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(57) ABSTRACT 

A method for selling a product which allows a customer to 
comparison search for, and obtain as a part of a purchase 
transaction, the competitive terms for a product following 
product acquisition. The method includes conveying the 
product to the customer prior to at least one transaction term 
of the sale being finalized, determining a final value of the 
transaction term, and completing the sale using the final 
value of the transaction term as a term of the sale. 
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SYSTEMS AND METHODS TO PROVIDEA 
PRODUCT TO A CUSTOMER BEFORE A FINAL 
TRANSACTION TERMIVALUE IS ESTABLISHED 

PRIORITY APPLICATION 

0001. The present Application is a divisional of U.S. 
application Ser. No. 09/409,041, filed on Sep. 29, 1999 and 
entitled “Systems and Methods to Provide a Product to a 
Customer before a Final Transaction Term Value is Estab 
lished. 

0002 The content of the above application is incorpo 
rated herein by reference in its entirety for all purposes: 

RELATED APPLICATION 

0003. The following commonly-owned patent applica 
tions are incorporated herein by reference in their entirety 
for all purposes: U.S. patent application Ser. No. 08/889,503 
filed Jul. 8, 1997 and entitled “System and Process for Local 
Acquisition of Products Priced Online” (97-032); U.S. 
patent application Ser. No. 09/083,345 filed May 22, 1998 
and entitled “Method and Apparatus for Managing Remote 
Vending Machine Transactions” (97-554); and U.S. patent 
application Ser. No. 09/337,906 filed Jun. 22, 1999 and 
entitled “Purchasing Systems and Methods. Wherein a Buyer 
Takes Possession at a Retailer of a Product Purchased Using 
a Communication Network” (99-013). 

BACKGROUND 

0004 The present invention relates to the sale of products 
(e.g., goods or services) to customers, and more particularly 
to systems and methods to provide a product to a customer 
before one or more final transaction term values are estab 
lished. 

0005. When purchasing a product, consumers are gener 
ally concerned with obtaining a favorable transaction term, 
typically a low price. This concern may lead the consumer 
to postponing a purchase until he or she has had an oppor 
tunity to comparison shop for the most favorable transaction 
term. This search may be further complicated by a number 
of different transaction terms, such as: an interest or finance 
rate; a payment schedule (e.g., no down payment required or 
no monthly payments for six months); and the duration or 
Scope of warranty provisions. These factors may prolong the 
consumer's search for the best deal. As a result, a business 
may lose a potential sale to a consumer who is comparison 
shopping even when the seller offers competitive transac 
tion terms. 

0006 To recover some of these lost sales, some busi 
nesses (e.g., sellers) offer some form of “price protection 
program' whereby a customer is guaranteed to receive the 
lowest available price for a product within a specified time 
period, such as thirty days from the date of purchase. The 
price protection program typically allows the consumer to 
bring, or mail, to the seller proof of a lower price from a 
competing product provider. The actual seller may refund 
the difference between the original price and the competing 
product provider's price. In some case, an additional amount 
(e.g., 5%) may also be refunded to the customer. Unfortu 
nately, the initial price associated with the product may 
delay or deter the purchase, even if the refund is to be made 
soon thereafter. 
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0007 Some credit card issuers also provide price protec 
tion programs. According to these programs, the original 
price of the product is initially charged to the customer's 
credit card account. Within a predetermined period of time, 
the customer may provide proofto the credit card issuer that 
the product is available for a lower price. In this case, the 
difference between the original price and the lower price is 
credited to the customer's credit card account. This may 
require the buyer to carry the higher balance over a billing 
cycle. 
0008 Another price protection technique is disclosed in 
U.S. Pat. No. 5,642,279 to Bloomberget al. Bloomberg et al. 
describes a price protection technique by which product 
prices within a specified geographic area are tracked. For 
example, consider a consumer who purchases a product for 
a first price. When that product is advertised at a price lower 
than the first price within a specified area and time period, 
a refund check for the amount of the difference between the 
first price and the advertised price is automatically printed 
and sent to the consumer. While Bloomberg facilitates the 
refund process for the consumer in comparison to the 
aforementioned price guarantee program, the consumer 
must still initially pay a higher price in order to acquire the 
product. 
0009 What is needed is a purchasing system and method 
whereby a consumer may acquire a product while paying the 
lowest price to which he or she is entitled, without having to 
pay a higher initial sale price and receive a refund at a later 
time. Also needed is a purchasing system and method which 
would allow the consumer to acquire a product and later 
obtain, as a part of the transaction, competitive terms such 
as a sale price, an interest rate and/or a warranty provision. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

0010. The present invention provides a purchasing sys 
tem and method whereby a customer may acquire a product 
from a seller and Subsequently search for and receive a more 
competitive transaction term associated with the product. 
That is, a Subsequently located transaction term value may 
influence the final transaction term value of the product. The 
seller can then bill or otherwise charge the customer in 
accordance with the final transaction term. The present 
invention provides advantages to the seller in that the 
customer's concern that the product may be obtained from 
a competing product provider with a more favorable term, 
Such as a lower price, is reduced, resulting in a higher sales 
volume for the seller. The present invention also provides 
advantages to the customer in that the customer may search 
for and obtain competitive transaction terms for the product, 
Such as the lowest current sale price, without having to 
postpone acquisition of the product or requiring a Subse 
quent rebate or refund process. 
0011. In accordance with one embodiment of the present 
invention, a purchasing method is disclosed in which a 
product is provided to a customer prior to finalizing at least 
one transaction term. A final value of the at least one 
transaction term is then determined, and the transaction is 
completed using the final value of the at least one transaction 
term as a term of the transaction. 

