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(57) ABSTRACT 

A merchant-a?iliated direct Wholesale marketing and ful?ll 
ment system. A computer server receives information from a 
consumer and from this information assigns the consumer to 
one of a plurality of independent retail merchants. The server 
then provides the consumer’s remote computer With identi 
fying information for the assigned retail merchant, to be 
displayed along With information regarding products for sale. 
Consumers may then purchase products directly from the 
organization operating the server, With a partial pro?t from 
the transaction delivered to the assigned retail merchant. Con 
sumers may also purchase products at merchants’ retail loca 
tions, in Which case a transaction is consummated between 
the organization operating the server and the merchant, per 
mitting the merchant to resell the purchased item to the con 
sumer. The system may also be used for ful?llment by mer 
chants. 
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MERCHANT-AFFILIATED DIRECT 
WHOLESALE MARKETING AND 

FULFILLMENT SYSTEM 

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED 
APPLICATIONS 

[0001] This application is a divisional of pending US. 
application Ser. No. 10/097,842, ?led Mar. 14, 2002,Whichis 
a continuation of PCT Application Serial No. US99/2l575, 
?led Sep. 17, 1999, both application of Which are hereby 
incorporated by reference. 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

[0002] The present invention relates to management infor 
mation systems that facilitate retail sales of goods to consum 
ers. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0003] Traditional retail merchandising involves establish 
ing a storefront in an appropriate commercial district, hiring 
and training a knowledgeable sales staff to handle consumer 
inquiries regarding products for sale, and maintaining regular 
business hours during Which consumers may visit the store 
front, revieW items for sale, and discuss those items With a 
salesperson. The merchant typically makes sales to consum 
ers out of the inventory available at the store, and replenishes 
inventory as it becomes depleted through sales. 
[0004] In some environments, a merchant Will take catalog 
orders from consumers, in Which case the merchant orders the 
desired item from a Wholesaler or manufacturer. This is often 
done to free sales staff to handle all of the available customers. 
When a catalog order is made, the item is delivered to the 
merchant, and the consumer returns to the storefront to take 
delivery. Independent merchants often discourage catalog 
shopping because purchases through catalogs by de?nition 
Will create a backorder for the merchant, requiring the admin 
istrative overhead of tracking the backorder and contacting 
the customer upon delivery to complete the sale, Which is 
burdensome as compared to directly selling from existing 
inventory. Furthermore, particularly in those markets Where 
customers are time-sensitive (such as ?ne jeWelry, Where 
many customers are shopping for gifts that must be obtained 
by a speci?ed date), the uncertain nature of the delivery date 
of catalog orders makes the use of catalogs undesirable. 
[0005] This traditional process for selling at retail involves 
substantial overhead costs in a number of areas. Maintaining 
a commercial storefront in an attractive commercial district 
involves monthly rent expense. Hiring and training sales staff 
to Wait on consumers involves labor expense. The ?xed cost 
of inventory also represents an interest expense. These over 
head costs are directly re?ected in the retail prices that are 
charged to consumers for products sold in the store. 
[0006] The recent availability of Internet access to a large 
number of consumers, has spurned the use of the Internet as a 
commercial medium for directly selling products to consum 
ers. This use of the Internet is popularly knoWn as electronic 
commerce or e-commerce. 

[0007] E-commerce merchants have several signi?cant 
cost advantages as compared to traditional retailers, and as a 
result e-commerce retail merchants often can undercut the 
prices of traditional retail merchants. E-commerce merchants 
do not need to maintain a storefront in an attractive commer 

cial district; rather, all that is required is a computer system 
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connected to the Internet, Which can be at any physical loca 
tion that is desired, including a private home. In addition, 
e-commerce merchants have the advantage that, in many 
circumstances, sales taxes applicable to traditional merchants 
need not be collected by an e-commerce merchant due to the 
interstate nature of a transaction and/ or tax moratoriums that 

have been initiated to stimulate the development of e-com 
merce. This also makes the retail price of an e-commerce 
merchant appear loWer to consumers. 

[0008] Traditional merchants have attempted to confront 
the threats posed by e-commerce by also connecting to the 
Internet. For example, several larger merchant chains have 
established Internet sites at Which consumers can broWse and 

compare available merchandise, much as is done at a retail 
store. To date, hoWever, only the largest retail merchants, 
typically chains of large stores, have undertaken the task of 
creating such a system. There are several reasons for this. 
First, substantial programming expense is currently required 
to create a comprehensive Internet server application for mar 
keting products. Smaller merchants cannot amortize this cost 
over a large quantity of products sold. Furthermore, smaller 
merchants of necessity have a smaller inventory than the 
combined inventory of the stores in a large retail chain, and so 
have dif?culty matching on a product-for-product basis, the 
offerings of larger e-commerce merchants. Finally, the busi 
ness model used by many traditional independent merchants 
assumes that shoppers Will make purchases from existing 
inventory, for the reason that existing inventory is all that is 
available for revieW at the retail site. In an e-commerce envi 
ronment, hoWever, consumers vieWing lists of items for sale 
identi?ed on-line, Will be able to submit purchase requests for 
items that may not be in inventory at the time of the purchase. 
This requires the merchant to have the organizational 
arrangements in place to handle and track a substantial num 
ber of backorders, Which large chain stores often already have 
in place, but independent merchants lack. 
[0009] The efforts by traditional merchants to combat 
e-commerce, to a large extent assume that consumers use the 
Internet for information gathering, and Will make purchases 
from retail outlets at essentially retail prices. A traditional 
retail merchant cannot charge different pricing for sales using 
the Internet, than for sales from its retail store, Without under 
mining the investments the merchant has made in its oWn 
retail presence. Indeed, some merchants that have an Internet 
presence, still require a consumer to visit a retail site to make 
purchases, apparently to ensure that retail tra?ic Will pass 
through the retail store, ensuring aWareness of consumers to 
the location of the retail store and the products it carries. 

