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SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR FACILITATING ONLINE SHOPPING
ACTIVITIES

CROSS-REFERENCES TO RELATED APPLICATIONS

This application claims priority from the following applications, the entire
disclosures of which are herein incorporated by reference for all purposes:

(1) U.S. Provisional Patent Application No. 60/181,666 (Attorney Docket
No. 20004-000700US), entitled “SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR FACILITATING
FLECTRONIC COMMERCE ACTIVITIES” filed February 11, 2000; and

(2) U.S. Non-Provisional Patent Application No. 09/502,863 (Attorney
Docket No. 20004-000800US), entitled “SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR
FACILITATING ONLINE SHOPPING ACTIVITIES” filed February 11, 2000.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Thé present invention relates generally to the field of electronic commerce
and more particularly to techniques for providing customized purchase information to a
user which not only enhances the user’s online shopping experience and but also allows
vendors to influence the user’s online shopping behavior.

Usage of communication networks, such as the Internet, has increased
exponentially in recent years. Users of the Internet perform a broad variety of activities
ranging from activities for accessing information such as news, weather information,
sports related information, stocks information, etc., to performing electronic commerce
(e-commerce) related activities such as buying or selling goods/services, and other similar
activities.

Electronic commerce has emerged as a multi-billion dollar marketplace for
consumers and businesses alike in recent years. A wide variety of products and services
can now be obtained or purchased by users via online transactions. The typical steps
performed by a user for purchasing a product or service online include browsing the
Internet for online vendors providing the desired product or service, browsing catalogs of
the online vendors, selecting a product or service for purchase from a vendor’s online
catalog, and consummating the purchase transaction by authorizing payment, usually via

a credit card, for the selected product or service.
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The online shopping experience is becoming more complex as the types of
purchase decisions users confront online move from simple product transactions (e.g., a
book) towards transactions that involve product branding by manufacturers, distributors,
and retail merchants (collectively, “vendors™), user information, or the aggregation of
products across catalogs. This poses a challenge to traditional online shopping
applications which are usually centered around navigation of a product catalog for an
individual vendor. A user is usually forced to browse catalogs of different vendors before
a purchasing decision can be made. As a result, a majority of the user’s online shopping
time is usually wasted in browsing through several vendor catalogs.

Additionally, conventional shopping applications do not take into account
a user’s specific needs or preferences. For example, if a user on a diet prefers to purchase
items with low fat content, conventional online shopping applications cannot
automatically accommodate the user’s preference in the online shopping process. Thus,
conventional systems offer very little to facilitate or aid a user’s purchase decision or to
enhance the user’s online shopping experience. From the vendor’s perspective,
conventional online shopping systems offer little to influence the user’s shopping
behavior in a manner which increases vendor profitability.

Thus, there is a need for an online purchase system which presents
information from catalogs of several vendors, including merchants, retailers, and
manufacturers, to a user in a seamless and integrated manner. It is also desired that the
purchase information presented to the user be customized based on the user and vendor
preferenées. It is also desired that the online purchase system allow vendors to influence
the shopping behavior of users. Additionally, it is desired that the delivery of such a
system enable simple, and preferably fully automated, use of user and vendor information
and preferences in combination to accomplish streamlined product selection, advertising

and purchasing.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION
The present invention provides techniques for presenting purchase
information to a user such that the purchase information is personalized for the online
user, and at the same time allows vendors to affect the purchasing behavior of the user.
According to an embodiment of the present invention, the present invention receives a
request from a user to purchase an item. In response to the user purchase request, the

present invention determines presentation list information and additional information
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associated with the presentation list which is customized based on user preferences
information and vendor preferences information accessible to the present invention. The
presentation list information and the additional information is then provided to the user.

According to an embodiment of the present invention, the user preferences
information includes information related to the user’s brand preferences, item content
preferences, cost related preferences, the user’s dietary preferences, the user’s health
related preferences, the user’s socioeconomic preferences, and other preferences. In one
embodiment, the preferences are set by the user. In alternate embodiments, the
preferences may be configured by a source permitted by the user to set the preferences.
The user preferences may also be configured based on vendor preferences. The user
preferences may also be derived by mining the user’s purchase history.

According to an embodiment of the present invention, the vendor
preferences information includes information configured by vendors to achieve the
vendors’ marketing/business strategy. This information may include a vendor’s
promotional preferences, revenue generation related preferences, vendor-to-vendor
business rules, preferences about discounts on items, and other similar preferences which
enable the vendor to affect a user’s shopping behavior.

According to an embodiment of the present invention, the presentation list
information includes items which are provided to the user in response to the user’s
purchase request. The inclusion of an item in the presentation list information may
depend on the availability of the item, and on user preferences information and vendor
preferences information. In one embodiment, the presentation list information also
includes priority order information which determines the order in which the presentation
list items will be provided/displayed to the user.

According to an embodiment of the present invention, additional
information may include information selectable from promotional information related to
one or more items in the presentation list information, information about items which are
complementary to one or more items in the presentation list information, information
about items which are substitutes of one or more items in the presentation list
information, information about how one or more items in the presentation list information
relate to the user preferences information, and information about how one or more items

in the presentation list information relate to the vendor preferences information.



10

15

20

25

30

WO 01/59664 PCT/US01/04093

The foregoing, together with other features, embodiments, and advantages
of the present invention, will become more apparent when referring to the following

specification, claims, and accompanying drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Fig. 1 is a simplified block diagram of a distributed computer network
which may incorporate an embodiment of the present invention;

Fig. 2 is a simplified block diagram of an exemplary computer system
which may incorporate an embodiment of the present invention,;

Fig. 3 is a simplified flow chart depicting the various steps performed by a
user system and a SSPS according to an embodiment of the present invention;

Fig. 4 is a simplified block diagram of the various modules and associated
resources accessible to SSPS according to an embodiment of the present invention; and

Figs. 5-9 depict various user interfaces for displaying preferences
information, presentation list information, and additional information according to

embodiments of the present invention.

