, the system is adapted to provide market-spe 
ci?c pages to each user logging on to the system for operation 
Within a particular market. 

[0084] C. Data Assimilation 
[0085] Listing information is a key component to the bro 
ker’s service offering. “Listing Information” is a term of art in 
the real estate brokerage industry and includes, among other 
elements, data concerning each property Which a broker 
offers for sale by a Seller such as siZe of a dWelling structure 
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on the property, the seller’s asking price for the property, 
types of amenities and numbers of and siZes of rooms in the 
dWelling structure. All brokers supply prospective buyers 
With available “active” listing information, in one form or 
another. In this embodiment of the invention, providing active 
listing information is performed through the Buyer registra 
tion process. The Buyer registration process establishes a 
Buyer account, and then in this embodiment alloWs the Buyer 
to broWse through the active property listings on his oWn. In 
order to facilitate this process, the broker should provide a 
mechanism of access to the system database for each market. 
In this embodiment, MLS database listings are doWnloaded 
from the MLS system (the “data source”) in each particular 
market served by the system, and the data are transferred into 
a common listing database. In this case, a commercially avail 
able relational database management system is used to imple 
ment the entire data model. This embodiment uses Microsoft, 
Inc.’s “SQLServer Version 7” as the relational database. It 
should be clearly understood that the data source and data 
base management system are a matter of convenience for the 
system designer and are not intended to limit the invention. 

[0086] In this embodiment of the invention, the broker (also 
the system operator) is presumed to be a licensed user of the 
local MLS database in any market in Which the system oper 
ates, so the broker/operator is thus authorized to access and 
reproduce the information contained in each local MLS data 
base according to the terms of the license therefor. Other data 
sources, hoWever, may also be used, for example, broWsing 
neWspaper advertisements and contacting the advertiser or 
his representative to obtain additional information for the 
system database, Which may be manually entered from a 
desktop or other database access to the system. Additional 
sources for information on properties to be listed as being 
offered for sale include public real estate oWnership records, 
typically located at a county courthouse or municipal record 
keeping center. 
[0087] In this embodiment, all application sets access the 
same data model regardless of the market being served. Each 
market’s MLS database data source is mapped into the com 
mon data model once. The mapping information is then 
stored in a set of market-speci?c data source translation 
tables. The market speci?c data source translation tables are 
used in database up dating procedures. The translation tables 
are used to convert local market data elements into a common 
model data element. In some cases this is a data type transla 
tion (i.e. numeric to text), in other cases text or numeric 
substations are made based upon de?nition translations (i.e. 
Word substitution for home statusi‘For Sale’ for ‘Active’). 
These procedures can freshen the database for any particular 
market at any time. 

[0088] Market “dictionaries” are constructed When the data 
source is initially mapped and are then used to decode infor 
mation coming in from the data source. The decoded infor 
mation is stored in the common data model and is used in user 
interfaces Where a ?nite list of choices is desired. These 
dictionaries are also used to present local market context 
correct choices to users, for example, the previously 
described local residential real estate sales contract forms. 