[0010] A problem With this model of consumer behavior is 
that it assumes that consumers Will be compelled to purchase 
goods from those parties that provided information on the 
goods. Although this Was true in the traditional retail envi 
ronment, Where consumers cannot readily move from one 
merchant to another merely for the purpose of price shopping, 
in e-commerce, this is not the case. Users do not alWays 
expect e-commerce merchants to have an available knoWl 
edgeable sales staff ready to ansWer consumer questions. 
Indeed, consumers often expect no more than to be able to 
connect to the e-commerce merchant’s server and place 
orders for shipment to the consumer. A saavy e-commerce 
consumer collects information on products from Whatever 
sources are available, and then makes the purchase from the 
merchant With the loWest price. There are noW Internet ser 
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vices having the sole function of ?nding the lowest price for 
a given product, Which facilitates this approach. 
[0011] In those markets Where products are Well knoWn to 
consumers and relatively readily compared, consumers Will 
not need to have substantial information to make retail pur 
chases. HoWever, in some retail markets, consumers require 
substantial product information before reaching a purchase 
decision. TWo examples of this kind of retail market are the 
consumer electronics and ?ne jewelry markets. In both mar 
kets, consumers are relatively unfamiliar With particular 
products and their relative value and merits, and must collect 
information to reach a particular purchase decision. 
[0012] In those retail markets that are dominated by 
branded merchandise, for example, the consumer electronics 
market, and the market for Watches, consumers can readily 
obtain product information. Manufacturers desiring to 
enhance sales provide detailed information on their products 
in printed materials and on Intemet-accessible servers, alloW 
ing consumers to collect information on products indepen 
dently of particular merchants. When collecting information 
on branded merchandise, e-commerce consumers can also 

take advantage of traditional retail merchants, by visiting 
merchants to vieW products and collect product information 
from knoWledgeable sales staff, so that an informed purchase 
of the desired brand and model can later be made from the 
e-commerce merchant With the loWest pricing. 

[0013] Manufacturers of brand-name merchandise selling 
to retail markets dominated by brand names, are aWare of the 
likelihood for price-shopping by consumers, particularly 
using e-commerce. Manufacturers often Wish to discourage 
such price shopping, for several reasons. Manufacturers of 
premium brand products Wish to maintain high retail price 
levels to preserve the premium nature of the brand. Further 
more, manufacturers of brand products Want to ensure that 
traditional merchants Will carry their merchandise and exert 
efforts to sell it (Whether through their oWn stores or, unWit 
tingly, through competitors); the best Way to do this is to 
ensure that merchants Will make attractive pro?t margins on 
sales of those products. To meet these goals, manufacturers 
have in the past instituted retail price maintenance policies, 
such as refusing to sell to merchants that sell beloW a manu 
facturer-mandated minimum price, or limiting distribution to 
limited numbers of merchants in particular territories. To 
combat price erosion due to e-commerce, some manufactur 
ers have instituted a policy of refusing to sell to merchant that 
make retail sales via the Internet. Although manufacturer 
policies of this sort are detrimental to e-commerce, manufac 
turers are not philosophically opposed to e-commerce. Manu 
facturers Would Welcome the additional sales volume that 
might arise through e-commerce, if the manufacturer could 
monitor retail pricing to enforce existing policies, and thus be 
sure not to undermine traditional retail merchants. Traditional 
merchants, particularly those lacking the resources to begin 
e-commerce, are opposed to brands that permit other mer 
chants to sell via the Internet, and the risk of alienating these 
merchants has caused many manufacturers to continue to 
maintain policies prohibiting Internet sales. 
[0014] There are some markets that are not dominated by 
brand merchandise. One example is the market for ?ne jeW 
elry (With the exception of Watches), in Which manufacturer 
brand names, While knoWn to merchants, are relatively 
unknoWn to customers. In these markets, e-commerce faces 
substantial challenges. Although consumers have shoWn a 
Willingness to buy brand-name merchandise via the Internet, 
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even from completely unknoWn merchants, this Willingness 
is based on familiarity With the manufacturer and its brand 
names, and assumed control that the manufacturer has over its 
product distribution. Unbranded merchandise, hoWever, does 
not bene?t from brand-name familiarity, making consumers 
substantially more Wary, and largely unWilling to purchase 
unbranded merchandise from unknoWn merchants. 
Unbranded merchandise, therefore, can only be effectively 
sold via the Internet by national, Well knoWn merchants, as 
such organizations can use their reputation as a substitute for 
brand recognition. 
[0015] The merchants that bear the greatest business risk of 
losing business due to e-commerce, are the traditional inde 
pendent single location retail merchants. The risk is particu 
larly high to those merchants that deal in retail markets that 
lack strong brand names, such as traditional single location 
?ne jeWelry stores; these stores are unlikely to be protected by 
manufacturers via price minimums and Internet sales prohi 
bitions, and these stores lack the resources and inventory 
necessary to commence e-commerce and compete on an 

item-to-item basis With national chains. Furthermore, even 
those independent merchants dealing in brand name domi 
nated industries, Will eventually lose the protections imposed 
by manufacturers and begin to lose sales to e-commerce 
competitors. 
[0016] It is therefore an object of the present invention to 
facilitate the rapid entry of small, independent merchants into 
e-commerce, providing those merchants With an inventory 
and a nationWide reputation that can be competitive With 
much larger merchants. It is a further object to protect such 
merchants from erosion of their retail pricing resulting from 
competition betWeen their respective e-commerce busi 
nesses. 