DESCRIPTION OF THE SPECIFIC EMBODIMENTS

The present invention combines and manages a plurality of user and
vendor sets of information to present a purchase solution acceptable to and personalized
for the online user, and at the same time acceptable to and supportive of the vendor’s
merchandising methods. Fig. 1 is a simplified block diagram of a distributed cofnputer
network 10 which may incorporate an embodiment of the present invention. Computer
network 10 includes a number of computer systems 12, 14, and 20 coupled to a
communication network 16 via a plurality of communication links 18. According to the
teachings of the present invention, the computer systems include at least one user system
12, a vendor system 14, and a shopping services provider system (SSPS) 20 coupled to
communication network 16.

Communication network 16 provides a mechanism for allowing the
various components of computer network 10 to communicate and exchange information
with each other. Communication network 16 may itself be comprised of many
interconnected computer systems and communication links. Communication links 18
may be hardwire links, optical links, satellite or other wireless communications links,

wave propagation links, or any other mechanisms for communication of information.
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While in one embodiment, communication network 16 is the Internet, in other
embodiments, communication network 16 may be any suitable communicétion network.
Distributed computer network 10 depicted in Fig. 1 is merely illustrative of an
embodiment incorporating the present invention and does not limit the scope of the
invention as recited in the claims. One of ordinary skill in the art would recognize other
variations, modifications, and alternatives.

Computer systems, such as those depicted in Fig. 1, are characterized as
“clients” or “servers” depending on the role the computer systems play with respect to
requesting information or providing information. Client computers are computers that
typically request information from a server computer which provides the information.
Server systems are typically responsible for receiving information requests from client
systems, performing processing required to satisfy the requests, and for forwarding the
results corresponding to the information requests back to the requesting client systems.
The processing required to satisfy a client request may be performed by a single server or
may alternatively be delegated to other servers connected to communication network 16.
A computer system may however act both as a client and a server depending on whether
the computer system is requesting or providing information.

User system 12 is typically a client system which allows users to access
resources distributed within computer network 10. In an Internet and World Wide Web
(WWW) environment, the resources are typically stored in the form of hypertext
documents called “web pages” which can be accessed and read by users of the Web. A
web page may incorporate any combination of text, graphics, audio and video content,
software programs, and other data. Web pages may also contain hypertext links to other
web pages. Web pages are typically stored on servers coupled to communication network
16. Each web page is uniquely identified by an address called a Uniform Resource
Locator (URL) that enables users to access the web page.

Users typically access web pages using a “web browser” program
executing on client user system 12. In order to access a web page, the user typically
provides URL information to the browser, either directly or indirectly, and the browser
responds by retrieving the web page corresponding to the URL information, and
displaying it to the user on user system 12. Examples of browsers include the Internet
Explorer browser program provided by Microsoft Corporation, and the Netscape
Navigator browser provided by Netscape Corporation, and others. According to the

teachings of the present invention, a user may use a browser executing on user system 12
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to access shopping services provided by SSPS 20 which enhance the user’s online
shopping experience. A user typically accesses the shopping services by accessing one or
more web pages offering the shopping services according to the teachings of the present
invention. In alternate embodiments, the user may also optionally use other systems, such
as kiosks, and touch screen displays, to achieve the ends of the present invention.

In addition to enhancing a user’s online shopping experience, the present
invention also allows vendors of online shopping products to influence the user’s
purchasing behavior by providing vendor preference information to SSPS 20. The
vendors may include manufacturers, retailers, online sellers, auctioneers, distributors, and
other merchants who wish to sell items such as products or services via communication
network 16. The vendors interact with SSPS 20 using vendor system 14, which is
typically a networked system. Vendor preferences information generally includes rules
and other information which allows vendors to influence the user’s purchasing behavior.
This information may include promotional information such as information about
incentives, coupons, discounts, etc. associated with one or more items, inventory
information indicating availability of the items, advertising information associated with
the items, marketing information for the items, branding information associated with the
items, description information for the items, and other information related to the items.
Vendor preferences information may also include information including authoritative
recommendations from critics of the items, collaborative information such as opinions of
users who have bought the items, and information on business rules agreed to between the
vendors to achieve their merchandising goals. For purposes of this application, the word
“item” implies either a product, or a service.

SSPS 20 is responsible for performing the processing necessary to offer
the enhanced shopping facilities according to an embodiment of the present invention.
SSPS 20 generally acts as a server servicing requests received from user systems 12 and
vendor systems 14. SSPS 20 also stores information used by SSPS 20 for providing
services according to the present invention. The information may include user
identification and preferences information, vendor preferences information, catalog
information including information related to products and services offered for sale by
SSPS 20, and other information related to shopping services offered in accordance with
the teachings of the present invention. SSPS 20 also stores web pages (SSPS web pages)
which offer the various shopping services to the user and which allow vendors to interact
with SSPS 20.
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Of course, computer based and Internet applications are not the sole media
in which the present system may be embodied to enable electronic commerce. Services
offered by the present invention may be also incorporated into or associated with product
indexes within e-commerce systems or product databases, or alternatively be associated
with content in other media sources from which product information may be adapted,
derived or otherwise associated in order to permit users to select and/or specify purchase
of items from such media types. Examples of such media sources include printed text
media, such as newspapers, magazines, books, etc., “print” images media, such as posters,
etc., audio media, such as radio, music, drama, etc., video media, such as movies,
television, etc., animation media, such as cartoons, etc., games, Virtual Reality Modeling
Language (VRML) media type, and other types of mixed media.