[0089] For each market data source, Which in the present 
embodiment includes the MLS database in each market, real 
property listing data in the system database at a selected time 
interval (the “update period”) goes through an image com 
parison of the existing data set to determine Whether there are 
any neW property listings, to determine Whether any listing 
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information has changed, and to remove any listing informa 
tion on any property that is no longer available for sale. The 
method of updating in this embodiment takes each source 
listing record and compares it to the existing market data set. 
If the listing is present, the update date ?eld is compared. If 
the update ?eld is the same, the next record is compared. If the 
update ?eld is not the same, then the existing listing is deleted 
and the source listing is inserted. If the listing is not found in 
the existing market data set, the listing data are inserted. The 
reverse comparison, existing vs. data source is then com 
pleted, producing a summary of listing data that have been 
removed from the active market database. These listings also 
have their status updated. 
[0090] In this embodiment, property listings are not 
removed from the database When they are no longer active. 
They become part of a market analysis data set that is used to 
help determine market trends and fair market values for prop 
erties Within the particular market. These inactive property 
listings are preferably identi?ed by their status as inactive. 
[0091] D. Customer Registration 
[0092] Any member of the public, in this embodiment, can 
register as a customer of the broker (either as a Buyer or 
Seller) through the broker’s Intemet-accessible Web site. 
Hereinafter, such registering customers Will be referred, for 
convenience, to as “users” Where their interaction With the 
system is not de?ned in terms of the user’s role in the trans 
action speci?cally as a Buyer or Seller. Each user chooses a 
(typically geographic) market of interest When entering the 
“public” Internet site. This permits the user to open an 
account in that market With the broker Who operates the 
system. In this embodiment, a single user of the Intemet 
accessible site may open more than one user account, so as, 
for example, to be able to search and use listing data (or to list 
real property for sale) in more than one market. Through the 
system, broker/ operator has the ability to display and use data 
from any selected markets they Wish to expose to the public, 
and ultimately, to conduct real estate sales transactions in. 

[0093] In the present embodiment, a prospective customer 
of the broker may have limited access, on the publicly acces 
sible Web site, to information resident in the system database 
on listed properties, in order for the prospective customer to 
decide Whether he Wishes to register as a customer (user) of 
the broker. Such limited access may include, for example, 
presentation of listing search results to the prospective user in 
a summary format that does not violate terms of use of the 
local MLS database information, or violate any local regula 
tions on the business of real estate brokers An example of such 
a summary format may include a total number of properties 
listed as offered for sale and an average price for such listings 
Within a selected geographic area. In this embodiment, the 
prospective user registers as a user to obtain complete listing 
information. Obtaining more complete information on any of 
the properties in this embodiment generally requires registra 
tion by the user as a customer of the broker. 

