
(19) United States 
US 2010.0004781A1 

(12) Patent Application Publication (10) Pub. No.: US 2010/0004781 A1 
WALKER et al. (43) Pub. Date: Jan. 7, 2010 

(54) SYSTEM FORVENDING PHYSICAL AND 
INFORMATION TEMS 

(76) Inventors: JAY S. WALKER, Ridgefiled, CT 
(US); Daniel E. Tedesco, Westport, 
CT (US) 

Correspondence Address: 
WALKER DIGITAL MANAGEMENT, LLC 
2 HIGHRIDGE PARK 
STAMFORD, CT 06905 (US) 

(21) Appl. No.: 12/537,292 

(22) Filed: Aug. 7, 2009 

Related U.S. Application Data 

(63) Continuation of application No. 1 1/745.796, filed on 
May 8, 2007, now Pat. No. 7,577,496, which is a 
continuation of application No. 10/994.913, filed on 
Nov. 22, 2004, now Pat. No. 7,218,991, which is a 
continuation of application No. 09/713,001, filed on 
Nov. 17, 2000, now abandoned. 

(60) Provisional application No. 60/226,830, filed on Aug. 
22, 2000, provisional application No. 60/243,153, 
filed on Oct. 25, 2000. 

Publication Classification 

(51) Int. Cl. 
G06F 7700 (2006.01) 

(52) U.S. Cl. ......................................... 700/236; 700/232 

(57) ABSTRACT 

A vending machine handles a purchase transaction by receiv 
ing a payment, receiving a product selection from the cus 
tomer, and dispensing the product indicated by the product 
selection. As part of the same transaction, the vending 
machine offers an information item such as an audio record 
ing or a video recording. The vending machine also receives 
from the customer a destination address, which may be an 
e-mail address. The vending machine or a system of which it 
is part transmits the information item to the received destina 
tion address. 
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SYSTEM FORVENDING PHYSICAL AND 
INFORMATION TEMIS 

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED 
APPLICATIONS 

0001. The present application is a continuation applica 
tion that claims priority and benefit under 35 U.S.C. S 120 to 
U.S. patent application Ser. No. 1 1/745,796 entitled “SYS 
TEM FORVENDING PHYSICAL AND INFORMATION 
ITEMS, filed May 8, 2007 and scheduled to issue as U.S. 
Pat. No. 7,577,496 on Aug. 18, 2009; 
0002 which is a continuation application that claims pri 
ority and benefit under 35 U.S.C. S 120 to U.S. patent appli 
cation Ser. No. 10/994,913 entitled “SYSTEM FORVEND 
ING PHYSICAL AND INFORMATION ITEMS, filed Nov. 
22, 2004 and scheduled to issue as U.S. Pat. No. 7,218,891 on 
May 15, 2007; 
0003 which itself is a continuation application that claims 
priority and benefit under 35 U.S.C. S 120 to U.S. patent 
application Ser. No. 09/713,001 entitled “SYSTEM FOR 
VENDING PHYSICAL AND INFORMATION ITEMS, 
filed Nov. 17, 2000, now abandoned; which in turn: 

0004 (i) claims benefit and priority under 35 U.S.C. 
S119(e) to U.S. Provisional Patent Application Ser. No. 
60/226,830, filed Aug. 22, 2000, and 

0005 (ii) claims benefit and priority under 35 U.S.C. 
S119(e) to U.S. Provisional Patent Application Ser. No. 
60/243,153, filed Oct. 25, 2000. 

0006. The subject matter of this application is related to 
the following co-pending, commonly-assigned patent appli 
cations: application Ser. No.: 1 1/745876, entitled “System for 
Vending Physical and Information Items, filed May 8, 2007: 
Ser. No. 08/947,798, entitled “Method and Apparatus for 
Dynamically Managing Vending Machine Inventory Prices'. 
filed Oct. 10, 1997: Ser. No. 09/012,163, entitled “Method 
and Apparatus for Automatically Vending a Combination of 
Products', filed Jan. 22, 1998, issued as U.S. Pat. No. 6,397, 
193 B1 on May 28, 2002; and Ser. No. 09/688,372, entitled 
“Method and Apparatus for Facilitating the Promotion of 
Sales at a Vending Machine', filed Oct. 10, 2000. 
0007 Each of the above-referenced applications is hereby 
incorporated by reference herein. 

FIELD 

0008. Some embodiments are concerned with vending 
machines, and, more particularly, are concerned with vending 
machines capable of distributing both physical and informa 
tion items. 