Additionally, SSPS 20 provides services for processing a user’s purchase
request, services for configuring purchase information satisfying the user’s purchase
request, and services for communicating the customized purchase information to the user.
According to the teachings of the present invention, the customized purchase information
is generated based on the user’s preferences and vendor preferences accessible to SSPS
20. The user preferences information may be provided to SSPS 20 by the user, or by a
source permitted by the user to provide the preferences, or may be construed by SSPS 20
based on the user’s prior shopping history.

The customized purchase information includes a présentation list including
items which satisfy the user’s purchase request and additional information associated with
the presentation list which aids the user’s purchasing decision making process. The
presentation list information may also include information about the priority or order in
which the items in the presentation list are to be presented to the user. The presentation
list and additional information are configured by SSPS 20 after taking into consideration
the user preferences and vendor preferences. Accordingly, the customized purchase |
information is meant to reduce a user’s online shopping time and thus enhance the overall
shopping experience of the user. Further, when used in conjunction with vendor systems
containing advertising, promotional rules and purchase information, the present invention
can offer and even consummate the purchase of products without discrete/additional user
input of any kind, as in a standing requisition or stocking order for replenishing supplies
in a restaurant, or in maintaining a specific inventory of dietary items at a specific price

point or at a specific purchase unit size for a family’s pantry.
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Fig. 2 is a simplified block diagram of an exemplary computer system 24
which may incorporate embodiments of the present invention. Computer system 24
typically includes at least one processor 28 which communicates with a number of
peripheral devices via bus subsystem 26. These peripheral devices may include a storage
subsystem 44, comprising a memory subsystem 36 and a file storage subéystem 42 .user
interface input devices 34, user interface output devices 32, and a network interface
subsystem 30. The input and output devices allow user interaction with computer system
24. The users may be humans, computers, other machines, applications executed by the
computer systems, processes executing on the computer systems, and the like.. Network
interface subsystem 30 provides an interface to outside networks, including an interface
to communication network 16, and is coupled via communication network 16 to
corresponding interface devices in other client and server computer systems.

User interface input devices 34 may include a keyboard, pointing devices
such as a mouse, trackball, touchpad, a graphics tablet, a scanner, a touchscreen
incorporated into the display, audio input devices such as voice recognition systems,
microphones, and other types of input devices. In general, use of the term “input device”
is intended to include all possible types of devices and ways to input information into
computer system 24 or onto computer network 16.

User interface output devices 32 may include a display subsystem, a
printer, a fax machine, or non-visual displays such as audio output devices. The display
subsystem may be a cathode ray tube (CRT), a flat-panel device such as a liquid crystal
display (LCD), or a projection device. The display subsystem may also provide non-
visual display such as via audio output devices. In general, use of the term “output
device” is intended to include all possible types of devices and ways to output
information from computer system 24 to a user or to another machine or computer
system.

Storage subsystem 44 stores the basic programming and data constructs
that provide the functionality of the various systems embodying the present invention.
For example, databases and modules implementing the functionality of the present
invention may be stored in storage subsysiem 44. These software modules are generally
executed by processor 28. In a distributed environment, the software modules and the
data may be stored on a plurality of computer systems coupled to communication network
16 and executed by processors of the plurality of computer systems. Storage subsystem

44 typically comprises memory subsystem 36 and file storage subsystem 42.
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Memory subsystem 36 typically includes a number of memories including
a main random access memory (RAM) 40 for storage of instructions and data during
program execution and a read only memory (ROM) 38 in which fixed instructions are
stored. File storage subsystem 42 provides persistent (non-volatile) storage for program
and data files, and may include a hard disk drive, a floppy disk drive along with
associated removable media, a Compact Digital read Only Memory (CD-ROM) drive, an

optical drive, or removable media cartridges. One or more of the drives may be located at

. remote locations on other connected computers coupled to communication network 16.

Bus subsystem 26 provides a mechanism for letting the various
components and subsystems of computer system 24 communicate with each other as
intended. The various subsystems and components of computer system 24 need not be at
the same physical location but may be distributed at various locations within distributed
network 10. Although bus subsystem 26 is shown schematically as a single bus, alternate
embodiments of the bus subsystem may utilize multiple buses.

Computer system 24 itself can be of varying types including a personal
computer, a portable computer, a workstation, a computer terminal, a network computer,
a television, a mainframe, or any other data processing system. Due to the ever-changing
nature of computers and networks, the description of computer system 24 depicted in Fig.
2 is intended only as a specific example for purposes of illustrating the preferred
embodiment of the present invention. Many other configurations of computer system 24
are possible having more or less components than the computer system depicted in Fig. 2.
Client computer systems, for example, user system 12, and server computer systems, for
example, SSPS 20, generally have the same configuration as that of computer system 24,
with the servers typically having more storage capacity and computing power than the
client systems.

Fig. 3 is a simplified flow chart 50 depicting the various steps performed
by user system 12 and SSPS 20 according to the teachings of the present invention. Flow
chart 50 is generally initiated when a user accesses one or more web pages provided by
SSPS 20 (step 51). The user may also optionally enter user identification information.
The user identification information is generally a unique identifier which is assigned to
the user by SSPS 20 when the user first registers to use services provided by SSPS 20.
The user identification information enables SSPS 20 to uniquely identify the user and to

customize the purchase information provided to the user. If the user is accessing the
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services provided by SSPS 20 for the first time, SSPS 20 may assign user identification
information to the user as part of step 51.