[0094] In order to register as a customer of the broker, 
Buyers, for example, must revieW market-speci?c “broker 
information” (a disclosure of certain terms and conditions 
required by many states and municipalities) Which is posted 
on a registration Web page. The buyer must indicate on the 
registration Web page (my mouse clicking on an appropriate 
button or box) that the prospective user has read and under 
stood the broker information. An example of such a page is 
shoWn in FIG. 2. In the present embodiment, the database Will 
have market-speci?c broker information resident in the sys 
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tem database, and the system Will present to each prospective 
user the broker information required to be presented for the 
particular market in Which the user Wishes to register. 
[0095] The prospective customer of the broker Will be pre 
sented on the registration Web page, a market-speci?c ‘Terms 
of Use’ statement. This statement outlines the conditions 
under Which a Buyer may become a customer of the broker. 
The prospective Buyer checks (by selection in the appropriate 
position on the Web page) that he/ she has read and understood 
the Terms of Use statement. In one embodiment, at the same 
time as indicating that the prospective Buyer has read and 
understood the Terms of Use statement, the prospective 
Buyer also picks a time duration that a “customer agreement” 
Will remain in place. The customer agreement arises When the 
prospective user indicates that he/ she has read, understood 
and accepts the Terms of Use. Registering and selecting the 
time duration also sets the account time limit. An example of 
such a Terms of Use statement page is shoWn in FIG. 3. 
[0096] The third step in registration is gathering selected 
personal information from the prospective Buyer. The pro 
spective Buyer preferably enters information With Which the 
account is associated. The minimum required ?elds in this 
embodiment are an e-mail address, a ?rst name, a last name 
and an account passWord. An optional market survey may 
also be presented to the user. In the survey the prospective 
Buyer may optionally indicate the method of communication 
that got the prospective Buyer to the broker’s publicly acces 
sible Web site. An example of a personal information entry 
page is shoWn in FIG. 4. 
[0097] When the personal information is entered, in the 
present embodiment the prospective Buyer information is 
checked against a set of rules. These rules verify that all 
required ?elds are entered, that the correct text formation of 
the e-mail address is present, and that all required acknoWl 
edgements are in place. If the rules are not satis?ed, the 
prospective Buyer is presented an error message on the Web 
page and is instructed to correct the error. When the proper 
information is veri?ed, an account is created, and a veri?ca 
tion e-mail message is sent to the e-mail address previously 
entered by the Buyer. 
[0098] Prospective Sellers can register as customers of the 
broker by ?lling out a short registration form on the broker’s 
Web site that requires a minimum number of information 
?elds to be submitted. In general, these are the prospective 
Seller’s name, address, city, state, Zip code, phone number, 
e-mail address, and preferably data such an estimated square 
footage of a residence on a real property to be sold and an 
estimated sale price for that home. Information veri?cation is 
conducted and errors are reported to the prospective Seller for 
correction. Submitting this information causes the system to 
generate an e-mail message to the prospective Seller, and 
generates a Seller registration event in the system. The Seller 
registration event generates an e-mail message to be sent to 
the market TC, and places the neW registration in a “Seller 
registration event list” for that TC. When the TC handles the 
iSeller registration event, the TC veri?es the prospective 
Seller’s information through a direct contact (Which may be 
by e-mail or telephone, for example) and assigns an Agent to 
generate a listing appointment. The Agent is noti?ed on a 
system-generated calendar of a shoWing event With listing 
information concerning the home being offered for sale. 
[0099] Another method of user registration provides that 
the system generates a temporary account passWord that is 
then e-mailed to the e-mail address supplied by the prospec 
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tive user. The user (Buyer or Seller) is then instructed to use 
this to log on to the system from the publicly accessible Web 
site for the ?rst time. The user is then afforded the capability 
of changing the password as desired for subsequent logins. 
[0100] Once a Buyer or Seller account is established, 
access to the private side of the Web site (Which includes 
detailed information on listed properties) can be gained 
through the public Web site by logging in using the account 
identi?cation and passWord established at registration. If the 
user attempts to log in to the account after account expiration, 
the user is presented With the opportunity to extend the cus 
tomer agreement With the broker’s organization, and to keep 
the account and all information in the account. If the user does 
not extend the agreement, the system treats the account as 
“inactive”. Inactive accounts are no longer accessible by their 
respective users. Such users may choose to register again at 
any time. 
[0101] E. Property Searching 
[0102] Once logged in, a user (typically a Buyer) can con 
duct searches for properties. An example of hoW the system is 
used to search for, select, and purchase a property using the 
system of the invention is shoWn in the How chart of FIG. 5. 
First, the prospective Buyer vieWs the public Website, at 501, 
and may register as a Buyer, at 502. The Buyer may then 
access the private side of the system Web site, at 503, and enter 
search criteria at 504. A list of properties matching the search 
criteria is presented, at 505. Links to more detailed informa 
tion in the database, including posted photographs, on each 
property on this list can be presented. For selected ones of the 
properties on the list a request to vieW can be entered by the 
Buyer, at 506 . A buyer, after vieWing (although vieWing is not 
a requirement in the system of the invention), may offer to 
purchase a suitable property 507, by generating an offer on 
the system at 508. If the offer is ultimately accepted a contract 
is formed at 509, and the transfer of the property from buyer 
to seller is consummated at 510 (closing). Bach of these 
actions in a home search and purchase procedure Will be 
further explained. 
[0103] There are several methods for conducting a property 
search in this embodiment of the invention. In general, a 
property search consists of two parts. First, the user chooses 
a selected geographic area Within the market for searching. 
Second, the user de?nes particular parameters for homes that 
are desirable to the par‘ticularuser. Parameters for each search 
conducted are preferably stored in the particular user’s 
account information so that the user has a record of the 
searches conducted. 
[0104] The geographic area of the search can be further 
subdivided into tWo categories, a speci?c de?nition and a 
geographic de?nition. The speci?c de?nition requires the 
user to choose a speci?c search type. Speci?c search types in 
this embodiment can include searching by speci?c property 
identi?cation number (for example, MLS database listing 
number), an address designation, a street designation, a sub 
division name or the name of a nearby school or selected 
school district. For each of the speci?c search types, the user 
provides the de?nition and the search is conducted based 
upon that information as folloWs: 