BACKGROUND 

0009 Vending machines are well known and are 
employed to store and dispense a wide variety of merchan 
dise, including beverages, Snacks and Sundries. 
0010 Vending machines provide benefits to both custom 
ers and proprietors. For customers, there is the convenience of 
self-service and twenty-four hour access. Similarly, vending 
machines are available as sales outlets for proprietors around 
the clock and without direct labor costs for the sales transac 
tions themselves. 
0011. However, the simplicity of the vending machine 
experience is not in all ways advantageous. The customer's 
interaction with the machine, consisting of inserting pay 
ment, selecting a product to be purchased, and receiving the 
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product, is sometimes not congruent with the brand image of 
the product purchased. For many products distributed by 
vending machines, and particularly beverages and some 
snacks, the brand of the product is highly cultivated by the 
product distributor or manufacturer to Suggest favorable 
images having elements such as pleasure and fun. The typical 
vending machine experience does little to reinforce this brand 
image, except, perhaps, the presence of the brand displayed 
on the machine and on the product itself While the product 
purchased may be pleasurable and fun in itself, the process of 
obtaining the product from the vending machine is routine 
and mechanistic. 
0012. It would be desirable if the experience of interacting 
with a vending machine were made enjoyable and entertain 
ing to enhance and reinforce the brand messages promulgated 
by the distributors of products that are sometimes sold in 
vending machines. The present inventors have recognized 
that one way of enhancing the experience of interacting with 
the vending machine would be to expand the range of prod 
ucts available at the vending machine to include information 
items. Such information items may include audio recordings 
Such as hit songs and/or video recordings such as music 
Videos and may be selected to Support and enhance the brand 
images of products sold through the vending machines. 

SUMMARY 

0013. According to some embodiments, a method of oper 
ating a vending machine includes receiving a payment, 
receiving a product selection, offering an information item, 
receiving a destination address, dispensing a product indi 
cated by the product selection, and transmitting the informa 
tion item to a location specified by the received destination 
address. 
0014. The method may further include selecting the infor 
mation item before the offering step. The selecting of the 
information item may be based on the received product selec 
tion. The payment may be received in the form of currency, 
i.e. either or both of coins and paper money. The product 
selection may be received via a push button on the vending 
machine. The offering of the information item may occur 
before receiving the payment or after dispensing the product 
or at other points in the transaction. 
0015 The method may be performed such that change is 
provided only if the information item is not accepted. The 
information item may be an audio recording or a video 
recording. The product may be a beverage or a Snack. The 
destination address may be an e-mail address. 
0016. The offering of the information item may include 
displaying a notice at the vending machine. The method may 
include presenting the information item at the vending 
machine Such that, if the information item is an audio record 
ing, the presenting of the information item includes audibly 
reproducing the information item at the vending machine. 
Alternatively, if the information item is a video recording, the 
presenting of the information item may include displaying the 
information item at the vending machine. 
0017. The offering of the information item may include 
presenting a menu of information items to a customer at the 
vending machine as, for example, by displaying a menu of 
information items on a display device Such as a touch screen. 
0018. The method may further include prompting a cus 
tomer to enter the destination address. The offering of the 
information item may include stating a price for the informa 
tion item. 
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0019. According to some embodiments, a vending system 
includes a payment device for receiving a payment, a selec 
tion device for receiving a product selection, an offer device 
for offering an information item, an input device for receiving 
a destination address, a dispensing device, responsive to the 
payment device, for dispensing a product indicated by the 
product selection, a transmitting device for transmitting the 
information item to a location specified by the received des 
tination address, and a front panel on which the selection 
device and the offer device are installed. 

0020. The offer device may include a display that displays 
a notice concerning the information item. The input device 
may include a keyboard and/or a touch screen. The selection 
device may include a push button. The payment device may 
include a coin acceptor and/or a bill acceptor. 
0021. The method and apparatus of some embodiments 
are advantageous in that the distribution of information items 
via vending machines may provide an additional source of 
revenue for vending machine proprietors. In addition, avail 
ability of information items through vending machines may 
add to the interest and enjoyment of customers who patronize 
vending machines, thereby leading to greater use of vending 
machines. Moreover, information items distributed through 
vending machines in accordance with some embodiments 
may be selected to enhance the brand image of physical 
products sold through the vending machines. 
0022. According to still another aspect of some embodi 
ments, a method of operating a vending machine includes 
offering a first product and a first information item as a first 
package for a first price, offering a second product and a 
second information item as a second package at a second 
price, receiving a selection of one of the first package and the 
second package, receiving a payment, receiving a destination 
address, dispensing the first product and transmitting the first 
information item to a location specified by the received des 
tination address if the first package was selected, and dispens 
ing the second product and transmitting the second informa 
tion item to a location specified by the received destination 
address if the second package was selected. 
0023 
0024. By assembling bundles or packages that include the 
physical product dispensed by the vending machine as well as 
an information item, it is possible to practice revenue man 
agement techniques. Principles of revenue management are 
generally described in the above-referenced patent applica 
tion Ser. No. 08/947,798. As one example, if a physical prod 
uct is in great demand, it may be bundled with a relatively 
unpopular information item Such as a relatively unpopular 
Song, whereas unpopular physical products dispensed by the 
vending machines may be bundled with highly popular infor 
mation items to promote more rapid sale of the unpopular 
physical product. In this way revenue management can be 
applied without explicitly changing the price of the product 
bundles. This is advantageous, since changing the price of 
products at a vending machine to reflect market conditions 
may risk offending the customers. 
0025. According to yet another aspect of some embodi 
ments, a method of operating a vending machine includes 
receiving a payment, receiving a product selection, offering 
an information item, receiving an acceptance of the informa 
tion item, dispensing a product indicated by the product selec 
tion, and transmitting the information item to a handheld 