[0017] It is another object of the present invention to facili 
tate e-commerce sale of goods by merchants, in a manner that 
induces manufacturers to alloW their goods to be sold via 
e-commerce, by protecting manufacturers and retail mer 
chants from the effects of price erosion. 
[0018] It is a further object of the present invention to 
facilitate catalog sales by merchants at retail locations, by 
improving the delivery of catalog information to consumers 
visiting retail locations, While minimiZing the administrative 
burden to merchants associated With tracking backorders, 
With no greater expense to merchants than is incurred through 
the use of traditional printed catalogs. 
[0019] It is another object of the present invention to man 
age a catalog of items for sale via e-commerce in a manner 
that minimiZes administrative burden on merchants using the 
system. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0020] These and other objects of the invention are met in 
accordance With the principles of the present invention, Which 
provide a merchant-af?liated direct Wholesale marketing and 
ful?llment system. 
[0021] In accordance With a ?rst aspect of the invention, 
this system comprises a computer server for connecting to a 
remote computer system under control of a consumer, the 
server delivering to the remote computer system, information 
regarding products for retail sale. The computer server 
receives information from the consumer and from this infor 
mation assigns the consumer to one of a plurality of indepen 
dent retail merchants that are a?iliated With the server. The 
server then provides the remote computer With identifying 
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information for the assigned retail merchant, to be displayed 
by the remote computer along With information regarding 
products for sale. 
[0022] In the particular embodiment described beloW, each 
retail merchant’s markup is set by the merchant, by reference 
to a Wholesale price for particular items. After a merchant has 
been assigned to a consumer, the server retrieves the mer 
chant’s markup information, and computes from it a retail 
price to display to the consumer along With the identifying 
information for the retail merchant, Which may be a name, 
logo or any other graphic information unique to a merchant. 

[0023] In this disclosed embodiment, the server permits a 
consumer to consummate a retail transaction to purchase a 

product. The server collects payment and address information 
from the consumer and arranges for shipment of the pur 
chased item to the consumer. The resulting transaction is 
betWeen consumer and the business entity operating the 
server, and does not involve the retail merchant. HoWever, a 
pro?t check representing partial pro?t margin for the sale, is 
delivered to the merchant assigned to the consumer at the time 
of the transaction, as a reWard for the af?liation of that mer 
chant With the transaction. 

[0024] In the described embodiment, pricing information 
for products for sale are not delivered to the remote computer 
or displayed to the consumer, until after the consumer has 
been assigned to an a?iliated retail merchant. Once a con 
sumer is assigned to an af?liated retail merchant, the identi 
fying information supplied by the server for the assigned 
retail merchant, is stored in the remote computer system to 
prevent reassignment of consumer to another retail merchant, 
and to prevent the consumer from vieWing pricing of another 
retail merchant. 

[0025] In the speci?c embodiment described herein, this 
identifying information is stored temporarily by the remote 
computer, although it could be stored permanently. In the 
described embodiment, before a consumer can consummate a 
transaction to purchase a product, the server requires the 
consumer to request and be assigned a permanent login iden 
ti?cation. The server associates this permanent user login 
identi?cation With a particular retail merchant. Subsequently, 
When a consumer supplies a login to the server, the server 
again delivers identifying information for the merchant that 
has been previously associated With the supplied login. 
[0026] In the described embodiment, the identifying infor 
mation provided by a consumer is a Zip code, and a retail 
merchant is selected and assigned to the consumer by locating 
an af?liate merchant having the nearest to a matching Zip 
code. Where multiple merchants have equally similar Zip 
codes, a merchant is selected at random. 

[0027] In this embodiment, the identi?cation of an af?li 
ated merchant that is supplied to the remote computer, 
includes both a logo or other graphical information and an 
identi?er useable by the server for identifying the merchant. 
The identi?er is returned to the server during interaction of 
the remote computer and server to ensure that only pricing 
information for the assigned retail merchant is provided to the 
remote computer. 

[0028] A system operating in accordance With this aspect of 
the invention provides af?liated retail merchants With a vir 
tual Internet site through Which those retail merchants can 
provide products to consumers in competition With other 
e-commerce providers. Because the merchants utiliZe a com 
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mon server for storing and delivering product information, 
the merchants are freed from the cost and burden of managing 
independent Internet systems. 
[0029] In accordance With a related aspect of the present 
invention, the server maintains an identi?cation of those 
products that are authorized for on-line sale by each mer 
chant. Once a merchant has been assigned to a consumer, the 
server does not provide product information for any products 
that the merchant is not authoriZed to sell on-line. In this Way, 
the server can enforce restrictions imposed by manufacturers 
as to particular merchants that are permitted or not permitted 
to perform on-line sales. 
[0030] In the disclosed particular embodiment, products 
are associated With a manufacturer and a manufacturer’s 
authoriZation level, and each retail merchant is associated 
With one or more authorization level for each manufacturer. 
The server determines Whether there is a match betWeen the 
authoriZation level of a retail merchant for a particular manu 
facturer and the required authoriZation level for a particular 
product, before providing product information to a consumer 
that has been assigned to that retail merchant. 
[0031] Furthermore, in accordance With another related 
aspect of the present invention, the server maintains a listing 
of current available inventory of the business entity. Using 
this information, the server does not provide product infor 
mation for any products that are not currently available. In 
this Way, the server can avoid backorders, and provide accu 
rate delivery times for items ordered on-line. 
[0032] In the disclosed particular embodiment, available 
inventory for a product is reduced as soon as a purchase of the 
product has been consummated by the server. When a pur 
chase of a product is requested by a consumer, availability of 
the product is con?rmed before continuing to consummate 
the sale to ensure that the product has not become unavailable 
While the consumer Was connected to the server. 