[0105] l) MLS database listing numberiThe user pro 
vides a single MLS database listing number and the system 
database is searched using that number. Only tWo results are 
possible, either that no property matches the MLS database 
listing number, or one property matches the MLS database 
listing number. The result is displayed to the user. 
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[0106] 2) AddressiThe user provides a street name and 
street number for a selected property listing and the system 
property database is searched using the address provided. 
Only tWo results are possible, no property has the address 
provided, or one property has the address provided. The 
search result is displayed to the user. 

[0107] 3) StreetiThe user provides the name of street. The 
database is searched and all the properties in the database that 
are on that street are displayed for the user. With the street 
designation tWo implementations are preferred. In one imple 
mentation, the street name is used in the database search as a 
‘like’ designator. For example if a user supplied the street 
name of ‘Maple’, any property that existed on ‘Maple St.’, 
‘Maple Dr.’, ‘Maple Blvd’ etc, Would be returned in the search 
results. Similarly, properties located on ‘Maple Park St’, 
‘Maple Ridge Dr.’ and ‘Maple Valley Rd.’, for example, 
Would be returned in the search results using “Maple” as a 
street search parameter. A second implementation provides 
more narroW search results based on more narroW input 

search parameters. If the user supplies a more speci?c desig 
nation, for example, ‘Maple Valley Rd.’, then only those 
properties With that speci?c street designation Would be 
returned in the search results. 

[0108] 4) SubdivisioniThe user provides the name of the 
subdivision and in the search results all properties are 
returned Which are located Within that subdivision. The sub 
division search in this embodiment Works in substantially the 
same Way as the street name search. Multiple subdivisions 
may be searched depending upon the length and speci?city of 
the subdivision name provided by the user. If, for example, 
the user provides the subdivision name of ‘Briar’, then all 
properties in the database located in such subdivisions in the 
data base as, ‘Briar’, Briar Park’, ‘Briar Grove’, ‘Briar 
Woods’ and others subdivision beginning With ‘Briar’ Would 
be returned in the search results. More speci?c subdivision 
names input by the user Will return results from a similarly 
narroWed group of subdivision names. 

[0109] 5) School NameiIn one implementation, the user 
provides as a search parameter a school name. All properties 
in the database Which are located Within the territory (usually 
designated by school authorities and provided as part of the 
MLS-database information) of the speci?cally named school 
are returned in the search results. In some cases the school 
name can be ambiguous Within the particular market. It is 
possible, for example, to have an elementary school and a 
high school having at least partially overlapping geographic 
territories named ‘Abe Lincoln’. As another example tWo 
‘Abe Lincoln’ elementary schools could be located in tWo 
different, non-overlapping school districts in a particular mar 
ket. In this embodiment, the ambiguity is resolved by present 
ing the user With the names of all schools having the selected 
name. The user then selects Which one of the school names is 
actually the intended one. The selection is then used to narroW 
the search so as to return in the results all the properties 
located in the territory of the selected school. 
[0110] 6) AreaiThe area search is conducted by present 
ing the user With a choice of geographic territories in the 
market Which are identi?able by any one of a number of 
designations. In one embodiment, the designation is the a 
postal “Zip” code. In another embodiment, the designation is 
a school district. In another embodiment, the designation is 
the geographic boundary of a political subdivision such as a 
toWn or village Within the market. By choosing the type of 
designation, and then choosing from a list of valid designa 
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tions (these being generally stored on the database) Within 
any particular type, the user can supply several areas in Which 
to search for properties. For example, each market typically 
Will have a plurality of valid Zip code designations that are 
unique to that market. The user, on selecting “Zip code” as the 
type of designation, is then presented With a list of those valid 
Zip codes in the particular market and can select any one or 
more of the valid Zip codes to be used as the area in Which to 
search. Any properties Within the selected Zip codes are 
returned in the search results. Similarly, school district names 
or municipality (political subdivision) names Which are in 
each market can be selected by the user. In the present 
embodiment, only one type of area designation can be 
selected for each individual search. To search additional areas 
in the present embodiment generally requires starting a neW 
search. HoWever, it should be clearly understood that this 
aspect of the area search implementation in this embodiment 
is a matter of convenience for the designer and is not intended 
to limit the invention. 