The first price may be the same as the second price. 
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device. Such as a personal digital assistant (PDA), located in 
proximity to the vending machine. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

0026 FIG. 1 is a block diagram of a system provided in 
accordance with some embodiments; 
0027 FIG. 2 is a block diagram of a controller that is part 
of the system of FIG. 1; 
0028 FIG. 3 is a perspective view of an embodiment of a 
vending machine with which some embodiments may be 
applied; 
0029 FIG. 4 is a block diagram of electronic and mechani 
cal components of the vending machine of FIG. 3; 
0030 FIG. 5 is a tabular representation of an inventory 
database that is shown in FIG. 4; 
0031 FIG. 6 is a tabular representation of an information 
item database that is shown in FIG. 4; 
0032 FIG. 7 is a tabular representation of a transaction 
database shown in FIGS. 2 and 4: 
0033 FIG. 8 is a tabular representation of an offer rules 
database shown in FIG. 4; 
0034 FIG. 9 is a flow chart that illustrates a method pro 
vided in accordance with some embodiments; 
0035 FIG. 10 is a flow chart that illustrates another 
method provided in accordance with some embodiments; and 
0036 FIG. 11 is a flow chart that illustrates another 
method provided in accordance with some embodiments. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

0037. The following definitions shall apply in this speci 
fication and in the appended claims: 
0038 information item: a file or other unit of content 
stored in digital form, including audio recordings, video 
recordings, text files, games, Software, and access codes to 
permit access to digital files. 

0039 destination address: an indication of a location to 
which an information item may be sent; includes an e-mail 
address, a phone number, an IP address, or a mailing 
address. 

0040 product: a physical object that may be dispensed by 
a vending machine. 

0041 vending machine: any automatic sales machine that 
allows payment to be exchanged for goods or services, 
including Snack machines, beverage machines, automatic 
teller machines (ATMs), postage stamp dispensers, park 
ing meters, electronic highway tollbooths that deductatoll 
charge from a motorist's pre-paid account or credit card, 
arcade games, slot machines and laundry machines. 

0042 FIG. 1 is a block diagram representation of a system 
20 provided in accordance with some embodiments. The 
system 20 includes vending machines 22, a controller 24, and 
an information provider device 26. A data communications 
network 28 permits the other components of the system 20 to 
be in data communication with each other. The network 28 
may include one or more other communication networks. 
Among these may be the Internet, a local area network 
(LAN), a wide area network (WAN), a telephone line, a 
telecommunications cable, a radio channel, an optical com 
munications link, an infrared communications channel and a 
satellite communications link. The network 28 may employ 
one or more of the following communications protocols: 
TCP/IP. Ethernet and Bluetooth. Although the network 28 is 
illustrated as being a single network, it may be made up of a 



US 2010/0004781 A1 

number of different networks for allowing communication 
between various ones of the other components of the system 
20. 
0043 Although only one information provider device 26 

is shown in FIG. 1, it is contemplated that more than one 
information provider device may be in communication simul 
taneously or from time to time with other components of the 
system. It is also contemplated to entirely omit the informa 
tion provider device 26 from the system 20. 
0044 Examples of the vending machines 22 and the con 