0012. According to another embodiment, a purchasing 
system is presented which includes at least one point of sale 
(POS) terminal coupled to a central server. The at least one 
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POS terminal includes an input device, such as a bar code 
reader configured to accept product information identifying 
a product. The central server includes a data storage device 
which stores a transaction term default value associated with 
the identified product. The central server further includes a 
processor coupled to a network interface and the data 
storage device. The network interface is configured to 
receive, after conveyance of the product, an override value 
of the transaction term default value associated with the 
product. The processor retrieves the transaction terms 
default value and replaces it with the received override 
value. 

0013 The present invention will be more fully under 
stood when considered in light of the foregoing drawings 
and detailed description. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

0014 FIG. 1A is a flow chart illustrating one embodiment 
of a purchase transaction process in accordance with the 
present invention. 
0.015 FIG. 1B is a flow chart illustrating one embodiment 
of the product acquisition process shown in FIG. 1A. 
0016 FIG.1C is a flow chart illustrating one embodiment 
of the post-acquisition process shown in FIG. 1A. 
0017 FIG. 2A is a block diagram illustrating a purchas 
ing system in accordance with one embodiment of the 
present invention. 
0018 FIG. 2B is a block diagram illustrating one 
embodiment of the POS terminal shown in FIG. 2A. 

0.019 FIG. 2C is a block diagram illustrating one 
embodiment of the customer-operated kiosk shown in FIG. 
2A. 

0020 FIG. 2D is a block diagram illustrating one 
embodiment of the central server shown in FIG. 2A. 

0021 FIG. 3 is a tabular representation of one embodi 
ment of the registration database shown in FIG. 2D. 
0022 FIG. 4 is a tabular representation of one embodi 
ment of the product database shown in FIG. 2D. 
0023 FIG. 5 is a tabular representation of one embodi 
ment of the customer database shown in FIG. 2D. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

0024 Definitions 
0025. As used herein, the term “product” refers to any 
good or service provided to a “customer.” The term “cus 
tomer' (as well as “purchaser,”“buyer and “consumer') 
0026 refers to any person, business, or other entity that 
receives the product. 

0027. The term “seller” as used herein refers to any 
person, business, or other entity that conveys or authorizes 
the conveyance of the product to the customer. 

0028. As used herein, the term “purchase transaction' 
refers to a transaction for the sale or lease of a product 
between the customer and seller in a retail, wholesale, or 
other commercial environment. 

Mar. 6, 2008 

0029. As used herein, “transaction term refers to any 
parameter of the purchase transaction. Some examples of 
transaction terms include, but are not limited to: a sale price; 
an interest rate associated with the sale of a product pur 
chased on credit; a duration or scope of a warranty provi 
sion; and an amount of time before a first payment becomes 
due. With respect to a product that is a server, some 
examples of transaction terms include, but are not limited to: 
a service price; a service duration; and a scope of Service. 

0030) The terms “value” and “transaction term value” as 
used herein refer to a specific amount, quantity, scope or 
duration of a transaction term. For instance, if the transac 
tion term is a sale price, the value or transaction term value 
refers to the specific sale price amount. Likewise, if the 
transaction term is a warranty provision, the value may refer 
to, for example, the specific scope or duration of the war 
ranty. 

0.031) The term “default value” as used herein refers to an 
initial value of a transaction term that will be used as a final 
value for a transaction term if no appropriate “override 
value' is received. One example of a default value may be 
the retail price of a product. In some cases, the default value 
is defined by the seller prior to initiating a purchase trans 
action. 

0032) The term “override value” as used herein refers to 
a value received after a customer takes possession of a 
product but before a transaction for the product has been 
finalized, such as a value received from the customer, that 
may be used as a final value for a transaction term. 

0033. The term “current value” as used herein refers to a 
value that will be used as a final value for a transaction term 
if no further override values are received. The current value 
may be a default value or an override value, depending on 
whether an override value has been received. 

0034) The term “final value” as used herein refers to the 
value that is actually used as a transaction term. 

0035. For example, consider a customer that takes pos 
session of a television at a location of a seller according to 
one embodiment of the present invention. If the retail price 
for the television at the seller is $200, the $200 may then be 
considered to be the “default' price (and the current price of 
the television). If the customer later determines that the same 
model television is available at another location for S190, 
the S190 price may be submitted to the seller as an “over 
ride' price. The “current transaction price associated with 
the television may now be set to S190. If no other override 
price is received by the seller, the “final price of the 
transaction (i.e., the sale of the television) will be S190. 

0036) The term “offer period” as used herein refers to the 
period of time during which an override value may replace 
the current value. The offer period may be a predetermined 
period of time or may be, according to Some embodiments 
of the present invention, variable (e.g., based on the cus 
tomer, the product and/or a payment provided by the cus 
tomer). 

0037. The phrase “seller-defined’ transaction term as 
used herein refers to any transaction term defined by the 
seller, including, for example, a retailer, manufacturer or 
provider of a product. 
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0038 Purchase Transaction Methods 
0.039 Referring to FIG. 1A, a purchase transaction 
method 100 initiated and completed in accordance with the 
present invention includes a product acquisition process 
120, in which the customer takes possession of the product 
Subject to a transaction term having a default value, such as 
a retail price, and a post-acquisition process 140, in which 
the customer is allowed to provide a different (e.g., more 
competitive) override value for the transaction term. When 
an override value is determined for one or more transaction 
terms (e.g., the customer, seller or another party determines 
a lower sale price), the override value may replace the 
default value associated with the specific product during the 
post-acquisition process 140. At the conclusion of the post 
acquisition process 140, the transaction terms are closed and 
the provided override value become the final transaction 
term value of the purchase at 160. If no override value has 
been received, the default value becomes the final transac 
tion term value. The customer may then be billed or other 
wise charged according to the final transaction term value. 

