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(57) ABSTRACT 

The present invention provides an apparatus and process for 
facilitating customer-driven sales of products having multiple 
con?gurations, preferably automobiles and trucks. The appa 
ratus is a computer network comprising a server With a prod 
uct database thereon, an intermediary subsystem, and a seller 
subsystem. The server, intermediary subsystem, and seller 
subsystem function together and communicate With each 
other to alloW an intermediary, on behalf of a customer, to 
con?gure a feasible product, transmit a request for quote 
(RFQ) to a target set of sellers in the customer’s geographic 
area, receive quotes from the target sellers in response to the 
RFQ, and transmit the customer’s acceptance of one of the 
quotes to the appropriate seller. The apparatus may also 
include a customer subsystem by Which the customer may 
con?gure their oWn feasible product and transmit their fea 
sible product information to the intermediary. The interme 
diary subsystem can optionally include a product database 
thereon Which the intermediary can use to con?gure a feasible 
product Without communicating With the server. The process 
alloWs an intermediary to con?gure a feasible product, trans 
mit a request for quote (RFQ) to a target set of sellers in the 
customer’s geographic area, receive quotes from the target 
sellers in response to the RFQ, and transmit the customer’s 
acceptance of one of the quotes to the appropriate seller. 
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APPARATUS AND PROCESS FACILITATING 
CUSTOMER-DRIVEN SALES OF PRODUCTS 
HAVING MULTIPLE CONFIGURATIONS 

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED 
APPLICATIONS 

[0001] This application is a divisional ofU.S. patent appli 
cation Ser. No. 09/374,577 ?ledAug. 13, 1999, Which is a CIP 
of US. patent application Ser. No. 09/188,863 ?led Nov. 9, 
1998. 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

[0002] The invention provides an apparatus and a process 
for facilitating customer-driven sales of products having mul 
tiple con?gurations over a Wide area electronic netWork, and 
more particularly a process for facilitating customer-driven 
sales of automobiles over the Internet. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0003] The Internet has developed as an important vehicle 
for information exchange, as Well as a forum for conducting, 
or at least facilitating, commerce. Systems using the Internet 
as a commercial forum fall broadly into tWo categories: 
seller-driven or customer-driven. The difference betWeen 
customer and seller driven systems lies in Which party takes 
the initiative to ?nd the other. In a seller-driven system, the 
seller ?nds the customer; in a customer-driven system the 
customer ?nds the seller. 
[0004] Most Internet commerce systems in use today are 
seller-driven and are either passive sites or active sites. A 
typical seller’s Internet site is a passive advertising site that 
provides information about the product and directs potential 
customers to places they can obtain the product. Automobile 
manufacturers are a typical example: their sites provide infor 
mation about the manufacturer’s line of cars, available 
options, and locations of authorized dealers. 
[0005] A smaller number of sellers have active selling sites 
that not only provide product information but alloW potential 
customers to conduct a transaction over the Internet and pur 
chase the product. The seller prices and packages the product 
and then holds it out for sale to potential customers via the 
Internet. The seller speci?es, through their Web site, the terms 
of the sale, and potential customers must either accept the 
seller’s terms or ?nd another seller Whose terms are accept 
able. Products sold on these sites are typically loWer-priced 
standardiZed goods such as books, compact disks, and videos. 
[0006] In a customer-driven system, the customer speci?es 
the product they Want and the terms under Which they Will buy 
it, and then sends this speci?cation to sellers. Some attempts 
have been made to implement customer-driven systems on 
the Internet. Examples are neWs groups and bulletin boards 
Where any potential customer can post “Wanted” ads at little 
or no cost. Customer driven systems has certain bene?ts that 
other systems do not. Where a large number of potential 
sellers exist, but those sellers do not have the resources to 
advertise globally, it makes sense for customers, if they can, 
to take the initiative in communicating their needs to a seller. 
The Internet is ideal in this situation because Internet postings 
are global, and the customer theoretically can communicate 
his offer to a large number of potential sellers. Moreover, 
customers can usually exercise more control over the terms 
and conditions of their purchases. 