troller 24 will be described below. The hardware aspects of 
the information provider device 26 may be constituted by 
conventional hardware, such as a conventional server com 
puter. Appropriate programming for the information provider 
device 26 will become apparent from Subsequent discussion. 
0045 FIG. 2 is a block diagram showing the architecture 
of an illustrative controller 24. The controller 24 may be 
embodied, for example, as an RS6000 server, manufactured 
by IBM Corporation, as modified herein to execute the func 
tions and operations of some embodiments. The controller 24 
includes known hardware components, such as a central pro 
cessing unit (CPU) 50 in communication with each of a data 
storage device 52, input/output devices 54 and a communi 
cations port 56. The data storage device 52 preferably com 
prises an appropriate combination of magnetic, optical and/or 
semiconductor memory and may be constituted by one or 
more hard disks. The CPU 50 may be embodied as a single 
processor or a number of processors. The CPU 50 and the 
storage device 52 may each be, for example: (i) located 
entirely within a single computer or other computing device; 
or (ii) connected to each other by a remote communication 
medium, Such as a serial port cable, telephone line or radio 
frequency transceiver. 
0046. The data storage device 52 stores a program 58 that 
controls the CPU 50 in accordance with some embodiments. 
Also stored in the data storage device 52 is a transaction 
database 60. The transaction database 60 may store informa 
tion uploaded from the vending machines 22 and representing 
transactions carried out in accordance with some embodi 
ments at the vending machines 22. The transaction database 
60 will be described further below. 
0047 FIG. 3 illustrates one exemplary vending machine 
22 suitable for use with some embodiments. Although spe 
cific exemplary vending machine 22, in the form of a bever 
age machine, is referred to throughout the detailed descrip 
tion, Some embodiments may be applied with any automatic 
sales machine that allows payment to be exchanged for goods 
or services. Payment can be presented through a variety of 
media including, but not limited to, coins, bills and other 
currencies, magnetic stripe cards such as credit cards, Smart 
cards (whether pre-paid or linked to an account), and identi 
fication codes. It is also contemplated that payment for 
vended items may be made on-line, either before or after 
receiving the Vended item. 
0048. As shown, vending machine 22 includes an input 
device 110 for receiving input from a customer indicating a 
product selection. Input device 110 may also be used for 
receiving input from an operator during stocking or mainte 
nance of vending machine 22. Although input device 110, as 
illustrated, includes a set of alpha-numeric keys for providing 
input to vending machine 22, the input device could include a 
selector dial, a set of buttons associated with a respective set 
of item dispensers, a touch screen, or any other conventional 
input device. Input device 110 may also be, for example, an 
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infrared (IR) port configured to communicate with a customer 
device 121 in the form of a PDA (personal digital assistant) or 
a cellular telephone. 
0049 Vending machine 22 may include more than one 
input device 110. For example, vending machine 22 may 
include an exterior input device 110 for receiving customer 
input and an interior input device (not shown) for receiving 
operator input. In the illustrated embodiment, input device 
110 receives input data from operators and customers. Vend 
ing machine 22 may also include a recording device 126 Such 
as a digital camera and/or a microphone. 
0050. An output device 124 may also be included. For 
example, in one embodiment, the output device 124 is a video 
display terminal, a liquid crystal display, or a touch screen. If 
the output device 124 is a touchscreen, it will be appreciated 
that such device also functions as an input device. 
0051 Vending machine 22 may include additional output 
devices such as one or more audio speakers. Vending machine 
22 may also include devices to facilitate payment, including a 
bill acceptor 114, a coin acceptor 112, a card reader 116 and 
a change dispenser 118. 
0.052 Vending machine 22 dispenses products (e.g., bev 
erage cans) at a dispensertray 140 that is accessible via a door 
138. 

0053. The output device 124 and input device 110, and 
other components seen in FIG.3, are installed on a front panel 
142 of the vending machine 22. 
0054 FIG. 4 is a schematic block diagram of vending 
machine 22 and its components. Vending machine 22 is con 
trolled by central processing unit (CPU) 401 which may be 
any commonly manufactured microprocessor chip. Such as 
the Pentium II manufactured by Intel Corporation. CPU 401 
runs at a clock speed determined by clock 423 which is 
operatively connected to CPU 401. 
0055 CPU 401 is further operatively connected to stan 
dard computer components such as random access memory 
(RAM) 421, read-only memory (ROM) 419, input device(s) 
433, output device(s) 435 and data storage device 403. RAM 
421 may be one or more single inline memory module 
(SIMM) chips capable of storing a predetermined amount of 
data (typically measured in megabytes) and used by CPU 401 
for temporary storage of processing instructions during 
operation of vending machine 22. ROM 419 may be at least 
one permanent non-erasable and non-rewritable memory 
chip or flash memory chip that stores initializing instructions 
to be used by CPU 401 during a startup routine performed by 
vending machine 22. Further functions of RAM 421 and 
ROM 419 will be apparent to one of ordinary skill in the art. 
0056. Input device(s) 433 may be one or more of the 
following commonly known peripherals used for inputting 
data to a dispensing device or to a microprocessor based 
system: a parallel port, a serial port, a keypad, a push button, 
a touch screen, a Voice recognition device, an infrared (IR) 
port, a wireless receiver, and the like. Input device(s) 433 
preferably include an external input device for use by a pur 
chaser and a separate internal input device, accessible only by 
a servicer or operator of vending machine 22 after the device 
has been opened, or through a network or other remote con 
nection. In this manner, a purchaser may enter his or her 
selections for products through the external input device and 
may interact with the vending machine 22 in other ways, and 
a servicer may access and update data stored by vending 
machine 22 through the internal input device. Input device(s) 
433 may specifically include a keyboard that enables a cus 
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tomer to select an information item to be obtained via the 
vending machine 22, and to enter an address to which the 
information item is to be delivered. Input device(s) 433 may 
also include a mouse, track ball, touchpad, or other pointing 
device that may support a graphical user interface at the 
vending machine 22. 
0057. Output device(s) 435 may be one or more of the 
following commonly known peripherals for outputting data 
from a microprocessor: a parallel or serial port, a cellular 
modem or a regular modem, a printer, a monitor, a touch 
screen, a speaker, an LED or LCD display, a Voice synthe 
sizer, and/or a combination of any of these devices. Output 
device(s) 435 preferably include an external output device for 
displaying or broadcasting messages to a purchaser and a 
separate internal output device, accessible only by a servicer 
or operator of vending machine 22 after the device has been 
opened, or through a network or other remote connection. In 
this manner, a servicer may receive data stored by Vending 
machine 22 through the internal output device. Further appli 
cable output devices will be apparent to one of ordinary skill 
in the art. In one preferred embodiment of the vending 
machine 22, a speaker and/or a display screen are provided to 
permit the vending machine to audibly and/or visibly present 
one or more information items that are offered by the vending 
machine 22. Either the entire information item may be pre 
sented, as in playing an entire song, or a sample may be 
provided. 
0058. Additionally, input device 433 and output device 
435 may be one device, such as a communications port or a 
touch screen, that can both receive and transmit data. One 
purpose of the output device 435 may be to present a menu of 
information items that may be obtained by the customer 
through the vending machine 22. A touch screen, mouse or 
other pointing device may be included to permit the customer 
to select one of the information items presented in the menu. 
0059. The CPU 401 is also in communication with a data 
storage device 403. The data storage device 403 comprises an 
appropriate combination of magnetic, optical and/or semi 
conductor memory, and may include, for example, random 
access memory, read-only memory, a compact disk and/or a 
hard disk. The data storage device 403 stores a program 415 
for controlling the CPU 401. The CPU 401 performs instruc 
tions of the program 415, and thereby operates in accordance 
with some embodiments, and particularly in accordance with 
the methods described in detail herein. The program 415 may 
be stored in a compressed, un-compiled and/or encrypted 
format. The program 415 furthermore includes program ele 
ments that may be necessary, Such as an operating system, a 
database management system and “device drivers' for allow 
ing the CPU 401 to interface with computer peripheral 
devices. Appropriate program elements are known to those 
skilled in the art and need not be described in detail herein. 