0040 Although embodiments of the present invention are 
described with respect to a seller determining the final value 
of a transaction term for a customer (e.g., by locating 
override transaction terms or by receiving override transac 
tion terms from the customer), it will be appreciated that any 
party may perform such a determination. For example, a 
credit card issuer may determine the final value of a trans 
action term, such as the final price to be charged to a 
customer's financial account (e.g., credit card account, debit 
card account or debit account). 
0041. The present invention may be used in a variety of 
ways to increase profits. A seller may use the present 
invention, for example, increase overall sales activity. 
According to another embodiment of the present invention, 
the seller may charge a fee for participation in the plan, for 
example, in order to recover operational costs associated 
with the system. In another embodiment, the system and 
method may be selectively implemented with respect to 
particular products with or without charge in order to 
increase the sales Volume associated with the product. 
According to another embodiment, the system and method 
may only be available to frequent shoppers. Transaction 
term values, such as the sale price or offer period, may be 
made more favorable to the customer in order to facilitate 
the sale of additional product inventory. Further, the selec 
tivity with which transaction term values can be modified 
may allow the seller to more precisely control sales activity 
associated with each product and/or category of product. 

0.042 FIG. 1B illustrates one embodiment of the product 
acquisition process 120. Initially at 121, product information 
identifying the product is received by the system of the 
present invention. This may be performed by Scanning the 
products UPC code using a bar code scanning system Such 
as the SYMBOL SPARKTMLS 1000 manufactured by the 
Symbol Technologies, Inc. of Holtsville, N.Y. In an another 
embodiment, this may be performed using, for example, a 
computer peripheral, such as a mouse or other input device, 
to select information corresponding to the desired product 
from one or more groups of information displayed on a 
computer monitor. Other input devices which may be used 
include an alpha-numeric keyboard, a touch sensitive moni 
tor such as those manufactured by Touch Controls, Inc. of 
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Fallbrook, Calif., an Interactive Voice Response Unit 
(IVRU) such as those manufactured by Missing Link, Inc. of 
Suffield, Conn., a pen pointer, a track-ball, a facsimile 
machine, a Personal Digital Assistant (PDA) such as those 
manufactured by the 3COMR Corporation of Santa Clara, 
Calif., or other input devices by which the selected product 
may be identified to the system of the present invention. 
0043. At 122, customer information is received by the 
system. Customer information may include, for example, the 
customer's name, address, telephone number, and/or a store 
specific identifier Such as a “frequent shopper account 
number. 

0044 Customer information may further include a pay 
ment identifier Such as an account number corresponding to 
a checking, credit, debit, or ATM card account or other 
financial account of the customer. This information may be 
used, for example, to arrange to receive payment from the 
customer of an amount based on a final price (e.g., a default 
price or an override price) determined after an offer period 
(e.g., the date on which all transaction terms will be final 
ized). Other identifying information may also be received by 
the system in order to ensure that the customer will even 
tually provide payment for the product. Other identifying 
information may include, for example, the customer's Social 
Security number and/or driver's license information. 
0045 According to an embodiment of the present inven 
tion, the system may also verify some or all of the received 
customer information. For example, the system may verify 
that that a credit card (or other financial account) number is 
associated with an active credit card (or other financial) 
account by querying a remote database of active account 
numbers in a known manner. 

0046. At 123, a default value (e.g., the seller's retail price 
or interest rate) is assigned to at least one transaction term 
of the purchase. In one embodiment, the default values are 
predefined for each product within the seller's product 
database, further described below with respect to FIG. 4. In 
another embodiment, the default values may be entered by 
an authorized employee following the receipt of product 
information. Other transaction terms may also be used. For 
example, the seller's warranty provisions or an amount of 
time before a first payment becomes due may be used. The 
system and method of the present invention can be config 
ured to process any transaction term that may be associated 
with a purchase of a product. 
0047. At 124, a date on which all transaction terms will 
be finalized, or “offer expiration date, is determined. The 
offer expiration date may be based on, for example, the 
current date (e.g., the transaction terms will be finalized two 
weeks from the current date) or a predetermined date (e.g., 
the transaction terms will be finalized at the end of the year). 
According to one embodiment, an offer expiration time may 
also be determined (e.g., the transaction terms will be 
finalized at 2:00 PM on the offer expiration date). 
0048. At 125, product conveyance to the customer is 
authorized. In one embodiment, the system may confirm that 
a credit card account associated with the customer has 
sufficient credit to cover the default price of the product. In 
another embodiment, authorization includes confirming a 
Supply of the specific product. 
0049 According to still another embodiment of the 
present invention, product information may be confirmed, 
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for example, by comparing a received UPC code with one or 
more stored UPC codes of products the seller has in inven 
tory. A match between the received and stored codes may 
then confirm that the scanned product, and the product may 
then be conveyed. 

0050 Customer information may be similarly confirmed 
by comparing the received customer information, including 
a payment identifier, with stored customer information. In 
one embodiment, the seller may: (i) verify the existence of 
a credit card or other payment account corresponding to the 
payment identifier; and/or (ii) place a hold on an amount of 
funds in the customer account in order to verify the cus 
tomer's ability to provide payment. The confirmation pro 
cess for new customers may include, for example, compar 
ing a portion of the received customer information, Such as 
the customer's driver's license number, to information 
stored in a public records database in order to verify the 
customer's identity. Confirmation of a new customer's pay 
ment identifier and/or Social Security number may be 
accomplished by accessing corresponding information 
stored in a remote credit reporting database, such as those 
maintained by EQUIFAX or TRW, and comparing the 
information with the payment identifier and/or Social Secu 
rity number previously provided. 

0051. Once the received product and/or customer infor 
mation has been Verified, the conveyance authorization 
process may be concluded and the product may be conveyed 
to the customer at 126. In one embodiment, this occurs by 
deactivating an egress control device affixed to the product, 
an example of which is further described below. In another 
embodiment, authorization is concluded by generating a 
printed or electronic receipt verifying the current transaction 
term value or values. Once authorization is completed, the 
customer may take possession of the product (or, in the case 
of a service, receive the service). 