The user may then optionally enter user preferences or user profile
information (step 52). The user profile information may also be entered before-hand in
an unrelated process, such as during user configuration, during registration of a new
account, etc. The user preferences may also be collected without the user’s direct
participation by mining the user’s purchase data history. The user may also permit other
sources to set the user preferences. For example, the user’s diet preferences may be set
by a “Weight Watchers” program, or by the user’s spouse who wishes to uniformly
monitor the family’s diet and purchase of foods.

The preference information may be related to items which the user
presently intends to purchase, or to items which the user intends to purchase in the future,
or may identify other user-specific preferences. The user preferences information
generally includes brand preference information which captures the user’s brand
preferences. The user may specify one or more preferred brands for an item with relative
priority among the brands. According to the priority, a lower priority brand may be used
to satisfy the user’s purchase request when a higher priority brand is not available. The
user may also indicate interest in specific brand names. The brand preference information
may also include, or default to, brands favored by vendors for promotion purposes, etc.
The vendor preferences are typically indicated by the vendor as part of vendor
preferences information which is provided to SSPS 20 by the vendors.

User preferences information may also include information about the
user’s other preferences. These preferences may include the user’s cost related
preferences. For example, the user may be interested in buying the cheapest item which
satisfies the user’s purchase request. User preferences information may also include the
user’s preferences related to the contents of the item. For example, for a food item, the
user may specify preferences related to nutritional/calorie content of the item, fat content
of the item, sodium content of the item, organic/inorganic nature of the item, and other
like preferences. The user may also specify health related preferences. For example, the
user may specify allergic tendencies towards specific items, or specify a specific diet
which the user adheres to, and other like information. The user may also indicate
socioeconomic preferences. For example, the user may indicate his/her opposition to
products manufactured by child laborers in third world countries. It should be apparent

that the user may specify preferences related to a wide scope of topics including item
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related preferences, user-specific preferences, and other preferences. The user preference
information received from the user is usually stored in memory accessible to SSPS 20.

The user may then request the purchase of one or more items from SSPS
20 (step 54). The user may identify an item to be purchased using generic terms such as
“butter,” or “chocolate,” and the like. Alternatively, the user may identify the item to be
purchased with greater specificity by providing descriptive information about the item
such as a brand name. For example, the user may provide brand name information such
as “Land O’Lakes buiter,” or “Mars chocolate bar,” and the like. The user may also
specify items of a particular type or quality, price or amount, ingredient or other
information associated with a user’s preference, brand or promotion, and the like.

The information entered by the user including purchase request
information, user identification information, and optionally user preferences information,
is then communicated from user system 12 to SSPS 20 via communication network 16
(step 56). This information is then received by SSPS 20 (step 58). If the information
received from the user contains user preference information, SSPS 20 stores the
preferences information in a database or memory accessible to SSPS 20 (step 60). SSPS
20 then proceeds to process the user’s purchase request.

SSPS 20 uses the item information provided by the user to determine
purchasable items which satisfy the user’s purchase request and which are available to be
purchased by the user (step 62). This typically includes determining one or more
purchasable items based on the item information provided by the user, and then
determining the availability of the purchasable items. SSPS 20 performs the item
information to purchasable item mapping by accessing mapping information which maps
generic item descriptions to corresponding purchase units. For example, the generic term
“butter” may be mapped to purchase units including butters manufactured by Land
O’Lakes, Challenge, and other manufacturers. SSPS 20 may also use the mapping
information to determine the different varieties of items identified under a particular
brand/manufacturer name. For example, SSPS 20 may determine that butters
manufactured by Land O’Lakes include regular butter, unsalted butter, 50% less fat light
butter, and the like. SSPS 20 may also determine the smallest quantity of the purchasable
items which satisfy the user’s purchases request. For example, if the user has requested a
Y% Ib. package of butter, SSPS 20 may determine that unsalted Land O’Lakes butter is
available in packaging sizes of 1 1b., 2 Ibs., and 4 Ibs., and thus the smallest package of
butter which satisfies the user request is 1 1b. The 1 lb. Land O’Lakes butter may

11
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accordingly be included in the list of purchasable items. In this manner, SSPS 20
determines a list of purchasable items corresponding to the user’s purchase request. It
should be apparent that SSPS 20 may also use other information to determine the list of
purchasable items.

Having determined the purchasable items corresponding to the user
purchase request, SSPS 20 then determines the availability of the purchasable items by
accessing catalog information for the various vendors. The catalog information generally
contains a list of items offered for sale by the vendors and other information related to the
items such as the cost for the items, the availability of the items, inventory information
related to the items, and the like. SSPS 20 uses the catalog information to trim down the
list of purchasable items to include items which are available (or in stock) to be purchased
by the user.

SSPS 20 then determines a presentation list from the list of available
purchasable items determined in step 62 (step 64). The presentation list includes items
which will be presented for selection to the user in response to the user’s purchase
request. The presentation list may include all the items from the list of available items or
a smaller subset thereof. According to the teachings of the present invention, the
inclusion or exclusion of one or more items in the presentation list is influenced by both
the user preferences and the vendor preferences. For example, items in the available item
list which do not meet or match one or more user preferences may not be included in the
presentation list. In this manner, the presentation list is customized for a particular user.