0060 According to some embodiments, the instructions 
of the program 415 may be read into a main memory from 
another computer-readable medium, such as from a ROM to 
RAM. Execution of sequences of the instructions in program 
415 causes CPU 401 to perform the process steps described 
herein. In alternative embodiments hard-wired circuitry may 
be used in place of, or in combination with, Software instruc 
tions for implementation of Some embodiments. Thus, some 
embodiments are not limited to any specific combination of 
hardware and software. 

0061 The storage device also stores an inventory database 
409 for keeping track of the inventory of products present in 
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the vending machine and a transaction database 413 for 
recording transactions carried out by the vending machine. 
Also stored in the storage device 403 are an information item 
database 412 for storing data concerning information items 
that may be offered via the vending machine 22, and an offer 
rules database 414 for storing data that indicates circum 
stances under which particular ones of the information items 
are to be offered. The databases 409, 412,413 and 414 will be 
described in further detail below. 
0062 CPU 401 is further operatively connected to timer 
417 which can be set, reset and read by CPU 401 to measure 
the passage of time. Alternatively, CPU 401 may use signals 
generated by clock 423 to measure the passage of time in 
place of timer 417, as will be apparent to one of ordinary skill 
in the art. 
0063) CPU 401 is further operatively connected to moni 
tor and operate currency storage 425, coin acceptor 427, card 
reader 428, bill acceptor 429, change dispenser 431, item 
dispenser(s) 437, and detector 439. Currency storage 425 is 
equipped to store both physical currency and electronic forms 
of currency, such as e-cash or credits from a debit card, credit 
card or Smart card, received by Vending machine 22. Coin 
acceptor 427 accepts and determines an amount of money 
received from coins deposited into vending machine 22. Card 
reader 428 receives electronic currency from a card, Such as a 
Smart card, debit card or credit card and/or determines 
account information for an account owned by the card owner. 
The account information is stored and used to apply a charge 
against the account for a product selected and dispensed by 
vending machine 22, or for an information item to be obtained 
through vending machine 22. Card reader 428 may also be 
used to read information from “frequent shopper cards' 
issued to customers. Each frequent shopper card may 
uniquely identify a particular customer and may be linked to 
a customer account or customer profile accessible by vending 
machines in the network. 