0.052 FIG. 1C illustrates an embodiment of the post 
acquisition process 140. In one embodiment, the post 
acquisition process 140 remains active over an offer period 
during which lower prices, lower interest rates, or other 
more favorable transaction term values may replace the 
default or previously established value. The offer period may 
expire, for example, at a set time (e.g., a time after convey 
ance or a pre-established date, regardless of when the 
product was conveyed) after conveyance occurs, for 
instance two weeks. According to another embodiment, the 
duration of the offer period may be extended or shortened in 
exchange for an increase or decrease in fees charged, 
respectively. According to other embodiments, an offer 
period may be based on a billing cycle, a special promotion 
offered by the seller or a product season (e.g., the entire 
summer for a jet ski). It should be noted that not all of the 
transaction terms need to be variable in the present inven 
tion. For example, one or more transaction terms may be 
fixed at the conclusion of the product acquisition process 
120. 

0053 Note that a customer may, according to an embodi 
ment of the present invention, lock in a retail price such that 
the price will not increase based on, for example, increased 
demand. That is, the customer may submit an override value 
to receive a more favorable transaction term value, but the 
seller will not automatically replace a default transaction 
term value with a less favorable transaction term value (e.g., 
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when the seller raises the retail price associated with an item 
before the transaction terms are finalized). 
0054 The post-acquisition process 140 begins at 141 
when the seller receives an override transaction term value 
and customer information. The received override transaction 
term value may consist of a lower price, a lower interest rate, 
a longer warranty period or greater Scope of warranty 
protection, or a combination of these or other transaction 
term values that the customer finds more competitive. Such 
an override transaction term will typically be associated with 
a competing product provider. The override transaction term 
may also be associated with the seller that originally pro 
vided the product to the customer (e.g., the seller may 
subsequently lower the products retail price). 
0055. In one embodiment, the override value may origi 
nate from a customer who actively locates a more competi 
tive term. In another embodiment, the seller, upon process 
ing the transaction in accordance with the present invention, 
initiates a search for competing terms from one or more 
databases, which may store all or some competing product 
provider's terms. According to another embodiment of the 
present invention, the seller may also compare its own retail 
prices with the default terms. For example, if the seller 
lowers the price of a television, a customer that took 
possession of the television one week ago may have the 
seller's lower price used as an override value. In a further 
embodiment, the override value may originate from a third 
party which has been requested to locate a more competitive 
term on behalf of the customer. Such a service is offered, for 
example, via a Web site provided by Sales.Circular Inc. 
0056. At 142, a determination is made as to whether the 
override value was received before the offer period expired 
(i.e., within the offer period). In one embodiment, the offer 
period may be established or extended in exchange for a fee 
paid by the customer. According to another embodiment, the 
offer period may be shortened in exchange for a reduction in 
the sale price. If the override value is received within the 
predefined time period, the process continues at 143. If not, 
the current value corresponding to the transaction term, 
which may be the default value, is maintained at 148 (e.g., 
remains unchanged). 
0057. At 143, a determination of whether the customer's 
identity is confirmed is made. This may be performed using 
known verification techniques, such as requesting and 
receiving some or all portions of the customer information 
previously requested at 122 above (FIG. 1B), and comparing 
that information with previously stored customer informa 
tion. In one embodiment, the customer may provide a coded 
customer identifier, further described below, which uniquely 
identifies the customer. Once the customer's identity has 
been confirmed, the process continues at 144. If the cus 
tomer's identity is not confirmed, the current value of the 
transaction term is maintained at 148. 

0058 At 144, the received override value may optionally 
be confirmed. For instance, the seller may receive a notifi 
cation from the customer identifying for example, a lower 
sale price. The seller may in turn verify the price either by 
contacting a competing product provider directly or by 
comparing the received sale price with the current prices 
offered by competing product providers as stored within one 
or more databases. 

0059. The confirmation process may be initiated and 
completed from a remote location electronically. In one 
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embodiment, the customer may log on to the seller's Web 
site and transmit a notification to the seller indicating the 
competing product provider's sale price along with the 
competing product provider's Uniform Resource Locator 
(URL) address. The seller may then access the competing 
product provider's Web site using the supplied URL to 
locate and verify the received override price. 

0060 According to another embodiment of the present 
invention, the seller, customer or authorized third party may 
use a networked comparative pricing service Such as mySi 
monTM to search the Internet for prices associated with other 
product providers. Other possibilities include sending the 
seller a physical or electronic coupon, advertisement or 
receipt which identifies the product, the lower price, and the 
competing product provider. Similarly, the seller may 
receive an encrypted code representing the product price 
and/or competing product provider. Such codes may make it 
difficult for a customer or competing product provider to 
forge a transaction term (e.g., an artificially low price for a 
product). The system may be configured to automatically 
execute the verification process once a value is received, or 
the system may periodically check for customer notifications 
(such as notifications sent via e-mail) before the confirma 
tion process is completed. 

0061 Confirmed prices and other transaction term values 
may be subsequently stored in the registration database, 
described below with respect to FIG. 3, in order to track 
competing product providers terms and to verify subse 
quently received values. If the override value is not con 
firmed, the current value associated with the product previ 
ously conveyed remains unchanged at 148. As described 
above, transaction term values other than product price may 
be received from the customer and confirmed by the seller 
using the aforementioned or other processes. Once the 
override value is confirmed, the post-acquisition process 140 
continues at 145. 

0062. At 145, a determination may be made as to whether 
the received transaction override value is above or below a 
predefined limit, or within a predefined range. In an embodi 
ment in which a lower override price is received, a deter 
mination may be made as to whether the received price value 
is above a minimum price for which the seller is willing to 
sell the product. According to other embodiments, higher 
and/or lower value limits for the interest rate, scope and 
duration of warranty protection or other transaction terms 
may be included to limit the extent to which the transaction 
term value can be varied. If the received override value is not 
within a predefined range, the current value is maintained at 
148. According to another embodiment of the present inven 
tion, the default value may be set to the minimum (or 
maximum) value within the predefined range. 