The vendor preferences typically include preferences or rules configured
by a vendor to facilitate the vendor’s business goals. These goals may include
maximization of profits, promotion of new brands, and the like. For example, if a vendor
preference indicates maximization of profits, the items which provide higher profit
margins for the vendor will be included in the presentation list. The vendor preferences
may also include program/rules/preferences agreed to between the various vendors to
meet their business-to-business goals. For example, the vendor preferences may include
item selection rules agreed to between a manufacturer and a retailer. As previously
described, vendor preferences information may also include advertising information,
promotional information, branding information, recommendation information,
collaborative information, and other types of information. In this manner the presentation
list also allows vendors to influence the purchasing behavior of the user by setting

appropriate vendor preference parameters.
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According to the teachings of the present invention, the presentation list
also indicates the order or priority in which the items will be presented to the user. This
ordering is also determined based on the user preferences and the vendor preferences
information. For example, branded items in which the user has expressed a high priority
will be displayed higher up the presentation list than other items in which the user has
expressed a low priority or no priority. Alternatively, if the user has not expressed any
product preference, the order of items may be determined using the vendor preferences.
For example, a vendor wishing to promote a new brand name item may prefer that the
new item be placed higher up the list than other items. In general, SSPS 20 applies the
user preferences and vendor preferences to determine the list of items to be included in
the presentation list to be presented to the user and the order in which the items are
presented. It should be apparent, that various attributes related to user preferences and
vendor preferences may be used by the present invention to determine the contents of the
presentation list and their ordering.

SSPS 20 then determines additional information to be displayed to the user
along with the presentation list (step 66). The additional information is also determined
based on the user preferences and vendor preferences and other information accessible to
SSPS 20. For the items included in the presentation list, the additional information may
indicate information about the items in relation to the user preferences. For example, the
additional information may indicate whether one or more items violate or do not match
the user’s preferences or alternatively if one or more items match the user’s preferences.
For example, the additional information may indicate if a particular food item displayed
in the presentation list has a greater calorie content than that preferred by the user. The
additional information may also include information provided by the vendor and
associated with one or more items included in the presentation list. This information may
include promotions associated with one or more items, coupons/discounts associated with
one or more items, item advertisements and photographs for the items, special deals
offered by the vendor, and the like.

The additional information may also include comparative cost pricing
information and customer reviews for items in the presentation lists provided by other
users/purchasers. The additional information may also include information on other items
which are not included in the presentation list but which are complementary to the items
included in the presentation list. - For example, if the presentation list includes a milk

item, the additional information may provides advertisements about cookies which the
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user may wish to buy along with the milk. This complementary information is usually
provided by vendors and is an effective tool for influencing the purchasing behavior of
the user. The additional information may also include information on other items which
are not included in the presentation list but which are substitutes to the items included in
the presentation list. In addition, the additional information may include information
about recipes, books, etc. related to the presentation list contents. It should be apparent
that various other types of information may also be included in the additional information.
Accordingly, the presentation list and the additional information not only help the user by
providing information pertinent to the user, but also allow vendors to influence the user’s
purchasing behavior.

The presentation list information along with the additional information is
then transmitted to the requesting user system by SSPS 20 (step 68). User system 12 then
outputs the information received from SSPS 20 to the user. The information is typically
displayed on a web page using a browser executing on user system 12. It should be
apparent that, in alternate embodiments of the present invention, the information may be
provided to the user using alternate formats such as a text file, a graphics image, an audio
recording, a video recording, or the like.

Fig. 4 is a simplified block diagram of the various modules and associated
resources accessible to SSPS 20 according to an embodiment of the present invention.
The modules may be implemented as software or in hardware or combinations thereof.
The set of modules that perform the processing to provide enhanced and user-customized
purchase information includes a communication module 80, a request analyzer module
82, a item mapper module 84, and a preferences application module 86.

The various resources used by the modules-include a generic/purchase unit
mapping database 88, a catalog database 90, a vendor preferences database 92, and a user
preferences database 94. The various databases depicted in Fig. 4 are typically stored in
memory or in a location accessible to SSPS 20. In a specific embodiment of the present
invention, these databases are locally accessible to SSPS 20. In alternate embodiments of
the present invention, the databases may be distributed within computer network 10 and
be accessed by SSPS 20 via communication network 16.

Generic/purchase unit mapping database 88 stores information to facilitate
mapping a generic item to a purchasable item. Catalog database 90 stores catalog
information received from the vendors. The catalog information may include information

about items offered for sale by the vendors, pricing and promotional information for the
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items, inventory information for the items, and other information describing or related to
the items. ‘
Vendor preferences database 92 stores the vendors’ preferences. The

vendor preferences may include rules set by the vendors related to the sale of the items.

~ The vendor preferences may also include preferences to influence the purchasing

behavior of the user. These preferences may include advertising information,
promotional information, branding information, recommendation information,
collaborative information, merchandising rules et up by the vendors, and other types of
information.. Vendor preferences database 92 may also store business-to-business rules
agreed to between the vendors, for example, between manufacturers and retailers. The
vendor may be allowed to view and update information stored in generic/purchase unit
mapping database 88, catalog database 90, and vendor preferences database 92.

User preferences database 94 stores user preferences information. The
user preferences may be explicitly specified by the user, for example during step 54
depicted in Fig. 3. Alternatively, the user references may be implicitly inferred by SSPS
20 from the user’s existing loyalty card program, or from the user’s prior shopping
history. Additionally, the preferences may be configured by a source permitted by the
user. The preferences information is generally stored in the form of a profile for each
user. In a specific embodiment, a user’s profile generally contains brand preference
information capturing the user’s brand preferences and relative priorities. A user’s profile
also stores other user-specific preferences such as cost preferences, socioeconomic
preferences, content based preferences, and the like. A user’s profile may also store user
identification information. A user may be allowed to view and update information stored
in user preferences database 94.

Communication module 80 handles communication of information
between user systems 12 and SSPS 20, and between vendor systems 14 and SSPS 20. In
the inbound direction, communication module 80 receives information from user systems
12 and vendor systems 14, converts the information into a format suitable for processing
by SSPS 20, and then forwards the formatted information to request analyzer module 82
for further processing. Information received from user systems 12 may include requests
to update/store preference information for the users, requests to purchase one or more
items, requests to browse web pages provided by SSPS 20, and other like information.