0064 Bill validator 429 accepts and determines an amount 
of money received from monetary bills deposited into vend 
ing machine 22. 
0065. The vending machine 22 may also be arranged to 
receive payment via a customer's cellular phone. According 
to this known technique, the customer uses his or her cellular 
phone to initiate a telephone call to the vending machine. The 
customer then selects a product or products to be dispensed 
(and/or one or more information items), and the cost of the 
dispensed product and/or information item is charged to the 
customer's cellular phone account. 
0.066 Change dispenser 431 dispenses any change that is 
due to a purchaser who deposits money into coin acceptor 
427, card reader 428 or bill acceptor 429. The amount of 
change to be dispensed is determined by CPU 401 under 
control of the program 415. In a process not shown, but 
apparent to one of ordinary skill in the art, CPU 401 deter 
mines an amount of money that a purchaser has deposited, 
recognizes a product and/or information item that the pur 
chaser has selected, and calculates the difference between the 
amount of money deposited and the amount to be charged for 
the product and/or information item. The difference may be 
dispensed to the purchaser through change dispenser 431 or 
otherwise credited to the purchaser or to a designated recipi 
ent. Change dispenser 431 may be operatively connected to 
currency storage 425 to dispense change from that device. 
0067. Detector 439 is a device that sends a signal to CPU 
401 when a purchaser is detected near vending machine 22. 
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Detector 439 may be used by vending machine 22 to initiate 
demand monitoring and Suggestive sell functions as disclosed 
and discussed in commonly-assigned U.S. patent application 
Ser. No. 09/164,670, entitled “Method and Apparatus for 
Collecting and Applying Vending Machine Demand Informa 
tion' (incorporated herein by reference). Detector 439 may be 
any one of the following types of devices: a motion detector, 
an infrared detector, an acoustic signal detector, a pressure 
detector mounted on the floor in front of vending machine 22 
or any other device that may detect a presence of a customer 
when he or she is in proximity of vending machine 22 and 
which outputs a signal indicative of the presence of the pur 
chaser. The detector 439 may also be operative to initiate 
playback or display of one or more information items avail 
able for acquisition via the vending machine 22. Detector 439 
may also be used to initiate presentation of offers of informa 
tion items. 

0068 CPU 401 is further in communication with commu 
nications port 441. Communications port 441 permits CPU 
401, and hence vending machine 22, to engage in data com 
munications with controller 24 and other components of the 
system 20. 
0069 FIG. 5 shows a table 500 that represents inventory 
database 409 that may be stored in a respective vending 
machine 22. Table 500 includes a column 502 in which the 
various products dispensed by the vending machine are listed, 
a column 504 which lists the respective quantities of the 
products on hand in the vending machine, and column 506, 
which stores data indicative of the prices of the respective 
products. 
0070 FIG. 6 shows a table 600 that represents an infor 
mation item database 412 that may be stored in a respective 
vending machine 22. Column 602 in table 600 lists respective 
identifiers for the information items that may be distributed 
via the vending machine 22. Column 604 contains descrip 
tions of the respective information items. Column 606 lists 
the providers of the information items. Data stored in column 
608 indicates what quantity of each information item has 
been distributed via the vending machine 22. In column 610, 
the prices of the information items are listed. It will be noted 
that, in Some cases, the "price' for an information item may 
be a requirement that the user perform an action. 
(0071 FIG. 7 shows a table 700 that represents a transac 
tion database 413 that may be stored in a respective vending 
machine 22. A similar database comprising data for all of the 
vending machines in the system may be stored as database 60 
in the controller 24. Each record in the table 700 contains data 
generated during a single transaction. 
0072. The table 700 includes a column 702 for storing 
transaction identifiers. Transaction identifiers may be unique 
codes generated by the vending machine and associated with 
each transaction. Also included in table 700 is a column 704 
for storing information indicative of the date and time at 
which the transaction took place. Column 706 stores infor 
mation that indicates the product or products sold during the 
transaction. Column 708 stores information item identifiers 
which identify the information item, if any, that was distrib 
uted in connection with the respective transaction. It is con 
templated that in Some transactions more than one informa 
tion item may be distributed, in which case more than one 
information item identifier would be stored in the entry under 
column 708 for the respective transaction. 
0073 Column 710 in table 700 stores data that indicates 
the total price charged for the transaction. Column 712 in 