[0033] In this disclosed embodiment, the business entity 
operating the direct marketing system also operates as a 
Wholesaler, and sells products to retail merchants. Retail mer 
chants may connect to the server via a remote computer to 
place orders for products. When an order by a merchant is 
completed, available inventory for the product is immediately 
reduced by the server. 
[0034] In a related aspect of the present invention, consum 
ers present at the place of business of a retail merchant may 
also connect to the server via a remote computer to place 
orders for products. In this context, the consumer is alWays 
assigned to the retail merchant Where the consumer is present. 
Purchases made by the consumer are authoriZed by the retail 
merchant, and then delivered to the retail merchant. The sale 
transaction for the product is consummated betWeen the retail 
merchant and the consumer, and the consumers purchase is 
treated as a merchant order by the business entity operating 
the direct marketing system. The shipping cost for the item is 
identi?ed to the remote computer so that the merchant may 
charge the consumer for shipping. 
[0035] In the disclosed speci?c embodiment, all orders 
received for shipment to a particular address on a given day, 
such as a retail merchant or a particular consumer, are shipped 
in a single package. 
[0036] In the disclosed speci?c embodiment, the business 
entity operating the direct marketing system may provide the 
remote computer to af?liated retail merchants for free or a 
reduced price to enable use of the system by af?liated mer 
chants. 
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[0037] In a ?nal aspect, the direct marketing system may be 
utilized to perform ful?llment of orders placed by consumers 
of a retail merchant. In accordance With this aspect, informa 
tion regarding orders that have been taken by a retail merchant 
is transferred to the system of the present invention. This 
information is entered into the system to permit ful?llment of 
the orders by direct shipment to customers. 
[0038] The above and other objects and advantages of the 
present invention shall be made apparent from the accompa 
nying draWings and the description thereof. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWING 

[0039] The accompanying draWings, Which are incorpo 
rated in and constitute a part of this speci?cation, illustrate 
embodiments of the invention and, together With a general 
description of the invention given above, and the detailed 
description of the embodiments given beloW, serve to explain 
the principles of the invention. 
[0040] FIG. 1 is an illustration of an interconnected com 
puter netWork for carrying out principles of the present inven 
tion, including a computer server and mass storage device for 
communicating With consumers and merchants to receive 
orders and provide information on orders, and for use by 
customer service and shipping personal to ful?ll and support 
received orders. 
[0041] FIG. 2A is an illustration of the data stored in the 
mass storage device connected to the central server illustrated 
in FIG. 1. 
[0042] FIG. 2B is an illustration of the data stored in the 
mass storage device connected to the retail Workstation illus 
trated in FIG. 1. 
[0043] FIG. 3, comprising FIG. 3A and FIG. 3B Which 
adjoin, is an illustration of the database schema for data tables 
stored in the mass storage device of the central server illus 
trated in FIG. 1. 
[0044] FIG. 4A is a How chart ofthe process performed by 
the server of FIG. 1 interacting With a consumer to present the 
introductory pages of a catalog of items available for pur 
chase and to permit a consumer to login to the server to make 
purchases. 
[0045] FIG. 4B is a How chart ofthe process performed by 
the server of FIG. 1 interacting With a consumer to display 
particular items available for purchase and to initialiZe the 
purchase process. 
[0046] FIG. 4C is a How chart of the registration process 
performed by the server of FIG. 1 to register consumers to 
purchase items and to associate consumers during this regis 
tration process With an a?iliated merchant. 

[0047] FIG. 4D is a How chart of the purchase process 
performed by the server of FIG. 1 including steps necessary to 
obtain ?nancial and credit information from a consumer, 
validate the availability of a purchased item and initiate 
records for the transaction. 
[0048] FIG. 5 is a How chart ofa process performed by the 
server of FIG. 1 interacting With a retail Workstation to permit 
a consumer to broWse a catalog of available items an to 
initiate a purchase of an item from a merchant, upon merchant 
approval, using the direct marketing system in accordance 
With principles of the present invention. 
[0049] FIG. 6 is a How chart ofa process performed by the 
server of FIG. 1 interacting With a merchant Workstation to 
permit a merchant to order items, vieW the status of an 
account, and administer an account of the merchant. 
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[0050] FIG. 7 is a How chart of the process performed by the 
server of FIG. 1 interacting With a merchant to receive con 
sumer orders taken by the merchant to be ful?lled by direct 
shipment. 
[0051] FIG. 8 is a How chart of folloW-up actions taken by 
the server of FIG. 1 to ship orders that have been received, to 
issue partial pro?ts to merchants entitled to such partial prof 
its through af?liation With transactions performed by the 
server of FIG. 1, to handle returns and to age incomplete 
transactions. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF SPECIFIC 
EMBODIMENTS 