Information received from vendor systems 14 may include requests to store/update
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vendor preferences, catalog information from the vendors, information about promotions,
discounts, etc. associated with the items being offered for sale, and other like information.

In the outbound direction, communication module 80 receives presentation
list information and additional information from preferences application module 86,
converts the information into a format suitable for communication via communication
network 16, and transmits the formatted information to user systems 12. Communication
module 80 may also format and transmit vendor related information to vendor systems
16. With regards to flow chart 50 depicted in Fig. 3, communication module 80 performs
functions associated with steps 58 and 68.

Request analyzer module 82 determines the nature and source of the
information received by SSPS 20 and which is forwarded to the request analyzer module
82 by communication module 80. Information received from vendor systems 16 typically
includes catalog information, vendor preferences information, or mapping information for
mapping a generic item to a purchasable item. Accordingly, if the source of the received
information is a vendor system, request analyzer module 82 updates the appropriate
database(s) with the information.

Information received from a user system may include user preferences or
requests to purchase one or more items. If the information contains user preferences,
request analyzer module 82 stores the user preferences in user preferences database 94. If
the information contains a purchase request, request analyzer logic 82 forwards the
request to item mapper module 84 for further processing.

Item mapper module 84 then determines purchasable items which satisfy
the user’s purchase query and which are available to be purchased by the user. As
previously described, this typically involves determining one or more purchasable items
based on the item information provided by the user, and then determining the availability
of the purchasable items. Item mapper module 84 uses information stored in
generic/purchase unit mapping database 88 to determine a list of purchasable items
corresponding to the user purchase request. Item mapper module 82 then uses
information stored in catalog database 90 to determine the availability of the purchasable
items. The list of purchasable and available items satisfying the user’s purchase request
is then forwarded to preferences application module 86 for further processing. With
regards to flow chart 50 depicted in Fig. 3, item mapper module 84 performs functions

associated with step 62.
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Preferences application module 86 configures the presentation list and
additional information associated with the presentation list to be output to the user.
Preferences application module 86 uses information stored in vendor preferences database
92 and user preferences database 94 to configure the presentation list and the additional
information. As previously described, the presentation list may include all the items from
the list of available items or a smaller subset thereof. The inclusion or exclusion of one or
more items in the presentation list is influenced by both the user preferences and the
vendor preferences. Preferences application module 86 also determines the order in
which the items in the presentation list will be presented to the user. The presentation list
information and additional information is forwarded by preferences application module
86 to communication module 80 for transmission to the requesting user system. With
regards to flow chart 50 depicted in Fig. 3, preferences application module 86 performs
functions associated with steps 64 and 66.

Figs. 5-9 depict various user interfaces for displaying preferences
information, presentation list information, and additional information according to
embodiments of the present invention. Fig. 5 depicts a user interface 100 displaying a
user’s brand preferences related to various categories of items. As shown, the categories
include a groceries category 102-a, a dairy category 102-b, a freezer items category 102-
¢, and a household pet category 102-d. Several other categories may also be included.
For each category of items, a user may define brand preferences for items belonging to
that category. For example, for items butter, cheese, and yogurt belonging to dairy
category 102-b, user has configured brand preferences of Land O’Lakes butter 104-a,
Kraft cheese 104-b, and Yoplait yogurt 104-c, respectively. Similarly, brand preferences
may be configured for items in other categories. The brand preference information is
stored as part of user preferences information. User interface 100 also shows a button
“Edit Brands” 106 which allows a user to edit user-specific brand preferences
information. A user may also be allowed to edit/configure other aspects included in the
user preferences information.

Fig. 6 depicts an exemplary user interface 110 displaying a presentation
list 112 which has been customized for a user based on the user’s preferences
information. In this example, the user has requested purchase of butter, sugar, and
molasses (described using generic descriptions). Accordingly, presentation list 112
includes three sub-presentation lists 112-a, 112-b, and 112-c for items butter, sugar, and

molasses, respectively. Each of the presentation list displays items which are available
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for purchase by the user and which are selected for display to the user based on the user’é
preferences and vendor preferences information. For each of the items, the minimum
purchasable quantity of the items 114 which satisfies the user request is also displayed.

In this example, the user has indicated a lowest price preference, and also a
brand preference for Land O’Lakes butter and C&H sugar. Accordingly, the items in
presentation list 112-c for molasses are listed in ascending price order. However, since
the user has specifically indicated a brand preference for butter and sugar, items
belonging to the user’s preferred brands (Land O’Lakes butter and C&H sugar) are listed
higher up in presentation lists 112-a and 112-b. The lists are also ordered based on the
pricing information for the other items. Presentation list 112 is thus customized for the
user. User interface 110 also displays buttons 116 allowing the user to select one or more
items from presentation list 112 for purchase. Various other selection techniques may
also be provided.

Fig. 7 depicts an exemplary user interface 120 displaying a presentation
list 122 and additional information which has been customized based on user preferences
information and vendor preferences information. In this example, the user has requested
purchase of a cereal. The user has also configured the user preferences information to
indicate a brand preference for Kellogg’s cereal. Accordingly, presentation list 122 lists
Kellogg products at the top of list 122. user interface 120 also displays additional
information associated with presentation list 122. The additional information includes
complementary information about products which may be used along with the cereal. For
example, suggestive complementary information 124 advertising milk is displayed.
Additional information such as milk advertising 124 is typically based on vendor
preferences configured by a retailer and is thus not manufacturer specific. Such
additional information is aimed at increasing the retailer’s income stream by enticing the
user to buy the complementary items. User interface 120 also displays descriptive
information about the displayed items such as information 130-a through 130-j. This
information is manufacturer specific and usually based on vendor preferences configured
by a manufacturer. User interface 120 also display additional information 126 and 128
about other products based on preferences listed by other vendors.