Jan. 7, 2010 

table 700 contains listings of customer identifiers, if avail 
able, for the customers who carried out the transactions. Cus 
tomer identifiers may be available if the customer paid by 
credit card or used a frequent shopper card or the like to 
identify themselves. 
0074 Column 714 in table 700 lists destination addresses 
that have been input by the customer to indicate a destination 
for delivery of the information item distributed as part of the 
respective transaction. 
(0075 FIG. 8 shows a table 800 that represents an offer 
rules database 414 that may be stored in a respective vending 
machine 22. Column 802 in table 800 lists conditions upon 
which offers of information items are to be made by the 
vending machine. Column 804 lists the corresponding infor 
mation items to be offered upon the occurrence of the condi 
tions listed in column 802. Among the conditions that may 
lead to offering of a particular information item are customer 
selection of a particular product, detection of a customer at 
the vending machine, the customer using a credit card to pay 
for the transaction, or a certain amount of change being due to 
the customer as a result of the transaction. 
(0076 FIG. 9 is a flow chart that illustrates a process for 
handling a transaction at a vending machine in accordance 
with some embodiments. 
(0077. According to a first step 902 in the process of FIG.9, 
the vending machine receives a payment. This may occur 
according to a number of known techniques, including receiv 
ing a coin or coins via coinacceptor 427, or receiving an item 
of paper currency via bill acceptor 429. As an alternative, a 
credit card account number may be inputted into the vending 
machine via a card reader 428 and the corresponding account 
charged. As still another alternative, a PDA or a transponder 
may be used to transmit an account number to the vending 
machine, and the corresponding account may then be charged 
for the price of the transaction. 
0078. It is also contemplated that the customer may call 
the vending machine with his or her cellular telephone with 
the amount of the transaction to be charged to the customer's 
cellular telephone account. Furthermore, payment to the 
vending machine may be arranged by the customer ahead of 
time via the Internet. 
(0079. Next, at step 904, the vending machine receives 
from the customer an indication of a product selection. This 
may be done in a number of ways, including the customer 
actuating a conventional push button. It is also contemplated 
that the product could be selected via a cellular telephone, or 
that the customer may leave it up to the vending machine to 
select the product. When the vending machine only vends a 
single product, the Submission of payment may indicate a 
product selection. 
0080 Next, at step 906, the vending machine determines 
an information item to offer to the customer and a price at 
which the information item is to be offered. 

I0081. The information item to be offered may be selected 
based on the product selected by the customer. For example, 
the selection of a certain product by the customer may trigger 
the vending machine to offer to the customer a certain infor 
mation item such as a certain piece of recorded music, at a 
given price. Alternatively, an information item may have been 
offered even before payment was received and the product 
selected. For example, the vending machine may continu 
ously display a notice indicating that a certain information 
item such as a certain Song is available through the vending 
machine. The notice may indicate that if a certain product is 
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selected for vending, an information item is available as part 
of a package at a package price with the product in question. 
The vending machine may display several options, each of 
which is a package of a product to be vended through the 
machine and an associated information item. 

0082. The types of information items that may be distrib 
uted via the vending machines may include, as noted before, 
Songs or other musical selections or other audio recordings, 
Video recordings Such as music videos, movies or television 
programs, software programs including game software, cheat 
codes for games, text files including so-called “e-books’. 
news accounts in text form, and unlock codes that may be 
used to gain access to information from a website, for 
example. 
0083. The determination of which of a number of infor 
mation items to offer may be made in a number of ways. For 
example, as noted before, the determination of an information 
item to offer may be based on the product selected by the 
customer. Alternatively, the information item to be offered 
may be dependent on the amount of payment provided by the 
customer or based on the amount of change due to the cus 
tomer. The selection of an information item to offer may also 
be based on the manner in which the payment is provided. A 
number of information items may be offered to the customer 
sequentially or simultaneously in the form of a menu and the 
customer may be permitted to select one of the information 
items from the menu. 

0084. The customer may also be permitted to request a 
particular information item of interest and the vending 
machine may then seek to obtain that information item via a 
process like that provided by services such as Napster. 
I0085 Step 908 indicates that the offer of the information 
item is presented to the customer. This may be done in various 
ways and at various times during the process. For example, 
the offer may be made continuously by displaying a notice via 
display 124 of the vending machine. This may occur before, 
during or after receipt of payment and/or receipt of the cus 
tomer's product selection. 
I0086 Offering an information item may also involve 
determining a price at which an information item should be 
offered. The price may have previously been assigned by the 
party that provides the information item and may be included 
in the above-described information item database. Alterna 
tively, there may be a flat price for all information items. 
0087 Another possibility is that the information item pric 
ing may be variable depending on factors such as the amount 
of change due to the customer. For example, if the customer 
deposits a dollar and selects a product that costs seventy-five 
cents, the vending machine may display a notice that states 
that a particular song may be obtained for the change due, i.e. 
twenty-five cents. If the product selected costs sixty cents, 
then the notice might have indicated that the price of the 
information item was forty cents. In either case, if the cus 
tomer indicates that he or she desires to obtain the information 
item, then no change is provided to the customer. 
0088. It is also contemplated that particular information 
items may be paired with particular products to promote the 
sales of less popular products. Thus, for example, a product 
that is selling well may be paired with a rather obscure infor 
mation item, or a product that is not selling well may be paired 
with an information item that is very popular. The popularity 
of an information item may be determined by publicly avail 
able information Such as sales chart information. 
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I0089. As indicated at step 910, the vending machine 
receives from the customer data that represents a destination 
address to which the information item is to be sent. The 

destination address may take the form of an e-mail address, an 
Internet website address, a telephone number or a postal 
service mailing address. The data indicative of the destination 
address may be inputted via an input device on the vending 
machine Such as a touch screen or a keyboard. Alternatively, 
the destination address may be inputted to the vending 
machine via a PDA 121 (FIG. 3) or some other customer 
device. 