0063 At 146, a determination may be made as to whether 
the received override value is more competitive than the 
default value. This may be accomplished, for instance, by 
comparing a received override price for the product with the 
default price to determine if the received override price is 
lower. If the received override value is more competitive 
(e.g., a lower price or a longer warranty) and all of the 
aforementioned conditions are met, then the received over 
ride value may replace the current value at 147. If the 
received override value is not more competitive, the process 
140 continues at 148 where the current value is maintained. 
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0064. The post-acquisition process 140 may be designed 
to terminate with the first completion of steps 141-147. 
permitting the customer only a single opportunity to provide 
a more competitive transaction term. In another embodi 
ment, the customer is allowed two or more opportunities to 
provide more competitive override terms, in which case the 
process returns to 141 where steps 142-147 are subsequently 
repeated. If the method 140 permits multiple opportunities 
to provide competitive terms, the process at 146 involves 
comparing the latest received override value to the current 
value, which may be either the default value or a previously 
received value. If the latest override value is more competi 
tive than the current value, the system may replace the 
current value and continue the process as described above. 
In another embodiment, the default and all received override 
values are stored and a comparison is made between the 
default and override values. In this instance, 147 and 148 
may not be implemented since the default and previous 
override values are not replaced or updated in substantially 
real time. Rather, comparisons are made, for example, at the 
end of a predefined time period. 
0065. The process may be performed either locally at the 
seller's establishment, remotely therefrom, or a combination 
of both. For example, a remote shopper may log onto the 
seller's Web site via the Internet and browse through an 
online catalog of products. The customer may enter product 
information and customer information, and arrange product 
shipment to a Supplied address. The seller then sends an 
electronic receipt or e-mail to the customer confirming the 
purchase transaction. The customer may take delivery of the 
product Subject to the default transaction terms associated 
with the particular product. In another embodiment, the 
seller may make arrangements to provide the product at a 
store in the customer's vicinity once conveyance is autho 
rized. This process is more completely described in com 
monly-owned U.S. patent application Ser. No. 09/337,906 
filed Jun. 22, 1999 entitled “Purchasing Systems and Meth 
ods. Wherein a Buyer Takes Possession at a Retailer of a 
Product Purchased Using a Communication Network.” 
0066 Once the product is shipped or the customer takes 
possession at a local store, the customer may search for a 
competing product provider's terms using the Internet or any 
other source (including advertisements, catalogs, etc.). The 
competing product provider's terms can then be submitted to 
the seller as override values. For example, the customer may 
visit or telephone the seller to provide the override value. 
The customer may instead send a message indicating the 
override value. Such as an e-mail, a facsimile or a regular 
mail message, to the seller. When the offer period elapses, 
the seller may transmit an electronic receipt to the customer 
confirming the final transaction terms and bill or otherwise 
charge the customer accordingly. In this or a similar manner, 
the present invention may be practiced remotely without the 
customer having to actually visit the seller's physical estab 
lishment. 

0067. Purchasing System Architecture 
0068 FIG. 2A illustrates a system block diagram of the 
purchasing system 200 used 
0069 to perform the processes of FIGS. 1A-1C. System 
200 includes one or more employee-assisted point-of-sale 
(POS) terminals 210, one or more customer-operated Kiosks 
220, and a central server 230. A LAN backbone 252 or other 
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network links the central server 230 with the POS terminals 
210 and a kiosk 220. The LAN backbone 252 may consist 
of any communication media (such as 100BASE TX, FX, or 
T4 Ethernet or a wireless bus system such as those offer by 
BreezecOM, Inc. of Carlsbad, Calif.). In instances where 
the customer wishes to remotely search for and/or transmit 
competing product provider's terms, a remote network 254 
such as the Internet or a Public Switched Telephone Network 
(PSTN) may be used to communicate with the customer via 
a remote input/output (I/O) unit 240. 

0070 FIG. 2B illustrates a block diagram of a POS 
terminal 210 shown in FIG. 2A. In this embodiment, POS 
terminal 210 is an employee-assisted terminal where cus 
tomer and product information is entered, and a record of the 
transaction is created once the purchase transaction is made. 
POS terminal 210 includes input devices 211, such as a Card 
Authorization Terminal (CAT), a bar code scanner, a touch 
screen monitor, and/or a keyboard which are configured to 
accept product and customer information, as described 
above. Customer and/or product information may be entered 
by the customer and/or an employee. Transaction term 
information Such as the product’s default price, interest rate, 
or warranty provisions, is typically entered by an authorized 
employee or retrieved from a database maintained by the 
seller. 

0071 POS terminal 210 may also be equipped with a 
receipt printer 212 for Supplying a product receipt to verify 
that the transaction has been made. The product receipt may 
include, for example: registration, product, and/or customer 
information (e.g., a customer identifier or payment identi 
fier); a Summary of the transaction terms; a default transac 
tion term value; an indication when an offer period will 
expire; and/or a URL address of the seller's Web site or a 
phone number that may be used to submit override values. 
0072 According to another embodiment, the receipt ter 
minal may dispense a product marker (e.g., a sticker or other 
indicia which verifies that the transaction has been autho 
rized in accordance with the default transaction terms). The 
receipt may further include an electronic file which can be 
stored on a medium Such as magnetic stripe or Smart card 
such as those manufactured by Smart Card Solutions, LLC 
of Hartland, Wis. Further, the receipt information may be 
uploaded or transmitted to a customer device, such as a 
PDA. In embodiments where it may be necessary, the 
printed or electronic receipt may be used to establish a 
procedure by which customers are required to show an 
authorization record including the product or electronic 
receipt, product sticker, or other indicia in order to exit the 
seller's facility while in possession of a product. 