[0111] 7) Features in the Homes The features of in a pro 
spective home (property) that are desired by the user are 
selected from a list of features presented to the user, Which in 
this embodiment is called the ‘Home Criteria’. Typically, in 
each market, a set of property types exist that are presented to 
and selected from by the user. Each set of features in this 
embodiment is related the property type. For example, the 
‘single family’ property type contains bedrooms, bathrooms, 
kitchens. etc. as Would be typical for a single family residence 
As another example, the ‘lot’ property type, for undeveloped 
property, Would not even have a structure on it, so features 
related to improved residential properties, such as bedrooms, 
for example are not applicable for this property type. A com 
mon feature to all property type is the listing price provided 
by the Seller. In each particular market, a matrix of property 
types, common features and additional features is stored in 
the database. Once a user de?nes the property type, in this 
embodiment the property type is displayed to the user With a 
set of common features and a set of additional features. Each 
feature has a set of possible choices. For example, the number 
of bedrooms can be one, tWo, three, four, ?ve, and ?ve or 
more. The user is presented With a list of feature candidates 
and selects one or none of the choices. These selected features 
are then stored and used in combination With the area desig 
nation in a search of the database. In this embodiment, the 
user can alter the previously selected Home Criteria at any 
point in the search process, and can even re?ne the search 
results based upon the features selected after initial search 
results are returned. Initial search results may be obtained, for 
example, by using one of the previously described search 
criteria. The current embodiment provides the user With a 
single feature set for each property type that can be combined 
With any area designation. The Home Criteria parameter is 
saved for each user, for each market until and unless the user 
amends it. The system stores a record of each search con 
ducted by market, user, area search type, area designation, 
and Home Criteria. 

[0112] Search results, in this embodiment, are presented to 
the user in a list of properties matching the selected criteria. 
The list may include a picture, the list price and a features 
summary for each property in the displayed search results. 
The present embodiment provides ?ve properties per Web 
page, With page navigation for multiple page results. For each 
property in the list of properties in the displayed search 
results, in this embodiment a link is provided to more detailed 
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information on each property. Detailed information Web page 
(s) can be generated from information on the selected prop 
er‘ties stored in the database. 

[0113] Additional features about the properties may pro 
vided to the user from the detailed property description. In 
this embodiment, it is assumed that the user is interested in 
examining more detailed information about a particular prop 
er‘ty if the user elects to display the detailed page(s) on that 
property. Several other links are provided for from the 
detailed page(s) in this embodiment. A link to provide a map 
shoWing the geographic location of the property location is 
presented. The user is provided the ability to e-mail the prop 
er‘ty details and some accompanying comments to any 
selected e-mail address. In this embodiment, each detailed 
page of a property can include a link to vieW multiple photos 
of the property Where such photographs are available in the 
database. 