0090 Finally, step 912 indicates that the vending machine 
arranges to transmit the information item to the destination 
address received at step 910. For example, the vending 
machine may send a message to the controller 24 indicating 
the information item selected by the customer and the input 
ted destination address. The controller 24 may then send a 
message to information provider device 26 with the same 
information. Assuming that the information provider device 
26 stores the relevant information item, a data file correspond 
ing to the information item is sent by the information provider 
device 26 to the indicated destination address. As other alter 
natives, the data file corresponding to the information item 
may be stored at the controller 24 and dispatched from the 
controller 24 to the destination address in response to a mes 
sage from the vending machine, or the vending machine itself 
may store the information item and may send the information 
item directly to the destination address. 
(0091 FIG. 10 is a flow chart that illustrates another pro 
cess for handling a transaction at a vending machine. The 
illustrated method corresponds to the method described with 
respect to FIG.9, except the offering occurs before receiving 
the payment. 
0092 FIG. 11 is a flow chart that illustrates another pro 
cess for handling a transaction at a vending machine. At step 
1110 the vending machine receives a payment. At step 1120, 
the vending machine receives from the customer an indica 
tion of a product selection. At step 1130, the information item 
is offered for the change due. At step 1140, it is determine 
whether the offer for the information item is accepted. If not, 
then the change is provided (step 1150). If the offer is 
accepted, then the information item is provided but the 
change is not provided (step 1160). 
0093. The following is an example of one way in which 
Some embodiments may be practiced: 
0094. A vending machine continuously plays a hit song 
via a speaker. A customer approaches the vending machine 
and views a notice on a touchscreen that states: “You can have 
this great Song downloaded to your home computer for just 25 
cents’. The customer inserts a dollar bill into a bill acceptor 
and selects a Soda by pushing a button. The Soda is dispensed. 
The customer presses an “accept button on the touch screen 
and the touch screen prompts the customer to enter the cus 
tomer's e-mail address. The customeractuates alpha-numeric 
areas on the touch screen to enter his e-mail address. Because 
the price of the Soda is 75 cents, no change is dispensed. The 
vending machine sends an e-mail message to the entered 
e-mail address with the Song as an audio file attachment to the 
e-mail message. 
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(0.095 Although the preceding example provides for the 
information item to be specified in an offer, it is also contem 
plated that an undetermined information item may be offered. 
For example, an offer may propose to download next week's 
number one hit to the customer's home computer at a time in 
the future after the number one hit has been determined. 
0096. The previous example contemplates a separate 
charge for the information item. Alternatively, the informa 
tion item may be provided free to the customer upon the 
customer selecting a particular product or upon selecting any 
product available for purchase through the vending machine. 
0097. In some embodiments that have been described 
above, the system transmits an information item to an address 
that has been inputted into a vending machine by the cus 
tomer. Alternatively, if the customer has a PDA, the vending 
machine may be arranged to transmit the information item 
directly to the PDA upon the customer indicating acceptance 
of the information item. 
0098. With the methods and apparatus of some embodi 
ments, the experience of patronizing a vending machine can 
be enriched by allowing the customer to obtain information 
items such as music recordings or music videos to be distrib 
uted to the customer's home computer. Thus, some of the 
enjoyment of visiting a music store can be incorporated in a 
visit to a vending machine. This may enhance the customer's 
perception of the vending experience and of the product dis 
tributed through the vending machine. 
0099. The methods described herein as sequences of steps 
are not limited to being performed in the order set forth 
herein, but may be performed in any order that is practical. 
0100 Although some embodiments have been described 
with respect to preferred embodiments thereof, those skilled 
in the art will note that various substitutions, modifications 
and variations may be made with respect to the embodiments 
described herein without departing from the spirit and scope 
of the present invention. 
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What is claimed is: 
1. A method of operating a vending machine, comprising: 
receiving a payment; 
receiving a product selection: 
offering an information item; 
receiving a destination address; 
dispensing a product indicated by the product selection; 

and 
transmitting the information item to a location specified by 

the received destination address. 
2. The method of claim 1, further comprising selecting the 

information item before said offering step. 
3. The method of claim 2, wherein said selecting the infor 

mation item is based on the received product selection. 
4. The method of claim 1, wherein said payment is received 

in the form of currency. 
5. The method of claim 1, wherein said product selection is 

received via a push button on the vending machine. 
6. The method of claim 1, wherein said offering occurs 

before said receiving the payment. 
7. The method of claim 1, wherein said offering occurs 

after said dispensing. 
8. The method of claim 1, further comprising providing 

change only if said information item is not accepted. 
9. The method of claim 1, wherein the information item is 

a video recording. 
10. The method of claim 1, wherein the information item is 

an audio recording. 
11. The method of claim 1, wherein the product is one of a 

beverage and a snack. 
12. The method of claim 1, wherein the destination address 

is an e-mail address. 
13. The method of claim 1, wherein said offering includes 

displaying a notice at said vending machine. 
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