0073 POS terminal 210 may further include a network 
interface 216 for communicating with the central server 230. 
In one embodiment, the network interface 216 includes a 
Network Interface Card (NIC) such as the FAST ETHER 
NETLINKTM NIC card manufactured by 3COM(R) Corpo 
ration. In an embodiment in which the LAN backbone 252 
consists of a wireless bus, the network interface 216 includes 
a wireless station adapter such as model number SA-10 
PRO.11 or SA-40 PRO. 11 manufactured by BreezeCOM, 
Inc. of Carlsbad, Calif. POS terminal 210 further includes a 
processor 218, such as an INTEL(R) Pentium processor, 
which directs and controls the operation of the POS terminal 
210. 
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0074 FIG. 2C illustrates one embodiment of a customer 
operated kiosk 220, which may be implemented in order to 
reduce the need for employee assistance. The kiosk 220 may 
be similarly equipped as the POS terminal having one or 
more input devices 221, receipt printer 222, network inter 
face 226, and processor 228. Other equipment configura 
tions are also possible. The kiosk 220 may include additional 
devices to allow employee-free verification of purchase 
transactions. For instance, the CHAMELONR) system 
offered by the RuMe Corporation of Farmingdale, N.Y. 
provides a Radio Frequency (RF) tag which is affixed to 
each controlled product. The RF tag activates an alarm when 
the product’s removal from the facility is attempted. In 
facilities employing the CHAMELONR) or a similar system, 
kiosk 220 may include a deactivation unit 224 which deac 
tivates the products RF tag once the purchase transaction 
has been authorized. POS terminal 210 may also include the 
deactivation unit 224. 

0075) The kiosk 220 may be automated to perform the 
product acquisition processes shown in FIG. 1B without 
employee input. In one embodiment, kiosk 220 performs the 
processes of receiving the customer and product information 
entered by the customer, displaying default values associ 
ated with the selected product for the customer's approval, 
verifying payment information, deactivating the products 
egress control device or outputting an authorization record 
upon the customer's approval of the transaction. The kiosk 
220 may be automated and networked with remote I/O unit 
240 to perform the post-acquisition process illustrated in 
FIG. 1C. 

0076 FIG. 2D illustrates a block diagram of the central 
server 230 shown in FIG. 2A. Central server 230 includes a 
data storage device 231, memory 232, a clock 233, a 
network interface 234, a processor 235, and one or more 
input and/or output devices such as a monitor 236 and/or a 
keyboard 237. 
0077. Data storage device 231 is operable to store a 
registration database 300, a product database 400, a cus 
tomer database 500, and a program 600, each further 
described below. Memory 232 is provided to store tempo 
rary and operating system data and files associated with the 
operation of the purchasing system 200. Memory 232 may 
consist of any memory type, examples including Random 
Access Memory (RAM) and Read Only Memory (ROM). 
Clock 233 may be utilized to maintain synchronization with 
system functions and to determine when the aforementioned 
offer period expires. Network interface 234 may consist of 
a network interface card or wireless station adapter for 
interconnection to the backbone LAN 252. In one embodi 
ment, network interface 234 provides a TCP/IP connection 
coupled to the remote network 254 for communicating with 
the remote I/O unit 240. Processor 235 may comprise, for 
example, an INTEL(R) Pentium processor. The processor 235 
receives computer instructions from software program 600 
and controls the purchasing system 200 to perform the 
processes illustrated in FIGS. 1A-1C. An output device such 
as a monitor 236 may be implemented as part of the central 
server 230 to display information pertaining to previous 
and/or present transactions. A local input device such as a 
keyboard 237 may also be used to enter transaction terms, 
values, and other information. 
0078. The purchasing system 200 may optionally use a 
remote network 254 in communication with a remote I/O 
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unit 240 to permit the customer to remotely perform the 
processes of FIGS. 1A-1C, as described above. In one 
embodiment, the remote I/O unit 240 consists of a computer 
workstation which may be used by the customer to access 
the seller's Web site via the Internet. The customer may 
browse the seller's product catalog online, select a product, 
and enter the product and customer information using the 
computer terminals input device. Such as a mouse and/or 
keyboard. The transaction may be made subject to the 
seller's default terms, authorization to convey the product 
may be completed, and the seller may make arrangements to 
ship the product based on information supplied by the 
CuStOmer. 

0079. After product conveyance is authorized, an elec 
tronic confirmation may be sent to the customer's e-mail 
account in order to confirm the transaction. The customer 
may subsequently browse the Internet or other networks for 
more competitive terms and notify the seller upon locating 
one or more transaction terms of a more favorable nature. 
Once the seller confirms the term value associated with, for 
example, a competing product provider, the current or 
default transaction term may be updated. When the offer 
period expires, the transaction term may be closed and the 
customer may be billed or otherwise charged according to 
the received competing term. The seller may then transmit 
an electronic receipt to the customer confirming the final 
transaction terms. 

0080. The data storage device 231 of FIG. 2D includes a 
registration database 300, a product database 400, a cus 
tomer database 500, and a software program 600. The 
registration, product, and customer databases 300, 400, and 
500 store registration, product and customer records, respec 
tively, for each transaction made. System program 600 
contains computer-readable code which directs processor 
235 to control the purchasing system 200 to perform the 
processes illustrated in FIGS. 1A-1C. 