[0052] Referring to FIG. 1, the major components of a 
merchant af?liated direct marketing system 10 canbe seen. At 
the heart of system 10 is a computer server 12 programmed to 
carry out methods of the present invention and generally 
oversee the operation of the entire system 10. Computer 
server 12 is a high capacity netWork server such as are com 
mercially available from a variety of vendors. Server 12 
accesses a storage device 13 Which may be a solid state 
memory, dynamic access storage device (DASD, i.e., hard 
disk or hard disk array), or other storage device. Sever 12 and 
storage device 13 must have su?icient processing and storage 
capacity to handle the volume of business that is conducted by 
the entity oWning server 12 folloWing the methods of the 
present invention. It Will be appreciated that for different 
applications involving different business volumes, server 12 
may be con?gured as a single processor server or may be 
con?gured as a netWork of servers each operating in concert 
and carrying out parallel processes in the manner described in 
the folloWing ?gures. Further, storage device 13 may be con 
?gured as a single storage device or as a netWork of storage 
devices. Each of these embodiments is Within the scope of the 
present invention. 
[0053] Computer server 12 is connected via local or Wide 
area connections to a plurality of customer service Worksta 
tions 14 each of Which includes a client computer 16 and 
display 18 for use by customer service personnel interacting 
With computer server 12. Server 12 is further connected via a 
local or Wide area connection to one or more shipping and 

receiving client computers 20, each of Which similarly 
includes a client computer 22 and display 24. Customer ser 
vice Workstations 14 are located at a customer service facility, 
typically an of?ce of the business entity that is operating 
server 12 and is the proprietor for the merchant a?iliated 
direct marketing business described in the present applica 
tion. Customer service Workstations 14 may be in a different 
physical location then shipping and receiving Workstation 20. 
Furthermore, there may be multiple customer service loca 
tions Where Workstations 14 are located, and multiple ship 
ping and receiving client computers 20 in multiple locations. 
Shipping and receiving client computers 20 are typically 
located in a Warehouse 26 at Which the goods that are sold 
using the merchant af?liated marketing system of the present 
invention are stored for shipment to merchants and consum 
ers. 

[0054] To facilitate management of the shipment of prod 
ucts to merchants and consumers from Warehouse 26, a 
printer 28 is located Within Warehouse 26 for printing ship 
ping invoices generated in accordance With the methods of 
the present invention so that personnel at Warehouse 26 may 
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use this printed information to pick items for shipment from 
Warehouse 26 and build packages to be delivered to consum 
ers or merchants. 

[0055] Server 12 is also provided With an Internet connec 
tion through an Internet service provider, allowing server 12 
to connect to the public Internet computer netWork 30. 
Through this connection server 12 may communicate With 
merchant a?iliate Workstations 32, consumer Workstations 40 
and retail Workstations 46 as discussed beloW. The nature of 
the communication betWeen Workstations 32, 40 and 46 may 
utiliZe a variety of Internet protocols. As described herein, 
communications betWeen server 12 and merchant a?iliated 
Workstations 32 or consumer Workstations 40 is performed by 
using a hypertext transfer protocol (HTTP), With information 
transferred as hypertext markup language (HTML) ?les for 
display by Workstations 32 and 40 using Web broWser soft 
Ware. As described herein, communications With retail Work 
stations 46 may utiliZe HTTP or other Internet protocols such 
as Telnet or FTP connections, With the retail Workstations 46 
using proprietary softWare to support these connections With 
server 12 and obtain the appropriate data from server 12 for 
delivery to the user of the retail Workstation 46. 

[0056] Merchant Workstations 32, one of Which is shoWn in 
FIG. 1, are possessed by merchant af?liates of the business 
entity operating server 12. The merchant a?iliate Worksta 
tions Would typically be located at the retail site 34 used by a 
merchant, but may be located at a separate physical facility, 
such as a merchant’s separate o?ice or at a merchant propri 
etor’s private home. Merchant af?liate Workstations 32 com 
prise a computer 36 and display 38 for use by the merchant for 
interacting With server 12 using Web broWser softWare to 
display HTML pages produced by server 12. It Will be appre 
ciated that in a typical embodiment of the present invention 
there Will be plurality of merchant af?liates associated With 
the business entity operating server 12, and thus a plurality of 
merchant Workstations 32 connected in various Ways through 
Internet 30 to server 12. Further details on the user of mer 
chant Workstations 32 to interact With server 12 for the pur 
pose of ordering and account management Will be discussed 
beloW With reference to FIG. 6. 

[0057] Consumer Workstations 40 are typically located at 
consumers’ private homes such as home 43. Consumer Work 
stations hoWever may not alWays be at private homes, but may 
also be at consumer Workplaces, or may indeed be in any 
location that can be reached through the Internet including 
public facilities providing Internet connections such as public 
libraries and Internet cafes’ .A consumer Workstation 40 com 
prises a computer 42 and display 44 for coupling to server 12 
through the Internet, and receiving and displaying HTML 
pages produced by server 12 in accordance With the principles 
of the present invention. Details on the interaction of a con 
sumer With server 12 to carry on methods of the present 
invention are provided by FIGS. 4A through 4D as described 
beloW. It Will be appreciated that in a typical embodiment of 
the present invention there are a plurality of consumer Work 
stations 40 at a plurality of locations each accessible to server 
12 through Internet 3 0, and that these Workstations are used at 
various times, and often simultaneously, to access server 12 to 
perform purchases and other activities that are described 
beloW. 