Sep. 18, 2008 

[0007] Despite their advantages, existing customer-driven 
systems have some draWbacks. Sellers are deterred from 
using customer-driven systems because sellers do not Want to 
be inundated With numerous requests from potential custom 
ers, many of Whom may be marginal or unquali?ed. More 
over, if each customer has a different set of purchasing speci 
?cations and communicates his or her needs to sellers using a 
non-standard format With different conditions, terms, and 
language styles, the speci?cation may require too much time 
for the seller to interpret. Furthermore, sellers are deterred 
from using customer-driven systems because there is no guar 
antee of the authenticity of the request, and the ?nancial 
ability of the customer to enter into the transaction is uncer 
tain. In addition, such “customers” may actual be rival sellers 
looking for competitor pricing information. 
[0008] NeWsgroups scattered across the Internet make it 
dif?cult, if not impossible, for sellers to ?nd customer 
requests. In practice, these customer-driven systems are inef 
fective because potential sellers do not frequent all the various 
neWsgroups or bulletin boards or respond to posting in those 
places. Customers are deterred from using customer-driven 
systems for many of the same reasons sellers are deterred. For 
example, a potential seller does not Want to be inundated With 
offers from many marginal or unquali?ed customers. 
[0009] The problems inherent in existing customer-driven 
systems are compounded Where the product being sold is 
available in multiple con?gurations, for example motor 
vehicles such as an automobile or a truck. These products 
cause problems because for any given product there are thou 
sands of possible option con?gurations, and not all combina 
tions of options are feasible. For example, automobile manu 
facturers usually do not make vehicles having every possible 
combination of options, but rather make the most popular 
ones. Thus, for example, if a potential customer Wants a 
purple Ford truck With a yelloW interior and a V-12 engine, 
that engine and combination of colors may not be available 
from the manufacturer (Ford). The customer, hoWever, has no 
Way of knoWing this before sending the request to potential 
sellers. 
[0010] Attempts have been made to implement customer 
driven systems that address some of the above problems. US. 
Pat. No. 5,794,207 to Walker et. al. (“Walker”) is illustrative. 
Walker does not, hoWever, solve all the foregoing problems. 
Among other things, Walker does not direct the customer’s 
request to a target set of sellers Who are likely, if not certain, 
to have the desired product. Instead, Walker merely places the 
customer’s request Where interested sellers can access it. 
Walker, although it provides for guaranteeing payment by the 
customer, does not guarantee that the sellers Will be credible 
and able to deliver. Walker does not provide means for check 
ing Whether a complex product the customer Wants is fea 
sible, that is, Whether it exists or can be manufactured. 
Finally, Walker provides a system Where the customer must 
send a binding purchase offer that can be accepted by any 
seller, thereby binding the customer to a contract. This opens 
up the possibility that an unscrupulous seller could accept the 
offer. There is thus a need in the art for an apparatus and 
method that solves the above problems. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0011] The present invention provides an apparatus and 
process for facilitating customer-driven sales of products 
having multiple con?gurations. The apparatus of the present 
invention comprises a computer netWork apparatus to facili 
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tate the purchase of a product having multiple con?gurations, 
the product being sold by manufacturer-licensed sellers and 
each product con?guration being described by a set of prod 
uct attributes. The computer network apparatus comprises a 
server, an intermediary subsystem, and a seller subsystem. 

[0012] The server comprises a processor with a storage 
device connected to the processor. The storage device has 
stored thereon a product database, the product database 
including information regarding existing combinations of 
product attributes; a seller database stored on the storage 
device, the seller database including seller information such 
as geographic location; and a program stored on the storage 
device for controlling the processor. The program is operative 
with the processor to receive a customer’s selected set of 
product attributes, query the product database using the cus 
tomer’s desired set of product attributes to con?rm the feasi 
bility of the customer’s selected con?guration, query the 
seller database using a set of seller attributes to select a target 
set of sellers in the customer’s geographic area, transmit a 
request for quote (RFQ) to the target set of sellers, the RFQ 
including the customer’s desired set of product attributes, 
receive a quote from at least one seller from the target set of 
sellers, receive an acceptance of one of the quotes, and trans 
mit the acceptance to the seller whose quote was accepted. 

[0013] The intermediary subsystem is connected to the 
server, and comprises a computer operative with a program 
stored thereon to receive from an intermediary input of a 
customer’s selected set of product attributes, transmit to the 
server the customer’s selected set of product attributes, 
receive from the server a quote from a seller, receive from the 
intermediary input of an acceptance of a quote, and transmit 
to the server an acceptance of one of the quotes. 