0081 FIG. 3 illustrates one embodiment of the registra 
tion database 300 shown in FIG. 2C. The registration 
database 300 stores one or more registration records 310, 
each having a registration identifier 311, a customer identi 
fier 312, a payment identifier 313, a product identifier 314, 
a registration time/date field 315, one or more transaction 
terms 316 associated with each purchase transaction and an 
offer expiration date 317. A registration record is generated 
by the purchasing system and stored in the registration 
database 300 for each purchase transaction made in accor 
dance with the present invention. 
0082 The registration record 310 includes a registration 
identifier 311 to facilitate the records processing, storage, 
and retrieval. The registration identifier 311 may be an 
alphanumeric or other sequence that identifies a record in 
database 300. The customer identifier 312 may be an alpha 
numeric or other code that identifies the purchasing cus 
tomer. The customer identifier 312 may be based on, for 
example, the customer's Social Security number or assigned 
frequent shopper number, a customer specified user name, 
etc. The payment identifier 313 identifies a payment type 
and/or account which has been authorized for use in accor 
dance with the product’s purchase. The payment identifier 
313 may consist of an account number Such as a credit, 
debit, or ATM card or a savings or checking account. 
According to another embodiment, when an account number 
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is not used. Such as in a cash transaction, the payment 
identifier 313 may consist of a code indicating the type and 
amount of the payment made. Payment may be made using 
traditional means such as currency, or with a credit, debit, or 
ATM card. According to one embodiment, payment may be 
made either locally or remotely using electronic or digital 
currency such as ECASHTM provided by Digicash, Inc. of 
Palo Alto, Calif. 

0083. Also included in each registration record 310 is a 
product identifier 314. The product identifier 314 identifies 
the purchased product and may be based on, for example, the 
manufacturer's serial number, the products UPC code, or a 
system-assigned code that identifies a product or type of 
product. A registration time/date 315 may be included to 
record the date and/or time the purchase transaction was 
made. The registration time/date 315 may also be used to 
calculate the offer expiration date 317 (e.g., when the 
transaction terms should be finalized). 
0084 Each registration record 310 further includes one or 
more transaction terms 316 associated with the purchase. 
Exemplary transaction terms 316 may include the products 
sale price, the offer period, interest rate, warranty provisions, 
or other terms for which the customer is given the oppor 
tunity to obtain a more competitive value. Note that different 
products or different customers may be associated with 
different types of transaction terms. 
0085. In one embodiment, each transaction term has a 
predefined default value 316a and a current value 316b. The 
default value 316a, such as the default price, represents the 
original value of the particular transaction term when the 
customer initially makes the purchase transaction and 
acquires the product. The current value 316b, such as a 
lower sale price, represents an updated value received after 
the product has been conveyed to the customer. As described 
above, a lower sale price, longer warranty period, lower 
interest rate, or other transaction term value or values may 
replace the default value if the new value is confirmed and 
received within an offer period in accordance with the 
post-acquisition process, one embodiment of which is illus 
trated in FIG. 1C. 

0086) Registration records 310 may be reviewed periodi 
cally to determine the purchasing profiles associated with 
specific customers. This information may be used to send or 
otherwise transmit sales announcement to select customers, 
thereby allowing a more targeted use of advertising efforts 
and expenditures. Additional information, such as whether 
the customer participated in a buyer protection program 
(e.g., a price protection program), transaction terms, and 
initial and final transaction term values may also be included 
in the customer record to more completely develop the 
customer's purchasing profile. 

0087. The registration database 300 may also be 
reviewed periodically to determine the sales volume of a 
particular products or categories of products. This informa 
tion can be used to adjust the default value of transaction 
terms, for instance the sale price of a product, to increase or 
decrease sales activity. 
0088. The data storage device 231 also includes a product 
database 400, an embodiment of which is illustrated in FIG. 
4. Product database 400 stores one or more product records 
410, each having a product identifier 411, described above, 
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a product descriptor 412, a default warranty duration 413, a 
default sale price 414 and a default interest rate 415. A 
product record is generated by the purchasing system 200 
and stored in the product database 400 for each transaction 
(e.g., each product sold to a customer). 
0089. As described above, the product identifier 411 is 
used to identify a purchased product and may consist of any 
unique sequence such as the manufacturer's serial number or 
the products UPC code. The product descriptor 412 pro 
vides a general description of the purchased product such as 
the product type and/or model number. Of course, other 
descriptor formats are possible. Default transaction term 
value fields 413, 414, 415 may store data representing, for 
example, the price, offer period, and/or interest rate terms 
associated with the product identified in field 411 of the 
corresponding record. The default transaction term value 
field 413 may provide the original value of these terms to 
which the customer agrees in the absence of a received and 
confirmed alternative value. Other transaction terms may be 
included in addition to or in place of those illustrated in FIG. 
4. 

0090 The data storage device 231 may further include a 
customer database 500, an embodiment of which is illus 
trated in FIG. 5. Customer database 500 stores one or more 
customer records 510. Each record 510 may contain a 
customer identifier 511, contact information 512, and a 
payment identifier 513. A customer record may be generated 
by the purchasing system and stored in the customer data 
base 500 for customer. 

0.091 The customer identifier 511 is a unique code used 
to identify the purchasing customer. The customer identifier 
may consist of any unique or system-assigned code. Such as 
the customer's Social Security number or assigned frequent 
shopper number. Contact information 512 may include 
information Such as the customer's name, residential and/or 
e-mail address, telephone number, etc. Payment identifier 
513 identifies the payment type and/or account which has 
been authorized for the customer, as described above. 
0092. The data storage device 231 further includes a 
system program 600. The system program 600 contains 
computer-readable code which directs processor 235 to 
control the purchasing system 200 to perform the processes 
illustrated in FIGS. 1A-1C. The system program may be 
written in any conventional programming language. Such as 
C++, and run on an operating system platform, such as 
WINDOWS(R) created by the Microsoft Corporation. Those 
skilled in the art will appreciate that other programming 
languages and/or operating systems are Suitable for use in 
conjunction with the central server in accordance with the 
present invention. 
0093. Additional Embodiments 
0094) Referring again to FIG.3, note that a single product 
may be associated with a number of different transaction 
terms. For example, the product associated with entry 310 in 
the registration database 300 is initially associated with three 
default transaction term values: a warranty duration of 30 
days, a sale price of S799.95 and an interest rate of 14%. 
0.095 According to one embodiment of the present inven 
tion, a customer may provide an override value for any of the 
transaction terms on a “term-by-term basis. For example, a 
customer may locate a competing product provider that 
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offers the same product for sale with the following transac 
tion term values: a warranty duration of 60 days, a sale price 
of S819.99 and an interest rate of 14%. According to this 
embodiment, the customer is allowed to submit the warranty 
duration by itself (i.e., and not the sale price) as an override 
value. That is, the customer can establish the following 
current transaction term values: a warranty duration of 60 
days, a sale price of S799.95 and an interest rate of 14%. 
0096. According to another embodiment of the present 
invention, a customer can provide an override value for a 
transaction term only if all other transaction term values 
offered by the competing product provider are, for example, 
substantially similar to (or more competitive than) the 
default terms. In the above example, therefore, the customer 
would not be allowed to submit the 60 day warranty dura 
tion, because the competing product provider had a higher 
sale price for the product. According to this embodiment, the 
customer may be required to submit proof of all three 
transaction term values to the seller. The customer may 
instead be allowed to Submit a single transaction term value, 
and the seller will then verify that the other transaction term 
values offered by the competing product provider are sub 
stantially similar to, or more competitive than, the default 
term values. 