[0058] Retail Workstations 46 are also connected through 
Internet 30 to server 12. Retail Workstations, one of Which is 
illustrated in FIG. 1, are typically located in a retail location 
such as the storefront of a a?iliate merchant or a retail kiosk 
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managed by an a?iliated merchant. Retail Workstations 46 
include a computer 48 and a display 50 for obtaining and 
displaying information from server 12 to consumers operat 
ing the retail Workstation. Unlike the merchant Workstations 
and consumer Workstations 40, in the presently described 
embodiment of the invention, retail Workstations 46 utiliZe 
proprietary softWare to display information to consumers, 
and derive a substantial quantity of the information that is 
displayed to consumers from locally available data stored in 
a mass storage device 52 such as a hard disk drive attached to 
computer system 48. Thus While merchant a?iliate Worksta 
tions 32 and consumer Workstations 40 obtain most of the 
information needed for carrying out principles of the present 
invention through Internet 30 from server 12, retail Worksta 
tions 46 derive much of the needed information for carrying 
out principles of the present invention hard disk drive 52. 
Operations performed in a retail Workstation 52 are described 
in detail beloW With reference to FIG. 5. 

[0059] It Will appreciated that Workstations 32 and 40 may 
also be out?tted With mass storage devices as is typically the 
case in commercially available personal computers, but that 
such is not necessarily required in the embodiment of the 
invention being described herein, particularly Where such 
Workstations are special purpose “Web” computers having 
minimal storage capacity, and thus mass storage devices have 
not been shoWn in FIG. 1 associated With those Workstations 
32 and 40 and only associated With Workstation 46. 

[0060] It Will be further appreciated that in other embodi 
ments of the invention, Workstations 32, 40 and 46 could all 
derive information from local storage as Well as from server 
12 via Internet 30 to carry out principles of the present inven 
tion, and many Web broWsers currently available often cache 
information on HTML pages accessible through the Internet 
on a mass storage device and thus a mass storage device may 
be utiliZed by merchant Workstations 32 and consumer Work 
stations 40 to store information to carry out principles of the 
present invention even though one is not required. It Will 
further appreciated that retail Workstation 46 could utiliZe 
publicly available softWare for displaying HTML ?les 
accessed from server 12 through Internet 30 rather than using 
proprietary softWare, and Workstations 32 and 40 could use 
proprietary softWare to access server 12 through Internet 30 
rather than using standard Web broWser softWare. Further 
more, Workstations 46 could derive all information displayed 
by Workstations 46 from server 12 rather than obtaining some 
information from a local mass storage device 52. 

[0061] Referring noW to FIG. 2A, details of the information 
stored in mass storage device 13 can be explained. This mass 
storage device 13 contains ?rst and foremost a database 60 of 
information for carrying out principles of the present inven 
tion. This information is stored as a plurality of data tables 
have various formats including those shoWn and discussed 
beloW With reference to FIG. 3. Server 12 interoperates With 
data in data tables 60 to carry out principles of the present 
invention in accordance With FIGS. 4A through 8. Mass stor 
age device 13 further includes templates and formats 62 for 
catalog pages, Which are utiliZed along With information in 
data tables 60 to generate HTML ?les for delivery to con 
sumer Workstations 40 and merchant a?iliate Workstations 32 
to carry out principles of the present invention. It Will appre 
ciated that server 12 produces dynamic HTML pages With a 
variety of information some of Which is derived from live data 
found in data table 60, and that in most instances HTML 
pages accessed by consumers or merchants from server 12 are 
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not permanently stored in any located in server 12, but are 
dynamically assembled by server 12 using templates 62 and 
data from data table 60. 

[0062] Mass storage device 13 further stores graphic ?les 
64 of products sold using the methods of the present inven 
tion. These graphic ?les typically comprise images of prod 
ucts and thumbnail or small images of those products to be 
included in the HTML pages produced by server 12 to con 
sumers at consumer Workstations 40 or retail Workstations 46. 

These product images and thumbnails may be stored in a 
variety of formats that are typically used by Web broWsers 
such as the standard and Well knoWn GIF or J PEG formats. 

[0063] Mass storage device 13 further stores merchant 
logos 66 used to identify an a?iliated merchant When server 
12 is producing HTML pages that identify an a?iliated mer 
chant in accordance With the principles of the present inven 
tion, as described beloW. Mass storage device 13 also 
includes, for some or all of the merchant af?liates, merchant 
home pages 68 de?ned by those merchant af?liates. The 
business entity operating the merchant a?iliated direct mar 
keting system may provide a service of hosting merchant 
home pages as a adjunct to the merchant a?iliate direct mar 
keting system. Those merchants using this service Will be 
hosted by server 12 and stored in area 68 of mass storage 
device 13. 