Fig. 8 depicts another exemplary user interface 132 displaying presentation
list 140 wherein the ordering of items in the presentation list is influenced by vendor
preferences information. As shown, items manufactured by vendor Kellogg have priority

placement over items manufactured by vendor General Mills. This may be due to vendor
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preferences information which may indicate an agreement entered into between Kellogg
and providers of SSPS services which gives priority to items manufactured by Kellogg.

User interface 132 also displays additional information associated with presentation list

140. This includes information about complementary products such as Sunmaid raisins

134, and information about other Kellogg products 136. ’

Agreements entered into between vendors and SSPS providers may also
indicate exclusive display of the vendor’s products. For example, user interface 144
depicted in Fig. 9 only displays items 146 manufactured by McCormick-Schilling for
ground spices--items from other brands are not included. Further, since the items are part
of a cookie recipe, user interface 144 displays additional complementary information 148
suggesting purchase of milk. In this manner, vendors can affect the shopping behavior of
users using services of SSPS 20.

The user interfaces depicted in Figs. 5 through 9 are merely illustrative of
different embodiments of the present invention and do not limit the scope of the invention
as recited in the claims. One of ordinary skill in the art would recognize other variations,
modifications, and alternatives.

Although specific embodiments of the invention have been described,
various modifications, alterations, alternative constructions, and equivalents are also
encompassed within the scope of the invention. The described invention is not restricted
to operation within certain specific data processing environments, but is free to operate
within a plurality of data processing environments, such as a distributed computer
network environment, a single stand-alone computer system environment, or other
computing environments. Additionally, although the present invention has been
described using a particular series of transactions and steps, it should be apparent to those
skilled in the art that the scope of the present invention is not limited to the described
series of transactions and steps. For example, in flowchart 50 depicted in Fig. 3, steps 62,
64, and 66 may be combined into one step wherein SSPS 20 determines the presentation
list and additional information associated with the presentation list directly from the item
information provided by the user.

The data structures for the storage and processing of user and vendor
preferences information are preferably tables in a relational database. However, other
forms of storing the information may also be used. There is inherent flexibility in
creating the logic, system flow, and data structures necessary to program the invention.

Data structures and values upon which calculations are performed may be explicit,
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derived from other data, imported from other sources, or result from program calculations
or logical operations, all without departing from the spirit or limiting the scope of the
invention. The techniques used by the present invention for the various tasks, including
the task of configuring presentation lists and the additional information, may also be
expressed explicitly and/or derived without departing from the spirit of or limiting the
scope of the invention.

Further, while the present invention has been described using a particular
combination of hardware and software, it should be recognized that other combinations of
hardware and software are also within the scope of the present invention. The present
invention may be implemented only in hardware or only in software or using
combinations thereof.

The specification and drawings are, accordingly, to be regarded in an
illustrative rather than a restrictive sense. It will, however, be evident that additions,
subtractions, deletions, and other modifications and changes may be made thereunto
without departing from the broader spirit and scope of the invention as set forth in the

claims.
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WHAT IS CLAIMED IS:;

1. A method of providing purchase information to a user, the
purchase information including presentation list information and additional information
associated with the presentation list, the method comprising:

receiving a request from a user to purchase an item;

determining the presentation list information based on user preferences
information and vendor preferences information, the presentation list information
including a ﬁrst plurality of items satisfying the user purchase request;

determining the additional information associated with the presentation list
based on the user preferences information and the vendor preferences information; and

providing the presentation list information and the associated additional

information to the user.

2. The method of claim 1 wherein:

determining the presentation list information comprises determining a
priority order for displaying the first plurality of items included in the presentation list
information; and

providing the presentation list information to the user comprises displaying
the first plurality of items included in the presentation list information according to the

priority order.

3. The method of claim 1 wherein determining the presentation list
information comprises:

determining a second plurality of items satisfying the user purchase
request from catalog information; and

determining the first plurality of items included in the presentation list
information from the second plurality of items based on the user preferences information

and the vendor preferences information.

4. The method of claim 3 wherein determining the second plurality of
items comprises:
determining purchasable items from the catalog information satisfying the

user purchase request; and
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determining the second plurality of items from the purchasable items based

on availability information for the purchasable items.

5. The method of claim 4 wherein determining the purchasable items
from the catalog information comprises:

mapping the item identified in the user purchase request to at least one
branded item; and

determining a smallest purchasable item for the branded item based on the

user purchase request.

6. The method of claim 1 wherein the user preferences information
includes preferences selectable from a group of user preferences including brand
preferences, cost related preferences, item content preferences, dietary preferences, health

related preferences, nutritional preferences, and socioeconomic preferences.

7. The method of claim 1 wherein the user preferences information is
configured by a source permitted by the user to configure the user preferences

information.

8. The method of claim 1 wherein the user preferences information is

configured based on the vendor preferences information.

9. The method of claim 1 wherein the user preferences information is

determined by mining the user’s previous purchase history.

10.  The method of claim 1 wherein the vendor preferences information
includes preferences selectable from a group of vendor preferences including promotional
preferences information, advertising preferences information, business rules preferences
information, branding preferences information, recommendation information,

collaborative information, vendor-to-vendor business rules preferences information.

11.  The method of claim 1 wherein the additional information
comprises information selectable from promotional information related to one or more
items in the first plurality of items, information about items which are complementary to
one or more items in the first plurality of items, information about items which are

substitutes of one or more items in the first plurality of items, information about how one
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or more items in the first plurality of items relate to the user preferences information,
comparative pricing information for one or more items in the first plurality of items,
customer reviews for one or more items in the first plurality of items, and information
about how one or more items in the first plurality of items relate to the vendor preferences

information.