[0114] The user can place any selected property in a per 
sistent store called a ‘Portfolio’. The Portfolio can be vieWed 
at any time during a user session. Information placed in the 
Portfolio by a user remains in the Portfolio even after the end 
of a user session. The Portfolio can be maintained by the user, 
When the user adds selected properties to it, or deletes 
selected properties from it. All the information in the database 
on each property selected to be added thereto is available to 
the user through the Portfolio. A particular feature of the 
Portfolio is the ‘Portfolio Alert’. This is a selectable feature of 
the Portfolio and can be turned on or turned off at any time by 
the user. If a user turns on the Portfolio Alert, any change in 
the status (including, for example price, Whether an offer to 
purchase has been made, or Whether a contract to purchase 
has been created) of any property stored in the user’s Portfolio 
Will cause the system to automatically generate, in this 
embodiment, an e-mail message to that user to alert the user 
of this change. This Alert is generated by the previously 
described database update event in each market. During the 
update, any property that contains information changes is 
checked against each user’s Portfolio. An e-mail message is 
generated and sent to any user Who has the Portfolio Alert 
turned on, and a property in that user’s Portfolio has changed 
price or status. The e-mail message contains noti?cation of 
the property affected and the actual change in status or price. 
A record of the e-mail is also stored in the system database so 
that a noti?cation history can be constructed for each user. 
Other embodiments of the invention include presenting a 
Portfolio Alert notice (Which may be a separate page) in the 
user’s account Which can be vieWed When the user logs into 
the system, and the system dialing a pager telephone number 
provided by the user to the system. In the pager noti?cation 
embodiment, the system can generate an alphanumeric mes 
sage, or can transmit a system-related identi?cation number 
or code to inform the user to communicate With the system. 
Such communication Will typically be in the form of login, 
but may include placing a telephone call to an Agent or TC 
assigned to the particular user at the time the user account is 
created. 

[0115] In this embodiment, a second type of alert is made 
available to users Which is knoWn as the ‘NeW Listing Alert’. 
This alert can also be turned on and off by each user. The NeW 
Listing Alert uses the Home Criteria and the area designation 
previously selected by a user to alert the user by e-mail When 
a property meeting the selected criteria is entered into the 
MLS database. The property must match both the user’s 
Home Criteria and the user’s area designation for the system 
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to generate the e-mail alert. This alert is also generated as part 
of the database update. Any neW listing is checked against the 
appropriate users’ Home Criteria and area designations, for 
users Who have their NeW Listing Alert turned on. The e-mail 
message contains information about the neW property With an 
embedded link inviting the recipient user to add the neW 
listing to his Portfolio. 
[0116] Referring to FIG. 6, some of the previously 
described search andAlert features are shoWn in the ?owchart 
therein. Upon login, the Buyer may select search area 607 and 
search criteria 606. The NeW Listing Alert may be turned on 
or off, at 608. Search results are presented at 605, Whereupon 
the Buyer may elect to place any number of the returned 
properties in the Portfolio at 604. When the database is 
updated, and the Alerts are turned on, any neW listing Which 
matches the search criteria Will generate the Alert, at 601. 
Receipt of the Alert is shoWn at 602, and can be accomplished 
by the methods previously described herein. The Portfolio 
may be updated by the Buyer, at 603, 604, or in some embodi 
ments, the Portfolio may be updated automatically, at 604, by 
the system When so instructed by the Buyer. 
[0117] F. VieWing Appointment Requests 
[0118] When a user (Buyer) makes a property selection and 
adds this property to the Portfolio, in this embodiment, the 
selected property is alloWed expanded functionality. For any 
number of properties in a user’s Portfolio, a request to physi 
cally visit the property for vieWing (vieWing request) can be 
made by the user. In this embodiment, the user can select from 
among the properties in his Portfolio, and for each one so 
selected choose a preferred and an alternate vieWing appoint 
ment time (and date). Once the properties and the appoint 
ment request times are selected by the user, a request is 
initiated. It should be understood that enabling the vieWing 
appointment request after adding the property to the Portfolio 
is only one example of allocating Buyer functionality in the 
system. Other embodiments may enable making vieWing 
requests Without the addition of a selected property to a Port 
folio or any other persistent store. 

[0119] In this embodiment, a ?rst vieWing request made by 
each user is preceded by a requirement for the user to provide 
to the system more detailed personal information about that 
user than may be required to open the Buyer account. This 
information includes, for example, telephone numbers at 
Which the user can be contacted, both during and after regular 
business hours, the user’s home address, Whether or not the 
user has need of and/ or has made purchase ?nancing arrange 
ments With any lending institution, and When the user has 
immediate plans to actually purchase a home. In this embodi 
ment, a vieWing request Will not be processed by the system 
until this additional personal user information is entered. The 
intention for so limiting entry of vieWing requests is to reduce 
the burden on the broker/ operator and his Agents in setting up 
and executing vieWing appointments Where a user probably 
has no serious current interest in home purchase. Other 
embodiments may limit processing of a ?rst vieWing appoint 
ment request until a request for different types of personal 
information is ful?lled by such users. 