[0064] Referring noW to FIG. 2B, the information main 
tained in a retail Workstation’s mass storage device 52 can be 
discussed. This information comprises a variety of merchant 
speci?c information, most importantly including a pricing 
markup table 70, a tax markup table 72 and a shipping markup 
table 74. Each of these tables identi?es markups supplied by 
the merchant, to be applied to the Wholesale price of mer 
chandise purchased from the business entity operating the 
direct marketing system. The information on table 70 identi 
?es the pricing markup utiliZed by the merchant. The pricing 
markup may be a ?xed percentage, or may be a different 
percentage for different categories of goods or goods from 
different manufacturers. Furthermore the markup applied to 
goods may be a variable percentage rate based upon the 
Wholesale cost of those goods, With higher priced Wholesale 
goods obtaining a larger or smaller pricing markup. Tax 
markup table 72 identi?es markups to be applied for a local 
sales tax applicable to the merchant for retail sales. Tax 
markup table 72 includes su?icient detail to accurately com 
pute sales taxes. Shipping markup table 74 identi?es shipping 
markups applied by merchants to goods purchased by con 
sumers utiliZing the direct marketing system of the present 
invention. Here again, the shipping charges applied by mer 
chants may be variable for different categories of goods and 
may be based upon shipping Weight or retail price or a com 
bination of both factors or other factors that the merchant 
Wishes to apply. 
[0065] Mass storage device 52 also includes storage for 
merchant logos 76. Information stored in this area typically 
includes graphic ?les for merchant logos but may include in 
addition to static graphic ?les video and audio ?les that can be 
played by to consumers to attract their attention to the retail 
Workstation 46 or provide information to consumers at retail 
Workstations 46 in a merchant speci?c manner. Also included 
in mass storage device 13 is proprietary interface softWare 78 
used by the retail Workstation 46 to communicate With server 
12 through Internet 30 in accordance to the process described 
beloW With reference to FIG. 5. 
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[0066] Referring noW to FIG. 3, details of the formats of the 
data tables 60 in mass storage device 13 can be understood by 
reference to the database schema of those tables. FIG. 3 
illustrates a plurality of data tables for storing crucial infor 
mation for carrying out principles of the present invention. 
The data tables illustrated in FIG. 3 include various tables 
related to a?iliate merchants including a table 90 (FIG. 3A) 
for storing information describing the merchant’s desired 
appearance in HTML pages produced by server 12. Also 
included is a table 92 (FIG. 3A) for providing ?nancial and 
contact information on merchants, and a table 94 (FIG. 3A) 
for providing addresses for merchants. 
[0067] Tables are also included for consumer related infor 
mation. These tables include a table 96 (FIG. 3A) for con 
sumer information, and a table 98 (FIG. 3A) for storing infor 
mation on items that have been selected for purchase and 
purchased by consumers. Information needed for shipping 
products to consumers and merchants is supplied by a table 
100 (FIG. 3A) storing shipping addresses, and a table 102 
(FIG. 3B) for storing information on shipping invoices. 
[0068] The data tables 60 also store item information for 
the products that are sold via the direct marketing system. The 
primary table for item information is a table 104 (FIG. 3B) 
storing basic information for each item carried by the busi 
ness entity operating the direct marketing system. Auxiliary 
tables related to table 104 include a manufacturer authoriza 
tion table 106 (FIG. 3B) for identifying manufacturers autho 
riZed to carry certain items and a markup table 108 (FIG. 3B) 
for identifying merchant price markups on particular items. 
An additional table 110 (FIG. 3A) is used to identify speci?c 
exceptions to the general rules de?ned by table 104, 106 and 
108, and to provide alternate search keys useful in connection 
With table 104. 
[0069] A ?nal table used in accordance With the principles 
of the present invention is a table 112 (FIG. 3B) for storing 
information on distributions of pro?ts to merchants for sales 
conducted in af?liation With the merchant using the system. It 
Will be appreciated the server 12 may manage the tables 
forming the database structures illustrated in FIG. 3 using any 
of a number commercially available database softWare pro 
grams. In the illustrated embodiment, a database softWare 
program consistent With standard query language SQL is 
utiliZed, although in other embodiments, non-SQL: database 
management softWare may be used. 
[0070] Throughout FIG. 3, each table is described With 
reference to the ?elds of each record in the table. One record 
is shoWn for each of the tables discussed in FIG. 3. It Will be 
appreciated that typically numerous records Will be included 
in any given table, one record for each merchant, consumer, 
item, or element of related information being stored in the 
database. 

[0071] As seen in FIG. 3A, records in the merchant Web 
information table 90 include various ?elds for information 
useful in de?ning the Internet presence of a merchant. Spe 
ci?cally, a ?eld 120 provides an identi?er unique to the mer 
chant used in cross referencing the merchant and the Web 
display information for a particular merchant. A ?eld 122 
includes a path to a location on server 12 or on the Internet 

Where a merchant’s logo may be found. A ?eld 124 describes 
a color scheme to be used When the merchant is associated 
With display of the catalog stored on server 12. A ?eld 126 
identi?es an Internet address or universal resource locator 
(URL) for the merchant’s home page, Which can be used to 
direct the user to the merchant’s home page in accordance 



US 2008/0147507 A1 

With the principles of the present invention. These ?elds com 
pletely de?ne, for the purposes of server 12, the Internet 
presence of a merchant on server 12 and on the Internet. There 
is a record in the merchant Web information table 90 for each 
merchant af?liated With the direct marketing system of the 
present invention. 
[0072] Continuing on FIG. 3A, a merchant information 
table 92 provides information for each merchant af?liated 
With the direct marketing system, Which can be used in busi 
ness transactions With the merchant. This information 
includes a merchant identi?er in a ?eld 128 that uniquely 
identi?es the merchant, Which is the same identi?er used in 
?eld 120 in table 90, as is indicated by the connecting lines 
betWeen these ?elds in the data base schema illustrated in 
FIG. 3. Also included is a name ?eld 130 for a text name of the 
merchant. Further ?elds include an URL ?eld 132 for storing 
an Internet address at Which the merchant can be contacted, 
and a sales representative ?eld 134 for identifying a sales 
representative for the merchant. Field 136 identi?es the ter 
ritory in Which the merchant operates, and a ?eld 138 identi 
?es ?nancial information for the merchant including an credit 
status for the merchant, a tax ID for the merchant and other 
information needed for accounting purposes. The last tWo 
?elds 140 and 142 are used speci?cally by the server 12 When 
determining Whether to accept merchant orders, and authori 
Zations from merchants for customer orders, in accordance 
With the processes illustrated in FIGS. 5 and 6. These ?elds 
include a login ID ?eld 140 for storing a login identi?er for a 
merchant and a passWord ?eld 142 for identifying a passWord 
for the merchant. Authorization from a merchant for a par 
ticular transaction takes the form of a combination of a login 
identi?er and a passWord Which must match the information 
stored in merchant information table 92 for the merchant 
authorization to be accepted. 