12.  An online purchasing system comprising:

a client system coupled to a communication network; and

a server system coupled to the communication network, the server system
configured to receive a user request from the client system to purchase an item, to
determine presentation list information based on user preferences information and vendor
preferences information accessible to the server system, the presentation list information
including a first plurality of items satisfying the user purchase request, the server system
further configured to determine additional information associated with the presentation
list based on the user preferences information and the vendor preferences information,
and to provide the presentation list information and the associated additional information

to the client system.

13.  The system of claim 12 wherein:

in order to determine the presentation list information, the server system is
configured to determine a priority order for displaying the first plurality of items included
in the presentation list information; and

the client system is configured to output the first plurality of items

included in the presentation list information according to the priority order.

14.  The system of claim 12 wherein, in order to determine the
presentation list information, the server system is further configured to determine a
second plurality of items satisfying the user purchase request from catalog information
accessible to the server system, and to determine the first plurality of items included in
the presentation list information from the second plurality of items based on the user

preferences information and the vendor preferences information.

15. The system of claim 14 wherein, in order to determine the second
plurality of items, the server system is configured to determine purchasable items from

the catalog information satisfying the user purchase request, and to determine the second
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plurality of items from the purchasable items based on availability information for the

purchasable items.

16.  The system of claim 15 wherein, in order to determine the
purchasable items from the catalog information, the server system is configured to map
the item identified in the user purchase request to at least one branded item, and to
determine a smallest purchasable item for the branded item based on the user purchase

request.

17.  The system of claim 12 wherein the user preferences information
includes preferences selectable from a group of user preferences including brand
preferences, item content preferences, cost related preferences, dietary preferences, health

related preferences, nutritional preferences, and socioeconomic preferences.

18.  The system of claim 12 wherein the user preferences information is
configured by a source permitted by the user to configure the user preferences

information.

19.  The system of claim 12 wherein the user preferences information is

configured based on the vendor preferences information.

20.  The system of claim 12 wherein the user preferences information is

determined by mining the user’s previous purchase history.

21.  The system of claim 12 wherein the vendor preferences
information includes preferences selectable from a group of vendor preferences including
promotional preferences information, advertising preferences information, business rules
preferences information, branding preferences information, recommendation information,

collaborative information, vendor-to-vendor business rules preferences information.

22.  The system of claim 12 wherein the additional information
comprises information selectable from promotional information related to one or more
items in the first plurality of items, information about items which are complementary to
one or more items in the first plurality of items, information about items which are
substitutes of one or more items in the first plurality of items, information about how one

or more items in the first plurality of items relate to the user preferences information,
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comparative pricing information for one or more items in the first plurality of items,
customer reviews for one or more items in the first plurality of items, and information
about how one or more items in the first plurality of items relate to the vendor preferences

information.

23. A computer program product for providing purchase information to
a user, the purchase information including presentation list information and additional
information associated with the presentation list, the computer program product
comprising:

code for receiving a request from a user to purchase an item;

code for determining the presentation list information based on user
preferences information and vendor preferences information, the presentation list
information including a first plurality of items satisfying the user purchase request;

code for determining the additional information associated with the
presentation list based on the user preferences information and the vendor preferences
information;

code for providing the presentation list information and the associated
additional information to the user; and

a computer-readable storage medium for storing the codes.

24.  The computer program product of claim 23 wherein:

the code for determining the presentation list information comprises code
for determining a priority order for displaying the first plurality of items included in the
presentation list information; and

the code for providing the presentation list information to the user
comprises code for displaying the first plurality of items included in the presentation list

information according to the priority order.

25.  The computer program product of claim 23 wherein the code for
determining the presentation list information comprises:

code for determining a second plurality of items satisfying the user
purchase request from catalog information; and

code for determining the first plurality of items included in the
presentation list information from the second plurality of items based on the user

preferences information and the vendor preferences information.
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26.  The computer program product of claim 25 wherein the code for
determining the second plurality of items comprises:

code for determining purchasable items from the catalog information
satisfying the user purchase request; and

code for determining the second plurality of items from the purchasable

items based on availability information for the purchasable items.

27.  The computer program product of claim 26 wherein the code for
determining the purchasable items from the catalog information comprises:

code for mapping the item identified in the user purchase request to at least
one branded item; and

code for determining a smallest purchasable item for the branded item

based on the user purchase request.

28.  The computer program product of claim 23 wherein the user
preferences information includes preferences selectable from a group of user preferences
including brand preferences, item content preferences, cost related preferences, dietary
preferences, health related preferences, nutritional preferences, and socioeconomic

preferences.

29.  The computer program product of claim 23 wherein the user
preferences information is configured by a source permitted by the user to configure the

user preferences information.

30.  The computer program product of claim 23 wherein the user

preferences information is configured based on the vendor preferences information.

31.  The computer program product of claim 23 wherein the user

preferences information is determined by mining the user’s previous purchase history.

32.  The computer program product of claim 23 wherein the vendor
preferences information includes preferences selectable from a group of vendor
preferences including promotional preferences information, advertising preferences
information, business rules preferences information, branding preferences information,
recommendation information, collaborative information, vendor-to-vendor business rules

preferences information.
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33.  The computer program product of claim 23 wherein the additional
information comprises information selectable from promotional information related to
one or more items in the first plurality of items, information about items which are
complementary to one or more items in the first plurality of items, information about
items which are substitutes of one or more items in the first plurality of items, information
about how one or more items in the first plurality of items relate to the user preferences
information, comparative pricing information for one or more items in the first plurality
of items, customer reviews for one or more items in the first plurality of items, and
information about how one or more items in the first plurality of items relate to the

vendor preferences information.
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