[0120] Once a vieWing request is made, the system in this 
embodiment provides that the requesting Buyer can monitor 
the status of his vieWing request. A schedule of requested 
appointments is displayed to the Buyer on a page under his 
account. A Buyer can revieW the properties requested to be 
vieWed and see that the appointments have been con?rmed, 
denied or scheduled for the alternate time. 
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[0121] In one embodiment, the system automatically com 
pares the requested time for vieWing With times entered by the 
oWner of the property as being available for vieWing, and 
available time on schedules of the various Agents assigned to 
the broker in the particular market. If the requested time is 
outside the scope of the oWner-supplied vieWing times and/or 
the availableAgent schedule times, the request logic Will then 
compare the alternate vieWing request time to the oWner 
supplied available times and Agent schedule times. If the 
alternate time is also outside the scope of the requested time, 
the request Will be denied and an indication of the denial Will 
be transmitted to the requesting Buyer’s account. Note that 
the oWner of the selected property may or may not be a Seller 
as the term is used herein, therefore the available vieWing 
times are described as being speci?ed by the property oWner 
(or his designated representative). 
[0122] The request for a vieWing appointment in the present 
embodiment creates and “appointment request event” in the 
active (on duty) TC event calendar. It also causes the system 
to generate an e-mail message Which is transmitted to the 
active TC. The processing of vieWing appointments can be 
performed, in this embodiment, through the TC desktop. The 
TC then can generate a response to the requesting Buyer and 
can as sign the vieWing appointment to anAgent. The assigned 
Agent receives noti?cation of this assignment through a 
“shoWing appointment” event. The shoWing appointment 
event is placed on an Agent desktop-accessible calendar. 
Details of the TC and Agent roles and functionality Within the 
system (respective Desktops) Will be further explained. In the 
present embodiment, automatic scheduling of vieWing 
appointments may be unavailable Where the person offering 
the property for sale is not a Seller (i.e. using the broker as the 
listing entity) and therefore may not have provided available 
vieWing times to the system. 
[0123] Irrespective of hoW the vieWing appointment is 
scheduled or con?rmed (automatically or through the TC), 
When a vieWing appointment is con?rmed, instructions about 
Which Agent has been assigned, the property on Which the 
appointment is con?rmed, and the order of vieWing appoint 
ments (if more than one is made by the Buyer) are transmitted 
to the requesting user (Buyer), generally by e-mail message 
and by posting a message to the Buyer’s account. Some 
embodiments of the system may include a pager interface to 
generate a pager (e.g. alphanumeric) message for transmis 
sion to the Buyer on con?rmation of vieWing appointments. 
The pager message can indicate to the Buyer that a logon is 
necessary to revieW neW information in the Buyer’s account 
(the con?rmed vieWing appointment). 
[0124] For each property, in this embodiment the Buyer has 
the ability to enter and maintain notes (comments) in his 
account. These notes may contain anything the user desires to 
enter, but are generally intended to include reminders con 
cerning a property once it has been vieWed by the Buyer. 
These notes are stored for revieW Within the Buyer account 
and are organiZed by the particular property vieWed. Any time 
the Buyer vieWs the Portfolio, the user entered notes on each 
property are available for revieW by the Buyer. 
[0125] G. Making an Offer to Purchase 

[0126] In the present embodiment, the user (in this case the 
Buyer) can make an offer to purchase a property at any time 
after a property has been added to the Portfolio. In this 
embodiment, actually vieWing the property is not a prerequi 
site to making an offer to purchase. The offer can be made 
unassisted, or alternatively can be made through the Agent 






