[0073] Continuing in FIG. 3A, merchant addresses are 
separately stored in a merchant address information table 94. 
This table includes a ?eld 146 for a merchant identi?er 
(Which, as illustrated in the FIG. 3 schema, maps to the ?elds 
120 and 128 in tables 90 and 92, respectively). An additional 
?eld 148 (Which may include several ?elds) is used to store 
address information for the merchant and a further ?eld 150 is 
used to store telephone and facsimile information for the 
merchant. Multiple merchant addresses may be stored for any 
particular merchant in a merchant address information table 
94. Multiple merchant addresses may be stored by having 
duplicative records With the same merchant identi?er in ?eld 
146. 

[0074] Continuing in FIG. 3A, a table 96 is used for storing 
consumer information for consumers Who interact With the 
direct marketing system. Records in the consumer informa 
tion table 96 provide key information about consumers Who 
utiliZe the direct marketing system. Each consumer has a 
record in consumer information table 96. Records in con 
sumer information table 96 include a ?eld 154 for storing a 
merchant identi?er Which maps to the merchant identi?ers 
used in the other tables discussed above. Records in table 96 
further including a ?eld 156 for storing a consumer identi?er 
uniquely identifying a particular consumer. The subsequent 
?elds in consumer information table 96 provide detailed 
information about the consumer having the consumer identi 
?ed in ?eld 156. These ?elds include a name ?eld 158 for 
storing a textual name for the consumer and a ?eld 160 for 
storing billing address information for the consumer. A ?eld 
162 is used for storing an electronic mail address for the 
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consumer and ?eld 164 is used for storing a telephone contact 
for the consumer. Additional ?eld 166 is used to store a 
facsimile address for the consumer. In the illustrated embodi 
ment of the invention, ?nancial information for the consumer, 
such as the consumer’s credit card numbers, are not stored in 
table 96, for security purposes. In an alternative embodiment 
to the invention, hoWever, a consumer may Wish to store a 
credit card number in server 12 such that this credit card 
information does not have to be reentered When additional 
purchases are made. In this case, an additional ?eld in con 
sumer information table 96 could be established for storing a 
consumer’s credit card information. Multiple credit card 
numbers could be stored, each one associated With its oWn 
billing address information. The ?nal illustrated ?elds in con 
sumer information table 96 are ?elds 168 and 170 for storing 
a login identi?er and passWord for a consumer. These ?elds 
are used to validate a consumer’s identity as part of the pro 
cess for direct marketing described in the folloWing ?gures. 
[0075] Purchase and shopping cart information table 98 
stores information created by a consumer When identifying 
particular items that are desired to be purchased either at the 
present or a future time. The ?elds of a purchase and shopping 
cart information record include an transaction identi?er ?eld 
176 for uniquely identifying a particular transaction. Each 
transaction is provide a unique identi?er for later tracking. A 
?eld 178 stores a terminal or consumer identi?er for a trans 
action. Where a consumer has an initiated a transaction using 
the direct marketing system, the consumer’s identi?er from 
?eld 156 of the consumer’s consumer information record, is 
stored in ?eld 178. Additional information relating to the 
transaction such as the terminal identi?er or Internet address 
used in creating the transaction may also be stored in ?eld 
178. Each transaction relates to a particular item and this item 
is identi?ed by an item identi?er in a ?eld 180. The item 
identi?er in ?eld 180 maps to item identi?ers in an item 
information table 104 Which is discussed beloW. Each trans 
action is further associated With a shipping address Which is 
identi?ed by a shipping address identi?er in a ?eld 182. The 
shipping address identi?er uniquely identi?es a particular 
shipping address in the shipping address information table 
100 Which is discussed beloW. In addition, each record in the 
purchase and shopping cart information table 98 includes a 
?eld 184 for storing a merchant identi?er for storing a mer 
chant al?liated With the transaction. This merchant identi?er 
maps to the merchant identi?ers used in ?elds 120 and 128 of 
the tables that store merchant information. As Will be seen 
beloW, merchants are al?liated With consumer transactions 
that are produced in accordance With some of the methods of 
the present invention, and this af?liation is established 
through a merchant identi?er stored in ?eld 184. An addi 
tional ?eld 185 stores a merchant reference number for trans 
actions. This ?eld is used for those transactions that are con 
summated at retail Workstations in accordance With the 
process of FIG. 5, for shipment to a merchant and subsequent 
delivery by the merchant to a consumer. This ?eld may also be 
used to store reference characters entered by a merchant When 
the merchant orders items for inventory in accordance With 
the process of FIG. 6. Additional information regarding the 
transaction is also available from ?elds 186, 188, 190 and 
192. This information alloWs ?nancial evaluation of the trans 
action. The price for the item that has been quoted to the 
consumer is identi?ed in ?eld 186, and the merchant’s cost for 
the item (i.e, the Wholesale cost for the item) is identi?ed in 
?eld 188. Applicable taxes are identi?ed in ?eld 190 and 
