[0014] The seller subsystem is connected to the server, and 
comprises a computer operative with a program stored 
thereon to receive from the server an RFQ, receive from a 
seller input of a quote in response to the RFQ, and transmit the 
quote to the server. 

[0015] The process uses a computer network to facilitate 
the purchase of a product having multiple con?gurations, the 
product being sold by manufacturer-licensed sellers and each 
product con?guration being described by a set of product 
attributes. The process includes con?guring a customer’s 
desired product by selecting the customer’s desired set of 
product attributes; selecting a target set of sellers in the cus 
tomer’s geographical area, the target set comprising at least 
one seller; and transmitting a request for quote (RFQ) to the 
target set of sellers, the RFQ including the customer’s desired 
set of product attributes and the RFQ being transmitted to a 
seller subsystem using the computer network. When sellers 
receive an RFQ, at least one seller from the target set of 
sellers’ responds to the RFQ with a quote, the quote being 
input through a seller subsystem and transmitted using the 
computer network. The quotes received are transmitted to the 
customer. The customer selects for acceptance a quote that 
matches their desired attributes and transmits their accep 
tance to the seller. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0016] FIG. 1 illustrates the inventive apparatus and inven 
tive process of a ?rst embodiment of the invention. 

[0017] FIG. 2 illustrates details of a server used in the ?rst 
embodiment of the inventive apparatus and inventive process. 
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[0018] FIG. 3 illustrates details of an intermediary sub 
system or a seller subsystem usable with the ?rst embodiment 
of the apparatus and process. 
[0019] FIG. 4 is a ?owchart illustrating an intermediary’s 
portion of the process of the ?rst embodiment. 
[0020] FIG. 5 is a ?owchart illustrating the portion of the 
process of the ?rst embodiment carried out by a target seller. 
[0021] FIG. 6 is a ?owchart illustrating the portion of the 
process used by the intermediary to reply to a quote received 
from a seller, the seller having responded using the process of 
FIG. 5. 
[0022] FIG. 7 illustrates the apparatus and process of a 
second embodiment of the invention. 
[0023] FIG. 8 is a ?owchart illustrating the portion of the 
process of the second embodiment that is carried out by a 
customer. 

[0024] FIG. 9 illustrates the apparatus of an intermediary 
subsystem which, when combined with the apparatus and 
process shown in FIG. 1 or 7, forms a third embodiment 
apparatus and method. 
[0025] FIG. 10 is a ?owchart illustrating the process used 
by an intermediary in a third embodiment of the invention. 
[0026] FIG. 11 is a ?owchart illustrating the process used 
by a seller in a fourth embodiment of the invention. 
[0027] FIG. 12 illustrates the apparatus and process of a 
sixth embodiment of the invention. 
[0028] FIG. 13 is a ?owchart illustrating an intermediary’s 
portion of the process of the sixth embodiment. 
[0029] FIG. 14 is a ?owchart illustrating the portion of the 
process of the sixth embodiment carried out by a target seller. 
[0030] FIG. 15 is a ?owchart illustrating the portion of the 
process used by the intermediary to reply to a quote received 
from a seller, the seller having responded using the process of 
FIG. 14. 
[0031] FIG. 16 illustrates the apparatus and process of a 
seventh embodiment of the invention. 
[0032] FIG. 17 is a ?owchart illustrating the portion of the 
process of the seventh embodiment that is carried out by a 
customer. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 

[0033] Several embodiments of the present invention are 
described in detail herein. The embodiments illustrate several 
ways in which the present invention may be implemented. 
Although the embodiments are described in the context of 
automobile purchases, they could easily be used for other 
products with multiple con?gurations and manufacturer-au 
thoriZed sellers, as well. In the description that follows, like 
numerals represent like elements or steps in all ?gures. For 
example, if the numeral 10 is used in one ?gure to refer to a 
speci?c element or step, the numeral 10 appearing in any 
other ?gure refers to the same element. 

First Embodiment 

[0034] FIGS. 1 through 3 together illustrate a ?rst embodi 
ment of the inventive apparatus and process. The apparatus 
and process of the ?rst embodiment are used to facilitate the 
purchase of a product having multiple possible con?gura 
tions, such as an automobile, and are intended to be used by an 
intermediary and one or more sellers to facilitate a product 
purchase on behalf of a customer. An intermediary is a pro 
fessional customer, such as a bank, credit union, auto broker 
or other automobile-buying professional, and in some cases 






