0097. Similarly, according to an embodiment of the 
present invention a customer may provide a “set of override 
values. That is, in the above example, the customer can 
submit the 60 day warranty duration but must then also 
pay the higher S819.99 sale price for the product. 
0098. While the above is a complete description of spe 
cific embodiments of the invention, additional embodiments 
are also possible. For example, the aforementioned functions 
and hardware of the central server, POS terminal, and kiosk 
may be integrated within a single unit to provide the 
requisite functionality. Moreover, although specific data 
bases and database arrangements have been described 
herein, it will be appreciated that any number of databases 
and database arrangements may be used in place thereof. It 
should be evident that the present invention is equally 
applicable by making appropriate modifications to the 
embodiments described above. Therefore, the above 
description should not be taken as limiting the scope of the 
invention which is defined by the metes and bounds of the 
appended claims. 

What is claimed is: 
1. A system configured to authorize conveyance of a 

product to a purchaser before a transaction term of the sale 
is made final, the system comprising: 

a point of sale terminal having an input device configured 
to accept product information; and 

a central server coupled to the point of sale terminal, 
comprising: 

a data storage device configured to store a default value 
for the transaction term corresponding to the prod 
uct; 

a network interface configured to receive, after product 
conveyance, a final value corresponding to the trans 
action term of the product; and 



US 2008/00593.18 A1 

a processor coupled to the data storage device and the 
network interface, the processor configured to 
retrieve and replace the default value with the final 
value. 

2. The system of claim 1, wherein the point of sale 
terminal comprises: 

a terminal processor coupled to the central server and 
configured to control the operation of the point of sale 
terminal; 

a credit authorization terminal coupled to the terminal 
processor and configured to receive payment informa 
tion; 

a bar code scanner coupled to the terminal processor and 
configured to receive product information; and 

a receipt terminal coupled to the terminal processor and 
configured to output an authorization record indicating 
the purchase transaction has been authorized. 

3. The system of claim 1, further comprising a customer 
operated kiosk, comprising: 

a terminal processor coupled to the central server and 
configured to control the operation of the point of sale 
terminal; 

a credit authorization terminal coupled to the terminal 
processor and configured to receive payment informa 
tion; 

a bar code scanner coupled to the terminal processor and 
configured to receive product information; and 

a deactivation unit coupled to the terminal processor, 
wherein the product comprises an egress control device 
for alerting the seller of the products unauthorized 
removal from the seller's facility, and wherein the 
deactivation unit deactivates the product’s egress con 
trol device upon authorization of the purchase transac 
tion. 

4. The system of claim 1, wherein the central server 
further comprises: 

a system clock coupled to the central processor and 
configured to determine the expiration of an offer 
period associated with the purchase transaction; 

a monitor coupled to the central processor and configured 
to display present and previous purchase transactions; 
and 

a keyboard coupled to the central processor and config 
ured to input transaction terms and transaction term 
values. 

5. The system of claim 1, wherein the data storage device 
stores a registration database configured to store registration 
records relating to purchase transactions. 

6. The system of claim 1, wherein the data storage device 
stores a product database configured to store product 
records. 
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7. The system of claim 1, wherein the data storage device 
stores a customer database configured to store customer 
records. 

8. A system configured to authorize conveyance of a 
product to a purchaser before a transaction term of the sale 
is made final, the system comprising: 

point of sale input means for accepting product informa 
tion; and 

central computing means coupled to the point of sale 
input means, comprising: 

data storage means for storing a default value for the 
transaction term corresponding to the product; 

network interface means for receiving, after product 
conveyance, a final value corresponding to the trans 
action term of the product; and 

central processor means coupled to the data storage 
means and the network interface means, for retriev 
ing and replacing the default value with the final 
value. 

9. The system of claim 8, wherein the point of sale input 
means comprises: 

terminal processor means coupled to the central comput 
ing means for controlling the operation of the point of 
sale input means; 

account authorization means coupled to the terminal 
processor means for receiving payment information; 

product identification means coupled to the terminal pro 
cessor means for receiving product information; and 

authorization means coupled to the terminal processor 
means for outputting an authorization record indicating 
the purchase transaction has been authorized. 

10. The system of claim 8, further comprising a customer 
operation kiosk, comprising: 

kiosk processor means coupled to the central computing 
means for controlling the operation of the kiosk, 

account authorization means coupled to the kiosk proces 
Sor means for receiving payment information; 

product identification means coupled to the kiosk proces 
Sor means for receiving product information; and 

deactivation means coupled to the kiosk processor means, 
wherein the product comprises an egress control device 
for alerting the seller of the products unauthorized 
removal from the seller's facility, and wherein the 
deactivation means deactivates the product’s egress 
control device upon authorization of the purchase trans 
action. 


